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This book is dedicated to my four children—Zeke, Caley, Tatum, and Tyson.

Thank you for the honor of being your dad.

It is also dedicated to anyone who has ever been addicted to opioids. If I can overcome it, I promise you can, too.





Let everything happen to you:

Beauty and terror.

Just keep going.

No feeling is final.

—Rainer Maria Rilke

I hope to have God on my side, but I must have Kentucky.

—Abraham Lincoln






Prologue

I climb into my car and drive through the gate outside my rented condo. In a flash, I am surrounded by four police cars. I slam on my brakes.

The cops rush to my door and bark at me to get out. They grab my arms, slam me against the hood, shove my wrists behind my back, cuff me, and stuff me into the backseat of a cruiser.

What the fuck, man?

It is Friday, September 14, 2014. I have no idea why this is happening. My initial thought is that it is because I have been driving with a suspended license—again. My license first expired in 2005. I never renewed it. Drove another six years without getting a new license. Got pulled over by the cops a few times. Sometimes they’d let me go, sometimes they’d give me a ticket, a couple of times they impounded my car. A few times I went to court to get the license back, but within a week I’d get another letter saying my license was suspended. Whatever. I just kept going. My mind is eroded from all the Suboxone. You’re only supposed to be on it for a few months. I’ve been taking it for ten years. But four cars and handcuffs ’cause of a suspended license?

As I sit in the backseat trying to shake off the cobwebs, I ask the cops, “What am I being arrested for?”

One of them chuckles and says, “Oh, just a light day for crime in Scottsdale.”

They drive me to the Maricopa County jail. I am worried because I am supposed to pick up my daughters at school. What will they think when I don’t show up? How will they reach me? How will they get home?

The cops bring me inside the station and take all my personal belongings, including my wallet. That is a big problem because my medicine is in that wallet. I can’t go more than a few hours without it. I hope they won’t keep me long.

They press my fingerprints, snap my mug shot, and walk me down a hallway full of jail cells. They put me in a cell and shut the door behind me. Clank. There is another dude already in there. He is hunched in a corner, buck naked and trying to jack off.

After about fifteen minutes, one of the cops comes over. “Your phone’s blowing up,” he says. “Do you know any numbers by heart you can call?”

I only know one. My ex-wife, Bridget. She is about the last person I want to talk to at the moment.

He hands me the phone. It isn’t easy to dial her number because I am getting bombarded with text messages. People are asking me if I’m okay. I’m like, how do they even know what’s going on? I swallow my pride and call Bridget. She has heard the news, too, and asks what I want her to do. “Call Gus,” I say, referring to a buddy of mine who I know will be able to get hold of an attorney.

Finally, a couple of detectives come and get me. They bring me into an interview room, sit me down, and start asking me some questions. One of the detectives asks, “Have you ever been to the Apple Store at the Scottsdale mall?”

Now I understand just how much trouble I am really in.

“I think I’d like to talk to a lawyer,” I say.

End of interview.

They put me in a van and drive me to a station downtown. It has been about six hours since I have taken the medicine. I am starting to feel really sick. I try to tell the officers how badly I need it, but they have no interest in helping out.

The wagon pulls into a parking garage. I look out the window and see a bunch of TV camera crews waiting for me. “That’s pretty fucked up,” I say.

The female cop in the front seat replies, “Well, don’t do fucked-up shit, and things won’t be so fucked up.”

They process me again, take my mug shot, and put me in a jail cell. It is nasty. There is peanut butter and all kinds of gross shit on the walls and all over the floor. I catch a glimpse of myself in a mirror hanging on the wall. It isn’t a mirror, really, just one of those shiny, flat things you see in grade school. But the reflection is clear enough. My face looks puffy. My eyes look cloudy. I notice I am wearing a Nike T-shirt with the words “Basketball Never Stops” printed on it. Shit sure fucking stopped now, didn’t it?

