
        
            
                
            
        

    


 

                     “HOOPS” 

 

 

 

 

 

 Book Two in the 



ERIC LEWIS SPORTS SERIES 



     by the Coach 

 

     Thomas Smythe 

  

Art by Pete O’Brien 

  

 

 




DEDICATION 

To  my  longtime  friends  Nick  Robertson  and  Jim  Kitchen, both  retired  high  school  basketball  Coaches  in  Oregon.    Their friendship has helped me through a few hard times over the years, and their proven loyalty is heartwarming. 





TESTIMONIALS 



PETER JACOBSEN 

Professional golfer and highly respected member of the NBC golf crew. 

         “Coach Smythe is a multi-talented man.  His high school football teams were consistently state title contenders over a forty year span of time.  He is also  an  accomplished  author  and  his  new  series  featuring  high  school athletes  is  a  must  read  for  anyone  loving  sports.    Tom  is  a  low  handicap golfer and a world traveler.  His insights into the life of the main character are telling and true.  He is a great storyteller and his books are an easy and fun read.  They will take you back to your own high school days and you’ll want to read the entire series and pass it on to family and friends.” 



LOU HOLTZ 

Retired;    Former  head  coach,  North  Carolina  State,  New  York  Jets,  U.  of Arkansas, U. of Minnesota,  Notre Dame U, U. South Carolina; 



“Although  ‘Sophomore’  is  a  book  of  fiction,  it  contains  real  life  values,  such  as integrity,  honesty,  and  hard  work  to  mention  a  few.   Both  young  and  mature  people alike,  from all over the country will benefit from reading Coach Tom’s book’s." 



JUNE JONES 

Retired; NCAA and NFL football coach and Portland native 

 

          "Having  known  Tom  Smythe  for  almost  40  years,  it  was  a  joy  to read the book.  He brought to my attention so many things I believe in as a coach. 

Before  it was  OK  to  put  your  arm  around  a  kid  and  tell  him  you  love  him, Tom  was  there.   He  used  love  and encouragement  instead  of  cursing  and tearing down a young athlete to attain high team and individual performance. 

Before  the  spread  offenses  and  the  no huddling,  that  the  game  now  has evolved  too,  Tom  was  there.   He  has  won  at  every  level  and played the game the way it was suppose to be played.   It was so much fun to enjoy the memories  and places  in  these  chapters,  and  along  the  way  being  able  to confirm validity on the lessons of life this great game we love can teach you. I loved this book and so will you.  Enjoy, they are all here."  

 

FORWARD 











This  is  the  second  book  in  the  Eric  Lewis  Sports  Series, loosely patterned after Clair Bee’s Chip Hilton books of the 1950’s and 60’s. 





It  begins  the  day  after  the  football  state  semi-final  loss  and once  again  follows  the  exploits  of  the  series  main  character  Eric Lewis. 





Eric’s  mom  always  said  to  anyone  “Just  give  Eric  a  ball  and forget about him.”   So its no wonder the book “Hoops” begins the day after the football season came to a sudden end. 





I hope you all enjoy “Hoops” as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it and if you are an athlete that you will follow the good sportsmanship example that Eric and his friends display over and over. 
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“I AM A ROCK” 

 

 SIMON & GARFUNKEL 



I 



I  slept  later  than  usual,  not  waking  until  after  eight.  As  I climbed  out  of  bed,  I  could  feel  the  physical  toll the game took on my  sixteen  year  old  body.    I  hurt  more  mentally  though,  and  the sting  of  the  tough  loss  in  the  state  semi-final  to  the  Jefferson  J-Hawks  would  linger  for  a  long  time.  I  am  a  rock  about  handling disappointment in athletics most of the time but it’ll take me awhile to get over this one. 

It was mid November of 1981. It should be a festive time. The holidays  were  fast  approaching.    But  it  was  unusually  quiet  in  our home in Crater, Iowa.   I entered the kitchen area expecting at least to  see  mom  beginning  the  Saturday  morning  breakfast  routine.    I guess the late arrival home and the emotions of the evening got to her as well.  Even the boys, Paul and Danny, were no shows. 

I opened the front door and picked up the morning newspaper, although I didn’t really want to read about the loss.  I poured myself a  glass of orange juice and quickly scanned the sports page.  We were all over the front page, and there were some great pictures as well. 

The  stories  were  pretty  positive;  nearly  everyone  mentioned how hard we played and how unlucky we were.  A couple of them questioned  the  end  zone  call,,  but  I  didn’t  want  to  dwell  on  that. 

Coach  Vincetti  was  right,  the  call  on  the  field  stands  and  we’ll  not waste time bitching about it. 

About  that  time  mom  shuffled  into  the  room  looking  perky  as usual. 

“Good morning Eric. I thought you might sleep all day today.” 

I nodded like I could have but then shrugging said, “I slept like a rock but when I woke up it didn’t take long to realize it was time to move on.” 

“Well, my boy, I’m glad to hear that.  What’s on the agenda?” 

I  wanted  to  say  I’m  just  going  to  sit  here and  cry  but  thought better of it. 

“I’ll  probably  see  if  the  hoops  team  is  practicing  this  morning and, if they are, shoot a bit.” 

Mom  looked  at  me  and  winked  before  saying,  “Eric  for  you son, there are no breaks. And I love you for that.” 

I knew they weren’t practicing, but I also knew I might as well get started on the next season by getting in some weekend rat ball at the ‘open’ gym always held on Saturday morning. 

About that time dad came in, and I heard my brothers stirring in their room.  Mom was already busy cooking, and I could smell the delightful aroma of bacon broiling.  We’d have bacon and eggs and the sweet rolls mom always had on hand from the local bakery. 

Dad looked my direction, smiled and said, “Son, that was one of the most exciting games I’ve ever watched.  I sure hope  Coach told you how good you guys were.” 

“He said all the right things as usual, and I managed to voice my opinion as well.” 

“Really?  What did you say?” 

“I just reminded everyone that we play football for the Love of the  Game.    Championships  will  come  or  not  but  we  play  for  each other  and  we  did  a  hard  job  well,”    echoing  one  of  Coach  Vince’s lines. 

Dad  just  grinned  and  nodded  his  approval  just  as  Paul  and Danny burst into the room. 

“We got robbed,”  yelled Paul while Danny just headed for the breakfast table, not wanting to miss anything to eat. 

I offered no comment to Paul but thought to myself I’ll need to enlighten him on how to handle adversity sooner rather than later. 

We  enjoy  our  family  breakfast  and  I  was  starved  so  I  talked mom into another helping of the scrambled eggs and a couple more pieces  of  bacon.    The  pastry  was  mouth  watering  as  usual,  so  by the time I left the table I felt like I needed a nap. 

Shortly  after  nine  Luke  called  and  wanted  to  know  if  I  was heading  to  the  gym.    We  chatted  for  a  bit  and  decided  to  meet around ten.  We knew someone would be around to open it for what they call “Open Gym,” which only means it’s open for the basketball team.  I often wondered why Coach Vince didn’t offer “Open Field” 

or  Coach  Mack  “Open  Diamond.”    But  we  could  get  in  some shooting  and  hang  around  with  the  hoops  guys  who  didn’t  play football. 



II 





Sure enough the entire basketball squad was running up and down  the  court  by  the  time  Luke  and  I  arrived.    There  were some fathers playing as well, and Coach Edwards was also on one of the teams.  The drill was five on five full-court and first team to ten stays on  the  court  while  the  losing  team  moves  off  and  the  next  in  line takes their place. 

Our best two post players, Thomas and Toby Hart-Zoller, were on  different  teams,  and  they  battled  tooth  and  nail  the  entire time. 

They  were  closing  in  on  six-five  and  both  of  them  could  shoot, rebound and play defense.  When the two juniors played, even on a Saturday morning “Open Gym,” they played with a competitive spirit that  showed  how  seriously  they  took  the  game.    Toby’s  team  won on a rebound hoop he put back, much to the disgust of his brother who had failed to box out. But they loved each other, as twins often do, and as Thomas left the floor he turned towards Toby and said, 

“That’s the last time that happens, buddy.” 

He said it with a big grin on his face, and of course Toby just put out his arms in a ‘yeah sure’ gesture also with a big smile.  With those two guys in our lineup, we would be a tough matchup for our opponents for sure. 

Luke  and  I  shot  around  at  side  baskets  and  watched  Coach Edwards’ team dethrone Toby’s, and the pattern just kept on as the hour edged towards the noon stop time. 

Finally we talked  our way onto a team with two fathers and a junior varsity  player, Robby  Cowan,  a  string  bean  sophomore who everyone thought would be a pretty good player once he grew into his  size  fourteen  shoes.    His  father  was  one  of  the  dad’s,  and  I didn’t know the other one but he was a pretty good player, for a forty plus year old man. 

Luke  was  a  point  guard,  so  he  handled  the  ball  most  of  the time:  and  even  though  I’m  sure  he,  like  me,  hadn’t  touched  a basketball  much  since  summer  league  ended,  he  looked  in  mid 

season form.  Luke was an assist machine but could hit the three-pointer now and then as well. 

We  had  a  competitive  game  against  Coach  Edwards’  group, and it came down to the last possession.  They missed; I snared the rebound  and  fired  a  long  outlet  pass  to  Luke  who  raced  ahead  of the pack of players chasing him to lay in the winner. 

We  had  worked  up  a  pretty  good  sweat,  and  the  competition took  out  the  frustration  left  over  from  last  night.      Coach  Edwards said  to  both  of  us  as  we  walked  off  the  court, “Nice  job,  guys,  but I’m wondering why you’re here instead of lying in bed.” 

Luke  and  I  looked  at  each  other  and  in  unison  smiled  and  I said, “It’s hoops now, Coach just give us a ball and let’s go. 

Crater had been a state power in basketball and in baseball for a long time.  The football success simply made it a clean sweep of the big three sports here in Iowa. 

Last  year  the  hoops  squad  made  it  into  the  second  round  of the state sub-tournament and the baseball team to the quarter-final round.  With the football team’s season ending by a whisker in the semifinal,  we  had  established  our  boys  sports  teams  as  statewide contenders  and  everyone  would  need  to  understand  we  weren’t going away anytime soon. 



 

TWO 



“I AM, I SAID” 

 

 NEIL DIAMOND 



I 



The  weekend  flew  by,  and  on  Monday  the  school  held  a morning assembly to honor our team.  Coach Vincetti accepted the semi-final trophy as the entire team watched from the chairs behind the podium.  Our captains thanked our student body for their great support during the season, the cheerleaders led a Go Comet cheer with a nice routine and everyone left for class with a smile.  Season over, let’s begin a new one. 

During  the  day,  I  got  a  lot  of  slaps  on  the  back  and  some lighthearted ribbing as well.  Miss Murtry was her usual self and with a  chipper  voice  said  after  her  English  class  had  settled  in  their seats,  “Be  sure  to  tell  our  star  athlete  how  much  you  appreciated the  team’s  effort.  and  I  don’t  care  what  anyone  says.  We  Got Robbed.” 

Everyone  laughed  and  the  mood  was  set.  “Now  let’s  get  to work and find out what Mr. Chaucer has in store for us today.” 

The day flew by, and I was the first on the court for practice.  I wanted  to  get  in  some  extra  shooting,  and  Cezar,  that  rascal,  just happened by to shag for me.  I got in about a hundred jumpers and rebound bank shots before the rest of the guys arrived.  I was able to get there early because I had PE the last period of the day. 

“Hey,  buddy  you’re in  midseason  form  with  that  jumper,” said Cezar.    “Were  you  sneaking  in  some  extra  shooting  by  chance during the football season?” 

“Just  my  natural  talent  taking  over,  my  friend,”  as  I  swished another from just behind the three point line.  I had always been a good shooter, and mom takes all the credit because her family were all  three-sport  athletes.    She  would  kid  dad  about  that,  saying,  “In hoops, you shoot with your hands and you Europeans never do that 

in that other game.”  Referring, of course, to dad’s Croatian heritage and his soccer upbringing. 

Coach Edwards called us together and welcomed the football guys.  “Let’s just see how fast you guys can pick up the routine and get  rid  of  the  rust.”    There  were six  football players on the twelve-man varsity roster.  I think Luke has a good chance to start at the point  and  Sean  Kitter  was  solid  at  wing  and  I  should  be  the  other wing.    Justin  Kenn  was  also  a  wing  and  Dan  Winters  would probably  be  the  starting  point  for  the  JV  team  and  suit  with  the varsity,  although  he  wasn’t  at  practice  and  I  wondered  about  that. 

Allen Olsen would fit in somewhere too, probably some at the point and some at wing. 

The  seven  basketball  guys  who  didn’t  play  football  were,  of course, the twins Thomas and Toby Hart-Zoller.  Robby Cowan and senior  Dave  Sandy  were  the  backup  posts.    Mike  Smithy  and Holger  Nagel  were  swing  guys  who  could  play  almost  anywhere. 

Holger, everyone called him Hal, was really a defensive specialists. 

The  twins  started  as  sophomores,  and  Sean  was  the  other returning starter.  Luke and I would replace two graduated seniors. 

Most people thought because Thomas and Toby were a year older and  a  year stronger and  Luke  and  I  were arguably  better than the two  departed  guys  we  could  easily  be  a  better  team  than  the  one that made it to the second round a year ago.  I thought Sean Kenn was the key. He had had an up and down junior season, but he had really  come  on  in  summer  ball  and  might  be  our  best  perimeter player. 

The  first  drill  was    full  court  and  run  at  three-quarter  speed. 

The  players  rotated  from  under  the  basket,  to  the  outlet  spot  and finally to the point.  Two defensive players stationed themselves in the  opposite  key  area  and,  once  the  ball  got  across  the  mid  court line it was a simple three on two drill.    The running the floor part was new to me, and I thought Coach must have picked it up during the offseason clinic sessions that he attended religiously. 

From  there we changed drills nearly  every ten minutes or so, and most of it was up-tempo. Coach was yelling out things new to me like, “Pin Down, Stagger Down” and on defense “Stay in Stance” 

and Stick.”  It was obvious I needed to be a quick learner, so I never lost  concentration  and  heard  every  word  from  Coach  and  his 

assistants.  It  didn’t  take  me  long  to  completely  soak  my  practice jersey, but I was loving it. 



II 



We finished the practice with a half-court session detailing our base  offense  which  Coach  called  a  hybrid,  part ‘Triangle’  and  part 

‘Drive and Kick’, which was very new to all of us.  Everyone had a chance  to  handle  the  ball,  and  there  were  a  lot  of  pick-and-roll opportunities  off  screens  by  our  two  post  players.    Of  course,  the point guard started the whole thing and, Luke was a natural. 

Coach Edwards had quickly moved from football to basketball, and  his  two  assistant  Coaches  seemed  to  have  a  pretty  good feel for what Coach ‘E’ wanted done.  They had pretty much run things while  football  was  in  progress,  so  it  was  no  surprise.    But  Coach Edwards had this ‘look’ that told us all, better listen close now.  He was definitely the guy in charge! 

He  was  a  math  teacher  and  in  his  second  season  with  the Comets.  Last season’s success had certainly set the stage for this year’s  second  edition.    Coach  had  a  state  title  to  his  credit  while Coaching  at  North  High  in  Sioux  City.    It  turns  out  Coach  ‘E’  and Coach  Vince  had  been  fraternity  brothers  in  college  at  Nebraska and had been trying to team up for years.  It finally happened when Coach Vince arrived this year.  I’m sure Coach Edwards had a lot to do with the hire.  I for one couldn’t be happier, but I knew I wasn’t in the minority, not by a long shot. 

The varsity assistant Coach was a holdover from the previous staff.    Sonny  Jim  Prather  had  been  the  varsity  assistant  for  the previous  head  Coach  but  didn’t  desire  a  head  job.    But  he  was invaluable to Coach Edwards which he had proved beyond a doubt during  last  years  season.    He  was  a  science  teacher  and  on everyone’s  list  of ‘Best’ teachers.  His son Jimmy was a freshmen and  had  a  chance  to  be  a  very  good  player  in  both  football  and basketball. 

New  to  the  program  was  the  JV  head  Coach,  Charlie  Napp. 

He  was  a  young  guy  recently  graduated  from  Nebraska  Wesleyan University,  an  NAIA  school  located  in  Lincoln.  Charlie  had  been  a star  player  for  the  Prairie  Wolves  and  a  four-year  starter.  He brought a youthful energy to the staff and with his flaming red hair 

would be easily spotted on the bench during games.  He was to be Coach  Edwards  ‘defensive’  specialist,  planning  defensive  strategy for  the  upcoming  game  while  at  the  same  time  Coaching  the  JV 

squad. 

Coach  brought  us  together  after  the  session  and  talked  at length about his goals for our season. 

“I  was  pleased  with  last  year’s  season,  but  it  wasn’t  good enough.    We  can  never  be  satisfied  with  getting  into  the  playoffs and  winning  a  game  or  two.    That  will,  over  time,  breed  a complacency that won’t be in our best interest as a program.” 

That got everyone’s attention.  As I looked around our group of assembled athletes, I couldn’t suppress a grin because what I saw was a group of teammates that would put in the time and the effort to become a major factor in the state basketball picture. 

“We  need  to  establish  ourselves  as  the  type  of  team  that  will always  be  both  mentally  and  physically  prepared.   We,  no I, won’t tolerate complacency.  We will never take an opponent for granted. 

We will concentrate on being the best we can be by doing the little things well.  No one will work smarter than we will.” 

I  knew  Coach  was  a  disciple  of  Coach  Bobby  Knight  at Indiana,  and  I  liked  that  fact.    Our  practices  would  be  run  with precision, and organization would prevail over his entire program.  I had enjoyed playing for him during the summer program, and if this first day was any indication I would love it even more now that the regular season was upon us. 

Luke and I bounced out of the shower and both of us were in a great mood. 

“You know, my friend, Coach has a powerful presence to him that I can relate to,”  said Luke as we jumped into his ugly VW for the quick trip home. 

“Are you as convinced as I am,” Luke asked? 

“I am, I said.” 

“He’s  certainly  different  than  Coach  Vince,  but  there  is  also something there that’s the same.  I’m not sure just what it is, but I can feel it.” 

As  I  jumped  out  of  the  still  slow  moving  car  and  bounded toward the front door of the house, Luke yelled, “See ‘Ya tomorrow buddy.” 

Yes  he  would,  and  it  was  pretty  obvious  we  were  ready  to meet our next challenge. 





THREE 

 

 “I DON’T EVEN KNOW YOUR NAME” 

 

 ALAN JACKSON 



I 



“Hi mom”, I said as I came into the kitchen.  I know she would be hard at work with dinner prep and she was well into the process. 

It  smelled  like  one  of  my  favorite  meals  because  the  garlic  was permeating the room. 

“What goes with the garlic tonight, mom?” 

She  just  rolled  her  eyes  at  me  and  continued  stirring  the sauce.    “Your  favorite  I  believe,”  she  offered  in  return.  I  saw  the Penne  pasta  resting  on  the  counter  before  its  dive  into  the  boiling water, sudden death and smiled. 

I knew she was working on a red sauce with mushroom, black olive  with  green  and  red  peppers.    I  liked  my  pasta  and  loved  it when it had a little ‘kick’ to it  and covered with Parmesan. 

“How much time do I have”? 

“We’re about twenty minutes away.” 

“Great, I have time to clean up a bit.  Where are the rascals,” 

referring to my two younger brothers Paul and Danny. 

“Last  time  I  saw  them  they  were  outside  playing  in  the  back yard.  Mind giving them a call?” 

Before  I  went  upstairs  to  my  room,  I  stepped  outside  and yelled,  “You’ve  got  ten  minutes  ‘till  dinner,  guys.”    Knowing  they would take longer than that and be right on time. 

We didn’t have much discussion during the meal. We were all too busy enjoying the spread of pasta and fresh baked bread.  Mom finished  it  off  with  a  small  bowl  of  ice  cream.    Just  as  we  were leaving the table dad said to me, “Well, tell me about the first day at Coach Edwards hoop camp my boy.” 

“It was great, dad.  We’re going to be really good.  There was a confidence throughout the team already, but I think our success in football has raised everyones expectations.” 

Of  course,  the  fact  that  we  had  three  starters  returning  didn’t hurt  our  confidence  level.    I  didn’t  say  anything  but  I  felt  like defending  our  league  title  was  well  within  our  grasp,  and  if  things went as I was hoping, we could make a pretty strong run during the state tournament in a couple months. 

“The twins are going to be a force, and I feel like Sean is ready to  break  out  and  be  the  consistent  player  he  wants  to  be.    Coach has  some  really  good  new  stuff  that  should  emphasize  both  our inside and outside game.  We’ve got some shooters.” 

“Other than you?” 

“Ha, ha I hope so. You know how I fold under pressure.” 

We bantered back and forth for a bit longer.  I just loved dad’s ability  to  make  me  laugh  and  keep  the  father-son  thing  on  such  a positive plain. 

“I need to hit the study table before I settle in front of the TV.” 

With  that,  I  headed  upstairs  to  my  room  where  a  geometry lesson waited.  Not my best subject, but I enjoyed the challenge. 

Just  before  I  slipped  into  my  room,  Danny  cornered  me  and asked, “Did you see the new guy at school today?” 

“New guy?  What are you talking about?” 

“A new family moved in just up the street, and word has it he’s a pretty good athlete. At least that’s what his sister told us today in school.” 

Danny was in the seventh grade at the Jr. High.  She had said her brother was a three-sport athlete and they had just moved from Nebraska to Crater. 

“What’s his name?  I’ll try to find him tomorrow and show him around.” 
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It didn’t take long to find the new guy.  As I walked into school on Tuesday morning, there was a crowd gathered around someone I didn’t recognize near the counseling center. 

Luke  saw  me  and  bounced  over  smiling.    He  had  just  met Stevie and was all smiles. 

“Nebraska’s loss, our gain,”  he said. 

“Tell me about it.” 

“First thing I told him was I don’t even know your name but I’ve heard you can play.” 

“What did he say to that?” 

“Well, he told me his name,”  Luke said as he continued with his story. 

Seems Stevie Curry was indeed from Nebraska, Omaha to be exact.  He was a junior, even though he looked about thirteen years old.    But  he  was  a  nice  looking  kid,  and  it  seems  like  our  female population has already found him to their liking as most of the crowd gathering around our transfer were wearing skirts. 

He looked about five-ten and athletic.  About that time the first bell rang, meaning we had five minutes to find our first period class. 

One of the counseling staff looked to be about to show him to class when Coach Edwards suddenly showed up and was introduced.  I’d hear all about it, I’m sure, as my math class was second period with Coach “E”. 

On my way to first period class, I bumped into Dan Winters in the hallway. 

“Dan, missed you yesterday at practice.” 

He shrugged and said, “I’ll tell you later, buddy.” 

His body language told me there was definitely something up, and I was anxious to hear his story. 

It  turned  out  I  didn’t  have  to  wait  very  long.    Allen  Olsen  sat next to  me  in  the  front row  of our speech class.  The teacher, Mr. 

Madson, was one of my favorites, and I really enjoyed how he ran our class.  He was somewhat of a showman and always wore long suspenders and a nice suit. 

Just  before  Mr.  Madson  took  over,  Allen  leaned  over  and asked, “Did you hear Dan isn’t going to play this year?” 

“No, I haven’t, but I’ll say I’m not surprised after I saw him this morning.” 

He had told Allen that his heart just wasn’t in basketball and he really  wanted  to  spend  the  winter  working  out  for  baseball,  his favorite sport. 

I walked into Mr. Edwards’ math class, and he motioned to me to join him at his desk. 

“Have you met Stevie yet?” He asked? 

“No, Coach, I haven’t but I did see him this morning.” 

Coach told me all he was able to find out in his brief chat with our newest Comet. 

“He’s a three-sport athlete, plays running back in football, point guard in basketball and runs track.  Sounds like he’s excited to be here and anxious to get started.” 

“Wow,  that’s  good  news.    Changing  the  subject,  I  asked, Coach have you talked with Dan?” 

“I have and he’s not going to play.  I totally understand and told him so.  Being a three-sport athlete isn’t as easy as it used to be, that’s for sure.” 

At  lunch  time  I  got  to  meet  our  newest  athlete  and  was  very impressed.  It turns out he had started since his sophomore year in football, played JV basketball as a sophomore and was in the hunt for the starting point guard position back in Omaha.  My eyes lit up a  bit  when  I  learned  he  had  finished  second  in  the  one  hundred meter dash last spring in the Nebraska state meet. It looked like we had ourselves a fast running back to replace graduating senior Jon Market. 

