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This text is dedicated to the lifeblood of college basketball: the players, who are all too often viewed as the product instead of the source.
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“I am sure that no man can derive more pleasure
from money or power than I do from seeing a pair of
basketball goals in some out of the way place.”

—James Naismith, who invented the game of basketball
in Springfield, Massachusetts, in 1891



SATURDAY, MARCH 31, 7:13 P.M. (CT)
THE LOUISIANA SUPERDOME

Just because the game clock has stopped, don’t believe for a single second that the hearts of the ten basketball players on the court have quit pounding.

It’s not possible.

That same intense rhythm beats inside the chests of the players and coaches on the sidelines for the Michigan State Spartans and the Trojans of Troy University.

Only 6.9 seconds remain in regulation time, with underdog Troy leading 64–62.

The Spartans’ eighteen-year-old freshman point guard sensation Malcolm McBride glares into the eyes of his defender, Roko Bacic, with Malcolm clad in green and Roko in cardinal red.

“Don’t even think you can stop me from scoring,” says Malcolm. “This is the real world we’re living in, not a damn storybook.”

Then Malcolm kisses the fingers on his left hand, before touching them to the tattooed portrait on his right arm. The name TRISHA is arched above her carefully detailed face indelibly inked into Malcolm’s black skin.

“If I don’t stop you, maybe you’ll trip over your big mouth,” says Roko, whose teammates call him “Red Bull” for his mop of curly red hair and boundless energy.

Malcolm has earned a tag, too—“One and Done.”

But it’s not something anyone really calls him to his face.

The media gave him that name during his senior year in high school, when Malcolm declared he’d enter the NBA draft as soon as he was eligible—after one year of college ball.

As a stripe-shirted referee hands the basketball to a player with the word STATE across his chest, Malcolm and Roko begin their fight for position.

Drenched in sweat, their arms and legs slide off of one another’s—grappling, pushing, and pulling to the limits the refs will allow.

The Spartans have only until the count of five to inbound the ball. And as the referee’s hand slices the air for the fourth time, Malcolm finally shakes free.

He receives the inbounds pass, restarting the game clock.

In a millisecond, Malcolm sizes up Red Bull, who defends him tightly, denying the opportunity for a deep three-point basket to win.

So Malcolm makes his move to the hoop. First, he stutter-steps, disrupting Roko’s balance. Then he explodes to his right, before cutting the angle sharply left.

With little more than a second remaining, Malcolm stops his dribble on a dime, driving his legs into the slatted wooden floor.

Then Malcolm’s wiry six-foot-three-inch frame takes air.

Red Bull shadows him all the way, just a fraction behind.

At the height of his leap, Malcolm focuses his sight on the rim as Red Bull’s outstretched hands flash across his face.

Despite the strain in his muscles, Malcolm’s touch is light. And he releases the rock like a feather onto a breeze.

Neither Malcolm nor Red Bull sees the shot go in as their bodies tumble to the court. But they both hear the clean swish of the ball through the netting before the Louisiana Superdome explodes in sound, and the clock is reset for overtime.

From that morning’s national newspaper:

CINDERELLA CRASHES FINAL FOUR BALL


NEW ORLEANS, La. — Yes, Cinderella has arrived at the Big Dance in the Big Easy. The Trojans of Troy University—the Cinderella story of the Men’s NCAA Basketball Tournament—will take on the heavily favored Michigan State Spartans in the first semifinal at the Final Four, tonight at 5:07 p.m. (CT). The nearly 56,000 fans expected to fill the Louisiana Superdome will represent the largest crowd for which the Trojans, whose home arena seats a mere 4,000, have ever played.

“March Madness” is what the NCAA Tournament is called, and for good reason. Few pundits could have predicted that Troy, which had never won an NCAA Tournament game before, would still be dancing in this single-elimination tournament that has so far sent more than 60 teams packing over nearly three weeks of competition. In comparison, Michigan State, a perennial contender for the title, has been crowned National Champion twice and reached the Final Four on several other occasions.

Controversial freshman and soon to be NBA draft–bound Malcolm McBride, who made national headlines yesterday by criticizing the NCAA and stating that the players putting on this tournament should receive part of the over $700 million generated by it, is the Spartans’ leading scorer and top trash-talker.

“This isn’t even going to be a game. It’s going to be more like a workout on national TV,” said McBride, who hails from the tough Brewster-Douglass Housing Projects on the East Side of Detroit. “The clock’s going to strike midnight early for these Cinderella Troy boys. The glass slipper doesn’t fit. They’re going home as pumpkins. And I’ll tell them that on the court to their faces, too.”

Junior Roko Bacic is the Trojans’ high-energy leader. Born and raised in the war-torn and rebuilding country of Croatia along the coast of Eastern Europe, Bacic has experienced his share of intense battles as well. Bacic figures to guard McBride one-on-one most of the night. How will he respond to the brash freshman’s trash talking?