After a long, sleepless night, I am taken at 6:00 a.m. to appear in front of a judge. Then they let me go. As soon as they hand me my wallet, I dig out that sheet of medicine and put it under my tongue. I have no way to get home, so I start walking toward the freeway, my mind in a total fog. It’s hot, and after twenty minutes my son, Zeke, finds me and pulls up in his car. He gets out, comes around to hug me, and starts bawling. He keeps asking me over and over if I am okay. I know I’m sad, but I don’t really feel it. I barely console him. That’s what life is like when you’re addicted to drugs. You just go numb. Here I am, worst moment of my life. Worst moment of his, too. Zeke is completely broken up, and yet I don’t even shed a tear.

I climb into his car. After about five minutes, the medicine kicks in. I feel much better as Zeke drives me home. Out one prison, back into another.




chapter 1

I wake up one morning when I am six years old, and I realize my mom and dad are gonna die. Maybe not that day, or even soon, but some day, eventually, they are gonna die. So am I. So is everyone around me. It makes everything seem pointless.

My parents get along okay, but they argue from time to time, like all married couples do. When they do, I have a terrible fear they will get divorced. Not just a fear, a certainty. It is gonna happen for sure.

I have a birthday party or play a basketball game or get some presents on Christmas, and I’ll be happy for a while. When it is over, I’ll start thinking, Why even have a birthday party if we’re all gonna die? What’s the endgame here?

I have a gift for imagining worst-case scenarios. If I am riding in a car and we see a man standing by the side of the road, I can picture the car hitting him. Same thing if I see a deer. One time my dad actually did crash into a deer. The thing came right through the windshield. It was terrifying but also validating. See? Bad things are always gonna happen. I knew it!

I don’t feel like I can tell anyone what I am thinking, so I stay as busy as I possibly can. My poor mom. I wear that lady out, telling her a million times, “I’m booooorrrred.”

She’ll sigh and say, “Rex, it’s good to be bored sometimes.” I look at her like she has two heads.

I sit in front of the TV for hours trying to keep my mind occupied. I love all the shows—Perry Mason, The Honeymooners, The Jeffersons, Sanford and Son, Get Smart, Murder, She Wrote, The Brady Bunch. But watching TV requires sitting still, which is a big-time problem for me. Before long, I’ll be out the door and riding my bike all over the neighborhood, looking for games to play and generally being a pest to everyone I meet.

I am always getting hurt. One time I crash my bike, flip over the handlebars, and break my right wrist. Another time I break a finger running and jumping over stuff in a friend’s basement. Another time I partially tear my Achilles tendon. They put me in a plaster walking cast and tell me to stay off it for six weeks. I bust through three of those casts. My dad catches me a few times running around on it in the gym and cusses me out. I tell him I’m sorry, but I don’t really mean it. The best way to get out of my head is to keep my feet moving.



Dad’s job as a basketball coach has us moving around a lot. He played basketball in college and in the old ABA. We lived in an apartment in Bowling Green, Kentucky, when I was a baby, and then moved to Owensboro when I was three. After a year in kindergarten, we moved again. My parents had started me in school a year too early, I assume because they wanted me out of the house, but now they have me repeat kindergarten so I can be back with kids my own age. They are already thinking I might be an athlete, so they figure that’s what’s best for my future. Still, it’s a little embarrassing to have to attend kindergarten again. My dad tells me, “If anyone asks why you’re going to kindergarten again, tell them you’ve been redshirted.”

One of my mom’s best friends who lives across the street has a son named Billy Joe Burton. He is a year ahead of me in grade school and was born with severe physical deformities. His wrists and ankles are completely turned in. Mom asks me to walk with him to school every day. Billy Joe moves very slowly. He had a bunch of surgeries and has to wear big braces on his legs. There are a couple of times he falls down and has a seizure, and that freaks me out. It takes a while for us to get to school, but I don’t care. I think Billy Joe is hilarious.

I feel a responsibility for Billy Joe, and I also feel guilty because my legs work just fine—better than fine, actually. The toughest part is seeing other kids tease him at school. Lunch is the worst. I try to stick up for him as best I can.

At the end of my third-grade year, Dad decides to quit coaching and takes a public sector job in Frankfort. Switching schools isn’t easy for a shy, awkward kid like me. I am self-conscious about my gigantic gums and the gap between my front teeth. I have a big cowlick on the right side of my head that is impossible to fix. If I don’t know you, I’m not gonna try to talk to you—that is, until I get to PE class. Then I really step out.

