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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is the result of more than eight years of reporting, and I witnessed most of the events and conversations depicted. I tried to avoid using material for which I was not present, though in some instances it was central to the narrative and had to be re-created through interviews with those involved. Relying on others to recall past events is an imperfect method of fact-gathering. I was left to trust that they would provide an honest version of what occurred. In cases where differing accounts were offered, I noted that in the text or went with the version relayed by the majority of those present.
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Hunting for Kids
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Joe Keller

On a clear and warm Sunday afternoon in September of 1996, a basketball game was played in the gym at Riverside Community College in Southern California. No one from the school knew the game was scheduled, and the organizer, twenty-six-year-old Joe Keller, thought he would have to break into the gym and open the doors from the inside. At the last minute, a friend procured a key, but Keller was unable to turn on the scoreboard or the clock, so the score and the time were kept manually. There was no advance advertising of the game, no newspaper articles or Internet postings, yet fans filed in as soon as the doors opened. Estimates vary as to how many people filled the worn bleachers, but the crowd numbered at least 300 and might have been as large as 500, a considerable audience for a game in which none of the participants was older than fourteen.

Of the two teams playing that day, the Southern California All-Stars (SCA) were by far the most well known. Their coach, Pat Barrett, cut a wide swath in the world of grassroots basketball. Nike paid him more than $100,000 annually to assure that his players were aligned with that brand and gave him another $50,000 in shoes and other gear. His skills as a basketball instructor were limited, but his ability to identify and acquaint himself with the best young basketball players in Southern California was legendary. Given the considerable talent flowing annually from that part of the nation, this made him one of the most powerful figures in basketball, courted by college coaches, NBA scouts, and sports agents. A year earlier, after UCLA won the national title with a team that included several SCA alumni, including Final Four most valuable player Ed O’Bannon, the team’s coach, Jim Harrick, gave Barrett a championship ring. A prominent UCLA booster also donated $200,000 to a nonprofit organization—Values for a Better America—that Barrett controlled.

Barrett had coached since the mid-1980s and operated teams in various age groups, but the team of seventh- and eighth-graders competing in Riverside that Sunday may have been the most impressive he’d ever assembled. There was Jamal Sampson (who would go on to play for Cal Berkeley and then the NBA’s Milwaukee Bucks), Josh Childress (Stanford and then the Atlanta Hawks), Cedric Bozeman (UCLA and the Hawks), and Jamaal Williams (the Washington Huskies). The point guard, Keilon Fortune, was considered the best of the lot, even though he was a year younger than the other players. Two months earlier, SCA had claimed the 13-and-Under Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) national title, fueling talk that Barrett’s assemblage of young stars was among the best ever.

SCA’s opponent that day, the Inland Stars, was considerably less distinguished, and its coach, Joe Keller, paled in comparison to the mighty Barrett. A full-time welder and a part-time coach, Keller was considerably better at the former than the latter. When he started coaching a few years earlier, he couldn’t even demonstrate a proper defensive stance. In his first season, his team played an SCA squad and lost by almost 100. While Barrett was flush with Nike money, financial stability constantly eluded Keller. He had only recently moved out of an apartment he shared with his mother in Riverside and often asked people he’d just met: “Do you know any rich people who could sponsor my team?”

Keller’s squad in Riverside that Sunday was not without talent. Forwards Lance and Erik Soderberg—the sons of former Kentucky player Mark Soderberg—were capable players and would go on to earn college scholarships, as would the Inland Stars’ best guard, Josh Dunaj. But they were no match for SCA’s kids, and the swagger of Barrett’s players was unmistakable as they entered the gym in matching Nike sweat suits. Keller’s players—dressed in yellow uniforms he had borrowed from another coach—were already warming up when Barrett and the SCA kids arrived. They stopped and watched as fans streamed down from the bleachers to greet the recently crowned national champions.

Basketball games are often framed as battles between coaches, as if the players on the floor are chess pieces easily manipulated by the men on the sidelines. At the youth level, this is an especially foolish line of thought. Kids make mistakes. They act unpredictably. Coaching them requires an understanding of their fallibility. The biggest influence Keller and Barrett would have on the outcome of the game would come long before it began, in the procurement of players: The coach who assembled the most talent would likely win. Barrett had few peers in that regard, least of all Keller. If a bookie had set odds on the game, SCA would have been favored by at least 20, and it wouldn’t have surprised anyone if Barrett’s collection of future NBA players whipped the Inland Stars by more than 50.

But Keller would not have scheduled the game had he not believed in his team’s chances. In the days before, he boldly predicted victory and became convinced that the game would be his defining moment as a coach. The reason for his optimism became apparent to the SCA players as they shed their sweat suits and began their pregame routine. Glancing toward the Inland Stars’ end of the court, they saw the players that had long been part of Keller’s team, but amid them was a boy they had never seen before. He was the tallest player in the gym, nearly six foot five, with impossibly long arms and a nimbleness unseen in a player so tall for his age. They watched as he executed a layup, jumping so high that it was clear he could dunk every time if he wanted. In a bit of showmanship scarcely seen from a player so young, he repeatedly surged upward toward the basket and, just as everyone anticipated him slamming the ball home, merely dropped it through the rim. He was letting the crowd and the SCA players—most of whom could not yet palm a basketball—know that dunking came so easily to him that he’d grown bored with it.

Questions about this boy spread quickly around the gym. Who was he? Where had he come from? Was he really the same age as the other players? Answers emerged slowly, passed from one person to the next in hushed tones. Keller had unearthed him after hearing rumors of a prodigal talent on the blacktops of San Bernardino. He had never played for an AAU team before. And, yes, he was only thirteen years old. His mere presence infused the game with an unexpected gravity. A boy of that size and obvious ability gave Keller’s squad a puncher’s chance. For the first time anyone could remember, a local team posed a threat to Pat Barrett and his Southern California All-Stars.

When the tall boy lined up against Sampson for the opening tip, the one advantage the Inland Stars had was obvious. Keller’s center was several inches taller than Sampson, and his arms seemed twice as long. When the official tossed the ball skyward, the boy reached it at such a high point that Sampson appeared hopeless. He then sprinted upcourt, took a pass in the lane—catching the ball high above the reach of any of the SCA players—and flipped in a layup over Childress. On the sideline, Keller grinned and said to himself: “The rout is on.”