“He has freedom of speech. That’s very special. It’s one of the things I love most about the U.S.,” said Bacic. “But I also find [McBride] to be pretty annoying. He can say whatever he wants. Now he just has to back it up on the basketball court, or look very foolish.”

An American film and music buff, the redheaded Croatian credits his study of entertainment with helping him to better learn the English language and its accents.

“Even if McBride scores a big basket or two,” said Bacic, before slipping into his best Arnold Schwarzenegger voice from The Terminator, “on defense, I’ll be back.”

The last time the Spartans and Trojans met for stakes this high was in the Trojan War of Greek mythology, when the Spartans left a huge wooden horse outside the gates of Troy. Believing the gift to be a sign that the war was over, the Trojans brought the horse into their city. That night, the Spartan soldiers who had hidden inside the horse opened the gates of Troy so their army could burn the city down.

Earlier this week, Troy coach Alvin Kennedy showed his players Hollywood’s version of that mythical war in the movie Troy.

“My team loved it,” said Kennedy. “They’ll be sure not to fall for any trick plays now. They even liked the fact that the Spartans won in the movie, because together as a team, we’re ready to rewrite history.”

In the nightcap at 7:47 (CT), the North Carolina Tar Heels and Duke Blue Devils, a pair of traditional blue bloods with nine National Championships and over 30 Final Four appearances between them, will compete for the right to take on the Troy/Michigan State winner in the championship game on Monday night.
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Coach: Alvin Kennedy (5th year)

Team Colors: cardinal red, black and silver

Mascot: T-Roy (Trojan soldier)

Summary: Surprise winners of nine straight games, team chemistry is the Trojans’ strong suit. Coach Alvin Kennedy has his players believing in themselves and not acting like tourists at the Final Four. For the Trojans to win, Roko “Red Bull” Bacic, an emerging pro prospect, must find a way to contain All-American Malcolm McBride. Undersized center Crispin Rice must stay out of foul trouble against Michigan State’s enormous frontcourt. Sweet-shooting Aaron Boyce, a New Orleans native, must show the same resolve that helped him outlast Hurricane Katrina in the Superdome when he faces the defensive-minded Spartans.
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Coach: Eddie Barker (14th year)

Team Colors: green and white

Mascot: Sparty (Spartan soldier)

Summary: The Spartans have been here before—the Trojans have not—and succeeded under coach Eddie Barker. If Barker can control the shot selection and attitude of freshman point guard Malcolm McBride, a sure lottery pick in June’s NBA draft, the Spartans should cruise here. “Grizzly Bear” Cousins and “Baby Bear” Wilkins are no Yogi and Boo-Boo, and should devour rebounds against the smaller Trojans. The Michigan State bench is considerably stronger as well, even in name, boasting a junior reserve named Michael Jordan. Even Sparty, the foam-rubber-costumed mascot, is taller and more buff than the Trojans’ T-Roy.
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7:15 P.M. (CT)
ON A CABLE SPORTS NETWORK PROVIDING
LIVE UPDATES FROM THE FINAL FOUR

Announcer: Welcome back to Sports News ’Round the Clock. Tonight we are truly all things Final Four. Just moments ago, Michigan State freshman Malcolm McBride, who all year has declared himself to be “one and done” as he awaits entry into the NBA, buried a clutch shot at the buzzer, sending the first semifinal game at the Final Four into overtime. The dramatic basket kept the Spartans’ hopes for another national title alive and put another inconceivable celebration by the underdog Trojans of Troy on hold.

It has seemingly been all about Malcolm McBride for the past thirty-two hours or so. Now, in case you missed it, here are selected highlights of yesterday’s question-and-answer session with the media and a trio of Michigan State players. Nearly all of the questions, of course, are aimed at the outspoken McBride. His lightning-rod responses have since drawn a thunderstorm of criticism from defenders of the current college basketball system and a swift counterstatement by his school. And that thunderstorm continues to reverberate tonight as he leads the Spartans into overtime in the Superdome.

On screen, Malcolm McBride sits between two of his teammates, John “Grizzly Bear” Cousins and DeJuan “Baby Bear” Wilkins, at a long table on a raised platform. Each player has a microphone set before him and a folded piece of cardboard displaying his name. The young men are framed by the backdrop of a blue curtain embossed with NCAA in large white lettering.

Reporter: Malcolm, you’ve previously stated that you only chose college because of the NBA’s current rule of not allowing players to enter the league until a year after their high school class graduates. As I recall, you even referred to it once as “being held hostage.” But now that you’ve spent a season at Michigan State, have you grown from the college experience? And will you be back next year, or will this truly be a “one and done” situation for you?

