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ONE

The Object of My Affliction





MY LITTLE DUKE PROBLEM

A man who lives, not by what he loves

but what he hates, is a sick man.

ARCHIBALD MACLEISH



I AM A SICK, SICK MAN. Not only am I consumed by hatred, I am delighted by it. I have done some checking into the matter and have discovered that the worlds great religions and wisdom traditions tend to frown upon this.

Therefore, dear reader, I need your prayers. But even more than I do, the University of North Carolinas basketball team, the object of my obsession, needs them. Here is the depth of my sickness. It is several years back on a beautiful afternoon during basketball season. The cable is out. (Note to self: Kill Time Warner.) I am alone in my apartment in New York City, frantically hitting the refresh button on my computer screen, getting the updates of Carolinas shockingly bad performance against its archrival, Duke. So far, the Heels have shot 18 three-pointers and hit exactly five.


There is no end to my gloom. My father is in his grave, my marriage is kaput, my girlfriend is said to be in Miami (though what she is doing there I cant say, since were not speaking), I have no income, and yet the thing that is driving me over the edge is a basketball game that I cant even see. North Carolina, my beloved North Carolina, is being brutalized by Duke, being outplayed by opponents who are too kind, too mannerly even to gloat. At least when your rival gloats, you know victory over you means something. Again and again, I hit the refresh button and am transported anew to a message board resounding with rending cries and moans from fellow Carolina obsessives, posting their dismay, miss by brutal miss. Its like tuning in to the distracted mutterings of old men alone on park benches, all over America. There are so many of us.

Grown men, presumably a lot like me, are spending their Sunday afternoon on the Inside Carolina message board, writing things like I wanna hurl. BlueBlood cries, My sixth-grade students are gonna rip me a new one.

While I myself never post, content to lurk, Ive come to know the personalities of some of the posters. The clever but doomsaying Jeff Brown opened one season by writing an amusing, if despairing, list with the title We Just Have a Few Minor Problems. A guy calling himself The Critic, who gets on my nerves with his constant pessimism, says, Good night, folks.

I wont eat. I cant eat. Or maybe I should eat, since there is the possibility, faint perhaps, that through a small, apparently unconnected action, like ordering sushi from the Malaysian place down the street, I will change the karmic pattern at work in this game. Its chaos theory and not to be sniffed at. Whats that classic examplea butterfly flaps its wings in the Amazon and two weeks later a major hurricane devastates the Bengal peninsula? Or, to put it in my terms, perhaps a tuna roll inside out will allow Jason Capel to actually hit a three-point shot. Maybe a bowl of chirashi will cause Brian Morrison to stop booting the ball out of bounds. And a nip of sake may teach goddamn Kris Lang (as he is known in my household) to hold on to the ball.

A former teacher of mine, a great scholar of Southern literature, believes that he can control games by maintaining the same posture throughout the contest and by doing some kind of weird voodoo gesture with his fingers every time an opposing player shoots a free throw. Id rather try eating, so I order the sushi, but nothing works. Carolina is shooting 29 percent from the field, and Lang has exactly one rebound. Like a cancer patient, I continue to make bargains with God (who I am not sure even exists). But He must not be watching this game. Another Tar Heel three clangs off the rim. They lose by 26.

The message board erupts. Coolheel: I could have shot 5 for 18 from 3 myself after having a six-pack, which was much needed to endure the flow of this stinker. UNCodeCorrect: Its a huge shit sandwich and were all going to have to take a bite.

Another fan writes, I may have to sit out this year with a bad back, a pointed reminder of the hated Duke coach Mike Krzyzewskis condition during the 199495 season, when the Blue Devils suffered a beautifully horrible time of it, finishing 13 to 18. Overburdened, Krzyzewski took a leave of absence from coaching that year. Rumors swirled through the Research Triangle of the Duke coach in tears, huddled in his bedroom, wrapped in a bathrobe, muttering more inanities than Dick Vitale. Now, the normal human certainly would feel sympathy for a man in such pain. But I am a North Carolina fan and by definition, at least when it comes to Duke, not a normal man.



I came naturally by my prejudice in this matter from my father, William Brevard Blythe II. He was a lifelong North Carolinian, born in Mecklenburg County in 1928. His childhood during the Great Depression was paradisiacal, or so he portrayed it to his children, whom he liked to tease for being city kids. (Until we got older and learned to hit back, we would actually cry when he called us this.) He had a pony and a dog; he roamed through the woods and the fields without supervision; he and a couple of friends had the initiative to build their own tennis court when they decided they wanted to learn the game. Like his father before him and like me after him, he graduated from the University of North Carolina. He could not understand why you might want to live in some other place. He loved his home state (trees, birds, soil, fish, crops, counties, ladies, barbecue) in a way that few people seem to love their home states anymore, home being a quaint, antique concept in a nomadic and upwardly mobile America.

My father used to love to tell a joke about Duke, or, more specifically, about the difference between the University of North Carolina, in our hometown of Chapel Hill, and Duke University, which was only about eight miles from our house but a universe away in our affections. In a sense, it was a riddle about the difference between being and seeming, and it went to the heart of my fathers values. He would even tell the joke to international visitors to our home, who had no idea what he was talking about but usually chuckled valiantly at the punch line. I remember in particular one homesick, bespectacled Egyptian grad student whom we had signed up to host one semester and who sat at our table one Friday night eating country ham and biscuits, earnestly trying to understand our views on Duke and North Carolina. How well my father understood this poor mans homesickness, having once spent three months in Alexandria helping set up dialysis units, listening every day to the muezzins calls to prayer ringing from the minarets, which seemed to be summoning him not to Mecca but back to North Carolina.