No videotape of the game exists. The only stat sheet was lost. Keller does not remember the final score or how many points the tall boy scored, but he recalls never before seeing a more dominant performance by a player. The young boy swatted shots back at SCA guards brave enough to drive to the basket. He seemingly grabbed every rebound and scored at will. After Keller’s team raced to an early 10-point lead, one of Barrett’s assistant coaches was ejected for yelling at the officials. When the lead increased to 20 points with eight minutes left, Barrett was ejected too. Keller told the officials: “Let him stay. I don’t want him to use that as an excuse for why he lost.” Near the end of the game, Barrett sat down on the bench and put his hands on his knees, no longer wanting to watch the action on the floor. When Keller saw this, a feeling of immense satisfaction washed over him. With one game he’d gone from a coaching nobody to the guy who beat Pat Barrett.

At the final whistle, Keller ran onto the court and celebrated with his players; a few poured tiny cups of Gatorade on his head. The two teams never shook hands, and the SCA players quickly left the gym. Barrett was still shouting at the officials as he followed his players out the door. Keller had thought Barrett would be gracious in defeat, but it didn’t dampen Keller’s mood. “We beat the best team in the country,” he told anyone willing to listen. Later that night, he told his wife that he thought his life was about to change.

A few days passed before Keller’s premonition came true. Barrett called him and made a surprising proposition: He wanted to merge the best of the Inland Stars with SCA. The team would be called the Southern California All-Stars and be funded by Barrett, but Keller would be its coach. To Keller, this seemed like a sweet deal and he quickly agreed. He was short on money and coaching experience, and Barrett had both. He envisioned Barrett as something like a mentor, ushering him into a coaching career. He hoped Barrett would call his contacts at Nike and tell them about Keller and his talented new star. But Keller was naïve about the culture of grassroots basketball and how Barrett had built his youth-basketball empire. His life was indeed about to change, but not how he imagined.

I met Keller four years later, a few weeks before Christmas 2000. We met at an unremarkable brewpub just off Interstate 15 in San Bernardino. I was seated at a wide oval table watching a Los Angeles Lakers game on one of the restaurant’s dozen televisions when Keller walked in. He wore jeans and a loose sweatshirt, and when I stood up to shake his hand, he ignored me and sat across the table and to my left, farther away than I expected. The mutual acquaintance who arranged our meeting had mentioned that Keller was afraid to talk with a writer from Sports Illustrated, and in that moment I felt that his paranoia had been undersold.

I was in Southern California, reporting on a story about Tyson Chandler, then an eighteen-year-old senior at Compton Dominguez High School, as he prepared to jump straight from high school to the National Basketball Association. The story was intended to expose the myriad of people (coaches, agents, relatives, friends) trying to align themselves with Chandler, which included Barrett. He had allegedly bought Chandler a Cadillac Escalade, moved Chandler’s family from San Bernardino to a house closer to Barrett’s in Orange County, and taken him on shopping sprees for clothes and shoes that often exceeded $5,000. If Chandler met a girl at an out-of-state tournament that he wanted to see again, Barrett bought her an airline ticket to California.

I had been told that Keller was Chandler’s first AAU coach, until Barrett lured him to SCA and pushed Keller out of the picture. I was hoping Keller would give me some dirt on Barrett, but when I asked about him, he said only: “He is a powerful man in basketball.” When I inquired why Barrett, not Keller, was coaching Chandler now, Keller got a pained look on his face. “Talking about that will only come back to hurt me.” A frustrating argument followed. I suggested that if Keller hated Barrett, as I suspected, exposing his misdeeds in Sports Illustrated might put him out of business. Keller insisted that nothing I could write would ever push Barrett out of youth basketball and so tattling on him would bring Keller nothing but harm.

Keller was thirty when we met. He was two inches taller than me, about five foot ten, with wide shoulders but pale, skinny legs. He looked as if he’d been into weight lifting at one time but had stopped. A sparse goatee couldn’t hide the acne scars on his face or detract from his two most striking features—deep-set blue eyes and a flattop haircut that seemed suited for a younger man. A narrow scar on the left side of his forehead ran into his hairline, making it seem as if his barber had tried to manufacture a part.

I didn’t think much of Keller. For all his paranoia, he could be dismissive and arrogant. He asked when I thought Chandler would be selected in the NBA draft that June. I said somewhere in the top 15. “That’s ridiculous. You don’t know anything,” Keller snapped. “He’s top five, maybe top two.” I spent an hour alternating between assuaging Keller’s mistrust and enduring his insults before he consented to tell me the story of how he found Chandler.

During an Inland Stars practice in the spring of 1996, Keller was criticizing his players for not being tough enough, when one kid said almost matter-of-factly, “Then why don’t you get that tall kid from San Bernardino?” Keller questioned the player, who knew nothing about the mysterious kid, not even his name. Keller called schools in the area, finally finding a teacher at Arrowview Middle School who thought he knew the boy and came up with a possible first name, Tyson, but nothing else.

Keller spent weeks cruising the roughest neighborhoods of San Bernardino, searching for the boy. He finally got a tip that led him to a low-slung house in one of the poorest areas of the city. During the 1990s, many African American families had fled inner-city homes in Los Angeles for nicer neighborhoods in the Inland Empire, the common name for the sunbaked cities of Riverside and San Bernardino Counties. But as Keller walked up a dirt driveway to the front door, he thought this family would have been better off staying in the ghetto. The house was originally painted white but was now gray. A falling chain-link fence surrounded a dirt-and-grass yard, which framed a porch of broken concrete. The neighboring houses were in the same shape or worse. Keller was a little afraid of what awaited him behind the front door, but then a lanky kid standing about six foot five answered. At first, Keller thought this was the older brother of the kid he had heard about, but the boy assured him that he was indeed just finishing the seventh grade.

“My God,” Keller said, and for a moment he couldn’t speak. He finally uttered, “Can you dribble or run or anything?”

“Yeah, I can dunk,” the boy said.

Keller’s mood softened as he told me the story and described how unbeatable his team became with Chandler. “And I can coach too,” Keller added, a statement that seemed to be a criticism of other youth coaches. It felt like an opening to ask again about Barrett.

“So then why would Tyson want to go play for Pat Barrett?”

Keller frowned and shook his head, as if to say he wouldn’t be tricked that easily. A short time later he said he had to get home to his wife and he left.

When the article, titled “School for Scandal,” was published a few weeks later, I remember being greatly disappointed that it didn’t cause more of a stir. There were rumors that Nike cut ties with Barrett because of it, but then I heard he signed a contract with Adidas. I had always known the world of youth basketball was an unregulated subculture where men like Barrett could get away with almost anything in their pursuit of talented kids, but I assumed that if a coach’s dirty dealings were unveiled, the shoe companies and players would distance themselves.