When I get into a competitive situation, my personality changes completely. Man, do I like to win. Scratch that—I hate to lose. Fucking hate it. In PE, I am out for blood. If I know we are gonna play kickball, I wear two different sneakers, because I believe that I can kick the ball farther with the shoe on my right foot. I tie my laces with bunny ears because I don’t know how to tie them right. It is a skill I will never master.

And don’t even let it be Bombardment Day. That’s what we call dodgeball. They actually hand me these bouncy orange balls and tell me to throw them at my classmates as hard as I can. Like, that is the requirement of that class. Are you shitting me?

I love it when the other kids try to get me out, because it is so easy for me to catch the balls. The teacher keeps saying we aren’t supposed to aim at people’s heads, but well, you know, accidents happen sometimes. One day I accidentally take out a girl. I feel bad about it, but the teacher finally has enough. He jumps in with the other team and starts firing. He fakes at me and I fall for it. When I jump in the air, he throws and hits my feet so hard, they flip up in the air and I land on my head. The game stops. I lie on the ground with the wind knocked out of me, trying not to cry. The teacher, Tim Taylor, who is also my first basketball coach, comes over to me and expresses all kinds of concern, but I can tell by the smirk on his face that he isn’t the least bit sorry.

I am competitive about everything. One time my buddies and I are having a little competition at the urinals in the boys’ bathroom. There are no barriers between the urinals, so we decide to see who can “jump” the urinals with their pee. Evel Knievel is our inspiration, because he just jumped the Grand Canyon with his motorcycle. I am intent on winning. Which I do—except I pee so far it lands right on another kid, who runs out of the bathroom screaming. I get sent to the office, where the principal proceeds to give me a couple of licks with a paddle.

Swimming is my main sport at first. I am so fast that they move me up to race against older kids. I am six years old and beating nine- and ten-year-olds in the breaststroke pretty easily. I love it until some of the older girls start calling me Sexy Rexy. When I complain to my mom, she laughs. “That’s a compliment, Rex,” she says. Sure doesn’t feel like one.

Eventually I get self-conscious about having to wear those little Speedo racing suits. It wouldn’t be so bad except we practice at a public outdoor pool next to a baseball field. My buddies ride by on their bikes headed for baseball practice and make fun of the way I look in that Speedo. So much for swimming.

I try baseball next. I can’t hit because I am afraid of the ball. I am a really good shortstop and also pitch some. I can throw hard, but I am real wild. Strikeouts and walks are my deal.

One time I am pitching in this big game, and a guy hits a comebacker right at me. I field it cleanly but throw it over the first baseman’s head. Our right fielder isn’t paying attention, so I have to chase the ball down myself while a run scores. I try to throw the runner out at third, but once again, it sails too high. He scores, we lose. I go home, shut myself in my room, and curse my teammates, even though it’s my fault we lost.

So much for baseball.

I play some football, too. The first time I try to play, I’m too light, but the next season my dad stuffs my pockets with coins so I can meet the weight minimum. I make two great friends in Keith and Kevin Vanderpool, twin brothers who live in the neighborhood, but I don’t like the sport at all. After a week of practice, I tell my folks I want to quit. They resist. Finally, my dad says, “Here’s the deal. You have one ‘quit’ and you can use it whenever you want. If you use it now, you can’t ever quit anything else you decide to do.” That’s an easy choice for me. I am done with football.

It is inevitable that I would decide to be a basketball player. Not only am I living in Kentucky, a state that loves the sport more than just about anything, but I’ve been around my dad’s teams since I could walk. I was a good dribbler before most of my friends even picked up a ball. If I play basketball against the kids in grade school who are my own age, it is like going up against babies. When I was in first grade, they had this stupid rule that said you couldn’t defend full court. So I’d wait impatiently at the half-court line. I know that no one can dribble with their off hand, so all I have to do is sit on the strong hand, take the ball from the guy when he tries to switch, and race in for an easy layup. Eventually they made that against the rules, too. When my parents have friends or relatives over, Mom or Dad will say, “Have you seen Rex play?” They show up to my next game, and I just know they are expecting me to get 40. So I give ’em what they want. It is easy, and it gives me a sense of self-worth that I can’t get anywhere else.

