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Introduction

by Chuck Klosterman


There are 6 billion humans on the face of this planet. About 2.5 billion of these humans are farmers; another 800 million are starving; an unrelated 18 million more purchased Boston’s debut album. Existence is inherently alienating. However, the overwhelming majority of these unwashed (and semi-washed) minions still share one unifying characteristic, and that characteristic is this: they are all relatively terrible at basketball.

For chunks and stretches of the early twenty-first century, Paul Shirley has played in the National Basketball Association. The NBA has 30 franchises, and each club carries 12 players; this equates to a fraternity of just 360 people. These are the strongest, quickest, richest basketball players in the world. Even if your census includes (a) super-stars who retired in their prime, (b) the best players in college, (c) any undiscovered hoop geniuses still hidden in Eastern Europe, and (d) every Earl Manigaultesque washout roaming the frontcourts of playgrounds and prison yards, Shirley was (and perhaps still is) among the top 500 basketball players alive. How many people do you know who are in the world’s top 500 at anything? It’s easier to get into the U.S House of Representatives than it is to get into the NBA. But this is what Paul Shirley accomplished. And that’s really weird, because Paul Shirley would never define himself as a basketball player, even though that’s what he scrawls on the bottom of his tax return; he loves basketball, but he despises basketball players. And that peculiar detachment is what makes this book unlike anything you will ever read about professional sports.

This is not a situation like Paper Lion, where George Plimpton was given the chance to pretend he was a Detroit Lion. It’s also not like Jim Bouton’s Ball Four, because Shirley never contributed to any NBA club as much as Bouton contributed to the Yankees, nor was Shirley particularly close to any of his teammates (when I briefly met the author in 2006, he had the name of exactly one professional basketball player in his cell phone, and I think the dude was Russian). Shirley is neither a dilettante nor an insider; he’s more akin to the most deeply imbedded reporter in the history of sport. Every on-court experience he had was authentic and consequential. Every off-court conversation he overheard was casual and unrehearsed. He has guarded Ron Artest on the perimeter, and he has listened to Amare Stoudemire discuss politics. He did not merely have exposure to basketball culture; he had complete emersion. Yet it is clear that Paul Shirley never became a pro basketball player. He never lost his perspective on the unreality of the NBA. He never stopped being the skeptical, reasonable person that farm kids from Kansas tend to be. He never drank the Kool-Aid; in fact, he openly mocked the Kool-Aid on the Internet. And this probably hurt his career. But it also made him an exceptional and hilarious journalist.

As stated earlier, Paul Shirley was (and might still be) among the 500 best hoop specimens alive. And that, of course, is an ironic reality. Because we live in a world where everything is relative, Shirley is usually classified as a strikingly mediocre basketball player. This is the deepest insecurity of his life; the pages of Can I Keep My Jersey? are saturated with self-deprecating references surrounding Shirley’s on-court shortcomings and his eternally tendril future. He may have made the NBA, but he is not a confident athlete. He is, however, a remarkably confident intellectual. He writes about racial politics with a clarity that will make some readers uncomfortable. His hatred for religion (and the way it has infiltrated athletics) is on par with Vladimir Lenin. He doesn’t like fans (or fandom) because he doesn’t like stupid people. And he is obsessed with details, probably because the details are pretty much everything.

There is, I suppose, a glaring paradox to this three-year diary, and it won’t be lost on any serious reader: it often seems as if Paul Shirley did everything in his power to attain a life he never really wanted. The NBA he imagined as a thirteen-year-old had no relationship to the NBA he experienced at twenty-seven. He traveled around the world in the hope of throwing a leather sphere through a metal cylinder, and that never stopped seeming ridiculous. He did everything in his power to become a better player, even though he couldn’t relate to the type of person he aspired to become. It’s a contradiction that even Shirley struggles with; I’m still not sure he could adequately explain why he was so driven to become someone he couldn’t understand. But here’s the good news, and here’s what matters more—it didn’t happen. Paul Shirley never became that type of person, which is why this book exists.

Like most of the world’s 6 billion humans, you will never be paid money to play basketball, and you will never have access to the rarified humans who do. But the following pages explain what such an experience might feel like, assuming you managed to remain the same person you are right now.



I always dread the paperwork at the doctor’s office. I know I’ll have to walk the secretary through the spelling of my last name. To save time I usually explain that it’s just like the girl’s name. Then, nodding slowly, I agree that third grade was about the time my classmates realized why that was funny. Which made for three long years of boyhood abuse, since it wasn’t until sixth grade that I developed a grasp of the witty retort.

But that isn’t the part I dread. I hate the section that asks for employer information. I feel guilty about my response in the box marked “Occupation.”

I always write, “Professional basketball player.”

Because that’s what I am. As absurd as it may seem, people pay me to play basketball. Thus, I am a professional basketball player.

(I use such gravitas. My tone would have been more appropriate if I had written something much more intriguing, like “I am an under-cover assassin” or “I am a ninja.”)

When I tell someone that I play professional basketball, I know that I will have to provide an explanation. I suppose it is better than many of the alternatives; saying that one is a data specialist rarely stimulates much of a conversation. But my story has always proved to be a difficult one to tell. When a person learns that my job is to put a three-dimensional circle through a two-dimensional one, the next question—invariably—is, “So who do you play for?” My response usually involves some stammering, the shifting of my feet, and some thorough consideration on my part. Much of the time, I don’t have an answer. Although it is fun to make something up, as in “I play for the Tampa Bay…Dirty…Devil…Hawks,” just to see what happens.

My life—the life of a professional basketball player—is not as simplistic as it appears. I suppose it’s easy to understand the life of an NBA superstar. He goes to practice, collects the biweekly check derived from his multiyear, multimillion-dollar contract, and, generally, knows where he will be from year to year. Likewise, it isn’t difficult to comprehend the life of the college hero who wasn’t quite good enough. He tried it for a year, failed, and quit to become a vice president of the hometown Denison State Bank.

My story is not so simple. I am the in-between. I’ve played for eleven teams in my four years as a pro. I’ve been at the top, playing in NBA games with three different teams…and the bottom, released or otherwise rejected eight times. But I keep going back. Much like a drug addict, a battered wife, or a guy who thought playing basketball for money, while sometimes maddening, remained a far better alternative to life in a cubicle.

In the end, I’m a lot like everyone else. I’ve had to prove myself over and over, which makes me no different from a real estate agent, a surgeon, or a garbage collector. (Well, a garbage collector who belongs to the worst union in the world and happens to live in the most waste-disposal-performance-conscious city on the planet.)

The only difference between my life and everyone else’s? Instead of taking my first job in Peoria, I took one in Athens. Instead of morbidly obese co-workers named Patti and Bernice, my “colleagues” are large men who go by Kobe, Amare, and Viktor. Simply put, my professional life has been a lot like that of most people—filled with ups and downs. My ups and downs have just been a little more interesting.

My initiation into the world of professional basketball came about in the locker room of the defending world champion Los Angeles Lakers. I was a fresh-faced rookie from Iowa State where—while no star—I had been well known and loved by the crowds who packed Hilton Coliseum to its capacity of 14,092. Standing in the Lakers locker room, I was nobody. Strangely, my introduction to a life of being paid to play a game was much more comfortable than I expected, thanks to a man named Shaquille O’Neal.

I grew up as a shy kid in a small town. Actually, that’s not really true. I grew up in the country, not a small town, but we all have to claim somewhere as our home. For me, that town is Meriden, Kansas. It is my hometown only by default. My parents raised my brothers and me at the intersection of two unnamed gravel roads. As a child, I was fascinated to learn that the placement of our mailbox governed our address. Our mailbox was on the east side of our property, so I wrote “Grantville” in the upper left corner of my letters to Santa. Had our mailbox been on the north side, I would have written “Meriden.”

Address confusion notwithstanding, I went to school in Meriden. So when I started my first game as a sophomore at Iowa State, I heard, “and at center, six-ten, from Meriden, Kansas, Paul Shirley.”

I learned the basics of the game of basketball on a gravel driveway. (I realize that this is all sickeningly quaint. But I can’t go back and make my parents move to the city.) My childhood heroes were of two types. They were either (a) members of the University of Kansas basketball team or (b) Larry Bird. My brothers and I watched the former group play televised games on cold Saturday afternoons, keeping track of players’ statistics in intricately named columns like “Points” and “Fouls.” At halftime, we would report to the basketball goal suspended from the deck and imitate our favorite players. Our ill-advised excursions into the elements invariably resulted in, at minimum, one jammed finger or one basketball to the face. Neither occurrence was especially pleasurable when the air temperature was hovering around freezing.

By high school, I was a fair basketball player. (Note: That was an example of self-deprecation. It will remain a theme. I was really good. Obviously. I wouldn’t be telling the story of my professional basketball career if I’d been a bad high school basketball player.) I wasn’t able to lead my high school team to a state championship, but we won far more games than the citizenry of Meriden was used to. I remain disappointed by my failure to achieve the ultimate small-town basketball triumph. Without a state championship, my story derails from the hokey, vomit-inducing course it was taking. I’m sure that when the movie is made, a gaudy, yellowed banner reading “State Champs” will hang in the Jefferson West gymnasium.

And then I went off to college. I was not a hotly pursued recruit, so my options were limited. (Averaging a load of points against tiny schools in northeast Kansas is not a shortcut to a scholarship at UCLA.) Fortunately for me, a man named Tim Floyd saw in me a bargain from which he could hardly walk away. It turns out that I am not a complete idiot; I was a National Merit Scholarship finalist. I don’t even really remember what that means; I think I did well on a test. At any rate, Coach Floyd used my qualifications as a non-imbecile to secure for me a full academic scholarship at Iowa State. The arrangement worked out well: he wasn’t forced to use an athletic scholarship on a skinny kid with potential, and I didn’t have to pay for college. It was a good deal for both of us.

I survived two head coaches, eleven assistant coaches, forty-nine teammates, and approximately three real dates, and graduated from Iowa State with a degree in mechanical engineering. By the end of my career in Ames, I was fed up with basketball. I told my mother—on a forgettable January morning—that my senior year of college would be my last season of basketball.

My athletic career at an end, I retired to the woods, where I lived peacefully among the forest creatures, dining on scavenged acorns and pine sap for the rest of my long life.

And so, it would seem that I’ve reached the end of my tale, in just under four pages. The remainder of the book will be spent in the crafting of knock-knock jokes and haikuy….

Fortunately for the sanity of the reader (and me), that bizarre departure from reality never transpired. I recovered from my one-day bout with early-twenties angst and allowed myself to be convinced to play a game for money. It was a tough sell.

When I would shoot baskets in my parents’ driveway as a child, I always dreamed of playing in the NBA. It was an absurd dream—and the impossibility of it was hammered into my classmates and me on nearly any available occasion. I think our high school football coach—who doubled as the calculus teacher—even had a poster hanging on his wall that spelled out a statistical breakdown of how unlikely a job in professional sports was. And he was right. Then again, he did not post a chart specifically for those in his class who would grow to a height of six feet ten inches.

If I had followed through with my plan to give up basketball after college, my math teacher would have been proved correct. Because I am a stubborn bastard, I couldn’t allow that. And if I had quit after my senior year of college, my little-boy hopes would have been dashed forever.

Jesus Christ. If that wasn’t the worst goddamned line ever.

My team at Iowa State was fairly well known on the national stage. I shared the floor with players named Marcus Fizer and Jamaal Tinsley, who would both go on to be starters in the NBA. We won back-to-back conference titles my junior and senior years. At the end of both years, we were ranked in the national top ten. Sometimes, I was a big contributor to our cause. On other occasions, I was simply along for the ride. I spent much of college playing with injuries to various locations on my body and limped, both literally and figuratively, my way to the end of my career. (And a tragic end it was. It came at the hands of tiny Hampton University. Or perhaps it’s called Hampton College. In fact, it could actually be Hampton Technical School. No one had ever heard of the place before it became only the fourth team seeded fifteenth to win a first-round game in the NCAA tournament.)

When my college days were over, I was invited to play in the Portsmouth Invitational Tournament. My invitation was probably not by virtue of my individual ability. I was invited because I had played on a really good team. In fact, because two of my teammates were also invited to the showcase for college seniors, Iowa State had the largest contingent at the event. In all, sixty-four players are invited every year to the tournament. We were divided into eight teams, and each team played in three games over the course of the weekend.

I didn’t have much fun playing basketball in college. I enjoyed the winning and the accomplishment of certain goals, but the actual act of playing the game rarely brought about much joy. I took my collegiate career—and myself—entirely too seriously. When I left for Portsmouth, I decided to change my ways and forced myself to let go. In the least-shocking news ever, my plan worked. No longer encumbered by a mind-numbing attention to the implications of every play, I allowed myself to enjoy the game in a way I hadn’t since high school.

The Portsmouth tournament was a glorified meat market. Agents and scouts—both from overseas and the NBA—swarmed the games like Puerto Ricans at a cockfight. The players involved were generally midlevel; anyone good enough to know that he would be drafted skipped the event and waited for the NBA’s more high-profile scouting opportunities. Obviously, I was not in that category. I needed some help to get my fledgling career off the ground. During the week, I met with two agents who approached me, and I signed with one of them.

The one I chose, Keith Glass, didn’t sugarcoat his analysis. He told me that he had been pleasantly surprised by my basketball abilities but that life as a white professional basketball player would be a constant struggle. He listed off some of his clients and noted that he generally represented good players who are decent human beings. Since I can often fool people into thinking that I am both, he didn’t have to say much else to convince me that our styles might mesh. Keith told me that he thought I had a chance to play in the NBA but that he couldn’t guarantee it would ever happen. (Something about hell freezing over…) He compared me to one of his clients, a player from Marquette named Chris Crawford, who had just signed a long-term contract with the Atlanta Hawks. In the same breath, he said that such an event wasn’t necessarily likely. (Which is just what I needed—another realist in my life.) But if I fell short of the NBA, it seemed likely that I would find a home in Europe. Keith claimed to have contacts all over that continent.

After Portsmouth, players who stimulated interest from NBA teams were invited to individual workouts in NBA cities. Some attended as many as fifteen such workouts in the run-up to the NBA draft. Number of scheduled workouts for me: zero. As draft day approached, it became apparent that my name would not appear on the television broadcast of the event. The Cleveland Cavaliers had expressed some interest, but their second-round pick came and went with no fanfare.

The NBA runs summer leagues as an opportunity for teams to work with draft picks and young players and to try out free agents. A member of the last category, I was invited by the Cavaliers franchise to play with its summer league team in Salt Lake City. I was a nervous wreck when my mother dropped me at the airport in Kansas City. My overriding fear was complete embarrassment—which, now that I think about it, is probably everyone’s main fear when they start something new. So my experience was really no different from that of the guy who goes off to a new job as an investment banker. Fortunately, summer league isn’t exactly the full-on NBA. Or Deutsche Bank. I held my own. In fact, because I was a complete unknown, anything I did beyond successfully putting on my own uniform and/or not defecating in that same uniform was viewed as an improvement on expectations.

When what I thought to be a moderately successful summer league ended in late July, I returned to Kansas to consider my options. My home was the less-than-glamorous confines of my parents’ basement; I had moved home from college while I awaited the next step in my life. I worked out in Topeka and thought about my future. Keith told me that there were European teams interested. On the opposite end of the career-path spectrum, I had been accepted into the MBA program at the University of Kansas—my default option in case a life in professional basketball did not come calling.

Just about the time I discovered that the old Nintendo stashed in the utility room was still functional, my life heated up. The Los Angeles Lakers invited me to an individual workout. I flew to LA. When I woke up on the morning of the workout, I was so nervous I could force nothing down my gullet but a piece of Marriott-served honeydew and one-quarter of a cinnamon roll. It proved to be enough food, though, as I became a workout god when I got to the Lakers’ practice facility. If it had been a job interview, the HR guy would have offered over his youngest daughter for abusive sex—I was that impressive. I made shot after shot and picked up exactly what they taught about the ephemeral triangle offense. I left the Healthsouth practice facility on Sepulveda feeling quite good about myself.

When I got back to Kansas, I learned that my fantastic showing had caused the Lakers to…do absolutely nothing. No training camp invite had been proffered; in fact, the team, for all its on-site affection, seemed lukewarm about my basketball abilities. I was dismayed, mostly because my pre-workout anxiety had caused me to miss out on a free breakfast.

Fortunately, my other half-assed suitor—the Cleveland Cavaliers—continued to lurk. The team invited me to training camp and, as September wound down, I resigned myself to a trip to Cleveland. I knew that there was very little chance I would make the team, as the Cavaliers had a nearly full roster, leaving little room for interlopers such as myself. Two nights before I was to depart, I got a call from Keith. He told me that the Cavaliers had de-invited me to training camp. He didn’t know why, he only knew that I was now without a basketball destination. I had turned down at least one basketball job in Europe and was getting antsy to begin my “career.” Losing out on my one training camp invite was not the rip-roaring start to the NBA career I had envisioned for myself. I decided to drown my sorrows in a trip, with my family, to my youngest brother’s flag football game. Debaucherous.

When we got home, a message from Keith was waiting. My fortunes had reversed: the Lakers had called with an eleventh-hour training camp invitation. (Side note: shouldn’t the cliché involve the twelfth hour? The eleventh hour runs from ten to eleven, which makes it a lot less urgent and suspenseful and more just irrelevant.) The Lakers had called without any prodding and had inquired about my availability for their training camp. Because of the Cavaliers’ rejection, Keith was able to tell them that I was, in fact, free to come, and had been so for all of an hour and a half.

I packed a bag and, once again, got really nervous. I was met at the Los Angeles airport by a limousine. The driver was a nice guy; he told me that he had read my name in the day’s transactions and showed me a copy of the Los Angeles Times sports section. Under “Transactions,” I found the following: “Los Angeles Lakers sign F Paul Shirley.” (F stands for forward.) Of course, my situation looked better to my driver than it did to me. My contract with the Lakers was valid only if I was on the team’s opening-day roster. Since the team was leaving for Hawaii—the location of training camp—the next day, my driver rushed me to the hospital for a physical. After an in-depth examination, I found myself in the team’s locker room, faced with a Lakers jersey with SHIRLEY sewn on the back. Even though it was only a seam ripper away from returning to its normal, uninteresting state, there was something special about the realization that I was the possessor of an official Los Angeles Lakers jersey with my name on it. (Of course, this was all sort of the opposite of the plan. In my childhood vision, the first and only NBA jersey I would ever don would be that of the Boston Celtics. But I wasn’t going to complain.)

When the mild erection I was nursing subsided, I took note of my surroundings…and a bunch of very large humans who sort of looked like they wanted to kill me. The old version of me would have stood quietly in the corner of the locker room and waited for instructions. But the new edition—the one who had decided that he was going to try to enjoy basketball again—took over. I mustered my courage and walked up to the biggest of the bunch, the most famous active basketball player in the world, Shaquille O’Neal. I stuck out my hand and said, “Hi. My name is Paul Shirley.”

My whole future seemed to hang in the balance.

I waited.

And then he said, with a smile, in that famous gravelly voice, “I know who you are.”

And I nearly fell to the floor.

But I didn’t. I said, “Nice to meet you.” And walked back to my locker. The enormousness of the exchange struck me immediately. Shaquille O’Neal, arguably one of the top five most recognizable humans on the planet, had just put me at ease. He didn’t have to. He could have said, “Hi, I’m Shaq,” and it would have sufficed. But he made me feel like I belonged. Maybe he followed college basketball so intently that he actually knew who I was, but I doubt it. It is possible that he had read my name in the transactions page. It could be that he just said it. Whichever it was, I was grateful.

         

I lasted three weeks of training camp/preseason with the Lakers. (The term “training camp” is used to denote the time from the beginning of practice until the first regular season game.) Because the Lakers are, well, the Lakers, the team’s first two weeks of training camp were held in Hawaii. I was nearly as completely out of my comfort zone as was possible. I was staying alone in a hotel suite large enough to house my entire family. I rode on the daily bus to workouts with players who will someday be in the Hall of Fame…and their bodyguards.

Kobe Bryant actually had bodyguards at training camp. (Note the plural.) His personnel would exit the hotel before him, with one man maintaining a lookout position from a balcony above. When he was safely stashed on the shuttle to practice, they would retire to a trailing car. If I had remained completely true to my new philosophy, I would have asked him, “Are you serious? You have multiple bodyguards? You really are one pretentious son of a bitch.” My reticence would come back to haunt me in practice one day, when Bryant blocked a poorly executed shot of mine and, in the process, knocked me to the floor. (Probably due to an uncoordinated recovery on my part, not because of a foul on his.) I found my temporary nemesis standing over me, legs straddling my midsection. He began venting his rage at the gall it had taken for me to challenge the area around the basket with my ill-conceived, pathetic attempt at a basketball shot. The sentence(s) he used included the following words: bitch, ever, don’t, weak, shit, bring, and in here. The order in which he used them remains unclear. I was completely taken aback. I was so confused that I froze. I had no idea why he felt so threatened that he was yelling at me, the white guy who would probably be the first player released. Given it to do over again, I’d have punched him, or at least kicked him in the testicles.

In general, I was out of my element with the Lakers. Soon after we returned to the mainland, I was released. It didn’t come as much of a surprise. I had done nothing of note during training camp

After my release, I found the Lakers’ equipment manager in his office. Still dazed by the team’s rejection, I asked him if I could take my jersey home with me. I assumed that my request was a mere formality; my surprise was probably obvious when he said, “No, we’re not a club that does that.” Shocked, I couldn’t even come up with the obvious response: “What the hell are you planning to do with a Los Angeles Lakers jersey with SHIRLEY stitched on the back? I don’t think it will bring much in the way of revenue.” Since I had no experience in the matter, I walked numbly out of his office and found my way back to the storage room that had served as the auxiliary locker room for two of my fellow rookies and me. I grabbed my backpack, surveyed the room’s cache of shoes, and took the first two pairs that caught my fancy. As retribution goes, it wasn’t much, but it seemed appropriate at the time.

When I got back to Kansas, it took Keith very little time to parlay my brief stint in the Lakers’ camp into a European job. (Any contact with the NBA is like crack to European coaches. I think it helps with public relations to be able to add “former NBA player” to the back end of a player’s resume, even if it is only true by the loosest definition of what an NBA player is.) I left the United States on Halloween to join my new team in Athens, Greece.