Keller’s ultimate contribution to the story was an insipid twelve-word quote, but I still called him after the article was published. I wanted to get his reaction to the unsavory moves by Barrett that I described, including selling Chandler to various agents. “That stuff from me was the best part of the story,” Keller said when I reached him at his home. He wasn’t joking. As for Barrett, he said, “Pat called me and said that since that article, he’s had more parents calling him, wanting their kids to play for him, than ever before. That article helped Pat a lot.”

His words stung. I was reminded of what Keller said during our meeting at the brewery: If an exposé in Sports Illustrated could do nothing more than increase the business of one of youth basketball’s most controversial figures, then perhaps, as Keller said, I didn’t know anything about the world in which Barrett operated.

I was in Los Angeles on assignment a few weeks later and I called Keller. I stressed that I no longer was working on a story about Barrett or Chandler but that I wanted to better understand the grassroots game. He agreed to meet, and I drove fifty miles east to Fontana, to the Inland Empire, and picked him up at the Citrus Grove Apartments, a complex that abutted train tracks, where he lived with his wife, Violet. We drove to a nearby Mexican restaurant and, after several Midori sours, Keller loosened up enough to tell me how he stumbled into coaching.

He was originally from Long Island and had moved to Riverside, California, with his mother before his senior year of high school. He had been a standout baseball player and dreamed of playing for the New York Yankees, but he tore his rotator cuff in his senior season and gave up the game. “After high school, I was the world’s biggest fuckup,” he said. He hung around guys who sold and smoked marijuana. He held several jobs, the longest for a year on the assembly line of a company that manufactured roofing tiles. He was still living with his mother when, in 1993, he applied for a job with the Riverside Parks and Recreation Department. The only opening was a $200-a-month job coaching ten- and eleven-year-old boys on a basketball team called the Bryant Park Lakers. “I needed the money,” Keller said.

His first team was made up of “little rats,” as he called them, short kids who hung around Bryant Park and had to scrap for every point. They wore black T-shirts with Lakers stenciled on the front, the words faded from too many washings. Keller showed me a picture of his first team. The boys are standing straight and stiff-armed, trying to look tough. Keller is at one end, slightly slouched, dressed in jeans shorts and a T-shirt. It is a typical photo, except for one detail: Keller slipped two fingers, the bunny ears, over his tallest player’s head.

Through a mix of luck and dogged play, the Bryant Park Lakers won more games than they lost in Keller’s first season, and in the spring of 1993 they played a regional qualifier for the state championships. When Keller arrived at a gym in Orange County for the game, he looked at his little players warming up and at their opponents and believed a mistake had been made. “Excuse me, I think we are in the wrong gym,” he told Caynell Cotton, a woman who helped organize the tournament. “My guys are fifth- and sixth-graders.” She pointed to the biggest of the boys on the opposing team and said, “That’s my son, Schea, and he’s going into the sixth grade. Welcome to AAU basketball.”

Keller’s motley bunch lost by almost 100, and Schea Cotton, who would go on to appear on the cover of Sports Illustrated as a high schooler and play at the University of Alabama, scored more than 30 points in the first half alone.

The night following the game, Keller called the coach of the team that had defeated him: Pat Barrett. He must have sounded naïve asking Barrett how he’d put together such a talented team. “It’s simple,” Barrett told him. “Go out and find the best players and hold on to them.”

Keller was competitive and he was inspired: He hadn’t known he could just go out and start a team of his own. After poaching the best players off the Bryant Park Lakers, he started an independent team, the Inland Stars. “I’d go to parks and rec centers, looking for kids, and talk to coaches at schools, asking if they had any players who starred during recess,” Keller said. “Hunting for kids is the best part.”

Most of Keller’s energy over the next two years was spent trying to put together a team good enough to defeat SCA and Barrett, and by 1996 his team was almost ready. It lacked only a dominant inside player, someone to rebound and block shots and intimidate. “But then I found Tyson and it all came together.” When SCA returned from Nationals, Keller called Barrett and laid the trap. He goaded Barrett, saying that if he’d had the money to take a team to the Nationals, he would have come home with the glass-bowl trophy.

When Keller described the game to me, his voice rose and adopted a dramatic rhythm. He was not a natural storyteller—he often left out vital facts—but his recollection of that September day included so many details that I believed he thought about it often. At the end of his description, after he talked about the boys pouring cups of Gatorade over his head, a look of gentle sadness settled in his eyes. He hadn’t reconciled the joy that victory brought him with the betrayal he felt shortly thereafter. “That was a long time ago,” he said, and then he fell silent, fingering his empty glass.

Keller wanted to stop there, but I wouldn’t let him. I promised I wouldn’t write in Sports Illustrated what he said but that I needed to know how Barrett ended up coaching Chandler. Before he answered, we moved from a booth to the bar. He ordered another Midori sour and also asked for a glass of olives, which he doused with so much Tabasco that there was more red than green in the glass. He began eating them vigorously. “You should try one,” he said. I told him I couldn’t think of anything I’d like to eat less. He insisted, and I felt as if this were a test, as if him telling me the story depended on me eating one of those soggy olives. I relented, swallowed one quickly, and the face I made delighted Keller. His laughter filled the nearly empty restaurant, and he slapped me on the back. “You’re all right, George,” he said, and then he began the story.

Immediately after he started to coach the newly merged team, Keller became uncomfortable with the attention Barrett showed Chandler. Barrett showered Chandler with gifts, shoes mostly, and would call Keller and ask if he could arrange for the three of them to go to dinner or the movies. About a month later, Keller got a call from George Raveling, the head of grassroots basketball for Nike. He asked for Chandler’s shoe size and his address, and then a few days later approximately twenty pairs of shoes, all in Chandler’s size, arrived at his house. Boxes of other gear—shirts, sweatshirts, bags—followed.