“Are you going to practice today?” I asked. 

“Yes,  I’ll  be  ready  to  go.    I  can’t  wait  to  meet  the  guys,  and I just  hope  I’ll  be  able  to  help  out  a  bit.    I’ve  met  Luke,  and  he’s  a great guy.  Maybe between us we’ll make the point a strength.” 

He  had  a  confidant  countenance  without  being  cocky.    I  was very impressed with his humility and seeming willingness to fit into our team. 

“I  think  you’ll  love  the  guys.    We  have  a  close  team,  and  our expectations are pretty high.” 

He nodded and said, “Cool.” 

We chatted about sports mostly, and I found out he had moved because  his  dad  had  taken  a  job  here  with  the  Bank  of  the  West, which had branches in most of the Midwest states. 

“Dad  got  a  big  promotion.    He’s  pretty  excited  about  the opportunity.  I just told him no more moving until I graduate.” 

I asked, “How big is your family?” 

“I’ve  got  four  older  brothers  and  a  sister.    I’m  the  runt  of  the boy  litter.    They’re  all  either  in  college  or  just  beginning  life  in  the real world.  So it’s just me, mom and dad and my little sister.  She’s in the seventh grade.” 

“Actually,  you’ll  find  out  pretty  quick  we’re  just  one  big  happy family here.  I’m sure you’ll fit in very nicely.” 

“Thanks.” 

“And as for me, I’m excited to have a new friend.” 

Stevie  had  a  chance  to  meet  most  of  his  new  hoops teammates.  His eyes lit up when he saw the twins, who stopped by to introduce themselves. 

“Wow, do they play football too?” 

“Ha,  ha.  Funny  you  should  ask.    They  didn’t  this  year,  but  I won’t stop trying to recruit them.” 

“You’ll have all the help you want from me.” 

Another crowd  of  mostly girls had gathered around where we were sitting.  Seems like the word was out, and our new teammate wouldn’t  have  any  problem  finding  companionship.    Hell,  maybe  I could find a new female friend too. 

 

 

       FOUR 



“SETTLE FOR A SLOWDOWN” 

 

 DIRKS BENTLEY 



I 



It was the week of our first game, and i was just finishing my shooting  routine  with  Cezar  as  my  ‘shagger’  when  my  teammates began arriving for practice.  Everyone had a smile on their face for good reason.  We had meshed as a group. No one was upset with their role.  Coach Edwards had done a great job of integrating each of our talents into one unit.  Everyone had there ‘role,’ and the sky was the limit in my mind. 

Luke had established himself as the starting point, but Stevie had shown all of us he could play.  His ability to drive to the hoop and either dish off or score was uncanny. With Justin or Allen as the first  off  the  bench  at  wing  and  either  Robby  or  Dave  the  first  post sub, I felt like we were an eight-or-nine deep team with experience and couldn’t wait for our first test on Friday. 

In our first full game scrimmage last week, we put up a lot of points and looked to be a very well-rounded team.  Coach has split us up as evenly as possible, and everyone played well.  Luke and Stevie  will  indeed  be  a  huge  plus  at  the  point,  and  there  will probably be times when Coach plays both of them at the same time. 

Justin and Allen will offer solid backup strength to the wing position and either could play extended minutes if necessary. 

Our senior backup post, Dave  Sandy, was six-foot-three and change  and  was  a  solid  and  dependable  reserve.  The  biggest surprise for me was the development of Robby Cowan at the post. 

He was still growing and looked to be about an inch or maybe two taller than the twins who were an identical six-foot-five.  His height might come in very handy down the road.  But his strength was the most  obvious  improvement.    He  no  longer  fumbled  the  ball  so much,  and  when  he  grabbed  a  rebound  it  was  secured  instantly. 

He  had  a  nice  soft  shooting  touch,  and  his  confidence  grew  with 

each passing day.  So did mine in the possibility of us being a major factor in Iowa hoops this year. 

Friday night we opened against Fort Dodge from central Iowa, a town of 25,000 people.  It was to be an unusual home and home series with the Dodgers, on Friday at home and we would travel on Saturday.    It  was  about  a  two-hour  or  less  drive,  depending  on traffic and the driver.  Our normal driver was conservative, but every now and then we had a substitute who’s interpretation of the speed limit was certainly liberal. 

As  I  watched  the  JV  game,  sitting  behind  the  bench  with  my varsity teammates, I was amazed at how the gym was nearly three-quarters  full  an  hour  before  our  game  was  to  begin.    I  think  our football  success  and  the  anticipation  of  further  success  in  hoops had our student body pumped. 

Coach Edwards expected us to support our JV team, and we were all dressed in our best dress shirt and tie.  And at halftime we would take a few warmup shots before heading for the locker room as the JV’s returned to the gym.  I could feel the electricity in the air and couldn’t wait to get the season started. 

Heading  for our locker room, I noticed mom, dad and the boys arriving.  I nodded in their direction, and in unison they all gave me a thumbs up. Danny came running over and demanded a high five, which  I  gladly  provided.    Paul,  on  the  other  hand,  just  looked  our way  and  continued  to  smile.    My  two  brothers  were  my  best  fans, while mom and dad played a more conservative role.  They would sit  high  up  in  the  stands  with  some  other  parents  offering  support without being obnoxious. 

Passing  Coach  Napp  I  offered,  “Keep  it  up,  Coach,”  referring to  the  ten  point  lead  they  had  built  with  a  good  first  half  effort.    It was  his  first  game  Coaching  here  at  Crater,  and  he  had  a determined  look  on  his  face  as  he  answered, “We’ll  do  that.   Now make the first game one to remember, son.” 

We  took  our  time  dressing.    Everyone  had  their  own  ritual. 

Mine  was  listening  to  country  on  my  headset  and  trying  to  stay relaxed.    I  was  humming  to  Willie  Nelson’s,  “Mommas  Don’t  Let Your Babies Grow Up to Be Cowboys” as I slipped on my number five  home  white  jersey.   The good news was I was a ‘Cowboy’ on the court and never afraid to shoot the ball.  I was sure Fort Dodge 

would be collapsing around our twin posts, leaving a lot of room for me and Sean to get off our share of open jumpers. 



II 



Coach began going over the game plan as we sat on the team room  benches.    He  was  very  deliberate  and  had  a  confident personality that certainly gave us all a sense of assuredness.  There wasn’t a murmur from anyone as Coach finished with his last words. 

“Any  questions?”  Ok then, let’s see if we can put on a show for our fans.” 

I  heard  the  JV  guys  entering  at  the  other  end  of  the  room celebrating after their win and knew it was about to be show time. 

We  clasped  hands  as  one,  and  Sean  led  off  with  “We’re  a  team, guys let’s get this season started off on the right foot.” 

Ready…One,  two,  three    ‘Team’    we  barked  in  unison  and headed for the hallway leading to the court. 



The  gym  was  full  and  the  Sky  Blue  and  White  cheerleaders were  waiting  our  entrance  with  pom-poms  waving  and  fans standing.  Sean led us onto the floor in front of a standing ovation. 

It  felt  like  mid  season  to  me,  and  I  could  hardly  contain  my enthusiasm as I bounced along with my eleven teammates into our first warm-up drill. 



The lead stripe shirt tossed the ball about thirty seconds after the last notes of the national anthem crept towards the ceiling of the packed house, and the season was underway. 



As expected, the Dodgers began in a collapsing zone defense that  was  obviously  designed  to  keep  the  ball  away  from  our  dual posts.  Our zone offense was simple, requiring some quick passing on the perimeter.  Because of their clogging the paint it looked like the  three  point  shot  would  be  a  big  part  of  our  night.    Right  on queue Sean hit his first shot, and we were off and running. 



Of course one way to defeat a good zone was to beat it down the floor and get a good percentage shot before they could set their defense.      We  had  been  a  pretty  good  running  team  during  the summer,  and  Coach  emphasized  it  during  our  short  preseason practice sessions. 



We  played  an  aggressive  man-to-man  defense,  and  on  their first possession Luke managed to deflect a pass directed inside to 

their senior center, a six-foot-seven three-year starter.  Off we went down  the  floor.  Sean had picked up the loose ball, and as I broke for  the  basket  his  pass  was  perfect,  leading  to  an  easy  lay-in  and my first points of the year.  After a miss by one of their wing players, Toby  grabbed  the  rebound,  hit  Luke  with  a  quick  outlet,  and  he  in turn bounced a perfect pass to Sean who’s basket made it a quick six-zero lead. 



Another  miss  by  the  Dodgers  led  to  an  open  three  pointer, which hit nothing but the bottom of the net for my second hoop, and it was followed by a quick time out by their Coach.  A nine-zip lead in the first two minutes had our cheering section on their feet, and the  players  pumped  as  we  sat  down  in  the  folding  chairs  at  our bench for the stop in play. 



Coach E was all business. “First, lets keep trying to beat them down the floor.  Second,  set up in the high-low.  Toby you set up low, and Thomas be sure to stay high but below their guards.  Now Luke,  remember a good fake pass will move the zone, then get the ball  to  Thomas.    Your  first  look,”    now  talking  to  Thomas,  “see  if Toby’s open low.  If not, kick it to Sean or Eric for the three.” 



The  Dodgers  looked  a  bit  shell-shocked  as  play  resumed  but took their time running their offense.  We did a good job of ‘staying in stance’ and pretty much gave them nothing.  Finally, one of their guards  burped  up  an  ill  timed  three  which  had  no  chance.    There was  a  scramble  for  the  ball  before  Luke  came  up  with  it  in  the corner  and  with  no  fast  break  opportunity  brought  the  ball  across mid court and to the top of the key. 



I  loved  playing  with  him.  He  had  this  determined  look  and oozed  confidence.    He  fired  a  pass  to  me  on  the  wing,  and  their zone shifted towards me.  I looked inside but nothing was there, so I passed back to Luke who dribbled once, faked a pass to Sean and hit Thomas who was wide open as he broke towards the foul line. 

He could have shot or passed to Toby down low but the zone had collapsed again, and he hit Sean who was wide open and lofted a three that hit the back rim and Toby, leaping high, slammed in the rebound,  eleven zip. 



The quarter score was  twenty-one to four, and the place was rocking.    They  were  probably  hoping  we  would  settle  for  a slowdown, but that had to be only a dream. We had established our superiority  and  the  Dodgers  looked  a  bit  dazed  and  overmatched. 

They had been unable to get the ball into their big guy because both Thomas and Toby pretty much denied the easy pass inside. 

We  opened  the  second  quarter  with  Robby  and  Dave  at  the post and Stevie at the point.  Sean and I stayed on the floor at the wings.  The change in personnel didn’t alter the course of the action on  the  floor,  as  we  increased  our  lead  to  twenty-nine  to  six  when their Coach once again called timeout. 



Coach  subbed  for  both  Sean  and  me  and  Thomas  and  Toby also returned to action.  Justin and Allen both hit short jumpers off our break, and the twins both got into rhythm as well.  We kept up good  pressure  with  our  man-  to-man  defense,  and  by  halftime  a route was pretty much assured. 



Stevie had showed an ability to split the defense or get them to collapse  on  him  before  dishing  off  to  a  wide-open  teammate.    It looked to me like we had no weak spots either with the starters or reserves.  We headed into the locker room with the confidence of a veteran team. 



Our halftime was pretty routine with all three Coaches offering both encouraging words and a reminder we were going to establish a four-quarter tradition of aggressive play. 



Coach  E  reminded  us  as  we  broke  our  huddle  and  headed back to the court, “Don’t take the foot off the gas pedal.” 



We  didn’t.    The  final  was  seventy-six  to  forty-three.    A  plus thirty  point  win  in  our  opener  would  make  all  of  our  league opponents  understand  we  had  intentions  of  holding  on  to  that league championship trophy from last season. 

  



















FIVE 

 

“MAYBE TOMORROW” 

 

 THE EVERLY BROTHERS 



I 





There  was  an  after-game  dance  which  most  of  the  team boycotted.    It  wasn’t  like  we  didn’t  want  to  go,  more  like  we  just didn’t care.  We chose to hang out together down at the ‘Doorway, which  was  our  favorite  hangout.    It  was  a  downtown  Crater restaurant  that  had  seen  better  days  but  we  like  it  because-well, maybe because no one else did. 



It was burgers and fries all around with giant soft drinks to help the greasy food slide down hill.  Most of the conversation revolved around  the  game,  and  there  was  some  good  natured  kidding  as well.    Sean  took  most  of  that  as  his  nine-for-eleven  shooting  and four for four at the line added up to twenty-six points, which brought on all sorts of ‘ball hog’ jokes and one liners. Of course he laughed along with the rest of us, but I knew how proud he was because of all the hard work he had put in over the summer. 



Before  we  finished,  some  sophomore  girls  showed  up  and  it wasn’t  hard to  tell  why  they  were there.   They  fawned  over Stevie like  he  was  chocolate  ice  cream.    Actually,  I  like  Val,  Marion  and Jackie.  In  some  ways  they  were  just  part  of  our  gang  of  guys. 

Jackie North was Josh Work’s, our football teammates, semi-steady girl.  This must be one of their ‘off’ times. Marion was in some ways the class clown and everyone’s buddy.  Valerie was just every ones friend.  I can’t count how many times we all met at her house on a Saturday  night  to  share  good  times  listening  to  the  latest  music craze,  probably  from  Bruce  Springsteen  or  Michael  Jackson.    The girls all were gaga over Madonna, and when I managed to get past country I had a secret love affair for all of Tracy Chapman’s vocals, especially “Fast Car.” 



Stevie just smiled and acted like this wasn’t any new thing to him.  He had fit in so quickly and was already one of the guys.  Luke was right, our gain, Nebraska’s loss. 



Dad  and  mom  were  both  still  up  as  I  crept  into  the  house shortly before the curfew of midnight. 

 

“Hey,”  I said, and both parents offered a ‘Hey’ in return.  “How about that start?” 



It was a statement, not a question. 



Mom  was  first  to  answer.  “Looks  to  me  like  you  guys  are already in mid-season form.” 



“We can’t get ahead of ourselves so we need to stay focused or we’ll get beat.” 



Dad  chimed  in  with,  “Maybe  tomorrow,  you’ll  need  to  be  on your toes at their place.  I smell a trap looming up there.” 



Coach  Edwards  had  mentioned  that  very  thing  in  his  postgame  talk.    But  we  had  a  lot  of  veterans  on  our  team  and  the seniors, especially Sean the only senior starter, weren’t about to let the  rest  of  us  get  complacent  after  one  game.    Dave  particularly wouldn’t.  He wasn’t a starter, but he was a three-year varsity player and everyone respected his attitude and his leadership.  Part of the reason  he  commanded  so  much  respect  was  he  was  an  All-State catcher  in  baseball  and  some  say  a  certain  high  draft  pick.  Justin and  Allen  played  an  important  supporting  role,  and  no  one  gave them any disrespect either. 



At  the  Saturday  morning  shoot  around,  we  were  all  pretty relaxed.  Coach gave us fifteen minutes to just shoot with a partner before he called us together. 



“I’m  confidant  Fort  will  show  us  something  different  at  their place, so we’ll need to be ready to adjust.” 



The  Coach  at  Fort,  Sonny  Short,  was  a  veteran.    His  teams were  noted  for  disciplined  play.    Some  thought  a  bit  conservative, but his win/loss record over a long career is hard to argue against. 

His  best  teams  slowed  the  tempo,  played  hard  nose,  in  your  face defense and usually frustrated the opponents with their style of play. 



He then went on to describe what he thought might give them some  problems.    We  had  primarily  attacked  their  zone  with  our 

‘High/Low” zone offense, and Coach wanted to start the game with our  ‘Four-Zone.”  which  was  a  one-four  set.    It  was  much  different than the ‘High/Low,’ and Coach thought it would be a good change of pace. 



“Coach  Short  will  have  something  different  to  show  us,  and we’ll need to be able to adjust.  He’s a sly and wily old fox and has a habit of upsetting teams that look better on paper.” 

 

We spent about twenty minutes first walking through the paces of  the  ‘Four-Zone’  and  finally  picked  up  the  tempo  a  bit.    We finished our morning session with a ten minute free throw drill. 



Coach  called  us  together  and  gave  us  a  short  talk  about  not taking our opponents for granted. 



“They’ll be  a different team at home, so let’s not give them a chance to sprout wings and fly.” 



He was saying stay focused and we’ll be fine. 



“Boy’s,  we’ll  have  a  number  of  difficult  road  games,  and  we need to establish right now what our mind-set needs to be. The only difference should be the color of our uniforms.” 



That  pretty  much  set  the  tone,  and  we  all  understood  this wasn’t a pleasure trip but we had a job to do. 



II 





Cezar  was  waiting  when  I  got  home.    He  was  my  best  friend and a soccer super star.  Also from Croatia, his parents both came to America shortly after my dad. 



Soccer  was  pretty  much  a  year-around  sport,  but  he  really liked to hang out with us. 



“You getting ready for tonight?” 



“Of course It’s not like a soccer game, you know.” 



He  just  shrugged  and  mimed  shooting,  holding  the  follow-through, followed by “Swish”. 



During  the  football  season,  Cezar  was  our  unofficial  mascot hanging out at practice, which was at different times than his soccer workouts, and participating in the end of practice Coach Mac  kick goal  contests.    He  won  most  of  the  time  and  actually  kicked  in  a game when John Fahey, our kicker, was hurt. 



“You  know,  in  hoops  you  need  to  use  your  hands,  my  friend, something you’re only used to doing elsewhere.” 



“Don’t be giving me guff about that now,” he said, showing his white  teeth  with  a  Cheshire  cat  grin  while  making  an  obvious gesture. 



We  had  this  relationship  that  allowed  us  to  banter  back  and fourth and laugh about anything and everything. 



“Hey, you coming with us tonight?” 

 

“Coach  said  I  was  welcome,  so  I  think  I’ll  hop  on  the  bus. 

What time do we leave?” 



“Not until  three. Want  to  come in and have some lunch?  I’m sure mom has enough for both of us.” 



She  did.    The  stack  of  tuna  sandwiches  was  enough  for  the entire team I think.  Cezar and I didn’t even put a dent into the pile, but we managed to finish the fruit bowl of bananas, watermelon and cantaloupe. 



“Want  me  to  pack  some  for  the  after  game  trip  home?”  Mom said. 



I  just  nodded  and  gave  her  my  biggest  and  best  smile  while Cezar chimed in with “You bet, mom”. 



We whiled away the early afternoon watching a bad movie on TV, and suddenly it was time to head to school. 



“Let’s hit the road, buddy,” I said to Cezar, who was snoozing on the couch in our den.  And off we went. 



The two-hour drive, regular driver, seemed to take longer, but we arrived in plenty of time.  Our JV team got out first and headed into the gym, with Coach Napp hurrying them along. 



I had never been to their gym so was a bit surprised to find a very large arena that seemed a bit too big for a high school venue. 

It  looked  even  bigger  because  thirty  minutes  before  the  JV  game there weren’t twenty people in attendance. 



We took some practice shots while the JV guys were dressing, and  after  a  few  minutes  it  seemed  like  just  another  gym  with  the hoop ten feet from the floor. 



Our locker room was pretty quiet as we dressed after halftime of  the  first  game.    I  really  liked  our  blue  away  uniforms;  they reminded  me  of  the  North  Carolina  Tar  Heel  uni’s  my  favorite player, Michael Jordon, wore at Chapel Hill. 



Warming  up  I  felt  pretty  loose,  and  my  only  concern  was  the Fort guys looked pretty confidant for a team that got hammered less than  twenty-four  hours  ago.    But  I  didn’t  dwell  very  long  on  that thought. 



When  Coach  Edwards  called  our first  time out and we trailed eighteen  to  six,  I  got  concerned pretty  quick.    We  had  bricked our first five shots, and they came out, if not on fire, at least lukewarm. 

To top that off, Thomas and Toby had both got two quick fouls and were on the bench. 

 

True to form, Coach Short had given us a different look.  They set  up  in  a  one-four  alignment  with  the  inside  posts  both  setting picks for the point guard.  We hadn’t seen it in the scouting report, and it had us a bit confused. 



“Ok  guys,  just  settle  down.    Let’s  not  dwell  on  the  start. 

Remember we’re the better team.  We need to be more aggressive in picking up their guards and do a better job collapsing on the big guy in the middle.” 



There  senior  center,  who  we  had  pretty  much  shut  down  last night, had hit his first three shots, all off the pick and roll. And their point  guard banked  in  a three pointer to give them a boost.  Their small  but  raucous  rooting  section  got  into  the  flow  pretty  fast  and seemed to have a large bag of sarcastic chants they were familiar with. 



“Hey  sophomore  you  shave  yet?”  Yelled  the  leader,  and  as  I got  ready  to  shoot  the  well-orchestrated  group  eagerly  chanted 

“Puberty, puberty, puberty.” 





I looked over towards our bench and noticed our trainer Pete Rock doubled over laughing.  That put me at ease as I thought the chant was pretty funny too. Part of me wanted to say something but I  knew  it  would  only  draw  their  ire  and  the  night  would  be  a  long, drawn out battle of words. 

No  need  for  that,  and  Coach  would  have  strangled  me.    The two made free throws quieted them for the moment. 



We battled back and before the quarter ended, largely due to some great play by Dave in the post, we had closed the gap to four points.  Robby had done a good job on the center too, holding him scoreless. 



And  then  Stevie  put  on  a  show  in  the  second.    They  were playing a man-to-man defense in favor of the collapsing zone they had  played  last  night,  and  our  backup  point  guard  was  way  too quick  for  his  defender.    He  scored  a  dozen  points,  half  on  free throws, as he single handedly put us ahead at the half by two.  As expected, Luke was the one leading the cheers on the bench. 



At the half, Coach E was very controlled, to no one’s surprise. 

He showed us where we needed to force the point, using the white board to draw it up for us. 

 

“We’ve got to force the ball to a side so it takes them longer to find  the  post,  and  we  need  to do a better job of sagging in on the weak side.” 



It was pretty basic basketball, but we had got caught up in the atmosphere  and  lost  our  concentration  a  bit.    Both  Coach  Prather and Coach Napp offered some advice as well, and it looked to me like we all understood our challenge. 



Sean said as we broke, “Let’s play Comet basketball guys, and take it to them.” 



I’ll hand it to the Fort guys and their Coach because they just didn’t look anything like the team we played last night.  We battled back  and  fourth  for  most  of  the  third  quarter,  but  as  it  came  to  a close we found a nice rhythm.  Toby hit a turn around jumper in the lane.  Luke stole the inbounds pass, fed Thomas for a lay in and a foul, which he calmly stroked home.  And after a missed shot, Toby fired an outlet pass nearly to mid court, and we finished the two-on-one break with a slam dunk by Sean. 



I  hadn’t  see  him  do  that  in  a  game,  and  our  entire  bench erupted along with our fans as the quarter came to a close.  Sean’s dunk  had  beaten  the  buzzer  by  a  fraction.    The  seven-point  run added to our three point lead, and we entered the fourth quarter up by ten at sixty-two, fifty-two. 



We extended our lead early in the fourth as both Sean and I hit three pointers, and the twins controlled the boards once their center fouled out with five minutes still left in the contest.  They had given us  a  good  test,  but  we  finally  wore  them  down.    In  the  end,  our balance and our competiveness was too much for them and left the smart-asses in their rooting section closed mouthed. 



“Nice  win,  Coach,”  said  Coach  Short  as  the  two  Coaches exchanged handshakes. 



Coach Edwards wished him luck as well, and I could tell there was  a  lot  of  mutual  respect  between  two  top  on  everyone’s  list  of best hoops Coaches. 



Walking off the floor, I experienced a first.  A nice looking girl wearing a purple Dodger sweatshirt suddenly appeared and asked, 

“Eric, can I please have your autograph?” 



She  thrust  a  pencil  and  program  at  me  and  asked  if  I  could sign over my picture in the team photo. 

 

“Sure,”  I mumbled a bit embarrassed.  But to be honest, it felt pretty  cool.    I  could  get  used  to  pretty  girls  asking  me  for autographs. 



I  smiled,  and  as  I  turned  to  head  towards  the  locker  room, Cezar was suddenly next to me. 