I had very little access to the Internet in my first weeks in Greece. Actually, access was available—I was just too cheap to buy it. In my defense, I had just graduated from college; ten dollars an hour for use of my hotel’s computer seemed like a steep price. (I was going to be cute and convert that to Greek drachmas, but I can’t remember the exchange rate. Opportunity lost.) But I needed to tell someone about the absurdities I was encountering on a daily basis. So I began writing about my experiences, sending my journals home whenever I felt flush enough to fork over some money to the girl at the front desk.

Eventually, I moved to an apartment complete with a working Internet connection. I had found that I enjoyed the catharsis of writing about my adventures in Greece, and oddly enough, my friends and family enjoyed reading them. So I continued writing.

After seven months in Greece, I left a beautiful three-bedroom apartment in one of the most chaotic cities in the world and returned to my parents’ basement in Kansas armed with the cynicism provided by a year of professional basketball. I had made a little money, so I could justify to myself the summer workouts with which I tortured myself.

I was happy with my first year as a professional basketball player. But playing in Greece had not been my goal as a child. As the second fall of my professional career approached, I was determined to find a place in the NBA.

What follows is the story of the next three years of my professional basketball career. It isn’t a reproduction of my journals verbatim. (That would have been a lazy move.) But it follows that format.

At the time, I thought my year in Greece would be my strangest ever. In truth, it was the dullest I’ve had since I graduated from college. The miniature cycle of rejection and rejoicing I endured in year number one would be repeated over and over as my basketball career continued. However, the stakes rose as I got better and more well known. (“More” should be taken to mean “slightly more” or even “infinitesimally more.”)

In the course of the three years chronicled here, I played for eight different professional teams. I went back to Europe—twice—and found myself in the minor leagues exactly two more times than I would have liked. (In a joke that is only funny to four-year-olds, I of course played for two minor leagues.) More important, I made it to the NBA. (Ruined that surprise.) And I figured out that I could play at that level. I even made a basket or two. But unfortunately, not too many more than that.

Along the way, I learned what basketball could do for me, what it could do to me, and just how little control I had over which of those actually happened.

And I learned that writing about it all seemed to help me understand it.

I dislike confusion when I read. I think some writers strive for it. Since this is my book, I will try to avoid befuddling the reader. Thus, even though it makes me feel like the barker for a nineteenth-century production of King Lear, I will set the stage, as it were.

We find our hero…

Wait, that was terrible.

My second year as a pro started in training camp with the Atlanta Hawks. I had a better chance with the Hawks than I’d had the year before with the Lakers. But I was by no means a shoo-in for a roster spot.

Now let’s pick it up with me in Atlanta, as I wrote about it back then.

But more clearly, and with editing.



YEAR 1

September 15

My home here in Atlanta is a hotel connected to the CNN Center—the epicenter of the world of cable television. As such, one would think that I have a plethora of televisionary options to fill my non-basketballing time. Not so. I think I have two channels that are not somehow related to CNN. And I doubt that either of them is going to show the Kansas City Chiefs game that I am fixated on watching, if only because it would breathe some normalcy into my current existence.

I’m here trying to make the Atlanta Hawks. My days are filled with basketball workouts, obsession about the repercussions of those workouts, and avoidance of the out-of-doors—strangely, it’s really hot in the South. My chances of success in this endeavor weren’t great to start with. (Chances of making the team, that is. I’m pretty good at staying inside.) However, I’d feel better about my odds of making the team if I had the use of all of my digits.

I should explain.

My brother Dan volunteered (was coerced) to take me to the Kansas City airport. As I robustly tossed my duffel bag into the trunk of his teal Grand Am, an as-yet-unidentified metal protrusion in that trunk nearly tore off the top of my right index finger. I said, “Darn it,” and went back inside to patch myself up before he drove me to the airport. Obviously, worse events could have befallen me—a car accident, a tornado, or a raging case of syphilis each would have caused me far more strife. Nonetheless, I could have done without an additional hurdle in an already uphill climb.

My seemingly insignificant injury resulted in a condition wherein I now occasionally have no idea where a basketball will go when it leaves my hand. Which would have been fine had I not been bound for an NBA training camp. (Additionally, I am struggling to type the letters Y, U, H, J, N, and M. So perhaps I should amend the previous statement—stenographer’s boot camp would have been a challenge as well.)

Most players in the NBA do not fight for their jobs each year. Generally, they have guaranteed contracts—often for multiple years. For one of those players, training camp is merely the season’s beginning. That player endures the twice-daily practices safe in the knowledge that he will be on the team for the entire year. Because the team has already committed to paying him a salary for the season, it would make no sense to release him. I have never been the player in the example.

Most teams maintain one or two open roster spots and allow players like me, who will jump at the chance to make an NBA team, to fight among like-minded souls for the remaining slots. (Note: it is not an actual fight…although that would make camp more interesting. I envision gladiator-style arena battles for the final roster spot, audience participation, a vote at the end…it could work.) The team guarantees the combatants nothing more than a per diem and a fair shot. It is debatable how fair that shot really is, but at least the per diem isn’t bad—$95.

The difficulty in wrangling even an unpaid NBA training camp invitation amazes me. Last year—my rookie season—I had to fly to Los Angeles for a two-day tryout with the Lakers before they would commit exactly zero dollars for my training camp services. This year, I needed to impress the Atlanta Hawks coaches in yet another tryout setting. To this end, I went early in the fall to a two-day workout with the Hawks in order to fight for a position as low man on the proverbial totem pole. While I was there I played well enough that the team invited me to training camp, starting October 1.

Camp with the Hawks will be populated by several players in a like situation—guaranteed nothing and hoping to remain on the team through the madness that is two-a-days, preseason games and practices that seem—and might be—make-or-break. If I manage to survive the laid-back atmosphere and find a roster spot on the Atlanta Hawks when the first game of the actual season finally arrives, I will have accomplished the most outlandish goal I’ve ever had—to play in the NBA. Not that I’m taking this too seriously or anything.

I spent the summer loosely affiliated with the Cleveland Cavaliers. Again. The NBA holds a brief summer league each year. Although summer league teams play under the banner of NBA teams, only a few of the players on each squad wind up playing for the team in the winter. The summer league is a chance for a team’s personnel to get an early look at players they drafted, young players who may be in line for a longer contract, and jackasses like me who are hoping that someone watching might take a liking to what they see. I played quite well in the NBA’s summer league in Salt Lake City, but Cleveland wasn’t interested in paying me to play for them during the season. (Such is my assumption, anyway; I think I would have noticed the six-year contract if it had arrived in the mail.) I surprised the Cavaliers’ coaching staff by keeping pace with one of the team’s new toys—their first-round draft pick, Carlos Boozer, of Duke fame. As I displayed my basketball wares alongside fellow free agents, rookies, and near-rookies, it was apparent that I belonged on the court. But the team drafted Boozer and so has a vested interest in his future success. Consequently, he returned to Cleveland safe in the knowledge that he had a shiny two-year contract that would pay him roughly $1 million. I returned to Meriden, Kansas, safe in the knowledge that I had a lopsided bed in my parents’ basement and access to my old high school gym from ten to eleven every morning. I played far better this summer than last but—as seems to be the trend in my life—had nothing more to show for it.

When I went to training camp with the Lakers last year, I thought there was a 5 percent chance that I would make the team—odds similar to the survival rate after a diagnosis of pancreatic cancer. This year with the Hawks, that probability has improved to 20 percent. (Lymphoma.) Neither number is sufficient to warrant heavy action in Las Vegas, but it is encouraging that the trend is not the opposite one. (Source: my own warped view. I have no evidence to back up my statistical claims.)

After passing my late August audition with Atlanta, I returned to Kansas and continued the workout routine that I had embraced for most of the summer so that I would be prepared for training camp. The Hawks offered to let me join the team’s pre-preseason training sessions anytime after Labor Day. I would have rather stayed in the warm uterus of the heartland, but the Hawks’ offer was not one to be spurned by an unguaranteed free agent who has never played in the NBA. To that end, I packed and prepared for an indeterminate amount of time in Atlanta.

I spent my first two days here in Atlanta participating in a mini-camp with the Hawks. The NBA recently decided to allow such events sporadically throughout the summer and fall so that each team can get together for extra work and/or confirm that none of its respective players has been recently incarcerated. Since my mini-camp experiences with the Hawks, my time has been consumed by individual workouts and pickup games while we prepare for the beginning of training camp in two weeks.

Mini-camp consisted of laid-back practices where, according to NBA rules, the drills could not go beyond three-on-three. So the two days ostensibly were not too difficult. However, it always re-surprises me that such a high level of concentration is required if one wants to have any success at the NBA level. The slightest wandering of the mind—especially when one is trying to learn a basketball system or philosophy from scratch—makes catching up a challenge. Over the years, I have come to understand that there are two intelligence-level options among basketball players: (1) A player can be relatively intelligent, and so can concentrate for long periods of time, or (2) he can be a Neanderthal. In the latter case, a coherent thought rarely sails through the participant’s brain. The relative emptiness inside that player’s cranium makes it easy to focus on simple activities. For example, when one has no other worries, the instruction “Put ball in basket” becomes a fairly easy command to follow. The rest of us are balancing the need to call about health insurance, concerns about our dinner plans, and confusion about our purpose on this earth. Meanwhile, the moron already scored and is pointing to the sky on his way back down the court.

Surprisingly, many NBA players fall into the former category—the smart-guy group. I make note of the unrecognized good fortune of the idiot only because I am envious. Such ease of focus has been demonstrated to me by many former teammates; it proves maddening for me to admit that it is so effective. The proverbial blank canvas, perhaps. For better or worse, I fall more easily into the category of the relatively intelligent soul. Thus my need for extreme concentration at all times, if only to dumb myself down. What a waste of brain cells.

September 22

Late this week I signed a contract with the Hawks, which sounds a lot better than it really is. As previously mentioned, my contract is valid only if I am on the team’s roster at the end of training camp. I will admit that it is somewhat intoxicating to sign my name to a contract that states that I will receive $512,435—the minimum yearly salary for a player with my experience. Because I went to training camp with the Lakers last season, I am no longer considered a first-year player—even though I was not on an NBA team during the regular season. The NBA regulates minimum salaries according to years of service. (Which makes it sound like the army. Life in the NBA is decidedly dissimilar to life in the armed forces.) I now qualify as having had one year of that service, so my salary escalates according to a preset scale. Unfortunately, that financial boon isn’t quite the benefit it would seem to be at first blush. While my potential personal financial gain does increase, the team is required to pay me more than a player who has never been to a training camp, so the system could work against me. I wanted to offer the Hawks some sort of Kevin McHale/Joe Smith arrangement whereby I would return some of the money if those in charge would allow me a spot on the team. But I chickened out. I still do threaten to someday go to the GM’s office and give him my best PowerPoint presentation, entitled “Why Paul Shirley Should Be an Atlanta Hawk.” Some of my key bullet points would include:



• I will never be pulled from the charred remains of a Ferrari at 5 A.M.*1

• I will never complain about playing time or my role on the team.**2

• The importance of actually learning the plays is not lost on me.***3

• I have no illegitimate children for whom I need complimentary tickets.****4



I think it’s a foolproof plan.

I have been impressed with the work ethic of most of the Hawks. Perhaps the most impressive is displayed by Shareef Abdur-Rahim. As far as I can tell, he is almost always the first player at the gym and he appears to actually work hard. In real-world logic, this would seem appropriate—he is set to make $20 million this year. I have found, though, that basketball logic is usually the exact opposite of its real-world counterpart. Usually it goes that the more money a player makes, the less effort he puts forth. Shareef is a thoughtful guy; we have had a couple of decent conversations—probably more because his locker is right next to mine than anything else. It turns out that he was a collegiate teammate of Kenyon Jones, the other American on my team in Greece last year. In fact, now that I think about it, I believe Kenyon once told me that he owes Shareef some money but, in his words, “I don’t think he’s missing it.” Anyway, Shareef and I were relating college experiences recently. I have always maintained that mine was not exactly a normal collegiate existence, but I can hardly imagine what he thinks of his. He was at Cal for only his freshman year. In essence, since he probably did not stay around much longer than April because he was headed to NBA pre-draft camps and the like, his college experience lasted eight months. Because of his short stay in college, the man is all of one year older than me and is now entering his seventh NBA season.

(Side note: When talking to Shareef, most people call him “Reef.” I have a hard time latching onto nicknames, so I stick with “Shareef.” I contend that if I wasn’t around for the coining of the nickname, I am not allowed to use it. I think it is sound policy.)

Our pre-training-camp workouts continue to go about as well as could be expected. As is usually the case, my standout abilities in these situations are showing up early, touching the lines when we run conditioning drills, and staying longer than everybody else. Pickup games? Not my strong suit.

As I played with the Hawks in an informal setting, I examined the phenomenon of the pickup game in my mind. It is a strange beast, this pickup game, but it seems to follow set rules all through the basketball world. A pickup game can be loosely defined as an informal scrimmage where the number of players is greater than ten, leaving players on the sidelines to “pick up” players from the losing team for the next game. There are no referees, and scorekeeping is done by the participants. For illustrative purposes, we will allow that, in some cases, there may only be ten players available, in which case the same players stay on the floor (and the games get uglier and uglier as the players get tired). Some general rules apply:



1. Teams shall be picked by either the two tallest or the two eldest players participating. A shortage of players should not be looked upon as a hindrance to the beginning of action. If need be, bystander(s) with any level of basketball skill can be drafted, without regard to effect on the level of play. Eligible bystanders include coaches, ball boys, and all bipedal organisms from the class Mammalia.

2. After teams are established, the members of neither team should in any way differentiate themselves from members of the other team. The concept of “shirts and skins” shall remain just that—a concept. Which isn’t confusing at all.

3. There shall be, at minimum, two arguments concerning the score. At some point in the game, players will be forced to count up individual baskets in order to come up with an aggregate score for the team. (Understandable; it is easy to lose track when all baskets count as one point and the winner is the first to score the astronomical number of seven.)

4. No player on the court shall ever know whether the offensive or the defensive player is responsible for calling of fouls. In most cases, the opponent will have taken the ball to the other end of the court before it is established that a foul was called. Here, the player who calls the foul must stand up for his cause. The slightest hesitation or lack of conviction will result in forfeiture of future foul-calling rights, in addition to public ridicule. And manhood-questioning.

5. Upon conclusion of any one game, if players on the sidelines wish to join the game, they must make a case for inclusion with force and speed. If not, there exists the possibility that the players on the court will “run it back” and start a new game with the same participants as the previous game. When entering the field of play, the new player or players shall select, from the losing team in the previous game, enough participants to fill a new team. At this point, no one shall tell the players who were not selected of their gross ineptitude. Instead, they will be ignored until they make their way to the sidelines, heads held low.

6. If a number of games to be played has been established prior to the start of play, that number shall be ignored upon arrival at said number. No player shall admit that he is “tired” or that he “needs to do something else” or that “the games have deteriorated into nothing more than full-court layup drills” for fear of being viewed as weak in body and spirit.

7. Nothing resembling a coherent offensive plan will be employed on the court. Instead, players will limit themselves to a strict regimen of bad shots and ugly play at all times.

8. The author of these rules shall, at all times, participate in pickup games with the overriding goal being the avoidance of the shaming of his family’s name. He realizes that this is not a ticket to success and promises to try to find a better outlook. Next week.



I played in a pickup game with Dominique Wilkins recently. He is some sort of “special assistant” for the Hawks, so is often lurking around the practice court. More accurately, the Hawks keep him on the payroll in the hope that prospective ticket buyers will associate his former glory as a player with the potential glory of the current regime. At one of our recent workouts, we did not have ten for a pickup game (see Rule 1 above), so Dominique jumped into the fray. He didn’t stretch at all—he simply walked onto the court and started playing. During the game, I was not party to a single highlight-worthy dunk. But I didn’t leave disappointed. No matter the outcome, I got to play in a legitimate basketball game with Dominique Wilkins. As a kid, I used to watch on television as he would shock even his own teammates with his on-court acrobatics. Ten years later, we were sharing a court.

Sometimes even I realize that my life can be amazing.

September 29

Workouts continued this week. Formal training camp finally starts in a couple of days with a practice here in Atlanta, followed by an inexplicable trip to South Carolina for three days of practice. (Feels like escape-from-the-wives time for a particular coaching staff.) Upon reentry into the greater Atlanta region, a few practices will be had before the first preseason game. This geographically diverse activity will bring me closer to knowing my fate with the Hawks. I don’t know the exact date that those in charge will decide who will occupy the team’s roster spots, but the more practices I can get under my belt, the closer that mysterious day will be. And that is good. I mean, this state of mind—no earthly idea of where I will be for the year—is fun and all, but I’m willing to let someone else try it.

As camp begins, my mental and physical condition are both good. (Apparently, I am the Terminator now. Mental and physical condition: good. What a jackass.) My attitude is the time-worn, clichéd, “nothing to lose” one. Unfortunately, I think it applies in this case. My chances of actually making the team waffle between poor and very poor, but I will put everything I have into the opportunity; I don’t know if I will do this un-guaranteed training camp thing again, so I will “leave it all out there” as best I can.

(Apologies for the hokeyness of that paragraph. It would appear that I have lost my mind. I probably could have written, “Blah, blah…I’m going to try hard to make the team.”)

October 6

There is a somewhat obscure movie called Gattaca that stars Ethan Hawke and Uma Thurman. Gattaca is about a future in which every person’s destiny is preordained based on the genetic potential he displays at birth. It is one of my favorite movies. The plot follows the life of a man named Jerome who, it has been determined, will rise only to the level of laborer but who wants more than anything to defy his birth and become an astronaut. In order to do this, Jerome buys another man’s genetic identity. In the end, he fools everyone around him into thinking that he belongs in his station in life through all manner of tricks involving faked blood and urine samples. Jerome does not have some of the capabilities of his colleagues, forcing him to put an extraordinary amount of effort into anything he does.

I was reminded of the movie a few times this week during my first few practices of training camp. On more than one occasion, I asked a teammate what he thought of practice. He would invariably reply, “Oh, piece of cake. How about you?” Meanwhile, I was actively considering that my effort to make the Atlanta Hawks is the most idiotic thing I have ever attempted. Instead, I replied with, “Um, it was okay.” The movie has a happy ending, wherein Jerome realizes his dream and becomes an astronaut. I will continue to hope that such is the case here. (The realization-of-the-dream part, that is. I don’t want to be an astronaut. Very cramped existence.)

Actually, when compared to some of the torture I endured in college, Hawks’ practices are not nearly as terrible as I make them out to be. In fact, so far, the use of curse words in a violent manner has been limited, no one has questioned my testosterone levels or familial origin, and I have not once been made to run a sprint over again because some moron did not touch a line on the court. I suppose that practices are made difficult if only because I—as I have mentioned before—must maintain a rather high level of concentration in order to have any chance. Also, the players are moderately large and strong and tend to balk when I suggest that they get out of my way.

October 13

During one of our first preseason games, I found myself on the court with Shawn Kemp. He was wearing an Orlando Magic uniform, which was odd—Shawn Kemp will always wear a Sonics uniform in my mind. But the strangest aspect of Kemp’s appearance was not his uniform. It was what was under it. Shawn Kemp is huge. And not huge like tall and strong—huge like Oliver Miller. Huge like Chris Farley, post–Saturday Night Live and pre-overdose. Kemp is listed at 280 pounds in the media guide, but he looks a lot bigger than that. I think they weighed him on the moon.

And so another rung in the belief system ladder is destroyed. Shawn Kemp was the “Manchild”—the high-flying power forward who was the anchor to my entire NBA Jam dynasty. (Best basketball video game ever made.) Now he has been reduced to lumbering up and down the court like a drunken brontosaurus, holding on to the glory days so that he can support the gaggle of children he has fathered. (And, to be sure, this is no large Mennonite family. In fact, I’m sure there is nothing even remotely familial about the situation.)

We won the game against Kemp and Co. by twenty-five points or so—not that anyone cares. Preseason games serve only as a chance for the coaches to try out new plays on unsuspecting foes. Players who know they will be on the team for the whole year use them to slowly work back into game condition. Players like me just hope to get into the game.

I was sent into the game late in the second quarter, which was encouraging because, after the first ten players, I was the next one in. I was a bit spastic in my first-half action. In a move that will surprise no one who saw me play in college, it took me all of four seconds of game action to commit my first foul on Tracy McGrady as he flew toward the basket. In good news, I settled down for some garbage minutes at the end of the game. It’s the little victories that keep me going.

We’ve played three preseason games. The home game against the Magic was followed by a trip to Florida for a return engagement, which we lost by ten. Once again, I did not play until the end of the game. (It seems that I’m really making an impact.) After returning from Orlando, we flew to Indianapolis for a game with the Pacers, which we lost by two. I played the last six minutes of that game and did a good job of doing what I was supposed to do. (Story of my basketball career—I pretty much do what the coaches tell me to do; anything beyond that might be an iffy proposition.) While in Indiana, I ran into a former college teammate, Jamaal Tinsley, who plays for the Pacers. We had a meaningful, in-depth, thirty-second conversation and then both went on our way. We are not close. In fact, I consider very few of my college teammates to be good friends of mine. My college experience wasn’t quite what I expected it would be, which is sad. I have met players who were very close to their college compatriots. I am always quite envious.

I have to take the blame for some of the emotional distance between myself and my fellow alumni. When I was in school, surviving in both basketball and class was much more important to me than anything else and so completely dominated my life. I rarely went out—I didn’t have time. Resting for the next practice or studying to keep up with the über-dorks who were the bane of my engineering existence took up most of my discretionary hours. Of course, I didn’t have much motivation to hang out with my teammates. Many of them were only short-term additions—one guy survived all of six weeks before giving up and going home. And a large percentage had few interests outside of basketball, with the distinct exception of the chase of the Iowa-bred sorority girls who had never seen a black person before.

Jamaal is the starting point guard for the Pacers. I am happy for him, I suppose. While we will never attend PTA meetings together, I would not have had some of the success I now enjoy if not for his contributions, so maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on him. (And by my “success,” I mean “questionable success.” Or perhaps “burgeoning success.”) Now that I have reasoned this all out, maybe our next talk will last an extra minute.

Aside from my own personality flaws, there is a veritable catalog of reasons I don’t get along particularly well with my fellow basketball players. Religion and stupidity are near the top of that list. Shockingly, those with a severe case of the latter often develop a strong belief in the former. The result is never a good one.