Coaching SCA was more work than Keller expected. He had gotten married only a year earlier, and he and Violet both worked full-time (Keller at a welding company, Artistic Iron; Violet as a clerk at the Riverside County assessor’s office). Getting Chandler and the other boys to practice and games every day proved difficult. Chandler lived more than twenty miles from Keller’s apartment, and other players lived as far away or farther. On weekdays, Keller woke at 4:00 a.m., worked until 3:00 p.m., and then either he or Violet picked up the boys and made the hour drive to a gym in Orange County near Barrett’s home. After a three-hour practice, Keller or Violet carted players home, not returning to their apartment until well after 10:00 p.m. The weekends were just as bad. There was always a tournament in Los Angeles or San Diego or the San Fernando Valley north of L.A. The hectic routine continued even after Violet got pregnant. On the few nights there wasn’t practice or a game, Chandler would sleep at the apartment to avoid the commute the following day. Or he’d call and need a ride to the mall or the movie theater or elsewhere. Violet liked Chandler, but she felt they needed to start saying no to some of his requests. They had become chauffeurs and gofers for a middle schooler who wasn’t even their own son.

One afternoon, Keller was seated at a desk in an office at Artistic Iron, looking over plans for a railing the company was welding, when owner John Robbins hurried into the room. “Joe, you need to go home right now,” he said.

Robbins didn’t want to be the one to break the news, but Keller said, “John, if you don’t tell me what is going on, I am going to bust you in the face.”

“I’m sorry, Joe. Violet just called. She had a miscarriage.”

When Keller arrived at his apartment, Violet was lying on the sofa. Her brother, her mother, and one sister were there. He looked at them, saw the tears in their eyes, and began crying. He fell to his knees in front of the sofa and wrapped his arms around Violet. Her mother said over and over, “God just didn’t mean for this baby to be born.” Lying in bed that night, Violet settled on a more concrete reason for losing the child. “It was because of stress, Joe,” she said. “You know it was the stress.” So right then, while lying next to Violet in their small apartment in the spring of 1997, Keller decided to take a break from coaching.

Keller took more hours at Artistic Iron and made foreman. He ran a side business installing car alarms. He bought Violet an Explorer, the perfect car for the big family they planned to have. When Violet found out she was pregnant again, Keller seemed to be settling into a nice life.

“But I missed it,” he told me. “I would go watch Tyson play once in a while. Violet was okay with that. But it wasn’t the same as being the coach.”

After giving birth to a son, Jordan, named after NBA star Michael Jordan, Violet agreed to let Keller coach again, and he immediately tried to get back in with SCA and Chandler. But Barrett had closed the door. There was an uneasiness when he called or visited Chandler, and he later learned that Barrett had whispered a hurtful lie into Chandler’s ear. “Coach Joe abandoned you,” Barrett told him, “because he didn’t believe in you as a player.”

“The funny thing,” Keller said, “is at first I don’t even think Pat realized what he had in Tyson. He knew he was good, but he kept talking about some of his other guys, like Keilon, kept saying they were better prospects. I told him, ‘Forget those guys. Tyson is the best player you’ve ever had.’ ”

Exactly what Barrett had wouldn’t be known until a few months after Keller and I met in Fontana. In June of 2001, Chandler, having grown to seven foot one, was selected number 2 overall in the NBA draft just a month out of high school. He signed a contract with the Chicago Bulls for $10.6 million and, according to Keller, gave Barrett $200,000 and pledged that, upon future contracts, his former AAU coach would receive even more. Keller watched this develop from a perch far away. He occasionally went to see Chandler play in high school, but he slipped into the gym quietly and left without being noticed. It was a shameful time for Keller. As Chandler ascended, Keller’s estrangement from his onetime star became more noteworthy. In coaching circles, he became a laughable legend: the man who discovered Tyson Chandler, a once-in-a-lifetime talent, and then let Barrett steal him from right under his nose. He couldn’t walk into a gym without someone pointing him out as the dupe who had lost a winning lottery ticket.

When I dropped Keller off at his apartment later that night, he told me: “You should keep in touch with me. Things are happening.” When I pressed him for details, he claimed that he had recently started a new team and that it included at least five young players, none older than eleven, who would one day play in college or the NBA. “I am going to be in Sports Illustrated again someday. These kids are that good.”

I was intrigued by the thought of such a robust collection of young talent, but I found the man touting them to be more fascinating. Keller had recently re-formed the Inland Stars and quit his welding job so he could devote all his attention to grooming a new generation of basketball hopefuls. He was staking his future and his family’s on his ability to make a career out of coaching those kids. In other words, he was betting he could become another Pat Barrett, could land the shoe company contract and build himself into one of the most influential figures in the game. It was a basketball pipe dream, no different from a young boy insisting he would one day play in the NBA.

It dawned on me that Keller and his team presented an opportunity to get inside the world of grassroots basketball in a way never done before. Nearly every great American-born basketball player of the last ten years—from Kevin Garnett to Kobe Bryant to Tracy McGrady to LeBron James—has been a product of the AAU system, yet it remains a largely unexplored world. Stories about the grassroots game, such as the one I reported on for Sports Illustrated, usually focus on the kids who emerge from it to find a place in the NBA. What about the others, the kids who don’t make NBA millions or land college scholarships? It is not in the best interest of the power brokers, men like Pat Barrett, for a light to be cast on their actions. The shoe companies, sports agents, college recruiters—they all have reasons for wanting the gritty details of how the machine operates to go untold. They won’t let you inside, so the only way to unveil how the system works is to get inside without them knowing.

I called Keller a week later with a proposal: I would follow him and his team until the boys ended their time in AAU basketball, likely to be their senior year in high school. If he gave me complete access, if he kept no secrets, I wouldn’t publish what I saw or heard until the boys were in college. I framed it as a form of basketball anthropology, a study of how children were raised within the sport. To my surprise, Keller agreed. “When the boys graduate from high school, I’ll be rich and done with coaching,” he said. “I won’t give a shit what you write.”

Another reason Keller approved the arrangement became clear later, when he said, “Mail me about thirty of your business cards.” He intended to hand them out to the parents of the kids he scouted. “Having a guy from Sports Illustrated affiliated with my program will help with recruiting.” So that was the deal we struck. Keller got a recruiting tool, and I got entrée into the underbelly of basketball.

Finding a group of kids at the beginning of their journey felt like a remarkable stroke of good fortune. What I didn’t know was that at that moment a boy named Andrew was practicing his 3-point shot and a quiet forward named Rome was working on his mid-range game. I didn’t know that a boy named Jordan was being urged by his father, John, to be more aggressive and drive to the hoop and that in Los Angeles a coach named Gary Franklin was starting his own team of ten-year-olds, some of whom would one day help determine Keller’s fate. I didn’t know that in Santa Barbara a guard named Roberto was learning the nuances of the game from his father, Bruce, or that across the Inland Empire, in Riverside, a tall boy named Aaron was kicking a soccer ball, not yet introduced to the sport he was destined to play.