“Eric,  can  I  please  have  your  autograph?”  he  squealed  in  a high-pitched  bad  impression  mimicking  my  admirer,  smiling  and laughing along with both my brothers. 



“Hey you two, stay away from this guy.  He’ll only get you into trouble.” 



Then  I  gave  all  three  of  them  a  high  five  as  I  trotted  towards the tunnel to the dressing room. Danny raced along and blurted out, 

“You  were  six  of  seven  from  the  field,  with  two  three’s  and  four of four  at  the  line.  You’re  our  leading  scorer  with  a  twenty  point average,” his face giving away his pride in his older brother.  I just kept moving, but I must admit I hadn’t counted the points. But I was pleased. 



We had met the challenge, were two and zip, undefeated, and those tuna sandwiches were waiting. 

 

 





SIX 



“SOMEDAY, SOMEWHERE, SOMEHOW” 

 

 BILLY RAY CYRUS 



I 





It was almost midnight when the bus pulled into the parking lot, and  I  was  ready  for  a  good  nights  sleep.  It  was  a    short weekend when  you  play on Saturday, but that didn’t keep  me from enjoying my  Sunday.    I  had  gotten  some  good-natured  ribbing  from  my teammates  on  the  bus  ride  home,  but  it  was  part  of  being  on  a team,  especially one that was so much fun to be a part of, and our group got along perfectly. 



I woke with a start and realized the sun was high up in the sky out my bedroom window.  I hadn’t moved during the night, still lying on  my  back  in  the  exact  position  I  had  fallen  into  bed.    I  had dreamed  of  a  hoops  game  only  I  was  wearing  a  Tar  Heel  blue uniform and the cheerleader next to our bench was the girl who had asked  for my autograph.  Only in my dreams but I think someday, somewhere, somehow it could happen. 



As  I  looked  into  the  mirror  brushing  my  teeth,  I  couldn’t  help but notice I didn’t have one hair on my chin.  I thought of the puberty chant  and  suddenly  started  laughing.    They  were  nearly  right.  It hadn’t been that long since I looked exactly like my pre-pubescent brothers down under.  But I didn’t care. I wasn’t in any hurry to be burdened by manhood and all its challenges. 



Luke,  Cezar  and  I  had  planned  on  going  to  a  movie.    My toughest challenge of the weekend was to pick between “Raiders of the  Lost  Ark,”  starring  Harrison  Ford,  or  “Die  Hard,”  with  Bruce Willis.    But  I  got  outvoted  by  my  two  buddies,  and  we  spent  the afternoon laughing at Bill Murray and Dan Akroyd in “Ghostbusters.” 



I  had  some  homework,  but  a  good  movie  with  friends  was  a pretty easy choice.  I would finish my schoolwork before heading to bed in the evening. 



At school on Monday, all the talk was about our ranking in the first boys basketball poll of the season in Iowa.  It was a typical poll 

of some of the states best or oldest coaches, and the ‘experts’ had us  ranked  third  behind  the  defending  state  champion  Jefferson  J-Hawks and perennial contender East High of Des Moines. 

I’m  sure  it  was  the  highest  a  Crater  team  had  ever  been ranked,  or  at  least  since  we  joined  the  top  division  in  Iowa somewhere  around  the  early  sixties.    It  was  about  that  time  that Crater  exploded  from  a  small  farm  community  of  ten-thousand  to three  times  that  number,  where  we’ve  pretty  much  stayed  for  the past twenty years.  The sudden population growth was attributed to the huge meat packing plant that KBS Swift company had built just north of the city limits. 

Coach Edwards spoke to us before practice about the ranking. 

He told us it was an honor to be ranked that high, but it also meant we needed to understand we’d have a big target on our back as we moved through our pre-season schedule and into league play. 

“It’s no time to gloat or relax, boys.  On the contrary, we need to work even harder and smarter to hold on to that high rank.” 

He  spoke  about  our  upcoming  game  Vs  a  team  located  just across  the  state  line  in  Missouri.    Central  High  of  St.  Joseph  was one of three high schools in the eighth largest city in Missouri.  They had been moderately successful in basketball, and the pre-season prediction  was optimistic.   Coach didn’t know a lot about them but expected a scouting report in time for practice tomorrow. 

“Fortunately,  I  do  know  their  Coach  and  have  a  pretty  good idea of what to expect from Central.” 

We spent the practice session working on some of the things we didn’t do particularly well over the weekend.  That would include a  drill  Vs  the  high  pick  and  roll  and  another  on  pressuring  the dribbler  as  he  worked  up  the  court  and  a  ‘help’  drill  when  the  ball entered  the  post  area.  Both  needed  attention,  and  Coach  was  a man of detail. 

We  put  in  a  good  two  hours  of  work,  and  I  felt  like  we  had progressed in both areas.  Both Thomas and Toby spent some time with Pete as he addressed swollen body parts.  Nothing serious I’m sure but Pete was always on top on things.  We were lucky to have such a competent athletic trainer. 

As we headed for the showers, Coach called to me, “Eric, got a moment?” 

I had no idea what he wanted but Coach was easy to chat with and  he  had  a  smile  on  his  face  so  I  knew  I  wasn’t  in  any  kind  of trouble. 

“I’m getting some questions from college Coaches about you, and I wanted to let you know my philosophy in dealing with that.” 

My first thought was “Really?” But I didn’t say anything.  Coach told me he would gather any letters from schools addressed to me and make sure I got them right away. 

“It’s  a  bit  unusual  for  a  sophomore  to  be  recruited  very  hard, especially  since  we’ve  got  a  couple  older  players  schools  are looking  at,”    referring  to  the  twins  as  well  as  Sean.    “But  you’ve gained a reputation as a great athlete after your football season, so I’m not really that surprised.” 

“Thanks Coach, but I’m not concerned about college just yet.” 

“I  figured  you  would  keep  it  in  perspective  but  just  wanted  to keep you posted, my boy.” 

“I do have one question.” 

“Fire away.” 

“Do you think I’ve got D-1 potential?” 

“Son,  you  definitely  have  D-1  potential  as  an  athlete.    Your biggest  challenge  as  I  see  it  right  now  is  choosing  which  sport  to pursue at the next level.” 

“Wow!” 





II 





I  spent  a  little  longer  in  the  shower  than  usual,  daydreaming about playing at the next level.  Then I came to my senses.  I hate that saying, “Next Level.” I’ve got almost three years left at this level and up to this point I’ve loved every minute and I don’t want it to end any time soon. 



I’m  beginning  to  hear  my  teammates  talk  about  the  “Next Level”  way  too  much.    They  are  listening  to  the  wrong  people. 

Doesn’t matter if it’s parents with their own dreams or ‘Club Sport’ 

renegades trying to convince mom and dad that their kid has a good chance  to  play  at  the  ‘Next  Level’  if  only  they’ll  pay  an  obnoxious amount of money to the whore selling his bogus program. 

 

And  to  boot,  most  of  those  guys  with  all  the  promises  are college dropouts who can’t find a real job and think blowing smoke up  the  behind  of  gullible  parents  and  friends  and  the  jock  himself will work.  Sadly, it does way too many times. 



Cezar was waiting for me by his beat up car.  “Hop in, buddy. 

Let’s hit the ‘doorway’ on the way home.” 



It was obvious something was on his mind, and I would be all ears for my good friend. 



We ordered a drink when the pretty waitress came by, and she didn’t even write it down. 



“The usual,”  I said and turned to my friend. 



“Something’s on your mind. What’s up?” 



He  looked  at  me  for  a  moment,  then  bowed  his  head  before speaking. 



“I think we’re moving,” he said with a very sad look on his face. 



“What?  Why?  Where?  When?” 



He went on to tell me the story.  His parents were having some issues  in  their  marriage  for  starters,  mostly  related  to  work-related problems. His dad, who worked at the packaging plant, was having hours cut, and mom hadn’t worked for about a year. 



“Damn, I didn’t have any idea.” 



“Mom  has  friends  in  Chicago  who  tell  her there is  work  there for them both.” 



“Tell me, how soon might this happen?” 



“Sooner rather than later would be my guess.  Dad is heading up  there  this  week  to  take  a  look,  and  mom  has  begun  to  pack some things.” 



“Ah  damn,  you  can’t  leave.  You’re  my  best  friend.    Shit,  this can’t be happening.” 



We  sat  in  the  booth  for  a  long  time  discussing  the  situation, and nothing sounded very good to me.  Finally I said, “What if you could stay with us? Do you think that would be possible?” 



Cezar got a sudden grin on his face, the first bright spot in the last hour. 



“Do you think your family would do that?” 



“I have  no  idea,  but I know how much everyone in our family loves you.  They won’t want you to leave any more than I do.  Let’s go.  I’ll ask them tonight.” 

 

It  wasn’t  until  after  dinner  that  I  thought  the  time  was  right  to discuss Cezar’s situation with my parents.  The boys were glued to Monday  night  football  on  ESPN.  Mom  and  dad  were  in  the  den when I ventured in. 



“Got a moment?” I asked in a less than confident voice. 



Mom was first to answer. “Sure. What’s up?” 



I gulped and tried to keep from tearing up.  Then I took a big breath  and  looked  at  my  parents,  who  were  alert  now  that  it  was obvious something serious was about to come up. 



“Cezar’s family might move to Chicago.  They’ve got some job-related issues and friends there tell them work can be had.” 



It  was  dad  who  answered  first.    “Wow,  I  had  no  idea.  Andy hasn’t said a word to me.” 



Mom was silent but shaking her head. 



“Cezar  says  his  dad  is  already  there,  and  mom  will  join  him this weekend to take a look.  He’s really bummed and so am I.” 



Mom  said,  “Did  Cezar  give  you  any  idea  about  when  they might be going?” 



“He thinks it will be soon.  Maybe even real soon.” 



It was time for me to ask the tough question, but I was a little hesitant.  I guess I feared I might get the wrong answer, but I forged ahead. 



Looking  at  mom  first  and  then  at  dad,  I  said,  “Do  you  think there is a chance Cezar could live with us?” 



Before either had a chance to answer, I continued, “He could stay in the guest room above the garage.  It’s perfect.” 



And  then  I  waited,  glancing  back  and  forth  from  mom  to  dad and hoping for the answer I wanted to hear so badly. 



“Well, that’s something we’ll need to discuss as a family, son.” 



It  was  mom  speaking,  and  dad  quickly  added,  “It  would  be  a major change for us, you know.” 



“I know it, but I just can’t lose my best friend,  not now and he doesn’t  want  to  go.    Can  I  tell  him  we’re  talking  about  it  and  I’m pushing hard?” 



It was mom again, “Even if we decide to make the offer, there is  no  assurance  Cezar’s  parents  will  agree  to  leave  their  son behind.” 



“I know, but it’s the first step.” 

 

“Yes, it is, Eric.  Let me and your mother think about it tonight. 

Will that be ok?” 



There was hope, and I was so positive now I wanted to run out the door to tell Cezar the news. 



He answered the family phone on the first ring. 



“Were you expecting a call?” 



“Shut up, buddy.  Did you talk to your parents?” 



“Yes, we just finished.  They want to chat about it tonight, but if mom’s  smile  was  any  indication  I  think  they’ll  welcome  you  to  our family.  That is if your parents will agree.” 



“They will, trust me.” 

  

 

 

 

SEVEN 



 “YOU’VE GOT A FRIEND” 

 

 JAMES TAYLOR 



I 



Cezar  told  me  he  would  have  a  serious  talk  with  his  mom before she left for Chicago, to join his father, and I knew he would do just that. 

He was waiting outside the door with the engine on his beater running as I headed out the front door after breakfast.  I hadn’t slept very well and was worried about how his conversation went with his mom. 

I jumped in the front passenger seat and said, “Well?” 

“You ready for a roommate?” 

“Really? She said yes?  Really?” 

He got this little grin on his face.  I saw that look whenever he knew he was holding Aces in his hand. 

“Mom  cried  and  said  she  would  need  to  see  what  dad  would say to the idea.” 

It  turned  out  they  came  home  on  Sunday  evening  and  had agreed to the idea of Cezar staying with the Lewis family. 

Cezar  said,  “They  both  hugged  me  and  made  me  promise  I would visit whenever possible.  Of course, that was the easy part.  I love them and I know they love me and they want me to be happy and  they  know  how  much  I  love  it  here  with  my  friends  and  our soccer  team.    This  won’t  be  easy  for either of  us,  but  it’s  the  best choice and they both know that.” 

You’ve  got  a  friend  and  a  new  roommate,  but  I  might  be jumping the gun here. “What did your parents decide?” 

“They  said if you agree to mow the lawn, wash the dishes and the  car,  clean  the  house,  take  out  the  garbage  and  baby-sit  the boys on a regular basis you would be welcome.” 

“Ha, ha, I ain’t going to be a slave,”  he said with that big grin, knowing quite well I was joking. 

By  the end of the week, mom had done a professional job of fixing up the guest room.  It’s really sort of an extra room above the garage  that  was  made  into  an  emergency  overflow  room  a  guest could use for a night or two, but now it’s really cool.  A nice queen sized bed, a big soft chair, a small sofa, a work desk, a flat screen TV and small bath that will be just fine for Cezar.  I’m envious. 

He  got  a  call  from  his  father  telling  him  it  was  looking  very favorable re jobs for both him and Cezar’s mom.  His mother would go up on the weekend again and they were going to begin looking for housing.  It’s just the two of them now, so they’ll be able to find something small that won’t cost an arm and a leg. 

We  had  a  discussion  of  sorts  about  the  situation  at  the breakfast  table.  We  all  think  they’ll  get  some  good  help  from Croatian  friends  already  in  the  Chicago  area.  And  on  a  positive note, they’ll be able to spend time with good friends who are on the same page with what’s going on back home in Yugoslavia. 

Cezar’s dad has been especially critical of the part the Serb’s are  playing  in  the  tussle  for  land  once,  as  is  inevitable,  Serbia, Slovenia, Bosnia, Montenegro and Croatia gain their independence. 

Dad has pretty much stayed out of the entire thing, but he did have one more thing to say. 

“I  just  don’t  care  anymore.    I’m  sure  it  will  be  a  bloody  mess just like it’s been for the last two-hundred years.  I’m an American now and damn happy about that.” 

Paul piped in with, “When is Cezar moving in?” 

“It probably won’t be for another week or so at least,” was my quick response. 

Both  brothers  were  excited  to  have  him  around  full  time,  and so was the rest of the family. 

“Will he have the same rules we do?” asked Danny? 

“He’ll be one of the family, my boy, no special privileges.  If he breaks our rules we’ll send him back to Croatia.” 

Everyone  cracked  up  as  mom  feigned  seriousness  before smiling and saying, “Our food bill will probably double.  So don’t be surprised if we begin rationing the cereal.” 

“Really?”  said  Danny,  and  Paul  just  looked  at  him  and  said, 

“Don’t  be  stupid,”   which  brought  a  frown  from mom.  Paul was at that stage when he felt like he was so much older than his younger brother it was ok to treat him like a little boy. 

“Don’t  be  a  butt  Paul,”  I  told  him  just  as  I  got  up  to  take  my dishes to the sink. 

“See you guys later.  I’m off to see the wizard.” 

Danny said, “Huh?” 

The drive south to Missouri was about a two hour one, but we had  the  sub  driver  so  maybe  it  wouldn’t  take  quite  that  long.    We were  all  ready,  and  the  bus  was  full  five  minutes  ahead  of  our departure  time.    We’re  a  pretty  focused  bunch,  and  it  was  time  to put on the game face. 

Cezar  was  on  board,  and  he  got  a  lot  of  questions  about  his parent’s move that he took in stride. 

“I’ll  just  be  Eric’s  family  slave.    I’m  working  on  my  ‘yes  boss’ 

voice so I’ll fit in nicely.” 

That  brought  a  few  chuckles  as  we  settled  in  for  the  journey south across the border. 

Coach had given all of us a short reminder sheet of the game plan.    His  scouting  report  gave  a  pretty  detailed  look  at  what  we expected the Central Indians to do both on offense and on defense. 

They  were  a  ‘Shuffle’  team,  with  all  five  players  handling  the  ball and  moving  through  their  sequence  looking  for  the  best  shot.    On defense they were a man-to-man team. 

They  had  started the  year on  a good note.  Their record was two wins and a loss.  Their head Coach, Gordy Jimm, had been one of  the  first  to  run the ‘Shuffle’ offense, and his teams were always both confident and consistent. 

The  wins  were  both  double  digit,  and  the  loss  was  a  close contest Vs Rockhurst, a very good team from Kansas City with an enviable history in hoops. 

Once again the ride seemed to go by quickly, and before you knew it we were heading into the parking lot at the school.  It was game  time.  Another  challenge  awaited.    We  were  a  confidant bunch, but I thought we had reason.  The challenge would of course to  not  be  overconfidant.    I  don’t  think  Coach  or  our  seniors  would allow that to happen. 

Cezar  had  become  a  sort  of  manager,  to  everyone’s  delight. 

His  peppery  personality  kept  everyone  loose.  Coach  E  even  got  a kick out of his antics.  And of course I was thrilled to know that he wouldn’t  be  leaving  and  maybe  even  become  a  distant  memory. 

That would have killed me. 

II 



Our JV team was getting a whipping put on them by halftime, and  that  had  me concerned a bit.  The JV Indians ran that shuffle offense  with  a  lot  of  discipline  and  seemed  to  get  way  too  many close-in  shots  or  lay-ins.    Coach  Napp  was  talking  about  their defense  and  how  they  needed  to  be alert for the sudden cuts and screens.  We  were  down  twelve,  so  it  wouldn’t  be  an  easy  task  to turn  it  around.    Our  JV  guy’s  were  undefeated,  having  beaten  the Fort  Dodge  team  twice  last  weekend.    It  looked  to  me  like  they might not be undefeated much longer. 

As we trotted onto the floor, there was a mixture of cheers and boos.    They  were  just  entering  the  gym  at  the  same  time,  so  the mixed  review  was  obvious.    But  our  small  rooting  section  was,  as usual,  pretty  boisterous  and  enthusiastic.    There  was  probably about fifty students and half that many parents and other adults that had made the trip south to support our squad. 

Three of my ‘Yeti’ buddies were there.  Our social club group usually showed up about game time, and this was no exception.  I saw Doug Rollins, Bill Fay and Mike Granderson walk in just behind my family, and they were immediately into it.  Doug as usual had no trouble being as obnoxious as possible.  Ignoring the home crowd, he  yelled  at  the  top  of  his  lungs,  “Go  Comets,”  while  crossing directly in front of the home team’s cheer section.  Oh my. 

I never try to spend much time looking at the other end during warm-up  time,  but  I  did  sneak  a  peek  now  and  then.    They  had  a couple good looking tall guys who seemed to move well.  Thomas and  Toby  might  be  in  a  battle  in  the  post.    The  rest  of  their  team looked  confidant  as  well.    The gym  was  nearly  full,  and  they  were pretty pumped after their JV win. 

Coach,  like  Coach  Vince,  always  tells  us  to  never  forget  the feeling you get when you do a hard job well.  This might prove to be a very hard job.  I hope after it’s over I’ll be able to say we did. 

It  certainly  began  that  way  as we raced to a quick lead.  Our twins controlled the boards early, and we got our fast break moving in high gear right off the bat.  We hit our first four shots and quieted their rooting section some.  By midway through the quarter, we led fifteen to six when they called a time out. 

Coach told us to keep up the pressure and to keep forcing the ball down the court.  Dave would enter the game to give Thomas a break, and Justin and Allen subbed for me and Sean. 

I  didn’t  stay  long  on  the  bench  as  Allen  seemed  a  bit  lost, giving  up  two  quick  scores  to  his  man  on  cuts  from  their  shuffle offense. 

“Eric,” yelled Coach, “Get back in there.” 

I was up fast and at the scorers table ten seconds later when the  whistle  blew  stopping  play.    I  patted  Allen  on  the  butt  as  he passed by.  I’m sure he would get an earfull from Coach, but I also knew  he  would  understand  and  I  could  tell  he  was  a  bit disappointed  at  his  own  performance.    He’d  get  over  that  quick. 

Smart kids like Allen won’t dwell on the negative very long. 

We  traded  baskets  for  the  next  couple  minutes  and  then  we spurted again.  I hit a three coming off a great pick by Dave at the base line, and after a miss our break produced another quick score on a Luke lay-in.  The quarter ended a second after Toby put in a rebound, and we rushed to our bench with a fourteen point lead. 

The  second  quarter  was  a  carbon  copy.    Sean  was  again  on fire.  Stevie  was  doing  his  disrupting  thing  on  defense  and penetrating into the lane to make something positive happen when we had the ball.  I got another rest, and Allen made up for his first quarter  mistakes  by  shutting  his  man  down,  stealing  the  ball  and generally  causing  havoc.    At  the  halftime  buzzer,  we  had  a comfortable sixteen point lead, forty-one to twenty-five. 

“Nice  comeback  job,  Allen,”  I  said  as  we  entered  the  locker room together.   He smiled and said, “I wasn’t about to get another tongue lashing from Coach.  Not in my comfort zone.” 

Once again the Coaching staff gave us a few minutes to settle down  while  they  discussed  things  together.    Caution  was  the emphasis we heard from  all three Coaches. 

“Let’s not be sloppy and give away a hard-earned lead.  They’ll come out aggressive and we’ll need to match that.” 

Coach was all business as usual, and we headed back out to the floor alert and focused.  This was a lot of fun. 

The Indian guards had moved out to defend our perimeter and the  twins  sort  of  took  over  the  game  in  the  second  half.    Both  of them  were  hot  with  short  bank  shots  and  soft  floaters  in  the  lane, coming  off  the  ‘Pin  Down’  play.    Thomas  was  especially  lethal  off 

the ‘Screen and Pop,’ and Toby was great coming off our ‘Stagger Down’  double  screen.    It  was  great  watching  them  work.  Both  of them  were  such  good  athletes,  which  made  us  pretty  difficult  to defend.  I managed to get loose off  baseline screens for a couple threes,  while  Sean  was  showing  versatility  as  usual.    We  were  a mean machine and riding high. 

The fourth quarter was rest time for the starters, and the teams traded baskets during mop-up time.  To their credit ,they never quit and  their  subs  showed  a  lot  of  hustle,  which  had  to  make  their Coaching  staff  happy.    Mike  Smithy  and  Hal  Nagel  were  both aggressive  and  always  held  their  own  when  they  had  a  chance  at minutes. 

When  the  game  ended,  we  had  put  up  some  great  numbers. 

Our  eighty-eight  point’s  were  pretty  evenly  distributed  throughout the  starters.    Toby  lead  with  twenty  and  Thomas  chimed  in  with fifteen.    I  had  seventeen  and  Sean  the  same.    Luke  and  Stevie combined for another twelve, and the subs picked up the remaining seven.  It  was  an  impressive  win.  All  five  starters  scored  in  double figures, showing off our depth. Our effort would make the bus ride home a short one. 

When the Coaches chatted at mid-court, I noticed Coach Jimm smiling and joking with Coach E and wondered about that.  But the thought  crossed  my  mind  it  might  be  fun  playing  for  a  Coach  that kept  things  in  perspective  and  had  a  sense  of  humor.    Not  that Coach E didn’t, and he certainly made it fun for all of us. 

I spoke briefly with the guy who guarded me most of the night. 

“Damn, you guys are really good,” he told me. 

“Thanks.  We were sort of on a roll tonight.” 

“And you’ve only got one senior starter. I’m really impressed.” 

He  seemed  like  a  good  guy,  and  I  wished  him  good  luck  in their  league  season.  Then  I  asked  him  how  he  liked  playing  for Coach Jimm. 

“It’s great. Coach is so upbeat all the time.  He’ll show us our mistakes and then remind us to move on. He can be demanding at times, for sure, but then he’ll let us know if we stick together we’ve got a chance to be pretty good.” 

I wished him well again and headed for the locker room.  None of  their  cheer  squad  asked  for  an  autograph,  which  was  a  little disappointing.  I lingered a bit but no luck on that score.  Mom, dad 

and the boys all tossed in their compliments too.  I couldn’t get the smile off my face.  Not that I wanted to. I loved the feeling of doing a hard job well.  Thanks Coach. 

Cezar kept us laughing most of the way back home.  He had a way with his wit to keep us on our toes and anticipating his next one liner while still chuckling over the last one. 

“Hey roomie,” I shouted, “How about shutting up so we can get some rest.” 

“Fat chance super star. I’ve just begun.” 