Malcolm: I basically came here a grown man, with all I’d seen and been through. No school is going to teach me more than that. I guess a year out of the projects helped to keep me alive. But my parents still live there. So my plan is to go pro as quick as I can, enter the NBA draft, and cash that fat paycheck for me and my family.

Second Reporter: Mr. McBride, when people hear you talk about the money, should they be turned off? I suppose what I’m really asking is, do you have any respect for the term “student athlete,” or are you and other “one and done” players just using the college system to eventually line your own pockets?

Malcolm: To tell you the truth, I think the system is using me to make money. I play here for free. I don’t get a nickel. My parents even had to pay for their own hotel room in New Orleans. And there’s always some NCAA investigator wanting to make sure that anybody looking to become my agent didn’t slip them fifty bucks for gas money to drive here. But I heard that the NCAA makes something like seven hundred million dollars on this tournament, and that my school could make fifteen mil. I know part of that number’s off my back, my sweat. That’s like slavery. I could blow out my knee on any play and lose my career. Then I’d be left with nothing.

Malcolm’s teammates on either side of him are looking at each other now, nervously shifting around in their seats.

Second Reporter: You don’t think that free tuition and board at a major college is worth something?

Malcolm: No, it’s not. That’s like McDonald’s giving you a free hamburger because you work there. Big deal. They had the patties, buns, and pickles ready to sell anyway. The professors and the school buildings are already there, right? What does it cost them to add one more student into the mix—nothing? But how much money do I bring in? At least at Mickey D’s they pay you minimum wage. Here, they lean on that student athlete stuff to stiff you, and keep you poor. They want you hungry, so you’ll play harder and put on a better show. They use the NBA as your Kids Meal toy to get you in the front door.

Third Reporter: I’d like to hear something from Malcolm’s teammates. John, how do you feel about competing for your school under the current system?

John (Grizzly Bear): (Tapping the microphone before he speaks) I’m proud to do it, to compete as a Spartan. I don’t even go to McDonald’s anymore (with a small laugh), not since I was a little kid.

Third Reporter: And DeJuan, what about you?

DeJuan (Baby Bear): I’m just following my dream: to play college ball at a high level and impress NBA scouts. That’s all.

Third Reporter: So Malcolm, wouldn’t everyone involved have been better off, and you less abused, if you’d spent the year playing professional ball overseas? You’d have gotten paid for your work there, right?

Malcolm: I don’t see why I should be forced to leave my own country to earn a decent living. Because I’m not nineteen yet? That’s age discrimination. I can vote. I can join the U.S. army. But I can’t play pro ball. Why? Because NBA owners wasted hundreds of millions on too many high school kids who couldn’t cut it in the pros before? That’s not me (running his right hand back over his close-cut hair). Maybe I should go to work with my father in the auto plants for a year. Oh, that’s right—I can’t, because him and lots of other people got laid off from the assembly line. So that’s two jobs I can’t have.

First Reporter: Malcolm, just to follow up, obviously you’ve passed your first semester of classes at Michigan State, or you wouldn’t be eligible to continue playing. But there have been reports that you’ve stopped going to class completely during your second semester, in anticipation of leaving school after the tournament concludes. If that’s true, do you feel like you’re manipulating the system?

Malcolm: I had to take at least six credits my first semester, and I did—passed them all. It doesn’t matter if it was ballroom dancing or basketball 101. I passed. It’s like the second time I took the SAT and scored so much higher. Nobody believed it. And I had to take it a third time to prove I had some natural smarts. Well, I really can’t remember about this semester. It’s been too much basketball and travel for my school. So I’ll have to wait for grades in a couple of months to find out. For the second part of that question, it’s like what my father always says about living in the projects, about being trapped there—no one can manipulate the system who didn’t invent it, a system that was made to keep you down.

First Reporter: Malcolm, there have been whispers that you may come under NCAA investigation for receiving some type of improper benefits. Do you know anything about that?

Malcolm: All I can tell you is I’ve got no wheels, no watch, no rings (looking down at his bare wrists and fingers), and no money in the bank. Ask anyone who knows me, anyone who sees me walking around campus. People who are jealous of me are always going to be serving up that Haterade. So as far as I’m concerned, those rumors come under the heading of Child, Please.

Third Reporter: U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has proposed that schools which don’t graduate at least fifty percent of their scholarship basketball players should be banned from playing in this tournament. How do you feel about lowering your school’s graduation rate by leaving early, Malcolm? What if your teammates and school pay the price for that, being banned from a future tournament?

Malcolm: I don’t care about none of that. I’m looking after number one—myself. I’ve seen what happens in this world when you don’t, when you put other people first. That’s why I wear eleven on my uniform. There are two number ones in a row, to always remind me, in case I forget. I pass the rock to my teammates when they’re open. That’s it. Nobody can ask any more from me. And no one should.