How can you tell the difference between a Carolina man and a Duke man? my father asked the Egyptian, who thought for a while and finally shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of defeat. This was not a fellow who had spent much time pondering the fiery temper of Art Heyman or the buttery jump shot of Walter Davis. And then, proudly answering himself, my father said, A Duke man walks down the street like he owns the whole world. A Carolina man walks down the street like he doesnt give a damn.

The Egyptian student laughed conscientiously, looking from one member of my family to the other to see if he was doing the right thing. We nodded; yes, yes, you got it. Oh, that is so funny, he said.

There are two kinds of Americans, it seems to me, with my father representing the first. Those for whom the word home summons up an actual place that is wood-smoke fragrant with memory and desire, a place that one has no choice but to proudly claim, even if its a falling-down dogtrot shack, the place to which the compass always points, the place one visits in nightly dreams, the place to which one aims always to return, no matter how far off course the ship might drift.

And then there are those citizens for whom home is a more provisional notionthe house or apartment in which one sleeps at night, as if American life were an exhausting tour of duty, and home, no matter how splendid, equaled a mere rest stop on the Interstate of Personal Advancement. I am biased against this kind of nomadism, no matter how well upholstered the vehicles. The loss of adhesion to a particular place seems ruinous, and those without the first kind of home wander through our nation like the flesh eaters from Night of the Living Dead.

A great many of these flesh eaters pass through the pseudo-Gothic arches of Duke University, pass through being the relevant phrase. Duke is the university as launchpad, propelling its mostly out-of-state students into a stratosphere of success. While hardly opposed to individual achievement, North Carolina, by contrast, is the university as old home place, equally devoted to the values of community and local service. That, at least, is the mythology many of us swallowed as we grew up. So that when one roots for one team or another in the DukeNorth Carolina rivalry, one is cheering as much for opposing concepts of American virtue as for adolescent geniuses of basketball.



The basketball rivalry between Duke and North Carolina has become the greatest rivalry in college athletics, and one of the greatest in all of sports. It is Ali versus Frazier, the Giants versus the Dodgers, the Red Sox versus the Yankees. Hell, its bigger than that. This is the Democrats versus the Republicans, the Yankees versus the Confederates, Capitalism versus Communism. All right, okay, the Life Force versus the Death Instinct, Eros versus Thanatos. Is that big enough? This is a rivalry of such intensity, of such hatred, that otherwise reasonable adults attach to it all manner of political-philosophical baggage, some of which might even be true. I know because Im one of them. During the 2004 presidential campaign, candidate John Edwards, the former senator from North Carolina, could not resist jumping into the fray when he told a reporter for The Oregonian, I hate Duke basketball. Yes, cautious John Edwards, a man determined to wage a coast-to-coast campaign in which he alienates not a single voter. But there he was out in Oregon, watching television in the company of a reporter, and there was the Duke basketball team, trashing another overmatched opponent on national TV, and Candidate Edwards, a North Carolina law-school graduate, could not contain himself, could not choke back his distaste. A grown man who had otherwise put away childish things, he still had to say it, how he hates Duke basketball. Of course, he has his counterparts who feel similarly about North Carolina basketball. Why should this be so?

The answers have a lot to do with class and culture in the South, particularly in my native state, where both universities are located. Issues of identitywhether you see yourself as a populist or an elitist, as a local or an outsider, as public-minded or individually strivingget played out through allegiances to North Carolinas and Dukes basketball teams. And just as war, in Carl von Clausewitzs oft-quoted formulation, is a continuation of politics by other means, so basketball, in this case, is an act of war disguised as sport. The living and dying through ones allegiance to either Duke or Carolina is no less real for being enacted through play and fandom. Ones psychic well-being hangs in the balance.

What is behind the hatred, the collective ferocity? The solution to that mystery begins not with basketball itself, but with the universities in both fact and perception. The schools stand a mere eight miles away from each other off 15-501, the heavily traveled thoroughfare between Chapel Hill and Durham. Put two different notions of the universe in the same atom, as it were, and theres bound to be disturbances at the molecular level. In quantum terms, its matter meets antimatter. In basketball terms, its Duke versus North Carolina. As Mike Krzyzewski once said, Forget the Big Ten. We share the same dry cleaners. There is no other rivalry like this. It produces things, situations, feelings that you cant talk to other people about. Because they have no understanding of it. So while the two schools are geographically close, theyre a world apart in just about every other way.

North Carolina is a public university, the oldest one in the country, chartered in 1789 and opened in 1795, when one presumably weary student by the name of Hinton James walked into town from New Hanover County on the coast in search of schooling. Duke is a private university, endowed in 1924 by the tobacco magnate James B. Duke, who gave his money in exchange for having a college previously known as Trinity named after him. He directed the school to erect Gothic-style buildings amid the pine forests and old tobacco fields, structures befitting a medieval university where scholars would go punting on willow-shaded rivers, not on a football field. By contrast, the North Carolina campus evolved in a more higgledy-piggledy fashion and features a heterodox assortment of architectural styles, ranging from a simple brick dormitory from the eighteenth century to hideous concrete-block fortresses from the 1970s. Throughout the years, an aesthetic of modesty has seemed to prevail. North Carolina draws a large share of its 15,961 students from within the state. Most of Dukes 6,347 students come from out of state, and many of them are accused by Carolina fans of being Ivy League wannabes who have fallen back on what their brethren call the Harvard of the South.