We all knew that was true.  Everyone loved my new roommate. 



EIGHT 







“SOMETHING’S BURNING” 

 

 KENNY ROGERS 



I 



Cezar’s  family  had  come  from  Zagreb,  the  capitol  of  Croatia, and  mine  from  the  smaller  town  of  Split.    It  was  located  on  the Adriatic Sea and had a huge harbor to accommodate all the cruise ships.   Cezar was born in Croatia, and I of course, here in the USA. 

Our families had been close since Cezar’s had moved from the east coast to Crater about five years ago.  It didn’t take us long to become  fast  friends.    I  hoped  that  his  parents  would  prosper  in Chicago, making the separation from their only son an easier pill to swallow. 

In the short two weeks since the move became official, Cezar had  settled  in  nicely.    He  was  fast  becoming  a  part  of  our  family, and the boys loved to spend time with him in his ‘hideaway’ garage room. 

Our team was still riding high, and we had begun the season with a seven game win streak.  Coach kept drilling us hard, but we all knew it would pay off in the end.  Everyone had settled into their role,  and  Coach  had  developed  a  nice  rotation.    At  the  mid  first quarter  mark,  Allen  would  replace  either  me  or  Sean  and  Dave would  sub  for  one  of  the  twins.    At  the  beginning  of  the  second quarter,  Stevie  replaced  Luke  and  Allen  would  stay  in  the  game while Sean or I, whoever was still in the game, took a seat. 

Robbie Cowan was coming along nicely and getting quite a bit of playing time, especially during the fourth quarter as we continued to build up leads. Hal and Mike did their mop-up duty and seemed to be quite happy about that. 

State rules allowed for twenty-two games during the basketball regular  season.    We  had  fourteen  in  league  play  and  eight  in  preseason games.  Our last tune-up before the league season began was  against  our  football  rivals,  Crystal  Springs,  who  we  had thumped during the fall meeting. 

After listening to the scouting report, I realized they had quite a few football players on their hoops squad.  The thought crossed my mind that I hoped they were better basketball players than football, as  our  game  on  the  road  last  fall  was  a  route.     We  would  be  the host for the hoops challenge, and we wanted to make a statement for our upcoming league opponents. 

The week had gone fairly smoothly until our pep assembly on Friday morning.  It was held between second and third period, and as  usual  our  students  were  really  into  it.    Near  the  end  of  the assembly,  our  Vice  Principal,  Mr.  Donald,  took  the  podium  to  a small chorus of boos.  He has a tough job being mostly in charge of discipline, which of course, made him the ‘bad’ guy in most students minds. 

He  thanked    our  student  body  for  their  enthusiasm  at  the games.  That brought a big cheer, and then he told everyone of the administration’s  concern  about  poor  sportsmanship,  that  didn’t.  sit well at all. 

It  had  become  common  for  rooting  sections  in  our  league  to chant, sometimes with questionable verbiage, at a particular player. 

He  went  on  to  say  things  like  ‘Air  Ball’  repeated  after  a  shot  that didn’t hit the basket and drew only air was OK, but putting personal taunts into the chant would not be tolerated.  He finished his short lecture  with  another  compliment  about  the  team,  which  again received  polite  applause,  followed  by  “Air  ball,  Air  ball….  which brought a Bronx cheer loud and clear as he strolled away from the mike. 

I was thinking of the ‘Puberty’ chant I got at Fort, but to tell the truth I  thought  some  of  the  chants  were funny and just maybe our administration  was  overreacting.    Sometimes  it  seems  like  adults want to take the fun out of everything. 

The rest of the afternoon breezed by, and although there was some discussion about Mr. Donald’s mandate, nobody was irate or even  concerned.    I’m  sure  if  our  students  wanted  to  chant something  they  thought  was  funny  they  would  do  it  anyway.    Kids being  kids;  sometimes  a  bit  resentful  of  censorship  and  always living on the edge of right and wrong.  It’s part of being a teenager, don’t you think? 





 

II 



Crystal Springs wasn’t a lot better in basketball than they were in  football.    Their Coach, Chuck Lowell, had been at Springs for a long  time,  some  thought  too  long.  He  was  also  the  head  track coach, and his track teams were always competitive.  I thought he must have been working on something they would use later in their own league play because he mass substituted every four minutes or so.  Five in and five out, which continued the entire game.   I don’t think  I  would  like  that.  It  takes  me  longer to  get  in  rhythm  most  of the time. 

There  were a  couple  scouts  in the stands from Lakeside, our first league opponent, taking a lot of notes.  They had a new Coach who  was  supposed  to  be  pretty  good.    He  must  want  to  learn everything  he  can  about  us  because  it’s  unusual  to  send  scouts when there is a video exchange, which in our league is mandatory. 

I’ve  heard  Coach  Edwards  say  more  than  once  that  sometimes getting an up close personal look at a team’s attitude and demeanor is  better  than  video  anyway.  The  new  guy  at  Lakeside  must  be  in the  same  Coaching  fraternity,  or  at  least  learned  from  the  same guy. 

We didn’t play our best half of the season, but it wasn’t awful. 

Our  shooting  percentage  was  down  from  our  usual  plus  fifty  per cent,  but  our  defense  carried  the  day.    At  the  half,  we  were  up twenty-eight to twenty.  Part of that low score was our shooting and part from Crystal Springs’ deliberate offense.  It seemed to me they purposely held the ball for at least a minute before they even looked at the basket. 

We began the second half with full court pressure and caused a  few  quick  turnovers  and  the  tempo  shifted  into  our  mode  pretty fast.    Coach  had  Luke  and  Stevie  in  the  game  at  the  same  time, sitting Toby during that time frame.  We were using our version of the 1-3-1 full court press made famous by Coach John Wooden at UCLA.  It was the first time we had used it in a game and it razed havoc  with  their  preferred  style  of  patience.  By  the  end  of  the quarter, we had stretched our lead to twenty-six points and scored twenty-eight more points, equaling our entire first half production. 

“I said to Luke, “Man we’re on fire.” 

“Something’s burning,” was his fast answer. 

The mop-up crew did it’s usual thing and again increased the lead.    Both  Mike  and  Hal  had  become  the  darlings  of  our  rooting section.  Any time the score got even a bit lopsided in the second half,  there  was  likely  to  be  a  ‘We  want  Mike  or  Hal’  chant  coming from  our  rooting  section.    I  was  reminded  of  a  story  I  heard  about Coach Clair Bee at State.  Their student body had begun a chant for a tail-end player and Coach called him up.  “Hey, John, sounds like the rooting section wants you for some reason. Why don’t you go on up and find out what they want.”  I’m not sure that really happened, but it makes for a good story. 

The final  of  seventy-six  to forty-five told the entire story.  Our rooting section got into the “It’s All Over” chant at the beginning of the quarter, much to the consternation of Mr. Donald I’m sure.  His frown while standing watch near our student section told his story. 

My  thought  was,  live  with  it,  Mr.  Donald;  it’s  harmless  fun.    The thought crossed my mind, I wonder if that man ever smiles? 

Now it was into league play for us, and we carried an eight and zero  record  and  number  three  State  ranking  into  the  fray.    I  know we’ve had a very successful pre-season, and the staff has worked us  into  a  cohesive  unit.    I  personally  think  we’re  better  than  last year’s  group  but  maybe  that’s  just  my  confidence  showing.    We’ll find out pretty quickly, as on Tuesday the Lakeside Lakers come to our place. 

Yes, we would have a target on our back, but I think that works both  ways.  Our  league  opponents  know  we’re  the  defending champs,  and  I’m  sure  they  all  have  some  doubts,  spoken  or  not, about  their  own  ability  to  stay  with  us  on  the  court.  Coming  out strong  tends  to  put  doubt  in  the  opponents  mind.    Something  like, Holly Cow, these guys are really Good! 

The bowling  alley  was  open again, but the new owner wasn’t as sports minded as the previous guy.  He used to chat with us all the time about football.  I think he had Coached at one time.  After about a half hour we decided to head down to the ‘Doorway.’ On the other  hand,  it  was  becoming  a  place  where  just  our  gang  could spend some quality time relaxing.  The bowling alley had become a bit crowded, especially when we just wanted some quiet time. 

Cezar, Luke, and the twins joined me in the large corner booth and  we  all  ordered  Coke’s.    We  spent  the  next  hour  or  so 

discussing  everything  from  basketball  to  sex.  You  know,  teenage stuff. 

Finally,  just  before  we  broke  up,  I  turned  to  Toby  and  asked, 

“When are you guys going to commit to playing football next year?” 

The answer surprised me a bit. 

“Funny  you  ask.    We  just  had  a  family  discussion  about  that the other day.” 

Glancing  at  his  brother,  he  said,  “Mom’s  the  one  we  have  to convince.  She’s afraid we’ll get hurt.” 

He  went  on  to  say  that  their  dad  was  all  for  it,  and  Thomas chimed in with, “He thinks it will toughen us up.” 

We  got  a  laugh  out  of  that  because  the  twins  had  always shown a love for the physical part of basketball. 

“That’s a hoot.  Once you get on the field, the problem will be toning you guys down a bit,”  I offered. 

And  at  that  point  we  got  up  and  headed  to  our  separate homes. 

We got there about midnight.  The boys were in bed but both mom and dad were still up. 

“You boys want anything?” mom asked as we walked into the kitchen area? 

“That cake you’re eating looks pretty good to me,” said Cezar. 

“Ok,” said mom looking at me, she didn’t need to ask. 

“Make it a double, please.”  I loved my mom’s cooking, and her pastry was always great. 

Dad was busy eating his portion but finally asked, “How come you guys haven’t used that press before?” 

“I  think  Coach  just  wanted  to  wait  for  the  right  time  and  we needed a jump start for sure.” 

“You looked like a little UCLA.  Same colors too.” 

I just smiled and thought to myself, wouldn’t that be great.  The baby Bruins.  Why not? 

NINE 

 

 “WHERE I  COME FROM” 

 

 ALAN JACKSON 



I 



The  practice  week  went  by  quickly  as  we  tuned  up  for  the league opener on Friday.   We spent a little more time on our full-court press defense, which I felt might play a big part in our season from now on.  We’ve got a lot of good athletes and our quickness is impressive, especially when Luke and Stevie are both in the game. 

Unlike their football team, which was huge, the hoops squad of the Pelicans was tall and lean.  They must have averaged six-four with their starters, the tallest being a young sophomore that had a Bill  Walton  look.    He  had  a  mop  of  the  same  red  hair  as  the  All-American  center  for  UCLA.    Thank  goodness  he  wasn’t  the  same player. 

The  Coach  at  Lakeside  was  in  his  first  year  there.    He  had been a great player in a small college in Iowa, Liberty University, a small NAIA school.  His name was Jim Foutain, and he had set all sorts of scoring records while there. Most people thought he would be an excellent Coach.  Time would tell. 

We began the game with our regular starters.  Coach had told us we would go to our pressure full-court press sometime in the first half, but left it at that.  It turned out to be about halfway through the first quarter.  Instead of the usual rotation, Stevie came in for Toby, and the mayhem began. 

Lakeside just couldn’t get the ball past half court.  The first two times they had possession we stole an errant pass, while the next two times they ran out of time, failing to cross the mid court line in ten  seconds.    We  converted  all  four  turnovers  into  points  and stretched  our lead  from  six  to  sixteen.    The quarter  ended  with  us ahead twenty-six to eight. 

At the quarter, Mike, who had earned some more playing time, and  Allen  replaced  me  and  Sean  while  Robby  Cowan  replaced Thomas.  A couple minutes into the quarter Dave entered for Toby 

and Stevie replaced Luke. The group played well and increased the lead to twenty-four points.  It was a happy team at halftime. 

A  strange  comment  by  Sean  made  me  wonder  a  bit.    He whispered to me, “I’m not sure I like sitting on the bench the entire quarter.” 

I  was  a  bit  taken  back  by  the  comment,  as  Sean  had  always been  such  a  team  player.    Maybe  his  sudden  emergence  as  a scorer in this his senior year had gone to his head a bit. 

“Dad’s going to be wondering what the hell I did wrong.” 

His dad was somewhat of a complainer and seemed to always be up tight whenever I was around him.  I had heard him complain about this and that for a couple years now, but this was the first time Sean had voiced his playing time complaint to my knowledge. 

“I’m sure Coach has his reasons.  We’ll probably play the rest of the time.” 

And  we  did  play  all  of  the  third  quarter.    Sean  burped  up  a couple off balance three’s that missed badly and had a scowl on his face  that  told  me  his  emotions  were  a  little  out  of  control.    But  he settled  down  and  played  the  rest  of  the  quarter  with  his  usual confidence.    We  had  called  off  the  full-court  pressure  by  this  time but still continued to build our lead. 

The fourth quarter was mostly reserve time, but Sean did play about half the time.  I hoped that would mollify him and maybe more importantly his dad.  The final was eighty-six to fifty, and we were off and  running  in  defense  of  our  league  championship.    We  weren’t going to let go of that trophy easily.  That was a fact. 

The  other  thing  I  didn’t  like  much  was  Sean  going  directly  to the score table to check on his points.  That was selfish and in my opinion  not  in  sync  with  our  teamwork  first  philosophy.    Before  he left the table, his dad was there too. 

“Did they credit you with that tip in?” 

Dad  was  referring  to  a  basket  that  could  have  gone  to  either Sean or Thomas, as they were both right there. 

I wondered, did he really worry about that?  This wasn’t looking good to me, and I decided I would need to chat with Sean about it. 

Not now. It wasn’t the best time, but I’d find the right moment and I thought I better do it soon.  I began to wonder, where I come from who got credit for a basket was immaterial. 



II 



Sean  had  stayed  on the court a long time, and I was already showered and dressed before he came into the locker room. 

“You going to join us at the ‘Doorway’ buddy?” 

“Probably not. Janet has other plans I think.” 

I  knew  what  those  were.    Janet  Nelson  had  been  Sean’s  girl for two years, and she was pretty demanding.  Sean didn’t seem to mind.  In fact, the way he talked, he got all sorts of ‘rewards’ in the front seat of his car that made taking orders acceptable.  Come to think of it, he did smile a lot. 

It was smile time at the ‘Doorway’ for the group. Janet, Marion, Jackie, Val and their good friend  had joined the guys, which tonight included  Cezar,  of  course,  the  twins,  Stevie  and  Dave  Sandy.    I think Marion had a thing for Dave.  At least the way she looked at him told me that thought was a possibility.  I think Dave might just be thinking the same thing. 

It had turned out that Stevie had a long-time girl friend back in Nebraska,  and  he  had  made  it pretty plain he wasn’t about to fool around.  All the girls were disappointed, of course, but he was such a personable guy they took the rebuke in stride.  Stevie very quickly became one of the guys.  Which sometimes included some girls. 

He  told  me  in  confidence,  “She’s  the  one  I’m  going  to  marry. 

And to tell the truth, the hardest thing about moving was being away from her.” 



“Wow.   I haven’t even found the right girl to date, and you’ve found the one you’re going to marry.  Amazing.” 

Riding home I asked Cezar if  we could grab a coke and visit in his room. 

“Need  to  talk  about  a  girl?”    he  asked  with  that  smirk  on  his face. 

“Nope.  Way more important than that, my friend.” 

We said our hellos to mom and dad and excused ourselves to Cezar’s room. 

I  wasn’t  sure  just  how  to  approach  it,  but  I  really  wanted  his thoughts  about  what  to  do  or  say  to  Sean.    Cezar  was  certainly  a clown  at  times  but  he  also  was very smart and I thought he might have a thought or two that would help. 

“We’ve got an issue on the team that needs to be addressed right away and I wanted your opinion.” 

“Shoot,”  he said as we relaxed, Cezar in the recliner and me on the sofa. 

I told him what had happed after the game and also what Sean had  intimated  while  we  were  both  sitting  on  the  bench.    Then  I shared what I knew about his father being the instigator. 

“My gut reaction tells me this should first be between you and Sean.  I know he’s a good friend, so don’t hit him between the eyes with a sucker punch. There might just be something there you’re not seeing.” 

We went on to discuss possible ways to approach the subject and finally agreed on a tactic. 

“Be  sure  you  keep  it  on  a  comfortable  level  and  remind  him what is said in the tree house stays in the tree house.” 

It  wasn’t  until  after  practice  on  Monday  that  I  found  the  right time  to  chat.    We  both  had  stayed  after  practice  for  some  extra shooting,  and  everyone  else  was  gone  by  the  time  we  hit  the showers. 

Something about standing together in a shower puts everyone on  an  even  keel.    Sean  being  the  only  senior  starter  and  me  a sophomore didn’t seem to matter at all.  So I said, “Hey, let’s drop by  the  ‘Doorway’  on  the  way  home.    There’s  something  I  want  to ask you about.” 

“Ok.  I  hope  it’s  not  about  a  girl,  because  you  don’t  need  the grief.” 

“Ha, ha.  That won’t happen anytime soon.” 

We  found  a  corner  booth  empty  and  settled  in  while  ordering our drinks. 

“Ok Eric, what’s on your mind?” 

“I’m not sure where to begin or if I should, so if you think I’m off base  please  tell  me  before  I  make  a  complete  fool  out  of  myself. 

Ok?” 

That got his attention and before I could get my first word out he said, “It’s dad, isn’t it?” 

My  first  thought  was  this  just  might  be  a  lot  easier  than  I expected it to be. 

“It is and I sure don’t want to butt into a family thing, but I know the situation has got you up tight.” 

“Eric,  did  you  know  that  when  I  get  home  dad  has  a  list  of things  I’ve  done  wrong?    I  have  to  sit  there  while  he  hounds  me about this or that.  I can never enjoy the afterglow of success.  If I score twenty, he wants to know why I didn’t push for thirty.  If I make only one turnover, he’s all over me.  I’m not sure I can take much more of it.” 

“Wow,  Sean,  I  had  no  idea  it  was  that  bad.    I  knew  he  was, let’s say, a spirited dad, but that kind of pressure isn’t fair to you or to the team. 

“He really doesn’t care about the team. It’s all about my stats and getting a college scholarship.” 

“Ok, how can I help?” 

“I’m not sure you can, but I was thinking maybe you could talk with Coach E and mention it to him.  Tell Coach I don’t know what to do or who to talk to and the subject came up between us and I asked you to do that for me.” 

“Of  course,  Sean.  You  know,  I  need  to  confess  something  to you.    I  thought  it  was  your  problem  and  you  were  the  one  that wanted  to  score more  and  all  that.    Jesus  I’m  really  sorry.    I’m  an ass for not having this conversation before jumping to conclusions.” 

“No,  you’re  not  an  ass,  Eric.    You  are  the  most  humble superstar I’ll  ever know.  You just reacted to what you saw me do last  Friday.    I  would  have  done  the  same.    But  you  came  to  me instead  of  bitching  to  our  teammates,  and  that  just  makes  me admire you even more.” 

I was humbled by his admissions and couldn’t help but feel for him, now that I knew what he was going through. 

“Sean, I’ll speak with Coach tomorrow, and I think he’ll have a good  idea  of  how  to  approach  the  problem.    He’s  probably  been through this kind of thing before.” 

We  spent  another  thirty  minutes  chatting  about  the  team  and talking about specific goals.   Finally it was time to head home, and as we left, I said, “Give me a hug, Sean.  Sometimes a handshake isn’t enough.” 

“Not for good friends, it isn’t.” 

TEN 

 

 “HOW DO YOU LIKE ME NOW” 

 

 TOBY KEITH 







I 



I wanted to chat with mom about Sean’s situation because she had  a  simple  and  smooth  answer  for  everything.    She  could  chop through the barley and get right to the wheat. 

I  can  vividly  remember  when  I  was  about  ten  years  old  and mom read the book “Silver Skates” to me.  It was a children’s book about  skating  in  Holland,  but  the  classic  part  was  all  about  a  little Dutch boy who plugs a dike with his finger.  Mom could plug holes. 

After dinner dad was out in the garage fiddling with something and mom was alone in the den. 

“Got time to chat?”  I said as I sat down next to my mother. 

“Always for you, my boy.  What’s on your mind?” 

I got right to the point, and after I explained the situation in full she shook her head and said, “Parents,” with a frown that told me of her disgust. 

“Some parents just can’t let go.  Sean’s dad probably was an average athlete and is trying to live his life all over again through his son.  What a shame and what a difficult situation for Sean.” 

We  must  have  spent  thirty  minutes  discussing  possible solutions  and  nothing  sounded  easy.    She  agreed  that  Coach Edwards should know about it, and she thought it was a good idea for me to be the bearer of bad news. 

“I’ll say this, son, the most important thing is for Sean to relax and get his dad’s weight off his shoulders.  Eventually he’ll need to confront  his  dad.    That  won’t  be  easy,  but  in  the  end  it’s  probably the only way it will be resolved.” 

I found time during my PE assistant class to chat with  Coach Edwards.  I wasn’t surprised when he told me he had dealt with this kind of thing in the past. 

“I’ll  speak  with  Sean,  of  course,  and  if  necessary  I’ll  set  a meeting  with  his  father.    Thanks  for  bringing  this  to  my  attention, Eric.  Now is not the time for anyone to begin rocking our boat.” 

Coach  and  Sean  walked  into  the  gym  a  bit  late,  and  it  was obvious  they  had  been  discussing  the  situation.    I  was  anxious  to speak with my friend and find out what had transpired.  But it wasn’t the time, and I knew it would be after practice that we would chat. 

We had a very good practice preparing for our next game  Vs Fort  Brenner  at  home  on  Tuesday  night.    Our  regular  schedule usually  called  for  a  Tuesday  and  Friday  game.    The  Monday practice  was  always  chalked  full  of  tendencies  our  opponent  had shown, and coach always went into great detail.  It wasn’t a day to lose concentration if we wanted to play at our peak.  We did. 

“Let’s  hit  the  ‘Doorway’,”    Sean  said  as  we  came  out  of  the shower. 

“Ok.  I’m free.” 

Obviously  the  cat  was  out  of  the  bag  and  the  first  thing  I wanted to know was if Sean was upset with me. 

“Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut Sean but it’s done. 

How do you like me now?” 

“Eric,  I’m  glad  you  approached  the  subject.    I  have  been worried for a while about it, and now we can try to fix the problem. 

Isn’t  that  what  our  Coaches  always  say,  just  fix  the  problem  and don’t place blame.” 

We spent a long time discussing his situation, and of course it was our problem as well.  I relayed mom’s advice, and he told me what Coach had to say.  I shared my moment with Coach as well. 

In  the  end,  Sean  said,  “It’s  really  up  to  me  to  talk  with  dad.    If  he doesn’t get it, then I’ll ask him to meet with Coach.  I think that’s the only way to reach a result that will ease the tension.” 

“I don’t envy you that task, my friend, but I think both mom and Coach  are  right.    It’s  first  of  all  a  family  matter  best  dealt  with  by family.  When are you going to talk with him?” 

“No time like the present.  Dad will be home when I arrive, and I’ll just do it.  Coach told me to just be honest and tell him how much it affects my game to have the pressure on me all the time.  He told me  to  try  my  best  to  keep  emotions  under  control  and  use  a  ‘soft sell’ approach.  Tell your dad you love him and to just please try to relax so we can enjoy my senior season together. 

“Good advice.  Be sure to let me know how it goes.” 

“I’ll call you later and give you the whole story.” 

I told mom how the day went, and she agreed on the solution. 

“I  hope  Sean’s  dad  is  smart  enough  to  see  what  he’s  been putting  his  son  through.    If  he  doesn’t  lay  off,  I’ll  just  give  him  a piece of my advice,  and I won’t be kind.” 

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 

It wasn’t until I was already in bed that the phone rang.  I knew it was Sean, so I picked up after only one ring. 

“Tell me how it went.” 

There  was  a  pause,  and  then  Sean  said,  “I  think  dad  got  my message.  We talked for a long time and it got a bit emotional, but in  the  end  we  hugged  and  dad  told  me  he  was  sorry.    Your  mom was  right,  and  he  admitted  he  was  living  his  hoops  life  all  over again.” 

“Mom’s  pretty  perspective.    She  just  has  a  knack  of  seeing things better than most people.  I love her for that.” 

We  talked  for  another  ten  minutes  about  the  game  tomorrow and, of course, about his girl. 

“The other thing I’m changing is to tell Janet to take a hike.  I don’t want to be burdened with anything, and her constant pressure isn’t healthy.” 