Broadcast cuts back to the studio announcer.

Announcer: Within an hour of Malcolm McBride’s comments, the Michigan State Athletics Department issued this statement (statement appears on screen as announcer reads it): “We wholeheartedly believe in amateurism and the ideal of the student athlete. Our scholarship athletes abide by the rules of the NCAA and make great personal sacrifices to compete on the athletic field while maintaining their primary role as students at Michigan State.” (Cut back to announcer) Michigan State coach Eddie Barker, who has been battling laryngitis throughout the tournament, has yet to comment.


“Where I grew up—I grew up on the north side of Akron [Ohio], lived in the projects. So those scared and lonely nights—that’s every night. You hear a lot of police sirens, you hear a lot of gunfire. Things that you don’t want your kids to hear growing up.”

—LeBron James, who went directly from high school into the NBA

CHAPTER ONE

MALCOLM McBRIDE

7:18 P.M. [CT]

The Goodyear Blimp isn’t as pumped up as Malcolm, standing inside the Michigan State huddle. If it were, it would be providing a national TV audience with a video feed from the surface of Mars right now, instead of an aerial view of the Superdome.

Coach Barker, who sports a middle-age paunch and stands almost a head shorter than Malcolm, is the focus of the Spartans’ attention.

“Seize on the momentum Malcolm just gave us,” Coach Barker preaches to his players in a strained and raspy voice. “That shot he made destroyed them. Believe me, they’re deflated. They’ll be dragging out there. They haven’t got the heart or stomach for this kind of pressure. We do!”

The players standing closest to Malcolm, Grizzly Bear Cousins and Baby Bear Wilkins, each drape an arm across his shoulders.

Malcolm feels their weight as they try to lift themselves and overcome their exhaustion.

“They’re tired. We’re not. Stay tough on defense, but watch—” says Barker over the crowd noise, before his voice finally falters.

Malcolm raises his head from the huddle, gazing into the packed stands. Sitting nine rows behind the Michigan State bench are his parents.

His mama, a lunchroom worker in a Detroit elementary school, is cheering wildly.

Though Malcolm can’t hear her over the crowd, he reads her lips mouthing, “Go, son! Go!”

Malcolm’s father is much more reserved. He claps his callused hands, nodding his head beneath a cap that reads BUILT TOUGH, the motto of the car company that released him after twenty-three years on their assembly line.

Coach Barker sticks a hand out into the middle of the huddle, and his players quickly pile theirs on top.

Barker punishes his vocal cords to get out a single word: “Victory!”

In unison, the players repeat it, breaking the huddle.

Then Malcolm gives some instructions of his own.

“Grizz, I want you to knock that Red Bull dude senseless with a hard screen. I can’t have him hawking me everywhere without consequences.”

“Done,” says Grizzly, through the growing shadow of a sandpaper beard.

“Leave it to me. I’ve got fouls to burn,” says Baby Bear. “I’ll knock that Euro-boy’s dome clean off.”

Grizzly, a mountain of a senior, is one of the biggest centers in all of college basketball. And his immense size is the only reason the smaller, six-foot-nine, 260-pound DeJuan Wilkins could ever be referred to as Baby Bear. All year long, the pair had growled over Malcolm, a freshman, barking out orders. But with the Spartans’ entire season now resting on Malcolm’s ability to score, Grizzly and Baby Bear apparently decide to put their pride aside.

Nearing the end of regulation, a pair of pivotal Michigan State players had fouled out of the game. So Barker now points to Michael Jordan, who removes his warm-up top and gets ready to take the floor.

This isn’t the Michael Jordan who won the NCAA Championship with North Carolina, six NBA Championships with the Chicago Bulls, and two Olympic gold medals. Not Air Jordan, with his “Jumpman” silhouette on his own brand of basketball shoes.

No, this is the junior benchwarmer of the same name, whose jump shot sometimes makes it look like he’s applying for work as a bricklayer.

“Hey, MJ, play like the man you’re named after. Not like you usually do,” demands Malcolm, tugging him in close with a firm grip on the waistband of his shorts. “That means don’t screw things up. Just get the rock to me.”

“I hear you loud and clear,” answers MJ, in an unsettled voice. “No heroics, just steady play. I got it.”

Before he walks onto the court for overtime, Malcolm’s piercing brown eyes settle on a girl in the Michigan State band. He hears the pounding rhythm of her snare and watches the drumsticks in her hands moving faster and faster, until they become a blur.

AUGUST, TWO YEARS AND SEVEN MONTHS AGO

The mercury had hit ninety-six degrees that sweltering summer day, and the sun baked the red brick of the Brewster-Douglass Houses.

It was nearly five thirty in the afternoon as Malcolm headed home from the asphalt courts, bare-chested, with a sweat-soaked T-shirt dangling from a belt loop on his cutoffs.