I play my first real big game when I am in Tamarack Elementary School. We have a PE basketball tournament, and my team makes the finals. I am in fourth grade, but I am by far the best player in the school. By the time the game starts, the gym is packed. I come out for warm-ups, look into the stands, and see that not only is my dad there, but all of the players on his high school team are there as well. Those guys are my heroes.

As I walk to midcourt for the opening tip, the enormity of the moment overcomes me, so I do what comes naturally.

I puke.

I’m not talkin’ about itty-bitty spit-up here. I mean, I fucking hurl my entire breakfast right there on the midcourt circle. They have to delay the start of the game so someone can bring out a big mop and clean it all up. I am really embarrassed, but I also feel a lot better. There is never a doubt I am gonna play. They start the game, and I dominate like always while leading my team to the championship.

From that point on, I am a regular puker. This is another thing I get from my dad. I’ll be in his locker room before games, listening to him give his pregame pep talk, and then he’ll go into a bathroom stall to vomit. Most of the time it is dry heaves. That’s how nervous he gets. By the time I am in middle school, I am throwing up before almost every game. Over time, I try not to eat too much on game days, but I will still head into that bathroom and stick my finger down my throat. I do it all the way through to my first few years in the NBA, but after a while I have to stop. Those are eighty-two- game seasons. You can’t be barfing before every game. But if I didn’t do it and I played shitty, a teammate or a trainer would turn to me and say, “It’s because you didn’t throw up.”



My dad is a local legend from his playing days at Western Kentucky and the pros, but I am too young to realize that. All I know is I want to be like him. Dad is a really good coach, but from the time I start playing, he is adamant about not coaching my teams. There is only one time he does. It is during the brief period when he isn’t coaching because he thinks he wants to try a normal job. I am in fourth grade, and my regular coach is out of town. He asks my dad to fill in for a practice and a game.

Before practice, Dad warns me, “I’m gonna be harder on you than on anybody else.” He isn’t lying. That man is on my ass from start to finish, but when the game comes around, he lets me do my thing. We win, of course. He never coaches me again.

Dad is pretty much out of the Bobby Knight school. His players get all his love and all his hate. They’re afraid of him, but they love playing for him. There is an intimacy to that relationship, and I want to feel that with him, too. But Dad never takes me out on the court. Not once. Never says, “Let’s go shoot around,” never plays one-on-one, never offers to work me out, never even rebounds for me. He’s not ignoring me, he just wants me to come to the game on my own. I’ve seen enough dads around town get so involved with their kids, coaching them hard and thinking they’re gonna be big-time players when I know they’re not. Part of me likes that my dad leaves me alone. If I do something well, I can see the look on his face that shows he’s impressed.

Even so, I love being around Dad’s teams. As soon as school is out, I head over to practice. I sit in the bleachers, get my homework done as fast as I can, and grab a ball. The only rule is I can’t bounce it when he is talking. I stand in the corner, watch those guys intently, and imitate their every move. I dribble behind my back and between my legs without realizing it is supposed to be hard. He even lets me hang out in the locker room during games. Many times he comes in at halftime and he is so raging mad, he goes up to each player, gets in his face, and goes right on down the line saying, “Chickenshit… Chickenshit… Chickenshit…” He is a beautiful cusser.

If his team loses, the next morning things will be real tense in our house. I’ll come into the kitchen, and Mom will be serving him microwave bacon. He drinks Coke from a bottle and smokes a cigarette in silence. My sister and I know not to make too much noise or say anything to him for a few days. If he gets real mad, my mom tries to play the peacemaker. She chooses her spots, but if she tells him to stay quiet and he is being an ass, he will, in his own way, let her know she is right.

