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For my families, blood and chosen





You wanted greater still, but love forces 
All of us to the ground; suffering bends powerfully, 
Still our arc does not for nothing 
Bring us back to the starting point.

—FRIEDRICH HÖLDERLIN






Prologue

The Los

They would start the service when Coach Kristian arrived. Not once in all the times he picked up and dropped off Ryan from home, his school, the airport, Sacramento, LA, Houston, thousands of times across fifteen years of practice and tournaments, had Kristian been late; and as the clock above the door ticked seven past the hour, the Los had to believe he would appear on their son’s behalf one last time.

They stood before the packed Chinese Community Center auditorium, aisle lights blaring despite the efforts of two pimply technicians. Behind them, photographs of Ryan spanned a black-draped table, rising from piled white flowers like headstones from a rich sea foam. In Justin Lo’s family, the tradition was one formal portrait of poster proportion, too severe to burden with real anguish, but Annie Lo insisted on framed photos from their house: Ryan at three, sprinting down Victoria Peak in a backwards cap, striped tank top, and trilobite sandals that fit in the palm of Justin’s hand. Ryan at four, arms crossed above the tide of Half Moon Bay. Ryan at five on his school steps, squinting against a wedge of morning sun that trisected his face. Ryan at eight, back to the camera, hitting a table tennis ball for the first time, arm and paddle one pendular blur. After that, the photos crispened around the harsh geometries of his sport, end lines and corners, taut crosshatched nets, Ryan’s teeth bared and fist pumped in celebration.

“Let me know when you’re ready,” said the chaplain, who, along with Ryan’s friend Alvin, had helped the Los post the obituary. They had been so proud of him, and of themselves for entrusting him to the world, but now neither pride nor the world could tell them who their son had really been. The child who, at the only tournament Annie Lo spectated, entered his own parallel reality, swaggering among coaches and players, regarding with courtly gravitas the bulletin board flayed by tack marks and tables streaked with finger grease, so brutally separate from her that Annie felt no desire nor right to spectate again? The teenager, training twenty-five hours a week, who resented intrusions on that reality? The young man who came home six months ago, after he quit the Bundesliga and coaching, whom Annie twice found prone across the back of the couch, snoring, reeking of beer and something metallic? The one they had last seen two weeks ago fastening gold cuff links for Alvin’s wedding, which took place in this very room, and to their proposal for a long-overdue trip to Hong Kong replied, Don’t plan around me? Who had been talking of going back to school, whom ambition had separated from extended family for twenty years, to be reunited only in death, his relatives now filling the front row and wondering whether time and loss had reduced them as severely as their kin, Justin Lo bald and stricken and the skin of Annie’s throat crinkled like a bleached riverbed, wondering how this was the driven young couple who had struck out so fearlessly thirty years ago?

Or the very same eight-year-old Annie had first driven to Coach Kristian’s club, drawn by a neighbor’s talk of a world-class coach nearby? A coach who promised glory—American titles, US Men’s National Team, a professional league in Germany—and delivered on it while Annie went back to school, recertified, did her residency, joined an otolaryngology practice. The boy who nightly approached the threshold of his parents’ bedroom and inclined his head in genteel good night, and sometimes, for Annie’s amusement, pantomimed kung fu moves across the enormous dining room windows, floating in all the greens and purples of the Bay hills?

No—Kristian knew their boy best, even if they had grown apart, and the farther the minute hand tilted past the hour, the hazier the shape of the man in whom all their uncertainty and grief coalesced, until Justin said, “We should have called him. Why hasn’t he called? We shouldn’t have—”

“He’ll be here,” Annie said. She had vouched for Kristian from the start, and hadn’t it worked out until now? If she had never taken Ryan to that club—but who was regret for anyway, she thought, throat beginning to ache, the strongest sensation her body had produced since hearing the news. Soon she would have to speak. She glanced at the clock again. Thirteen minutes past, enough time for one hard-fought set of table tennis. Taking it for a signal, someone at the back began to pull the doors shut. Before Ryan died, Justin would have shaken his head or sliced a flattened hand across his neck, No. Now he only watched the rectangle of light narrow, face suspended in childish puzzlement, both disbelieving and reveling in his helplessness. He had looked that way, too, watching their first game of professional table tennis in the Hong Kong airport after a delayed boarding—transfixed, bleary eyes aglow with the sparks of the 1991 World Championship as Jörgen Persson served to the middle, Jan-Ove Waldner flicked down the line, Persson levitated sideways to hook it wide, and Waldner arced his whole body toward the ball, paddle’s contact a lightning strike, no premonition of what was to come. No way, Annie thought, then and now, as the door swung shut on the last points of a long struggle, as the ball fell dribbling to the scuffed purple floor, no way this is happening, no, how, no.