I was also unaware how deep into the world of grassroots basketball my alliance with Keller would take me. I would encounter unscrupulous agents, college coaches, and the other profiteers just as they took aim at the best kids; I would sit with parents, good and bad, as they tried to manage the suddenness of childhood stardom; I would watch as men in boardrooms and locker rooms plotted the futures of the most gifted players. Through Keller and his team, I would come to understand why some kids made it and others did not and how the youth-basketball machine determined their fates.

None of that was apparent, however, when Keller agreed to let me follow his team. Most of all, I was intrigued by one of his players, a boy who would influence my charting of the world of grassroots basketball more than any other.

“Now that I can trust you, you need to know something,” Keller had said in a phone call. Then he lowered his voice. “I just found a kid, a player so good you are not going to believe it. He’s a phenom. He’s going to be better than Tyson. He’s going to be the best ever.”
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A Prized Long-Term Investment
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Demetrius Walker (third from left) at 10 years old

The Frank A. Gonzales Community Center sits on the corner of Colton Avenue and E Street in a mostly Latino neighborhood in Colton, among houses with unkempt yards and low-sloped roofs and next to a baseball field with an all-dirt infield. Like many public buildings in the Inland Empire, it is less inviting the closer you get. The bottom third of the building is painted a reddish brown, the rest a dirty pink, and the whole rectangular structure appears in need of a good hosing. During a development spree in the 1990s, many similar structures were built—elementary schools, community centers, government buildings—and aesthetics were forsaken for speedy construction. All around the Inland Empire, these buildings rose along with cookie-cutter housing developments, each more soulless than its predecessor.

Standing outside the gymnasium, which takes up the left half of the center, you’re most aware of how the thick concrete walls and steel doors mute the life inside. Sneakers sliding, a leather ball pounding on the wood floor, coaches urging players to get back on defense, parents shouting at their kids to take the open shot—you hear none of it. The milieu of Southern California abounds: cars speeding by on Colton Avenue, the zip of an air gun from one of two auto-repair shops across the street, a constant hum from Interstate 10. The sounds of its residents, meanwhile, remain locked within that windowless cement box.

Inside the gym, on the far side of the court, Joe Keller stood with his arms folded in front of a black golf shirt. He had positioned himself at midcourt, behind the scorer’s table, which struck me as an odd place to stand. Fans seated behind him were forced to either end of the aluminum bleachers to gain a clear view of the court. Keller seemed oblivious to his obstruction, and it may have been intentional; it was like him to believe no one’s view of the court was more important than his.

He watched intently a game between a team from Santa Monica and another from Orange County. The kids on the floor were no older than eleven, some as young as eight, and it was difficult to see basketball greatness amid the chaos on the court. In the time it took me to walk from the door to the far side of the court, one small blond boy had a pass go through his hands as if they were coated in butter and the center for the Orange County team had bounced a pass off a teammate’s leg so strongly that the ball rolled into his team’s bench. Looking at Keller, I wondered if he possessed a clairvoyance that enabled him to see the game and its participants differently, to find greatness in the folly of children.

Another AAU coach, only twenty-five and in his first year of coaching, stood next to Keller. They discussed the players on the court, beginning with the eleven-year-old point guard for the Santa Monica team, the only girl in the tournament. She deftly dribbled through defenders, slipping the ball through her legs and around her back with ease, and her outfit was equally refined. The red rubber band holding back her ponytail matched the red trim on her jersey and on the black Vince Carter–model Nikes she wore.

“That’s Monica DeAngelis,” Keller told the younger coach. “Her dad is smart playing her against boys. She’ll be in the WNBA someday.”

The last line was a definitive statement; most of what came out of Keller’s mouth was not up for discussion, not that the young coach would have disagreed. He was clearly deferential and at one point folded his arms in front of his chest and widened his stance, striking the same pose as Keller. Talk turned to the point guard for the team from Orange County, an Asian kid with whom the coach was clearly impressed.

“He’s killing people,” the coach said. “You like him?”

“I don’t do Asians,” Keller responded quickly, as if he’d anticipated the question.

“What do you mean?”

“Asians don’t get tall enough. That kid is fast, sure, but how tall is he going to be? Not tall enough.”

The young coach wasn’t sure Keller was serious. “That kid is blowing by everybody, Joe. You wouldn’t want him on your team?”

“Nope. I don’t do Asians.”

Keller liked the way that sounded and that he was enlightening a younger colleague. The guard again broke free for a layup, and Keller looked at the coach and while shaking his head said, “Still … no Asians.”

One could sense the young coach taking notes in his head. He next brought up the portly center on the Orange County team, the tallest player on the court. This prompted a dismissive glance from Keller that suggested he had never heard a dumber question in his thirty years.

“That kid’s a truck. He can barely move. Look at his legs. They’re stumps. He’ll be lucky if he ends up six foot two. If that kid was on my team, I’d tell his parents they needed to think about switching him to football.”

As if on cue, the chubby kid missed a layup while alone under the basket and then knocked the ball out of bounds while trying to rebound his own miss.

“That kid might be retarded,” Keller said, laughing, and he segued into a story. Six months earlier, in a tournament near San Diego, Keller’s team had faced an opponent that included a center who was mentally disabled. “I mean, he was wearing a helmet. I’m serious. A fucking helmet. A couple times, my guys blocked his shot into the stands.” Keller laughed vigorously for several moments, clapping his hands in front of him as if impersonating an alligator’s bite. “What kind of coach sends a retarded kid out there? Why do that to a kid?”

There were only seconds left in the game, and Keller fell silent as Monica’s team tried for the winning score. Coming off a high screen, she got free on the right wing for a clear, albeit distant, look at the basket. Her body scrunched downward like a jack-in-the-box; the elbow on her right arm dipped so low it seemed to touch her knee. She then sprang up and slightly forward in one sudden motion—more of a heave than a release—and it seemed unlikely a decent shot would emerge from such an ungraceful motion. Yet the result was a high-arcing shot with silky backspin. Monica hopped a little on her left foot as the ball floated toward the rim, and for a moment it looked good. But the ball grazed the front of the rim and rattled within the hoop before bouncing out.