The religious fervor of athletes continues to amaze me. It is a phenomenon I have observed for years. Unfortunately, it seems to be worsening. I am surrounded by Bibles, crosses, and tattoos with religious overtones. My problem with all of this dedication to religion is the blatant hypocrisy inherent to it. I have known many a basketball player who will rarely miss saying grace before a meal but who will also give no second thought to cheating on his wife on a road trip. (I’ve vaguely heard of these commandments that religious people embrace. I feel like there’s something about adultery in there.) In the same vein, the player with the “Only God Can Judge Me” tattoo is often the first to find the sports page so that he can read what the beat reporter thought of his last game.

The omnipresent Bible scares me as well. I recently noticed that a teammate of mine carries a copy of the Good Book in his car. I cannot imagine the scenario wherein biblical guidance would be helpful while driving: “Well, I don’t know if Route 79 connects to this road or not. But it sure is a good thing I brought my Bible—I think there was something about that in the second chapter of Corinthians.”

In other news from the imbecilic front, the following was an actual occurrence in a locker room during a recent halftime: A teammate of mine asked the trainer for something to spray in his nose because of some congestion therein. (Congestion is my word, not his. Aren’t I an elitist ass?) The trainer told the player in question that the best he could do was an oral decongestant. The player furrowed his brow, and said, “Oral? What does oral mean?” It was no sex joke, either. He truly did not know what the term oral meant.

And another example to drive the point home: After we landed in Indiana, a different teammate, a kid fresh out of the University of Houston, followed me down the stairs from the private 737 the Hawks own—conspicuous because of the gigantic Atlanta Hawks logo painted on the side. When we got to the tarmac, he realized that he had left something on the plane. He thought for a minute and then asked me, “Are we taking the same plane back to Atlanta?”

It’s shocking that I don’t spend more time with my teammates. They have so much to offer in a conversation.

October 20

I probably ought to define what it means to “get dunked on.” (Side note: I usually avoid the use of colloquialisms and slang because reading them makes me want to suck on the barrel of a shotgun. Here, though, the term is the least offensive of the available options.) To get dunked on is to attempt to block the dunk of an opposing player…and fail. To watch a player dunk the ball from near the basket is not to get dunked on. To remove oneself from the play by ducking out of the way is not to get dunked on. (It is to be a pussy, but “being a pussy” is not the subject of the current debate.)

Most of the time, getting dunked on occurs according to a prescribed order. A defensive player (for the purposes of this exercise, I will call him Paul) notices that a teammate has just been beaten to the basket. Paul’s innate basketball sense tells him to help his teammate protect that basket, so he rotates toward the goal. At this point, the Fates have measured his length of string; the end result is decided, depending on two things—how late he has arrived and how good his opposition is. (Read: how much higher than Paul he can jump.) But Paul doesn’t know that the result has already been determined—his basketball pride tells him that there is still a chance. He arrives at the moment that may or may not haunt him for the rest of practice. He makes the unconscious decision to challenge the opposing player. He jumps, hoping that his Dikembe Mutombo moment is at hand. The dunker realizes that Paul has arrived at the scene of the crime in a cable-repairman-like manner (late) and sends the ball through the rim, leaving Paul flailing like a marionette whose ropes have been cut. With some luck Paul survives the experience without further insult, such as a foul call or an injury caused by the ball’s impact with the top of his head. Regardless of his physical and basketball well-being, the emotional scars will remain with him for the remainder of the day. His teammates—noble comrades that they are—will be sure to help him through the difficult time by reminding him frequently of his ineptitude.

Immediately post-event, Paul trots in as stoic a manner as possible back down the court, pretending that what just happened did not. In the locker room after practice, he may even try to deny that the event ever occurred: “No, man, I wasn’t even in that play.” Or “Oh, he didn’t dunk on me; I got out of the way.” Bad form, Paul. The experienced player takes the high road, admits that it happened, and leaves the locker room with much haste, hoping that the next day will bring with it some amnesia on the part of his teammates.

I discuss the fundamentals of the dunk-on because I was a party to the wrong end of the experience in a recent practice. It was ugly. It hadn’t happened in a while; I had nearly forgotten what it is like. (Remember, I played in Greece almost all of last year. The players there are decidedly more ground-bound.) The feeling returned in a hurry. The offending party was the oft-mentioned Shareef Abdur-Rahim. He put a wicked back-door cut on the player guarding him and, just as described above, I came over to help my fallen comrade.

Unfortunately, my arrival was a late one. After it happened, my pride and my chin both really hurt. I resolved to show no weakness, but then someone noted aloud that I was bleeding all over the court. The trainers opted for some newfangled skin superglue instead of stitches, so Shareef’s elbow has given me a memento by which I can remember the event when I am shaving for the rest of my life.

Of course, that I am around to be humiliated on the basketball court is not the worst turn of events. So far, three players have been released by the Hawks—leaving four of us free-agent types on the chopping block. Unfortunately, it is likely that the team will get rid of all of us, but I am glad that I still inhabit my hotel room above Centennial Park. (Six weeks now—a new same-room record for me.) Beats being the first one cut.

I speak from experience. One year ago in the Lakers’ training camp, when Dennis Scott and I were ushered into the basketball offices, I was the first to be wrestled into the guillotine. Head coach Phil Jackson and general manager Mitch Kupchak made up something about how much they had enjoyed having me in camp, and then I asked them what I could do to improve my chances of playing in the NBA. They told me to consider taking up water polo, and I went on my way. But at least Dennis Scott was there. At one time, he held the record for three-pointers in an NBA game. Of course, by the time I knew him, he weighed about 275 pounds and could barely tie his own shoes, but I prefer to dwell on the positive so as to feel better about myself.

After our first spate of preseason games, we members of the Atlanta Hawks played in two more meaningless encounters—in Alabama, of all places. I suppose the Hawks organization is trying to expand its fan base. However, their target audience appears to have been poorly chosen. I’m not sure anyone in Alabama actually has enough money to buy an NBA ticket. I also think Alabama is one of those states that is always forty-ninth or fiftieth in high school graduation rates and per capita income. When I really put my brain to the matter, I’m not entirely sure why the United States continues to allow Alabama state-hood. On our way to Birmingham, we drove by Talladega Superspeedway (NASCAR), which is home to one of the biggest white-trash conventions in the world every year, so it’s got that going for it, which is nice.

I write “we drove” because we actually took a bus from Atlanta to Birmingham—on game day. We left at 10 A.M. and I rode for two and a quarter hours with my headphones on, trying the entire time to drown out whatever movie was being shown. (There will come a time when I reach the higher level of understanding that allows me to comprehend why movies shown on buses are played at such a high volume. Unfortunately, that time is not now.) Upon arrival at our hotel in Birmingham, a couple of teammates and I wandered around a nearby strip mall. One of the participants is my main competition, a fellow named Antonio Harvey. He is thirty-two and is the prototypical journeyman, having played for six NBA teams already. We are the only two remaining unguaranteed inside players. (For future reference: inside players is synonymous with bigs and posts.) We both know that if the team is going to keep a player from the pool of non-guaranteed guys, it would most likely be one of the two of us. NBA teams are generally anxious to keep around as many bigs as possible; the bell curve of height would predict such behavior (i.e., there aren’t enough tall guys to go around). While Antonio and I are rivals for what is potentially a very lucrative job, we are also teammates. Additionally, we have a fair amount in common; I’m like him eight years ago. He waffles between giving me guidance and being standoffish. He knows that I could easily usurp his position of authority if the transaction winds blow the wrong way. (Wrong way for him, that is.) Such relationships are always bizarre. I would never admit it to him, but I stay on mental guard. I don’t want to admit weakness or confusion. I’m sure he does the same. It’s a very healthy dynamic for two adults. Our relationship is probably similar to that between two cubicle groundhogs gunning for their boss’ affection in order to get the big promotion to vice assistant to the traveling secretary. Except we’re taller.

The team bus left our hotel at five for a seven-thirty game. Since I knew I wouldn’t be filling up the “minutes” column on the stat sheet, I put myself through an intense-ish pregame workout. After working up a good lather, I proceeded to sit on the bench for the next two and a half hours, the times I stood up to cheer notwithstanding. It was eerily similar to the bus ride but less constructive—at least on the bus I was able to listen to some music. With about five minutes remaining in the game, I was sent in. My job: release the energy I had been dying to use the whole game by compacting it into a five-minute period, but without blowing out any of the muscles that had been busy atrophying for the better part of three hours. Ouch. I successfully avoided snapping any tendons, we lost, and no one cared. Again, it’s preseason.

Our next outing was to Huntsville, Alabama, for another matchup with the Indiana Pacers. Before the game, coach Lon Kruger found me and said, “Paul, we have to start getting into our regular-season rotation, so there may not be a lot of playing time to go around.” Translation: “Find a good seat because you’ll be watching this one.” Which is exactly what happened. In discouraging news, Antonio Harvey got to play, if only for three minutes. I will now enjoy several days of obsession regarding the possible implications of his 180 seconds of non-glory contrasted with my own lack of playing time, which will be good neither for the quality of my sleep nor for my sanity.

I probably ought to clarify the mess that is the contract situation here in Atlanta. During the regular season, an NBA team is allowed to have up to fifteen players under contract. Of these, twelve suit up for games. Three players are placed on the inactive list. The Hawks currently have thirteen players signed to guaranteed contracts, including DerMarr Johnson, who broke his neck in a late-night car wreck and is out for the year. It would seem, then, that two spots are open. Not really. An NBA team is not required to keep fifteen players on its roster. The only real requirement—at least to my knowledge—is a roster of twelve. Given that information, one might wonder why I would willingly subject myself to a training camp under the conditions outlined. The answer: like every other cliché-spouting basketball player, it has been my dream to play in the NBA since I was a skinny, freckle-faced ten-year-old shooting baskets on the goal mounted on the deck of my childhood home. To me, it is worth the gamble. So I battle on. Other people think they’re going to drop twenty-five pounds in two pre-wedding months; I think I’m going to play in the NBA. We all must have something with which to delude ourselves.

October 25

I had a feeling that it might not be a good day when, after practice, one of the assistant coaches found me and asked me if I was still in contact with my former team in Greece. My dire premonition was confirmed when Lon Kruger sidled over as I was shooting post-practice free throws. He flashed his ever-present smile and said something to the effect that it was “cut day” and that he needed to see me in his office. My brain wanted me to say, “Tell you what, Coach, how about we skip the niceties? Let’s shake hands, I’ll tell you to kiss my ass, and we can both go our respective ways.” My mouth said, “Uh, okay.” I deal with rejection in a very healthy way.

And so I got the axe.

I was literally the last player cut. As previously theorized, the choice came down to Antonio Harvey and me. They picked him. Ouch.

I knew before practice that one of us was going to make the team and that one of us was going to clean out his locker. I talked to my agent, Keith Glass, the night before my demise; he told me that final cuts would happen in the morning. He related that the team had just learned that one of its post players was injured severely enough to require surgery. Consequently, they would keep either Harvey or me until the injured player could return. It was shaping up to be a story-book ending.

Keith’s next words were disheartening. He had learned that the general manager of the Hawks, Pete Babcock, wanted to keep me, while head coach Lon Kruger wanted to send me home in favor of Harvey. I felt a little betrayed. Actually, a lot betrayed. Lon Kruger is from Silver Lake, Kansas, which is about twenty miles from my childhood home. I grew up playing against his nephew. In fact, that nephew helped Silver Lake eliminate my high school team in the sub-state semifinals during my junior year of high school. Additionally, Keith advises Kruger. I didn’t expect these connections to help if I wasn’t close to making the team. However, given the obvious ambivalence displayed by everyone involved, it seemed to me that it would not be difficult for Kruger to look the way of a fellow small-town Kansas kid. Apparently I was wrong. If our families lived in Tennessee, I think a hillbilly hollow battle would now commence.

Armed with Keith’s confusing information, I went to bed anticipating an interesting day. As I fell asleep, I really had no idea what would transpire. I woke up feeling relatively good about my chances—an odd emotion for me. The choice was between two players with very similar abilities, who had played nearly the same number of minutes in the preseason games. I thought that either my hometown connection with Kruger or my low cost to the team would make the decision easy and carry me to the fruition of my basketball dreams. (And then I considered grabbing the pen at my bedside and stabbing myself in the eye for ever thinking of the phrase “fruition of my basketball dreams.”) Additionally, I had Babcock—the team’s general manager—in my corner. I had also placed calls to both my college coaches, Tim Floyd and Larry Eustachy, the night before. I hoped that either would be able to call in a recommendation.

I went to practice expecting some news before we took the court, but no information was forthcoming. Nobody mentioned any cuts, so I readied myself to scream at Keith after practice for sending me into a panic and making me call in favors on short notice. And then it all came crashing down around me when Lon Kruger found me after practice. During the obligatory hyperpositive meeting with the GM and head coach, the usual phrases were tossed about from their side. Some examples: “great to have you in camp,” “really love the way you play,” “great future in front of you,” and my favorite, “let us know if we can do anything to help you.” To which I wanted to respond, “Oddly, there is something you could help me with. I’ve always kind of wanted to play in the NBA. Anything you can do on that end?” I managed to find my way out of the office and then participated in one of the most uncomfortable fifteen-minute periods of my life. I had come directly from the court to the coaches’ offices that adjoin the locker room. I hadn’t had time to shower or dress. So I prepared myself for departure from the locker room—and the Atlanta Hawks—while the real team showered and got ready to go home, finished with another average day in their lives. It wasn’t awkward at all. My former teammates tried not to say anything that might send me into an uncontrollable rage, but I could practically hear the little voice from afar saying, “Dead man walking!” as I exited the shower. I would have found the whole mess quite funny, had I not been so sad.

And was it really necessary to tell me all this jolly news after practice? It’s not like I needed the extra exercise.

November 17

I am relatively new to an existence as a professional basketball player. Now that I am unemployed, answering the obligatory second question—“What team do you play for?”—just became much more difficult. I wonder if I am eligible for unemployment benefits.

The next step is in sight, however.

Keith got married recently. Because of the subsequent honeymoon, he was able to answer one of my recent calls and the requisite question about his well-being with, “Well, we’re on a gondola in Venice.” My response was, “Yeah, well, I’m in my parents’ basement in Kansas. Again. Stick that in your pipe and smoke it.”

I feel some ownership for his marriage because I was around for the beginning of it. When I was playing in Greece last year, he came to Athens to browbeat my team’s management into paying what they owed me. To that point, I had received less than half of the $100,000 I was supposed to receive for the year. I had begun to consider the fire-bombing of the team’s gym to stimulate some transactions when, thankfully, Keith decided that a trip to Athens was in order. He had several clients there in a similar predicament. (Not to mention that none of the teams with which he was dealing had paid him either.) I was happy that he cared enough to visit and was hopeful that a resolution could be reached without any harm befalling the team’s owner or his family.

While in Greece, Keith met a woman with whom he had been set up—a Turkish sports broadcaster by the name of Aylin. (Last name of…something with a bunch of t’s, k’s, and c’s with extra appendages.) He a fifty-year-old Jewish agent/attorney from New Jersey, she a forty-year-old Muslim sportscaster from Istanbul—a match made in heaven. With all the similarities, I was amazed they didn’t meet sooner.

Keith brought Aylin to the United States and married her. As we have all noticed, Armageddon was not brought on by this, the ultimate cultural and theological clash, and both parties seem to be quite happy. After the wedding, the happy couple was forced by the chaos in their respective lives to delay their honeymoon—it was the beginning of basketball season and the groom is, well, a basketball agent. Keith probably thought it was safe to take off for the honeymoon in early November. Most of the players in his stable can keep a job. Their honeymoon is also a chance for Keith to visit some of his players in Europe, while also checking the market for prospective suckers who could be deceived into employing one Paul Shirley. For better or worse, he has not encountered many teams in Europe clamoring to shell out large amounts of cash. That knowledge, coupled with the fact that I was rather close to making an NBA team leads us to think that it may be prudent to stay on this continent for the year.

I would probably be more apt to return to Europe if not for the swindle to which I was subjected in Greece. As I mentioned, I signed a contract that was to pay me $100,000 for the period beginning November 1 and ending at the close of the season. That salary—as is usually the case with European contracts—net of any taxes. The team agreed to pay income tax in Greece, leaving me responsible for any difference between the American tax rate and the Greek one. I received my first payment in whole and on time. It would prove to be the only such instance, as the team began half payments in December. I complained mildly at first but assumed that my illustrious agent would take care of the situation.

My team’s non-adherence to my contracted pay schedule was not the only problem. Additionally, the conditions of our gym left something to be desired. At some point, vandals broke out the windows next to the court and the temperature inside equalized with that of the out-of-doors. Winters in Greece are not frigid. Nonetheless, outdoor basketball is not recommended. The open-air arrangement did provide some relief from the massive cloud of smoke that usually hung over the court. It would be my opinion that Greeks dislike two things: lung health and authority. No Smoking signs were displayed prominently at our gym but were universally ignored. Apparently, it was too much to ask for a two-hour hiatus so that the participants in a basketball game might be spared the inhalation of massive amounts of cigarette smoke while playing.

Their love for Philip Morris aside, the Greek people were great, I liked most of my teammates, and I liked Athens. I justified the lack of remuneration by recalling that I was being allowed the free use of a car and was paying no rent for a very nice apartment. And I was being paid something; after a lifetime of no real income, anything seemed like a fortune.

I left Greece with $52,000 of the $105,000 owed me. (The extra $5,000 was a contracted bonus for my team’s advancement to the playoffs.) I was told that we would sue the team and that I would receive the money eventually, although it could take several years.

The lawsuit went to trial that summer. I won. The team appealed—on what grounds, I do not know. I won the appeal. Still, I felt no confidence that I would receive the missing money. In my time in Athens, I learned that the Greeks—at least the ones in charge of my team—are a duplicitous lot. Team officials would lie to me with no hesitation. For example, sometime after the team finally found an apartment for me, a knock at my front door roused me from the pathetic e-mail I was composing to some girl back home. My Greek landlord was in the hall, holding an eviction notice. He told me I had to leave the apartment that weekend because the team hadn’t paid rent in three months. When I informed the team’s manager, he assured me that the man would be paid soon. He wasn’t—making my every trek through the lobby of my building a tenuous one.

Several teams were in similarly dire financial straits. As I wrote above, Keith had players on some of those other teams. The financially troubled teams petitioned the Greek minister of sport regarding their problems. The Council of Sport, or whatever it is called, decided to help its basketball teams and passed a new policy on player salaries. In the process, the teams were forgiven their respective debts and made to promise not to allow themselves to get into arrears again.

I will never see the missing $53,000.

Thus I am somewhat leery of a return to Europe.

Because Keith and I had decided soon after my departure from the Hawks that it was likely that I would stay in the United States to play this season, I explored the options here to the best of my ability. In our country, someone who does not make the NBA basically has two choices. Neither is especially attractive. There is the CBA (Continental Basketball Association), which has located its franchises in vibrant cities like Gary, Indiana, and Boise, Idaho. The CBA is chock-full of talented players who are missing something that keeps them out of the NBA. Whether what a player is lacking is an opportunity, a jump shot, or the ability to put down a crack pipe is determined by NBA scouts that travel to games.

The other option is the NBDL (National Basketball Developmental League), the year-old minor league that is the baby of the NBA. The NBDL hopes to develop as a more legitimate minor-league system for the NBA by playing its games in destination cities like Mobile, Alabama, and Fayetteville, North Carolina.

Keith and I think the CBA is less terrible than the NBDL, and after careful consideration, it seems that I will soon join the Grand Rapids Hoops for the rest of the season. That is, assuming that the team will change its nickname. The Grand Rapids Hoops? Jesus Christ.

November 22

Tonight I realized, while crossing a blustery street in frigid South Dakota in search of food, that I may have reached rock bottom in the world of professional basketball. This epiphany presented itself whileI pondered how the person who programmed the electronic marquee for the Sioux Falls Convention Center (it’s on the way to the deli I was visiting) could have come to the conclusion that the British rock band’s name is spelled Def Leappard.

I am now a member of the Yakima Sun Kings of the CBA. We (I am able to say “we” now that I have been a Sun King for all of three days) are at the beginning of a Dakotas road trip that includes two games in twenty-six hours, with about four hundred miles of highway in between.

The careful reader would note that I thought I would soon be joining the Grand Rapids franchise of the CBA. That plan fell apart when Keith got a bad feel from the Hoops about how I would be used on the court…and treated off it. So he went to Plan—well, I would think it’s about Plan K, and set me up with coach Bill Bayno and the mighty Sun Kings. (Plan A: making the team with the Hawks. On through Plan J, which was to play basketball anywhere other than Yakima, Washington. I think Plan L might be to take up goat herding.) I acquiesced; I did not have any loyalty to any of the franchises in question and was fairly tired of living in my parents’ basement. I even found a silver lining in the plan. Maurice Carter, one of the players who, like me, had been cut from the Hawks at the end of training camp, played for the team in Yakima. We had become friends, so I knew I would have at least one ally on the team.

I was supposed to leave on Thursday morning—which I learned on Wednesday afternoon at four-thirty. I was a little apprehensive; the entire scenario sounded relatively miserable.

After a sleepless night, I was primed and ready for my first CBA experience. I flew to Seattle, where I joined the team, which was traveling home from a game in Illinois. I had learned the night before my departure that my friend Maurice had recently decided to return home because of an injury, thus ripping out any lining, silver or otherwise, from the situation. The team made the three-hour bus ride to Yakima, where I was shown to my quarters. A major kink in the original Grand Rapids plan had been that team’s inability to arrange a roommate-less situation for me. The Sun Kings did find a place I could call my own—a hotel room. Actually, I mislead. It’s a motel room, as in the door to my room opens to the world. The entire team is staying at the palatial Cedars Inn and Suites for the balance of the season. I don’t think my room is one of the suites…although it does have a microwave and a refrigerator. Let me reiterate, for emphasis, though—my door opens to the parking lot.

After taking in my new digs, I was whisked off to the city’s premier eating establishment for a meet–the–Sun Kings engagement. And so I sat in the Burger Ranch in Yakima, Washington, and signed autographs until the hunger of the massive crowd of nine was sated (or maybe it was until my basket of chicken strips came out of the fryer), and wondered if my life could possibly get any better.

On Friday, game day, we had a midmorning shoot-around to prepare for the night’s contest. I signed a lucrative CBA contract thirty seconds prior to the quasi-practice and my career with the Yakima Sun Kings was under way. (Nine hundred dollars a week, before taxes. Not exactly the NBA.) In my first action, against the Great Lakes Storm (coached by former Iowa State legend Jeff Grayer), I was extremely sluggish and my timing was off, but I managed to score nineteen points in a supporting role. Unfortunately, I was not around for the end of the game. My eyebrow had a rather forceful encounter with the forehead of an opposing player with about six minutes left in the game. I made a bloody mess of the court and then retired to the locker room, where a surprisingly proficient doctor stitched me up. It was a nasty gash; it gaped impressively, but it was directly in my left eyebrow, so the scar shouldn’t hamper the modeling career on which I plan to embark upon the conclusion of my Hall of Fame–caliber basketball career.