In the Seventies, my snooty little liberal friends and I felt that we owned a devastating advantage in the DukeCarolina argument by virtue of the fact that Richard Nixon had attended law school at Duke. We found this gem of a quotation from Tricky Dick that had a conclusive redolence, post-Watergate: I always remember that whatever I have done in the past or may do in the future, Duke University is responsible in one way or another. This seemed to say it all, at least if you were a snooty young liberal.

Even in basketball, the universities find themselves on opposite sides of the political spectrum. A graduate of West Point, Krzyzewski is famously conservative, exalting business values, speaking to American companies about winning in the corporate world. During the last U.S. Senate election in North Carolina, he got into a little hot water for hosting a fund-raiser on the Duke campus for the Republican candidate and eventual victor, Elizabeth Dole. By contrast, North Carolinas longtime coach, Dean Smith, the winningest coach in NCAA Division I history, has spoken out on behalf of liberal causes from the start of his career. He participated in the integration of Chapel Hills public facilities in the early Sixties, supported a nuclear freeze in the early Eighties, opposes the death penalty, and was at times touted as a possible Democratic candidate for the U.S. Senate.

Both programs have been about as successful as college teams can be, North Carolina having won four national championships and Duke three. (North Carolina claims a fifth, from 1924, before the current playoff system began.) They are both among the top four teams in all-time victories, North Carolina having racked up 1,825, Duke 1,730. They began playing each other back in 1920, with North Carolina leading in the head-to-head victory count, 124 to 95. Each has employed some of the games legendary coaches: Frank McGuire, Smith, and now Roy Williams at North Carolina; Vic Bubas and Krzyzewski at Duke. And both have enjoyed rosters resplendent with many of the games greatest players: at North Carolina, Michael Jordan, Phil Ford, and James Worthy; at Duke, Art Heyman, Christian Laettner, and Grant Hill. No school in the country has signed more McDonalds All-Americans than Duke or Carolinaa measure of their allure to the nations best high school players.



The minister who had presided over my fathers funeral just moments earlier came up behind me and whispered in my ear. UCLA by ten, he said. But its early. How he knew that I would want to hear a score update on that afternoon, my fathers body barely lowered into the frozen winter ground, I dont know. I was standing in the receiving line in the churchs fellowship hall with my mother and my brothers and my sister, greeting mourners, accepting their condolences, leaning forward to hear their memories of my father. His sudden death at 72 on December 21, 2000, was so surrealhe had seemed too ornery, too ribald, too full of plans to diethat all I wanted was to watch the CarolinaUCLA game. You can say it was my way of proclaiming, Death be not proud. But my father would have called my bluff on that fine sentiment. Acting that way about a basketball game at your age, he used to routinely upbraid me as I screamed and whined, I thought youd gotten over that.

Me? What about Mama? I would say, knowing this would irritate him even more.


Shes married to the television set, hed say, exasperated.

Please, lets not do this now, my mother would plead, not wishing to be distracted from the game on TV.

Youre all crazy, my father would say, settling down on the couch with the rest of us, defeated by the persistence of childhood passion in the grown men and women who mystifyingly happened to be his own wife and children. Gradually, however, he would get drawn into the game, and as his own anxieties about the outcome mounted, he would deflect them onto us. Yall stop that fussing, hed respond when we yelled at referees and coaches. He often taunted us as we questioned a substitute or a defensive alignment, Dont you think Dean Smith knows a little more about basketball than you and your mother?

Not about defending the three-pointer, we would yell. There were more than a few times when my mother and father ended up watching games on different televisions in different parts of the house.

At the church, I excused myself from the receiving line for a moment and found the minister, a kind and educated man who had been a great comfort to my family. Bob Dunham dealt with death as if it were an old and expected acquaintance who always showed up sooner or later. While my father lay in a coma, Bob sat in the hospital with us, talking about politics and eccentric church members and, yes, the weather. Bob prayed, too, but quietly, without show, as if prayer was a sort of desperate, inadequate communication that would have to do, given Gods notorious silence.

What is it now? I asked.

Theyve cut it to five, he said. Bob was clearly disappearing every now and then into the privacy of his office deep in the brick bowels of University Presbyterian Church, where evidently a television or a radio was broadcasting basketball even in the shadow of death.

How much time? I asked.

Still the first half, he said.

Whos playing well?

Fortes looking good, he said. If only all parsons ministered to their flocks like this, I might still be a churchgoer. I made it home that afternoon in time to catch most of the second half, which I watched huddled in a room by myself while the rest of the family and friends drank and ate in the living room.



Little more than a month later, I sat transfixed, watching the first DukeCarolina game that I had ever seen without my father on this earth. North Carolina was ranked fourth in the country, Duke second. As you might expect, my fathers feelings about Carolina basketball were complicated. If a speck of dirt, a smudge of red clay, a bird feather, or a weed came from North Carolina, he would love it. Do you know where this weed is from? he would have proudly said. This weed is from North Carolina. Look at it. See how beautiful it is. They dont grow weeds like this in other states.

But he thought there was too much fuss made about sports in general and Carolina basketball in particular. What will happen if they ever have a losing season? he asked while considering the construction of the Dean E. Smith Center, better known as the Dean Dome, with its seating capacity of more than 21,000. Had he lived a season longer, he would have found out, and it wasnt pretty. Once he attended a game with my brother John and became irritatedyou have to love this if you have the slightest bit of contrarian in youbecause he felt the fans were making too much noise. According to my brother, he stood up and shouted, Throw in the Christians, a reference to gladiators and coliseums and early Christian history that probably befuddled the few fans who actually heard the slender, bald-headed man in his blue blazer and khakis. Theyre not the Christians, they might have answered. Theyre the Demon Deacons.