GAME




2002–2005

Kevin

For a time fizzy, and golden in retrospect, we trained with Coach’s favorite boy on Coach’s favorite table. Just like Ryan, we served, pushed, blocked, and looped. We served pendulums forward and reverse, and a hooked Tomahawk that became the club’s specialty. We ran to the haunted yellow house and back. We were the Court or a time fizzy and golden in retrospect, we trained with Coach’s One boys.

Every night at Coach’s club was the same. We arrived in the vehicles of parents or grandparents, or in Rahul’s case in the bus that trundled hourly up the hill, past the truck depot and the seafood ware house. If we arrived before the blackout curtains came down, we stared out toward the cobalt mirror of the South Bay. We unpacked in the bleachers and fooled around until our two-mile run to the yellow house and back. We sat in a circle, crisscross applesauce, and counted up and down by increments to focus our minds: one-four-seven-ten … thirty-one, twenty-eight, twenty-five … one. Then it was grapevines and ladders and jump rope on the red polyester floor, freshest on our court; multiball, a hundred balls in a row served from a caddy behind our net, the sturdiest, attached to the brightest blue table, where we then rallied, served, and scrimmaged. We were the only ones whose strokes Coach deigned to correct himself, hand cold as he repositioned arm, wrist, elbow. Everyone else made do with the assistants who, having traveled far from their homes in Korea or China or, in one case, Nigeria, lacked Coach’s seamless authority and pulled you around too hard or not at all.

Ryan was never the tallest or strongest of us, only the fastest and most precise. His face was a lean triangle of focus. In excitement his left eyelid fluttered; that was how you knew you were dead. We didn’t remember meeting him, or any of each other. We had always been there, Ryan running three seconds ahead, Alvin leading the rest of us—Rahul, Nicklas, Kevin.

Coach filled our life with punishment. The slowest runner did fifty push-ups; the fastest, Ryan, wore three-pound ankle weights. The slowest drill runner did fifty sit-ups; the fastest, Ryan, did three burpees for every two of ours. The least consistent in multiball and rallying did fifty push-ups and fifty sit-ups; the most consistent, usually Ryan but sometimes Alvin, had to help instruct the rest of us. Anyone who took the elevator, down into the basement or up to the third-floor weight room, ran to the yellow house and back. Anyone caught drinking Gatorade out of the ancient vending machine ran to the yellow house and back. Coach never shouted, just informed us, calm as a judge, in an irrefutable and almost pleasurable way, how our lives would worsen. Alvin said Coach was like a Chinese Face Changer: hidden by a mask beneath which could flash, at any moment, a demon’s hooked teeth, the rippling hell-red skin of a horror movie villain. Or like Orochimaru, the snake ninja in Naruto, whose split head, right when you thought you’d killed him, regenerated a stolen body.

We accepted everything with equanimity—partly in imitation of Ryan, who never complained, as Coach corrected his every stroke and loomed over him to count sit-ups and pulled him aside at the fountain or into his office to remind him how much better he must be, that he had it worst, though we knew his stoicism was a result of his talent, not the other way around; partly because punishment was the way of our world, in practice and out.

Relegation was the only punishment we feared. Every Thursday, the club’s busiest night, Coach relegated one of us—usually whoever lost the most scrimmages that week, or messed up the counting game most often—to Court Two, with Assistant Coach Haesun. In descending order, the best table tennis countries were China, Sweden, Japan, Germany, Korea; what a downgrade from German Kristian to Korean Haesun, from training alongside Ryan to writhing in the morass of lesser boys! The relegated slunk up to us during water breaks, begging for the merciful illusion of having been included in the night’s jokes. If we felt benevolently powerful, we granted it. If we felt malevolently powerful, we teased: What’s it like down there? How does losing smell? If we felt disenfranchised, we ignored him altogether, perhaps the cruelest outcome.