He pounded a basketball against the concrete, in rhythm to his steps.

Right-handed.

Left-handed.

Right-handed.

Left-handed.

The heat from the sidewalk came up through the bottoms of his kicks, until the soles of Malcolm’s feet felt like they were on fire.

“Hey, Malc,” called a voice from a circle of teens on the opposite corner, in the shadow of a liquor store on St. Antoine Street, one where a sheet of bulletproof glass separated the customers from the guy at the register. “It’s too hot to be balling. Come chill with us.”

They were dudes who Malcolm was tight with from his hood and school, mostly dressed in tank tops, shorts, and sneakers with no socks. And there were two open forty-ounce beers on the ground beside them, on either side of a metal pole from a parking meter.

They were hanging out, looking for a good time.

But there was a pair of guys with them, wearing heavy cargo pants with more pockets than you could count. Those dudes were doing business.

Malcolm threw a hand up to wave.

“My mama’s birthday dinner’s tonight,” he hollered back, without breaking his stride. “I gotta go.”

“Don’t party too hard with the old folks!”

Malcolm wasn’t an angel. He’d been involved in his share of drama during his first two years of high school. He wanted junior year to be different, though.

He’d been suspended for fighting the semester before, after a beef he had on the basketball court carried over into a classroom. And his father had to pick him up once at the station house when cops nabbed him on the street for underage drinking.

But Malcolm didn’t have any real interest in watching other kids screw around, drink, or get high. He’d seen too many sweeps by the Detroit PD, who’d bust anyone within fifty feet of dudes dealing drugs. So Malcolm didn’t even cross over to the other side of the street.

A half-block later, Malcolm passed another group of guys camped out around a bench. They were a little older and more serious about business. Malcolm recognized them, too. Only this time there weren’t any greetings, just an exchange of hard looks.

At the edge of the four identical fourteen-story project buildings, younger kids were splashing in the spray from an open hydrant. Nearby, middle school girls were spinning ropes, making their own cool breeze. They were jumping double Dutch, popping out rhymes.


Call the army, call the navy,

Maya’s gonna have a baby.

Wrap it up in tissue paper,

Send it down the elevator.

Boy, girl, twins, triplets,

Boy, girl, twins, triplets.



Without noticing, Malcolm had changed the rhythm of his dribble to match their cadence.

Over it all was the sound of rap, hip-hop, and R & B mixed together, filtering through the air. Smokey Robinson and Diana Ross, two of his mama’s favorite singers, grew up in these projects. Malcolm knew that was the music she’d want to hear at her birthday dinner. And he was already thinking about putting on the CD of Smokey’s “My Girl,” just to hear his father sing to her—Talkin ’bout my girl. My girl.

As Malcolm started for Building 302, his sister, Trisha, came bounding through the front doors and headed down the concrete path towards him.

She was dressed in a gray T-shirt that read M.L.K. CRUSADERS MARCHING BAND, with five interlocking rings beneath.

“Think fast, sis,” said Malcolm, sending her a chest-high pass.

Trisha was going to be a senior in September at Martin Luther King High School, where Malcolm was about to become a junior.

“What, you think ballers are the only ones with quick hands?” Trisha shot back, after cushioning the ball to a stop between her fingertips and palms. “Just remember who was the first McBride to play in front of a packed stadium—me.”

The summer before, she’d taken her snare drum and gone with the band to perform at the Olympics in Beijing. They were one of a hundred high school bands invited from around the world. Trisha even played on the Great Wall of China and toured the Forbidden City, where Chinese emperors once lived.

The school raised three hundred thousand dollars in donations to make it happen. Plenty of people from the projects who couldn’t afford it donated five or ten dollars out of pride, to see teens from their neighborhood do something like that.

When she got back home, the first question Malcolm had asked her was about how good the Chinese food was over there. He was disappointed as anything to find out that Trisha hadn’t seen any fried rice, egg rolls, or spareribs on the whole two-week trip. Instead, she ate dumplings, roast duck, and baby octopus.

“Dinner is all ready. I made meatloaf. It’s in the oven and just needs to be heated up,” said Trisha. “Here’s your job: set the table after you shower, and sign Mama’s birthday card. And I don’t mean just print your name. Write something nice in it and make sure you use the word love.”

“Here’s your job,” Malcolm parroted her. “Where are you going?”

“I’m doing a favor for Ramona—watching little Sha-Sha in the water while she goes to the store.”

Ramona had been Trisha’s best friend since grade school. When Ramona got pregnant at fifteen, Malcolm’s parents put Trisha under lock and key for a while. But so far, Trisha still seemed to have more interest in school and band practice than running around with boys.

“I’ll be back in about a half hour. Now, take a gut check,” Trisha said, shoving the ball hard into Malcolm’s stomach.