“Wow.  That won’t be easy.” 

“A whole lot easier than talking to dad.  This time though I’ll be the only one speaking.” 

“What about those front seat episodes,” I asked? 

“Ha, ha.  Well, I’ll miss that but, what the hell, life is all about adjustments, isn’t it?” 

“That’s one I haven’t had to make yet,”  I countered. 

“Go to sleep, my friend.  Someday you’ll know what I’m talking about.  But you’re better off keeping your sex life simple. Trust me.” 

“It is, Sean it is.” 
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It  was  just  a  touch  more  tense  in  the  locker  room  before  the game.  I could feel Sean was anxious to get started and at the same time worried how his dad would react when he missed his first shot or made a turnover. 

I looked at him, and we both smiled.  I thought to myself he’s ready, and if it’s at all possible I’m going to do my best to make sure he  enjoys  the  next  couple  hours.    He  gave  me  a  thumbs  up  sign and then someone said “One, two, three Team,” and out we went. 

Fort was an interesting team.  They didn’t seem to have great athletes, but year after year they were competitive.  It had all to do with  their  Coach,  Jim  Hitchen.  He  had  been  at  a  lower  division school  for  two  years  and  done  well  and  then  moved  up  to  the  top division with one of the schools up north again with good success. 

Fort hired him two year’s ago, and so he was into his third season with the Bulldog’s. 

We  played  as  consistent  as  we  had  all  season.    We  had  a small lead at the quarter, a modest eight point advantage at the half and slowly increased it during the third quarter.  The final eighteen point  victory  was  in  the  books,  and  we  were undefeated  in  league play as well as for the season. 

“Good  game,  Coach,”  said  Coach  Edwards  to  the  Bulldog mentor. 

“You just keep getting better every year.” 

“Thanks, but until we can keep you guys from smacking us in the nose, we’ve got a long way to go. You’re right.  We are moving forward,  but we won’t have arrived until we can go chest to chest with those rascals from Crater.” 

“Ha, ha. I don’t think that will be long coming.  Good luck, my friend.” 

Sean  had  played  well  and  seemed  to  be  more  relaxed.    He didn’t force one shot, and I don’t recall his making a turnover.  He was having fun again, and it affected all of his teammates.  I think we all had become aware of his personal situation and he was such a good friend everyone was pulling for him. 

As  Sean  and  I  headed  for  the  bench  mid  way  through  the fourth  quarter,  I  glanced  up  into  the  stands  where  my  parents always sat.  Mom was standing and clapping, and then she pointed towards  where  Sean’s  dad  was  seated  and  gave  me  the  ‘thumbs up’  sign.    That  was  apparently  her  way  of  saying  everything  was cool. 

Sitting next to Sean on the bench, I slapped him on the back and said, “Nicely done, Sean.” 

He didn’t say anything.  He didn’t have to.  His smile told me all I needed to know. 

“I haven’t seen you smile like that for a long time.” 

“I’ve got good reason, thanks to you.” 

When the game ended, we all shook hands with the Fort guys and Sean just waved to his dad, who hadn’t moved from his position in the stands.  I think we’ve dodged the bullet and moved forward. 

I’m betting the ‘list’ of errors is something in the past as well. 

Because  it  was  a  school  night,  we  didn’t  hit  the  ‘Doorway’ 

before going home.  As I walked in the front door, the boys were in the front room in front of the TV.  The local early news channel had a rundown of the scores from around the league. 

“Washington, South Catholic and Lakeside all won,” said Paul, and Danny piped in with, “It’s a three-way tie on top.” 

Thinking ahead, I said, “Well, it will be only a two-way tie after Friday because Washington plays at South. 

“And  we  will  slaughter  North  Marian,”  Danny  hollered  as  he headed for the kitchen. Mom had announced that desert was on the table. 

I wasn’t very hungry but managed to wolf down a large piece of  pumpkin  pie  anyway.    It  wasn’t  just  a  holiday  treat.  Mom knew how much I favored it and seemed to have a fresh pie ready about once a week. 

After  the  boys  had  gone  off  to  bed,  I  asked  mom  to  tell  me about Sean’s dad. 

“I don’t know what Sean said to him, but he couldn’t have been more supportive.” 

Turns out Sean’s uncles, he had two, were also there rooting for their nephew.  Mom had shared the story of overhearing them at halftime of a pre-season game.  She thought they both had alcohol on their breath as they reviewed the first half. 

One of them had said, “A ten point lead can go just like that,” 

snapping his fingers together. 

Mom didn’t think either of them knew squat about basketball. 

Maybe  Sean’s  dad  needed  support  around  him  as  well.    I didn’t care.  The only thing I was concerned with was that he threw away the error list and just be a supporter of both his son and the team.  It looked to me like he was trying to do just that. 

“Good  night,  mom,”  I  said  as  I  headed  up  the  stairs  to  my bedroom. 

She gave me the same ‘thumbs up’ sign she had at the game and said, “Sleep well, son.” 

“I will.  Mom, thanks for everything.” 

I think I was asleep before my head hit the pillow, and I know I had a smile on my face. 

ELEVEN 

 

 “BLESS THE BROKEN ROAD” 

 

 RASCAL FLATS 



I 



The week flew by and the game at North Marian turned out to be  a  laugher.    They  had  been  winless  coming  into  the  game  and didn’t seem to give much of an effort.  There weren’t a hundred fans on  their  side  of  the  gym,  and  our  group  was  much  bigger  and louder. They would fall to zero and three in league and still winless for  the  season.    I  didn’t  think  the  Coach  would  last  another  year, and I think he knew that.  His body language told me he had given up the battle. 

Because  it  was  a  Friday  night,  the  group  all  ended  up  at  our favorite little restaurant upon arriving back in town.  The Yeti group was  present  and  our  group  of  ‘girl  friends’  took  up  another  booth. 

The only addition was Janet with Sean, which was probably a good sign. 

I’m sure other high schools have their ‘groupies,’ but our group is special.  Most of us have been classmates since the early grade school  years.    There  aren’t  many  secrets  among  the  entire  group, and they couldn’t be more supportive. 

We  didn’t  stay  long  because  it  was  late,  but  before  we  left  I asked  Sean  if  he  might  want  to  join  me  on  Saturday  night  for  our mixed  doubles  bowling  night.  I  had  been  teaming  up  with  Marsha Gooding, a good friend of the family, and it had been a lot of fun. 

“I’ll think about it,” he told me.  “Do I have to bring Janet?” 

“You can bring anyone as long as she’s a girl.” 

“That  narrows  it  down  a  bit.    Hey,  it  might  be  a  blast.    Count me and a girl in.” 

I slept in pretty late for me, not getting up until after ten.  Dad was gone and mom was puttering around as always. 

“What’s your plan for the day?” she asked. 

“I’ll  hit  the  open  gym  in  about  an  hour,  and  remember  it’s bowling night tonight.” 

“Are you still partnering with Marsha?” 

“Yep.  She’s the best female bowler, and I won’t let her go.” 

“Anything  going  on  there?”  she  asked  with  a  little  grin  on  her face. 

“Ah, mom, Marsha is just a good friend.  I don’t have anything going on other than trying to win a tournament.” 

Mom was a bit worried that I had zero romantic desire I think, but  I wasn’t.   I knew someday a light would go on and I’d find the right girl, but I certainly wasn’t in any hurry. 

Sean picked me up in his old Chevrolet two door.   It was sort of  a  beater  but  solid  as  a  rock.    I  think  he  still  drove  it  because  a train couldn’t put a dent in it. 

We  stopped  first  to  pick  up  Janet,  who  was  perky  and  all smiles as she settled in next to Sean. 

“This will be fun.  I’ve only bowled a couple times, and I can’t remember the last time.” 

“Oh, great,” said Sean,  “We’ll be a lock on last place.” 

I  told  them  I  didn’t  think  so.  “There  are  some  really  bad bowlers, but it’s a blast.” 

Marsha  lived  out  a  ways  from  town,  and  there  were  two directions to go.  The first was the main highway about a five-mile drive north and another half mile towards the lake.  The second was the  road  that  followed  the  small  lake  just  east  of  town.    It  was  a winding  road  that  required  some  alertness  by  the  driver.    Sean chose the straighter direction. 

Marsha  was  waiting  on  the  front  porch  as  we  pulled  into  the driveway,  and  off  we  went.    We  retraced  our path  back  to  the  city while  exchanging  small  talk,  mostly  gossip  about  this  or  that  at school. 

The bowling alley was packed with people, and we had the first four lanes for the high school group.  Moms and dads filled up the rest of the six lanes, and people were busy with the warm up.  You could  hear  pins  crashing  into  the  sides  of  the  alley  and  shouts  of delight and a lot of laughing at gutter balls as well. 

Marsha  was  pretty  good,  and  I  didn’t  seem  to  need  a  lot  of practice  to  hit  the  center  pin  now  and  then.    Sean  was  about  like me,  but  Janet  had  been  right  about  her  skill  level.    Now  and  then she managed to hit a pin, but I thought the ball might be traveling so slow  it  wouldn’t  even  knock  one  down.    Gravity  and  weight 

distribution seemed to work, though, and the ball won.  The gutter got a workout most of the time.  It didn’t matter, though we were all having a great time. The couple hours flew by and before we knew it time was up and we headed out into the night.  Neither team won, but whose counting? 

I asked, “Anyone want to stop for a bite?” 

Almost  before  I  got  that  out  of  my  mouth,  Marsha  said, 

“Remember  I’ve  got  early  pillow  tonight  because  we’re  heading  to my uncle’s in the morning for a family outing.” 

I had forgotten but it was OK. I knew Janet would want some alone  time  with  Sean,  and  I  would  be  happy  watching  a  late  night movie on the couch in our den. 

We  dropped  Marsha  off,  and  this  time  Sean  chose  to  head back  to  my  house  down  the  winding  lake  road  towards  my  place. 

We hadn’t gone very long when Sean said, “Wow, this road could fit in nicely as a Grand Prix track.” 

I  was  sitting  in  the  small backseat with my legs stretched out across the seat and my back against the side of the car.  Sean was driving slow and chatting with Janet as I closed my eyes. 

Suddenly  I  heard  a  loud  sort  of  screeching  noise  I  couldn’t immediately  identify  and  I  looked  up  just  in  time  to  see  blinding lights and the next thing I remember is being on the floor of the car with the seat turned over the top of me.  The sounds of squealing tires  were  fresh  in  my  mind,  and  I  tried  to  make  sense  out  of  the situation. 

Finally  I  asked,  “Are you  alright?” speaking  to both Sean and Janet.    Neither  of  them  said  a  word.    I  somehow  managed  to  pull the seat off of me and kicked the front door open on the passenger side. Janet was leaning forward and the seat was not in my way.  I scrambled out of the car and looked back in to see both my friends slumped forward with their heads down.  They were not moving.  I began to yell and ran around to Sean’s side, opening  his door and grabbing  him  by  the  shoulders.    I  shook  him,  trying  to  get  a response.   Finally after what seemed like too long, he began to stir. 

I forced him to lean back, and I could see blood everywhere.  About that  time  Janet  started  crying  and  screaming  uncontrollably.    At least they were both alive. 

“What the hell happened?” asked Sean as he tried to stem the flow  of  blood  from  his  scalp  laceration.  And    then  he  turned  his 

attention to Janet.  They were both in shock I knew, but I also knew we needed to get them out of the car. 

I  helped  Sean  out  of  his  side,  and  he  hustled  around  to  give Janet  a  hand.    I  looked  for  the  first  time  up  the  street  and  saw  a small  sports  car  lying  on  its  side  down    the  middle  of  the  road. 

There  was  another  car  farther  up  the  road,  and  I  saw  someone running  in  that  direction.    In  a  split  second,  that  second  car  was racing away from the terrible scene. 

About  that  time  I  noticed  a  body  lying  next  to  the  sports  car, and another one half way in and half way out of the passenger seat, not moving. 

Someone yelled at me, “Are you alright?” 

I was still in a daze and don’t even remember answering as I checked my own body to see if I was bleeding.  I wasn’t, thank God. 

It couldn’t have been more than a very few minutes since the accident,  but  there  was  suddenly  a  lot  of  people,  from  nearby homes I guess, trying to help. 

Then I heard the sound of screeching tires again and cringed as a car skidded around the corner and came to a halt not ten feet away from where I was standing.  Out jumped a man I immediately recognized as one of the town doctors.  Someone must have called him, and he was all business. 

He  told  me  to  sit  down,  which  I  was  more  than  happy  to  do, and he took a quick look at both Sean and Janet.  Then he handed them  both  a  cloth  of  some  kind,  told  them  to  press  tight  on  the wounds and hurried toward the person lying in the street. 

I  was  huddled  with  Sean  and  Janet,  trying  to  console  them both.    A  young  policeman  was  making  sure  Janet  was  as comfortable as possible,  and from somewhere he came up with a blanket  to  cover  her.    Turning  to  Sean  he  said,  “Son,  if  you  keep moving around, that cut may never stop bleeding.”  Then he put a hand out and helped my friend sit next to Janet. 

About  that  time  an  ambulance  arrived,  and  after  a  hurried evaluation by the attendants both of them were taken aboard. 
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“You’ll need to see a doctor, too.   I’ll give you a lift,  so hop in I’ll get you there just try your best to stay calm.” 

As we left, I noticed a blanket being put over the body next to the  sports  car  by  one  of  the  officers.  The  other  person  had  been pulled out from the wreckage and was also lying on the ground with only his toes visible.  His head was covered. I couldn’t get Sean’s comment about this road  fitting  nicely as a Grand Prix race track out of my head. 

Thank  God  Sean  wasn’t  seriously  hurt.  I  guess  I’ll  have  to bless this broken road in spite of the big picture. 

As we headed away from the scene, the officer asked, “Aren’t you Eric Lewis?” 

I  answered  in  the  affirmative  of  course  and  he  said,  “I graduated  from  Crater,  and  I  might  not  have  missed  one  of  your home  games  either  in  football  or  basketball.    I  managed  to  get myself assigned to school patrol on game nights.” 

Then  I  recognized  him  as  one  of  the  officers  that  patrolled around the school during games.  His name tag said ‘Home.’ 

My reply was simple “Thank you for that, Officer Home.” 

We  arrived  at  the  hospital’s  emergency  room,  and  I  saw  that Sean and Janet were being attended to.  I sat on a bench, and soon another  one  of  the  policemen  sat  down  and  began  asking  me questions.  It was going to be a long night. 

After  I  told  him  all  I  could  remember,  I  told  him  I  needed  to make a phone call to tell my parents, and he motioned to a phone on the wall. 

“I’ll  answer  any  more  questions  as  soon  as  I  speak  with  my parents,”  I told the officer. 

Dad picked up the phone after only one ring. 

“Dad,”  I paused trying not to cry, “I’m at the hospital.  There’s been a terrible accident.” 

I was probably still in shock, and it seemed like only seconds passed  before  I  saw  mom  and  dad  running  into  the  emergency room. 

As  soon  as  they  sat,  one  on  each  side  of  me,  I  lost  it completely.  I must have sobbed for five minutes before I slowly got myself under control.  Then I said, “I can’t believe I’m the only one without a scratch. I almost feel guilty.” 

The doctor came by again, and after a quick evaluation and a few more questions told my parents I was fine and should just try to get a good nights sleep.  Fat chance I thought. I’ll have nightmares 

about flashing lights and screeching tires and blood and tears for a long, long time. 

I  asked  doc  about  Sean,  and  he  told  us  that  he  had  some pretty deep cuts from where his head hit the windshield, but none of them were serious.  He’d have a major headache for a while, but in a  week  or  so  he’d  be  fine.    Then  he  told  us  Janet’s  cuts  were deeper  and  more  serious  and  she  would  probably  need  further surgery, maybe eventually some plastic surgery to clean up the scar tissue. What a nightmare! 

Sean’s  dad  and  his  brothers  arrived  just  as  we  were  leaving. 

Dad saw him first and  gave him both the good and the bad news. 

He looked relieved, and I heard one of the brothers say, “A life can go just like that,”  as he snapped his fingers. 

The word had traveled fast, and our phone didn’t stop ringing. 

Cezar was not at home because he’d traveled up to Chicago to see his  parents.    When  the  phone  finally  paused  long  enough,  I  made the call.  He hadn’t heard a thing, so I got his attention right away. 

I told him the short version, and his answer was short and to the point, “Oh My God.” 

He wanted to know if I knew the people that were killed, and I told him I didn’t.  I also didn’t recognize the car in the wreck or the one that sped away. 

“I don’t have any idea how that second car was involved,” but I knew eventually the whole truth would come out.  This town was too small for secrets. We talked for a few more minutes before I told my friend, “I’m tired and need to sleep.  I’ll catch you up when you get here tomorrow evening.” 

In the afternoon on Sunday, a different policeman came to the house.    He  asked  a  couple  more  questions  that  I  couldn’t  answer and then told us what they had figured out up to this point. 

“There  were  two  sports  cars  racing  up  the  winding  road,  and as they came around the curve the car in the lead actually missed us  as  he  passed  his  racing  partner.”  He  told  me  they  could  tell because  of  the  tire  marks  on  the  highway.  Apparently  the  second car was too far out into our lane and couldn’t avoid the collision.  By the  damage  in  both  cars,  the  police  had  figured  out  that  their  left front hit our left front.  Which was technically not a head on collision but deadly anyway. 

He  told  us  the  two  dead  boys,    both  still  in  their  teens,  were from a neighboring town out for a few thrills, accompanied by a lot of alcohol it seems.  They still had no idea who was in the other car. 

Suddenly  it  hit  me.    “Officer,  that  second  car  was  Carolina blue, and it was the same kind as the one that hit us.” 

“You’ll probably start to remember other things, and when you do  please  give  me  a  call,  no  matter  how  insignificant  you  think  it might be,” as he handed me his card. 

“One other thing there was only one guy in the other car.  He was the guy I saw running up the road.” 
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   “STANDING OUTSIDE THE FIRE” 

 

 GARTH BROOKS 
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I didn’t get much sleep, but I didn’t have nightmares and wake up  screaming  or  anything  like  that.  But,  I  had  dreams  that  were pretty  unsettling.  I  did  see  the  other  car  speed  away  a  hundred times and in once  a car was a blaze, but thankfully I was standing outside the fire.  It was such a bazar moment.  It still seemed like a dream, but I knew the moment I woke up in the morning it was real. 

The  first  thing  I  did  was  call  Sean.    He  hadn’t  gotten  much sleep  either  and  was  really  worried  because  Janet  was  still  in  the hospital.    They  had kept her overnight for observation, while Sean was able to go home.  He told me he was heading back to see her as soon as he could.  I asked about his injuries, and he told me he had  a  headache  and  the  cuts  were  sore  as  hell  and  would  be  for awhile.    I  asked  if  when  he  could  start  practicing  again,  and  he didn’t know. 

“The doc told me it was pretty much up to me and how I could handle  the  pain.    But  he advised I take the rest of the week off at the very least.” 

I told him to make sure he was ready physically before he even tried to play again. 

“We’ve got Brown on Tuesday, and we can beat them without either of us.” 

“I  know,  but  I  want  to  play  so  bad,  if  just  to  say  “I  won’t  let something like a little car crash keep me out.” 

“A  little  car  crash?    You’ve  got  to  be  a  bit  dingy,  my  friend. 

Two people died.” 

“I don’t want to minimize it, but I sure want to play.” 

“Let’s just not rush back.  Coach will make the decision if the doctor doesn’t.” 

I told him I still didn’t feel very good and might just lie on the couch and watch pro football all day. 

“I’ll call after I visit Janet.” 

Mom  walked  in  and  asked  how  I  was  feeling,  and  I  told  her, 

“Ok, mom, but I may never drive that road again.  I still can’t put the whole thing into focus.” 

“You’ve been through a lot, my boy.  Don’t try to do too much too soon.” 

“I  still  can’t  get  over  feeling  bad  about  how  hurt  Sean  and Janet  were  and  I  don’t  even  have  a  bruise.    There’s  going  to  be some people pissed at me.  I just feel it.” 

“Stop that.  You’ve got nothing to do with what happened.  You were  a  passenger  in  the  back  seat.    It  was  all  the  fault  of  those idiots racing up the hill.” 

I knew she was right, but I just couldn’t get past how I felt.  But I  tried  my  best  to  forget  it  and  concentrate  on  the  Patriots  Vs  the Packers on Sunday night football.  But I sure wasn’t looking forward to answering questions on Monday. 

I tried my best to be invisible as I walked into school Monday morning,  but  almost  immediately  I  was  surround  by  friends  asking what the hell happened. 

“Listen,” I said, “Right now I just don’t want to talk about it.  I hope  you  all  understand.    The good news is both Janet and Sean will be ok.” 

I could tell it was on everyone’s mind because people in small groups were glancing at me as I walked by heading for first period class.  I thought I heard someone say something like, “There’s Eric, he was lucky, as usual, and nothing happened to him.  I didn’t like the sound of the statement and I didn’t know the guy but I ignored it and walked on.  Hell, it wasn’t my fault I didn’t get hurt. 

My first period teacher was Coach Prather, and I could tell he wanted  to  know  the  truth  about  it.  I’m  sure he had  probably heard more than one  version. 

“Eric,  you  look  pretty  tired.    Are  you  sure  you  should  be  in school today?” 

“Thanks, Coach.  Yes I want to get back to normal life as fast as I can.” 

“If you need a break, just go on outside.  You don’t have to ask my permission.” 

I told him the basics, and he just nodded and put his hand on my shoulder. 

“We’re all concerned and praying for a fast recovery.” 

By  lunch  I  was  feeling  better.    Stevie  and  Cezar  were  great, fending off people who wanted a first-hand description of the blood and guts of the night.  They were my bodyguards, and I was grateful for that. 

At practice, coach allowed me to mostly watch and shoot some on the side basket as he drilled the team in the basics of the game plan for the upcoming game Vs T. F. Brown.  I did the ‘walk through’ 

and again started to feel a bit better. 

Sean wasn’t at practice or at school either.  He was visiting the hospital,  and  I  knew  he  wouldn’t  play  tomorrow  night.    I  hoped  he wouldn’t play on Friday either, even though it was against Prep, and I knew he would want badly to play in that game. 

Just  as  practice  was  ending,  he  came  into  the  gym  and everyone was wanting to talk to him at the same time.  He told the group the doctor had told him he might be able to play by Friday.  It depended  on  how  fast  his  injuries  healed.    I  think  that  put  most everyone at ease.  Of course, there were a lot of voices telling him, we’re behind you Sean and other supportive chatter.  After a while he smiled, and I thought to myself I bet that’s the first smile he’s had since Saturday night. 

We walked out of the locker room together, and as he headed for his mom’s car, ‘his was totaled,’ he paused.  I knew he needed a hug, so being careful not to squeeze too hard I held him for a long moment.  We were both close to breaking down, but we needed this moment together. 

Finally I said, “Sean, I want you to know that I’m here for you any  day,  any  time.    We’ll  get  through  this  and  before  long  it  will become a distant memory.” 

“It’s  one  I’ll  never  forget,”  he  replied.    “I  think  we  dodged  a bullet, but I’ll tell you something, I’m never driving that road again. 

Too many memories. 
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Thank goodness game time came quickly.  I really needed to get back into the swing of things fast.  The bus left the parking lot with both the JV and varsity guys with their game face on.  I sat with Sean, who wasn’t going to play, and he seemed a lot more upbeat 

than  yesterday.    I  know  he  wanted  to  get  past  the  nightmare,  and the game would certainly help. 

Brown  was  one  and  two  in  league,  having  beaten  Fort  and losing to Washington and Prep.  But they were the home team and most  teams  played  a  lot  better  in  their  comfortable  home surroundings.  I was expecting them to play hard and put up a good fight. 

As  it  turned  out,  they  did  play  hard,  but  we  played  off-the-charts  good.    Coach  had  started  the  game  with  both  Luke  and Stevie  in  the  lineup.    Stevie  would  take  Sean’s  spot  on  the  wing, and we were into our full court pressure from the opening tip. 

I hit my first pull up jumper and then a fast break lay in.  I was fouled on my next drive to the hoop and made the free throw after the  foul  was  called  on  my  banked-in  basket.    By  the  end  of  the quarter, I had twelve of our fifteen points and was really feeling it. 

Coach said to us at the break, “Let’s feed the hot hand.  Until they figure it out, I want our post to set the pick as Eric enters the key. Eric, you can continue to the hoop or wrap around towards the mid key ok?  If he gets the ball on the wing, then let’s clear the side and let him do his thing.” 