And yet, my father hated Duke. Hated Duke with a passion that made him throw that blue blazer on the floor, that made him hoot and holler with the rest of us, only occasionally asking us to be a little more decorous. So that any bad behavior, any extravagant outbursts or strings of lowdown profanity we exhibited in cheering against Duke received a sort of papal indulgence from him.

Waiting for the game to begin, I had idly wondered with a childs mind whether my father might be able to affect the game from wherever he might be. Not that either he or I believed in life after death, at least not in that version presented by Christians and Muslims and various and sundry others: streets of gold, 72 virgins, white robes, fleecy clouds. Give me an October field in late afternoon, a drive between two beloved places, a hand on my knee, a plentiful solitude. We both wanted to believe that life went on in some fashion and that we might see our kin again. (There are a few people Im sure we had no desire to reconnect with.) After my grandfatherhis fatherdied, my father said by way of comment on Pappys simple faith in the next world, Im a scientist. He meant he couldnt see how the facts as he knew them would allow for his fondest hopes. That said, I wondered still if he were comfortably ensconced in some other universe, a mere wormhole away, and if he might not be able to confound Jason Williamss jump shot, or at least stop the referee from giving Shane Battier license to flop (he was widely known as Floppier by Carolina fans) and draw a charge from an opponent.

Certainly we could have used such telekinetic intervention. The game was being played at Dukes Cameron Indoor Stadium, a hellish hive of vituperation posing as wit. I was alternately envious of Dukes Nuremberg-rally cheers and appalled at the smug mockery that nincompoops like Dick Vitale claimed as evidence of high SATs and a predictor of future success. The Carolina players were introduced.

At center, at seven feet, from Greensboro, North Carolina, Brendan Haywood, the announcer announced.

Hi, Brendan, you suck! the Duke students chanted en masse.

The Tar Heels superb if volatile shooting guard Joe Forte was introduced. The students greeted him in unison. Hi, Joe, you suck!

And so it went on down the starting five. The only thing was, Joe didnt suck that night. He didnt come close to sucking. If Joe sucked, then sucking should be required. Sucking should be part of the curriculum. Sucking should be a station at basketball camp. Because Joe was sucking as in sucking up every rebound in sight, driving and shooting and rebounding as if he were at home, as if the game were being held in the gym at DeMatha Catholic High School in Hyattsville, Maryland, where Joe had honed his throwback skills of midrange shooting16-foot jumpers falling into the net like groceries plopped into a bag by a pimply checkout boy. He wasnt a great leaper. His game had a 1950s Midwestern element to it, a fundamental rightness.


Normally, the Duke players displayed good fundamentals themselves. Too often, actually, they reminded me of past Carolina teamsgetting fouled more than their opponent and going to the free-throw line, where they nailed shot after shot, making more than the opposition even attempted. Nerves of Teflon. But tonight, to my astonishment (could it have been my father messing around in his alternate dimension? Did they have ESPN there?), the Duke players were shanking free throws. Shanking them, clanging them, spinning them off the rim like a rec-league team of eight-year-olds. Only Jason Williams was keeping Duke in the game, hitting outside shots and driving layups.

At halftime the score was 41 to 34 in favor of Carolina. At first I had only wanted the Tar Heels to make it a good game, keep it close, play hard, not embarrass themselves, given that they had lost five straight in the rivalry. Then I wanted them to make it a very, very good game. But screw that: Now I wanted what I always wanted and had been too worried, too fearful to ask of the basketball gods: total, unconditional, World War IIstyle victory. A loss would be devastating after having played so well, after having gone into Cameron and executed with such control and precision. Even the relatively lead-footed Jason Capel, Carolinas six-eight forward, had landed a shrieking, gravity-defying dunk on the befuddled heads of the Blue Devils. For a moment I wondered which player had soared like that. Capel? I respected his ardor in going after rebounds, but I was more used to seeing him pump-fake three times in a row and then get the ball blocked off the top of his modestly Afroed head. I imagined that he had to take a pick at halftimes and fluff the ball imprint out of his hair.

But tonight he seemed transported to another quantum level. Three-pointers, dunks, fist shaking, screaming. Capel liked to scream. Often, he would scream and pound his chest and make these weird horns over his head with his arms even when Carolina was losing by double digits. Fortunately, that wasnt the case tonight. This was good to see.

So why, as the second half unfolded, was I feeling dread? The first answer is simple: I always feel dread when Carolina is playing Duke. Normally, the Blue Devils are a good team, and for the last few years, theyve too often been a great team. So there is always the possibility of losing and the psychic turmoil that roils my world in the wake of that. But even if Duke has a bad teamas they did in 1995, when the Tar Heels and the Blue Devils played one of the greatest games in the seriesthe dread is there, because there is nothing worse than losing to an inferior Duke team. So there is no way I can win. Except by Carolinas winning. And not just winning occasionally, but by winning every game.

The second reason I was hearing the sneaker squeak of doom was that Duke was too good a team this season not to make a comeback. With 1:28 left in the game, Carolina was leading by a mere five points, 76 to 71. The lionized Battier fouled Tar Heels point guard Ronald Curry near half-court, and Curry went down hard, holding his left thigh. I hate to see players injured, especially North Carolina players, but if anyone was going to be injured before having to shoot two free throws, I was glad that it was Ronald Curry, whose charity-stripe percentage stood at a resoundingly awful 41 percent. Now, whether Curry was really injuredcan a thigh bruise stop you from shooting free throws?Ill leave to the Duke conspiracy theorists. Clearly, Krzyzewski thought that Currys injury was about as credible as the Warren Commission Report. He leaped off the bench and yelled at the officials, though to no avail. Carolina coach Doherty substituted Max Owens (who just happened to be an 80 percent shooter from the line) for Curry. Owens sank the free throws, and Carolina now enjoyed a seven-point lead.

