Vani | | a Dunk
JONATHAN LETHEM

El wood Fossett and | were in a hotel roomin Portland, after dropping a
meani ngl ess ganme to th eSony Trail Blazers--we'd already made the

pl ayof fs--whe the lottery came on the tel evision, the one where they gave away
the M chael Jordan subroutines.

The lottery, ironically, was happeni ng back in our home arena, the Garden
while we were on the road. It was an absurd spectacle, the place full of
partisan fans rooting for their teams rookie to draw the Jordan skills, the
rookies all sitting sheepishly with their famlies and agents, waiting. The
press scurried around |ike w ngless nosquitoes.

"Yo, Lassner, check it out," said Elwod, tapping the screen with his |ong

bl ack club of a finger. "W gonna get you and McFront sone conpany."

He neant the white kid in the Gulf + Western Knicks jersey, stranded with his
parents in that sea of black faces. M chael Front—MFront" to the black

pl ayers—and | were the two white players on the Knicks.

"Not too likely," | said. "He won't nake the team unl ess he draws the Jordan."
El wood sat back down on the end of the bed. "Nobody el se we'd take?"

"Nope." There were, of course, six other sets of skills available that

ni ght —4i m Hardaway, if | remenber correctly, and Karl Mal one—but none with the
potential inpact of Jordan's. In a | eague where everyone played with the
skills of one star or another, it took a Jordan to get people's attention. As
for the little white rookie, he could have been anyone. It didn't matter who
you drafted anynore. What mattered was what skills they picked up in the
lottery. Which star's noves would be lifted out of the archives and plugged
into the rookie's exosuit. Mrre specifically, what mattered toni ght was that
the M chael Jordan skills were up for grabs. It was fifteen years since
Jordan's retirenment, so the required waiting period was over.

The Jordan skills were just about the last, too. The supply of old NBA stars
was pretty nuch depleted. It was only a couple of years after Jordan retired
that the exosuits took over, and basketball stopped grow ng, started feeding
on itself instead, becoming a kind of live 3-D highlights film a chance to
see all the dreamteans and matchups that had never actually happened; Bird
feedi ng passes to Earl the Pearl, WIt Chanberlin going one on one with Ew ng,
Bill Walton and Marques Johnson playing out their careers instead of being
felled by injuries, Earl Maginault and Conni e Hawki ns bringing their |egendary
school yard ganmes to the pros, seeing if they could make it agai nst the best.
Only a few of the genuine stars had retired later than Jordan; after that
they'd have to think up something new Start playing real basketball again,
maybe. Or just go back to the beginning of the list of stars and start over.
"Nobody for real this year?" asked El wod. He counted on nme to read the sports
papers.

"I don't think so. | heard the kid for the Sixers can play, actually. But not
good enough to go without skills.” Mxed in anmbng us sanpled stars were a
handf ul of players making it on their own, w thout exosuits: WIIlard Dayni ght,
Barry Porush, Tony Smerks, Marvin Franklin. These were the guys who woul d have
been the Magi ¢ Johnsons, Walt Fraziers, and Charles Barkleys of our era, and
in away they were the guys | felt sorriest for. Instead of playing in a

| eague full of average guys and being big stars, the way they would have in
the past, they were forced to go up against the sanpled skills of the
Basketbal |l Hall of Fanme every night. Younger fans probably got m xed up and
credited their great plays to some sanmpled program instead of realizing they
were seeing the real thing.

The lottery started with the tall black kid with the Pan Am Nuggets draw ng

t he Davi d Robinson skills package. It was a formality, a foregone concl usion,
since he was the only rookie tall enough to make use of a center's skills. The
kid stepped up to the m ke and thanked his managenment and his representation
and, al npbst as an afterthought, his nom and dad, and everyone sniled and



flashed bulbs for a mnute or two. You could see that the Nuggets' genera
manager had his nmind on other things. The Pan Amteam was one of the worst in
the | eague at that point, and as a result they had another lottery spot out of
the seven, a lean, well-nuscled kid who could play with the Jordan skills if
he drew them |If they cane up with Robi nson and Jordan the Nuggets could be a
force in the | eague overnight.

Personal ly, | always wi nced when a talented seven-footer |ike Robinson was
reincarnated into the | eague. Center was my position, and | already spent nost
ganes riding the bench. Sal Pharoah, the Knicks' regular center, played with
the skills of Mses Ml one, one of the best ever, and a workhorse who didn't
like to sit.

El wood read me |ike a book. "You're sweatin', Lassner. You afraid the Nuggets
gonna trade their center now they got Robi nson?"

"Fuck you, Elwood." The Nuggets' old center played with the skills of a guy
naned Wes Unseld. Not a superstar, not in this | eague, but better than ne.

| played with Ral ph Sanpson's skills—sort of. Sanpson was briefly a star in
his time, nostly because of his height, and as centers go he was pretty
passive, not all that dominant in the paint. He was too gentle, and up agai nst
t he sanpl ed skills of Abdul -Jabbar, Ew ng, Walton, d ajuwon, Chanberlain, and
all the other great centers we faced every night, he and | were pretty damed
i neffective.

The reason | say | only sort of played with the Sanmpson skills is that,
lacking the ability to domi nate inside, when |I actually got on the
floor—sually in the junk mnutes toward the end of a game—+ |eaned pretty
heavily on an outside junp shot. It's a ridicul ous shot for a center, but hey,
it was what | had to offer. And ny dirty little secret was that Bo Lassner's
own junmp shot was just a little better than Ral ph Sanpson's. So when | took it
| switched nyexosuit off. The sportswiters didn't know, and neither did Coach
Van.

"Rel ax, fool," said Elwood. "You ain't never gonna get graded. You got skin

i nsurance." He reached over and pinched ny thigh

"Quch! "

They gave away the Hardaway subroutines to a skinny little guy with the Coors
Suns. His snmile showed his disappointnment. It was down to four rookies now,
and the Jordan skills were still unclained. Qur kid—they flashed his nane,

Al an Gornan, under the picture—was still in the running.

"Shit," said Elwod. "Jordan's noves are too funky for a white cat, man. They
program his suit it's gonna break his hips."

"You were pretty into Mchael Jordan growi ng up, weren't you?" | asked. El wood
grew up in a Chicago slum

"You got that," he said. His eyes were fixed on the screen

"He won't get it," | said. "There's three other teans." Wat | neant, though I
didn't say it, was that there were three other black guys still in the draw |
had a funny feeling Elwod didn't want our rookie to pick up the Jordan noves.
I could think of a couple of different reasons for that.

The Karl Malone skills went to the kid fromthe |I. G Farben 76ers. Down to
three. Then they took a break for conmercials. Elwod was suddenly pacing the
room | called the desk and had them bring us up a couple of beers, out of
nmercy.

The Nuggets' second man picked up Adrian Dantley, leaving it down to two
rookies, for two teanms: us and the Beatrice Jazz. | was suddenly caught up in
the excitement, my contenpt for the nedia circus put aside for the noment.

W wat ched t he conmi ssi oner punch up the nunmber on his terminal, |ook up, and
sigh. H's mouth hung open and the crowd fell silent, so that for a second

t hought the sound on the hotel television had died.

"Jazz, second pick."

That was it. Al an Gornan, and the Knicks, had the rights to the Jordan skills.
The poor kid fromthe Jazz, who | ooked |ike a panther, had just |anded the
skills of Chris Miullin, undeniably a great shooter, a top-rank star, but just
as undeni ably slow, flat-footed, and white. It was a silly twi st, but hey—t's



a silly gane.

The nedi a swarned around Gornan and his parents. Martin Fishall, the Knicks
GM thrust hinmself between the rookie and the newsnen and began answering
guestions, a huge grin on his face. |I thought to | ook over at El wood. He hated

Fishall. He had his head tossed back, and he was chuggi ng his beer

The canera closed in on a head shot of Alan Gornan. He | ooked pretty

sel f-possessed. He wore a little dianond earring and his eyes al ready knew how
to find the camera and play to it.

They shoved a m crophone in his face. "Got anything you want to say, kid?"
"Yeah." He grinned, and brushed the hair out of his eyes. Charisna.

"Co ahead. You're live."

"Look out, New York," said Alan Gornan. "Clear the runway. Vanilla Dunk is due
for takeoff." The line started out a little underpl ayed, al nost shy, but by
the tine he had the whole thing out he had a sneer on his face that rem nded

me of nothing, | swear, so much as pictures |'ve seen of the young Elvis
Presl ey.
"Vanilla Dunk?" | said aloud, involuntarily.