Did this ultimate humiliation sometimes bring out the desire, normally tamped by modest success, to usurp Ryan and claim Coach’s affection? Did it make us think we understood what powered Ryan’s arm as he hit multiballs onto the white lines that circumscribed our lives outside school, that we could have done that, too? Did we suspect that Coach relegated us not for purely economical reasons, but to drum up this very feeling, without any real intention to pick one of us instead? Yes.

But for now, that diverged not at all from what we felt we deserved.

Outside the club, the world turned onward.

The war started.

The lights blacked out on the East Coast.

The president was reelected.

Ryan was relegated three times.

The first time was simple. Running back from the yellow house, halfway up the final hill, Alvin grabbed the back of Ryan’s shirt. Coach, who stood watching at the top, must have seen it; saw Ryan stumble, catch his footing, let Alvin pass him across the last sidewalk crack, and then, before Alvin had fully stopped, sprint past and shove him back across.

When Coach announced that Ryan would play on Court Two, Alvin said, “I’ll go with him.”

“There’s not space,” Coach said.

“I’ll—”

“You’re making it worse,” Ryan said, and that, despite all the scathing words we’d heard from Coach and Haesun, for whom we never played well enough, was when we really understood contempt.

Alvin and Ryan were always together, at private school and at training. For weeks at a time their scrimmages were evenly matched, and they couldn’t stand each other after. Until they made up, the rest of us had to fill in with good humor. Packing up in the bleachers, we asked: Had they watched the match with Joo Sae-hyuk?

Did Nicklas suck at short pips, which Coach forced him to play on his forehand? (We kicked at the red birthmarks dribbling down Nicklas’s left calf.)

Did they prefer Persson or Waldner?

Would Rahul get his dad to show us his new BlackBerry? If his dad had a BlackBerry, why’d he still have to ride the bus? (We pinched at Rahul’s paunch and stomach hair.)

Was Wang Liqin the greatest of all time?

“I’m Bam Margera, and I feel like kicking my dad’s ass all day today,” Rahul liked to say, no context. (Of course Rahul’s parents, who wouldn’t drive him to practice, let him watch Jackass.)

“Hi,” another of us would echo, “I’m Johnny Knoxville, and this is Jackass!”

“If your asshole can’t see the camera, then the camera can’t see your asshole!”

“I feel like my eyes have gonorrhea!”

We whispered ass and gonorrhea. If Coach or the assistant coaches heard, we’d have to run to the yellow house and back.

“Secret Jutsu,” we shouted, joining index and middle fingers like Naruto to jab each other’s buttholes, “One Thousand Years of Death!”

Between Ryan and Alvin, whoever laughed first made things up to the other. Alvin was way funnier about it: “If your asshole can’t see the camera”—he’d sidle up behind Ryan—“then the camera”—and jab his lower back!, so hard Ryan flailed and sent his water bottle flying into Rahul’s crotch. Ryan would grab Alvin’s shoulders and pretend to shake him till his neck snapped; Alvin stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes, and we all released silent sighs and farts of relief.

Whispers about family crept into the club sometimes. Nicklas had a stepmom he talked about like a slug he’d love to squash. Rahul’s parents, in addition to enforcing the bus thing, ran an “internet store” stretching across southern India and the United States. (They were the only parents considered fair game: when Rahul whiffed a ball, or bent to stretch his hamstrings, butt parked defensively against the wall, we’d screech, “Stretching across southern India and the United States!”) Ryan’s dad was a famous surgeon and Alvin’s mom worked at their school as an art teacher. Kevin lived with his grandparents in Chinatown, and only his grandma could drive, which was why he came to practice the least. We boys didn’t think of ourselves as “a family,” though. We were accustomed to spending our days around other kids, and if what we felt around each other was sharper and more heightened than at school or home, that seemed a natural result of Coach’s intensifying presence, the proximity of his club to the open water and the haunted yellow house, the enchanted hours they occupied between the end of school and bedtime.