It wouldnt last. Down by three with perhaps five seconds left, Dukes Mike Dunleavy, a gangly Ichabod Crane of a player, took an awkward, fading three-pointer. I had been screaming, No threes! No threes! for all the Upper West Side of Manhattanperhaps the entire universe (was my father listening?)to hear. The shot arched into the air with dispassion. So calmly did the ball float through the air. So lovely was its migration. As an aesthetic phenomenon, it really couldnt have been topped, parabolas always possessing such spellbinding curvature. And damned if the shot didnt fall cleanly through the hoop and stab me in the heart like the sneakiest cheatin girlfriend.

The crowd exploded. How I wish it really had explodedyou know, blue-painted body parts shooting through the air, cheerleaders spiraling above the city of Durham, all those obnoxious students and that out-of-state arrogance disappearing in one bright blast. No more references by Dook, er, Dick Vitale to the future doctors and lawyers acting like animals before they headed off to Harvard Medical School and Wall Street, the blue paint still slathered on their bodies as if they were lost tribes of the Amazon. Forgive me, I know this is wrong. But, still

With 3.9 seconds left, Doherty called time-out and gathered his players around him. They seemed remarkably relaxed. That may have been because earlier, in an effort to keep his players loose, Doherty had told them, Duke has the ugliest cheerleaders in the ACC. Later, this comment leaked out to the press, and Doherty was forced to apologize. I dont recall his exact words of regret, but the remark certainly worked for his players, who, mysteriously to the observant fan, seemed to be laughing in the huddle.

Carolina had designed a play forwho else?Forte, who by this point had collected 24 points and 16 rebounds, an astounding figure for a guard. The inbounds pass was supposed to go to him as he ran down the sideline like a wide receiver on a fly pattern. He was supposed to catch it and get the best shot he could. A reasonable if haphazard plan, given that Duke could be expected to key its defense on Forte, which was exactly what it did. Thus, when the harassed guard got the ball, he had no choice but to fling it downcourt to, of all players, Brendan Haywood.

At the same moment that the ball reached Haywood, so did Battier, dubbed the Golden Boy by the wry Lang, who, in contrast to Battier, possessed a lot of brass but not much touch. Whistle. Foul. Amazingly called on the Golden Boy himself by referee Mike Wood. Duke fans must have felt that Wood had some nerve. Twenty-two feet from the goal, 1.2 seconds left in the game. Just say I was a defensive back and got called for pass interference, the ever-glib Battier would say later. It was just basketball. I was trying to bat the ball away to get to overtime. I wasnt trying for a steal. I collided with Brendan, and I guess I lost, because he got the call.

Haywood was an extremely good shooter when he was within about two feet of the basket, which is to say he was very good at dunking the ball, screaming, hanging on the rim, and not much else. At the free-throw line he was an ironworker, averaging only 48 percent. When he was a freshman, he missed a pair of free throws late, and Duke snaked past the Tar Heels by two points. I was definitely remembering those free throws, Haywood confessed. That was the first thing that was running through my mind.

Agony. Agony. Agony.

Haywood stepped to the line and fired. Swish. He calmly sighted one more time and shot. Swish. I just had to focus and go ahead and follow through and think of my mechanics, he said to reporters later. Luckily, they went in for me. Theres a lot to be said about luck. His gratitude to luckthe unseen forces at work in the universestruck me as just and gratifying and the sort of sentiment rarely expressed by athletes, who, like Republicans, tend to see success not as remarkably provisional but as the confirmation of their rightful place in the world. I didnt want to see myself on TV as part of an instant classic, Haywood added.

Duke had one last chance. Chris Duhon hoisted a shot from near mid-court, and as time expired, the ball bounded off the back rim. Too close for comfort, but off just enough for jubilation. North Carolina triumphed, 85 to 83. Im not the type of guy to point up to the sky at a dead relative the way many athletes do these days. But I wondered. Or, anyway, I wanted to wonder.



From time to time I have felt silly about this devotion to a college team and the concomitant hatred of its rival. Here I am, a grown man, huddled in front of a TV, hiding out from the world from November to April, watching students battle each other in games that shouldnt mean more to me than to them. Right?

Not long ago, as I watched Carolina endure a particularly ugly sequence against Duke, I scared my girlfriends nine-year-old son, Harry. (I had already terrified the dog, the beloved Gracie, who had fled into the bathroom to avoid my raving.) Dukes Dahntay Jones had just driven home a particularly obnoxious dunk and was now flexing his muscles like an insane bodybuilder. Was there no justice in the universe? Where was God?

I pounded my hand on the coffee table, stomped my feet on the floor, and exclaimed, with extreme eloquence, Shit, hell, piss, damn it! And dont say what I just said, Harry! Indeed, I felt proud of myself that I had limited my profanity to just these few words. A virtual Zen master of self-control.

Harry, who had been watching me watch the game, asked, Why do you have to get so mad? Normally, he would have delighted in an adults swearing. But now he was edging backward across the room, the way people will when you have a gun pointed at them. His eyes were wide.

Because I hate Duke, I explained.

Why do you hate them? he asked.