As we broke the huddle and headed back on the court, Sean looked  at  me  and  said,  “Keep  firing  away,  buddy.    You  look  like Larry Bird.” 

The  Brown  guy  defending  me  was  a  couple  inches  shorter, and I had no problem shooting the jumper over him.  When he tried to close in, I gave him a stutter dribble and flew past him for short bank  shots.    Midway  through  the  quarter  they  subbed  for  him,  but his replacement wasn’t any better and I continued to lite it up.  We lead  at  the  half  forty-two  to  twenty,  and  I  had  piled  up exactly half our points. 

In the second half, they went to a box and one, with their point guard all over me. Coach likes to run our base man-to-man offense Vs  junk  defenses  and  even  though  I  didn’t  get  as  many opportunities,  I  still  got  my  fast  break  points  and  the  twins dominated  inside.    I  scored  six  in  the  quarter,  and  we  led  by  a comfortable  margin.  I  played  about  half  the  fourth  quarter  and  hit two three’s and had my first breakaway dunk of the season.  Luke stole an errant pass, and I was ahead of the pack with a clear path to  the  basket.    I  thought  about  just  laying  it  in,  but  the  temptation 

was too great. The emotion of the last few days had built up and I took out my frustration with a thundering jam, and momentarily hung on  the  rim,  which  drew  an  immediate  technical  foul  from  the  strip shirt trailing the play. 

Their  student  section  was  booing  loudly  and  I  felt  a  bit sheepish  but,  hell,  I  had  so  much  pent  up  emotion  in  my  brain  I really didn’t care.  That dunk was the explanation point.  It brought our  bench  to  their  feet  and  Sean  was  leading  the  pack.    Coach pulled  me  out  as  they  shot  the  technical,  and  every  one  of  my teammates patted me on the backside as I walked to the end of the bench.    Maybe  that  jam  was  closure  for  me,  but  I  suddenly  felt  a whole lot better.  And, even our trainer, Pete Rock, gave me a high five. 

As I sat down, I thought to myself, I really needed this game. 

There  wasn’t  one  moment  that  memories of Saturday nights terror entered  my  mind.    Thank  God  for  sports.    For  me,  this  night basketball was a lifesaver, and I think even though Sean didn’t play he felt the same. 

Danny was by my side as quick as the final whistle sounded. 

“You had thirty-three points”, he said, holding up his program with a ton of ones, twos and threes scribbled after my name. 

“Well, someone had to pick up Sean’s missing twenty.” 

No one mentioned anything to me about the accident, but the Brown head  Coach did say, “Son, that was a hell of a performance, especially after what you went through on the weekend, and please send my best wishes for a fast recovery to Sean.” 

I thanked him and said, “It was great to get back on the court. 

Good luck Coach.” 

Coach  Nick  Roberts  was  a  veteran  Coach  who  had  taken Brown  as  a  “Cinderella”  to  the  state  title  five  years  ago.    His  star player, Charlie Button, was a six-ten athlete who had a great career with  Iowa State and is now a rookie in the NBA.  And as an extra pleasure,  Coach  Roberts’  son  Rick  was  a  starter  and  good  player on the same team.  That’s the kind of story that should be made into a movie or at least a good book. 

Before  I  headed  for  our  locker  room,  mom  and  dad  were waiting at the end of the court. 

“How are you feeling?”  mom asked with a look of concern on her face. 

“Mom, I’ve got a little headache but it’s nothing to worry about. 

But I’m really hungry, so I hope you’ve got something good waiting when I get home.” 

“You bet.” 

Dad  just  shook  my  hand  and  smiled.    He  was  a  man  of  few words, but I could tell he was one very proud dad tonight. 

The last person I saw just before heading into the locker room was  the  officer  who  drove  me  to  the  hospital.    He  was  in  civilian clothes, and I stopped and waved him down. 

“I want you to meet Coach Edwards.  Can you come into our locker room for a moment?” 

He looked a bit confused, but I assured him Coach would want to say something.  Then I asked “Officer Home, can you please tell me your first name.” 

“It’s Steve and I was a bad point guard in the class of seventy-four.  But I love the game.  Heck, I love all games.” 

We walked into the locker room and up to where our Coaches were standing.  “Coach, I’d like you to meet the officer who helped me  and  Sean  on  Saturday.    His  name  is  Steve  Home  and  he’s  a Crater grad.   He tries not to miss many Crater games.” 

“Thank  you,  Officer  Home  for  treating  our  boys  so  well.    It’s great to see our alumni so involved.” 

“My pleasure, Coach. I wasn’t much of an athlete in school, but I’ll be a Comet fan forever.” 

That  was  cool.    I  thanked  him  again  and  told  him  he  was always welcome around our team.  He left with a huge smile on his face.  I think I’d made a new friend.  It’s always good to have friends in high places.  I knew I wouldn’t ever need police protection, but it was good to have for a friend someone who wore a badge, just in case. 
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I was pulled out of my first period class on Wednesday.  The policeman I had spoken to on Sunday  wanted to get me up to date on their search for the driver of the second car.  He told me that my description  helped  and  they  were  able  to  locate  the  car  and  the driver.    It  turned  out  he  was  twenty-five  years  old,  rich,  and  had  a reputation of never growing up. 

“I hope I don’t need to pick him out of a lineup or something.  I really didn’t get much of a look at his face at all.” 

“That won’t be necessary Eric, he has confessed to being the driver of the second car.  We’re pretty sure he is the one who gave the  kids  the  alcohol.  We’ll  more  than  likely  charge  him  with something  like  contributing  to  the  delinquency  of  a  minor.    But  it’s still  possible  we  could  even  go  to  negligent  homicide.    That,  of course, will be up to the district attorney.” 

I  thanked  the  officer  for  his  time  and  frankly  hoped  that  this entire episode was finally over.  I really didn’t want to have to think about that night again. 

At practice, coach went over the scouting report on Prep.  The game would be at their gym, and I was sure it would be a full house. 

They were a game behind us and Washington, so the tension would be at a fever pitch. But it was one of the reasons I loved sports so much.    You  constantly  get  challenged,  and  if  you’re  a  competitor, you live for the moment. 

Sean was dressed down and took part in some of the drills, but when  we  got  to  “team  time”  he  took  a  seat  on  the  bench.    Later  I asked how he was feeling, and he said, “Pretty good, but this damn cut over my right eye really hurts.” 

“Don’t overdo it my boy.” 

I asked him what he thought about Friday, and he felt like if he didn’t have any setbacks he would at least try to play. 

“I just don’t want to miss this game.  It’s the first of our three-game stretch that will put us into command of the league or give our rivals hope.” 

That  was  true,  as  both  Prep  and  South  had  one  loss  and Washington  was  undefeated.    If  we  swept  these  games,  we’d  be two up on the Catholics and a game ahead of Washington.  It was crunch  time,  and  you  could  feel  the  excitement  in  the  air,  even though it was only Wednesday. 

At  Thursday’s  practice,  Sean  was  a  lot  more  active  and  took part  in  the  entire  practice.    After  we  finished,  he  said,  “I  feel  like  I can  go  tomorrow.  The headaches have gotten less painful, and it doesn’t seem to hurt anymore while I’m playing than when I’m not.” 

Pete  had  fixed  a  protective  device  that  covered  the  most sensitive area but Sean wasn’t sure he would wear it. 

“It’s hard to get used to, makes me feel like I’m wearing a hard hat.” 

That  was  good  news.    I  was  sure  by  playing  he  would  get caught up in the game and the injury would be forgotten.  It would probably  linger  for  a  while  off  the  court,  but  I  knew  from  my  own experience that the best thing for Sean was to play.  Closure again. 

Cezar had a good trip to Chicago and told me his parents had settled  in  and  both  were  working.    That  seemed  to  rid  them  of tension, and he said they were getting along great.  That was good to  hear.    I’m  sure  they  missed  their  son,  but  at  least  the  financial burden had been solved. 

“So you think you’ll not have to visit so often?” 

“It looks a lot better between them to me.  Maybe I won’t need to be on the road again very soon.” 

“I like that news, buddy.” 

“What’s the word on Sean? Is he going to play on Friday.” 

We  were  in  his  room  watching  the  nightly  news  and  relaxing before dinner. 

“He’s  going  to  play,  which  is  good  news  for  us  and  bad  for Prep.” 

I told him that Sean would wear a protective device that looked like  a  head  band  some  of  the  guys  wore to  keep  the  sweat  out  of 

their eyes.  It was a bit larger and thicker but didn’t seem to bother him much. 

Cezar  chipped  in  with,  “He’ll  look  like  Tiny  Archibald  of  the Celts.” 

We  had  finished  the  practice  week  on  a  good  note.    Coach said we would go back to our normal game rotation, as Sean was set to start again.  I’m sure Coach has a plan B if Sean can’t go the entire game, but in my heart I knew he would need to drag Sean off the court. 

Friday rolled around quickly, and our entire student body was pumped.    Our  pep  assembly  was  the  best  one  of  the  year  to  my eyes.  The rest of the day zoomed by, and then it was time to board our bus for the short drive to Prep. 

By halftime of the JV game, the place was pretty much filled to capacity.    I  had  told  mom  and  dad  to  arrive  early  because  there might not be  a lot of seats available by the time the varsity game began.    I  noticed  them  arrive  as  we  took  the  floor  for  our  halftime shooting.    I  felt  good,  and  the  basket  looked  like  a  huge  crater  as my shots kept hitting the bottom of the net.  I knew I wouldn’t need to carry the scoring load like last Tuesday, but I was in good rhythm for sure. 
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By  the  time  we  came  out  for  pregame,  the  place  was  a madhouse.    Both  student  bodies  were  pumped  and  challenged each  other  with  enthusiasm.    The  cheer  squads  were  preforming their  routines  with  competitive  spirit  as  well.    This  is  as  good  as  it gets, and I couldn’t wait for the tip off. 

The last thing Coach told us before we broke the huddle was simple. “Boy’s, it’s time to gear up.  Let’s get off to a good start.” 

The first half was a back-and-fourth battle from the beginning. 

We  traded  makes  and  misses,  and  there  was  never  more  than  a three point difference.  I felt good and even the Bronx Cheers from the  Prep  rooting  sections  of  “Ball  Hog,  Ball  Hog”  every  time  I touched the ball didn’t bother me. 

Sean looked to me like he was just feeling his way back into a comfort zone, and I don’t think he quite got there.  He played about 

half of the half, hit two nice three’s but didn’t drive to the hoop like usual.  I’m sure he wasn’t quite ready for the possible contact. 

At halftime, he told me as much. “I’ve got to put the damn ball on the floor and drive the lane when there’s an opening.” 

Then he told me the protective device bothered him and at the very least reminded him of the injury and he was overprotective. 

“I’m  taking  the  damn  thing  off,”    he  said,  and  he  did  just  that and handed it to Mark who just shrugged. 

The scars were still very red and not pretty to look at.  “You’ll scare the crap out of those guys when they see your Frankenstein look.” 

Coach  glanced  at  Sean  as  we  began  to  head  back  to  the court.  “You’re sure you want to do that?” pointing at his head. 

“Coach, I just want to play, and the darn thing bothers me.” 

During  the  third  quarter,  Sean  was  his  old  self,  driving  to  the hoop,  pulling  up  for  short  jumpers  and  running  the  floor.    I  think  it pumped every one up because I could feel our confidence grow as the quarter came to and end.  It was a tie score, forty-six all, and the fourth promised to be a barn burner. 

Prep played an aggressive man-to-man defense and were very physical, but their team was in foul trouble.  Both their big men had four fouls and so did their point guard.  On the other hand, no one on our team had more than three. 

The first two times down the floor we fed the ball inside, first to Thomas  and  then  to  Toby.    The  result  caused  a  harmony  of  boos from their stands as on Thomas’ score he drew the fifth foul on their junior center.  I think the remaining inside player, with his four fouls, was  overly  cautious  when  Toby  took  it  to  the  hoop.    We  were quickly up four. 

They slowed the tempo at that point, and we were forced to be patient and not get overly anxious.  It was still a rough game, and the contact on rebounds was getting pretty combative.  Fortunately our guys didn’t back off at all.   Toby picked up his fourth foul on a congested rebound, but it didn’t cause him to slow down. 

With just under two minutes remaining, we still nursed that four point  lead.  Then they got a break.  There was a phantom foul on Sean  when  their  wing  took  an  ill-advised  three  point  shot.    The result  was  three  straight  points  at  the  line.    One  point  game,  and Coach E called a timeout. 

He  drew  up  a  pick  and  roll  play  for  Sean  and  Thomas  which we hadn’t shown all night. 

“If nothing is there, son,” looking directly at Sean, “get the ball to Eric who will be coming off a down pic by Toby.” 

We worked the ball around a bit, killing some clock and getting Sean  and  Thomas  into  position.    They  worked  the  play  to perfection,  and  Sean  bounced  a  slick  pass  to  Thomas  who slammed it home and drew the fifth foul on their remaining post.  He rolled the free throw in to complete the three-point play and we were back up by four with under a minute to go. 

They  brought  the  ball  up  fast,  but  our  defense  was  set  and they couldn’t find an opening.  Finally, with just twenty seconds left, they called time out. 

In the huddle, Coach E reminded us not to foul.  “If they score, expect a quick foul when we enter the ball, so be ready for that.” 

The place was eerily quiet as they inbounded the ball.  But it got loud pretty quick when their point guard threw up a desperation three pointer that banked in off the backboard.  Bedlam and a one point game.  No one had a time out left, so Luke ran the baseline trying  to  find  an  open  teammate.    Finally  he  got  the  ball  to  Sean, who  was  fouled  immediately.    It  wasn’t  a  soft  foul  as  two  of  the Crusaders  collided  with  him  simultaneously.    Suddenly  there  was blood streaming down his face and the referee called an immediate injury time out. 

Coach E wanted an intentional foul, but the referee didn’t see it that  way.    Our  athletic  trainer  Pete  Rock,  we  usually  called  him 

“Peti, was wiping away the blood from Sean’s forehead  with a wet towel  and  Coach  Napp  was  preparing  a  bandage  to  apply  to  the wound.  Sean looked at me and said, “They fouled the wrong guy.” 

There  was  one  second  on  the  clock  as  Sean  stepped  to  the line.  Their rooting section was on fire, but it didn’t matter.  My friend calmly sank both attempts, and their long desperation throw at the end was not close and after the buzzer at any rate. 

Our fans stormed the floor and joined in the celebration in spite of  security’s  attempt  to  keep  order.  We  had  done  a  hard  job  well, and  the  feeling  we  felt  was  more  than  elation.  And  the  smile  on Sean’s  face,  still  smeared with his own blood, told the story better than any words. 
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The “Doorway” was packed with friends when Sean, Cezar, and I  walked  through  the  door.    I  kind  of  felt  like  we  had  rescued  the restaurant  from  the  hangman.    There  were  two  waitresses  hustling around  to  get  orders  and  keep  everyone  happy.    No  one  cared that  it had  seen  better  days.    It  was  our  “hangout”,  and  it  just  feels  so  right. 

We closed the place down after a lot of laughs and good cheer.  It was after my parents curfew, but I knew they would understand. 

Lights were still on in the dining room as we drove up in Cezar’s car. 

“Want to come in to say hi?” 

“I think I’ll hit the rack.  It’s past my bedtime.” 

Mom looked at her watch as I leaned in to say goodnight.  I knew she didn’t care, and she proved it when she said, “Love you, son, nice win.” 

“Thanks.   See ‘Ya in the morning.” 

“Ya?” 

“Sorry.  I’ll see you in the morning, mother.” 

“I still love you,” she said with a big grin. 

Lying  in  bed,  I  thought  to myself how lucky was I to have such great  parents.  Then  I  saw  Sean’s  smile  and  drifted  off  to  sleep  loving life and knowing my two friends and I had indeed dodged a bullet. 

The next few weeks flew by, and we continued to dominate the Canyon  Valley  League.    South  didn’t  come  to  play,  and  we  throttled them  on  Tuesday  seventy-nine  to  fifty.    That  didn’t  set  well  with  their young  coach,  Mark  Shott,  who  was  in  his  second  season  with  the Saxons.    He  had  been  a  disciple  of  Sonny  Short  at  Fort  Brenner, working with him for at least five years.  Most people thought he was a huge  upgrade  from  their  previous  coach  and  this  setback  had  to  be body blow to his plan.  Coach Edwards had cautioned us to beware of South as he felt they were a team about to turn fortunes around. After 

the  game,  I  heard  him  say  to  Coach  Prather,  “Those  kids  better  get ready to work harder because, if I know Mark like I think I do, he’ll have them grinding like never before.” 

The  win  set  up  a  first  place  at  risk  contest  Vs  Washington,  at their place on Friday. 

It might have been another down-to-the-wire battle like the Prep game, but we learned before the game that their Coach had suspended three  of  their  starters  for  what  he  said  were  violations  of  team  rules. 

The  game  was  a  yawner  as  we  manhandled  their  second  string  by  a lopsided eighty-four to fifty-one score. 

I thought it was ironic that their basketball coach apparently had rules  his  players  were  required  to  follow,  while  the  football  coach  at Washington  didn’t  seem  to  care about  how his players behaved on or off the field.  And, he was in attendance at the game standing next to the student section, and acting more like a student than an adult.  Big surprise.      His  ex-youth  assistant  was  dutifully  by  his  side  like  a  bad penny he couldn’t lose. 

Life isn’t all basketball, and Saturday night we had a great time, once again, at Doug’s place.  His parents were the kind that wanted the 

“party”  to  be  at  their  place,  probably  so  they  could  somewhat  control what  went  on.    They  really  didn’t  need  to  worry  because  our  entire group was pretty much into alcohol free good times. 

It  was  easy  to  see  where  Doug  got  his  personality  because  he was the clone of his dad.  Mr. Rollins loved to entertain the troops, and he had stories that kept us all in stitches.  He also had a good baritone voice  and  always  sang  a  few  songs  when  prodded.    His  favorite  was 

“Danny Boy,” but pretty much anything he sang came off like he was a professional. 

Everyone  was  there,  some  with  dates  and  some  alone.    Dave and  Karen  were  together  and,  of  course,  Sean  and  Janet.    Val  was bouncing around keeping things moving as usual. 

“Ok,  listen  up,”  she  announced  about  half  way  through  the evening.    “The  next  one  of  you  who  heads  out  back  for  a  look  at  the moon better stay out because the smell of cigarettes makes me sick.” 

I think the back door stayed closed the rest of the night.  No one was about to challenge Val even though we all knew she was just being herself.  Like mother, like daughter. 

Cezar, Luke, and I were the last to leave after another fun time with our friends. 

 

“Mr. Rollins is such a clown,” said Cezar.  “I have no idea how his mom puts up with both him and Doug.” 



Luke  and  I  just  laughed,  and  we  headed  down  the  highway towards home.  Another good week had passed, and this time without incident. 

We  finished  the  first  half  of  league  play  with  a  seven  and  zero record.  Washington was at six and one, followed by a three-way tie for third  at  four  and  three  between  Prep,  who  had  lost  two  close  games after  our  barn  burner,  South  and  Lakeside,  who  had  upset  South  in  a triple overtime game on Friday. 

Coach  continued  to  push  us  in  practice  as we prepared for the second  round of  league  play.    It  looked  like  Washington  would  be  the only team who could catch us, as the mid-pack teams Prep, South and Lakeside  would  certainly  continue  to  trade  wins;  and  losses  and  the bottom three Brown, Fort and North Marian would be fighting to stay out of the cellar. 

The  surprise  was  Washington’s  suspensions  must  have  thrown that team into turmoil because they lost to both South and Lakeside in blowouts and in a close one Vs Prep.  So they came to our place for the last regular season game with a nine win four loss record. 

We hadn’t had a close contest during the second round, with the only  team  giving  us  much  trouble  was  the  rematch  with  Prep, who for some  reason  saved  their  best  for  us.    We  prevailed,  but  it  was  close until  the  fourth  quarter  when  our  size  and  shooting  ability  made  the outcome a predictable fifteen point win. 

The Washington Colonials were a dispirited team, and we made short  work  of  them  with  an  over  by  halftime  seventy-six  to  thirty-one victory.  An undefeated league season was history, and now it was time for  the  real  test.    The  playoffs  would  begin  next  week  with  the  sub-regional games.  We would open Vs West High School of Sioux City at home. 

The  All-League  team  came  out  on  Tuesday  after  the  regular season ended, and to no ones surprise we dominated. Sean, Toby, and I  were  first  team  selections,  and  Thomas  and  Luke  made  the  second team.  All five starters with league honors, that has to be a record.  Of course, we were all proud of the honor, but the real season lay ahead of us  and  awards  like  All-League  weren’t  going  to  provide  us  with  any advantage as the playoffs began.  We all knew that, but Coach E made sure with his pre-playoff approach. 
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We had finished the season with a perfect twenty-two and zero record  and  were  ranked  number  three  in  Iowa.    We  had  averaged eighty-one points per game while only surrendering an average of sixty-six, a fifteen point spread. Sean had lead us in scoring with an eighteen point  even  average,  and  I  was  a  close  second  with  seventeen  point something.    We  tied  in  the  three-point  basket  category  with  forty-six apiece for the season.  Toby chipped in with a bit over a thirteen point average and lead the team in rebounds with eleven a game. 

Sean  and  his  father  had  to  be  proud,  as  it  looked  like  the University  of  Iowa  had  some  interest.    No  scholarship  had  yet  been offered, but there was dialog with an assistant coach, which was a good sign.      It  has  always  been  Sean’s  dream  to  play  at  UI  for  legendary Coach Lute Olsen. 

“Boys  this  is  a  new  season.    We’ve  done  the  basic’s,  built  the foundation,  and  now  it’s  time  to  take  the  next  step.    What  we accomplished  in  league  play  was  great,  but  it’s  the  next  game  that counts.  West will come in here ready to play, and we’ll need to be at the top of our game to move on.” 

Our gym was packed once again way before tip off, and I could feel the adrenalin pumping through my body as we took the floor as our pep band played our fight song.  The green clad Wolverines were going through their own routine and at first glance looked athletic with enough height to make it a contest on the backboard. 

Of  course,  the  Coaching  staff  had  given  us  a  detailed  look  at their starting lineup.  Their star was a shooting guard who had finished the season as the state’s second leading scorer at twenty-four points a game.  I would draw the defensive assignment on him, so I was trying to  locate  him  in  their  lineup  drills.    He  was  nearly  as  tall  as  me  at  a shade  over six-three.    I  had  been  measured at  six-four and a quarter, and I knew I would grow another inch or two.  I just hoped I was also quick enough to stay with him and keep him to a reasonable point total. 

If I did that, we stood a good chance of bringing home a win. 

I spotted him in their layup line.  I thought he was a sour looking dude complete with a mop of dark hair falling over his forehead. He had a  snarl  on  his  face  and  seemed  to  me  to  be  putting  on  an  act  for our crowd. Our scouting report said he was somewhat of a hothead as well. 

We were a confidant team, and our staff had prepared us well for this game.  It was “play-off” time, and all of us were ready to show our unbeaten  record  was  no  fluke.    We  lined  up  for  the  toss  to  begin  the game,  and  mop  head  set  up  next to  me  just  outside  the  center circle. 

He leaned into me and tried to move me out of my already established position.  I looked at him, standing my ground as he pushed. 

“Settle down number 5,”  the referee said.  I just put my hands up in the air in a gesture that said what the devil do you want me to do; he’s the one pushing. 

“Got  your  attention,  sophomore,”  their  star  said  as  I  just  shook my head. 

“Ain’t  no  soph  from  a  hick  school  like  yours  going  to  slow  me down.” 

This might just turn into a personal fight.  I needed to be careful to keep my temper under control and play basketball.  I wasn’t going to shut him down alone.  It would take a team effort to do that.  Then the ball was in the air, and we controlled the tip. 

They  were  also  a  man-to-man  defensive  team,  and  my  new buddy was lining up against me.  This should be fun.  On our first trip down  the  floor,  Luke  took  the  dribble  towards  Sean  on  the  right  wing while Thomas and Toby set a double pick for me.  I faked baseline and cut  across  the  free  throw  line  and  broke  free.    Luke  faked  a  pass  to Sean and hit me in stride as I broke toward the hoop.  I took the pass and  in  one  step  leaped  and  threw  down  a  dunk  to  the  delight  of  the home crowd. 