The second relegation was related to something at school. Alvin had persuaded Ryan to participate in a heist. A third grader’s desk had been carried behind their school and dumped in a field. The rest of us were always tipping vending machines and sticking gum beneath teachers’ chairs, but their fancy school called Alvin’s and Ryan’s parents. Coach sent them both to Court Two.

The third time Ryan was relegated, the week before our first tournament, he’d lost to Alvin every night. Coach dressed him down for losing focus and let Alvin take the first turn in multiball. At the fountain after scrimmages, Ryan and Alvin did not make up. Things between them were coming to a head.

The next night, we went into the haunted yellow house.

The house wasn’t particularly scary: according to two wooden signs on the yellower lawn, the first driven into the dirt and the second hanging from an orange scaffold, it had been occupied by a wealthy Hollywood producer then some dentists. The windows still gleamed with unbroken glass, through whose dust you could see the emptied interiors, hardwood and strewn with planks. The tiles on the broad veranda were persimmon red. Rahul hypothesized that there was a dentist’s chair somewhere, but there was no way to scale the flaking siding to peer through the second-floor windows.

It was the Thursday before our first-ever tournament. Coach had relieved us of the timed two-mile run. “Go have a jog,” he told us, “two laps,” which meant four miles instead of two. Of course there was a catch. It didn’t dampen us, though, because we expected no breaks. We ran faster than practical down to the house. The slowest of us, Nicklas that day, had barely caught his breath on the scorched lawn before we realized we were having the same idea. Kevin might have tried to stop it, but only remembered hoisting himself up to ride the orange scaffold like a horse, the wood splintering against his palms and the insides of his thighs.

Alvin said, “If you kick doors at the right spot, they explode.”

“What about the tournament?” Rahul said.

How moving, to remember when it was our only tournament, standing alone in the flume of time, like the house on its drought-scorched hill.

“What about it?”

“It’s just, if we do this right before … I don’t know …”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “It’ll be dope,” he said sagely.

Alvin rolled his eyes in turn. Since the shirt-pulling incident, he had started wearing a wristband to practice, copying Ryan’s headband, and he snapped it impatiently against his arm. “Let’s each kick the door once,” he said. “If it doesn’t open, we’ll go back.”

We lined up on the steps, Alvin at the top, Ryan beneath, then Rahul, Nicklas, Kevin. Alvin looked back at us and hopped down to Ryan’s step.

“You first,” he said.

“Why?” Ryan asked. We knew what he was doing: he didn’t want to go inside, but he also didn’t want to be called a teacher’s pet. He had to make Alvin admit he was scared, or make him so uncomfortable not admitting that he’d invent another excuse to retreat. While Alvin spun his wheels, the rest of us tried to imagine whether we would be too scared.

“Because you’re the best player,” Alvin finally said.

“If you say so,” Ryan said. We giggled. Ryan shoved Alvin, lightly, the resulting stumble mistakable for Alvin’s own clumsiness, and stood wide-stanced on the landing. A few boards stood up jagged, mostly to the side, but sharp enough they made us nervous. Ryan swung his feet up to touch his hands, puffing out breaths. In practice he had the best breathing of us all, rhythmic and explosive just ahead of his stroke, blasting the ball past us like a Wind-style Jutsu.

“Let’s go, Ryan,” Nicklas said.

“Yes, let’s go,” Rahul echoed.

Ryan exhaled once more and launched himself at the door; bounced off, tumbled to the ground, and began to scream. Clutching his shin, just below the knee, he writhed and moaned: “Haaah …! A-haaa-ha-haaaaaa. … ahhh …”

Rahul knelt first. “Let me see,” he said. Ryan’s face had gone red, and he was crying so hard the noise stuck in his throat. Rahul slapped at the backs of Ryan’s hands, “Let me see, Ryan!”

He sat up. The leg was fine. The blood we’d expected was nowhere. Rahul fell onto his butt and hung his head between his knees.

“Wow,” he said, “wow.”

Ryan walked up to the door, turned its rusted knob, and pushed it in.

“Get up,” Alvin told Rahul. “Why are you such a pussy?”