A breath of air popped out of his lungs on impact. “Lucky you’re a female, or I’d knock you flat with the next pass.”

“You just make sure Mama keeps out of the kitchen while I’m gone,” Trisha said from over her shoulder, walking away. “I don’t want her waiting on you or Daddy, not on her b-day.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not your slave either,” said Malcolm. “I see that you doing favors for other people puts more work on me.”

“Deal with it, baby bro!” she called out, without ever looking back. “It’s not always about you!”

In a single leap, Malcolm took the three steps leading up to the building’s entrance. Going through those double glass doors was like walking into a furnace, with the air inside almost too thick and heavy to breathe. He draped his T-shirt across the back of his neck and hit the buzzer to apartment 1204.

“Who’s there?” asked his mama over the intercom.

It was the last time Malcolm would hear her voice that carefree.

“Me, Mama,” he answered.

Malcolm felt the returning buzz in his hand and heard the lock click as he grabbed the burning-hot door handle.

Inside, his eyes scanned the rows of mailboxes built into the wall, and the new bulletin board postings—

EARN 50K A YEAR WORKING FROM HOME!

LOSE 40 LBS. FIRST MONTH, NO EXERCISE.

SATURDAY NIGHT HOUSE PARTY WITH DJ SCRIBE.

REDUCE HYPERTENSION NOW!

Then Malcolm rode an elevator alone to the twelfth floor. On the way up, he dribbled the ball one time, and the harsh echo off the metal walls pounded back at his eardrums.

When the elevator doors opened, Malcolm heard a growing commotion in the hall. From around the bend, there was loud banging on a door, and snippets of panicked voices.

“Those were gunshots . . .”

“A drive-by, I think . . .”

“Hurt . . .”

“Shot . . .”

“Oh, God no! God, let me be wrong!”


“I have a first and a last name. I’m not just some passerby. I know that some people don’t like this, but they have to understand, no matter how miserable it makes them. There’s room for Europeans (in U.S. basketball).”

—Dražen Petrovic, one of the first European players
to succeed in the NBA, elected to the Hall of Fame
posthumously after his death in a 1993 car accident

CHAPTER TWO

ROKO BACIC

7:20 P.M. [CT]

“One, two, three—teamwork!” echoes inside the circle of Trojans as coach Alvin Kennedy, a tall slender black man in his late thirties, breaks the huddle at their bench.

Then, junior Roko Bacic feels a hand on his shoulder.

Kennedy pulls him aside, looks him square in the eye, and says, “This is your time. We thrive on your energy. An extra five minutes is nothing for you. Be that Red Bull.”

“If I’d stopped McBride on that shot, we’d be celebrating right now, cutting down the nets,” says Roko, shaking his head in disgust. “That’s on me.”

“You couldn’t have played any better defense. Just let it go,” says Kennedy, gently shoving Roko onto the court. “You’re the only one that’s got an answer for Malcolm McBride so far. Don’t let him think he’s got something over you. And don’t you believe it, either.”

Walking onto the court with Roko is senior center Crispin Rice and senior forward Aaron Boyce.

“I forget under all this pressure—isn’t basketball supposed to be fun?” Crispin asks in a serious tone, glimpsing his fiancée, Hope Daniels, in the middle of a dance routine. She’s a Troy cheerleader, a stunning blonde with jade eyes and a sleek athletic body.

Before Roko can respond, Aaron, a native of New Orleans, who has more than thirty relatives and friends attending the game, points into the stands and says, “Nah, it’s their job to have all the fun. We get to sweat it out under the microscope.”

“I’m with Aaron. His family practically owns this Superdome tonight,” Roko tells Crispin. “Just play loose. Your stroke will come back, C-Rice.”

Then Roko swallows hard, before letting go of a long belchhhh.

The night before, Aaron’s mother had the entire Troy team and coaching staff—nearly twenty people—over to her house for dinner. She served crawfish, gumbo, and red beans and rice. For some of the players, including Roko, it was their first taste of Cajun cooking.

“Son, what’s your teammate writing down in that little notebook of his, my dinner menu?” Roko had heard Aaron’s mother asking about him.

“He’s a journalism major, Ma,” answered Aaron, sitting a few seats away from Roko at the kitchen table. “The Red Bull’s always writing something in that book. He’s practicing to be a reporter one day.”

“So Mr. Red Bull Reporter, let me ask you a question,” said Aaron’s mother, setting down another platter of crawfish. “I know you’re from Europe. How do you like that southern-style food they serve in Troy, Alabama?”

“I won’t lie. It took my stomach some getting used to. But I’ve got a taste for grits now,” answered Roko. “And I like the way they deep-fry everything, even the Snickers bars.”