"Turn that shit off," said El wod, and | did.

That was the last of Alan Gornan for the noment. The new players weren't
eligible until next season. Al bravado aside, it would take Gornan a few
nmont hs of working with the Knicks' programm ng experts to get control of the
Jordan skills. In the neantine, we were knocked out of the playoffs in the
sem final round by the Hyundai Celtics. It should have been a great
series--and we should have won it, | think—but Otis Pettingale, our star
guard, who carried Nate Archibald' s skills, twisted his ankle in the first
gane and had to sit, and the series was just a bummer.

| spent that off-season nostly brooding, as | remenber. Ringing ny ex-wife's
answering machi ne, watching TV, fun stuff like that, mpostly. Plus practicing
my junp shot. Silly me. If 1'd only been six inches shorter | could have been
a big star ... that's a joke, son

Training canp was a nedia zoo. Ws Qtis Pettingale too old to carry the | oad
for another season? Wat about the Sal Pharoah trade rumors? And how were they
going to fit Alan Gornan in, anyway? Who would sit to make room for the kid
with the Jordan skills—M chael Front, who played with Kevin MHale's skills,
or Elwood Fossett, who played with Maurice Lucas's? The reporters circled the
canp |i ke hungry wol ves, putting everyone in a bad nood. They kept trying to
bait us into second-guessing Coach Van on the makeup of the starting five,
kept wanting to know what we thought of Gornan, who we'd barely even net.

And they all wanted a piece of Gornan. Martin Fishall and Coach Van kept him
insulated at first, but it became clear pretty fast that he knew how to handl e
hi nsel f, and that he actually liked talking to the press. He had a knack for
pl ayi ng the bad boy, and with no effort at all he had themeating his "Vanilla
Dunk" bul I shit for breakfast, |unch, and di nner

At practices he nore or |ess behaved hinsel f. The Jordan skills were pretty
dynam c, and Gornan was smart enough to know how to work theminto the style
of the rest of the team It was a little scary, actually, seeing how fast
somet hing new and di fferent was com ng i nto being. The Knicks' core had been
solid for a couple of years—but of course the Jordan skills weren't going to
sit on the bench.

Gornan was initially polite with nme, which was fine. But nothing nore

devel oped, and by the third week of canp what had passed for politeness was
seeming a little nore |like arrogance. | got the feeling it was the same way
with Gis and McFront. He seenmed to have won a friend in Sal Pharoah, though
for no apparent reason. W played a lot of split-squad ganes, which neant |
got to start at center for the B-team As such it was nmy job to clog up the

m ddl e and keep Gornan fromdriving, and | got a quick taste of what the other
teans were going to be facing this year, wi th Pharoah playing the nuscle,
setting picks, clearing the lanes for the kid's drives. It was a bruising
experience, to put it mldly.

One afternoon after one of those split-squad events | found nyself in the



dressing roomw th Pharoah and El wood.

"You like protecting that fucker," said Elwod. "Wy don't you |let himtake
his |icks?"

Phar oah sm rked. He and El wood were the two intimdators on our team and when
they went head to head neither had any edge. "It's not about that, El wood," he
sai d.

"He thinks he's fucking M chael Jordan," said El wood.

"As far as the team s concerned, he is Mchael Jordan,"” said Pharoah. "Just
like |I'm Moses Mal one, and your stupid ass is Maurice Lucas."

"That white boy's gonna ruin this team Sal."

Phar oah shook his head. "Different team now, man. Figure it out, El wood. Stop
| ooki ng back." He wadded up his sweaty shorts and tossed theminto the bottom
of a |l ocker, then headed for the showers.

"What was that shit?" Elwood snapped at me, the m nute Pharoah was out of
earshot. " '"Figure it out." Is he trying to tell me I'mnot naking the
cut?""Don't be stupid,” | said. "You're in. MFront'll sit."

"White boys don't sit. 'Less they suck as bad as you."

"I think you're wong. Don't you see? Wth Gornan they've got their token
white starter. You're a better player than McFront." What | was saying, of
course, was that the Maurice Lucas skills were nore val uable than the Kevin
McHal e skills. Wiich was true, but it didn't take team chemi stry into account.
"Two white forwards," he said. "They won't be able to fucking resist."

"Wong. You and Pharoah both in there to protect Gornan. Al that nuscle to
surround the Jordan skills. That's what they won't be able to resist.”

"Huh." He considered ny logic. "Shit, Lassner." "Wat?"

"Shit," he said. "I snmell shit around here.”

At the start of the season Coach Van played Gornan very conservatively, off

t he bench. He was a rookie, and we were a very solid team so it was
justifiable. But not for long. When he got in he was averagi ng nore points per
m nute than El wood or McFront, and they were points that counted, that won
ganes. He was a little shaky on defense, but the offensive inpact of the
Jordan subroutines was astonishing, and Gornan was meshing well with Sal
Pharoah, just like in the practices. Ois Pettingale' s offense at guard was
fading a bit, but we had plenty of other weapons. Qur other guard was Derrick
Fl ash, who with Maurice Cheeks's skills was just coming into his own. W
reeled off six wins in a row at the start of the season before taking a | oss,
to the Hyundai Celtics, on a night where Gornan didn't see many mnutes. That
was the night the chanting started, mdway through the third quarter: "Vanilla
Dunk! Vanilla Dunk! Vanilla Dunk . . ."

The next night he started, and scored forty-three points, in a gane we won
easily. He was a starter after that. MFront was benched, which broke the
heart of his fan club, but the sports pages agreed that El wood bel onged on the
floor, and nost of themthought we were the teamto beat. We shoul d have been
The trouble started one night when we were beati ng—o, make that thrashi ng—+the
Di sney Heat, 65 to 44, at the start of the third quarter. | was in, actually.

| guess Gornan had been working overtinme with the progranmm ng guys, and he
haul ed out a slamdunk nmove all of a sudden, one where he floated up over
three of the Disney players, switched the ball fromhis right to his left

hand, and flipped it in as he fell away. It was a nice nove—nake that an

ast oni shing nove—but it wasn't strictly necessary, given the situation

No big deal. But a minute later, he did it again. Actually this time he soared
under the basket and dropped it in backward. As we jogged back on defense
heard El wood nuttering to hinmself. The Di sney player tossed up a brick and
cane up with the rebound, and when | | ooked up-court there was Gornan again,
all alone, signaling for the pass.

| ignored hi mmae were up nore than twenty points—and fed it in slowto QOis.
Qis dribbled up a few feet, let the D sney defender catch up with Gornan, and
we put a different play together.

Next time the ball got into Gornan's hands he broke | oose with it, and went up
to dunk. The crowd there in Mam, having nothing better to do, started



cheering for us to pass it to him El wod' s nood darkened. He began trying to
run the teamin Qis's place, trying to set up plays that |ocked Gornan out of
the action. | could feel the resistance—tike being part of a machine where the
gears suddenly start grinding.

Coach Van pulled ne out of the ganme. Fromthe bench | had a clearer sense of
how much Gornan was mlking this crowmd, and of how much they were begging to
be m | ked. He was giving them M chael Jordan, the | egend they' d never seen

t hensel ves, the instant replay man, the one who stood out even in a field of
stars. And the awful thing about Gornan's theatrics was that they worked, as
basketball. W were up alnost thirty points now. He'd reduced the Disney team
to spectators.

A minute | ater Elwood joined ne on the bench, and McFront went in. El wood put
a towel over his head and then | owered his head al nost bel ow his big knees.
The bench got real quiet, which meant the noise fromthe crowd stood out even
better.

El wood towel ed of f his head and stood up suddenly, l|ike he was putting hinself
back in. He turned and | ooked at me and over at Coach Van. Then he spat, just
over the line and onto the court, and turned and wal ked toward the | ocker
room

Coach Van jerked his thunmb at me, neaning | should go play therapist. | guess
my contribution wasn't sorely needed on the court. Sonetimes | wondered if

t hey kept me around because | knew how to talk to El wood.

I found himdressing up in his street clothes, wthout having showered. Wen
he | ooked up at ne | alnmost turned and ran back to the bench. | held up ny
hands, pleading not guilty. But of course the skin on those hands was white.
"You see that shit out there," he said. It was a conmmand that | nod, not a
guestion. "That's poor taste, man." "Poor taste?"

"That dunk is fromthe third gane of the '91 finals, Lassner. That's
sacrilege, hauling it out for no reason, against these D sney chunps."

"You recogni ze the dunk?"