Here I hesitated. A young boy had asked me a guileless question, and he needed an adult response. Well, thats an interesting question, I told him, channeling Mister Rogers, and it deserves an honest answer. I paused for a moment, as I had seen his mother do when addressing an earnest inquiry by her son. Children are our future. We must teach them well, even when it is hard.

The truth is they are terrible people, I told him. Detestable.

All of them? he asked.

Every last one of them, I said. Especially the coach.

I hate them, too, Harry said, settling in next to me on the couch. And thus was born another soldier in the war. On the door of his room hung a chalkboard for self-expression, and I was pleased to note that now, scrawled in his childs hand (with no assistance or prodding from me) was the unimpeachable sentiment, NO DUKE FANS ALLOWED IN HERE.

THE FAN IN THE SPORTS BAR

Lets analyze the author on a November day. On one such afternoon, his beloved Tar Heels win. On the same day, everything is otherwise identical, except that his team loses. What is the difference between winning and losing as it relates to the partisan soul?

On the afternoon North Carolina wins, he is kinder. Before he leaves the sports bar where he watched the game, he tells the bartender a dumb joke about a cow and a chicken, and the bartender laughs, not because the joke is funny but because his customer is spilling over with joviality and goodwill. He slaps hands with the black bouncer at the door. How the races love each other! He calls his girlfriend to simply tell her he was thinking of her. Did they win? she asks. They won, he says. Thank goodness, she says.

He sees the pallid New York light filling the rifts between buildings in more ebullient metaphorical termsit is the wilderness light of the West, pouring into remote canyons, anointing the heads of explorers and lovers bouncing down rivers in rubber rafts. He smiles at a mother wheeling her twins in one of those 18-wheeler strollers that he so hates for their presumption of public space. He transmits sweetness and light in all directions. Hello, you lovely East Side shrew! Let me pin myself against this building so that you may pass with that truckload of future Nobelists. Good afternoon, officer! Have you lost weight? Hi, kids! Would you mind turning up the volume on that new Kelly Clarkson single? Its as if he had gone to church, made his confession, and come out on fire with happiness, an apostle of possibility. His church being basketball, he sort of has. He is renewed. He tips the taxi driver three dollars on a three-dollar fare. Victory has sweetened him into generosity and expanse.

Had the Tar Heels lost, oh, it would have been a different story. He would have drawn inward, pondering the doom-laden trajectory of his life. He would have sat alone at the bar trying to figure out what he was doing sitting alone at the bar. He would have hated the couple entwined around themselves in the corner, the girl with her stupid Brooklyn Dodgers cap, the guy with his designer tattoos. Theyre not even watching the game! Even when he was once similarly entwinedand how long ago that washe stole glances at the game. Or suggested to his girl that they resume their necking at halftime. Maybe that was why he was now sitting alone at the bar.

He would have debated the size of the tip to leave the bartender, a ferocious internal squabble in which he would calculate how many more newspapers he could buy over the years if he left only a buck. And anyway, wouldnt the bartender interpret a large tip as evidence of deep loneliness that he was trying to buy his way out of? And even if he had left a decent tip, the reckoning of such with a misers precision would have left him so spiritually depleted that maybe it would be better to leave nothing at all. The bartender would not have even noticed him leaving. The bouncer would have eyed him like a robber. He would have skulked out onto the street, invisible as a ghost, and seen the thin light petering out by the time it reached him. It would be all gone by four at the latest. Winter in New York sucked the spirit from a loser like an olive being pitted. The light is too soon leached out of the day and the soul. A foreshadowing of the descent of that eternal night. It was coming, closing in. Soon, soon the shot clock would run out. And he, a middle-aged manmiddle-aged!is ruminating exactly like a middle-aged man.

And that would be the supreme insult: His situation (middle-aged, steeped in the bitter tea of loss right on schedule) was a clich! It lacked originality. Talk about pouring salt on a wound! He would head home to a clichd bachelors mess, the bed unmade, covered with books and spare change, the dust balls rolling down the hallway like tumbleweeds in a ghost town, the top of the couch shredded by his former wifes cat, the cat herself now gone from this earth, having never accumulated a name other than the cat. And something like the cats fate seemed in store for him: death arriving with no distinction for a fellow who would be known (if known at all) to coming generations simply as the man. No child, no grandchild following after him to mourn. No one to receive the voluminous record of his life that he had saved as if there were going to be heirs, and now stored in the back of the closet in cardboard boxes begged from liquor stores. To whom does an isolate bequeath old love letters? Who will see that his graves swept clean?

And yet, if only some player on the North Carolina basketball team, lets say Adam Boone back in that dreadful 8-and-20 day, if only Adam Boone, that future doctor, could have dribbled the ball into the front court without being trapped and panicking, this poor loner watching Adam Boone would have risen from despair to joy.

The author had arrived in the middle of his life with his happiness dependent on the fortunes of the home team in a place he had not lived for many years. How did this happen?



I lived in New York, quite happily, but the spiritual homeland of the Blythes was North Carolina. We were raised to love our state. Do people still love their states like that? Do you Dakotans, North or South, feel that there may be places more celebrated but none as beautiful or legendary as your own? That field behind your house? That snowbound city across the tracks? That prairie where you stood with your father and watched a comet overhead? Are they not the finest places on earth? In my 25 years away from North Carolina, I had watched my home from afar like a man following an old love down the years, typing her name into Google, piecing together the clues of her life without him, that posthumous existence.