I realize that there are worse things than being paid to play basketball. But three days into this, in a Best Western in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, I am struggling to see the forest for the trees. Or the light at the end of the tunnel. Or whatever euphemism that most eloquently expresses that I am not quite sure why exactly I am doing this to myself. The proverbial NBA dream seems a long way from here.

December 1

We recently had a Sunday off. I was looking forward to a pleasant day of contemplating the tensile strength of one of my belts if used as a noose when one of our assistant coaches informed me that he was driving to Seattle to work with a player who might join our team. The workout was to take place at the Sonics practice facility; said coach worked for that team for eighteen years and had access to their courts. He asked if I would go along. Apparently the Sonics brass had expressed some mild interest in my basketball stylings. I was not thrilled to spend an off day driving to and from Seattle, but as I have no real life and kind of want to play in the NBA, I thought I could sacrifice one lazy Sunday afternoon. We set out early in the morning and made the fog-filled journey to Mariner-ville. Upon arrival in the city, we picked up the player who would theoretically join us in Yakima, a Greek player named Giannis Giannoulis, pronounced tar-JEEK casstee-LEE-dis. (Not really. I was just checking to see if anyone was paying attention.) Giannoulis played for Panathinaikos in Athens last year but was suspended from competition for two years by the Greek sport authorities because he tested positive for a controlled substance. He maintains that he was given a cold medication by his team doctor and then took it as directed, resulting in his positive test. I tend to believe him. Most everything even remotely medicinal will taint the blood in some way, in the view of international guidelines. Acetaminophen (Tylenol) is a banned substance in European basketball circles. Seriously.

Giannoulis went to training camp with the Toronto Raptors this year but was cut before the start of the season. His only remaining option in the world is to play in the CBA. (Basketball option, that is; I suppose nothing is stopping him from becoming a mortician.) Evidently, American leagues do not have to abide by the rules the rest of the world holds dear. Through a friend of a friend, Giannoulis ended up in contact with coach Bill Bayno and took the trip over the ocean hoping to continue his basketball career.

After we picked up the Greek in Seattle, we drove to the arena where our assistant coach worked us out for an hour…without viewage from any Sonics personnel. Ostensibly, I was there to help test Giannoulis for the benefit of the Sun Kings, but my only real motivation was the hope of some contact with the Sonics higher-ups. I was miffed when our workout ended. But just as we were leaving, the general manager, Rick Sund, appeared. When he was introduced to me and we had dispensed with the usual pleasantries, he said, “You know, Paul, we knew you were coming up here today with Steve [our assistant coach]. Had one more of our guys been hurt, we were going to sign you for a day.” The Sonics were down to eight players, and one of those was questionable for the night’s game. The NBA requires eight players in uniform for any one game. So my fate—at least for one day—was determined by how one millionaire felt about his groin injury. Dammit. After talking to Sund, Giannoulis and I re-fired the inner furnaces and went through a brief secondary workout. (Giannoulis was about to pass out—he “not in so good shape.”) Sund watched, but I didn’t catch him running off to find a pen and a contract, so I returned to Yakima less one day of rest but having gained a little exposure.

After my brush with the NBA, it was time to think about a more important issue, namely, Thanksgiving. Or, more accurately, the avoidance of suicidal thoughts as I spent Thanksgiving away from home yet again.

For my money, the only thing more depressing than an Indian reservation casino filled with people who can’t afford to be there is a Thanksgiving dinner held at one. This was Thanksgiving number seven in a row away from my family. Fortunately, I was able to spend a part of the day with a hundred or so of my closest Mexican, Indian, and white-trash friends. I would have considered the food there pretty good…if I were a Sudanese refugee. In fact, it was the worst Thanksgiving dinner I have ever consumed.

I am faced with the situation yearly, yet I never learn. I see turkey, mashed potatoes, and stuffing on some buffet table and I think of Grandma’s turkey, mashed potatoes, and stuffing. While my mind is envisioning a delectable meal, the cold reality of what is about to be perpetrated upon my stomach is slightly less than that. In this year’s case, I made it about halfway through the turkey loaf, instant mashed potatoes, and cold stuffing before giving up and trying the dessert table. It is hard to screw up pumpkin filling in the process of scooping it from the can to the pie shell.

December 15

Of late, my life has been a blur of bad hotels, empty arenas, and long bus rides. I’m not sure who decided that every CBA team should be located in a city near the Arctic Circle. I do know that I’d like to have that person shot. Logistics also seem to be a difficult task for the CBA front office. In my short time with the Sun Kings, I have already played in two back-to-back sets of games—but with a six-hour bus ride in between each. The first, during which we played in Sioux Falls one night and Bismarck the next, seemed somewhat acceptable, since we did play two different teams. However, I can’t justify dual games against the Idaho Stampede—one in Yakima, one in Boise. After the first game, both teams loaded onto buses to drive across eastern Washington and Idaho. We slept through the day and then donned the opposite uniform as the night before—home became road, and vice versa—for a game in their home arena. I can’t exactly imagine Allen Iverson agreeing to such an arrangement.

Lessons learned in the past week:



1. Bismarck must be in Saskatchewan. Such is the only explanation for how far it is from Sioux Falls.

2. Ordering from a Wendy’s drive-through—on foot—on a late December night in South Dakota is a poor plan.

2b. Fast food should not be a part of anyone’s training diet.

3. I hate sleeping with another person in my room.

4. I would like an NBA team to sign me—I am ready and willing. I’ve already had enough of the CBA.





The bones in my foot did an awkward little dance during one of the games that made me hate the CBA. I started a game against the Dakota Wizards like a ball of fire, scoring my team’s first four points. After that, I pretty much took the night off. I could tell before the game that I was out of sync, but I couldn’t tell Coach Bayno that I didn’t have my best stuff—I’m not a middle reliever. I muddled my way through the first half and into the third quarter. Then, after a rare steal by me, I took off on the subsequent breakaway, but in a shockingly slow manner. It seemed like I was running in mud. When I got to the other end of the court, I attempted to make a move to the basket. In the process, I somehow managed to come down on the side of my foot. I jogged back down the court before I realized that something was wrong. After a brief discussion on the bench, I retired to the training room, where it was determined that I needed some X-rays, pronto. After the game, I went with much trepidation to the local clinic, where the physician’s assistant who happened to be at the game examined my films. By his reckoning, I had an avulsion in a bone in my left foot. (An avulsion fracture is a condition wherein the ligament pulls a piece of the bone away from the main body of the bone.) To him, though, it looked like an old injury. The acute pain I was feeling was, he was 80 percent sure, an aggravation of the old problem. I was relieved. Kind of. I would have been more relieved if he had been a real doctor. A person doesn’t usually choose to stop short of medical school in order to become a PA. The fear of a certain standardized test often has something to do with his decision.

Before the X-ray, I had some time on the bench to contemplate my possible fate. At the time, the outlook was pretty grim. The trainer and I were afraid that I had really done something nasty to myself. As I sat there and tried to imagine what I would do for the rest of the year if I had to rehabilitate an injury, I was struck with the realization that, for all my hatred of the CBA, I would be devastated to have my season cut short right now. I would be less disappointed if the team grew tired of me and released me. At least I would have given this my best effort and would be leaving because of something I could control—my own ability to play. A two-month rehab period at this point in the year would do very little to help my basketball career. In fact, it would probably destroy the season for me. I haven’t exactly made enough of a name to withstand such a setback. This really is a fragile existence.

After my initial examination by the team’s faith healer, I rested for a day and then saw a real doctor. He ordered an MRI to determine the exact nature of the problem in my ankle/foot. Because I have spent a relatively large portion of my life waiting on the results of X-rays, MRIs, and bone scans, I’ve had time over the years to reflect on my mood prior to learning about my frailties. It’s a strange set of feelings. In my experience, I never want to be badly hurt, but I usually want something to show up on whatever piece of film is being utilized. I suppose it is a silly, macho, sports-related mentality, but I never want to have begged out of a game or practice for no reason. No one wants to be the crazy old lady who hears things that others do not. While I analyzed my own neuroses, I waited at the doctor’s office, hoping that I wasn’t going to need a screw put in my foot, but also hoping that the doctor wouldn’t return to his waiting room to find an overly tall crazy person waiting for him.

As suspected, the injury to my foot was merely the aggravation of an old problem. The MRI showed a piece of bone that is capable of dislodging from time to time. When I came down on my foot strangely, it moved to a location that struck a nerve. (Literally, not figuratively. For a change.) But the piece of bone is able to naturally find its way back into the puzzle-like space it normally inhabits, and all is well. Getting out of bed at age sixty is going to be great.

December 25

Someone wearing a yarmulke just walked by. I wish I had one of those on my head right now. If I did, I wouldn’t mind that I am sitting in an airport on Christmas Day, waiting for the delayed connection that will take me to Seattle to meet back up with my team. My Christmas visit at home was great—I was so happy, it felt like I was on heroin for two days. I suppose the lows of the return trip are worth the highs of the time at home, but sometimes I wonder.

One would think that I would be better at leaving home after Christmas by now. I’ve only had to do it for the last seven years in a row—minus the two I was not at home for Christmas at all. Unfortunately, I am not good at it. This year, I thought I was in good shape as we left for the airport, but the fact that I was leaving hit me hard when I watched my mother and brother wave good-bye from behind the glass at the gate in Kansas City. Apparently, twenty-five-year-old males are not yet emotionally developed enough to leave home without sinking into a mild depression. Perhaps life in basketball has stunted my maturation. Then again, maybe I just don’t like going back to situations that are terrible. Seriously, it’s Christmas Day. I’m supposed to be lying by the fire right now, digesting my Christmas dinner. I’m not supposed to be waiting for a connecting flight to Seattle.

I knew when I signed up for this basketball gig that one of the hazards of the occupation is missed holidays. But I suppose one can never prepare fully for the feeling of leaving any situation in which one is comfortable, whether it is Christmas Day at home or a warm bed in the morning. (Well, I guess some people can prepare—they’re called “well-adjusted.”) I do know this: when my basketball career comes to an end, I will certainly make myself enjoy a little geographical steadiness and will keep myself away from airplanes, out of hotels, and home on Christmas.

December 29

By bus, the Dakotas look a lot like Poland. Flat. And barren. The Canadian army would not have a hard time conquering this part of the world—if Canada does, in fact, have an army. I’ve had plenty of time to observe the Dakotan, er, scenery during a recent trek from Bismarck to Sioux Falls and back again. We played in North Dakota on Friday, in South Dakota on Saturday, and then again in Bismarck the following Tuesday. Again, one would think that some CBA scheduling genius could have put the two Bismarck games together so we would have to make only one long ride across the plains. Obviously, geniuses are in short supply.

With a few tweaks, the CBA could be really good. Well, tolerable, at least. But it must lose all of its talent—both athletic and administrative—to the NBA. It makes sense. The best players are called up; I would guess that the same rules apply to administrators, secretaries, and trainers. Even the best floor sweepers probably don’t last long. By the nature of a society that rewards those who succeed, a minor league’s pinnacle is mediocrity.

Regardless, to the naked eye a good CBA game is not much different from an NBA game. The players are really tall and the action is just as fast-paced. Fans do miss the recognition of stars, but I contend that teams are just as marketable—especially in cities completely bereft of any entertainment options. I now know from experience that there is nothing better to do in Yakima than to go to a minor-league basketball game.

Sadly, the CBA suffers from a shaky reputation. It has long been a holding ground for minor-league lifers—players who will probably never play in the NBA and have enormous flaws in their games. But these same players know how to win at the minor-league level, so it is difficult for a particular team to turn them away. Those who don’t fit the stereotype of the long-term failure are likely to be transient participants; players move in and out every few weeks and fans struggle to relate to an ever-changing roster.

I contend that many of the league’s problems could be solved by a good, cheap marketing plan. If revenue increased, players’ salaries would follow, attracting better players who would, in turn, attract more fans. Unfortunately, I haven’t seen many ads promoting the Sun Kings around Yakima. I feel like a weekly trip to the schools to hand out tickets might not be a bad idea. Maybe even the occasional blood drive for publicity. Or semen drive.

I came to these groundbreaking conclusions during my latest bus ride across the tundra. I would have rather been sleeping, but bus-bound rest is a near impossibility. Buses are most definitely not built with six-foot-ten-inch people in mind. Someone my size can’t sit facing forward without his knees grazing his Adam’s apple. But the seats are too lumpy to lie comfortably across. The walls of the bus are in-variably equipped with protrusions of the sort that make it impossible to rest one’s back against them, and the pairs of seats across from one another are never lined up correctly. When one tries to sleep by stretching out across the bus, his legs have to shift one direction or the other, making cramps and spasms a way of life for the duration of the attempt at slumber. The aisle, meanwhile, is just wide enough to provide a chasm into which one’s ass will forever slip. All in all, the ergonomics of the bus make trying to sleep in one like trying to sleep on a staircase.

Temperature control is often a problem as well. It is always too hot on a long bus ride. Always. I think this is due to an overcompensation for the frigid weather outside; I haven’t spent a lot of time on buses in the South—trips across Alabama notwithstanding—but I suspect that I might be onto something. Another constant is the spilled drink that makes its presence felt from the front of the bus to the back. The drink in question is always soda. Anything less sticky is simply unacceptable.

One nearly ubiquitous facet of the bus ride has actually been challenged on our trips of late: the bad movie. Generally, the people who pick bus movies think that since tastes are varied among the prospective viewers, the movie should be aimed at the lowest common denominator—no taste at all. As I said, however, we at the Yakima Sun Kings have rebelled of late. Our assistant coach, inexplicably, has decent theatrical taste—we’ve actually watched the odd good movie now and then. The phenomenon has opened up entertainment options I didn’t know existed on buses.

When I leapt into this minor league experience, I expected to hate my teammates. (I am such the optimist.) With a few exceptions, my fears have not been realized. I’ve been shocked at how well I get along with most of my compatriots. I assumed that I would be riding around on buses with sullen ex-cons. Of course, I can out-sullen nearly anyone, so perhaps that was the wrong adjective to use to describe people I wouldn’t like. At any rate, I really do like most of my teammates. How very bizarre.

Now, I cannot advance the theory that these colleagues pay much attention to the world around them. I barged into our locker room prior to a recent game to find some of my teammates embroiled in a heated debate. They could not come to a consensus regarding the number of states in our country. (That would be the United States, in case of reader confusion.) Two thought there were fifty, while the others contended that fifty-two was a more likely answer. But neither party could win the support of the other. When I arrived on the scene, the group appealed to my vast knowledge of third-grade social studies for a final answer. After an initial reaction of incredulity and, actually, indignation, I set them straight and then decided to press the issue a bit. (I am such an ass, thinking I know so much about facts that could be taught to a baboon.) So I asked whether anyone knew how many stripes are on the flag. (This, after I clued in those present to the tidbit that is the correlation between states in the Union and stars on the American flag—a shocking revelation to some. I wish I were joking.) The first response to the stripes question was thirty-three. But that hypothesis wasn’t voiced very convincingly. There were no other guesses. As we move through the season, I think I’ll keep the conversations away from history and the social sciences.

We added a player named Alex Jensen to our team recently. He is my roommate on the road now; we get along famously. It is striking how similar we are, even though he belongs to the cult that is the Mormon Church. He is like the teammates I thought I would find in college. (But didn’t.) He is just as baffled by the whole minor-league experience as I am, which is to say very baffled. Oddly, we don’t complain about our lots in life at all. That last sentence was a lie.

Alex and I spend a lot of time together. As such, I was surprised when I returned to our hotel room in Bismarck and found my nose to be immediately assailed by the pungent aroma of marijuana smoke. After a brief bout with confusion, I realized that Alex had not fired up a joint—he’s more of a Quaaludes guy. (Slander prevention: I’m joking, of course.) Two of our illustrious teammates were next door producing enough smoke to filter under the adjoining door, thoroughly devastating the air quality of our room. Skill of theirs that needs work: discreetness.

While I do have to battle the occasional contact high, my life could be worse. For most of the season, the Sioux Falls SkyForce—one of the other seven teams in the CBA—has employed a player named Korleone Young. He was recently released by the team. I took note because Korleone was a nemesis of mine in high school. He went to a much bigger high school than I did, so our meetings came only in summer AAU tournaments. Korleone and his high-profile teammates regularly thrashed my team of small-school white kids in gyms across the Midwest. Young was touted as a surefire pro; I was touted as a surefire college intramural player. (Perhaps nemesis was the wrong term earlier. “Destructive force to my basketball self-esteem” may have been more appropriate.) He went on to be a second-round NBA draft pick directly from high school. But for Korleone, the high school days and the fame they brought were the highlight of his career. Since then his stock has fallen dramatically. Meanwhile, I have gone from his whipping boy to—currently, anyway—having a much better chance at a successful professional career than he. Strange how these things work out. Despite my efforts to the contrary, I remain a vengeful bastard. As such, I take no small amount of pride in our role reversal.

I will never forget the disdain I saw in the faces of Young and his teammates back in our younger days. They were not exactly respectful to my AAU team. (Polite understatement. They rarely acknowledged our existence.) And while I joke about our skill level, we weren’t bad at all. But we were all white and none of us had scholarships waiting for us when we were sixteen. To be honest, Young and his teammates were the bullies of our AAU world. Back then, I exacted my revenge by being clever and figuring out ways to score that didn’t involve direct athletic confrontation. Now, I find satisfaction in knowing that my way worked. I kept getting better while he floundered, happy with what he had accomplished. It does pain me to admit that I take some pleasure from our changed fortunes—it’s not the most enlightened view. Then again, maybe he should have been nicer.

January 5

When we are in Yakima, a minibus takes us from the motel to practice and games. The shuttle is driven by a bearded older fellow named Paul who seems to have quite a lot of time on his hands. He is an unbelievably nice guy but is something of a hillbilly. Like many of his ilk, he has an easily stereotyped berm house surrounded by fourteen weed-covered cars in various states of disrepair. When Alex and I found out about Paul’s automobile menagerie, we asked if he might be able to find us some transportation; the man obviously has connections within the very-used-car market of Yakima, Washington. We were hoping to find a car that personified the CBA experience. Paul came through nicely. He pulled a beauty from his own domain—a 1980 Chevrolet Malibu. In maroon. Cost to us: $50. The Malibu came to Alex and me fully loaded with a blue left front fender option along with a standard child-protection lock on the driver’s-side door (i.e., it cannot be opened from the inside). It has a fully cracked windshield. I think the dealer threw in the matted dog hair on the seats for no additional charge. It suits our needs perfectly. We now have a car that seems custom-designed for the CBA.

On a recent sojourn, we noticed that our trusty maroon steed was in need of nourishment, so we pulled into a local Amoco. After some head scratching and several furrowed brows, we discovered that the gas intake was on neither the left nor the right, but in the rear under the license plate. (What a great era for car design. No engineer could have been expected to foresee that a rear-end collision might turn the vehicle into a fireball.) After locating the car’s receptacle, Alex and I began fueling the car as we watched passersby ogle our chariot. Then another engineering flaw came to light. In the rear-tank setup, the spring-loaded license plate is held away from the entry valve only by the nozzle that is doing the fueling. That night, the force of the spring was greater than the hold the nozzle had on the gas entry valve and, voilà, the nozzle popped out, spewing gasoline all over the ground…and my pants. Alex and I looked at each other, gave thanks that we were not tap-dancing on nails at the time of the incident, shrugged, and resumed the gassing process, taking care to hold the pesky license plate at bay.

January 12

I’m at a loss for words.

I usually fail when I try to express the emotions surrounding positive events in my life. For whatever reason, I am more effective when the chips are down. With that in mind, I will now attempt to describe the achievement of the one goal I have ever had.

I am now in the NBA. The Atlanta Hawks signed me to a ten-day contract.

I wish I could write that I will probably make too much out of this. In fact, I probably won’t make enough of it.

As a child, I wanted nothing more than to one day play in the NBA. I don’t know why, but being among the best basketball players in the world captured my imagination. Of course, I wanted a few other things along the way. From age six to sixteen, I expressed a desire to be a construction worker, an aeronautical engineer, and a cardiologist. Those desires never stuck. The goal to play in the NBA did.

It was a stupid goal. Kids who grow up in rural Kansas don’t ever play in the NBA. But I thought I might as well give it a try. So when my eighth-grade basketball coach sent me home with a list of drills and then asked me how long I had practiced each night, I could say, with pride, that I had been dribbling and shooting from the concrete slab underneath our deck for an hour, or an hour and a half, or two hours. My brothers and I played out the NCAA brackets in games of one-on-two. (They’re younger, and so made up the two.) I created little games to test my shooting—a shot from the short corner, a side three-pointer, a jump shot from the elbow, a three from the top of the key, and a free throw.

Of course, lost in all of this self-congratulatory bullshit is the help I had along the way. My parents never let on that my goals were idiotic ones, and my coaches never allowed me to settle for anything less than greatness. (Or at least, really-goodness.) And, along the way, I grew.

I probably wouldn’t be writing this if I were six-two. It’s possible—just not as likely. I theorize that each additional inch of height increases one’s chance to play in the NBA by an order of magnitude. Incremental changes in height are to the NBA what the Richter scale is to brick-and-mortar houses in Kazakhstan.

I should write it again: I am in the NBA. Not a tryout, or a summer league, or training camp. I am a full-fledged member of the Atlanta Hawks during the regular season. Of course, the Hawks are a sinking ship—a team adrift and without the head coach who favored cutting me at the beginning of the season. Leo Kruger was fired at Christmas-time after it became apparent that the playoff guarantee the team delivered to its season-ticket holders was not going to come to fruition. I can’t say that I was disappointed by Kruger’s departure. (I need to work on this ever-present need for vengeance.) And the Hawks could be the worst team in league history for all I care. I’m just glad they are going to let me have a uniform.

Forgive me if I seem awed, breathless, and swept away. I am. I can’t help it. I’m as happy as I have ever been. I have wanted nothing in my life more than this.

My call-up came as a complete surprise. I did know that the period when NBA teams are allowed to sign players to ten-day contracts was approaching, but I had lost track of the actual date. The NBA seemed a world away from the long bus rides of the CBA. I was in endurance mode; my goal had shrunk to lesser ones like “Get out of bed” and “Don’t kill self.”