We began the game in a full court man-to-man pressure instead of  our  usual  one-three-one  zone  press,  and  I  don’t  think  they  were prepared.    Their  point  guard  had  trouble  getting  the  ball  over  the  half court line and finally tossed an errant pass towards super star.  I easily stepped in front of the pass, picking it clean.  Luke broke for the basket, and my soft floating pass gave him an easy lay in. 

Then we did it again, this time with Sean making the interception and had a clear path to the basket.  Six zip Comets!  They called time out.  And as their star headed past me for their bench, I said, “Welcome to Hicksville.”  I wanted to add “asshole,” but I just couldn’t get the word out.  I got no response anyway, and their team didn’t respond after the time  out.    We  finished  the  quarter  ahead  by  eighteen  to  four,  and  my nemesis had zero points on 0 for 6 shooting. 

I really hated tossing abuse back and fourth.  The “trash talking” 

craze had begun in earnest about a year ago, and to me it was just all too juvenile.  My comment in the first quarter was probably the first time I had ever done something like that.  But I must admit after his attitude was obvious it felt pretty good.  So did the thirty-point whipping we put on the Wolverines. 

On Tuesday, we would play the second sub-state game, again at home.      Our  opponent  would  be  the  winner  of  the  game  between  the Jefferson  J-Hawks  of  Cedar  Rapids,  the  team  that  beat  us  in  the semifinal football game, and the Hoover Huskies of Des Moines.  We all hoped Jeff would prevail so we could get a shot at them on our home court.  It would be our opportunity for “Pay Back.” 



FIFETEEN 

 

 “NOBODY BUT ME” 

 

 BLAKE SHELTON 



I 



The  Jefferson  J-Hawks  had  beaten  the  Hoover  Huskies  in  a close  game,  so  it  would  be  a  chance  for  redemption.    The  final  sub-state contests were all played at the home of the higher ranked team. 

The  winners  of  the  four  regional  sub-state  tournament  brackets  would advance to Iowa City for the state Semifinal and final, at the University of Iowa, over the upcoming spring break. 

All the football players were pumped when we heard that the J-Hawks had won.  It was a quick change of emphasis from Friday night’s contest, so we had a Sunday afternoon walk-through practice.  Coach E 

detailed  the  offense  and  defense  we  would  face,  and  we  walked through  some  of  our  strategy.    The  last  thing  Coach  told  us  before ending practice was not to get to catch up in the Payback idea that he knew would surface on Monday at school. 

“Your classmates need to understand these are different teams. 

Yes,  they  have  some  football  players  on  their  hoops  team  and  so  do we, but it’s just not the same thing.” 

He  went  on  to  encourage  us  to  share  with  our  friends  the importance  of  being  mentally  prepared  to  play  a  basketball  game  and not get caught up in anything else.  Good advice. 

They  were  basically  a  two-three  zone  team  on  defense  and  a slow down, methodical approach on the offensive end.  We would need to  be  sharp  in  both  our  high-low  and  one-four  zone  offenses. 

Defensively, we needed to show patience, keep our basic fundamentals sound, help each other and call out screens and be ready to fight over them.    Simple.    I  hoped  we  would  also  shoot  the ball well, as we had done  all  year.    Good  shooting  can  deflate  a  zone  team  pretty  quickly, and  that  was  my  goal.    Knock  down  some  early  three’s,  make  them stretch the zone, and then we could attack inside with the twins. 

Janet was back in school, of course, and still Sean’s girl.  They weren’t inseparable but obviously an item.  It turned out she didn’t need 

the plastic surgery after all, which was good news for her.  It had been a little over a month since the accident and already the scars were fading. 

The scars in the mind might take a lot longer. 

Cezar  had  settled  into  a  family  routine  and  it  was  turning  out even better than we had hoped.  He went up to Chicago once a month to  visit,  but  he  confided  in  me  it  was  getting  harder  to  take  a  full weekend away from school work and friends here in Crater. 

“Mom and dad don’t need me hanging around. They have their own life and all I do really is hang out and watch TV.  I think I’ll cut my visits to once every couple months.  Spring soccer season in the “Club Sport”  season  is  almost  here,  and  if  I’m  going  to  keep  improving  I’m going to need to put in the time.” 

My two brothers were growing like weeds.  Paul had come out of his  shell  somewhat  and  even  treated  Danny  with  more patience.  The little  guy  was  still  all  about  sports  and  had  score  sheets  from  all  my games  and  a  bunch  from  his  favorite  Celtic’s  spread  out  in  his  room. 

He had Larry Bird gear, photos and memorabilia all over the house, and he wore his no. 33 Celtic jersey everywhere. 

The “Doorway” continued to be our hangout, with Valarie’s home our  alternate  choice  to  spend  time  with  friends.  When  we  ended  up there, it was usually a smaller group. We listened to music and watched videos  and  now  and  then  played  some  bad  pool  on  the  table  in  her basement.  I think that is the only game Sean just can’t get the hang of, and  I’m  not  sure  of  the  reason.    Probably  he  just  has  enough  on  his plate. 

School was going well.  My only challenging class was algebra II, which I needed to spend too much time studying for.  But I wanted to keep my four-point, so I managed to find time in my schedule to study enough to stay above the 90 percent average score on tests. 

Dad’s work at the shop was moving in a great direction.  He was now a part owner and didn’t work as much in the machine shop part as before  and  more  in  the  office  going  over  invoices  and  checking inventory  and  such.    He  said  he  didn’t  like  that  part  as  much,  but  he admitted  to  it  getting  harder as  he  grew  older to  spend  hours  working with machinery. 

Mom continued to run the house and keep everyone involved.  I was  the  cleanup  guy  after  dinner,  so  I  knew  if  I  ended  up  as  a  waiter someday  I’d  be  a  step  ahead  of  my  competition.    Of  course,  that particular occupation was pretty low on my list of life goals. 

 

II 



Tuesday arrived too fast, I think.  We  thought we were ready to play.    We  had  put  in  two  good  practice  sessions,  and  our  mental approach was spot on, as usual.  But sometimes in sport the smallest little  surprise  can  throw  an  entire  team  off  kilter.   I’m  not  sure I’ll  ever know  why  it  happened  to  us  on  this  sub-state  second  round  Tuesday game, but it sure did. 

Before another packed house, we started off well enough, and at the mid point of the fist quarter it was all square at twelve a piece.  But then  we  turned  the  ball  over  three  straight  times,  and  Jeff  scored  a quick ten points.  I think we began pressing a bit and forcing shots, and suddenly  with  less  than  a  minute  to  go  in  the  first  half  we  found ourselves down by eighteen points and twenty-eight to ten. 

No  one  seemed  in  rhythm.    We  were  totally  out  of  sync  and shots weren’t falling.  Our defense was a step slow, and even our crowd was  unenthusiastic.    It  was  a  strange  feeling  heading  into  the  locker room with a huge deficit.  I was shaking my head in bewilderment when I heard a voice from the stands yelling to me. 

“Get your head up, Eric, you’re our leader.” 

Wow, the voice was that of Sean’s father. 

The J-Hawk lead would be tough to overcome unless we could figure out a way to up the tempo.  Their deliberate style was completely in their favor.  For a team that averaged over eighty points a game, our ten point half was almost unbelievable. If we didn’t turn it around quick, we would end our season here on our home court and beaten again by Jefferson.  We were at the point of no return. 

The Jefferson Coach was a veteran, and his teams had probably played  more  tournament  games  than  any  Coach  in  Iowa.    His  name was Dean Pert, and in a way he was the “Dean” of hoops Coaches here in Iowa.  I know Coach Edwards respected him a ton and had to be very upset we had played so poorly. 

Coach was upset! He was fighting to control his emotions, which couldn’t be easy under the circumstances.  The good news is he is also a veteran coach who had won a state title, with a team that had handled every challenge this season with seeming ease. 

“Guy’s,”  he  said  and  then  paused.    “Oh,  hell  listen.    Get  your butts  in  gear,  start  moving  around  like  you  can.    Don’t  you  dare  feel 

sorry for yourselves.  It’s time for all of you to show me just what you’re made of.” 

He went on to say, “There is no magic to turning this around. It’s simple.    Start  acting  like  an  undefeated  team.    Shoot  the  damn  ball when you have an opening, crash the boards, play defense with some intensity, and we’ll have a chance for a big comeback.  Don’t you dare go down without a fight.” 

Coach  then  turned  his  back, deep in thought, and Sean seized the moment to stand up and take over. 

“God dammit, guys, we’re better than this.  Coach is right.  There is no magic.  It  just takes the guts to fight.  We need to get the tempo back in our favor. It’s got to start right now, the fault lies with nobody but me  and  I’m  going  to  correct  that.  Let’s  get  the  hell  out  of  this  locker room and get going.”  We stormed out leaving Coach Edwards and the staff behind. 

If  you’re  an  athlete,  you  strive  for  the  time  you  get  into  the 

“zone.”  In golf, every putt finds the cup.  In baseball, every ball off the bat finds a hole in the defense.  In football, every throw hits the receiver in the hands.  In basketball, the basket looks as big as a garbage can and  every  shot  lands  in  the  bottom.    Sean  Kitter  had  one  of  those moments, and it lasted an entire half.  He was about to show us why he was our leader.  Basically, he took the team on his shoulders. 

It  began  simple  enough  with  a  little  bank  shot  of  a  great  spin move.  J-Hawks by sixteen.  They missed after only controlling the ball for a few seconds.  Sean hit a baseline three.  J-Hawks by thirteen.  A steal and a Sean dunk, J-Hawks by eleven.  Time out Jefferson. 

Our  student  section  was  suddenly  caught  up  in  the  emotion  of the  night.    They  were  deafening,  and  the  entire  gym  was  rocking.    I didn’t  hear  a  word  Coach  said  during  the  timeout,  but  it  didn’t  matter. 

They missed again, and Sean didn’t.  A floater in the lane J-Hawks by nine the double digit lead was down by half. 

We continued to force the action by pressuring their guards and causing poor passes.  Another tipped ball landed in my hands, and up the  floor  I  dribbled.    I  just  felt  like  I  was  in  the  gym  by  myself,  like  all those  after  practice  shooting  sessions.    It  was  suddenly  quiet.    I  had blocked everything out, and seeing their defense collapsing in the lane, I pulled up and hit the three from the top of the key.  J-Hawks by six. 

Thomas  got  a  hand  on  an  entry  pass,  and  Sean  picked  up  the loose ball.  He threaded a beautiful half court bounce pass to me as I 

flew  down  the  court  ahead  of  their  defense.    I  took  the  pass  in  stride and slammed the ball through the hoop.  The place was out of the world wild.  The noise threatened to blow the roof off the gymnasium.  The J-Hawk lead had been cut to four.  Then as the quarter came to a close, after  another  steal,  Sean  pulled  up  for  a  three  that  would  have  been behind the professional three point line.  Swish at the buzzer. We had outscored  them  seventeen  to  zip  and  trailed  by  one  entering  the  final quarter. 

The  fourth  quarter  was  a  back-and-forth  affair,  and  we  couldn’t hit  the  shot  that  would  put  us  ahead.  Sean  scored  four,  and  I  hit  two baskets during the pressure packed first four minutes of the quarter. It was thirty-six to thirty-five J-Hawks. 

Hal  had  relieved  Luke  to  give  him  a  rest  and  his  defense  as usual was relentless.  After another timeout and as we walked back out onto the floor, Sean looked at me and said, “Eric, just get me the damn ball.  I’m not missing anything.” 

He  scored  our  final  eleven  points.    A  bank  shot,  a  floater,  a three-point play off a drive to the hoop, and four foul shots as the final minute  ticked  by  with  the  J-Hawks  desperately  fouling.    At  the  final horn, our forty-six to forty-two win brought pandemonium to Crater High. 

Our student body and all our fans stormed the floor. I even noticed Mr. 

Donald, our stoic vice principal, jumping up and down in celebration and hugging anyone in sight. 

No one wanted to leave the court, and it was impossible to follow the  postgame  hand  shaking  ritual  with  the  opponents.    Janet  was hugging Sean, Paul and Danny was hugging me, and the pep band was blasting the fight song.  It was a scene I’ll never forget. 

We  had  outscored  Jefferson  in  the  second  half  thirty-six  to fourteen.  Sean had scored twenty-seven in the half and had thirty-one for the game.  My ten were needed, but who was counting?  Not me. In the end, it wasn’t pretty but we got the win and were moving on to Iowa City for the “final four.” 



SIXTEEN 

 

 

 

         “LET’S DANCE” 

 

                                                    THE BEATLES 



I 



The ‘final four’ in Iowa was always played during spring break.  It would  be  held  on  the  campus  of  the  University  of  Iowa,  at  their  field house for the last time.  Next year the tournament would be held in the new Carver-Hawkeye Arena currently under final construction. The last four  teams  standing  would  pair  off  with  the  semifinal  on  a  Thursday night and the final on Saturday. 

The pairings were set.  We would play Roosevelt of Des Moines in  the  first  contest,  and  Kennedy  of  Cedar  Rapids  and  Central  of Davenport  would  play  in  the  second  contest  Thursday  night.    Losers were out, and the winners would play for the title before a packed house Saturday afternoon. 

Kennedy  was  somewhat  of  a  surprise,  having  come  out  of league  play  as  the  second  team  behind  the  Jefferson  J-Hawks.    But their  seventeen  and  seven  win-loss  record  was  a  bit  misleading because  they  played  the  first  half  of  the  season  without  their  leading scorer.  Their semifinal task wouldn’t be an easy one, as their opponent was the undefeated Central Blue Devils of Davenport. 

Our  opponent,  Roosevelt  of  Des  Moines,  brought  a  twenty  and four  win-loss  record  into  our  contest.    The  “Riders”  were  a  perennial hoops  power,  and  this  was their fifth straight final four.  They won the Iowa state championship back to back in 1978 and 1979. 

Cezar and a couple of our football friends had wrangled rooms in one  of  the  fraternity  houses  on  campus.    They  were  going  to  make  a week  of  it,  so  they  left  on  Monday  for  Iowa  City.    Wally  Quinn’s  older brother  was  a  member  of  the  Alpha  Tau  Omega  fraternity,  which  was full of Hawkeye football players, and had offered to put up his younger brother and friends at the ATO house.  I’m quite sure they would have a great week.  I only hoped our basketball team would as well. 

The  team  would  leave  early  on  Wednesday  in  time  to  have  an afternoon practice at the field house after settling into the hotel just off 

campus.  Mom, dad, and the boys would be staying at the same hotel along with a number of other parents of team members. 

Because  it  was  spring  vacation,  we  had  morning  practices  on Monday  and  Tuesday.    All  went  well  as  the  staff  explained  our challenge  against  Roosevelt.    They  were  a  run  and  gun  team,  so  it promised to be a high scoring game.  I was glad.  I’d had enough of the Jefferson slow tempo style to last me a lifetime. 

Coach thought our press might give the Riders issues because he  thought  their  guards  were  a  bit  impatient  and  not  great  when pressured.  Coach had settled on a rotation that would allow Luke and Stevie to be on the court at the same time, and Dave and Robby would spell the twins for a couple minutes early so they would both be fresh in the second half.  Sean and I would be subbed for only if either of us got into  foul  trouble.    Coach  told  us  he  wanted  our offensive  firepower on the  court  as  long  as  possible.    Neither  of  us  wanted  to  argue  that philosophy. 

There was a press conference set for Wednesday evening with all  four  teams  in  attendance.    The  hall  was  overflowing,  and  those  in attendance,  got  their  money’s  worth.    Each  Coach  spent  about  ten minutes talking about their team, and all of the players were introduced individually.  It gave everyone a chance to “size up” their opponents.  I thought  the  Roosevelt  kids  looked  composed  and  confidant.    So  were we. 

I  spent  time  in  my  parent’s  room  before  our  lights  out  time approached.    We  chatted  about  the  opportunity  we  had  to  make  the finals, which of course we had just missed in football. 

Dad said, “I just hope it doesn’t go down to the last play like the football game did.” 

We also talked about how cool it would be if both Central and us were  to  win.    That  would  mean  for  the  first  time  in  state  history  two undefeated  teams  would  meet  for  the  state  title.    Someone’s unblemished  record  would  come  to  a  halt  at  the  most  inappropriate time.  All I could come up with as a thought was, let’s dance. 

I slept well and didn’t awake until I heard my roommate, Sean, in the bathroom doing his morning routine. As he came out back into the large main area, I was still lying in bed under the covers. 

“Hey,  you’d  better  be  getting  up  and  don’t  be  playing  around there, buddy.  You’ll need all your energy tonight.” 

“Ha, ha.”  I chuckled, I don’t think that would slow me down.” 

The good-natured banter put a smile on my face as I hopped out of bed and headed for the shower. 





II 



I had thought about going to visit Cezar and the guys in the frat house but thought better of it.  This was a business trip for us, no time for hijinks or messing around.  My friends would certainly understand. 

We had a walk-through in the physical education area next to the arena that lasted only about fifteen minutes.  We were alert and a bit on edge.  This was the big stage, and we wanted so badly to put on a good show  for our fans  to prove we belonged with the other teams, all who had  a  history  of  final  four  experience.    We  were  the  new  kid  on  the block. 

We  were  designated  the  visitor  so  were  wearing  our  Carolina Blue uniforms.  Our hope was with that and our UCLA full court press the Riders would be seeing more blue than they desired. 

I  felt  strangely  loose  and  confident.    I  think  the  football experience  must  have  helped  me  keep  from  getting  too  excited.    And now  that  we’ve  played  before  packed  houses  in  all  of  the  play-off games, it was “Old Hat” in a odd way.  By the look on everyone’s face, I could tell my teammates felt the same as I.  We were as ready as we could be as we broke the sideline huddle to begin the game. 

The  big  13,000-plus  seat  arena  wasn’t  full,  but  it  was  more people than I’d played in front of since the semi-inal football game last fall.  There were some empty places where the student section for both Central  and  Kennedy  were  assigned.    Ours  was  full  and  everyone  it seemed was sporting a powder blue t-shirt with the words “Get used to us”  emblazoned  across  the  front  and  Crater  Comets  on  the  back. 

Seems  like  someone  in  our  student  government  wanted  to  let  people know  we  were  here  to  stay  in  the  athletic  scene  here  in  Iowa.    Go Comets! 

The  game  tempo  began  fast  and  only  got  faster  as  it  moved along.  Both teams loved to run up and down the court, and it was run and gun from the opening tip.  The Riders had a couple of whip quick front  court  players,  and  they  loved  to  drive  and  dish  if  they  couldn’t finish with a shot of there own.  Their “Bigs” were pretty mobile as well, 

but  so  were  Toby  and  Thomas.    It  looked  like  a  pretty  even  match  to me, and it was for most of the first half. 

We nosed ahead as the clock ran down, and the quarter score was  twenty-six  to  twenty-three.      Coach  had  subbed  for  everyone except  Sean  and  I,  as  was  the  plan,  but  as we took a seat he asked, 

“Either of you two need a break?” 

I  wanted  to  say  “Hell  No”  but  just  shook  my  head.    “I’m  fine,” 

piped  Sean,  and  we  moved  on  to  listen  to  any  adjustments  the  staff made. 

The  guy  guarding  me  was  pretty  quick  but  I  had  no  problem shooting  over  him  and  the  pace  of  the  game  gave  me  a  lot  of opportunities.    I  had  hit  a  couple  three’s  and  a  couple  more  pull-up jumpers  as  well.    Toby  had  gotten  off  to  a  hot  start  too,  and  between soft jumpers in the lane and rebound baskets he had piled up the same numbers as I had.  We both were in double figures with ten each. 

Sean  had  been  mostly  silent,  but  that  wasn’t  going  to  last  for long.  It didn’t, as he lite it up in the second stanza, contributing another twelve  points  to  our  half-time  total  of  forty-nine.    The  Riders  tried  to keep  up  but  had  fallen  ten  back  by the time the horn sounded ending the half.  They looked a bit tired and worn down to me. 

The  half-time  atmosphere  was  totally  different  than  last  week when we were being soundly drubbed by the J-Hawks.  Coach was in his usual serious mood, but there was no hint of the frustration he had felt  then.    Coach  Napp  talked  to  both  Luke  and  Stevie  about  making their guards go left, pushing them in that direction by denying an open path  to  their  right.    Neither  of  them  was  especially  good  with  the  left hand dribble.  It was sound strategy. 

Everyone had played in the first half.  Although Allen, Blake, and Mike were only on the floor for a few minutes, all three contributed and the starters got a few minutes respite.  Dave did his usual workmanlike effort  in  spelling  Thomas  and  Robby  the  same  taking  over  briefly  for Toby. Hal had done a good job on their best shooter. We were a well rested and fresh team heading out for the second half. 

Coach had told us to keep the pressure on, and we did just that. 

Our  first  five  shots  connected,  and  suddenly  our  lead  had  grown  to nineteen.    There  were  a  lot  of  smiles  on  our  bench  when  they  called time out, and we gathered around the Coaching staff. 

The Riders had lost their spark and the time out rest didn’t seem to help much and we continued to pour it on.  By the end of their third 

quarter, we were in command by twenty-two, and their student section began to thin. 

The final was eighty-six to seventy-two, and we were headed to the finals.  We were twenty-five and zero and flying high.  Now all we had to do was sit and watch the second game to see who was going to match up with us on Saturday. 

Kennedy gave Central all they could handle.  It was a back-and-forth contest the entire way.  Finally, with about two minutes remaining, the  Blue  Devils  capitalized  on  some  late  missed  free  throw opportunities by the green and gold clad Cougars and forged ahead by ten.      And  that  was  the  final  difference  in  Central’s  fifty-six  to  forty-six win.  It would be two undefeated, twenty-five win teams meeting for the state championship.  Could it get any better? 



SEVENTEEN 

 

 “THE ENTERTAINER” 

 

 BILLY JOEL 



I 



The next twenty-four hours crawled by, and we all tried to keep our anxiety to a minimum.  It wasn’t easy.  We had a short, mostly walk through  and  free-throw  shooting  practice  on  Friday  morning  and followed that with a team lunch that included parents and relatives.  It was  a  quiet  meal,  but  the  family  atmosphere  made  everyone  feel comfortable.    In  the  evening  we  went  to  a  move,  “Diner,”  an  offbeat comedy which most everyone thought was hilarious. I mostly slept. 

The  Iowa  assistant  Coach  who  had  been  talking  with  Sean  all year about a possible scholarship had dropped by our room after lunch to  wish  us  well.    I  thought  Sean  handled  it  great.    He  was  polite  and thankful  without  falling  all  over  himself  in  gratitude  and  begging  for  a positive word about the possible scholarship. 

“You know, Eric, as much as I want that scholarship right now, I could  care  less.    It’s  our  team  and  our  chance,  and  it’s  my  last basketball game as a Crater Comet. Winning or losing this game won’t affect the offer or the no offer. College, wherever it might take me, can wait.” 

Our  opponent  had  been  in  the  finals  last  season  and  they,  like their  Blue  Devil  friends  at  Duke,  almost  felt  entitled.    Their  basketball pedigree was well earned, though, and I thought they acted with a lot of class.   Like all teams that win a lot, they had a million enemies.  Most people  that  don’t  win  often  or  ever  hate  those  that  do  and  never understand that winners go about their task with a lot of preparation and intelligence.    I  couldn’t  respect  a  team  more,  but  I  certainly  didn’t  fear them.  I think our entire team had the same respect and lack of fear. 

The  NCAA  tournament,  March  Madness,  was  nearing  its  end, and  the  final  four  teams  had  earned  their  place  in  Louisiana  at  the Super Dome.  The semifinal would be played next Saturday and pitted North Carolina Vs Houston and Georgetown Vs Louisville.  Four mighty hoops  powers  squaring  off  for  the  title.    I  was  rooting  for,  who  else, 

North Carolina.  They had made the finals the year before only to lose to Bobby Knight’s Indiana Hoosiers. 

But that was next week.  Here in Iowa, like in many states, the high  school  tournament  was  the  culmination  of  a  long  winter  sports season.    With  swimming,  volleyball,  and  wrestling  titles  already decided, there was no question that hoops was the top dog. 

Saturday  finally  arrived,  and  at  our  morning  team  meal  all  the Coaches  had  a  few  minutes  to  address  the  team.    It  turned  out  to  be more of a “thank you” than anything else.  Coach Prather thanked us all for our hard work and Coach Edwards for bringing his winning attitude to our program. 

