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Aeneous Orb


Greg Gunton, from the University of Illinois. Six-six, so among civilians, probably a center. The name “Greg” sounded like a rock and he was built like a mountain. Year: senior. Major: aerospace engineering. Weight: had to be at least three hundred pounds. It must be said that it was not all muscle. But he was strong and tall and loved sports.

Brian Walford, from the University of Illinois. Six-two. Ostensibly the forward. Age twenty-three for some reason. Major: civil engineering. Enigmatic. Surly and sly. Very skilled.

Gabe Gomez, from the University of Illinois. Five-ten, one hundred forty pounds. The guard by default. Fast. Never played organized sports except for exactly one season of community soccer in third grade where he ended up on a team with fifth graders for some reason and all he did was chase the ball. So… good hustle. Extent of basketball experience: hooping in the driveway in early elementary school and role-playing games between teams of a made-up league on an imaginary continent, then going inside and getting big pieces of paper and doodling a map of said continent with crayons and markers. Struggling to understand that team mascot names are supposed to be ferocious so something like “Tortoises” doesn’t quite cut it. Major: psychology. Creative writing classes as electives. The role-playing and world-building itches never got scratched out of existence. Class was hard to go nowadays. Sleeping in and daydreaming was easier.

Gabe was in his dorm room, as he usually was, wearing a purple shirt, when Greg and Ryan came to get him. They practically begged him to go to the little park by the dorm to play some basketball. Gabe had gone before with them and some other friends to, for example, play twenty-one. Twenty-one was when you shot free throws consecutively but if you missed someone else could get the rebound and score and then they would get to shoot free throws. Gabe was not great at free throws or anything else about basketball except running, which was not so useful in this half-court setting where one had to try and score on, like, three opponents at once. Greg generally won easily because he was a decent shooter and six-six so he had an easy time grabbing rebounds, although Brian was also very talented and regularly nutmegged Gabe just because he good.

Gabe had just had a nap. It had done nothing to make him not tired. His skinny body began to be torn apart by two pressures. He didn’t want to disappoint his friends, but he didn’t want to be humiliated playing pickup basketball. He had no formal basketball experience of any kind. All he did was watch it on TV, and even then he had only gotten back into it in the past couple years and could not say that he understood it very well. In his mind a pickup basketball game was a world of strong, sweaty, arrogant jocks who would embarrass him and make fun of him and make him want to become very small, small enough to disappear into a worm’s hole in the dirt next to the court and never come out. He could have made up some excuse about homework and that it would basically be unfalsifiable, but he did not.

“It’s time for the Double-G.G. Supreme,” Greg Gunton said as they took the elevator down from the fourth floor of Gabe’s dorm to the street. Greg was very gracious about how Gabe was not good at basketball.

The little park with the dark gray court was a very short distance from Gabe’s dorm and it felt like a walk to the electric chair. It was a cracklingly nice day. The weather was getting good again. The school year was nearing its end. In a couple months none of this would matter. Gabe hoped so hard it almost made him shit himself that no one else would be there so that the three of them could just play twenty-one but sadly there were three other guys there like clockwork was trying to fuck him in the ass with a long, slow-crawling hour hand. They were all taller than him and they had muscles and they were confidently balling, shooting around, and going “Hey, hey!” and that sort of athletic stuff.

Gabe learned that in a real pickup basketball game it was customary not to learn anybody’s name so the enemies in his mind were just Red, Gray, and Blue, after their shirts. He was at least thankful it wasn’t going to be four against four or five against five because was terrified that he wouldn’t be able to remember which stranger he was supposed to pass to, because unlike organized basketball, in pickup basketball uniforms were of course not worn. He just had to remember to pass only to his friends and to try to crush the strangers.

Brian suggested playing rock paper scissors to determine what team got possession first, nominated himself as his team’s representative and promptly won with paper over rock. Gabe wanted to believe that a god was smiling upon him because of this, as if the triumph of paper over rock more generally spoke to the ultimate victory of subtlety and meekness over brute force. He was already dissociating. The other team was saying things like “Ayo!” and other basketball things that he didn’t understand. There was pointing. The enemy assigned Gabe his nemesis: Blue. Blue was the shortest man on the other team and was scrappy and even accounting for the fact that Gabe thought all pickup basketball players looked mean, this guy still looked like a mean person, like a condescending douche in a frat.

Brian passed Gabe the ball. Brian passed Gabe the ball! Gabe had the ball! Of all the skills that Gabe had practiced in his driveway fifteen years ago, dribbling was the one that he had practiced the least. There was no time to patiently think of what to do because Blue was already swiping at him to try to steal the ball; apparently Gabe was not dribbling confidently enough. Gabe was outside the three-point arc, a shot from behind which was worth two points under pickup rules, which made it way deadlier than it already was in the professional ruleset because what were ordinarily two-point shots were only worth one point.