Our fifth-grade team is undefeated for a while. We finally lose a game and I show my frustration. My dad pulls me aside and says, “Rex, you can’t show up your teammates. Some of ’em can’t catch those passes. So you should take the blame when they drop ’em. That takes the heat off them.” It is a really good lesson that I never forget. From that point on, I make it a point to love up my teammates all through my career.

The season ends in a double-elimination tournament. On the day of the finals, I jack up a ton of shots and we lose real bad. I am inconsolable. I go home and I crash in my room. We have to play the second game that night. To me, it is as big as the seventh game of the World Series. Once I calm down a little, my dad comes into my room and says, “You know all those twenty-footers you took? Those could all be layups. You can get by these guys any time you want.” I trust that advice, and when the second game starts, I slice right through everybody. Must’ve scored 50 just shooting layups.

After being out of basketball for a year, Dad can’t stand it anymore. He takes a job as the head coach at Hancock County High School in Lewisport. That puts us closer to Owensboro, which means I can spend lots of time again playing at the Dugan Best Center. That’s where all the Black kids in town play. Dad has a lot of Black friends from his playing days, so they connect me with their kids. I was in first or second grade the first time Dad dropped me off there, back when we first lived in Owensboro.

I start spending lots of time on the outdoor court on Fifth Street in the heart of Owensboro’s Black neighborhood. Most of the players are a couple of years older than me, and they are really good. That is the first time I go up against guys who are better, and it drives me crazy. Some days I feel like I don’t play well, and I spend all night thinking about some dude who busted my ass. I can’t wait to go back the next day and get him back. I can’t take not being good enough.

My parents really walk the walk when it comes to race. We’ll be at a cocktail party or some type of gathering with white and Black people. When the Black people leave, someone will tell a racial joke. My mom and dad will look at each other and say, “Time to leave.”

I hear that a new network called Black Entertainment Television is starting up. My mom asks me, “Why do you think there’s no such network as White Entertainment Television?”

I think for a second and reply, “Don’t we already have white entertainment all over the place?”

“Exactly.”

Through those games at Fifth Street and other mostly Black areas of town, I make friends a lot more easily than I ever do in school. They live a lot differently than I do. I go to their houses and see that there are seven or eight people living in a small one-bedroom apartment. Some of the apartments don’t have heat or AC, and the people who live there might not eat three meals a day. My family is far from rich. We don’t have a ton of dough, and we rent houses instead of own them. But I always have my own room, we always have air-conditioning, and there is always food in the fridge. Seeing how my friends live makes me feel grateful, and more than a little guilty. It isn’t fair.



My dad is tough on us. He doesn’t spank us often, but when he does, I figure out real quick that if I cry before he starts spanking me, it will be over more quickly. My sister, Jenny, is nearly two years younger than me, but she is tougher and a lot more stubborn. Bent over his lap, she takes her punishment in stoic silence. I think, Just cry, goddammit, and it will be over. When I was about seven years old, I got mad at Jenny for something and chased her around the house. I tried to kick her and missed, and I put my foot through a wall. Later that night, my dad came home from a road trip. He walked in around three in the morning, saw the hole, came into my room, and spanked me a couple of times. If Mom gets real mad at me, all she has to say is “You want me to tell your dad about this?” That’s usually enough for me to change my behavior.

My dad grew up afraid of his own father, a man with a sixth-grade education who owned a restaurant and motel a few miles outside of Owensboro. If my dad stepped out of line, he got the business end of a switch or a belt. My grandfather died when my dad was twenty, so he didn’t have anyone to show him how to be a dad. As a result, my dad formed a very old-fashioned view of gender roles. Many years later, when I have kids of my own, I’ll ask my dad if he changed diapers when my sister and I were babies. “Nah,” he’ll say. “I went to change you once and you peed all over me. I told your mom, ‘No more.’ ”

Mom was a cheerleader at Western Kentucky, where she met my dad. She got pregnant with me, married my dad, and left school after her sophomore year. They kept that chronology secret from me and my sister for a long time. All my friends love being around my mom, but they’re terrified of my dad, who’s really big and seems kind of mean. So most of the time when I have sleepovers it’s at my friends’ houses. She is honest, smart, funny, and sweet. Everyone loves my mom. She’s like Lucille Ball. She has that kind of personality. Every morning, whether it is hot or cold, rainy or sunny, she goes out to the driveway in her robe, pretends to try to lift up the garage door and grunts real loud like it is hard work. She’ll slip and fall on purpose to get a laugh out of us. She tells dirty jokes and is a great storyteller. All of that comes from being in a showbiz family. Her brother plays the bass and sings in a band, and their mom was a well-known piano player who played in bars for about thirty years. She couldn’t read music, but she could play anything you asked her to.