“You shouldn’t say that,” Nicklas said. “You shouldn’t say that,” Alvin imitated in Arnold Schwarzenegger’s voice.

We followed Ryan. Inside, it smelled like the bathroom after a hot shower. Wood poles sectioned the floor into rectangles, one alongside the next from wall to wall. Its layout reminded us of the club.

Ryan led us up the stairs.

We had never seen the second floor of the club. Coach said it would be converted into another practice hall soon. Alvin claimed to have snuck up one Friday while Coach was sick, and though we had thought nothing of his claim at the time, it returned to us now that it had supposedly been piled with folding chairs, someone’s old tracksuit draped on top. And here they were somehow, in the yellow house, the abandoned chairs, and at their peak, like an old slick of movie blood, a faded red hoodie, its hems brown with gunk.

Surely there was an explanation: we had misremembered Alvin’s description; or Alvin had broken into the house alone before and, for his entirely private amusement, described it to us instead of Coach’s secret second floor; or, improbable but not impossible to us, since we thought him capable of anything, Ryan had snuck in and rearranged the furniture to scare Alvin.

We looked to Alvin, pressed against the wall, toes clenched so tightly you could count the knuckles through the tops of his sneakers. There was nothing inherently creepy about the room, which the wind through the cracked window seemed to have scoured of dust. It should have been cheerful how the bright afternoon sky cast our shadows on walls honey yellow with sun, but we felt we could not leave, that something had to be changed or exorcised.

“Look,” Ryan said, “we can get onto the roof.”

He strode across the floor. Alvin could only follow, the rest of us trailing gratefully. Ryan patted the sill of the window overlooking the road. “Alvin,” he said, “take a look.”

Any of the rest of us would have asked why, by which we meant h-e-double hockey sticks no, but if Alvin did so, it was as good as admitting he had been in the wrong for the desk fiasco and could not take what he dealt. He might as well have dropped to all fours and licked Ryan’s sneakers.

As it was, he had to crawl out onto the veranda. His butt blocked the sky, rose and fell as he hoisted his calves and feet over the sill. For a moment he just crouched, looking—out, maybe, at the views, but probably down, scared. A nervous fart echoed back.

“All right?” Ryan asked.

“Yeah,” came the quiet reply.

Ryan reached up, slammed the window, and flipped the latch shut. He was down the stairs before we realized what had happened, before Alvin turned and banged on the window and screamed. It was the worst thing we’d ever seen, his palm and finger pads against the dusty glass, raw pink like the inside of a mouth. Thud thud thud, went the window, still as solid as in our very own homes, where our families cooked us meals and waited, lovingly, for the lights to go out beneath our bedroom doors.

Then Alvin stopped. He might have been banging and screaming for thirty seconds or ten minutes. Rahul had peed himself; we pretended not to notice. Alvin slowly, slowly turned so we saw his butt and back once again.

Nicklas led us back outside. Ryan stood on the desolate lawn, shouting up to Alvin. Above him swayed a gray wood ladder. The patch of grass where it had lain, bordering the lawn and the slope of spiky trees beyond, glistened a rotted, damp brown.

“PUT IT HERE!” Alvin was screaming, and risked lifting a hand to slap the roof. “HERE!”

“He knows where you are,” Nicklas muttered.

Ryan lowered the top of the ladder. Tendons tented the soft skin of his elbows. Again, Alvin lifted a hand, pawing at the air. Ryan tilted the ladder away.

“Guys, please,” Rahul said. “Can we just get him down?”

“GUYS!” Alvin shouted. He was losing volume. “GUYS. I’m SCARED of HEIGHTS!”

“I want your wristband,” Ryan said.

“What?”

“Your wristband!!” Rahul screamed. The justice of the exchange seemed self-evident, the scales themselves forged by the types of people Coach (and other adults), by their treatment of us, prophesied us to be. Ryan could make demands, on the table and off; we could only fit ourselves to their logic.

Alvin’s left shoulder shuddered as he raised his right hand, centimeter by centimeter. It shook harder as he closed his teeth around the elastic fuzz and tugged his hand free. The white band dropped like a shot bird.