"'Course | recognize the dunk. You never watch any

Jordan tapes, man? That dunk is a prayer. He can't just—

"Whoa, Elwood. Hold on a minute. You' re sanpling, |I'msanmpling. This isn't
some purist thing here, man. Get some perspective."

"M chael Jordan, Lassner. You ever see the tape of M chael crying after

Wi nning in '91?"

"At |east he's on our team Jeez, what would happen if you had to play against
the al m ghty Jordan, or somebody with his skills—you'd probably fold up
conpletely!"

"It's not just the dunks, Lassner. He won't play defense. He's always up the
court cherry-picking, waiting for the easy pass. Mchael was a great defensive
pl ayer!"

"C nmon, Elwood. This is a showtime | eague and you know it. You' re one of about
five guys playing serious defense. Everybody goes for the fancy noves. That's
what the sanpling is all about. He's just better than nost, because he's got
the hot skills package. Somebody had to get the Jordan skills."

"It didn't have to be sonme little white jerk."

Once it was out it was kind of a relief. Black and white was the issue. O
course. As much as that was supposed to be a thing of the past. 1'd known al
al ong, but in some stupid way | guess |'d thought not saying anything m ght
make it better.

"I"'ma white guy with a black guy's skills,"” | pointed out.

He waved it aside. "Not inportant. It's not Jordan. You play white, anyway."
What was it about basketball that made it all seem so stark? As though it were
designed as a metaphor—the white style of play so plodding and corporate and
reliable, the black style so individual and expressive and so often

sel f-destructive, so "ne against the world." Wen a black guy couldn't junp
they said he had "white legs,"” or if he was slowit was "white nman's di sease."
Basketball was a white sport that blacks had taken over, and yet the audi ence
was still pretty much white. And that white audi ence adored the bl ack players



for their brilliant noves—thanks to sanpling, that adoration would probably
kill the sport—and yet was still thought to require the token white face, for
pur poses of "identification."

Sol ve basketball, | sonetines thought, and you'd sol ve everyt hing.

"COkay," | said. "He's a jerk. But 'white jerk' shouldn't matter. Jordan wasn't
a bl ack separatist, as | renmenber. | mean, call me naive, but scranbling the
raci al stuff up was supposed to be one of the few good things about this
sampling deal, right?"

"M chael's career neant sonething," El wood munbl ed. "Should be treated with

respect."”
"Look who turns out to be M. Historical," | said. "You gotta get hip, El wood.
Basketbal |l is Postnodern now. " "What's that supposed to nmean?"

"Means M chael's career might have meant sonething, but yours doesn't, and
nei t her does 'Vanilla Dunk's'—so relax."

Once CGornan started hauling out the real-time poster shots, the media woul dn't
let it go. He was all over the sports channels, dunking in slow no, grinning
and punmping his fists. He nade the cover of Rolling Stone, dianond earring
flashing, spinning a basketball wi th one hand, groping a babe with the other
Then his agent started connecting with the endorsement people, and you
couldn't turn on the tube w thout seeing Vanilla Dunk downing vitaburgers at
Mc- Donal d's, Vanilla Dunk slurping on a Pepsi or a Fazz, Vanilla Dunk checki ng
out the synthetic upholstery inside a new Chrysler SunFrane.

Wth CGornan playing the exuberant M chael Jordan game and El wood pl ayi ng
angry, we kept on winning. In fact, we opened up a sizable |ead over the
Celtics in the division, and it wasn't necessarily a good thing. Being too far
ahead was al nost as bad as floundering in the basenent of the division

Wthout the tension of a tight race to bind us together as a teamall the egos
cane rushing to the forefront. Qtis was struggling with accepting his fading
powers and di m nished role, and we all missed the way his easy confidence had
been at the heart of the team MFront was sul king on the bench. Pharoah was
pl aying hard, trying to nake the new teamwork, trying to show by force that
Gornan fit in. Meanwhile, Gornan's theatrics got nore and nore outrageous, and
every sl am dunk was anot her blow to the dam hol di ng back El wood's rage.

One afternoon in Oakland before a gane with the | BM Warriors soneone made the
nm st ake of leaving the TV on in the visitors' clubhouse. Elwod and tis and
were sitting playing cards when a pretaped interview with Gornan turned up on
t he sports channel

Somewhat surprisingly, the interviewer seened to be trying to work around to

t he subject of race. "How d you choose your nicknanme, Dunk? Why Vanilla, in
particul ar? What point are you trying to nake?"

Gor nan shrugged. "Hey, don't get heavy," he said. "They call nme Vanilla 'cause
I"mconpletely snooth and conpletely sweet. It's sinple.”

"Why not something el se, then?" said the interviewer. "Chocol ate, say."

Gornan | aughed, and for a minute | thought he was going to grant the man his
point. Instead he realigned his sneer and said: "Chocol ate don't go down
snmoot h. "

"What are you sayi ng, Dunk?"

"Not hi ng, man. Just that |I'mnot chocolate. That's why I'mlike a breath of
fresh air—+ go down snooth. People are ready for that, ready to lighten up
Chocol ate's sweet, but it's always got that bitter edge, y' know?"

And then, CGod help ne, he turned to the canera and gave it a big w nk.

| got up and shut the TV off, but it was too late. Elwood had al ready sl anmed
his cards down on the table and stal ked out. Gis |ooked sick. | prayed that
Gornan wasn't in the | ocker room | went through and found El wood out on the
edge of the floor, watching the Warriors take their warm ups.

At gane time we nmanaged to get out on the floor w thout any expl osions. But
fromthe opening tip-off | knewit was going to be a bad night. \Wen the bal
got into El-wood's hands he drove like a steanroller up the mddle and went up
for a vicious dunk. Then he stole an inbound pass and did it again, only this
time he fouled his man on the drive. Everyone on the floor |ooked nervous,



even the Warriors—even, for once, Gornan, who was usually oblivious.

The Warrior hit his free throws and the game resuned. The pattern cane clear
soon enough: Elwood was calling for every pass, and when he got it he was
going up for the dunk, every tine. He was trying to play Gornan's gane, but he
was too big and strong, too angry to pull it off. He was stuffing a | ot of
shots but he'd accunul ated four fouls before the second quarter. \Wen Coach
Van finally pulled himhe had twice as many points as Gornan or anyone el se,
but the Warriors were ahead.

He sat until halftine, and with McFront in we got the gane tied. During the
break Coach Van called Elwod into an office and closed the door. Meanwhile
Gornan was off in his usual corner of the |ocker room snoking a cigarette, but
he had a holl ow, haunted expression on him one |'d never seen before.

El wood was back in for the start of the third quarter, and whatever Coach Van
had said to himin his office hadn't worked: he picked up right where he'd
left off, breaking for insane inside noves at every opportunity, going up for
ill-fated dunks and maki ng sone of them snearing a |lot of guys with his
sweat. The Oakl and crowd, which had been abuzz wi th expectations of seeing the
Vanilla Dunk Revue, fell to a low, ugly rmurmur. When El wood got called for
another foul | was alnost relieved; that made five, and with six he'd foul out
of the game, and it would be over

But he wasn't quite done. On the next play he pulled down a rebound and
dribbled the Iength of the court, flattening a Warrior on his way up. | waited
for the ref's whistle, but no whistle came. The Warrior center braced hinself
bet ween Elwood and the net. Elwood ran straight at him tossed off a
perfunctory head fake, and then went up with a spinning nove, his bulk barely
clearing a tremendous head-on collision with the junping center. He jamed the
ball down with both hands and hit the glass so hard it shattered.

Suddenly the arena was dead silent, as Elwood and the Warrior center fell in a
tangle amid a rain of Plexiglas fragnents. \Wen the two men got up unhurt, the
roar started. The referees called the gane a Warrior victory by forfeit, and
El wood t ook them on singl e-handedly; we had to drag himoff the floor

When we got himinto the clubhouse we found Gornan al ready showered and in his
street clothes, giving his version of events to the press.

| looked up the details on Maurice Lucas's career once. | was working on a
theory that the basketball skills you sanpled contained an el enent of the
previous player's personality, some kind of style or attitude that was
intrinsic to the way they played, something that could be inparted, gradually,
to the later player, along with the actual basketball skills.

Wl |, bingo, as far as Maurice Lucas and El wood Fossett were concerned. Lucas,
it turned out, spent a considerable part of his career feeling m sunderstood
and underpaid. Specifically underpaid in conmparison to the white players on
his team As a result he spent a lot of tine playing angry. | mean apart from
the forceful ness that came with him (and El wood) being so big and strong; his
gane was specifically fueled by rage.