In the fall of 2004, I had neither job nor wife nor children, and with the cat now departed for the Elysian Fields, where I hoped there were a lot of fat pigeons and slow mice, I was at liberty to make a job out of what I would otherwise be doing for free: watching and talking about basketball. I had no career, but that was all right by me. I didnt want one. Careers are drastically overrated, and since I no longer had one, it was probably better not to want one. I decided I would go back home, to the roots of my obsession.

So I would go south to my native state of North Carolina, into the heart of the DukeNorth Carolina rivalry, its original territory. I would chart the fabled realms of a collective obsession. I would visit the principals and the mythic figuresthe coaches, the players, the reporters, the fans, and my mother. (Oh, yes, my mother was a principal, and mythic, as mothers tend to be.)

As part of my journey, I would even cross over the invisible border that separated Duke University from the rest of North Carolinago behind enemy lines, if you willand conduct an extensive surveillance mission to see how the other half lived. And to record what would happen to the hatred that I nursed within me, a most ravenous and opinionated of beasts.

THE CONSOLATIONS OF UMA THURMAN

But before I headed south, I had to finish a couple of jobs in New York, one of which was a magazine story about Uma Thurman. We were supposed to meet on the evening of November 22, the first night of the Maui Invitational, in which the Tar Heels were playing Brigham Young. The game was scheduled to be televised. I had to ask Thurmans people to move our interview up due to unforeseen circumstances.

Instead, we met for breakfast on the morning after the Santa Clara game, the first contest of the season, which I was unable to get on TV. I had the game figured for a rout, anyway. Carolina was loadedall five starters returning from the previous season, the first under Roy Williams, in which the team had finished 19 and 11, making it to the second round of the NCAAs. The Tar Heels had also added an extraordinary freshman from Bremerton, Washington, the six-nine Marvin Williams.

I was scanning the box score to the Santa Clara game when Thurman arrived. She was lovely, a long pink scarf draped around her swans neck.

This is unbelievable, I said.

Out on the West Coast, North Carolina had lost to Santa Clara, 77 to 66. I explained the shocking nature of the upset to Thurman, the way it had ripped a hole in my sense of normalcy, toyed with my expectations, screwed my sense that the world would deliver justice and satisfaction. It should have been a blowout, I said, and it wasfor Santa Clara. The point guard Raymond Felton didnt play because of a one-game suspension for having competed in an unsanctioned summer game. Rashad McCants had scored 20, hitting on four of six threes, Sean May snared 19 points and nine rebounds, but nobody else did much of anything. Melvin Scott had gone one of five on three-pointers. Some Santa Clara guy had racked up 26 points, and Sean May had blamed this on the fact that the fellow was left-handed! Sports Illustrated had ranked the Tar Heels number one in the preseason, but that wasnt going to last. Some fans were blaming the vaunted SI curse. To me, the performance felt like many over the last few yearssloppy play, bad defense, an odd loss to an odd team. Roy Williams was mad, and so was I.

Thurman was very kind and tried to keep my spirits up. She was going through some hard times herself, like the tag end of her marriage to Ethan Hawke, which I had to admit was painful, having myself gone through the dissolution of a long matrimony. On the other hand, that was just life. Theoretically, you could always get another spouse. This was basketball. You couldnt get another season with Raymond Felton, Sean May, Marvin Williams, and Rashad McCants on the same team. No way.

Im so sorry, Thurman said.

Lets not talk about it, I said.

It might make you feel better, she said.

You dont believe that, I said.

Not really.

Hows your love life?

Lets not talk about it.

She ordered eggs Benedict, home fries included, and ate like a horse, which I admired. We were both suffering, but we tried to make it through the best we could.

BALL

UNC versus Indiana

December 1, 2004

For some reason, I had chosen to watch tonights game at my girlfriends house, where her son, Harry, was now banging a soccer ball against the back of my head in a steady, not unpleasant rhythm. He had recently discovered how much fun it was to throw, kick, and dodge a ball. And that what was fun in Washington Square Park was even more enjoyable in an apartment, where there was always the possibility of an exciting, unexpected, and altogether illegal collision between ball and household object. His mother had laid down the law about throwing the ball inside, but she often violated her own commandment by playing with Harry a suspenseful game of chuck-the-ball-across-the-bed-but-watch-the-over-head-lamp-and-the-lamp-on-the-bedside-table. These were apparently the sorts of things a modern-day mother and her son did. Many items in the house had met their demise in this season of the balllamps, bowls, wineglasses, and now, it seemed, my head. The last was probably no great loss. In a stupor of absentminded pleasure, Harry kept hitting me with the ball as I sat in a stupor of my own, studying the North CarolinaIndiana game on the tube.


Is there a four-point shot? he asked.

N-n-n-o-o-o, I said, my voice trembling the way it will when a ball is vibrating your head at minute and regular intervals.

If you dont want him to hit your head with the ball, my girlfriend said, just tell him.

Y-e-e-es-s-s-s-s, I-I-I w-w-w-w-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l, I said.

He doesnt mind, Harry said.

Ordinarily, this was true. But at the moment, things werent going well. The Hoosiers had just scored on a backdoor cut, and I was beginning to feel like the team needed my full attention. Rashad McCants and Raymond Felton were playing well for the Tar Heels, but Sean May was pressing too hard in his return to his hometown of Bloomington, Indiana.

Carolina was having a hard time running in this game and could never pull away. In the second half, Marshall Strickland landed a three to bring Indiana to within one, at 34 to 33.