Ryan called, “I’m going to put it down—”

“OKAY! OKAY! PUT IT DOWN!”

“—over—here.”

He hefted the ladder off the grass and carried it to prop against the veranda’s back corner. Alvin would have to inch twenty feet or so along the tiles.

We wouldn’t have dared offer help. This was between them.

“Are you kidding?” Alvin said hoarsely.

“I’ve climbed it before,” Ryan said, clapping the dust from his hands. “Just come down backwards and take it slow!”

“I can’t do it.”

“Don’t look down.”

“How do I put my feet?”

“If your asshole can’t see the camera,” Ryan said, “then the camera—”

“RYAN.”

Ryan checked the black Casio watch his surgeon dad had bought him, which only that day, the lax pre-tournament day, would Coach have permitted him to wear in practice. He turned back toward the club and jogged away.

Looking between Alvin on the roof and Ryan disappearing down the road, we decided we would be safer with the golden boy. We followed. At first it seemed the right choice. He breathed in a cheerful way. He even let Kevin run up next to him, where he felt it first as Ryan began to speed up. Faster and faster he ran, until we had to stop and catch our breaths. Nicklas sat against the chain link fence that ran along the sidewalk. Rahul wheezed that he needed to get up, we needed to tell Coach.

“We’re allowed to take as long as we want,” Nicklas replied. “Today is our free day.”

Now that animosity had been openly expressed, we could not stave off all we found deplorable about each other and ourselves. Rahul was a suck-up, even though every adult turned on him. Nicklas was lazy. Kevin was invisible and no one bet on him. We quarreled against the chain link until Rahul said, “What if he catches up?” It would have shattered the excuse that we left Alvin behind to get help and, more frighteningly (we felt, with a shudder), would have been like being caught by a ghost.

At the top of the hill, Coach and Ryan stood, twin pillars of Rome. “You left him on the roof?” Coach demanded. “He’s still up there, you left him?”

“I told them to wait,” Ryan said. “I said I was coming to get help. I told you guys not to dare him up there!” It turned out that beneath his sympathetic winner’s mask there was another, peeled off for the first time, revealing total indifference toward us.

Coach was winding down his sentencing (we would do burpees until they got back safe and mop all the floors after practice), Ryan serene behind the line of fire, when Alvin sprawled across the last sidewalk crack. “Made it,” he panted. It was surely the fastest mile he’d ever run. Our ankles ached in sympathy. His face was nearly purple. His palms and knees were browner than a brown crayon. “Sorry, Coach!”

Coach knelt, his trademark for making us feel (sometimes with a false sense of security) taken seriously. “You’re not hurt?”

“Hurt? Why?”

We tried to signal with our eyes, Rahul with his slowly dropping jaw.

“Your teammates said you were on a roof,” Coach said.

“I was? That’s weird. Don’t know anything about a roof.”

Coach stood back up and looked us in the face, one by one. One by one he tapped our shoulders. “You’re staying home tomorrow,” he said. “Home. Home.”

“Me too?” Alvin said.

“Especially you.”

Coach did not tap Ryan’s shoulder. Ryan stared out toward the house, where, on the same hot dry wind that lifted our sweaty hair from our sweatier foreheads, the sign on the scaffold was probably swinging, a ladder tossed down beside it.

“Woo-hoo,” Alvin said. “No tournament, woo-hoo!”

“Inside,” Coach said.

All through practice, Ryan’s face stuck in the expression he’d worn outside. He had lied and backstabbed to protect something dear to him, his primacy in Coach’s eyes, and we understood because we, too, had lied to protect something precious: our loyalty to Ryan, our awe of his boldness, our bond. We, too, had perhaps wished Alvin taken down a notch.

No one seemed to understand our motives better than Alvin. “Hi, guys!” he shouted from Court Two. “Bet you don’t miss me!” We pretended not to watch him, but could not unhear the crazed smack of balls off his paddle.

“You guys like that?” he called. “There’s more where it came from, you can’t keep me down!”

Coach started him at the bottom of King of the Court, and we could not stop him from ripping through us to Court One, where Ryan presided.

Alvin won in an all-time sweep, 11–9, 11–7, 14–16, 11–5.