Anot her result of the conflicts in his career was that he was w dely
understood to have dogged it, to have played intentionally poorly, as a kind
of protest, during some of the key years of his career. Wich got ne thinking:
the skills that Elwood inherited m ght also contain an el ement of this
struggl e that Lucas was wagi ng agai nst hinself, to suppress his skills, to not
gi ve the best of what he had to the conpany nmen he hat ed.

El wood woul dn't have known, either. Maurice Lucas's career was before his
time. Elwood's interest in basketball history went as far back as M chael
Jordan's rookie year.

McFront started in Elwood's place the next night, and El wood went back to the
| ockers, got dressed, and wal ked out. Gornan had a great two quarters,
undeni abl e as basketbal |, unsurpassabl e as spectacle, and in the | ocker room
at the half he was nore exuberant than usual, clowning with Pharoah and
McFront, turning the charmhe'd previously saved for the nedia on his
teammates. It was a fun scene, but it made ne a little sick to see El wood
bei ng drummed out so easily, even if he'd opened the door to it hinself, with



hi s wal kout .
On the bench during the second half | scooted up next to Coach Van

"You're letting this teamfall apart,” | said.
"Conme on, Lassner."
n \N]at ?II

"You're not gonna start this in the mddle of a gane." He sounded tired of the
conversation before it had even started. "Nobody's letting the teamfal

apart. This could be a chanpionship team™

"This coul d have been a chanpi onship team Now it's a chanpionship Vanilla
Dunk and his Dunkettes." He made a face.

"What does ownership say?" | asked.

"What do you think? Fishall wants Gornan starting every gane. The fans want

it, too. As long as we're winning |I'mgonna have a tough tine arguing for

anyt hing el se."

"Yeah. "

"I want Elwood out there, too, Bo, but if he doesn't even suit up—~

"I know, | know. "

"Look, | can't nake everybody like Gornan. | don't particularly Iike him But

if you get Elwood back in here, he'll see playing time. The backboard—that's
no big deal. Just nore headlines, is the way Fishall sees it. But this wal kout
deal =

He didn't finish his sentence. Sonething happened out on the floor, sonething
that, as it turned out, would change everything. There was a crash, and a | oud
sigh, and the crowd fell to silence. It was so quiet you could nmake out the
squeak of the team doctor's sneakers as he crossed the floor, rushing toward
the fallen player.

| got up and peered over the top of the cluster of players, but couldn't see
anything. So | counted heads. It was a Knick on the floor, and hei ght—er
rather, lack of it—told nme it was Sal Pharoah

In a mnute they had himon his feet, and the crowd starting buzzing again,
whi ch made things feel nore normal. Pharoah wal ked with his head bowed, while
t he doctor peeled the exosuit away from his damaged wist. They hurried him
off toward the trainer's room and a couple of kids with towels rushed over
and wi ped the sweat off the floor where he'd fallen

Coach Van sl apped ne on the ass. "Wake up, Lassner. CGet in there."

| stunbled out onto the floor and we restarted the game. We'd built up a good
| ead, and even wi thout Pharoah or Elwood avail able we cruised to

victory—nostly on the strength of Gornan's play, | have to admit. He was the
only one on the floor who didn't seema little stunned by Pharoah's going
down. | did ny best to fill the role of Gornan's protector, though I nust

admt | felt a renegade urge to do what Elwood woul d have wanted, and | eave
hi m out there naked.

At the start of the fourth quarter, before Coach Van pulled the starters out,
it hit me that with ne, MFront, and Vanilla Dunk our entire frontcourt was
white—the first time the Knicks had had nore whites than bl acks on the floor
since I'd joined the team

Sal Pharoah had broken his right wist in the fall, and he'd be out for at

| east six weeks, probably nore—+ |learned that fromthe tel evision in our hotel
roomthat night. Elwood burst in half an hour later, and he learned it from
ne.

What it meant, of course, was that | was the starting center for the tine
being. It also nmeant good things for Elwood, if he behaved hinself. Wth

Phar oah out he was our only enforcer, so he'd probably get the nod over
McFront. Wth me in instead of Pharoah we also lost a | ot of defense and
reboundi ng, and Elwood was a better defender and re-bounder than MFront.

On the other hand, Pharoah had served as a buffer between Gornan and

El wood—al so between Gornan and the rest of the |eague, all those teans
frustrated by being beaten by a white hot dog who was getting nore
endorsenents in his rookie year than they'd see for their whole careers. |
wasn't going to be able to serve that role. | wasn't strong enough, or black



enough. That role fell to Elwod. The two of themhad to play together or the
teamwas in trouble.

Two nights later, in L. A, against the Tine Warner Lakers, | saw that the team
was in trouble.

The Lakers were a teamthat would have tested us with Pharoah on the floor. It
was bad timng that we hit themon the first night without him and the first
ni ght since El -wood's wal kout. W shoul d have had a patsy, a fall guy, to give
us confidence, to give Elwod and Gornan a chance to have some fun together

No such | uck

In the first quarter Gornan was playing his usual game, to the delight of the
cromd. He was scoring a lot of the time but we weren't coming up with any
rebounds, and our defense had nothing, and very quickly the Lakers were up by
ten points. | got all passive, starting |leaning on nmy junmp shot, and left the
i nside open, waiting for Elwood to take over. But Elwood was invisible. He was
pl ayi ng man-to-man def ense so stubbornly that he had nothing left for the fast
break. He was putting on a clinic, denonstrating what Gornan was doi ng w ong,
but Gornan wasn't paying any attention, and the crowd didn't have the faintest
i dea what was goi ng on.

At hal ftime the Lakers were fifteen points up, and in the second half things
really started breaking down. CGornan tried to conpensate the only way he knew
how, by diving for ridiculous steals, hogging the ball even nore, putting on
an air show. He got fouled so hard | actually started to get a little worried
about him but each time he junped back up with a grin. | tried to play a
little post-up but the Lakers' center, who had Artis Glnore's skills, was
maki ng me | ook stupid. Qur guards were working the margins, trying to get us
into the game fromthe perineter, but the Lakers were picking up every
rebound, so missed shots fromthe outside were very costly.

El wood | ost his patience, started falling off the defense and trying to nount
a show of his own. As usual he strung together sone inpressive slanms, and for
a mnute the nonentum seened ours, but another minute |ater he racked

up two fouls in a row and the Lakers beefed up their score at the free-throw
line. There isn't any way to defend against free throws—not that anyone was

pl ayi ng def ense.

Gornan responded as only he could, by taking up increasingly inprobable noves.
They had two or three guys on himevery time he touched the ball, and he was
turning it over a lot. He was airborne, but a lot of balls were being stripped
away on the way up.

By the fourth quarter | was exhausted and humiliated. Coach Van called a
time-out and | jogged reflexively toward the bench, but he wasn't taking ne
out. He subbed McFront in for Elwod and sent in another rookie for Cornan. W
| ost the game by twenty-three points, our worst margin of the season so far

W lost in a simlar fashion the next night, and at the end Coach Van call ed
me and El wood and Gornan into his office. | assunmed the idea was to nediate
between the two of them and that | was there nore or less as Elwood's
official interpreter.

"What' s happeni ng, guys?" said Coach Van

Gornan junped right in. "W need a center who can play, Coach."

"What ?" | blurted.

"Sorry, man," said Gornan. "But let's face facts." "I was starting for this

t eam before you—~

"Whoa, " said Coach Van. "Relax, Bo. Alan, that wasn't exactly what | had in
mnd. Seenms to ne the teamis suffering fromwhat I'd call, for want of a
better word, a feud."

"Feud?" Cornan played conmpletely dunb. Elwood just sulked in his chair.

"I don't care about the personal stuff,"” said Coach Van. "It's a matter of how
you play. You have to play like you like each other. You have to be able to
pretend on the court. You guys don't seemto be managing it, and it shows in
your ganme."

"Hey, me and Bo get along fine," said Gornan. "Far as | know. But he's just
not as strong as Pharoah under the net. If me and El wood's ganes are hurting,



that's the reason why."

"This is ridiculous,” | said. Gornan's strategy began to dawn on nme. He was
going to pretend he hadn't even noticed Elwod's hostility. It was
instinctively brilliant, and vicious. He'd avoid the appearance of a

bl ack-white conflict by cutting ne down instead.

| |1 ooked over at Elwood, but he wasn't offering me any hel p.

"Look," said Gornan. "Me and Elwood are playing the same as when the team was
Wi nni ng. Lassner here is the difference."