“Deep-fried candy? Well, N’awlins cooking is a different animal,” she said. “It’ll get your motor running hot for sure, so be careful. It’s spicy enough to have you sweating before the big game.”

“I’m feeling the heat already,” said Roko, using a hand to fan his open mouth. “I didn’t know there was hot pepper baked inside the biscuits, not until I ate three.”

“That’s jalapeño bread. We’re full of warm little surprises down here,” she said. “See, we don’t have guests to our homes, just extended family. So if there’s anything you need, you come straight to me—your brother’s mother. You hear?”

Roko nodded his head, copying down a few of her words before he shut his notebook.

There wasn’t enough space or chairs in the kitchen for everyone. So people were eating in almost every room of the small house and out on the front porch, too. But when Coach Kennedy made a speech in the living room, everyone did their best to cram inside or into the doorways at either end.

“When I banned cell phones and iPods from our trip to the Final Four, the idea was that it would bring us closer together. That we’d be talking and listening to each other a lot more, like a family,” said Kennedy. “Mrs. Boyce’s hospitality tonight has really reinforced that. Now we have a home and not just a hotel. I think she deserves a round of applause.”

Near the end of the clapping and cheers, Aaron announced, “There’s one more family thing. It was Ma’s idea. Since Roko’s parents couldn’t make it from Croatia, my aunt and uncle agreed to take their place. Come on in!”

The pair made their way into the living room wearing curly red wigs.

“They’ll be the only black people at the game with bright red hair!” Aaron told Roko, over a wave of laughter. “They’re your new peeps!”

“It’s like looking into a mirror,” Roko said with a huge smile across his face, before he hugged them both.

And right now, as Roko gets into position on the court beside Malcolm McBride, he finds his surrogate family in the stands behind the Troy bench and gives them a big thumbs-up. But somehow, instead of making Roko feel better, it only makes him miss his real family even more.


April 18 (Grade 9)

Important note–this is a journal not a diary. A diary is for girls and their heartaches of love. I have no heart troubles yet because I do not have a girlfriend that is steady. This is my first time writing in a journal. I am starting in high school first year. My uncle Dražen said I have opinions worth something now. But not cash money. This journal is his idea.

He is a writer for his job. He is a journalist at a newspaper here in Zagreb–capital city of Croatia. Uncle Dražen said I should write in English. For many more people can understand my words on future dates. I study English since grade 4. The vocabulary of mine is getting stronger and better every day. I see US movies like The Departed, Friday Night Lights, Kill Bill. I hear US music also. Songs by Slim Shady and Snoop Dogg. So I know how the English language sounds for real–street real. Not like the fake Harry Potter from the English of England. I call wizard Harry Potter fake because no magic words can change things. That is the lesson you learn in Croatia past schooltime–wishes and words mean nothing.

How to start in my journal? Uncle Dražen said from the beginning of my memory to now. Okay. First thing I know from when I am very young is war. In some days before grade one I am playing alone outside my house. From nowhere there is siren and whistling sounds through the clouds and air to my ears. One shell explodes on a street close by. After that I am upside down flying, very scared, crying for my mother. But it is my mother that grabbed me. She is carrying me to the basement of my neighbor for safe shelter from shells. I sleep that night on the floor in basement with no bathroom.

Now here is my good opinion worth something–yesterday, today, tomorrow is the same. It is like a quiet war. End of Croatia Independence War in 1995, my schoolbook states as fact. Big lie. Only true parts: No more warning sirens. No more shells. No more hiding in shelters in basements with neighbors. But war is still here in Croatia. Every day to night. War is left over. How? Much less tourists travel to here for vacation time to spend money. Few good jobs. Much drinking and drugs. War is poor people fighting for $$$. The factory job for my father? Open! Closed! Open! Closed! That is today.

But there is good things in my life too. Uncle Dražen lives in our house now with me, my mother, my father. My uncle has no spouse or child yet so I am like his son. He teaches me to play basketball–shoot, dribble, pass, defense. Always more defense. Uncle Dražen beat me last time we play 15 to 12. Future I want to play for my high school team. I practice very much with my friends after school, homework, house chores. I am almost 6 feet in height. But more inches are needed. Uncle Dražen said size of the heart is more important than inches for basketball. Each Saturday we get up at 4 o’clock in morning to watch Kobe, LeBron, D-Wade play in NBA on satellite TV. But the very best is past Michael Jordan highlight dunks on YouTube. He is king of mad hops. I bow down to him. Even if he is retired and old. For now I can only touch the official 10 foot rim. My father said basketball is for child not man. He said enjoy while I still can, and he laugh at Uncle Dražen for spending so much time on sport. One day I will dunk. When I possess more inches and more heart. I will do this before I am a grown man with family to worry for.