“Too bad I’m not playing tomorrow,” was the last thing he said to us, “not.”

His mom waved at us through her car window. She was pretty and seemed nice. We imagined waking up to a breakfast she had cooked, the day’s horizon tournament-free, and sighed longingly. Alvin ran around to the passenger seat and drove away in style.

On Monday, Ryan’s father came into the club for the first and last time. How could we have been so unsupervised? he demanded of Coach.

“No one was hurt,” Coach said.

“But they could have been! How could it even get that far?”

“Who do you think competes better,” Coach said, “free boys or stunted babies?”

“That’s not the point.”

“How safe were you as a boy, Doctor?”

The focused triangle of Dr. Lo’s face, thicker-boned than Ryan’s, two stern divots in his brow like fossilized thumbprints, tightened toward Coach, then wavered. “It was a different time,” he said.

“Did you not cherish your freedom?”

“Yes, but—”

“Would you be who you are today without it?”

We held our breaths. Coach spoke again: “Mischief is sign of a strong will. We harness that. The boys have been punished for this trouble, which I agree went beyond the pale. Believe me: I know I must take more care than even parents. Your son is safe, Dr. Lo.”

It cowed us, how seamlessly Coach rewrote such a momentous day, how easily he defeated a man we had all assumed to be great.

“Stop staring, boys,” Coach said, “it’s rude.”

We ran ten suicide sprints in penance.
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Ryan represented us alone at the tournament.

I, Kevin, stuck around for one more year, but for me and Alvin, missing the step of that first tournament set us behind Ryan once and for all on the spiral staircase of progress, which spun tighter and tighter the higher you went, so that by two months later Ryan was five months ahead; by one year later, five years ahead. He and Coach flew to Las Vegas, then Germany, to play his first major tournaments. He won.

After that, we stopped training together.

Nicklas’s father moved them back to Austria.

Rahul’s parents wanted him to play cricket instead.

My grandma failed her driving test, and it was too far for me to go from school.

Even before we quit, Coach made it felt that we were on our way out. After Rahul lost to a younger, newer kid, he said, “Someone has to be overtaken.”

As each of us left, we felt fall away the virtues we had not even known he provided: Nicklas’s precocious if jaded circumspection, Rahul’s comforting credulity, my bland implacability. The collective spirit Coach had cultivated through togetherness and scapegoating, love and fear, an invisibly humming force field over us, could only truly be felt when it chipped and broke.

New boys took over Court One.

The second floor of the club was renovated. We never saw what used to stand there. Maybe nothing, only a blank gray floor across which A/C danced tiny, plaster-dust devils.

Alvin left after Rahul and before me, but he and Ryan stayed friends at school. Years later we saw them at Rahul’s homecoming. Alvin was dating a girl at Rahul’s high school.

“Snuck this guy away from practice,” Alvin told us, punching Ryan in the corsage. Ryan’s face of indifference had become his adult face. Now he was the strongest-looking, and shorter than only Rahul, who’d shot up. “Guys, guess what he won last week?”

“A ride on your mom?” Rahul asked, nervously.

“No, pervert. Under-21 at the California Open. Bow down to your homecoming king.”

“They don’t even know what that is,” Ryan said. His tone said that what we thought or knew mattered less than ever.

“That’s cool, man,” one of us said.

Through a series of events funny and serendipitous, Rahul was invited to Alvin and Marcy’s wedding and brought me along. They were only twenty-three; all of us were only twenty-three. The wedding took place in November in the South Bay. Rahul had just started his new job in Cupertino, thirty minutes by bus from Coach’s club.

Ryan was there, at a back table with a pretty girl. She was making his hyperfocused expression, even more intense than his.

He had just gotten back from Germany, Alvin explained, drunk, when he ran into us at the bar. No, wait, he left Germany a while ago, but recently returned to the Bay. Did we remember that Austrian kid? How had I ended up at this wedding, anyway?

“He’s my plus-one,” Rahul said.

“Good man, Rahul,” said Alvin. “You were always—you tried to get me down from that roof. Remember? When I climbed out of the window?”