As the Orange County team celebrated, Monica put her hand to her forehead and rubbed down her damp brown hair. She bent at the waist and placed her hands on her knees, staying there even as the next two teams to play circled the court, beginning their warm-ups. One of those teams, the Arizona Stars, wore white uniforms, and its players were a mishmash of gangly and squat, black and white, athletic and awkward. In short, they were a team of children, not unlike the two squads that had finished playing moments before. The other team, the Inland Stars, was something else. Every boy was African American, and they were bigger and taller. From just watching them circle the court twice, it was clear none possessed the clumsiness one associates with rapidly growing boys. They wore black warm-ups over black uniforms and black shoes, an intimidating ensemble that contributed to my first impression: There was no way they were in the same age group as the other team.

As Keller’s team divided into two lines for a layup drill, one of the tallest players broke ranks and walked over to where Monica stood. She was still bent over, despondent over her miss, and at first she didn’t notice him. He placed his hand on her back and she looked up. He said something only she could hear and pointed toward the basket, as if to show her how close her shot had come to going in. Monica straightened up and put her hands on her hips, listening as the tall boy, who wore number 23, went on. He was smiling the whole time, a wide smile that flattened his thick top lip, and he continually shifted his weight back and forth. Finally the boy said something and Monica shook her head, as if shaking off the defeat, and then she smiled too. The boy stuck out his right hand and Monica slapped it. Mission accomplished, he pivoted on his left foot and literally jumped away from her, bouncing back into line with his teammates.

Keller had pointed this boy out earlier. His name was Demetrius Walker, and Keller spared no hyperbole in describing his abilities. He was “the best ten-year-old in the country,” so good “he could start for most high school teams right now,” and “an NBA first-rounder for sure.” This was the boy Keller believed would be better than Tyson Chandler, the child who would bring him success and riches.

At first glance Demetrius appeared to be unique. He had a large head and well-defined cheekbones, which could be evidence that he was taller and more athletic than other boys only because he matured earlier. But his arms, shoulders, chest, and legs were those of a prepubescent boy, smooth and lacking definition. Unlike his teammates, he didn’t let his shorts sag to his knees. He pulled them up to his true waist, and that gave the impression that his legs bypassed his hips and connected directly to his chest. His arms were unusually long, and one could imagine opposing coaches describing him as a kid who was “all arms and legs.” In other words, he looked like a kid with a lot of growing left to do. There were other indicators I learned about later, such as his shoe size (14) and the height of his relatives (his mom was six foot one, his uncle six foot eight), but at first I was not sure how to judge his potential. Few endeavors are less exact than trying to forecast athletic greatness in still-developing children. Keller might have unearthed something special, but how could anyone say for sure?

Keller sidled up to me as Demetrius and the rest of the Inland Stars continued their warm-ups. Away from the young coach he’d been schooling, Keller’s demeanor changed. “Look, I don’t know how we are going to play today,” he began. He said the boys had been lethargic in practice the day before and a few were nursing minor injuries. He alerted me to a player he’d recently added to the team, a smallish guard named LaBradford Franklin. “The kid’s got balls, but he is a year younger than my guys.”

His remarks felt sincere—as if he was providing important information—but also calculated. He badly wanted me to see Demetrius and his players as he did, to validate his beliefs, but he was also ready with a bagful of excuses just in case I didn’t. With the game about to start, Keller left me with one final caveat: “I know what you are going to say after the game, and so I’m saying now: Please don’t say I’m crazy like Bobby Knight. I know that is what you’re gonna think, but don’t say it.”

Just before the start, the Inland Stars gathered in a circle around Keller in front of their bench. As he spoke, he scowled and punched downward, as if he were hammering a nail with his clenched fist. “Take their hearts out!” he shouted. “Take their fucking hearts out!” His words reverberated around the gym, and no one—not his wife, Violet, who sat near the door, or the little kids playing under the bleachers—could have missed his directive. Apparently, Keller didn’t see the rules painted high on the west and east walls of the gym, one of which read:


Many different age levels use the gym and Community Center. Please consider your language—No Profanity.



Most of the Inland Stars had their heads down as Keller spoke, but Demetrius looked down the court, sizing up the Arizona Stars. They had two guards who looked athletic but otherwise didn’t match up. This was most obvious when Demetrius stood facing their center for the opening tip. They were the same height, but the Arizona center had chunky legs accentuated by white socks pulled up to his knees. When the referee stepped between them and tossed the ball skyward, the center didn’t (or couldn’t) jump and just tried to swat at the ball. Demetrius exploded off the floor, getting to the ball more than a foot above the Arizona player’s hand. He tapped the ball to a teammate, who cruised in for an uncontested score.

Keller’s team set up in a half-court trapping defense, and as the Arizona Stars inbounded the ball, he jumped up and down, screaming something incomprehensible even from where I sat fifteen feet behind him. Whatever he said, it was clearly a command for the top two players in the press to trap the ball handler. His players reacted instantly to his barks, moving toward the opposing guard with such speed that they overwhelmed him. He panicked and aimed a pass across the court to a teammate, but Demetrius stepped in front of it and walked in for a layup. The next two possessions ended with similar results, and I began to wonder if Arizona would ever get the ball across half-court.

Despite his team’s immediate dominance, Keller screamed nonstop, reacting negatively to almost everything. If one of his players missed a shot, even if it was a good attempt, Keller berated him. If an Arizona player made a miracle 3-pointer, Keller went ballistic. He reacted so strongly to perceived mistakes that he lunged forward as if he were going to run onto the court, grab one of his players by the jersey, and rip him out of the game.

After one of his forwards missed a jump shot from the baseline, Keller stomped his feet and screamed, “Goddammit, Rome!”

After the Inland Stars’ point guard failed to see Demetrius open in the post and instead launched a long shot that missed, Keller wiped his face with his hands and shouted, “Drew, you’re an idiot!”

After LaBradford turned the ball over, he bellowed, “Jesus Christ!” and turned and directed a cross look toward LaBradford’s father in the stands.

This was all in the first four minutes of the game.

After each of those supposed mistakes, Keller pulled that player and substituted another. He ran players to the scorer’s table so frequently, it became difficult to keep track of who was in the game. It was something I had never seen before: a coach who thought his team should never miss a shot, never give up a score, and never commit a foul. Even Bob Knight wasn’t that unreasonable.

At the end of the opening quarter, with his team leading 18–5, Keller told his players, “Pathetic effort right there. Get a drink and sit down.”

With his team ahead 33–13 late in the second quarter, Keller was whistled for a technical foul after running three steps onto the floor (toward a referee) while protesting a reaching foul.

Throughout the game, the officials reminded him to stay on the sidelines, and after each warning he snarled. “Pay attention to the game, not me!” he yelled at one official. Later, “Don’t tell me what to do.”