We (the Yakima Sun Kings) played at home on a Tuesday against the Dakota Wizards. We won the game and then boarded a bus for Boise, where we would play the next night. We lay down for the “night” at 6 A. M. and slept until 12:30 or so. While Alex and I were contemplating our breakfast/lunch options in the hotel restaurant, our assistant coach sidled in wearing a beaming smile. He told me that Coach Bayno wanted to see me. I had no idea what was going on; I thought maybe he was trying to make me think I had been released. (I was functioning on very little sleep.) When he ushered me into the hotel bar where Bayno was waiting, phone in hand, I could tell that something positive had happened. Bayno handed me the phone and said, “Congratulations, buddy.” Obviously, the Hawks were on the other end—this story would not go too well with the theme here if not. I listened in disbelief as the assistant to the GM told me that the team was going to sign me to a ten-day contract.

It is quite possible that I spoke to Alex and/or one of the coaches after I got the call, but I can neither confirm nor deny such an event. My brain switched into a different mode. I sprinted down the hall of the hotel to my room and gathered my luggage. (In truth, I may have broken into a skip. There is also the distinct possibility that I pulled off a heel click à la Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins at some point.) I bid farewell to my teammates and was at the Boise airport within an hour for my 3:00 flight. Because of the most easily endured flight delay ever, I did not arrive in Atlanta until 2:30 A.M. I got to bed at 3:30 but didn’t really sleep; I knew I had to get up at 6:30 for a physical and was as excited as I had been…ever. The relaxation required for actual sleep was elusive at best. I passed my physical in the morning and was whisked off to the gym to sign my contract. I did not have to sell my soul, nor was it all an elaborate hoax, and I became a contracted NBA player. Amazing.

We (the Atlanta Hawks) have played two games since I have been in town. Both were at home, both were wins. The Paul Shirley era is off to a rousing start. I haven’t played—I don’t know if I will play. The Hawks signed me because a player who was supposed to return from an injury sooner was not ready and was put on the injured list. Additionally, a few of the Hawks’ other players are a little beaten up. So the team needed a player for practices and for game-time emergencies. That player is this guy. And that job is just fine with him.

For once, I cannot come up with anything cynical or sarcastic to write about the events of the last week. My call-up to the NBA is truly one of the most amazing events of my life, and I won’t trivialize it. So that’s it. For the next six days, I will be a player for the Atlanta Hawks. After that, I don’t know—the team could sign me to another ten-day contract or it could send me on my way. I will do my best to make sure that the former happens, but for my own sake, I will try to enjoy this dream while I am living it.
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It was set up perfectly. I had just entered the game and I had the ball. I had played one minute and twenty-three seconds the night before in Milwaukee but hadn’t found a chance to shoot the ball. Now was the time. I was in Boston, where Larry Bird and Kevin McHale had shown me via television waves the way to play basketball in the 1980s. It was not the Boston Garden—that arena had been torn down to make way for a new one with less personality and more luxury boxes—but it was close enough. With my back to the basket, I calmly took two dribbles to the middle, setting up a jump hook. I gracefully turned into what would have been my shot, but since I was in Boston, I gave my best McHale fake and turned to step through toward the basket. I left the floor with visions of glory and…threw up a complete brick. The ball didn’t even clip the rim. I guess I can’t have everything.

Yet.

(Wink.)

I was only in the game because we were getting bashed handily by the Celtics. I entered the game with four and a half minutes to play and managed to cast up four shots. None of them went in, but no one can accuse me of timidity in my first real NBA opportunity. (Incidentally, I was fouled on the aforementioned fairy-tale first shot, but I didn’t really expect a call. Referees are not generally sympathetic to a rookie twelfth man who gets his only minutes in garbage time.) I am actually kind of proud of myself. I often wear a Rage Against the Machine T-shirt that carries the following quote by Emilio Zapata: “It is better to die on your feet than to live on your knees.” And while I am not a Mexican revolutionary, and while the above quote is both overkill and overused, I do figure if I get the ball, I may as well shoot it.

I find myself suppressing smiles these days. While sitting on the bench during a game or standing on the sideline during practice, a realization that I am finally in the NBA hits. The result: the overwhelming urge to break into a huge grin—not an impulse I often have. Thankfully, I am usually able to successfully stave off reactions of jubilation and maintain the illusion that I belong here. (Or at least the illusion that I am maintaining the illusion.) Actually, such moments are not new to me. During my freshman year of college, I would often find myself reacting in the same way I do now—with complete amazement. (This was, of course, before I became spoiled by it all, back when the idea of playing for a Big 12 basketball program was the beall and end-all.) I’m glad that I remain capable of such childish glee. And I’m heartened that I never became overwhelmed and was able to achieve goals I never though possible as a skinny college freshman.

The achievement of one’s goals is like the progression of dating. None of us is ever really satisfied. Let’s say I spy a girl waiting in line at a music store. She’s beautiful—tall, with brown hair and blue eyes. Since I’m ready to leave, I get in line behind her. I make a remark about the band on the T-shirt she’s wearing. She turns slightly, laughs, and brushes the hair out of her eyes. Inside, I’m jubilant; she hasn’t given me the “I have a boyfriend” stare-down, so I have a chance. I introduce myself. We make small talk. She dawdles after paying, and I walk with her to the parking lot. She gives me her number and then drives away. For a moment, I am ecstatic. If a fellow music store customer had told me that I would end up with the beauty’s phone number, I would have (1) asked him for advice, and (2) made a self-deprecating remark about my ability to approach strangers.

I call her, we go out. During dinner, I can think of nothing except to wonder how I might be able to kiss this girl at the end of the night. I can’t concentrate on the conversation; I just want to know if she likes me. I walk her to her apartment. I consider my move as we chat nervously. (I have a Y chromosome and so have no real ability to read her emotions. She might be nervous or she might hate me. I can’t tell.) She stands on the first step and I move in. If, back at the restaurant, our waiter had told me that I would now be kissing this gorgeous creature, I would have (1) asked him for advice and (2) slapped him for speaking in such a way about a lady.

We make plans to meet at a bar with some friends one night. After a few drinks, she’s sitting on my lap. She whispers in my ear that it is time for me to walk her home. I do and then follow dutifully up the same stairs where I kissed her a week earlier. I wander around her apartment, looking idly at pictures, and wonder how I’m going to segue from whatever conversation we are about to have into a trip into her bedroom. She returns from the kitchen. I grab her hand and tell her that I am going to give her a tour of her own apartment. We collapse on the bed and before we know what has happened, everyone is naked. If back at the bar…well, I think I’ve made myself clear.

For now, just being in the NBA is plenty. But every achievement is quickly lost in the quest for the next. Which is good. Without short memories, we would accomplish nothing. We would be content with whatever we had just done. Without a short memory, my basketball career would never have made it this far…and I never would have had sex with the girl in the story.

After my first few days in Atlanta, I realized that I was facing a clothing shortage. When I got the call from the Hawks, I was on a CBA road trip. I didn’t exactly have time to peruse my closet for the choicest clothing selections before my trip to Atlanta. This made the requisite dressing up for games and plane rides somewhat difficult. Because I had packed for a ten-day CBA trip, I did have enough extraneous items—socks, underwear, and the like. But I was lacking in the real clothes department—I had only a pair of khakis and two decent shirts. And those were last-minute additions; I had planned to wear my new Yakima Sun Kings sweats for about 85 percent of the trip. (The semi-nice clothes were packed only because my minor-league road trip was supposed to include a trip to the CBA all-star game. Which is like being named a cover model for a plus-size fashion magazine. Vogue it is not.)

By my second game with the Hawks, I had exhausted my clothing options and so felt that it was time to embark on a shopping trip in order to save myself the public ridicule that was sure to follow if I pulled the wear-the-same-dress (Seinfeld reference) routine. I did some research and learned that there was an Eddie Bauer store in a mall near my hotel in Atlanta. Because half of my wardrobe comes from Mr. Bauer’s racks—due to their remarkably vast selection of clothes that fit six-foot-ten guys—I was pleased, and set off on a quest for some items that would open up my options. I braved the Atlanta subway (aka the moving homeless hotel) and found the correct mall. Upon arrival, a pleasant-enough man asked me—while I was staring with puzzlement at a color-coded mall map—if I needed help. “Why, yes,” I said, “the phone book says that there is an Eddie Bauer at this mall…but I don’t see it on the map.” He knowingly replied, “Oh, that closed a while back.” Strike one. I moved on to the next option: Macy’s. Uppity stores like Macy’s no longer have a presence in Topeka, so I was not particularly familiar with the chain. But I thought I could fake my way through the encounter. I sauntered into the men’s department, only to have a man there tell me that not only did they not have anything that would fit me, but that I would fail everywhere else in the mall. Strike two. I was becoming somewhat flustered: we had a game in a few hours and I did not have time to be wandering around malls aimlessly.

From the depths of my memory, I remembered a time when, by some fluke, I had found some clothes at the Gap. I dodged some teenage loiterers and found my next potential savior. The racks were filled with clothes neither large nor long. In fact, I think a pathetic Napoleon may have taken the reins at the Gap and decided to seek retribution on all larger examples of humanity—not only were the clothes too small, they weren’t even close. Strike three. (This baseball analogy would be useful only if someone changed the rules and it took five or six strikes to strike out.) I was getting desperate. My next plan involved homage to one of my college coaches, Larry Eustachy, and the mock turtleneck he wore for games. Or at least a long-sleeved T-shirt. I didn’t think that two sporting goods stores would fail me. But they did, miserably. (Am I already at strikes four and five?) At the end of my mental rope, in a foggy, recycled-air-induced haze, I thought, “What the hell, I can wear a plain T-shirt with khakis.” I found a five-for-$20 stand at another store and finally secured a few well-crafted selections. So what if the next road trip was to Milwaukee? It isn’t cold there in January.

The beauty of the whole situation is that because I am in the NBA, if I wear a ring-necked T-shirt, everyone will assume that I paid $35 for it at Kenneth Cole. They have no idea it cost me $3.99 at a mall chain store that doesn’t exactly specialize in dress clothes. And so I wore my new shirts with pride and survived the next few days without any further wardrobe problems. And that was great, for shirts. My pants options were limited to khaki or khaki, which was fine, because I’m white and middle-class and think that khaki pants will go with anything. But I ran into a snag when I woke up the morning after the game in Boston to find a mysterious oily stain on the left thigh of my one pair of decent pants. I solved the problem temporarily by carrying my laptop bag in front of me on the left side anytime I had to move—from the bus to the plane, and so on. When we arrived in San Antonio that afternoon, I summoned a hotel worker and sent my pants off to be dry-cleaned. My trousers came back the next morning. I was quite pleased with my efficiency—my pants had been on the disabled list, but they were going to get healthy just in time for the game. But, alas, the healing process had gone awry. Someone in the laundry room had allowed me to keep the stain and had added a random hole for no extra charge. I was nonplussed. I called the service people and told them my story. They were quite agreeable and—after an hour or so—called back to ask for a quote. At first I thought they wanted to hear some Shakespeare, but the lady quickly righted me and said they needed to know how much the pants had cost. She didn’t care what I said next. I could have said $100, $150—she wouldn’t have minded. The hotel’s cleaning was done by an outside firm, so my quote wasn’t going to come out of her employer’s coffers. So, of course, I said, “Oh, $40.” I hung up the phone and immediately gave myself an internal verbal lashing. But I got over it and found a nice big and tall men’s store nearby and found the exact same pair of khakis. For $55.

While suiting up for our game in Milwaukee, I heard some shouting and carrying on next door. It sounded like a maintenance man was being whipped for insubordination. In fact, a Bucks player was leading members of both teams in a religious service. As previously noted, I struggle with the embrace of religion in sports, but I have learned that it is part of the circus. (In Yakima, our coach—prior to leading us in prayer—said exactly the following on several occasions: “Let’s go get these motherf——s! Now let us pray.”) Whether or not religion is appropriate to the basketball court is not my current debate. It would be a good one to have; right now, though, I’m more worried about whether I will see some sinning. I made it to the NBA. I want to see some NBA behavior. I need to watch a player use the halftime break to snort cocaine out of a bathroom stall. I want to see—or at least hear about—a pregame rendezvous with multiple groupies. Allow me to catch wind of some kind of scandalous behavior. Teammates I had in college were not afraid to come to practice drunk or to kick the odd policeman in the teeth from time to time; it doesn’t seem too much to ask for the exaggerated version now. Instead, I get pregame prayer groups. I’d like to see the real NBA now. While all this religion and saintly behavior probably looks great on television, it is not nearly as interesting as one might think.

I am learning that most NBA players understand the stakes. Each player knows that one mistake could jeopardize his next contract. Beyond that, he understands how important the public-relations machine is. A lack of godliness on the part of a particular player could result in one fewer endorsement contract. Opportunity cost, as it were.

There is some debauchery—it just goes on behind doors that are closed to me. Groupies exist. They are not, however, awaiting the team in the hotel when we arrive at the next hotel. Believe me, I’ve been paying attention. Instead, it seems that most groupie action happens thanks to careful planning. For example, when we arrived in Milwaukee, someone with a decidedly feminine voice was waiting for the player staying immediately to my right in the hotel. And I don’t think she was his girlfriend. Nor do I think that the moaning I heard was caused by a deep-tissue massage.

The NBA experience is rather amazing (I think I may have mentioned that), but there are some depressing aspects. It really is great…as long as I don’t have to be around other NBA players too much. Most of them are decent enough fellows, but there is something missing. And I think that “something” is the ability to relate to the average person. It is apparent that many of them were really good guys at one point but have become so jaded by an insular lifestyle that they now cannot remember what it was like to be just another guy. I relate the following as evidence of the problem: I sat in the locker room, preparing to watch another game while wearing a uniform. As I anxiously anticipated another pregame warm-up, I spoke to Shareef Abdur-Rahim, who is one of the Hawks I like and admire the most, while he idly opened some mail. He found a huge manila envelope, tore it open, cursorily examined the contents, and then tossed everything in the trash. I asked him what he was doing. He said that he had just thrown away the letters that fans sent him. I was taken aback and was offended enough to say, “You realize that people took time to write you those letters, and you just disregarded all of them.” He thought about it, looked at me, and said, “Yeah, that just doesn’t make any sense, does it? It’s sad, but I do it anyway.” I could tell that he regretted it, but I certainly did not see him digging through the trash to retrieve his fan mail.

It is true that I do not know what it is like to be a star in the NBA. I can’t understand the pressures or demands. But in my opinion, if a person cannot even take the time to open a note from a fan and give it a glance (and this doesn’t even address answering that mail), then he may need to rethink his priorities.

On a more positive note, I have been extremely impressed by the bag-handling procedures in the NBA. Before each road game, a bellman from the hotel in which we are staying comes to my door and says, “Bag pickup.” Then he actually takes my bag and puts it on the bus. After the game, someone else takes my bag and puts it on the plane. The reverse is true as well. I never have to handle my own luggage, except to move it to and from the bus at the beginning and end of our trips. Will wonders never cease?

In truly fantastic news, the Hawks have decided that they haven’t had their fill of me after ten days and have decided to sign me to another ten-day contract. Yippee! (Remember, I do not use exclamation points lightly.)
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The sequence of events regarding the signing of my second ten-day contract went something like this…





	Thursday,
San Antonio
, 4 P.M.:

	Atlanta Hawks general manager Pete Babcock to me: “Paul, we are going to sign you to another ten-day contract when this one is up. Yours expires on Saturday; since we won’t practice on Sunday, we’ll sign you on Monday.”



	Sunday,
 Atlanta,
 2 P.M.:
 	Atlanta Hawks assistant coach Steve Henson states the following upon finding me in the weight room on our off day: “Chris [assistant to the general manager] will be in tomorrow before the game to get your contract signed.”



	Monday,
 Atlanta,
 9 A.M.:
 	Assistant to the general manager Chris Grant appears in the locker room. He produces my next ten-day contract and then says, “Hang out for ten minutes and then we’ll get this signed; I have to go talk to Coach Stotts real quick.”



	Monday,
 Atlanta,
 9:10 A.M.:
 	Head coach Terry Stotts calls me into his office. “Well, Paul, we’re not going to sign you just yet. We’re not cutting you; we’re just not signing you.” Stotts and Grant explain that the Hawks’ starting shooting guard, Ira Newble, has some knee inflammation. The team does not fully understand the state of his injury. They apologize and tell me that I will have to wait a day until they learn whether Newble’s injury warrants rest. If it does, they will have to find a guard to sign to a ten-day contract. If his knee is okay, I will be $30,000 and ten more days in the NBA richer. I watch the afternoon’s game against Chicago in street clothes from behind the bench. I am nervous, confused, and apprehensive.



	Monday,
 Atlanta,
 4:30 P.M.:

	Chris Grant calls my hotel room and tells me that no determination has been made. The team doctor wants to check Newble’s knee on Tuesday morning.



	Tuesday,
 Atlanta,
 9:30 A.M.:
 	I bravely march into Coach Stotts’ office and ask him about the situation. He says, “We don’t know yet, Paul, so go ahead and dress for practice and we will let you know.”



	Tuesday,
 Atlanta,
 10:15 A.M.:

	Chris Grant finds me on the practice court and tells me that Newble’s injury is going to require the team to “shut him down” for seven to ten days. They will have to find a guard to replace him. I will not be signing a second ten-day contract. Grant continues tospeak, but my brain ceases to function, so I cannot accurately report on the remainder of his soliloquy.



	Tuesday,
 Atlanta,
 10:45 A.M.:

	I remove my practice gear and make a humiliating walk through the locker room. I give my now-former teammates my best wishes and, miraculously, manage to leave without saying anything I would later regret. Or assaulting anyone.






And so I am, once again, unemployed.
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Now that I don’t have a job to which I need to attend, I have time for more mundane activities, like watching my thirteen-year-old brother play basketball. When I journeyed to Perry-Lecompton Middle School to do just that, the ghost of Luke Fergus appeared before me. Luke Fergus was the kid every middle school class has—the man among boys. When we were both in seventh grade, he had hair in all sorts of strange places, the likes of which I would not see for at least three years. He had muscles bulging where I had smooth little-boy skin. He could run and jump and generally looked like an athlete; I was still somewhat baffled by the dueling basketball concepts of offense and defense.

As the game began, the inspiration for my flashback to my own middle school days took position opposite my brother Tom, his overdeveloped triceps pushing out of his size medium wash-and-wear jersey. And, alas, like so many years ago, the Perry Kaws jumped out to a commanding lead—eight to four. But in the end my fears were unfounded. Tom’s opponent was, in fact, that more common form of over-testosteroned thirteen-year-old—the one who looks good in a uniform but can’t actually play. Tom’s side pulled its act together after the shaky start and ended the game on a 54–15 run that culminated in a thirty-five-point victory. And so my brother did not have to suffer the same humiliation that I did in seventh grade. Back then, we had no experience on which to draw, and little (or big, as it were) Luke Fergus showed us a thing or two about the game of basketball and, in the process, decimated our team.

There is more to the story.

We finished that seventh grade campaign with a discouraging 3–7 record. Our eighth-grade season would not bring much success either, but we did exact our revenge against one Luke Fergus in the very gym where I would later watch my brother Tom play. That afternoon, we carried our unvictorious eighth-grade record proudly into the Kaws’ arena, hoping to avenge the loss of the year before. I was fearful of another thrashing at the hands of young master Fergus and his comrades, but my trepidation was unwarranted. My rival had already done all of his growing. And most of my teammates (author not included) had done some maturing of their own in the previous year. As mentioned, testosterone remained a foreign substance within my own body. At five foot nine and perhaps ninety-five pounds, I was barely considered a full-fledged human. But my coaches had noticed that I had developed some hint of ball-handling ability and had (mercifully, for all those viewing one of our games) moved me to point guard. I learned a lot about the game of basketball that year—mostly that being responsible for advancing the ball down the court every time is not an enviable task. I learned one more thing that night in Perry—that muscles and hairy armpits do not guarantee success on the basketball court.

My team was a well-oiled machine. For one evening. We shrugged off the pressure of (what seemed like) a brutally hostile environment and played with a fierceness not previously seen (by our parents). Late in the game, we made some key plays and walked off the court with our first, and only, win of the year. I finished the game with twenty-three points, a career high that would stand until my junior year of high school, and a tremendous feeling of satisfaction. I knew that I had overcome my pre-pubescent lack of athletic ability and had beaten the five-foot-ten behemoth that was Luke Fergus. All he really had going for him was muscles, zits, and the need for daily deodorant use. In the end, those may have helped him with the eighth-grade girls, but they did not make him a lock for success on the court.

There is probably something profound to be found in the above tale—a relation to my current situation, perhaps. Maybe something about how I will overcome rejection by the Hawks, just like I helped my Jefferson West Middle School Tigers overcome the Perry Kaws so long ago. But that seems like a stretch. Right now, I am more concerned with figuring out my next basketball destination.

When I arrived home from Atlanta, I had time enough to walk through the door before being greeted with a note that said, “Call Keith. Urgent.” I made the call. My agent told me that a Spanish team was interested in securing my basketball services for the remainder of the year. He did not know the details exactly but wondered if I would be interested. Since I am always open to the prospect of a trans-Atlantic trip on short notice, I assented and told him to gather some information.

I awoke the next morning ready to contemplate my future, still trying to convince myself that, since I had never actually possessed it, I had not actually lost $30,000 because of the turn of events that had prevented the signing of a second ten-day contract with the Hawks. Keith rang in with news that the Spanish team in question was headquartered in a town just outside of Barcelona. The team’s situation was an odd one. Their American player, Maceo Baston, had left Spain under the pretense that his father was sick. I was shocked at what I was hearing—Maceo Baston is not spelled Macy O’Baston. All this time I’d thought he was an Irishman. My whole worldview was shaken.