S-s-s-t-t-o-o-p-p n-n-o-o-w-w! I snapped at Harry. Despite the wahwahing of my voice, he could tell I was serious. He went in search of his mother, hoping for some over-the-bed tossing. I had to do something to change the mojo. With a slender lead like this, a spectator really had to focus. On the bench, Roy Williams sat stone-still, posture rigid, as if he were using my tried-and-true method of sitting absolutely still in order to maintain a precious lead. I flew planes through turbulence in identical fashion, having discovered that as long as I kept the same stern posture, the plane stayed aloft.

And lo, Williamss body voodoo seemed to be working. Or was it mine? Didnt matter. McCants made a steal, Indiana fouled him hard, and he hit two free throws. UNC crept out to a three-point lead. The Hoosiers momentum appeared thwarted by the play. McCants gave May a long stare, as if to say, Well get this for you. Dont worry. Then on the next offensive series, he drove for a layup. Then Felton piled on with a three! Then McCants stroked a three-ball home. Indiana called time-out with the Heels sporting an 11-point lead.

When play resumed, May finally broke through, dunking the ball and being fouled at the same time. He exhaled visibly. He had scored a grand total of three points, but his timing was impeccable. Unfortunately, he got whistled for his fourth foul on an absurd call shortly thereafter. Exiled to the bench, he stood, whipping a towel overhead, rooting his teammates onward. He wanted this one bad. And for all practical purposes, it looked like he would get it.

But maybe not. Indiana rallied. Then May returned to the game. And magically, as if in cosmic retribution against the hometown haters, the ball squirted out of a scrum directly into the North Carolina centers hands and he scored. And once again was fouled. Carolina claimed a seven-point lead at 53 to 46 with just over four minutes left.

Unfortunately for the domestic tranquility of our tiny country, Indiana rallied yet again. Can you guys keep it down in there? I yelled at Harry and his mother. A concerned silence answered back. UNC had already committed 21 turnovers, with Felton having incurred seven by himself. The Tar Heels were slinging the ball all over the court. Roy was mad now, and when he got mad he stomped around like a Pentecostal preacher, only the tongue he was speaking did not appear to originate with the Holy Spirit.

As the time dwindled, Indiana kept knocking down threes. It was amazing, it was absurd, it was making me sick to death with worry. The commentators had already named Rashad McCants the PlayStation Player of the Game, and I wished they hadnt. For such hubris, we were paying a heavy price. With 46 seconds left, Indiana had trimmed the once imposing Tar Heel lead to six.

Sitting stock-still was no longer working. At moments of extremity, it always seemed wise to tinker with karma. Move things around a bit, change the narrative. Harry, I called. Get in here. And bring that ball.

Do you want me to hit you in the head again? Harry asked. He was a very intuitive boy.

Yes, I said. Fire away.

This immediately paid dividends. Sean May put in two free throws with 29 seconds left while the Indiana fans chanted, Traitor, traitor. These points should have been enough to distance the Tar Heels from potential catastrophe as long as Indiana didnt hit another three. But damned if they didnt. And even though Felton responded with two free throws of his own, the Hoosiers hit yet another three to cut the Carolina lead to five, at 68 to 63. Bump, bump, bump went the ball on my skull. Although less than 20 seconds were left, anything could happen. Bump, bump, bump.

But what did happen was that Melvin Scott received the ball and was fouled and with chilly aplomb finished the game off with two free throws. Final: North Carolina, 70; Indiana, 63.

Harry fired another ball off the back of my head. I wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. Do it again, I told him. And he did.

THE DREAM OF MIKE KRZYZEWSKI

A few nights before I went south, I dreamed about Mike Krzyzewski. How shall I put this? He and I fell in love. We stared into each others eyes. Coach K understood me, I understood him. We lounged in the middle of the Duke campus on a glorious spring afternoon, flowers blooming among those faux-Gothic archways, a swirl of students floating past. It was all platonic, mind you, but nonetheless sweet with brotherly love. It could have been a lost episode of Brides head Revisited.

When I awoke to the arid silence of four oclock in the morning, I felt ashamed. My mind whirled, trapped inside itself like a CD racing around a spindle. To whom could I confess? What did the dream mean? And what did it mean that the figures frolicking in the green campus of my unconscious emanated from a sports rivalry?

I arranged an emergency meeting with a psychiatrist, and in the nonjudgmental haven of her Manhattan office, I recounted the Krzyzewski dream. The psychiatrist listened intently, her head tilted slightly forward.

What do you think it means? she asked me, the standard catch-and-release technique of fly fishermen and psychiatrists.

I thought hard. Or, I feigned a look of thinking hard. Had there been a clock audible in the room, we would have heard it ticking.

Hell if I know, I finally said. But it sure worries me.

It doesnt mean youre gay, she said. If thats what you were worrying about.

That never crossed my mind, I said. Jeez.

Its your shadow side, she said. The side of you youre unwilling to acknowledge that is part of you. It thrills you. Its aggressive and competitive and ferocious and erotic.

But I know Im aggressive, I protested. So does everybody else. And erotic? Wow. Its Duke, Doctor! Mike Krzyzewski! This would be like a Soviet dissident dreaming that he fell in love with Zbigniew Brzezinski.

She could tell I was upset, and, being a kind person, one of the kindest I knew in New York (she was a Christian, too, who believed in God and life after deathhow had I ended up in the office of what surely must have been the only Freudian in New York who was also a believer?), she soothed me with words unusual for a shrink. Its only a dream, she said. But I want you to think some more on it. And well discuss it the next time you come in.

That wont be for a while, I said. Im headed south. What did it mean? I shivered as I went out into the December streets of Manhattan, but not from the cold.
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