Near the end of the third quarter, the Inland Stars led 52–26 and it was clear the Arizona players were beaten; they even fought over who had to bring the ball up against the press. On one possession, however, Arizona was able to get the ball across the midline and settled into an offensive set. It was such a rare occurrence that the game slowed down and the possession took on an air of importance.

The Arizona guards swung the ball around the perimeter a few times before it ended up in the hands of the bulky center with the white socks. He was on the right side, his back to the basket and Demetrius. He slowly inched closer to the hoop by slamming his butt into Demetrius, whom he outweighed by at least thirty pounds, and then backing into the space created when Demetrius flew backward. It was a graceless three-stage motion—dribble, slam, back step—but effective. The Arizona center had started twelve feet from the hoop but butted his way to within a few feet. He then bumped Demetrius one more time and spun to his left, pushing up a shot while Demetrius was still falling backward.

With Demetrius off balance and out of position, this seemed a rare moment when an Arizona player would find success. But Demetrius sprang upward, not toward the Arizona center but slightly away from him, going with the inertia created from the bump he’d received. It was an odd scene—he jumped away from the ball—but he elevated so high and his reach was so long that he still managed to get the tips of his fingers on the shot, redirecting it upward. The ball lingered in the air between him and the Arizona center, and it appeared as if Demetrius had only given his opponent an easier shot. The bulky center would surely collect the ball and, as Demetrius descended, lay it in unobstructed. But as the Arizona player set himself to jump, Demetrius was somehow back in the air, corralling the ball with his left hand. Before the Arizona center knew what had happened, Demetrius had touched down, gone back up, and grabbed the ball, and then suddenly was on the ground again, turning up the floor.

The game had been played predominantly on Arizona’s side of the court, and I hadn’t had an opportunity to see Demetrius run the floor. He burst forward, breaking from a crowd around the basket with three dribbles and three long strides that put him near midcourt so quickly that only two Arizona defenders were able to get in front of him. Demetrius met the first defender after one more stride and simply pushed the ball to the left, a redirection of only a few degrees that befuddled the Arizona guard. By the time the guard reached for the ball, Demetrius was already past him. The final defender, another smallish guard, saw this and slid over, hoping to push Demetrius far to the left and buy enough time for other defenders to get back and cut him off. But Demetrius sliced sharply to the right, cross-dribbling the ball so close to his body that he reared up a little to avoid running into it. The move so surprised the Arizona defender that his legs crossed and he fell backward to the ground.

All that was left was the finish, and Demetrius didn’t disappoint. Just inside the key, he jumped off two feet and twisted his body a little so he attacked the basket straightaway. He rolled the ball into the hoop when the fingers on his right hand were only a few inches from the rim.

To see a ten-year-old block a shot when he was out of position, retrieve the ball when others had a better line on it, and maneuver upcourt with such agility and speed—it was startling. Keller spun around and looked at me as Demetrius laid the ball in. He raised his chin a little and, though I tried not to react, he saw something in my eyes that delighted him. He clapped his hands as he turned back to the game, just in time to bark out orders as an Arizona Stars guard inbounded the ball.

The Inland Stars didn’t give up a basket in the fourth quarter and won 80–26. After the teams shook hands, I approached the Arizona coach. I wanted to get his opinion of Demetrius, and I thought two of his guards had played reasonably well and guessed he’d like to hear a compliment after a rough defeat. “If you think my guards played well, then something is wrong with your eyes,” the coach said, and he huffed away.

As Keller addressed his team behind one bench, I walked toward the exit, where Violet sat behind a metal folding table. She took the admission (four dollars for adults, three for kids) and carefully placed the money in a small metal lockbox, knowing exactly how much more she needed to make the $795 rent on their 750-square foot apartment. Also on the table were Gatorades and Skittles she sold for a dollar apiece. Violet had long, straight brown hair and a round face and brown skin and, on this Saturday afternoon, dark circles under her brown eyes. She had been at the gym since 7:00 a.m. setting up for the tournament, which Keller organized and tabbed the Super Showcase. Tournaments such as this were the family’s primary source of income, which didn’t sit well with Violet—her father, who was born in Mexicali, had worked at the same company for twenty-two years—but she was a dutiful wife. Asked if she was a basketball fan, she thought for a minute and then answered in carefully chosen words: “I would say I’m still learning to like basketball.”

A beaming Keller found me a few moments later. When he was still ten feet away, he clapped vigorously and shouted, “Now you see it, now you see it. Is Demetrius the real deal or what?”

I shrugged, not sure how to respond. Keller stopped short and slowly looked me up and down. “You’re crazy if you can’t see it.” He folded his arms and waited for me to say something. After a few long seconds, when he realized a compliment wasn’t forthcoming, he broke into a wry smile and started nodding. “Okay, I see how it’s gonna be. Now I see how it’s gonna be. Well … you need to come with us to Portland, then. There is a tournament there with some of the best teams on the West Coast. Come to Portland and you’ll see. After that, if you don’t believe, well, then something is wrong with you.”
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Kisha Houston and her son, Demetrius Walker

Demetrius grabbed a ball and walked outside the 3-point line on the left side of the court. He wiped the bottoms of his shoes—a white Adidas model called Bromium II—with his hands and began mashing the ball into his right palm, rotating it slightly the way a sculptor does when working a piece of clay. As he searched for a good grip, his teammates moved to the outer edges of the court, creating a clear line to the hoop.

The gym at a middle school on the outskirts of Portland had two levels. On the upper court a game was in full swing; a referee’s whistle and the occasional cheers from the crowd echoed throughout the gym. On the lower court, the Inland Stars warmed up before their game against Seattle Rotary Select. Their parents sat in the stands against one wall, looking tired from their flights into Portland late the previous night. Among them was Kisha Houston, Demetrius’s mother, and she entertained the others with a description of her airline experience. “I’m afraid to fly, so when they closed the doors, I wanted to scream, ‘Get me off of this thing!’ ” She spoke loudly and raised her right hand for emphasis, as if she swore her words were true. “No, I mean, I was really afraid. When the plane took off, I was sure that thing was going to crash.” Other parents talked of delays and nearly missed flights, but then Demetrius retrieved a ball and slowly walked seven steps from the basket and everyone went quiet.

Demetrius had first dunked a month earlier—Keller had told me about it with the excitement of a father announcing a birth—but the novelty had not worn off. At the end of most practices he tried a few times, with teammates often throwing him alley-oops. He had yet to dunk in a game and converted less than a third of his attempts overall, so there remained some suspense when he lined up. Getting high enough was not the problem—Demetrius had been able to grab the rim since he was nine. The issue was his hands, which were still too small for him to palm the ball consistently. If he missed, it was usually because the ball came loose before he could slam it home.