The team, Joventut (that’s SJUE-ven-too, for those playing at home), had not heard from Baston in about three weeks and needed a replacement. Keith’s Spanish contact told him that they wanted to sign me to a month’s contract, with the understanding that I would be signed through the end of the year as soon as the team got out from under Baston’s contract. If for some reason this did not happen, the team would pay me an additional sum of money at the end of one month and send me home. I considered this treasure trove of information and spoke with Keith again that night. Because the team was asking me to go on faith regarding the balance of the year, he thought he might be able to negotiate an out clause, which would allow me to return to the United States if an NBA team called in the next month. He told me to think about it for the night and then tell him in the morning. He woke me up on Sunday morning prepared to talk to the Spaniards. He wanted to know if I was willing to go, contingent upon him getting this out clause. The Spanish would want me to leave on Monday morning, so decision time was impending. As soon as I hung up with Keith, Coach Bill Bayno called from Yakima. We had spoken earlier in the week about me returning to my CBA team. At the time, I had asked about the situation there. He told me that he really “had a good rotation” and “felt good about the chemistry” that he had. Essentially, he told me that the team was doing fine without me. I can understand that; I do have a history of really mucking up the chemistry of teams, with my me-first, everyone-else-can-go-to-hell attitude.

When I spoke with Bayno Sunday morning, he reiterated what he had said earlier in the week. He told me that he might be able to “squeeze me in” but that he really “liked the rotation right now.” Okay, loud and clear. I am not wanted in Yakima. Got it. I left the conversation with Bayno feeling pretty good about a trip to sunny Barcelona. But, after some thought and discussion, I decided that I could leave the country only if I retained the ability to return if called by an NBA team. I told Keith that if he could negotiate an NBA buyout clause until March 1, I would go. (In theory, if an NBA team such as the Hawks called, I could buy out my contract by returning some of my salary to the team and leave at any time, but only until March 1—differing from Keith’s proposal, which would have given us only one chance to leave: on March 1 specifically.) And so I waited.

Let us review. I had said that if the team agreed to my terms, I would be willing to leave for Spain the next day. (Remember that half my worldly possessions were in a motel room in Yakima.) If Keith called back and said that the team had given the plan the go-ahead, I would be bound by my word to leave. I was a little nervous when I picked up the phone. Unfortunately (or maybe fortunately—we’ll see), the team’s front office did not like our proposal. No beach time in Barcelona for me, apparently.

February 13

The UPS man had no idea of the effect his delivery would have on my life. I was outside playing with the family dog when his magical brown truck made an appearance. (I say magical because a visit from the UPS truck is always cause for excitement out in gravel-road land.) He carried an overnight letter from Atlanta—my paycheck from the Hawks. I promptly began trying to guess what would be to the right of “Pay to the order of…” Since the contents of that envelope ultimately influenced my next destination, I will be forthright. I’d signed a ten-day contract worth $30,150. As I tore open my prize, I guessed—pessimistically—that I would end up with $20,000 after taxes. Realistically, I thought I would get $22,000 or $23,000. (Note that I thought that this check might be the only real money I would make for the year—my few weeks in the CBA did not augment my bank account significantly.) When I looked at the check itself, the first number that leapt off the page was $3,500. I thought, “Oh, they are going to pay me in installments. That’s not as exciting, but whatever.” Not so much. That was the first deduction—some kind of NBA escrow penalty, which has something to do with the NBA’s luxury tax. I do not understand the ins and outs of it; I know only that I will never see that money again. My gaze next fell to the net pay line at the bottom of the stub. I nearly had an aneurysm: $13,800. What the #*%@? I felt like someone had kicked me square in the genitals. I actually had to lie down and put on some music so that I could digest the news.

I had spoken the day before with both my agent and with Bill Bayno. (I should seriously consider employing a secretary.) Bayno had called in the morning and asked me when I was coming back to Yakima. This confused me; I mumbled something regarding the disdain he had shown for my return. He told me that the team had wanted me back all along and that he had just needed some time to sort things out. Like a battered wife, I decided then that I would tentatively plan to return to the Northwest the next Monday, contingent on Keith’s approval. But as soon as I got off the phone with B.B., Keith called from somewhere in the world. (I think the man is actually in his office about thirty minutes a day.) He had just spoken with the CBA office to find out if the Sun Kings had any hold on me. In the CBA’s somewhat questionable view, Yakima did in fact have my “rights” until that very day; the team had been informed of its rights that morning. (Which explained Bayno’s call to me and subsequent explanation/ groveling session, as well as why he had earlier been pushing me to go to Spain—he did not really want me back, but he didn’t really want anyone else in the CBA to have me either.) So I was bound to Yakima and, unbeknownst to me, had been so since my ten-day contract with the Hawks expired. (Evidently this is why people always say to read the fine print on a contract.) Keith mentioned offhandedly that the team in Spain was now willing to guarantee the remainder of the year and was probably willing to pay the buyout to which the CBA was entitled. (Because I was still property of the Yakima Sun Kings, a foreign team would have to pay $25,000 to get my “rights.”) I thought nothing of it at the time, because my mind had committed to finishing my exile in Yakima as best I could. But then the UPS truck came.

I realize that $13,800 is a lot of money for ten days’ work. However, it is not all that much if it has to last a person an entire year. I also realize that I was somehow mistakenly put in the Rupert Murdoch tax bracket and that I will be refunded some of the $10,500 I contributed to the state and federal governments. But I don’t enjoy giving out fourteen-month interest-free loans. Part of the motivation behind a return to Yakima was the possibility of another ten-day NBA contract. I thought at the time that two of them would make for a good year’s work. And if I could secure another ten-day, it was possible that a team might sign me through the end of the season. It could happen—someone might be desperate for replacements after his entire team contracted the Ebola virus.

That Friday night I was torn. But I thought I should find out what my options were, so Saturday morning I called Keith to have him find out if the Spanish team was still interested and would be willing to pay the CBA buyout. He told me that I had to decide if I would be willing to go if that were the case—that we would have to commit to that course of action if the team assented. (I really don’t know why he continued to act with such gravitas toward the situation. I was starting to feel like I was in the Old West, with all the word-giving. Keith’s seriousness made me think that backing out on the Spanish team was going to result in them sending Boba Fett after me.) I thought about it some more, and some more, and some more. (I do have an engineering degree, remember, and we engineering types are not prone to snap judgments.) On Sunday afternoon, I told Keith that if the team would buy out my CBA contract and would still guarantee my contract through the end of the season, I would go to Barcelona. I justified my decision with the thought that the trip to Spain would allow me more freedom in the summer, at which point I can do what I want with regard to my basketball career. If I feel that the NBA is still worth chasing, I can do that without feeling like I should be a responsible human and take money offered to me from European teams. And so, I waited for a phone call. Again. It came, Keith told me they had agreed, and I got ready to go to Barcelona to join the team I had spurned a week earlier.

February 10

There was one problem with my theoretical trip to Spain: most of my possessions were still in Yakima, Washington. Because of some further bureaucratic hassles regarding the transfer of my rights from the CBA, I had three days after the end of negotiations to prepare for a change of address. (My new Spanish team was able to buy my contract at half price because Coach Bayno—true to what he had told me at the outset of my stint in Yakima—waived the team’s share of the buyout. Cheers to him.) I thought the extra time might allow me to have some important items shipped overnight from Washington—my midgets and amputees porn collection, my lube, and all the rest. I spoke with the team trainer, Kyla McDaniel, whom I had found to be one of the few coherent employees of the Sun Kings, and told herabout my problem. She put me in touch with the team’s front office. It appeared to me that the process had been set into fluid motion. I wanted only a few items sent, namely, some of the limited clothing options I own. My plan called for someone to go to my motel room and call me, whereupon I could direct that person regarding the items to pack.

When I finally got the call, I heard the friendly voice of Paul the Bus Driver—the utility infielder who had loaned/sold us the Chevy Malibu. Paul the B.D. is a great guy, but he is a little, well, old and isn’t exactly detail-oriented. I asked him if he was in my motel room with my things. He said, “Well, I’ve got your stuff, but someone just threw it all in three trash bags and gave it to me, so I’ll have to dig through them to find what you want.” Resigned to my fate, I told him what I wanted and hoped for the best. Amazingly, he came through. The items I needed arrived Wednesday morning, boxed up just as ordered. Score another one for the old folks.

I spoke with the general manager of DKV Joventut on Wednesday. She told me that my flight was the next morning at 10:15 A.M., informed me that I would be flying business class across the ocean—producing an inner cheer from me—and wished me a good trip. She e-mailed an itinerary, which I quickly printed before rushing to the bookstore and loading up on the requisite guides to Barcelona and Spain. I retired for the night in an uncharacteristically positive state, emboldened by my previous European experience.

It snowed that night, so after readying myself for the trip in the morning, I checked Delta Airlines’ Web site at about 7:10 A.M. to make sure my flight would not be delayed or canceled. My subsequent inner dialogue follows:

“That’s strange, this doesn’t show a 10:15 flight to Cincinnati. And here’s my flight number, flight 1018. But it says, ‘Boarding.’ I’d better check that itinerary she sent…. Oh, [insert string of curse words here], I’m about to miss my [insert similar string of words here] flight.”

My flight was at 7:15. I am no genius, but I do know this: it takes longer than four minutes to drive from Detlor Acres in Grantville, Kansas, to the Kansas City airport. Like an hour and a half longer. In my efficiency the day before, I had not even looked at the itinerary e-mailed my way. I had filed the time given to me over the phone by my Spanish contact as incontrovertible fact and had put the itinerary in my backpack, for use at the airport.

The good news: I now have a pretty good idea what a heart attack must feel like. I very nearly passed out on my feet when I discovered that I was about to miss my flight. When I realized the depth of my stupidity, I immediately called the general manager from Joventut. She, of course, did not answer. Thinking quickly, I left her a well-reasoned, eloquent message: “Hi. It’s Paul Shirley…IamsostupidandI missedmyflightpleasecallmeandtellmewhattodookaythanksbye.” I next called Delta and made my case. Shockingly, Ms. Phone-Line Reservation Lady saved me. She managed to find a 9:55 Northwest flight through Detroit that would get me to New York in time to make my original connection. I rejoiced, and immediately regretted my call to the Joventut GM. She’d never needed to know of my idiocy. Or at least she didn’t need the early warning.

My father and I arrived at the airport with just enough time to spare. I waited in line at the Northwest counter (my new airline), glad that the day’s stress was behind me. When I got to the front of the line, the unhelpful fellow behind the counter got my boarding pass ready and then said, “How are you going to pay for this?” (Cut to: confused face on me.) I told him that the Delta phone lady had told me that my ticket would transfer just fine. “Well then, I need that ticket.” (Cut to: slightly panicked face.) “You were supposed to go to Delta and get the paper ticket before coming here.” (Cut to: really panicked face.) Theoretically, I had thirty minutes to get to a different concourse, grab the ticket, come back, check my bags, and board the flight to Detroit. I was told it would be faster to walk, so I set off. (It should be noted that whoever designed the Kansas City airport mistakenly thought it would be cute to leave the concourses disconnected.)

Midway into my trek through the ice, snow, and biting wind, as the shoes I was wearing—shoes I had not really worn before—tore into my Achilles, I was ready to give up on the entire trip. (My usual footwear had not made it into the box sent from Yakima.) But I had to find some warmth anyway, so I pressed on to the B concourse. When I got to the Delta counter, this nice gay guy laughed and laughed at the idea that I would get back in time for my Northwest flight. He found a seat on a Delta flight to Atlanta at 10:25 but could not access it. I thought about asking, “Why then, sir, do you have that computer? How is it helping?” But I doubted that such an outburst would help my cause, and held my tongue. He told me that he would work on “accessing it” and that I should go back and retrieve my bags from the Northwest counter. He also told me to hurry or I would miss the new Delta flight as well. I hiked back through the snow and found my bewildered father waiting with questions. He was a good sport about my own stupidity, and we made it onto an inter-concourse bus and found our way back to the Delta counter. Apparently, the man behind the counter found the icon labeled “Magic Seat Release” and so was able to find a spot for me. My bags were checked, I said good-bye to my father, and I got on an airplane, resolving to pay close attention to itineraries sent my way in the future.

When flying over oceans, first class is the way to go. Actually, I should write “business class.” My seatmate felt the need to correct me repeatedly on the issue. I know this: the only people in front of my section were the pilots. The food was exquisite and the legroom was extravagant. I love first, er, business class.

I arrived in Barcelona somewhat dazed. I would best liken the condition after an all-day travel schedule to the feeling one has when one wakes up from the anesthetic after surgery—that is, like one wants to shoot oneself. Personally, in both cases, I seem to be unable to remember that I ever previously felt normal…or even human.

I was met at the airport by several Spaniards, including the woman to whom I had spoken on the phone. Others in the contingent were carrying cameras and microphones. I was surprised; I had not known that my arrival was going to be newsworthy. No mention was made of the flight scheduling mixup. (I had actually forgotten; it seemed like it had been a week since I had left Kansas.) (Okay, a week is an exaggeration. Two days, perhaps.) From the airport, I was whisked off to a hospital for a physical. It was the most in-depth physical ever experienced by man. I was at the hospital for six and a half hours. If the doctors missed something, that something is undetectable by current diagnostic devices and procedures. My day consisted of the following, as best as I can recall (there is no accounting for the time I was asleep in the MRI machine; who knows what really happened then): blood work, physical measurements down to the respective widths of my arms and legs, elbows and knees, wrists and ankles, and the diameter of my head; a treadmill test complete with a tube that measured oxygen consumption (I endured a Spaniard punching a hole in my earlobe every three minutes while I was running, from which he drew blood to measure lactic acid buildup); a shower; an echocardiogram; an electrocardiogram (I honestly did not know the difference until then); MRIs on both knees; a hearing test; a vision test with the E’s pointing in different directions, kindergarten-style; X-rays on every part of my body (no lie—like forty X-rays, starting at my toes and working up from there); a general physical examination by a doctor who spoke next to no English; and, of course, a drug test. During this extravaganza, I ate two meals at the hospital and became dangerously close to falling asleep on my feet. But it was all worth it when I was pronounced healthy and sent on my way. (It wasn’t really worth it. It just seemed like a way out of the story.)

Next stop was the Joventut arena and offices. I was duly impressed by the fact that the offices were in the arena—in Greece my team’s offices were set up in a makeshift office building accessible only by some secret elevator. (In fact, I never did know how to get to the Greek team’s offices; I was always taken there as if I were a hostage who could not be allowed navigational knowledge. Minus the black hood, although that would have been awesome.) I signed a contract with Joventut after some rather tedious hassles with the federation known as USA Basketball. Apparently I was supposed to get clearance from the organization before signing a contract in another country. Another way for a middleman to filch $100 from athletes.

After we settled my eligibility, I was taken to my apartment. Not only was the bed made, but someone had actually stocked my kitchen with essentials—milk, bread, lunch meat, and the like. I was flabber-gasted. It was a welcome change from Greece, where I’d spent the first five weeks of my time in a hotel room with only the selections at the restaurant downstairs available to me. (I’d never known that lamb could be used in an omelet.)

I dropped off my bags and learned about the workings of my domicile and then the team officials in charge of apartment orientation took me back to the gym for practice. I was working on two hours of sleep over the previous thirty-six, but I managed to survive without embarrassing myself completely. Afterward, I drove “my” car back to the apartment to collapse.

Before I passed out, I noticed that my apartment has three bedrooms—with a fourth that contained only an ironing board—along with two bathrooms, a kitchen, dining area and living room, and a balcony, from which I can observe the Mediterranean Sea, which is all of three-quarters of a mile from my apartment. The view is absolutely spectacular.

I also noticed that my car is a Neon. Can’t win them all.

February 16

My washing machine and I had a little spat yesterday. I wanted it to (surprise) wash some clothes; it wanted to soak them for approximately twelve hours. The instructions on the dials are in Spanish, but one would assume that a reasonably intelligent person such as myself would be able to figure out the implication of phrases like “algodon blanco normal” or “centrifugo intensivo.” I don’t think the language barrier is the problem. The problem is possessiveness on the part of my washing machine. Once the clothes start, they cannot be coaxed out until they are finished. That is, until Mr., er, Señor Washing Machine decides they’re finished. The washer is front-loading, with a round porthole of glass so I could see my clothes in all their immobility. I just couldn’t do anything about their static state. I punched buttons and twirled knobs. Still they rested, marinating in the vile combination of their own filth and some foreign detergent I had purchased. The machine, of course, would not allow me to open the door; to do so would have resulted in a minor flooding disaster in my kitchen. After a time, the machine randomly decided to accept the terms of my cease-fire and drained itself, allowing me to free my whites from its grasp. Unfortunately, they were never allowed the benefit of a spin cycle or a rinse. (Which is understandable—my clothes were in the machine for only half a day.) I was unfazed by the soap bubbles and dripping wetness and threw the clothes in the dryer for what turned out to be a 140-minute drying cycle. But, a day after I started, they smell okay and appear to be wearable. I need nothing more.

Unfortunately for me, while I was dealing with all of the clothes cleansing, someone broke into my apartment and replaced my legs with those of a fifty-five-year-old woman. The timing was unfortunate because the theft occurred the night before my first game with Joventut. During the game it truly felt like I was carrying around ten-kilogram weights in both shoes. I could barely move. (Okay, another exaggeration, I could move a little. More accurately, I could move, but only enough to be bad at most everything I tried.) I am not sure what the problem was. My team practices a lot more than I am used to in the CBA or NBA, but in those leagues we sometimes played four nights a week, so I cannot really point to overuse as the problem. Perhaps I am getting soft in my old age. Despite the condition of my legs, we managed to win. I contributed ten points, but only because our coach let me play through my blatant shoddiness.

At one point in the game, I participated in the following series of events: Receive the ball on the post, travel. Blow a defensive rotation on the other end. Receive the ball on the wing in an isolation play drawn up specifically for me and…travel. Next offensive possession, get fouled, and miss both free throws. Good times. As I mentioned, we did win, so I guess I should not be too worried. But in European basketball, one’s status is always a little tenuous, especially at the beginning of one’s stay. An American never really knows when he might have a Ricky Vaughn experience and find the proverbial pink slip in his locker.

After the game, I agreed to meet one of my teammates, a Croatian fellow named Nikola Radulovic, at a restaurant near our respective places of residence. He told me to go ahead, that he wasn’t going to eat and would be along in half an hour or so.

(Side note: Because of my lifestyle, I now think nothing of walking into a restaurant and asking for a table for one. I find it to be an interesting sociological experiment. The other patrons don’t quite know what to make of the solo act. “Hmm, what’s that really tall guy doing here all alone? He doesn’t look like a leper or anything. I wonder why he’s speaking a different language. Oh well, back to my flan.”) While in a relatively foul mood because of my earlier bastardization of the game of basketball, I managed to find the restaurant and placed an order. I ate; Nikola didn’t show. I ordered dessert, to stall for time—I thought I had misunderstood his broken English. Maybe he had actually said he would be along in an hour. My dessert was an ice-cream like substance covered with a chocolate shell—a shell that was of nearly the same Rockwell hardness as masonry. So, there I was, alone in a restaurant in a foreign country, futilely attacking some hateful dessert with all the weaponry available to me, waiting for a damned Croat, all the while observing the Spaniards around me as they made furtive glances my way. But since I couldn’t give up and leave the restaurant in a disdainful sprint, I took a deep breath and called the waitress over for help with my dessert. She said, “Es muy frio.” (It’s very cold.) I smiled and thought, “Really, you nitwit?” She presented no solution, so I waited. It finally melted a little, my Slavic teammate finally showed his face, and everyone was happy.

Sometime before worrying about my companionship for dinner, I was the target of a racist comment. At least I think I was. It happened while I was on the court before the game, warming up by myself. (Me, alone: common theme.) One of the opposition’s assistant coaches came over to say hello in semi-broken English. He asked me if I liked Spain and then said that last summer his team had considered signing me. They had even gone as far as taking a trip to Salt Lake City to watch me play in the NBA summer league there. I asked him why they had decided against the personnel move. He said, “In small town where we are, we must have black American. You know, dunking and exciting.” (Most will find this hard to believe, but I’m fairly athletic and tend to have some rather impressive dunks in Europe—more than many of the “dunking and exciting” black Americans around.) His comments neither angered nor surprised me—even though he was telling me that his team had blatantly discriminated against me because of my skin color. While his words were new, the sentiment is not. Usually American coaches say things like “We need to upgrade our athleticism” or “We need to find an athlete.” Both are part of a not-so-subtle code that white players all understand. We are viewed as physically inferior and so should be thankful that we are allowed to set foot on the court.

The coach’s soliloquy was brutal. In those few sentences, he made it clear that I would always struggle to find basketball employment because I am white. Nonetheless, I appreciated his honesty, even if that honesty was brought about only by his unfamiliarity with English. It is hard to be anything but blunt with only a few words at one’s disposal. Perhaps we should all speak in a foreign language. There might be more actual communication.

Actually, something of a language impasse exists in this part of Spain. (Impasse may be a bit strong. Hurdle, at least.) My Spanish is limited, but I did have two years of half-assed instruction in high school, so I know the numbers and how to ask where the bathroom is. Unfortunately, the average Joe (or José) in Barcelona does not speak Spanish primarily. He speaks Catalan. Barcelona is part of Catalonia, the northeastern segment of Spain that has a separate history than that of the rest of Spain. The people of Catalonia (Catalunya here) have a strong sense of their own identity, enough so that they speak an entirely different language among themselves. In fact, my sources tell me that a law passed a few years ago requires all public announcements, signs, et cetera to be posted in Catalan in order to promote the use of the language. And when I write language, I mean just that. Catalan is not a dialect—as I have been told about fifty thousand times already. It is a separate language—as different from Spanish as French, Italian, or Wookiee. The problem, where applied to my own interests, is this: if Juan Carlos the Spaniard walks up to me and begins talking, I assume that I might be able to understand a little of what he is saying—I had a whopping two years of Spanish, dammit. But since I don’t even know what language he is speaking, how am I to begin to decipher what he is saying? Do I not understand because we never made it past queso and leche in Spanish class, or do I not understand because he is speaking some tribal language? I suppose I will stick with “Se habla inglés?”

My linguistic development is also being hampered by the attitude of the Spanish people. In Greece, when I would break down and attempt to ask for something in Greek, the person to whom I was speaking seemed truly grateful that I was making an effort, albeit a poor one, at speaking their jive. Then he would—with a pitiful look in his eyes—correct my mangled version of the language and say something in English, usually along the lines of “Nice try. Now tell me what you want.” In Barcelona, when I leap into my best “Quiero un…” people look at me as though they would like to set me on fire. I usually stumble through a poor attempt at whatever request and receive as my response…silence. I generally return to the aforementioned, “Se habla inglés?” They respond, simply, “No.” The listener then experiences the pleasure of being subjected to español American-style. Which probably sounds a lot like English Ignorant Southerner–style. Because at this point, I am quite confident that, a lot of the time, when I try to say, “I will now walk to the store in order that I might purchase a pound of bananas,” it probably comes out as, “I be fixing to go to that there store to get me some of them bananas.” I would have no idea.