"Are you gonna take this?" | said to Elwod. "He's saying that the way you've
been playing in the last few games is your normal game. Can't you see what a
veiled insult that is? You can play a hell of a lot better—=

"You getting down on my gane, Lassner?" grow ed Elwood. "You a fine one to
fucking talk, man."

"No, no, | mean, I'mjust trying to say, |ook at what he's sayi ng—

"Enough, Bo. Be quiet for a mnute. Maybe |'ve m sunderstood the situation—=
"Coach," | protested, "Gornan is twi sting this—=

"Let me talk! As | was saying, | don't know the details, | don't want to know

the details. What matters is the chenmistry sucks right now Al three of you
are playing bel ow your capabilities. That's ny opinion, and |'ve told
ownership as much, and I'll tell the press the same when we get hone. That's
all for now "

End of neeting.

W |ost the last two ganmes of the road trip and flew back to New York. On the
pl ane | slept and dreamed of m ssed shots. The cabbi e who took me back to ny
Br ookl yn apartnent asked ne how | felt about the trade.

"What trade?" | asked, and the cabbie just said: "I'msorry."

The Disney Heat were a nediocre teamw th one big star: Gerald Flynnan, their
center. He played with the skills of Akeem O aj uwon, and he carried their team
to the | ower rounds of the playoffs each year, but no farther. The rest of the
team was tal ented but young, disorganized, and possibly stupid.

Kni cks managenent had offered ne, Elwood, and a first-round lottery pick to
the Heat in exchange for Flynnan, and the Disney team had taken the bait. The
Kni cks picked up a dom nant center to replace the injured Pharoah, and to fil
his shoes in protecting Vanilla Dunk. And they'd gotten rid of the tension in
their frontcourt by unl oadi ng El wood; MFront and Dunk woul d start.

What the Heat got was a midseason mess: an angry, talented star and a tal
white guy with a junp shot. The lottery spot wouldn't help the teamuntil next
year. Elwood and | were flown down and in the Disney uniforns before we knew
what hit us, and the coach tossed us into a gane before we'd even had a chance
to introduce ourselves to the other players.

The result was an ugly loss, but then the players there seemed pretty used to
t hat .

The crowd, too. The Disney fans were a jaded, abusive bunch, nmpostly concerned
wi th heckling Coach Wlder for not playing |ocal favorite Earl harm"Early"
Natt, a talented eccentric who carried the skills of Marvin Barnes. At the
start of the game they cheered El wood and greeted me with shouts of "Wiere's
Geral d?," but by halftine they were drinking beer and shouting for Early Natt,
a request that Coach W/l der ignored except in the final, hopel ess nonents of
each gane. Natt | ooked pretty dynanm c when he got in, which explained the
cromd's affection. He also paid zero attention to defense or team play, which
expl ai ned the coach's resistance.

The sane pattern held in the two | osses that foll owed.

That brought us to the all-star break. Elwood and | were 0-3 with our new
team and nobody was particularly happy. |I couldn't figure El wood-he was

pl ayi ng qui et, wal king quiet, and, | suspected, nmixing a little thinking in
with his brooding. For nmy part, | was just trying to keep nmy head above
water—+o0 my enbarrassnent, | was exhausted by starting every night. Plus
management and nedi a caught on that | was the conmunicative one of the new
pair, which nmeant | was answering questions for ne and El wood bot h.

The all-star break gave us nost of a week before we played again, and El wood



surprised me by suggesting we get out of town. He'd | ocated a beach hotel on
Key West with a nearby high school gymwe could rent. | agreed. Wthout having
to say so, we were both avoi ding paying any attention to the all-star gane,

whi ch was sure to be yet another installnent of the Vanilla Dunk show

El wood shocked nme again by getting up first that norning, to rouse ne out of

bed. He called up a breakfast on roomservice; | swear in all our years

room ng together |1'd never seen him pick up a phone before.

At the gym he said: "Okay, Lassner. |'mgonna teach your tall white ass howto
play a trappi ng defense." "What?"

"You heard."

"What is this punishnent for, El wood? What did | do? Just tell ne."
"Here— He threw ne the ball.
And proceeded to do exactly what he'd pron sed.

The next day word had gotten around—possibly with Elwood' s help, | never found
out—that a couple of pros were working out in the l[ocal gym Six guys showed
up: confident, tall kids out to inpress, all |ean and strong fronboating on

the island, a couple of themw th real talent. El wod worked theminto the
clinic he was giving nme, and they and he spent the next four days busting ny
ass.

I went back to Manm exhausted, and Elwood still wouldn't tell ne what he was
getting at.

It quickly becane clear, however, that he'd been | ooking at the schedule. The
first teamwe played after the break was the Knicks. That afternoon in
practice, while the rest of the teamwas drilling, he took Coach W/I der aside.
"Let me call the plays tonight," he said, as if it were the nost natural thing
in the world.

"What ?"

"Let me call the plays." He actually sniled.

"We're playing the Knicks."

"Exactly."

"What are you sayi ng, El wood?"

"You traded for me, man. Gve nme a night to run the show One night. If you

don't like the results we go back to your way tonmorrow. Nobody will ever
know. "

| wal ked over to show ny support—for what, | didn't exactly know. "G ve hima
hal f, at least,"” | said.

"He did this in New York?" asked Coach WI der.

"Yes," | Ilied.

El wood pulled Early Natt off the bench as we took the floor at the start of
the gane, saying to himonly, "Go crazy."

| got Elwood aside. "Ckay," | said. "lI've waited | ong enough. Wat's the dea
here, El wood?"

"We're gonna defend these nothers," he said. "That's the deal. Qur guards can
play a zone defense if they hang back. You and me are boxi ng out Dunk, taking
t he rebounds, stripping the ball. Don't hold anything back."

"What's Early doi ng?"

"Cherry-pi cki ng. Qutdunking the Dunk."

"I never saw Marvin Barnes play," | said, "but I didn't think he could hang
with Mchael Jordan. Early is stupid, El wood."

"We're not playing against Mchael Jordan," said Elwod. "W're playing

agai nst Vanilla Dunk. Jordan had an integrated ganme. The best there ever was.
Dunk's just a show. |'ve played a little one-on-one with Early. He can put on
a show, if he doesn't have to think about defense or passing, and if the coach
isn't breathing down his neck. That's our job, Lassner. Keep Early from having

to think about anything. He'll put on a show. Trust ne."
CGeral d Flynnan, the Knicks' new center, beat nme on the tip-off, so the Knicks
cane up with the ball. | followed Elwod's | ead—after the week of drills, it

was second nature. W charged the ball, ny hands up wi de and high to bl ock the
pass, Elwood's hands low for the steal off the dribble. Qur guards scurried
behi nd us on the zone defense, picking up the slack



Qis Pettingal e beat us on a head fake and went up. Score: @ulf + Western 2,

Di sney O.

One of our guards fed it in to ne, and El wood hissed, "Up to Early!" | did
what | was told. Early Natt was hal fway up the court. He tw sted through three
Kni cks, not | ooking back to see if he had any support, and scored. Tie gane.
The second time up the court the ball was in Vanilla Dunk's hands, and El wood
seened to go into another tine signature. He was all over him Dunk dribbled
back and circled and cane up again. | put up ny hands and cut off a pass
opportunity. Dunk hesitated, and El wood stripped the ball away. A flip pass
upcourt into Early's hands and we were ahead.

The crowd went wild. Not because they had any idea of what El wood and nme were
up to, but because Early was in the game, showi ng off, doing the only thing he
knew how to do: score. The Knicks brought the ball back to us, and this tine
El wood took it away from McFront, tipping it into my waiting hands. Not
waiting to be told this time, | tossed it to Early. Score

The strategy was working, at least for the nmonment. No teamin the | eague

pl ayed this kind of defense, and it had the Knicks confused. Hi gh on the
novelty of it, and the crowd's response, we roared to a fifteen-point |ead by
hal fti me. El wood ran back to the bench and spread his hands in a mute appea
to Coach W/ der.

"This one's yours," said the coach

In the second hal f the Knicks adjusted somewhat, and | got tired and had to
sit for a few mnutes. Flynnan bulled his way through El wood for six straight
points, and is added a couple of outside shots, and they nearly tied it. But
Vani Il a Dunk | ooked all flumobxed, and he never got into the gane. A few

m nutes |ater we opened up the | ead again and we ended up wi nning by five

poi nt s.
| took Elwood aside in the | ocker room The nmedia all wanted Early Natt
anyway. "When | was sitting in the third period | checked ny suit,” | said.