September 14 (Grade 10)

My lifelong dream has become true. I made my high school basketball team. Two days past I went to the first tryout in our gymnasium. I was sweating an ocean of saltwater even before the tryout begins. There were 37 hopeful players to fill up just 13 spots for the roster. But 10 of those spots were taken up automatic by returning players from last year. That meant my chances were very poor. I missed the only two shots I took. Clank! Clank! All nerves and no shooting touch. But on defense I played against the senior all-star guard with more inches and muscles than me. I was not embarrassed by him and was able to keep him always within my arms reach.

I did not sleep a wink later that night. Like I only knew an alphabet without the ZZZZZs. I made no journal entry so I would not have to read it forever if I got cut. Uncle Dražen could see I was uptight and did not push me for details. The next day at school I am on the list of players making the first cut–from 37 down to 20. At the second tryout my defense is even better. I also made three of three shots and know that God heard my praying and guided the most difficult one into the basket. Again I had little sleep. Only this time for excitement because I know I played well. Uncle Dražen could see it in my eyes. He patted me on the back and said, “It is beautiful to feel so alive for something.”

This morning I walked up to the list with my eyes closed. Then I opened them with two sets of fingers crossed. Hooray! Props to me! My name is printed number 12 of 13 in the coach’s own writing. All day long school is a joy. Nothing can bring me down. At home my father shakes my hand warning that studying and chores must always come first. Uncle Dražen kisses my cheek saying he will sweep the yard every day in my place in exchange for tickets to my first professional game. When my uniform comes I will sleep in it. I will wear it under my street clothes. I have already told my mother that I will wash it myself by hand–never to let it out of my sight.




November 15 (Grade 10)

Today I made my first dunk on the official height rim during basketball practice at school. It was 10 feet of rim vs. 6 foot 2 inches of me. No problem! The sound of the basket shaking was like beautiful music to my ears. It pumped me up more than any Jay-Z beat. And I smiled after dunking for a long time without stopping until my cheeks felt sore.

When I returned home my father shook my hand and told me now I can concentrate on real life. So I waited for Uncle Dražen to arrive from his job. I dragged him to the hoops at the public park in the cold to show off. He took a picture of my new dunk skills on his cell phone and saved it to his wallpaper. We celebrated with high fives and caramel custard. He has not won against me in games of one-on-one for a while now. But I do not rub it into his face.




December 1 (Grade 10)

Yes!!! Now I will have money for dates. Uncle Dražen fixed me for Saturday work at his newspaper. My job is to load the big bundles of papers into the trucks for delivering. He said to me, “It is a job that a teenage boy can handle because your mind can be on 20 different things at one time and still do it right.”

I need the money because girls such as Rosa, Teresa, and even hot-legs Valeria look at me now–and not just like a skinny scarecrow. They see me wear my team jacket and sweat suit everywhere. Those clothes are babe magnets to the highest degree, even more important than a car.




January 13 (Grade 10)

There was another gang attack in my school today. It happened in a classroom with the teacher present. I was not there. But others said four thugs from our own school ran into the room and beat Baldo M. until his head began to bleed. All because he bought a long knife from one of them and didn’t pay on time. Funnysad–it is more dangerous to have a weapon than not. That is why I do not carry one.

The gangs leave me alone because I wear the same team jacket as others. Having teammates is protection. Even my father agrees this is a worthy point of playing basketball.




February 5 (Grade 10)

Today we lost the high school championship game of Zagreb by many points. Too many points for me to write down forever in ink. It was the big smackdown and blowout. We were punked to the max! There is sadness, sorrow, and shameful heads hanging down with all of my teammates and me. I wear #23 for Michael Jordan. But my talent is not up to his number. My heart is not strong enough to be a champion yet.

All basketball season my playing time grew to more and more minutes, being on the court and off the bench. So I am at least happy for that. Uncle Dražen came to clap for me, and give advice like a second coach. He is also a second father in my life which means much more. He said there would be a story about the game in his newspaper. My first time in a newspaper and I will not want to read it because we lost by so much. Tough shits on me!!!




February 16 (Grade 10)

Uncle Dražen has two victories to celebrate today. One of his stories about criminal organizations in Croatia is on the front page again. He has the heart to tell the truth and point finger to Fat Tony Soprano mobsters and crime family of Zagreb. They rip off hardworking people, little by little to add up their loot. The headlines on front pages have my uncle’s name. I see it thousands of times on Saturdays before the papers leave by trucks.

Uncle Dražen’s new job of editor is also an official victory now. It comes with a money raise but also another price tag. Letters and phone calls come to his office with violent threats for the truth he writes about. He told me basketball and writing is not for scared little mice. That when you lose the courage to say what you are thinking you will have nothing left. Uncle Dražen has the heart I want to grow inside of me. It is the champion’s heart. He is the Michael Jordan of newspaper writing.






End of sample
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