In my second outing with Joventut, we played a team from Belgium in the final game in the round of sixteen for the ULEB cup. (ULEB stands for…I have no idea. Some organization governing international basketball.) Much like my Greek team last year, Joventut plays in a secondary European competition, with Spanish league games on the weekend and ULEB cup games during the week. Because my team had lost by eight to the same Belgian team the week before, we needed to win by nine to move on to the next round of the playoffs. Before the game, I managed to pick out of the Spanish our coach was letting fly that I would be in the starting lineup. (Spanish is spoken almost exclusively around the team—most of the players hail from various parts of Spain.) I was a little surprised, but I performed relatively well. We thrashed our foes by sixteen; I scored eleven, and played a solid game all around.

After the game, we retired to the locker room, and my teammates immediately began undressing and showering. I asked someone if it was standard protocol for us to shower and then listen to the coach’s postgame talk, which seemed strange but reasonably acceptable. I was told that the coach would give no postgame talk; he only spoke to us after a game if he was really happy or extremely displeased. I shrugged at the new information and took my shower, but the situation felt very strange—like there had been no real wrap-up to the evening’s work. Years of basketball brainwashing have left me easily bewildered.

After the triumph over the Belgians I went out to eat with Zan Tabak, a seven-foot Croatian who is one of my teammates. (I should have written “triumph over the naturalized Americans.” Like most European leagues, the league in Belgium allows each team to employ only two Americans. The team we played had four, but two of them had European passports—a common move in Europe. If one can prove European ancestry or if he marries a European woman, dual citizenship can be granted. A European passport allows players to circumvent the two-American limit and, thus, to drive up their own salaries. I’m still searching for the European girl who will be open to that particular business arrangement.)

Zan played for seven years in the NBA, most notably with the Indiana Pacers. He is one of two Croatians on our team, the other being the aforementioned fellow who struggled to find his way to the restaurant after our most recent game. Like most of the Yugoslavians I have met, Zan is quite worldly and thoughtful. During our meal, I asked him why he had come back to Europe after so many years in the NBA, even when he had offers from the American league for future years. He said that, first, it was important for him to enjoy playing the game the right way. He noted how much more pride European players take in winning. He talked about his constant disappointment with American players and their selfish attitudes. But most important, he said, he grew tired of the American way of approaching life. His take on it was the following: “In America, the people are only interested in the things you can touch—the car, the house, the TV. In Europe, the people are interested in things you cannot touch—the friendships, the love, the relationships.” It comes out sounding a little hokey, but I think there is something to be learned in that quote from a gigantic Croat who started playing professional basketball at age sixteen.

February 23

While on road trips, we eat nearly all of our meals as a team, as provided to us by the hotel in which we are staying. Positive aspect of that arrangement: free food. Negative aspect: rather eclectic food selections. During a recent meal, I was faced with the following scenario: I was served a bed of white rice with a six-inch piece of off-brown matter lying drably across it. When I inquired as to the identity of the object that was scarring my pleasant-looking hill of rice, I was informed that I was looking at a fried banana. On my rice. Before I knew what was happening, a waiter began dumping tomato sauce over the whole confabulation. Soon after, he piled two fried eggs on top of the cornucopia of food groups and left me to my own devices. I looked to a teammate across the table with eyes that asked, Did that really just happen? Receiving no sympathy from my compatriots, I followed along and mashed it all together as if it were some kind of jambalaya from hell and ate it. And…it wasn’t bad. The taste balance was tenuous, though. As long as the fork corralled at least three of the four constituents, things were A-OK. It was when only two were present—perhaps a piece of egg combined with a piece of banana—that I had to make a spastic grab for my water glass.

Overall, I have been unimpressed with Spanish food. Spaniards seem to have a fascination with canned tuna, which is an initial mark against their culinary instincts. In my mind, canned tuna is a last-resort food item—something to be consumed only when the other remaining options are bologna or Long John Silver’s. Here in Spain, I was faced with the tuna crisis within hours of arriving in the country. When I was subjected to the über-physical, my first meal in the hospital cafeteria was based around a goulash-like substance (pasta shells with meat sauce) that used tuna instead of ground beef or chicken. Since I felt like I had just put the wraps on my own personal Bataan death march and could not see that I had another option, I forced it down and chalked the experience up to a bad cafeteria day, like spoonburger day (completely obscure childhood reference) back in grade school.

Since then, every Spanish salad to which I have been exposed has been topped with nearly a pound of canned tuna. Does this not break some rule? I cannot imagine what would possess a person to willingly place slimy canned tuna on top of crisp, green lettuce and freshly chopped carrots. The solution, to an outsider’s eye, would be to push the fish to the side and carry on with salad consumption. That outsider would be one who is not intimately familiar with the properties of tuna. Tuna will not be confined. Banish it to the side of the plate—it doesn’t care. It knows it has effectively contaminated the salad with its permeating funk, making the use of oil and vinegar a futile exercise. I never thought a fish could be so powerful and so ubiquitous. The only possible explanation involves Spain’s president, a bad day at the international bargaining table, and a poorly translated arms deal with Syria, wherein the term tuna was misused as slang for cash or biological weaponry. So because someone spent the night before the big negotiations with a few belly dancers and a hookah, the Spanish people are faced with a surplus of ten million tons of tuna.

A few days ago, I was playing some basketball, minding my own business while trying to get through the last half hour of practice, when I ran into Zan Tabak’s chest. With my head. As I fell to the floor, I could not figure out what had just happened. By the time my body flopped limply to the floor, I had decided that I had separated my shoulder, broken either my collarbone or my back, or taken a bullet to the neck. It felt a lot like someone was actively pouring fire into the top of my spinal column, through my back, and straight down my right arm, all the way to my hand. I flopped around on the floor for a bit and tried to find a position that would not send awe-inspiring pain shooting through my body. I am sure that I looked—as my father would say—like I didn’t know whether I was stabbed or shot. I have felt some pain in my life; this was the easily the worst. When I finally settled down, I found that my right arm and shoulder were completely numb. The team doctor/trainer/some guy who appeared to know what he was doing arrived on the scene and attempted to convince me to lay my head back. Which allowed me to revisit the feeling that my spinal column was being cauterized. At that point, I am unhappy to admit, I let out a healthy shriek. It was pretty girlish. (I write girlish, but that is a poor generalization. Most of the females I know have a much higher threshold for pain than most of the males I know. And we need only look to childbirth for further proof. So maybe I should say that it was a boyish shriek.) The point being that my teammates will probably not rate me highly on any manliness scales.

By the time I shuffled to the locker room to assess the damage, I could feel my arm and shoulder again, which was encouraging. I was nonplussed to find that movement of my head caused shooting electric sensations down my arm and back. The doctor gave me an anti-inflammatory shot, scheduled an MRI for the next morning, and sent me home. When I got to my apartment, my body had settled enough that I was left only with numbness and tingling in my right thumb and forefinger. But when I touched anything with either of those digits, shock waves coursed through my entire body. Which sounds like a lot more fun than it actually is. Also, if I moved my head the right (or wrong) way, I felt tingles up and down my back. I had not received a real diagnosis of the problem from the Spanish doctors as they (1) did not seem to know what was going on and (2) do not speak much English. Since I had no experience with nerve injuries, I was a little concerned with the situation. I kept wiggling my toes, just to make sure I could still feel them. I was very much afraid to go to sleep—I kept envisioning awakening to find that I was paralyzed from the waist down. (Ever the optimist. At least my mind didn’t jump straight to quadriplegia. I must be making psychological progress.)

The MRI showed no spinal or disk injury, so I began physical therapy and treatment. I have not practiced or played this week; my right hand remains completely useless, and the slightest touch to my thumb continues to bring to mind the grasping of an electric fence. As a bonus, I was started on a program that results in three daily injections in my ass, which has been thoroughly pleasant.

Despite my injured state, I finally made my way down to the beach. It is all of a five-minute walk from the door of my apartment, so it is easy to see why it took me ten days to get that done. I live life at a slower pace than the rest of humanity. “My” beach is rather nice. Real sand—none of that half-gravel crap to which I had grown accustomed in Athens. Quality-sized waves, seashells, sunbathers—it has all the accoutrements. And I live in Kansas for what reason again?

My team took a break from regular-season games to play the Copa del Rey (King’s Cup) which matches the top eight teams in Spain in a midseason tournament that takes place over four days. Because of the injury to the wiring of my body, I merely observed our participation in the tournament. Even without my electric presence on the court, the Copa provided an amazing basketball atmosphere. It was reminiscent of a collegiate conference tournament. The teams all stayed in the same hotel, with agents, scouts, and fans all milling about, mingling with players and the general populace. The games were played in a sold-out nine-thousand-seat arena; fans traveled from all over Spain to follow their chosen team. Because only the best teams in Spain played, there were no soft games and the intensity remained high throughout. It really was the best basketball I have seen since the NCAA tournament. The games I watched were about twenty times more compelling than the average NBA contest. I wish more people from the United States could see good European basketball; it reminds a person of the beautiful thing the game can be.

European basketball is more interesting because everyone on the court is a threat to score. It is rare to find players who cannot shoot, pass, and handle the ball. Of course, as more and more Europeans make their way into the NBA, the world will begin to understand how advanced they are. I don’t really know why the players here are so much more well rounded; I think it can be explained by the culture of basketball in which they were raised. One would think that the socialist leanings of most European countries would produce mindless automatons who care little about their personal abilities—a valid hypothesis that seems to remain true only in the Far East. (See also the blank expression worn by Yao Ming at all times.) In fact, the laid-back attitude toward life that most Europeans embrace produces skilled players. Coaches breed an attitude of “Why not?” As in why not be seven feet tall and handle the ball? Why not learn every position?

European players are trained from an early age to see few limits to their skill sets. In the United States, coaches are anxious to pigeonhole players, if only to make their own jobs easier. It is much less time-consuming to teach a particular player half of the skills needed to play the game. Then the player can work on his abilities alone, becoming the cog his coach needs, without the coach expending excessive energy.

My own team, Joventut, is famous for developing young players. In fact, the word Joventut means something to do with youth. (This fact brought to the reader via the explanation of several people I barely know. I do remember that joven means “young” in Spanish, so the theory seems plausible.) On my walk every day from the parking lot to the locker room, I see as many as five youth basketball teams practicing—all under the Joventut banner. Young coaches spend hours working with their pint-sized charges. Of course, they don’t do it for free. They are paid by the club, which is paid by its primary sponsor, DKV Seguros. (Seguros = “insurance.”) The result: my team’s actual name is DKV Joventut. Fitting, I suppose—the name itself is a microcosm for the state of European basketball. Leagues embrace sponsors, which finance teams and their coaches and, in turn, develop multitalented basketball players. It is a rather efficient system that—in an almost factory-like manner—churns out highly skilled young players year after year. I hope we catch on in the United States. If we don’t, the NBA might have to move to Europe.

March 2

I had an EMG on Monday. I recommend that anyone with sadomasochistic tendencies schedule one. I did not know this going in, but an EMG consists of a doctor (non-English-speaking, preferably) sticking needles in muscles and then instructing the test subject to flex the very same muscles whilst the needle is embedded in the muscle fibers. This is all, theoretically, a way to determine if the nerves in the corresponding area are damaged. After I was subjected to the torture session, I chatted briefly with the doctor who had performed the procedure. I told him about the injury in my best broken Spanish. When he learned that it had been only a week since the mishap, he chuckled heartily. It turns out that an EMG would not show anything so soon after a possible nerve injury. From what I could tell, it was his recommendation that I do nothing until another EMG could be performed at the appropriate time—three weeks from then. But I’m glad I had a trial run. My day would have been significantly less fun without someone jamming needles into my biceps.

On Tuesday night, we had a ULEB Cup game against a team from Serbia. I, of course, did not play. Before the game, I was in the training room, receiving treatment on my neck/shoulder/arm. I was lying on my back as the physical therapist did some manipulation of my neck when one of the team’s doctors entered the room. The team has an official team doctor and another, older, more arrogant doctor who magically appears on game days and in time for team pictures. (Meaning that two people who speak limited English are trying to tell me what is going on with my neurons, axons, and dendrites.) The latter individual was the one lurking near my shoulder. He had developed a new theory. He thought that I had broken my thumb, which would explain why that digit remained numb. He wanted an X-ray done the next day. Everyone in the room rolled his respective set of eyes, which was very confusing, since his spiel had not yet been translated for me. When it was, I was rendered speechless. I am fairly confident that I would have remembered breaking my thumb. Next, in what must have been some sort of power play, Dr. Mephisto motioned the therapist working on me out of the way and took up a position at the head of the table on which I was lying. For a few seconds, he probed the muscles around my neck and then, without warning, jerked my head violently to the left. As a PG-13 version of the X-rated pain I had felt a week earlier again shot down my back and arm, I sort of curled up into the fetal position and let out a gasp. (I kept the yelping in this time—way to go, me.) As I lay in a ball, the doctor said something to everyone in the room and left. After collecting myself, I first told the therapist that I wanted the doctor’s family murdered and then asked what he had said. I was told, “Well, no X-ray tomorrow. He’s now convinced that there is definitely something wrong with the nerves.” I was quite happy to be of service to his greater intellectual development. At some point in the evening, this same doctor was asked what he thought about my situation. (I think he is the wizened figurehead to whom people look for medical answers. The other doctor is the brains behind the operation.) He told the inquisitive reporter that he thought there was “an injury to the nerve” and that I “would be out for one to two months.”

The truth is that no one really knows how long the recovery will take. First step: I need normalcy to return to my thumb. Second: I would like to recover some strength in my shoulder and neck. Third: I would like a jetpack. Then I will worry about any return to the court. For now, there is nothing to be done other than daily treatments and conditioning drills with the strength coach. (My legs are fine, which allows me to do exactly what I want to be doing this time of year—mindless running drills.)

I did find out some rather disconcerting news today. It seems that my team has secured the services of an American named Zendon Hamilton to replace me for a month. I am not sure how I feel about this. My agent assures me that my injured status will not preclude the team from paying me. He says that there is nothing to worry about—the Spanish league is a trustworthy one. I, being, well, me, am a little pessimistic after my play-for-no-pay experience in Greece. But I’m willing to be a sucker one more time.

March 10

My team lost by the appropriate margin in Serbia this week. (Again, in this ULEB Cup competition, advancement to the next round is based on the aggregate score of a two-game series—we won by fourteen the first game at home and lost by only nine in the second game in Belgrade, resulting in our advancement to the next round.) My replacement, Zendon Hamilton, has really played in only one game, our recent loss in Valencia. He is a passable basketball player but is not much of a talker. Each time I meet an American who plays over here it becomes evident why the European players come to resent us so easily. Most of us look down our respective noses at the leagues here, and it shows in the attitude displayed.

I learned that my new “teammate” in fact signed a contract through the end of the year. I was reassured, though, by the team president (through a translator) that I remained the team’s first choice, that as soon as I returned I would be back in the lineup. But Zendon Hamilton’s contract brings up an interesting question. If he starts playing well, would they truly send him home, or will they set up some sort of competition between us for the remaining spot? I should be in good shape for such a situation, coming off a month or more of layoff during which I could not use my right arm.

In medical news: my right thumb is almost back to normal. The very tip is the only remaining region that continues to feel strange. Also, the nail has started to grow again; my thumb’s compatriots, the other nine fingers I possess, had lapped my thumb with regard to fingernail growth. My right shoulder is not in such good shape. It’s a strange feeling. My brain tells the muscles to work; they blatantly disregard the message. My shoulder and back muscles are like the dreaded ten-to-twelve-year-old age group at a basketball camp—they hear the instruction to do ball-handling drills, but it’s just more fun to continue the game of grab-ass.

March 23

I’ve decided to stop taking drugs. One of the unfortunate side effects of sport is that it often involves fast-moving objects (bats, balls, human bodies) that exert forces on one another in strange ways, sometimes resulting in injuries—especially when the objects (human bodies, most notably) are not actually designed to absorb those forces. When an athlete is injured, he often begins introducing strange chemicals into his body to abet the healing process. For instance—let us examine the case of a basketball player; we’ll call him “me” (or “I”, as grammatical rules may dictate:

When I first jammed my neck into another player about five weeks ago, I was immediately given an anti-inflammatory injection in the right ass cheek. After the medical staff with my team had decided on a course of treatment, they started throwing drugs my way. At first, I received daily anti-inflammatory injections, along with twice-daily injections of B vitamins—all in the gluteal region. (Around the same time, I began the Ass-Cheek Rotation Program, or ACRP, so as to minimize the discomfort felt by one side or the other.) I also took one anti-epilepsy medication, Neurontin, thrice daily, and another, Rivotril, once (at night, because of its impressive sleepiness-inducing effects). I chased these with a pill taken to help my stomach deal with the other foreign substances I was sending its way. I was like an AIDS patient—drugs for the symptoms, and drugs for the drugs. The trainers soon discontinued the anti-inflammatory shots, leaving me with only two injections a day; two or three weeks after the injury, though, they started me on an oral anti-inflammatory called Voltaren and instructed me to up the dosage on the Rivotril (the aforementioned knockout pill). Fast-forward to this week. The results of a second EMG showed the nerve to be normal, which is good news—assuming that I trust the analysis of a bunch of doctors who don’t really speak the same language that I do. Apparently the nerve is healed. All that remains is to strengthen the rubber bands that currently make up my shoulder, neck, and back muscles: which might take a while—right now I can’t even do a push-up.

I am quite thankful for the cessation of the shots in the ass. The track marks made me appear to be a very confused heroin addict. The new, almost-clean me appeared to be a step in the right direction—until I tried to go to sleep at night. I realized then that while the Rivotril did make it hard to wake up in the morning, it also made it really easy to fall asleep at night. So I have spent the last few days in withdrawal from my drowsiness-causing anti-epilepsy pill, staring at the ceiling until five A.M., and then existing in a zombie-like state during the day.

While contemplating these very strange-sounding medications over the last few weeks, I had an epiphany: why do drug names have to sound so evil? Names such as Voltaren and Neurontin really don’t bring to mind pleasant thoughts. Go ahead, say them out loud. They don’t exactly make one think of puppy dogs and apple pies. When are pharmaceutical companies going to get their collective acts together and think up slightly more benign names? I think it would be a good idea to veer in the direction of cologne names. Breeze, by Pfizer Pharmaceuticals. Whistle, by Parke-Davis. I can hear the conversations now: “Well, my doc’s got me on Breeze for the incontinence and Whistle for the gout.” They sound a little better than, say, Fecotrix and Goutarin, don’t they? I think I’m onto something here.

March 30

On an off day this week, the training staff coaxed me onto the court to try a few basketball activities. This somehow evolved into me catching the ball on the post and making moves to the basket while a stationary defender stood behind me. I gave the strength coach the eye—the one that says, I probably shouldn’t be doing this, eh?—but he missed it. I was not too excited about the level of activity; at this juncture, holding my right hand over my head for five seconds took real effort, but I played along. (All those drugs may have been affecting my reasoning abilities.) At one point, I turned to my right and started to dribble en route to the basket. The dribble was not completed because some part of my wasted upper body gave out. I lost control of the ball and then of my brain, yelling like an infant and going into my best impersonation of a pouting, spoiled athlete. I didn’t actually hurt myself—I was displeased only because I was not healthy, I was doing something I shouldn’t have been doing, and my musculature had performed badly. I transferred my aggression to the ball and booted it into the stands, which made my fellow off-day participants take note. No damage was done, but the incident scared me.

I think my little display of anger scared the coaches as well. Everyone was overly apologetic for the next few days. The strength coach and the trainer kept asking me if I thought they were doing a good job. The assistant coach even had this to say the next day: “The trainers called me and said you were a little sad yesterday about the injury situation. You should know that there’s no hurry, so just take your time. The only reason that everyone keeps asking how you are doing is that we all love you.” I would wager that no one attached to the Atlanta Hawks organization has or will ever say such a thing. I almost started crying.

Said assistant coach was speaking English, not his primary language. As I’ve mentioned before, a secondary language can be both hilarious and endearing. The unfamiliar usage results in a child-like state, wherein everyone uses words like good and bad, love and hate, and no one has the ability to make witty or sarcastic remarks. While a little boring, it can be—even to me, the most cynical person I know—rather pleasant.

It also serves as notice that I need to get my act together and learn Spanish so I can speak well enough that people won’t know quite what I’m saying.

April 6

I am always game for a public appearance. So when Joventut’s media director asked if I could go speak to some people, I enthusiastically agreed without actually inquiring about what I would be doing. I need to work on my gullibility. I showed up at the appointed time on a beautiful spring evening, and my three media relations escorts and I set off in someone’s car for what I thought was to be an appearance at a school. After spending half an hour settling on a parking spot in the local neighborhood, we ambled down to a barrio-quaint gathering place in the area. I noticed that we were decidedly not at a school and that most of the people milling about certainly looked too old to be students. I was handed several “No a la guerra” (No to the war) stickers and introduced to the organizer.

I was the celebrity guest at a war protest.

Someone handed me a piece of paper with lines written in Spanish. I rehearsed a little and tried to calculate accent placement. By my rudimentary translation, it was something with which I agreed, so I didn’t feel the need to make editorial changes. I was set for my first act of civil disobedience. Sometime between a Spanish version of “Imagine” by John Lennon and the simulation of war-like noises played at 120 decibels over the gigantic speakers set up for the event, I was pushed toward the microphone. The crowd of at least seventy-five waited in hushed silence. I delivered my manifesto and the masses erupted into polite applause. Before I knew it, I was whisked off the stage by my handlers, and my Bill Waltonesque experience was over before I had time to enjoy it properly. Next time, I’m requesting either looting or tear gas. A demonstration ought to involve some kind of disobedience, whether civil or otherwise.

We recently took a trip to Slovenia for a game. I didn’t play, but accompanied the team because…the coach told me to. Generally, ours was an uneventful journey. I was glad I got to make the trip since I did get to fly across a large portion of Europe in a very small plane. I found the quarters to be cramped, but they were hell for our head coach, who has something of a nicotine addiction. (He smokes at practice occasionally.) At one point during the trip, I thought I could smell cigarette smoke, but when I remembered I was on a plane I said to myself, There’s no smoking on airplanes. Then I turned around and took stock of the situation in the seat behind me. There was our head coach, with a look on his face that portrayed a mixture of guilt, relief, and absolute glee, happily puffing away. At least one of us could be happy, I suppose.