"I't wasn't working."

El wood just smiled, and nade a little pair of imaginary scissors with his
fingers.

"You fucked with my suit?"

"I just noticed you play better without it, man. You think | didn't see you
were turning it off?"

"That's just for ny junmp shot!"

"I saw you in practice in Key West, white boy. You play better without it.
Notice | ain't saying you play good. Just better.”

"Fuck you, El wood."

It was a nice night, but it was just a night. A fluke loss by the almghty
Kni cks—t happens sonetines. The Vanilla Dunk Revue went back to cakewal ki ng
its way to a chanpi onship, while we struggled on, treading water in the niddle
of our division, barely clinging to our playoff hopes. Surprisingly, El wood
didn't seemthat interested in applying the defensive techniques we'd

devel oped toget her agai nst any of the other teans. Onh, we trapped here and
there, but Elwood didn't ever take command the way he had. He seened to go
back into a trance, |like he'd done when we were first traded. W won our share
of games, but nobody was particularly inpressed. As for Early Natt, he saw
nmore mnutes, but they only seemed to give himnore opportunities to blowit,
and soon enough he was in the doghouse. Elwood had abandoned him 1 guess

El wood |i ked that one-dinensional game a little better on a hapl ess black man
than he liked it on an arrogant white one, but not so rmuch that he wanted to
encourage Early to make it a regular habit.

El wood and | were shooting alone in the gymwhen | asked, "Wy don't we go
back to that trappi ng gane?"

He didn't even turn around, just sank a shot as he answered. "El enment of
surprise the only thing makes it work, Bo. Teans'd see through that shit if we
hauled it out two nights in a row"

"Some great teans won with defense, hack—

"Shut up, Bo. You don't know what you're tal kin' about."



"What have we got to | ose?"

"Shut up."

El wood' s pl aying got nore and nore distracted, and we went on a | osing streak,
but | didn't catch on until two weeks before the end of the season, when the

Kni cks came to town again. | waited for Elwood to rouse us again, to nmake a
bi g demonstration, and instead he played in what was becom ng his usua
trance. He al nost seened to be taking a masochistic thrill in letting Vanilla

Dunk run wild.

The next day | glanced at the papers, and | realized that, for once, El wood
was wat chi ng the standi ngs.

W had to | ose three ganes in the standings to drop out of a regular playoff
spot and into the wild-card spot. The wild-card team played the teamw th the
conference's best record in the first round of the playoffs, in a quick
best-offive series, a sort of warmup for the real playoffs.

The Knicks, thanks to their win over us the night before, were now the team
with the best record, by one ganme over the Pistons.

In other words, the victory over the Knicks earlier in the season wasn't the
mai n point; that was just Elwood finding out if he could do it.

El wod and Coach W/l der yelled at each other for a straight half hour in the
visiting coach's office in the bowels of the Garden. In the nmeantinme | was

left to play diplomat with the press and the rest of the team |'d never been
in the visitors' |ocker roons of the Garden before, and it frankly got ne a
little depressed. |I'd never dared nention it to Elwood, but | mnissed the

Kni cks.

When they cane out it was Coach WI der who | ooked beaten. Elwood didn't say
anything to ne, but his eyes said he'd won his point. Wen we got out on the
floor he flipped the practice ball to Early Natt, then crooked a finger and
beckoned Early over to him

"Remenber when | told you to go crazy?" he said. Early just nodded, sniling
defensively. He | ooked a

little intim dated by the roar of the Garden crowd.

"W gonna do that again. Renmenber how?"

Early nodded.

"Just stay uptown, |look for the pass. Stay open, that's all." El wood turned to
me but didn't say anything, just stretched his arms up in the air. | mrrored
themw th my own—al beit six inches higher

Qur monment was swal lowed in a roar, as the Knicks cane out of the |ockers and
were greeted by the cromd in the Garden. | | ooked out and then back down at
the Heat uniformon ny chest. | felt about as small as a seven-foot guy can
feel, at that nonent.

This time | sonehow beat Flynnan on the tip-off, flipping the ball to one of
our guards. W went up the court and scored, El wood sinking a junper from

m dway out. The Knicks inbounded and |I realized | was frozen, that | wasn't
follow ng El wod into the trap defense. The Knicks got the ball to Vanilla
Dunk. Dunk flew upcourt, Elwood doggi ng his steps, and broke | oose for a
fabul ous m dair hook shot. | cursed nyself.

El wood grabbed the ball and hurled it upcourt to Early, who ran into a crowd
and had the ball stripped away. Defense again. This time | rushed the ball —t
was in is's hands—and forced a weak pass to Flynnan, who was too far out for
his shot. | jumped on Flynnan, ny hands in his face, and heard a whistle. I'd
foul ed him

Fl ynnan went to the line and hit both shots. 4-2, Knicks.

El wood rushed the ball to Early again, passing into a thicket of Knicks, and
Early was inmediately fouled. Early went to the |line and nissed one.

The Kni cks came up and Flynnan rolled over me for an easy |layup. God, he's a
big mother, | wanted to whi sper to Elwood, but El wood wasn't neeting ny eye.
El wood went up, got caught in traffic, and bailed out to one of our guards,
who threw up a brick fromoutside. Flynnan and | fought for the rebound, and
FIl ynnan won. He dunped it out to Vanilla Dunk, who inmredi ately had El wood al



over him 1 rushed up from behind and stabbed at the ball

Dunk tw sted out from between us, head-faked, nade a nove. The nove didn't
cone off. He and Elwood tangl ed up and fell together. A whistle. The ref
signal ed: of fensive foul, Knicks. Nunber double zero, Al an Gornan. Vanilla
Dunk.

Dunk got up scream ng. Elwood shook hinself out and turned his back. The ref
rushed up between themwhile a kid w ped the sweat off the floor

Then Dunk yell ed one word too many.

"What ?" Elwood turned fast and got in his face, real close, w thout touching.
The ref squirted out of the way. "I said nigger," repeated Dunk

They both drew back a fist. | grabbed El wood from behind, so he couldn't get
his shot off. Don't ask ne why | grabbed El wood instead of Dunk

Vani Il a Dunk's punch was off-line. It slanmed into El -wood's shoul der. That
was his only shot. The other Knicks were all over him

The refs threw them both out of the gane, and soon, all too soon, it was
restarted. Wth Elwood gone it was too nmuch a matter of ne against Flynnan
and it was Flynnan's night. | couldn't hang with him For help on offense al

| had was Early, who seened conpletely cowed by the Garden and baffled with

El wood gone. | tried to dunp it off to him but he'd |ost sight of the basket,
kept trying dumb passes instead. Wereas Flynnan had McFront, who'd found his
nm drange shot, and was pouring in pull-up jumnpers.

They blew us out. An hour later | was sitting on the edge of my hotel bed,
watching it on television. Early Natt and one of our guards were there with
me, but the roomwas silent except for the tube. El wood had di sappeared, so we
didn't have to be ashanmed to watch the sportscast.

It was Vanilla Dunk all the way. He'd run straight to the press, as usual, and
the tape of his interview was replayed every fifteen m nutes. The conm ssi oner
had al ready deci ded: both players were available to their teans for the rest
of the series. Elwood woul d be fined five thousand. Dunk, who'd thrown a
punch, would pay fifteen thou. |'d saved El wood ten grand by grabbing him And
probably saved Dunk a broken jaw

They barely even nentioned the fact that we'd lost. | guess the New York press
consi dered that pretty nuch a foregone concl usion

| flipped to MIV just in tine to catch Vanilla Dunk's new video "(Dunkin') in
Yo Face."

El wood showed up just in tine for the second ganme. | never did find out where
he spent that night. For a mnute | was afraid he was stoned on sonethi ng—+'d
seen him stoned, and gotten stoned with him but never before a ganme—because
he | ooked too happy, too |l oose. | even wondered for a second if he sonehow

t hought we'd won | ast night.

There wasn't time to confer. He flipped a thunbs-up signal to Coach WI der,
and called Early over to him The coach just shook his head. A mnute |later
the refs started the gane.

| put ny head down and vowed to get physical with Flynnan. | wanted rebounds,
| wanted bl ocked shots, | wanted steals. | wanted Elwood not to hate ne,
primarily. He still wasn't neeting ny eye.