After much searching, Demetrius settled on a grip and took a long breath. He held the air in and swished it between his cheeks and, after an exaggerated exhale, he sprang forward. He didn’t dribble the ball, as he didn’t want to jeopardize his grip; he held it in front of him with both hands. He looked odd, like a running back given a basketball rather than a football, but his first four steps were long and graceful. As he neared the basket, he took two smaller steps and then burst upward. As he swung his right arm down, the ball touched the front of the rim just a bit. He was still able to slam it through, but that graze threw him off balance and he landed awkwardly, on one foot and leaning backward, and he had to swing his arms to avoid falling. It made the dunk all the more impressive; he was like a gymnast who’d landed a difficult dismount.

Most of the Seattle Rotary Select players had stopped to watch him. A few of them slapped hands, as if to congratulate one another for being present when an eleven-year-old dunked. Others covered their mouths or exchanged looks of amazement. In a few minutes their game against the Inland Stars would begin, and they needed to win to advance to the next round of the Nike Invitational, but in that moment they were just giddy fans, awed by Demetrius’s gifts like everyone else.

The only Seattle player who didn’t stop to admire Demetrius’s dunk was the team’s point guard, Peyton Siva. It was often easy to identify the featured player on a team because of the special status he was awarded during warm-ups: He led the team as it circled the court and directed teammates on what drills to run at a given time. At about five foot two, Siva did not possess great height, but he wore his confidence. He walked with his chest puffed out, a little strut in his step. As Demetrius lined up for his dunk, Siva tooled around the 3-point line, firing up shots, making more than he missed. His teammates rebounded for him, promptly passing the ball back as if that were their only purpose. When they stopped rebounding to watch Demetrius, he yelled, “Hey!” snapping them back on task.

Siva wore his hair in what Demetrius termed “a Samoan Afro.” It was wild and tall, what a different generation of kids might have likened to Buckwheat’s hair, and was accentuated by a white headband Siva somehow stretched around his globe of hair nearly a foot in diameter. Before the game, his hair was widely discussed by the Inland Stars. They debated how he long he’d grown it and what product he used to style it. “Oh, but you know he can play,” Demetrius counseled. “You don’t wear your hair like that unless you can ball.”

Siva could indeed ball. He was the best player on what was widely thought of as the top team in the Pacific Northwest. Darryl Hennings, Seattle’s coach, was a veteran of the grassroots scene, having ushered several kids on to college. Like Keller, he had put his team together in the past eighteen months and planned to keep it together through high school.

Over the previous months, the Inland Stars had routed an assortment of foes all over Southern California. A common thread in all the games was the disparity in talent. They used their superior height and athletic ability to race to a big early lead, and games seemed over before they began. Seattle Rotary Select was the first challenger that at least looked up to the task. Siva’s skill and confidence, combined with the height of his teammates, suggested the possibility of a real battle.

It was a possibility that existed for all of eleven minutes.

Early in the second quarter, with the Inland Stars already ahead 31–8, Siva took the inbounds pass after a Demetrius layup and turned upcourt. He took a few steps forward and Keller screamed, “FIRE! FIRE!” and the top two guards in a 2-1-2 press Keller termed “Fist” jumped toward Siva, at which point Keller shouted, “DOUBLE! DOUBLE!” Siva cut to his left but lost his footing and fell down, and the ball bounced away. One of Keller’s guards picked it up and slung a pass to Demetrius for yet another uncontested layup. It was Siva’s third consecutive turnover, and as the Inland Stars reset in Fist, he stayed on the ground near the 3-point line. He wasn’t hurt, but he sat with his head down, wiping his eyes.

Hennings didn’t wait for the referee to halt the game before walking onto the court. He squatted down next to Siva and put his hand on his shoulder and whispered to him. It took time, but he talked the young boy to his feet, and Siva walked reluctantly toward the end line to receive the ball and try once again to crack Fist. There were still tears rolling down his cheeks as he turned with the ball to shouts of “FIRE! FIRE!” and then “DOUBLE! DOUBLE!”

“We’ve never lost like that,” Hennings said after the game, a 96–29 drubbing. He was more shocked than angry. “My boys dominate every team where we live. I guess this will have to be a lesson for them on how they need to keep working.” He paused, as if deciding whether to say what was really on his mind. “Look, they’re studs. That coach has put together some real talent. It really helps when you got that number twenty-three. I’ve never seen a kid so big and agile at that age.” He paused again, looking toward where Demetrius stood with his teammates. “If that is his real age.”

If that is his real age. It was the qualifier that followed much of the praise of Demetrius and the team. People couldn’t believe he was that good and that young. Parents in the stands, coaches on the sidelines, even kids on the court, constantly questioned whether Demetrius was three or four years older than his stated age, and this led to a consensus that trailed the team wherever they went. Fans of opposing teams thought, Were the Inland Stars talented? Yes. Did they play hard? No doubt. Were they cheaters? Probably.

On the second day of the tournament, parents of the Arizona Wildcats questioned Demetrius’s age from the opening whistle. Then, with the Inland Stars up 83–26 in the fourth quarter, Arizona’s coach turned to Kisha, who sat just above the scorer’s table, and shouted, “No way I would disgrace my son and put him on that team when he is fifteen years old!”

“He is not fifteen!” Kisha yelled, and she stood up as if she were going to charge him.

“Kisha, stay there!” Keller ordered.

She sat down but chanted the date of Demetrius’s birthday over and over.

Later in the day, during a rout of a Portland team, Demetrius tried to dunk in the third quarter with the Inland Stars ahead by 60.

“He’s showboating,” a woman yelled from the Portland section.

Kisha stood up, turned toward the woman, and yelled, “He’s not showboating. But you know what? Now he’s gonna really showboat.” She turned back to the court. “D, showboat on them. Dunk it on them.” She danced and paraphrased a line from the Mystikal song “Shake Ya Ass.” “Show them what you’re working with, son. Show them what you’re working with.”

Kisha’s anger over those criticisms lingered after games ended, but they affected Keller the most. He took every comment as a personal affront. If Demetrius was too old, his coach was a cheater.

When told what Hennings said, Keller scanned the gym looking for him, as if he wanted to run up and punch him in the face. “He doesn’t know what the hell he is talking about. He gets his ass whipped so
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