Slovenia is a beautiful country. It reminded me a lot of Colorado—clean air and forested mountains, with houses scattered here and there. We (they) were in the country to play a game, of course. We (they) did that poorly and managed to be eliminated from the ULEB Cup semifinals. This leaves us with only one game a week—the Spanish league game.

While I watched the game in Slovenia in street clothes, I noticed our opposition’s relatively docile supporters and had a flashback to Greece. I remembered the coins, rocks, and cell phones that would assault us on the court from time to time. After a game against one of the more well-financed teams in Athens, which we lost in heartbreaking fashion, a few of our fans ripped up a row of bleachers and threw them on the court. In another instance, we lost to Olympiacos, another of the big teams in the country. As I jogged off the court, I noticed a silver streak in the upper left quadrant of my vision. I ducked just in time to avoid being knocked flat by a rather large bottle of water. Ah, the good old days. True fans. The Slovenians have a long way to go.

When we got back from Slovenia, my next-youngest brother arrived in Spain. He just finished a mind-numbing job at a hospital in Kansas and has some time before medical school starts in the fall, so will live with me for the rest of my time in Barcelona. One of my most impressive early Spanish-language accomplishments was ordering pizza over the phone, in Spanish. I thought I would impress my brother Dan with my pizza-ordering skills on one of his first nights in town. I ordered two identical pies to simplify matters. When the doorbell rang, I thought, I’ve done it again. Pizza’s here, proving that I am indeed quite the linguist. Then two things happened. The first changed my view of the world, the second of my Spanish skills. I handed the deliverer sixteen euros for a thirteen-euro bill. Pizzaboy said, “That’s too much, isn’t it?” I nearly fell down. He had just refused a tip—the exact opposite reaction to the glares I got in college, back when I had no money and thought that sixty cents was an acceptable tip. I assured him that it was okay and closed the door, and we turned to the pizza, delighted at the prospect of hot food. As we opened the boxes, I quickly realized by the smell assaulting my nose that my linguistic overconfidence was going to haunt us. The scent was familiar. In fact, it was the smell of the food that has become my palate’s nemesis in Spain. I had managed to procure for us two tuna pizzas. My faith in my intelligence was destroyed. More important, Dan and I had to eat pizza with tuna on it. It was as bad as it sounds.

April 13

Our dance team is a constant source of amusement for me. I gather that they are something of a big deal—they dominate the team’s Web site. The group does include some attractive girls, but they appear to only just be able to put a routine together, and once they do, they can barely perform it. In their defense, they dance in tight jeans and cowboy boots—part of an overall cowboy theme. Such an ensemble can’t be the best outfit for dancing.

Interestingly, the dancing issue is not unique to our group; I have seen it wherever I have been in Europe. I thought at first that the population base must be to blame; perhaps there simply aren’t enough good-looking girls who can also dance in Europe. I quickly saw the flaws in that hypothesis: (1) the respective populations of the various countries in which I have played are hardly small, and (2) the girls in Europe are better-looking than the ones in the United States, if only because they are generally thinner. After further analysis made possible by my recent injury and the subsequent abundance of time on the bench, I have developed the theory that Europeans suffer from a life bereft of songs with good rhythm. While the citizenry of the United States is now raised on the unpredictable beats of rock, rap, and R&B, Europeans cut their musical teeth on the facile rhythms of the latest traditional folk songs with only a smattering of simple pop songs and techno ditties to keep life semi-lively. The result: dance team participants who look the part, but who dance as if they were transported from the 1950s.

The lone male dancer in the Joventut group adds a special touch to each game. Unlike an American male dancer, who would be more of a prop, he does exactly the same dances as the girls. He even attempts the age-old, chest-out breast-shake that is nearly ubiquitous in dance routines. During our last game, he wore a midriff-baring shirt and some low-cut jeans, same as the girls. I nearly passed out due to laughter containment as I discreetly observed the action unfold during one of our time outs. Of course, I should note that our very gutsy hero is actually the best dancer on the floor. And he is at every game—notable because the girls seem to appear only when they want, making for a different number of participants each time, which can’t possibly be easy to coordinate. (Incidentally, the routines are exactly the same—and done to the same songs, in the same order—at each game.)

Lending further credence to his claim of best-dancer honors is Julio’s constant enthusiasm. Of course, he really appears enthusiastic only by comparison. I have learned that the girls all work at the same bar at night. It shows during the day. Most of them spend a good portion of their time mustering the energy to leave the bleachers they occupy during game action, and they rarely appear pleased about venturing onto the court. Not Julio. (I don’t know his actual name. Julio seems appropriate, for some reason.) He lusts for the stage that is center court. And I say bravo Julio.

April 27

Good news: it appears that the members of the female population of Spain show even less inhibition regarding bikini removal at the beach than did the women in Greece. On a recent sunny day, my brother Dan and I made our nearly daily walk to the beach. As usual, we maintained a diligent watch for rampant toplessness. Our weekday trips are not always replete with quantity, but they do seem to inspire quality. Often, we will be two of only twenty or so people on a quarter-mile stretch of sand. Fortunately, a large proportion of that number is often of the lithe female contingent. At any rate, on the day in question, we were greeted by the sight of a very attractive woman of about twenty-five wading out of the water, hair wet and skin glistening,wearing only her swimsuit bottom. She walked from the sea to the showers used generally for sand removal—still topless, of course—and proceeded to rinse off in a manner reminiscent of the most scandalous shampoo commercial ever seen. It was a fine start to our day at the beach.

Sadly, I can’t work the topless-girl angle. Spanish women have been unimpressed by my attempts at discourse; they seem impatient that I can’t speak their language. This has been a mite confusing. In Greece, the girls thought it was cute when I tried to speak Greek. Of course, since Greek is a useless language in the rest of the world, they all spoke at least a modicum of English; I could always fall back on their knowledge. The Spaniards are more resistant to Westernization. Thus, I make little headway. I definitely cannot hold up under the pressure caused by the approach to a topless Spanish girl on the beach at one-thirty in the afternoon on a Tuesday. My chances of success are so low as to be nonexistent.

I did have a promising romantic encounter recently—but not with a Spanish girl. She was German.

A friend of mine visited during the spring break of his study-abroad university in Italy. Dan and I met him in one of the central train stations in Barcelona in order to escort him to my apartment, where he was going to stay for a few days. On the way home, I sat down on the train next to a gorgeous blond girl. Desperate for an icebreaker, I used an argument we had been having regarding the translation of some word to Spanish. I asked for her help. She was of no real assistance but seemed slightly amused. We talked for the remainder of the train ride—her English was quite impressive. Germans are smart. As we got farther from the city of Barcelona proper, the train became more and more empty, but my new friend stayed on. I began to get my hopes up; I thought maybe she lived near me, which would definitely make the relationship I was already planning more convenient.

She didn’t just live near me. She lived about fifty paces from my front door, in an apartment above the grocery store at which we shopped on a daily basis. When we said our farewells, she gave me her number and I promised to take her to dinner sometime soon. She agreed that a date was a good idea. I was pleased with the prospect.

I waited a few days and called. She had given me a work number, which was curious, I thought. When I told her who I was, she brightened and then told me she would call back later.

She didn’t call. I chalked it up to one of life’s little disappointments. We left on a two-day road trip and I tried to forget about my new favorite German girl. Sometime after we returned home, I made a solo trip into the center of the city to buy some music. Then, lo and behold, as I boarded the same train for the trip back to the suburbs, there she was again. I asked her what had happened; she said that she had lost my number. We had a great train ride home. (I thought it was great anyway. Then again, she was gorgeous. It would have seemed great if she would have stabbed me in the leg.) She promised to call the next day.

She didn’t call. Obviously, we were not headed to a grand future together. With that in mind, I took it upon myself to march over to her apartment one evening, if only to cause an awkward encounter, which I think is always warranted. When the door opened, there was a guy I had never seen standing on the other side of the threshold. My once-future girlfriend quickly appeared at his side and then introduced me to her live-in boyfriend. Not one to be daunted by an uncomfortable situation, I allowed myself to be ushered in. I sat down and had a fine conversation with said boyfriend, who seemed to be a fine fellow. After twenty minutes, I took my leave without anyone ever explaining exactly who I was. I haven’t seen either of them since. I’d like to; I want to ask the girl why she was giving out her phone number to random guys if she was already living with one.

Unfortunately, I don’t get paid to chase girls. With that in mind, I resumed my basketball career. Our head coach approached me after a weekend game and said that he had set up a lunch meeting for the next day. He, the trainer, the strength coach, the doctor, and I were going to discuss my return to the court. With little choice in the matter, I agreed to make an appearance. Before we set off, I had a feeling it would be an interesting meeting; the trainer and strength coach had warned me that the coach was going to try to convince me to agree to play again right away. They were a little apprehensive—my right arm remained only as strong as the average eight-year-old girl’s.

We all shuffled into a local restaurant, and the coach ordered up some of their best shellfish-in-their-shells-floating-in-some-crappy-brine stew. While I wondered what possesses any human to willingly consume such a mess, we got down to business. The coach speaks only a little English, and while my Spanish has gotten better, I am certainly no Cervantes at this point. He asked me, “Cómo está tu hombro?” (How is your shoulder?) I thought about using the truth: “Well, each day is different. Some days I really feel like I am making progress; other days I want to retire from sports entirely and spend the remainder of my days on a fishing boat in the Barcelona harbor. Right now, the deltoid is gaining strength, but the pectoral muscle is almost nonexistent. And the bones are showing through my back where a trapezius muscle used to reside.”

Instead, I said, “Mi hombro está así así y comiendo esta comida es muy similar a comiendo mis zapatos.” (I think that means, “My shoulder is so-so and eating this food is like eating my own shoes.” I may have left out the last part.) The coach then told me that he really would like me to play at whatever speed or ability I could muster. He next said that he would prefer me in any capacity to my American replacement. (I promise that I am not making this up to make myself seem like a Spanish basketball god.) He said I could practice as much as I wanted, play as long as I could, and generally dictate the situation for myself. My there’s-something-fishy-going-on-here radar went off. Coaches don’t usually make such statements to their players. Then again, they don’t usually smoke at practice, either. The team doctor, in whom I have almost no faith, rang in with his belief that my lack of strength would probably increase my chances of a new injury by 5 percent or so. The trainer and strength coach (the only people here I trust) said that they thought I could start participating in more practice situations each day but that they did not know how quickly my recovery would progress. After more broken bilingual discussion, I agreed that I could probably start to do a little more but that I wouldn’t know until the end of the week. A decision was not needed until that Friday night, so my proposal seemed acceptable to all parties. We finished our meal and went on our ways.

About six hours later, the filth I consumed exacted its revenge upon my digestive system. I have now given up on Spanish food entirely. Apparently they need to wash it or something.

On the Friday in question, we left Barcelona for a game in Granada, Spain; we had decided that I would play in three-to-four-minute bursts. The team was ferried to Granada on the second-smallest plane in which I have ever ridden. (The smallest was a two-passenger Piper that a friend of mine flew.) We usually take a smallish prop plane to our away games. That plane—the Concorde, as we will now call it—is of a similar size to the one we used in college. The new plane (new, meaning different)—the Mosquito, as my teammates call it—was not much bigger than some seventies-era Cadillacs.

On the way to the airport, we were all assigned seats, which I thought was a little strange. I was pleased, though. It appeared that someone had accounted for legroom needs. When we were told to board the plane, the officials in charge made us fill the plane from front to back. Because of said legroom constraints, we larger humans sat down first and then everyone duck-walked past us to their seats. I thought that the method was a mite inefficient, and said so. I learned that behind this plan lay very solid reasoning. Our comfort had been no one’s motivation. As the biggest players on the team, we were being used as ballast. If we had been allowed to fill the plane at random large-body placement, starting in the rear, the craft would have tipped over backward. I’m not joking.

I started the game in Granada. Which makes sense—it had only been two months since I last played. I was a little surprised, but took the news as a vote of confidence. I began the game apprehensive about my assignment to play under control and to protect my shoulder, as caution on the court is impossible for me. I am like a lawn-mower blade; I am either whirring along at full speed, cutting grass, or I am just dead weight, along for the ride. (That was quite possibly the worst analogy I’ve ever used.) Surprisingly, the play-at-half-speed plan actually worked, if only because I was so rusty (not a lawn mower reference) that I had to plan my every move. We started the game badly but turned it around in the second half and came through with a much-needed road win. My performance could hardly be labeled transcendental, but all things considered, I played pretty well and finished with eleven points.

May 13

Tourism update:

There appears to be some sort of pollution situation affecting our beach. We’re not entirely sure what is going on; my brother Dan reports unidentified dead life-forms washing up on the beach, and we have heard rumblings of contamination through our admittedly inefficient grapevine. I think we will wait for a satisfactory all-clear before making any further forays into the sea. While searching for information about our problem here in the Badalona/Barcelona area, we did come upon some news about another pollution situation somewhere in Spain. In a nearby coastal town, some mechanism went awry and thousands of liters of human excrement were released into the sea. Call me crazy, but I don’t think it is outlandish to expect each seaport to be responsible for its human excrement disposal problem. In fact, it may be priority number one.

About a week ago (before the pollution talk), I finally had my first swim in the section of the Mediterranean Sea that serves as my backyard. It was pleasant enough, aside from the occasional mouthful of salt water. (It seems that one needs to be reminded by a swallow every fifteen minutes to keep one’s mouth shut—one forgets how awful sea-water tastes.) As some friends and I frolicked in the water like only kids from landlocked places can do, I noticed that my brother Dan had stopped and was holding his neck, where he thought one of us had slapped him. We left the water while reassuring him that we had not been abusing him for sport. As we did, an angry welt began to rise on his neck. He had been stung by a jellyfish. Fortunately, this story has a happy ending; we didn’t have to consult any Spanish physicians, nor was a golden shower necessary. The welt faded away after a day. Unfortunately, Dan will never again swim in the Mediterranean Sea. Considering its high fecal count, his might not be the worst idea.

May 25

Prior to my team’s last two regular-season games, we were ranked somewhere between seventh and twelfth in the league. The first eight teams would make the playoffs. By someone’s calculations, even if we won our last two games, we would need some help from other teams if a DKV Joventut playoff appearance is to become a reality. That someone was not Stephen Hawking, but I believed him nonetheless.

My shoulder has held up relatively well through our playoff push. I’ve played in four games while in disabled status and have not yet been asked to quit and join the dance team. My defense and rebounding abilities are generally terrible—perhaps due to my severely impaired level of arm strength. (At time of writing I remain unable to do either a push-up or a pull-up.) I try to make up for my glaring weaknesses by taking many, many shots—which keeps me entertained.

While my shoulder has been improving, my general health has been…not great. I think someone in Spain wants me to die. A little melodramatic, perhaps, but I don’t think it is inaccurate to write that my body has spewed forth its proverbial last gasp. It needs this season to end.

I’m a little ashamed at my thoughts—my team is currently playing in a first-round playoff series here in Spain. But, seriously, it’s May 25. Basketball season is over. And my body tells me so.

My final descent began last weekend. We won the second-to-last game of the year and so entered the final regular-season game tied with something like forty-seven other teams for seventh place. (This on May 17, one month after the NBA’s last regular-season game—and the NBA season is hardly brief.) We needed a win on the road in our final game to have any hope of qualifying for the playoffs. I spent the night before the deciding game alternating between sweating through my sheets and searching in vain for extra clothes and bedcovers to combat the chills coursing through my body. I managed about two hours of sleep. (Obviously, my body does not know how to deal with Spanish microbes. I haven’t had so many fevers…ever.) On game day I felt relatively bad but did not mention my discomfort to anyone. (I have a theory that I am allowed to complain about one malady at a time. “Deconstructed shoulder” is the injury of record, so I feel compelled not to draw attention to my other failings.) We won the sloppily played game. I did not play very well. Nor did I feel very well. After the game, we found out that we had received the prescribed help from the other particular teams and we were playoff bound. The team was excited. As we rode back to the hotel, the mood on the bus was positively giddy. I couldn’t muster much giddiness. I wanted nothing more than to return to my room and lie down.

I spent the next days moving slowly between the couch and the bathroom, as whatever organism was breeding inside me wreaked havoc on my GI tract. Good times. With the first game of our playoff series approaching on Thursday, I muddled my way through about five minutes of practice on Tuesday and then returned home for more work on my weight-loss program. On Wednesday morning, Dan and I ventured briefly out of the apartment. Upon return to the homestead, I stumbled to my bed, doubled over in pain, and didn’t move for an hour. I resolved, as I was lying there, that I would call a medical professional as soon as I regained the ability to walk. I did not see how I was going to play very effectively the next day. I finally gathered the strength needed to walk to the phone and called the team trainer, hoping for some help.

I have described my other Spanish medical issues in excruciating detail. I will not do that here. To summarize, I spent nearly six hours of my day wandering around Barcelona’s most ghetto medical facilities in order to confirm something that has been true all of my life—that I did not have appendicitis. In the interim, I didn’t make any progress toward actually feeling better. When I got home from a day of examinations, I evaluated the situation. Because the quest for my health had taken longer than expected, the team had left for Valencia without me, but I could tell from what the team doctor had said that the coaches wanted me to come to Valencia that night for the next day’s game.

When I finally tracked down the trainer at the hotel in Valencia he said that he thought it would be best for me to stay home and rest, with the hope that I could play in the following game. (I sometimes think he is the only one in the organization with a fully functional brain.) I asked him if Zendon Hamilton was in Valencia. (He has remained with the team, practicing in case he was needed.) Incredibly, he was. The solution seemed simple to me: call the league, change Americans, problem solved. I was flattered by their confidence in me. (Or their confidence in what remained of me.) But I was at half mast because of the shoulder fiasco. Meanwhile, my case of the plague and the accompanying lack of energy had me functioning at about 20 percent. I couldn’t imagine how I was going to help my team win a basketball game. The trainer put the coach on the line. He said that if I could play the way I had the week before, it would be plenty. (He spoke of the last regular-season game, in which I had played like an eight-year-old girl with spina bifida.)

I hung up and discussed the situation with my brother Dan, who had enjoyed a festive day of untranslated Catalan television in the hospital waiting room. After some back-and-forth, he convinced me that it would probably be a better PR move to make an effort to play. Nonplussed that my little brother was probably right, I called the trainer and told him that I would go to Valencia.

I left Barcelona after ten that night. I was in fantastic shape when game time arrived the next day. I played minimally—most of my time on the court was spent wondering where I was. We lost badly. (At least, I think we lost. It all seems like some sort of horrible dream.) Our playoff run was off to a poor start.

While riding around in hazes caused by various maladies, I’ve been analyzing my thoughts on this playoff series and this season. Conclusion: I don’t care anymore. I’m not sure what that says about me; probably nothing good. In my defense, I am anxious about the job of rehabilitating my shoulder. The addition of the events of the last week to an already taxing season has not been helpful to my attitude. My body is used up for the year, and it is time to move on. Ideally, I need to be ready to play by early July in order to begin the process of finding a job for next season.

It is a sad state of affairs that I am forced to look ahead so much, but that is the nature of my life. I suppose if I had a six-year, $14 million contract, I could afford a season that lasts until Independence Day. But I don’t, so I am obligated to think in selfish terms.

The good news: while I can actively hope for my team to lose between game days, I cannot change my habits on the court. We played yesterday in the second game of the best-of-five against Valencia. I was still not in great shape. I didn’t feel all that bad, but I was weak from the starvation of the last week. (I’ve probably lost about fifteen pounds since I arrived in Spain.) I did not play well, but I did play hard. Which, along with a quarter, might buy me a minute of international long distance. We were obliterated on our home court, losing by nearly twenty points, which left our advancement hopes in dire straits. So while injury, a really long year, and constant rejection at the hands of Spanish girls has eroded my desire for the season to continue, I know that while I am hoping for a loss this coming Thursday, I won’t play like it when the day comes.

June 7

Extend-o-season is finally over. We lost in the third game of the series with Valencia. Overall, it was a rather poor playoff showing. Obviously. After the game, we boarded a plane bound for Barcelona. I was somewhat distraught. The end of each season always brings with it a panicked feeling. Even in college, I rarely dealt well with the prospect of starting over. My European counterparts were surprised by my gloom. To their way of thinking, we had made a good effort. Making the playoffs had been something of a heroic accomplishment considering our placement in the standings a few weeks earlier. In their minds, there was nothing about which we should be ashamed.

My contract with Joventut stated that I was bound to the team for three days past our final game. While we boarded the plane that would take us home to Barcelona, I heard—through my funk—talk of a postseason banquet a week from that day. I was in no mood to discuss a dinner, but knew that there was almost no way I would remain in Spain for another week. NBA summer leagues were looming; more important, I needed to go home for a few weeks of stability after the most chaotic year of my life.

When we got back to the arena where our cars waited, I asked the coach if there was any way to reschedule the banquet within the next few days so that I could attend and then leave the country. He said he would ask.

My team had something of a love affair with me since I arrived in Spain. I have never fully understood it. (Note to self: improve self-esteem so that affection does not come as a shock.) I do think I was a pleasant surprise. I played hard and was a better basketball player than they expected to find on short notice. Additionally, I embraced the Spanish culture, which is very important to these Mediterranean types. I didn’t bristle at coaching and melded well with the team already in place. I gather that the player I replaced had been quite talented but had also been difficult to deal with. Because my stay went so well, there was talk of a contract extension for me. Barcelona is hardly the worst place in the world for a person to live, so I would have seriously considered another year with Joventut.

Unfortunately, I don’t think that said talk will lead to any further employment by DKV Joventut. I became entirely too stubborn when the team informed me that there was no way that the date of the banquet could be moved. I took a stand and told them that I was going to leave the prescribed three days following our last game. It was not among my shining moments. Even when asked by the team president, who told me just how much such events mean to the Spanish people, I didn’t back down. I felt panicked about wasting any more time in Spain. (As if sitting by the beach with no responsibilities is a waste.) I told him that I had to get back to the United States.

And so I left without any real closure. The team was disappointed by my admittedly immature decision, but I, in typical American fashion, felt I had to stick up for myself. Again, it wasn’t among my better moves.

Now it is time to prepare for the next stage. The doctors I’ve seen since I’ve been back in the United States tell me that the nerve injury I sustained could have been worse…but that it certainly is not going to magically heal in three weeks. It will be a long summer of rehab. Hopefully I can rest my brain while I rest my body. I have to get ready for next year, which I’m sure will be smooth, worry-free, and filled with thoughts of bunny rabbits and butterflies. Whatever happens, I’m confident that I won’t complain about it at all.
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