“Shoot it from there!” Greg exclaimed, but Gabe knew this was a joke because they both always liked to shout that at their team on the TV screen early in the shot clock; this all took place before three-pointers from twenty-five or thirty feet out became more commonplace. Gabe chest-passed to Greg and began to run down the sideline and headed for the baseline. He figured he could at least run around like a headless chicken and maybe tire out Blue and let the game mostly be a battle between tall Greg, skilled Brian, and the other two guys. That would simplify things.

Greg interpreted Gabe’s flight as a cut toward the basket and bounce-passed the ball to him under the hoop. Gabe was not prepared to be trusted with something like this and almost dropped the ball; his hands felt heavy yet weak as if he were asleep and dreaming. He jumped. Gray was there and tall. Gabe could not possibly attempt a layup because he would get the ball spiked down his throat. He glanced around in a panicked instant and did not see Greg or Brian available. His feet hit the ground.

“Travel,” Gray announced as blankly as if he were disappointed.

“Huh?” Gabe said. That was how inexperienced he was with basketball. It took a few seconds for the idea to occur to him that jumping up and down without getting rid of the ball was, indeed, taking two steps without dribbling— each foot left the ground for the air and came down again. So Gabe had to give up the ball and he was so scared that he probably could have been tricked into doing so even if he hadn’t actually traveled.

The enemies took advantage of Gabe’s turnover by having their giant, Red, score on Greg in the paint with an unceremonious close-range shot. It was bound to happen. Next time Gabe’s team had the ball, he kept running around in such a way to actually avoid being open enough for Greg or Brian to consider passing to, but unfortunately for him he failed to get Blue to chase him. So Brian passed him the ball out on the perimeter and even though he was wide open, he did not shoot. He passed the ball right back to Brian and Brian quietly got to work with dribble moves that Gabe could not comprehend, because Gabe did not know how to dribble behind his back or between his legs, and indeed expected to be left alone while he thought about what to do with the ball to the point where he would get butthurt if someone tried to interrupt him. Brian swished a mid-range jump shot after shaking off Gray and the score was now 1–1.

Now on defense again, with Gray dribbling against Brian, Gabe went up to the top of the key to set a screen. Yes, that’s right— he did not really understand that the purpose of a screen was to block a defender to create space for an offensive player, he had just seen people stand in each other’s ways and decided to do that, screening his own teammate. Identified now as the weak link on the team, Gray zipped around Brian and Gabe both because Brian could not chase him and got the ball into Blue who was open for a layup.

Greg glanced blankly at some chirping sparrows in a tree and motioned for Gabe to take the check at half court. Under regional unwritten pickup basketball rules it was not allowed to shoot out of check but dribbling or passing out of it was okay. As Gabe dribbled against Blue, there was a bouncing echo in his head and he suddenly knew that this sphere was not just a basketball but an aeneous orb.

“Did you try to set a screen on defense?” said the aeneous orb in a rubbery voice that only Gabe could hear.

“I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing out here,” Gabe said. “I just hope we get stomped so we can go inside.”

“That’s depressing,” said the aeneous orb. “Perhaps I can help you cultivate the spirit of a winner. First, let’s deal with this prick and his mustache. You’re left-handed, so go left. Stop at the elbow and shoot. He’s going to sag off on you and dare you to shoot, so you’re going to make him pay. Also, pound me harder. That means dribble faster.”

Gabe obeyed, pushing the ball hard into the pavement, shaking off thoughts about the orb’s phrasing. Blue followed him but was momentarily surprised by Gabe’s speed. He let Gabe go, trying to pass off being beaten off the dribble as intentionally leaving Gabe open to show a lack of respect for him. Gabe was wide open at the elbow, closer than he had been when Brian had passed him the ball before.

“Shoot it!” Greg said, somewhat insultingly already boxing out for a rebound.

Gabe jumped. He had one foot stuck out behind him like a princess being kissed and he pushed the ball up from his chin, which he could get away with because no one was there to block his shot. Like baby birds the other four players gazed upward with open mouths and wiggled around, jockeying for position for the clank or the airball. But the ball snapped neatly through the net and there were wordless grunts of surprise. 2–1.

On defense Gabe was targeted again. Gabe tried to swipe the ball away from Blue, who simply rushed past him and fed the ball to Gray for a miss that was rebounded messily by Greg, stolen by Red, and laid in. Gabe wandered off to the corner and watched a pink car go by in order to not get ushered into receiving the check.

“Where did you go?” the aeneous orb called out, its voice drowned out by distance. “Get me again! Pick and roll!”

Gabe tried to run between Greg and Red in order to do a handoff like he had seen in football and Greg misinterpreted it as a very bad screen and went around Gabe, but Gabe did not create enough space for him. Greg passed ahead to Brian, who missed a layup and the ball was taken out by Blue. The rules dictated that after a defensive rebound the team newly in possession of the ball had to bring it past the three-point line to be able to properly start their offensive possession and score valid points. Quickly another duel in the paint erupted between Greg and Red and Greg was able to to graze a layup attempt with fingertips so that it just bounced off the rim instead of going in, and Gabe swooped in to take the rebound from the slap-happy bigs and
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