We spend a lot of time with my mom’s family. She has a brother, Rex, who’s only eight years older than me. He’s one of my heros. I always look forward to her family coming over because they are funny. A lot of them are big drinkers. I’m too young to realize just how much addiction and mental illness there is in my family.

My parents don’t argue a lot. When they do, it is usually over my dad going to the racetrack. I was about six years old when he started taking me along. I learned how to read a racing form before I was really reading in school.

I love when I come home from school and he says, “You want to go to Ellis Park?” He gives me twenty bucks. The rule is, I can only place show bets, two bucks a race, and the rest covers my hot dogs and sodas. I listen to him chat up his buddies. He looks over my shoulder while I handicap the race. He teaches me that if you play certain combinations and hedge your bets just right, you can almost buy a race. It is a foolproof system. Or so I think.

If he takes me to the track, it is under the condition that I am not, under any circumstances, allowed to tell my mom where we have been. This makes our adventures seem even more exciting. If she suspects us, she never lets on. We almost get caught on the day Elvis Presley dies. We hear the news on the radio while we are driving home from Ellis Park. We aren’t supposed to be in a car long enough to be listening to a radio, so my dad tells me that when we get home, we have to pretend we don’t know.

Having been raised in a big musical family, my mom is a huge Elvis fan. We walk in the house, and she is sitting in the kitchen just bawling. When my dad asks her what is wrong, she replies, “Elvis died.”

“Wow, that’s awful,” I say, and hurry up to my room.




chapter 2

I don’t watch a lot of NBA games because there are only one or two on TV per week. Most of the basketball that is on locally are college games. I learn a lot by watching those with my dad.

I’m still in middle school, but I’m allowed to play with the freshman team at Hancock High. So is my best friend, Mike Ogle. One time we are playing across the river in Cannelton, Indiana. The gym is located inside a fire station and it’s real tight. The wall is just a couple feet behind the baseline. I chase a kid down on a fast break and time my block perfectly. I spike it out of bounds, volleyball-style, but it bounces off that wall right into the kid’s hands. It happens so fast the ref doesn’t see it, and when the kid makes a layup, they count the bucket. I go right up to the ref and shout, “Are you fucking kidding me?”

Everybody hears me. He tees me up. My mom can cuss the refs out as hard as anyone, but she doesn’t like when I do it. “Wait until your dad gets home,” she says when we get in the car.

On game days, I’m real anxious all day long. I know the only way we are gonna win is if I play well. This is Kentucky, remember. There are no meaningless basketball games. Even if there is a small crowd in a nothing middle school gym, the parents are screaming and cussing at the refs. Before the game starts, I go into the bathroom and stick my finger down my throat. Sometimes I heave so violently I burst blood vessels in my eyes. I’ve learned not to eat too much beforehand so the heaves will be a little gentler. Once I am done, I feel like Superman. Let’s fucking go.

Most of my middle school games are a joke. I find better competition when I join an AAU team the summer before ninth grade. I am the only kid on the team who can consistently make shots from beyond fifteen feet, so I earn the nickname Radar. Eventually it gets shortened to Dar.

I am also the only white kid on the team. My teammates are the same guys I’ve been playing with and against around town for years. Avery Taylor, whose dad, Charlie, is one of my dad’s best friends, is on the team, too. After one of our tournament games, someone makes a comment at dinner about us being a dark horse team. Charlie cracks, “Yeah, we’re the dark horse riding the white horse.” Everyone laughs, and I do, too, but something about that joke throws me off a little. Part of it is because we have other kids, like Avery, Marcus Robinson, and David “Pookie” Hogg, who as far as I’m concerned are just as good as I am, maybe even better. I don’t see myself as this team’s white horse, but apparently others do.