Coach Napp did pretty much the same thing but threw in some humor along the way.  He thanked Allen for not going into the game at Washington  when  he  discovered,  while  waiting  at  the  scoring  bench, his shorts had a giant hole in the back end.  Then he ribbed me a bit for the “Puberty” chant at Prep.  “You could have dropped your shorts and shown  off  ,  but  I’m  glad  you  had  the  class  to  not  drop,  figuratively,  to their level.”  That brought a large chuckle from everyone, including both Coach Edwards and Coach Prather. 

Finally,  Coach  Edwards  told  us  how  much  he  had  enjoyed  the season.  He emphasized how we had meshed as a group and finished with,  “Win  or  lose  today,  guys,  this  has  been  a  season  to  remember forever.” 

Game time was set for 1:00 PM and we would arrive at the field house  an  hour  beforehand.    That  gave  us  about  two  hours,  and  I  for one  just  wanted  some  alone  time.    So  I  took  a  walk  towards  campus. 

At  this  time  of  the  year,  because  of  spring  break,  there  weren’t  many students’ present, but the pretty campus was hard not to appreciate.  I walked past the memorial union where normally there would be crowds of  students  relaxing  between  classes  and  then  along  a  tree-lined boulevard with campus buildings on either side.  I could imagine myself enjoying school here very much.  But that was at least two and a half years away, and a lot could happen between now and then. 

“Tried  to  get  some  sleep,  but  that  was  a  waste  of  time,”  Sean said as soon as I walked into our room. 

He said he finally just watched a movie on TV.  I asked, “What was it?” 

“Something  called  the  entertainer,”  he  said,  “But  it  didn’t  keep my interest.” 

“Well let’s see if we can’t entertain a few hundred Crater Comet supporters.” 

We would be heading back to Crater right after the game, so we both  spent  the  next  minutes  packing  our  light  travel  bags  and  getting into our team sweats.  They were sharp.  Carolina blue with black trim by Nike.  It would be the last time we would be wearing them together, which was somewhat sad, but even good things come to an end sooner or later. 

We arrived at the field house just about the same time as did the Blue  Devils  and  basically  walked  in  together.    We,  of  course,  knew some of their players through summer camps and travel teams.  There was a mutual respect, I think, and maybe that would help the team that lost  their  first  game  of  the  long  season  understand.    There  were  no losers wearing either Carolina or Duke blue.  Okay, they had a lot of red in their uniforms, but it certainly was a shade of blue that shouted Duke. 







II 



This time as we bounced out of the tunnel to the court the stands were filled.  Over thirteen-thousand people had shown up to watch what most people thought might just be the best final game in years. 

Both teams were disciplined, talented and well coached, and the betting  line  was  “Pick  Em,”  meaning  there  was  no  favorite.    Because they  had  been  to  the  big  dance  a  lot,  my  guess  was  more  people favored the Blue Devils over the Comets, but I’m also sure there were a ton of people rooting for Central to lose more than for us to win.  I didn’t care either way. I just hoped the people on our side got their wish. 

Central was a “controlled” fast-break team.  They would take the opportunity to run when it looked like they had an advantage, but they were also content to bring the ball up slowly and get into their half-court offense.  It wouldn’t be a racehorse game, but it certainly wouldn’t be a methodical low-tempo game either. 

The match ups were pretty even I thought.  They had twin posts who  were  close  in  size  to  the  twins,  and  their  wings  were athletic  like Sean and I.  I thought we might have an advantage at the point, but that would remain to be seen. 

We  were  wearing  white  and  the  Blue  Devils,  their  road  Blue uniforms.  Both cheer squads were trying to out-perform each other and stir  the  spirit  of  their  respective  student  sections  under  each  basket. 

The game  was  to  be  televised  by  the  local  Iowa  City station, so there would be an additional time out each quarter.  Watching games, I hated TV  timeouts,  but  I  thought  playing  in  a  televised  game  would  give everyone  another  chance  for  a  rest.    With  the  emotions  running  high and  the  stakes  being  a  championship  trophy,  we  would  probably  both need the extra breather. 

And  then  the  ball  was  in  the  air  and  the  game  began.    Both teams showed some jitters early, and the play was less than crisp.  But it didn’t take too long for both teams to settle into a nice rhythm, and it became  a  game  of  strategic  maneuvering  by  both  Coaching  staffs. 

Counter  and  counter  punch  was  the  norm,  and  like  Coach  Edwards their Coach was a veteran with a state title under his belt as well. 

I felt loose again.  Somewhere along the line during the season, I just got into a comfortable focus during the game action, and this was no different.  I hit my first two shots, missed the third and then hit three more, all in the first quarter.  Thomas picked up two quick fouls and was on the bench with Dave taking his place.  Their better post joined him on the sideline a short time later when he was called for a charge while Dave  had  established  position  in  the  key.    The  quarter  score  was sixteen to fourteen in our favor. 

Sean had taken a breather the last minute of the quarter but was due to return at the start of the second.  Stevie replace Luke, and I sat while Allen took my spot.  I didn’t stay on the bench long, it was in the game plan, and trotted back on the court one minute into the quarter. 

The game was hard fought but clean as both teams showed how well Coached they were.  We went suddenly cold during a stretch and fell  behind  by  four  only  to  regain  the  lead  when  Sean  went  off  again, hitting two three’s in a row, and off a nice pick and roll pulled up for a soft banker.  Central didn’t panic, and with three minutes left in the half it was a tie ball game. 

We matched two’s and three’s down the stretch, and when I hit two free throws after being fouled on a drive to the basket, we left the court at halftime ahead by a thirty-two to thirty-one score. 

It was very quiet in our locker room as we all sucked on orange slices  and  drank  from  the  water bottles  provided  by  the  team.    Coach 

asked  if  there  were  any  questions  just  after  he  reviewed  our  plan  of attack. 

“There’s no reason to change anything, boys.  Just keep playing hard, and we’ll be fine.  It looks like this is going to go down to the wire, so save a little for those last few minutes.” 

We  built  our  hard  earned  one  point  lead  to  five,  and  they responded.    We  did  it  again,  and  again  they  fought  back.    Then  they took a small two point lead, which I erased with a baseline three. Back and  fourth  we  went.    Into  the  fourth  quarter,  it  was  the  same.    This game was as closely contested as all the experts thought it would be, and crunch time was closing in fast. 

Their team captain was at the line, courtesy of the fourth foul by Thomas  with  a  tie  score.    There  was  forty-five  seconds  on  the  clock. 

He  missed  the  first  attempt  to  the  groans  echoing  from  their  student section.  Then he missed again, and Toby snared the rebound.  Coach called time out. 

We  were  going  to  run  an  option  play  where  either  Sean  or  I would be the shooter.  It would depend on how they set their defense. 

It  turned  out  to  be  Sean,  and  he  took  the  entry  pass  from  Luke  and faced the basket.  The Central defender was a bit too close, and Sean ball faked him and drove past.  The whistle sounded on the drive before Sean could get the shot off.  But he would be at the line with a one-and-one attempt.  Twenty six seconds remained. 

The first attempt bounced off the front rim, hit the backboard and dropped into the net.  We were up by one.  The second attempt hit the back  rim,  bounced  straight  up  and  hit  the  rim  again  before  falling  off. 

Central’s big man controlled the rebound. 

They were out of time outs, so up the floor they came. Both post players  set    a  pick  for their point  guard  who  faked  right  and  went  left. 

He  was  open  at  the  free  throw  line  and  didn’t  hesitate.    He  missed, Sean grabbed the rebound and was fouled.  Three seconds remained and  we  were  ahead  by  one,  and  our  best  player  was  shooting  a  free throw.  They still weren’t over the limit, so it would be another one and one.  Coach called our last time out. 

“Ok,  let’s  clear the  lane  and  keep  everyone back so if we miss they’ll  need  to  dribble  the  ball  up  the  court.    I  don’t  think  they’ll  have enough time to get a good shot off.” 

“I’m not going to miss, coach,” said Sean.  “No way.” 

What  happened  next  I’ll  never  understand.    For  some  reason, Toby  lined  up  on  the  block.    The referee  handed  Sean  the  ball.    Now Toby  realized  his  mistake  but  before  he  could  move  Sean  told  him, 

“You can’t move now, Toby.”  It would be a violation. Toby stayed. 

Sean  missed,  Toby  fouled  on  the  rebound.    Thirteen-thousand people were silent as a mouse as their best player walked down to the other end with a one-and-one free throw attempt to win or lose.  There was no time on the clock. 

The lane was cleared.  Nine players stood abreast at half court awaiting the outcome. 

Swish tie game.  Swish.  Central wins! 

Five white clad uniformed teenagers dropped to their knees and cried.  Five wearing blue jumped for joy!  The emotion in the huge arena was  as  thick  as  cream  soup.    There  were  tears  of  joy  and  tears  of heartbreak. 

I  turned  to  look  at  Sean,  who  had  tears  unashamedly  crawling down  his  cheeks.    Then  I  put  my  hands  on    my  head  and  bent  over bawling like a baby. It was a nightmare equal to a Saturday night on a curving  highway  two  months  ago.    I’m  not  sure  to  this  day  which  was worse. 

 




EPILOGUE  

 

“SOME BEACH” 



 BLAKE SHELTON 

  

  



Coach  Edwards  said  all  the  right  things  in  the  locker  room. 

Players cried. 

Sean  with  tears  still  streaming  down  his  face,  apologized  for missing the free throw.  Players cried. 

Toby  apologized  for  first  lining  up  in  the  lane  by  mistake  and then fouling.  Players cried. 

We walked out of the locker room and met our parents and our families.  We all cried. 

My  final  thought  could  be  summed  up  in  a  Blake  Shelton  song called ‘Some Beach’. 



































  

 

 









*AUTHORS NOTE 



The three-point line in basketball was adopted in high schools in  1987,  well  after  the  time  the    “Eric  Lewis”  books  took  place. 

However, because most teenagers reading these books don’t have a  clue  about  that  and  probably  think  the  “3”  point  line  has  always been part of basketball, I took the liberty to use it in my story.  Call it author’s prerogative. 





 

  CAST, HOOPS 



There  are  so  many  of  my  ex-players,  coaching  friends,  and teaching  colleagues  that  I  want  to  pay  tribute  to.  I  can’t  list  them  all, but  many  of  them  are  present  in  my  stories.    I  know  I’ve  forgotten some,  but  fortunately,  I  have  five  more  books  to  find  a  “role”  for everyone. 



 MAIN CHARACTER,   ERIC LEWIS: I was a three-sport athlete in high school, and as a freshman at the University of Oregon. I was a QB in both high school and college, so having a three-sport athlete and a QB as the main character made good sense.  I’ve had the great fortune to Coach many great kids, but probably  because  of  my  background,  I’ve  established  a  close Coach/QB  relationship  with  every  one  of  them.    Most,  like  me,  were multi-sport athletes, and of course, so is Eric. From Bob Sotta, my first QB,  to  Eric  Dungey,  my  last,  they  are  all  part  of  my  lead  character. 

Bits  and  pieces  of  each  one  show  up  in  his  personality,  his humbleness,  his  intelligence,  his  talent  and  his  character.  Thanks, boys you made writing about Eric Lewis a joy. 



 CRATER PLAYERS: 

LUKE ATWOOD, LUKE ALWOOD: Mc Nary High & Vienna BOBBY COWAN, ROBBY COWAN:  Evergreen High STEVE COURY,  STEVIE CURRY: Lakeridge High THOMAS HERZ,  THOMAS HART-ZOLLER: Vienna Vikings TOBY OBERZELLER,  TOBY  HART-ZOLLER: Vienna Vikings SHAWN KINTNER,  SEAN KITTER: Mc Nary High ADAM OLSEN,  ALLEN OLSEN: Mc Nary High 

HOLGER PAGEL,  HOLGER (HAL) NAGEL: Willamina High DAVE SANDVIG,  DAVE SANDY: Lake Oswego High MIKE SMITH,  MIKE SMITHY: Tigard High 



 OPPOSING PLAYERS: 

MARK HATTENHOUER,  MARK HATTEN: My Cardiologist 



 CRATER COACHES: 

    BOB EDWARDS,  COACH EDWARDS: Lake Oswego High CHARLIE NIPP,  COACH NAPP: LO & Lakeridge High JIM SATHER,  JIM PRATHER: LO & Lakeridge High 



 OPPOSING COACHES: 

JIM BOUTIN,  JIM FOUTAIN: Lewis & Clark College CHUCK BOWELS,  COACH LOWELL: LO High 

GORDY JAMES,  GORDY JIMM: Lakeridge High JIM KITHEN,  JIM HITCHEN: LC & David Douglas High SONNY LONG,  SONNY SHORT: Lake Oswego High NICK ROBERTSON,  NICK ROBERTS: Mc Minnville & Beaverton HS 

DEAN SEMPERT,  DEAN PERT: Lewis & Clark College MARK SHOFF,  MARK SHOTT: Lake Oswego High School 



 CRATER TEACHERS AND ADMINISTRATORS: 

    MR. MATSON,  MR. MADSON: Lake Oswego High SCHOLASTICA MURTY,  MISS MURTRY: Lake Oswego High 



 OTHERS: 

STEVE HOLM, OFFICER HOME: LO & Lakeridge High   MARK PIETROCK,  PETE ROCK: Lewis & Clark College 



 YETI’S: 

TIM ANDERSON,  TIM GRANDERSON: LOHS 

DOUG COLLINS, DOUG ROLLINS:, LOHS 

  BILL FAHEY,  BILL FAY: Lake Oswego High School 

 

 FRIENDS: 

VAL DAVIDSON,  VALARIE DAVID: Lake Oswego High MARSHA GAGNON,  MARSHA GOODING: LOHS 

KAREN KISKEY,  KAREN LISKEY: Lake Oswego High CEZAR SIMION, CEZAR SIMION: Romania 

JACKIE WEST,  JACKIE NORTH: Lake Oswego High JANET WILSON,  JANET NELSON: Lake Oswego High 
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“RAINING IN MY HEART” 

 

 BUDDY HOLLY 



I 



The  atmosphere  around  the  Lewis  home  on  Saturday  evening was like a graveyard.  The stinging loss in the state final against Central was on everyone’s mind. 

“We got robbed,”  chirped Danny in his still soprano voice.  “That wasn’t a foul.  How could they call that?” 

“Toby  shouldn’t  have  even  been  there,”    piped  in  Paul,  and  he sat in the recliner still shaking his head. 

I couldn’t say anything.  The vision was still too clear in my mind. 

The  hurt  still  too  raw  and  tender.    Blue  and  red  clad  supporters  of Central rushing the court and hoisting their captain on there shoulders while the powder blue fans sat in stunned silence. 

My  mind  flashed  back  to  the  awful  final  moments.    I  had  bent over,  crying,  with  my  hands  on  my  head  trying  to  scream,  but  nothing came out. It was raining in my heart. How cruel, I thought, another last 

play loss and this time in the title game.  Our perfect season ruined by an officials questionable call.  Why do I put myself through this agony? 

Mom  brought  me  back  around  to  the  moment  when  she  came  in with some pie, my favorite pumpkin, but I hadn’t touched it.  Food was the furthest thing from my mind. 

“Eric,”  she said in a soft voice, “You’ve got to eat something.” 

“I know.  I will.  Maybe by next week I’ll have an appetite.” 

Most of the team was going to gather at the “Doorway” later.  I knew I’d have something to eat there while we tried to get the sting of the bitter loss out of our minds.  I really didn’t want to see anyone or talk to  anyone,  but  maybe  being  around  my  teammates  who  felt  just  as awful as I did would help.  Like mourners at a funeral giving each other support and comfort. 

Nearly  everyone  was  there  by  the  time  I  arrived.    Dad  had dropped  me  off,  and  I  would  find  a  ride  back  home  with  someone, probably Cezar. 

I  walked in, and the silence greeting me was a reminder of the hurt.    What  do  you  say?    What  do  you  do?    There  was  some  light chatter, of course, but most of the players just sat staring at unfinished drinks. 

I sat down next to Cezar, across the table from Luke and Dave Sandy. 

“Anyone know how to get this memory erased from my mind?”  I asked.  My three friends just looked at me and shook their heads. 

Finally, Dave offered, “Maybe we should just go get drunk.” 

Luke  answered,  “Yeah  then  we’d  have  a  hangover  and  a  bad memory.  No thanks.” 

Sean  wasn’t  there,  and  I  thought  he  probably  wouldn’t  come. 

Once again I drifted off and flashed back to our nightmare. 

He  was  so  down  after  the  game  he  sat  in  the  locker  room forever, still in his uniform. 

Finally Luke and I coaxed him into the shower where we all just stood motionless while the hot water cascaded off our slumped young bodies. 

“I  can’t  believe  I  missed  that  free  throw.    I’ve  done  it  ten-thousand  times  in  my  mind.    The  winning  point  in  the  state championship game.”  Then he just started crying, again. 

None  of  us  had  an  answer,  and  we  all  felt  the  exact  hurt.    It might never go away, the loss was that hard to take. 

Coach  Napp  finally  stuck  his  head  in  the  shower  room  and asked us to get moving.  “I know how tough this is, guys, but we’ll need to get going.  The bus can’t wait all night.” 

I broke out of my dream when Janet opened the door and Sean followed her in.  We were all surprised. He looked like a ghost, and his eyes  were  still  red  and  bloodshot.    They  sat  in  a  corner  booth,  and  it wasn’t long before everyone edged that direction to offer condolences. 

I’m sure it didn’t help much, if at all, but it was genuine, and Sean knew that.  He tried his best to smile, but it came off weak and unconvincing. 

Before  the  party  broke  up  near  midnight,  I  found  time  to  ask, 

“You  want  to  drop  by  tomorrow  afternoon?”    I  knew  he  would  be  in church with his family in the morning. 

“Yeah,  sure,  it  will  probably  help.”    Then  he  paused  before adding, “Something’s got to or I’ll just lie down and die.” 

I  leaned  over  and  gave  him  a  hug  and  whispered  in  his  ear,  “I love  you,  my  friend.”    Then  I  turned  away  quickly  before  both  of  us started bawling again. 



II 



Sunday  morning  turned  into  Sunday  afternoon  while  I  did nothing.  Well, that’s not completely true. I went out to the garage and found my golf clubs and spent about an hour cleaning the winter grime off of them. 

Dad was an avid, if not very good, golfer, and I started following him  to  the  course  when  I  was  about  ten  years  old.    Being  a  natural athlete,  I  picked  up  the  game  easily  and  loved  to  play.    It  was  so different than the team sports I also loved, and at times when I was on the course by myself I could let my imagination run wild.  I would play two or three balls, and each ball was a different pro.  I would pit Jack Nicholas  against  Johnny  Miller  or  Tom  Watson  in  my  little  imaginary tournament.  I had a blast. 

Baseball  season  was  next  on  my  agenda,  but  sometimes  I thought I should play on the school golf team instead.  We had a pretty good team, but they needed one more good golfer to have a chance to win  the  state  tournament.    Their  two  best  players,  seniors  John  Lund and Doug Fagan had both tried to talk me into playing, more than once. 

But  I  loved  baseball  just  a  bit  more,  and  I  would  be  happy  as  a  clam 

patrolling  center  field  and  occasionally  pitching.    My  tournament  golf would  be for the country club team during the summer months. 

I  had  just  finished  cleaning  my  set  of  Hogan  clubs  when  Sean drove up. 

“Hey, now that’s a good idea.  Why don’t we go play nine?” 

Sean wasn’t a bad golfer.  In fact, he was no. 4 on the golf team and now and then shot around par golf. 

“Wish  we  could,  but  they’ve  got  a  tournament  going  on  at  the club  and  the  muni  will  be  full  of  duffers,  as  usual.  It  would  take  about three hours to play nine on a bad course waiting for fools to line up a two foot putt for a nine.” 

Sean laughed for the first time since we left Iowa City.  This was a start to the healing process.  Then he said, “What the hell, I don’t care if it takes all afternoon.  Let’s go.” 

And we did.  It didn’t take all afternoon, but it was nearly a three-hour nine holes.  The good news was not one person recognized either of us, and we didn’t have to answer any “What happened” questions. 

As usual. my first time on the course in a couple months I played like  I’d  never  taken  a  break.    I  think  it’s  because  you  have  no expectations and swing loose and easy. I had two birdies and a single bogey.    The  course  was  easy,  and  it  had  been  set  up  for  weekend duffers, so the one under score didn’t mean anything, but it sure made me feel good.  The bonus was for two and a half hours I didn’t have the ghost of Iowa City whispering in my ear. 

Sean played well too, and we both had fun.  It was a great potion that  we  both  needed  to  drink.    Way  better  than  alcohol  with  no hangover.  I hadn’t had that pleasure yet anyway and had no desire to begin  anytime  soon.    And  it  was  way  better  than  sitting  around  doing nothing and feeling sorry for ourselves.  Thank you golf! 

Sean spoke a little, during delays watching bad golf in the group ahead  of  us,  about  college,  and  I  was  surprised  to  hear  him  say  he might  just  rather  go  to  a  small  college  than  try  to  live  up  to  someone else’s expectations at UI. 

“I think Nebraska Wesleyan, where coach Napp, played might be a pretty good place to play.  And Lincoln isn’t very far away.” 

On  the  ninth  green,  I  two  putted  from  distance,  and  then  Sean knocked  in  a  curling  twenty-foot  putt  to  also  finish  his  round  at  one under par. 

“You  know,  Eric,  if you’d play golf instead of baseball we could easily win the state title.  We’re one player short, and you’re about ten strokes better, on a bad day, than our no. 5 guy.” 

My answer made him laugh. “Coach him up, Sean.” 

“Hey, why don’t you join us for dinner.  Mom’s doing meat loaf, and I know how much you like her cooking.” 

“Love to,”  and there was that smile again. 

The  mood  at  the  dinner  table  was  pretty  upbeat.    No  one mentioned the game, which was good.  The conversation turned to our golf game, and then dad said, “You missed a great tournament on TV. 

Jerry Pate won the Players Championship at the new stadium course, TPC at Sawgrass  in Ponte Vedra, on Florida’s east coast, with a birdie on the last hole.” 

“And then he dove into the water next to the eighteenth green,” 

piped in Paul. 

Mom corrected him. “Actually, he celebrated by throwing course designer  Pete  Dye  and  PGA  Tour  chief  Deane  Beman  into  the  lake before jumping in himself.” 

“They’ll  probably  show  it  a  thousand  times  on  Sports  Center,” 

said Sean. 

After  Sean  left  and  we  had  settled  down  to  a  Sunday    night episode  of  “Barney  Miller”  on  TV,  mom  said,  “It  sure  was  nice  to  see Sean smiling.  Thanks, Eric, for taking him golfing.  I think that was an inspiration.” 

“His idea mom.  It was a perfect elixir for sure.” 
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After  a  long  and  distinguished  coaching  career  coach  Smythe turned  to  writing.  You  can  find  all  of  his  books  on  his  web  site 

www.smythe-books.com. He  is  semi-retired  and  lives  in  Vienna, Austria. 
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Following a last play emotional defeat in the Iowa state football playoffs,  Eric  Lewis  and  his  friends  waste  no  time  moving  into basketball.  The ‘Hoops’ season is promising as three starters return. 

Eric and his good friend Luke will add youth and talent to the already competitive team. 



The Comets are defending league champions and advanced to the second round of last years state tournament.  This squad has the potential to go even deeper into the playoffs.  Coach Edwards is in his third year as head coach and has an Iowa State Championship in his resume. 



“I like this team.  If we can focus consistently the sky’s the limit.” 



Spirit’s are high and the Crater High faithful are ready to follow their  boys  to  new  heights.    There  won’t  be  much  time,  after the  long football  season,  to  get  ready  for  the  opener,  but  the  Comet  athletes have  now  tasted  success  and  feel  ready  for  the  challenge’s  that  lie ahead. 



As  sophomores  Eric  and  his  best  friend  and  new  roommate, Cezar  Simion,  find  themselves  enjoying  together  the  thrill  of  victory, and hope to put an early end to the agony of defeat, they endured in the semifinal loss that ended an 11-2 football season. 



The challenge is to repeat as Valley Canyon League champions and  to  make  a  statement  in  the  state  tournament;    which  would  be; The Crater Comets are here to stay in every sport. 
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