Qis mssed a shot and El wood came down with the rebound, and passed it to
Early with nearly the sane notion. Early ducked underneath Flynnan and junped
up to the height of the basket. Sl am

The Kni cks came upcourt and put the ball in Dunk's hands. Elwood and | swarned
him He faked a nove, pivoted, then faked a pass, which shook El wood for half
a second. Half a second was all Dunk needed: he went up

But | got nmy hand around the ball and stuffed his shot backward, out of his
hands. It bounced upcourt, to Early, who was al one.

Sl am

The Kni cks came back up, and McFront hit fromoutside. W took it back up and
this time Elwod faked to Early and tw sted inside hinself for a pretty
backward layup. 6-2, Visitors

Qis brought it up for the Knicks, and flipped it to Flynnan, inside. | went
up and matched his junp, forced himto dunp it off or be stuffed. He | ooked



for help, didn't find any, and El wood took the ball away fromhim Early was
wai ting upcourt, like a puppy dog. 8-2.

So it went for the first half. W kept Dunk frustrated with our hectoring
defense, and | took ny ganme straight to Flynnan, however bruising. MFront's
hand wasn't as hot as the night before. Elwood was hyperkinetic on defense.
And on of fense, we were naking Early look like the star the fans back in

Fl ori da had al ways hoped he would be. Al he had was a handful of one-on-one
nmoves, but if you kept himfrom having to think about anything but the basket,
he was sensati onal

W ended the half with a twenty-two-point |ead. The Knicks nibbled away in the
second half, Ois shining like the Ois of old for a few m nutes, but it was
our night. W dug in on defense and finished fourteen points up. The crowd
drai ned out of the Garden in silence. W were taking the series back to
Florida tied at a game api ece. There were two ganes on our home court, then
back to New York

Unl ess somebody won two in a row

For the third gane the Knicks just |ooked tired. They weren't adjusting to our
def ensi ve pressure. Vanilla Dunk was wearing his cynical sneer, but you could
see it drove himcrazy not to be able to cut |oose. The Mam crowd gave

Fl ynnan, their ex-hero, a hard tinme, and he responded by getting sheepi sh—for
the first time | felt |I could actually push himaround a little.

This one was Early's gane. He played to the crowd, and the slams just kept
getting show er. Elwood poured in a few hinself, but Early was the star that
night. We led all the way, and the gane was over by the third quarter. Both
teans pulled their regulars and started thinking about the next gane.

El wood was gl owi ng on the bench. We all were. W had a chance to take it from
them They had to beat us tonorrow to even stay alive. This was supposed to be
their year of destiny, the Vanilla Dunk Victory Tour, and we had t hem down,
2-1. The wild-card team

FIl ynnan woke up. Dunk was still noribund, but Flynnan woke up; | knew because
he started punishing ne. | was taking down sone rebounds, but | was paying in
flesh. 1 |ooked for help, but who was going to help ne? That's the horror of

the center: there's just two of you seven-foot nonsters out there, and you're
enemes. If the other guy's a little bigger and nmeaner, who's going to tel
himto | eave you al one? Sone shrinpy 6-5 guard? The Tokyo armny? The ref? Your
not her ?

This one wasn't a gane. It was a trench battle. Elwood and | were working
toget her, stripping balls away, bottling up the mddle, but there was no
conmuni cati on between us. Just sweat and grunts. W had to keep our eyes
peel ed or we'd be flattened. MFront and Dunk were both fighting to open the
| anes, throw ng el bows, double-faking to make sure we got our faces in the
way. \Where were the whistles? I'msure the Knicks were asking the sane
guestion at their end. The refs were letting us duke it out.

It was Knicks 34, Heat 30 late in the second quarter: a defensive struggle.
W' d forced the Knicks into our game, and they were playing it. Every tinme
Early touched the ball he was nobbed. He'd dunmp it back out and our guards
woul d chuck it up fromthe outside and hope for the best.

Most of our points bel onged to El wood, who was scoring by grabbing rebounds
and nuscling back up for the | ayup

W were holding on until two mnutes before the half, when Dunk broke | oose
for a couple in a row, and we went to the | ockers down ei ght points.

El wood stood to one side, a wild ook in his eyes. He wasn't playing coach
anynore; he was too far inside hinmself. He and Dunk had been in each other's
faces every nmnute of the first half, and | could feel the hate burning off

El wood' s skin, like gasoline vapor. | could al nost imagi ne that El wood woul d
rather lose this one and take it back to New York, just to maxim ze his crazed
masochi stic war with Dunk, just to push it to the very edge.

| personally had a strong preference for ending it here.

Coach W der, seeing that Elwod wasn't receiving, |ooked over at ne. |
shrugged. The rest of the teammnilled nervously, waiting for soneone to break



the sil ence.

"Ckay, boys," said Coach WIder courageously. "Let this get away and it's just
another tied series going back to New York. That's handing it to them"

No one spoke. Elwood's foot was tappi ng out acconpaniment to some interna

r hyt hm

"You're only eight points back," said the coach. "Just keep tying them up on
defense. They'll turn it over when they get tired."

Wth his voice trailing away, he sounded |like he didn't believe hinmself. |
felt like patting himon the head and sending himto the showers. The fact was
it was Elwood's team now, and Elwood didn't give halftime pep tal ks. W would
all have to feed off his energy on the floor; it would happen there or it

woul dn't happen at all.

W drifted apart, and what seened |ike seconds |ater we were back on the
court. The ball was ours; Elwood hit from nidway out and we fell back on
defense. W stuck to our one plan, of course: | caged Vanilla Dunk with ny

| ong arnms, and El wood harassed the ball fromunderneath. This 250 JONATHAN
LETHEM

time the ganble worked, and we forced a bad pass, which one of our guards

pi cked up. He found Early, and Early found the net. We'd closed the gap to
four points.

And that's where it stayed. We all gritted our teeth and went back to the
trenches; even Vanilla Dunk and Early were playing defense. Both sides would
have fouled out if the refs hadn't been squel ching the whistle. W forced
turnovers, then turned it over ourselves, rolled our eyes, and fell back for
def ense again. Elwood was a naniac on rebounds, but he'd pass it up to Early,
and Early woul d di sappear in a cloud of Knick uniforns. Qtis stripped the bal
fromhimwith two seconds left in the third quarter and chucked up an

i mpr obabl e three-point shot from mdcourt which only hit net, putting them up
seven points as the buzzer for the fourth sounded.

At the start of the fourth El wood began trying to do it all, to outrebound
everybody at both ends of the court, to steal the ball, pass it to Early, then
run up and set a pick for Early and rebound Early's shot if he m ssed.

wat ched in amazenent, near total exhaustion myself just fromour frantic play
on the defensive end. In frustration with the Knicks' defensive adjustnments he
started going up hinself, with his usual too-powerful stuff nobves, scoring
some points but committing fouls the refs couldn't ignore. Still, he bulled us
to three points back, then doubled over with a | eg cranp.

Coach Wlder called a time-out. Elwood |inped back to the bench

"Ckay, Elwood, you got us close. Now you better sit." "Uh-uh," said El wood.
"I"'mstayin' in. Listen, Early—= Early leaned in, his eyes w de.

"You gotta figure out one new trick, 'cause they're bunping you off, man."
"What ?" said Early in his high, frightened voice.

"Pass of f when you go up now. Don't shoot. Find the big man here." El wood
jerked his thunmb at me. "He's big and white, you can't miss him man. Just
throwit up to himevery time you get a clean line."

"Elwood," | began to conplain, "I'mnot like you. | can't go back and forth.
won't make it back on defense if I'"'mup fighting with Flynnan under their
basket . "

"Don't go up under their basket," he said. "Shoot from wherever you are when
you get the ball, man."

"What ?"

"I seen your junp shot, Lassner. Just shoot."

The tine-out was over. Elwood hobbl ed out, massaging his own thigh, and we
took the ball up. W fed it in to Early and he drew three men. He spun out and
five hands went up between him and the basket.

He didn't try and shoot over the hands. Instead he turned and | obbed a cl unsy
pass high in the air to ne, halfway back to our end of the court.

"Shoot!" hi ssed El wood.

| tossed it up, not even noticing which side of the three-point line | was on
It went in.



| panted a thank-you prayer and zeroed in on the ball, which was in Flynnan's
hands. | threw nyself in his path and forced himto give it up, niracul ously
avoi di ng destruction in the process. Elwod followed the ball out to Vanilla
Dunk, who punped, pivoted, punped, head-faked, shrugged, anything to try to
get out of Elwood's cage. He lifted the ball up and I batted it out of bounds.
El wood stol e the i nbound pass and scored on a solo drive for a |ayup.