Our team travels around the state and crushes the competition. The coaches want to take us to a tournament in Memphis, so we wash cars and do menial work on the weekends to raise money. We get to Memphis and win the championship, but we also trash our rooms. We spend the rest of the summer raising more money to pay for the damages.

Later that summer, we travel to South Bend, Indiana, for a big national tournament. We romp our way to the semifinals, where we get knocked off by a team that includes Brian Oliver, who will go on to play in a Final Four with Georgia Tech. Brian is fifteen, but he looks to me like he is twenty. We win the consolation game and take home the third-place trophy. It sucks not to win, but it proves that we can go anywhere, play anyone, and more than hold our own.

The biggest local event of the summer is the annual Dust Bowl Tournament in Owensboro. It takes place on Fifth Street, so you always see Black people and white people playing together and against each other. It’s a great event, and as usual, my team dominates, so they move us up a couple of age groups. We keep right on winning until they finally have to put us in the men’s division. Those guys beat the shit out of us and love doing it.

But beyond the basketball, the Dust Bowl is a great event where you see people from all races, backgrounds, and economic levels come together to hang out, listen to music, eat food, and play basketball. It is what you would hope the world could be.



The only time I get in trouble in middle school is when a really good friend of mine gets caught with pot in his locker. They bring us both into the principal’s office. When the principal asks my buddy why he had the weed, he shrugs and says in his southern drawl, “It just makes life a little more tolerable.” I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing.

I am also developing a sensitive streak, especially when it comes to vulnerable people who are not being treated well. I notice one day that there is a bully who keeps picking on a kid during lunch. Having just started at the school, I don’t know anyone, but he does it for several days in a row, and it really bothers me. Finally, I come around the table, grab the guy by the head, and smash his face into his food. I get so mad while I’m fighting him, it’s almost as if I black out. A couple of teachers pull me off him and send both of us to the main office. If my parents ever hear about the incident, they don’t say anything to me.



After two years coaching at Hancock County High, Dad moves on to an assistant’s position at Kentucky Wesleyan, a Division II college in Owensboro. I am glad because it means moving back to where I have a bunch of friends.

Like most high schools, Apollo has three levels—freshman, junior varsity, and varsity. I am only a freshman, but a couple of my buddies, Jeff Sanford and Greg Baughn, are gonna play varsity, so that is my hope as well. Problem is, in order to make varsity you have to run an eight-minute mile. I am only five foot seven and super skinny. I have big feet and am all legs. Greg lives across the street, so we wake up early every morning and go running. It feels like I am carrying cement on my shoulders.

On the day of the tryout, I run my best time ever, but I still miss the maximum by about fifteen seconds. I should be cut from the team, except the best player that year is a senior named Greg McFarland, and he was adamant that he wasn’t gonna run the mile. The coach said he had to, so he walked it. No way the coach is gonna keep Greg off the team, so I guess he can’t keep me off, either.

I am so excited when they give us our uniforms. That is the first year that players are allowed to have numbers under 10. I am given the number 3 and will wear it the rest of my career.

I am surprised to make varsity because of how small I am. I’m not even in puberty yet. When the team goes to the showers, I try to wait as long as possible until everyone is out of there because I am the only one in the locker room who doesn’t have hair on his dick. Once we are on the court, I hold my own, but I also feel anxious about having to prove myself. There is some chatter that the only reason I got put on varsity is because of my dad, but it doesn’t take long to prove that I belong.

I also play every freshman and JV game that year. The JV game is usually right before the varsity game, so sometimes I am triple-dipping. I start off the season as the sixth man on varsity, but I get better as the season goes on. Eventually they tell me not to play JV games if they are on the same day as varsity.

Practices are tough. I am always anxious about playing well enough, and there are a couple of older guys who love to fuck me up because they don’t like that I am stealing their minutes. I don’t always like it, but I know it is good for me.

Still, I’m not satisfied. I complain to my dad that the coach isn’t playing me enough
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