The Knicks brought it up and Otis, looking frustrated with Dunk, shot from
out side. He m ssed. Elwood directed the ball to Early, who drove to the basket
and was surrounded there. He threw it out to me where | stood at the top of
the key. "Shoot!" said Elwbod again. The ball floated up out of nmy hands and
hit.

Tie gane, four mnutes |eft.

El wood got too excited and foul ed McFront on the next possession. MFront,
ever solid, hit both fromthe line, putting the Knicks up two. El wood brought
the ball up to mdcourt, then passed it directly to ne and nodded.

Swi sh. My junp shot was on. Practice, | guess.

We traded turnovers again, and then the Knicks called a tinme-out with just
over two mnutes left. Their season was getting very, very small. W only went
hal fway to the bench and then just hovered there, waiting for the Knicks to
cone back out. There wasn't anything to say. We were too punped up to huddle
and trade honilies. Too nuch in the zone.

The Knicks brought it up and Flynnan staked out prime real estate under the
net. | sighed and went in to try and box himout. He got the ball and I went
up with him tipped the shot away. Elwood took it and charged upcourt,
slamming it home at the other end.

Since he was all the way up there anyway he decided to steal the inbound pass
and do it again, and we suddenly had a four-point |ead.

But El wood was tired, and at the wong end of the floor. They sent Vanilla
Dunk up. | tried to stop himalone; we both junped. | |anded what seened |ike
a coupl e of seconds before he did. Hs jamwas a poster shot, | heard later.
sure didn't see it

W canme up again and sent Early in to try and answer. He got caught in traffic
and bailed it out to me, and | shot fromwhere | stood all alone, in
three-point territory.

That made four in a row for ne and a five-point lead for the team

They answered with a quick basket. So quick that | glanced at the clock; we
were in a position to run the clock out. | brought it up slow, dribbling with
nmy big body curled protectively around the ball.

"Nobody foul!" | heard Coach Wl der yell fromthe sidelines. Thanks, coach. |
passed it to Elwood. He passed it to one of our guards, who passed it back to
me. Flynnan lunged for the ball, and | passed it away again. It got passed
around the circuit, everybody touching it except Early, who wouldn't have
known what to do with it. He only existed in two di nensions, up and down. Tine
was beyond him

The ball came back to ne with two seconds on the shot clock. Wat the hell, |
t hought, and chucked it up. Sw sh

W'd won. Five points up with 16 seconds. No way for themto cone back. The
Knicks milked it, of course, using two tine-outs, scoring once, but two
commercials |later we got official confirmation. Wen the final buzzer sounded
we had a nice, healthy three-point edge.

The | ocker room was mayhem All the D sney executive people |I'd managed never
to neet wanted to shake ny hand. The nedi a swarned, nedialike. Sone beer
conpany exec gave Early Natt an award for series MVP and they stuck a mke in
his face and Early just grinned and made this sort of bubbling sound with his
lips, ignoring the questions. Another bunch of TV people isolated me and

El wood by our |ockers, and | readied nyself to do the tal king once agai n.
"Well, Elwood, care to break your nedia silence for once?"

El wood paused, then grinned. "Sure, asshole, let's break sone silence. Wuat
you wanna know?"

The reporter clung to his pasted-on smile. "Unh, you were a real |eader out



t here, Elwood. Sone woul d say the MVP belongs to you. You took an
unconventional mx of talents and made them work toget her—=

El wood stuck his big finger against the reporter's chest. "You wanna know who
the star of this teamis?" "Uh—=

"This dude here, man. He's taught hinself to play w thout sanpling, man,
'cause the skills they gave himsucked, and he didn't even tell anybody. M,
Early, Vanilla Fucking Dunk, all them other dudes are playing with exosuits,
but not ny man Lassner, nman. He's a defensive star. He can hang with the
exosuits, man, and that's a rare thing." He |aughed. "He's al so got this funny
junp shot ain't too bad. Big white el bows stickin' out all over the place, but
it ain't too bad. No suit for that either."

They turned to nme. | nodded and shrugged and | ooked back to El wood.

"How does it feel beating Mchael Jordan?" The question was directed at either
one of us, but El wood picked it up again.

"Didn't beat M chael Jordan," he said angrily. "Beat Vanilla Dunk. If that was
Jordan we woul dn't have beat him"

"What's going to becone of your feud?"

El wood' s face went through a quick series of expressions; first angry, then
sarcastic, then sealed up, like he wasn't going to talk any nore. Then he went
past that, smiling at hinself for a mnute before answering the question

What came out was a strangely heartfelt junble of sports clichés. | don't nean
to be insulting when | say that | don't think I ever saw El wood speak from a
deeper place within hinmself than at that nonment. | really do think he was the
| ast nodernist in a sport gone conpletely postnodern

"There ain't no feud. Alan Gornan is a rookie, nman, and you got to give him
time to put it together. |I was honored to play alongside the man in New York
and |I'm honored to face himnow. | hope we nmeet many tines agai n—after the
Heat wins this chanmpionship, that is. I"'msure he'll growinto the suit. Ain't
no feud. | plan to beat the man every tinme | can, but when he beats ne it
ain't gonna be M chael Jordan then, neither, man. It's gonna be Gornan, or
Dunk, or whatever he wants to call his ass, and when he does |'ll shake the
dude's hand. Here, you oughta ask the big white dufus some questions now. "
That should be the end of the story, but it isn't. Elwood and | were in a bar
two hours | ater when the sports channel switched to a |live broadcast of
Vani |l a Dunk's press conference, his last with the big Knicks |ogo on the wall
behi nd hi m

H s agent spoke first. "M . Gornan has reached an agreement with United
Artists Tokyo, regarding his notion picture and recordi ng career—

"What about the Knicks?"

"UA Tokyo has purchased M. Gornan's contract from@lf + Western. This is a

bi ndi ng, five-year agreenent that guarantees M. CGornan eight mllion a year
bef ore box-office—
"I wanted to wait till the end of the season to nmake this announcenent," said

Dunk. "Didn't think it would come this quick, but hey"-he paused to
sneer—that's the way it goes. Look out, America, we're gonna nake somne
novi es! "

"Dunk—what about basket bal | ?"

He smirked. "That's a little rough for nme, y'know? CGotta stay pretty." He
rubbed his face exaggeratedly. "You'll see plenty of action on the screen
anyway. M ght even dunk a few. " He w nked.

El wood and | sat watching, silently transfixed. The inplications sank in
gradual ly. The Jordan skills were gone; |eague rules stated that they were
retired with the player. The occasion that El wood had so slowy and painfully
risen to had vani shed, been whi sked away, in an instant.

"Tell us about the films," said a reporter

"Ahh, we're still working out ny character. Called Vanilla Dunk, of course.
Gonna do sone fightin', sone rappin', some other stuff. Not |ike anything
you' ve ever seen before, so you'll just have to wait."

"The contract includes al bum and video production,” added the agent. "You'l
be seeing Vanilla Dunk on the charts as well as on the screen.™



"Your whol e sports career is over, then? No chanpi onshi ps?"
He snorted. "This is bigger than a sports career, ny

friend. I'm bigger. Besides, sports is just entertai nment,

anyway. |I'mstill in the entertainnent business.”

"Your decision anything to do with El wood Fossett?" He cocked his head. "Who?"
| turned away fromthe television. | started to speak, but stopped when I saw

El wood' s expression, which was conpletely holl ow

And that is the end of the story.

I'd like to say we went on to win the chanpionship, but life doesn't work that
way. The Hyundai Celtics beat us in the next round of the playoffs. They
seened conpletely ready for our defense, and we were |ucky to wi n one gane.

El wood faded in and out, tantalizingly brilliant and then god-awful in the
space of five mnutes. The Celtics went on to lose to the Coors Suns in the
final.

| nyself did win aring, later, after | was traded to the Lakers. That |ed
indirectly to a fancy Hol |l ywood party where | got to drunkenly tell Al an

Gornan what | thought of him | garbled my lines, but it was still pretty
sati sfying.

Elwod | mostly lost touch with after ny trade. W partied when the Lakers
went to Mani, and when the Heat came to L. A | had himover for dinner with

nmy second wi fe—an awkward scene, but we played it a few tines.

When | think about what happened with himand Vanilla Dunk, | always cone
around to the same question. Assuming that it's right to view the whole

epi sode as apersonal battle between the two of themwho won? Sonetines | drive
nmysel f crazy with it. | nean, who cane

out on top, really?

O her times |I conclude that there's sonmething really pretty fundanentally
stupi d about the question