“I didn’t really …”

“No, I remember. You had the ladder. You guys were so scared of Coach, oh my god, you ran back literally pissing, but you tried to help me.”

“You were always gonna get down.”

“Do you think?” He looked toward Ryan. “D’you think he thought that?”

“Of course,” I said.

We were just kids, we said.

“Like hell,” Alvin said. “Look. Watch this.”

He marched toward Ryan, choking a bottle of champagne. He loomed above the couple, talking, stabbing the air with the gold foil cap. He pointed to a ladder at the edge of the room, which ran up to the catwalks of the Chinese Community Center auditorium, where, as good Chinese Americans, Marcy and Alvin were hosting the afterparty.

The pretty girl shook her head and chopped at her beauty-marked throat. Ryan slowly stood. He scanned the ladder, the labyrinth of walkways shading to black above the stage, unused on this occasion, a crosshatched mound of chairs piled in the wings, biding their time for more momentous gatherings, New Year’s and election speeches and funerals.

Alvin waved us over. “He’ll do whatever I say,” he said. “It’s my wedding. HEY, EVERYONE!”

The party kept rolling. Across the room, Marcy’s head peeped out from her cluster of bridesmaids.

Ryan approached the ladder, tugged it appraisingly.

So that only we could hear, Alvin said, “Showboat. A guy never outgrows that shit, does he? Glad we didn’t turn out like that.”

“Marcy,” Ryan called. The bride came over, dress bunched in both hands. She was a careful person. She caught his tuxedo jacket as it slid off his arms. Then he was airborne. For a few breathtaking seconds his legs free-floated, suspended by the strength of his shoulders alone. He climbed so gracefully, that by halfway up, even his pretty girlfriend’s annoyance melted into tenderness, or at least admiration, which for people like them, I supposed, was the same.

“Great,” Alvin said as he reached the top. Ryan kept moving along a catwalk and squatted directly above Alvin’s head. “What’s up, jackass?” he called down.

“Awesome,” Alvin said. He raised a thumbs-up, arm quivering, overextended. “You can come down now.

“Hey, man, you can come down.”

“Oh, no,” Rahul breathed.

Ryan made a hand signal. It could have been deuces or the middle finger, or some mysterious sign he learned abroad. In the shadows of the ceiling, we couldn’t see his face. He stayed up there for a long time.
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Kagin

Kagin wouldn’t have called a time-out while leading two sets to one, but maybe that’s the kind of thinking that keeps him unexceptional: Regional Umpire who gave up competing after a year, stagnated analyst at a tiny accounting firm in outer Chicagoland. Taker of the dumb, easy way.

The kid taking said time-out has probably played since his fingers could close around a paddle, like those three-year-olds on YouTube who toddle at sawed-down tables, muscles too soft to fully stop at the end of each stroke. The kid, Ryan Lo, has been competing long enough to rock a swaggering anime haircut, headbanded and parted down the middle so it brushes his forehead, suggesting he could drop into a breakdance anytime. (Kagin thinks of Johnny Fu from his fourth-grade class, perched on a ledge outside the science lab, flanked by cronies in sweatpants and basketball shoes, doling out favor in the form of Donkey Kong stickers.) His coach, jowly and squinty, speaks with a German accent, which makes Kagin perceive an un-American stillness to him, legs and torso rooted perfectly upright. No sign of a pulse.

In tournament photos, Kagin is always crimped in his blazer, one shoulder dropped like a broken marionette’s. Taking the National Umpire exam—which requires him to be here officiating US Nationals, the largest domestic tournament, a hundred courts filling the floor of a vast Vegas convention center—is his first major effort to lift the crushing weight of self-doubt. In the grand scheme of things, becoming National Umpire of a third-rate sport, a title held by over fifty dilettantes and retirees, is nothing. But you cannot begin by considering the grand scheme of things. He can earn this small token. He will.

Ryan Lo flexes one foot then the other, calves cleaving, alternating arms as he wipes his forehead with his sleeves. The coach holds out a towel. Ryan shakes his head. The coach pushes down his arm and drags the towel along his nose.

“Time,” Kagin calls. What did the coach instruct? To serve shorter, more to the middle? To move his opponent to the backhand so he can hit into the open forehand court? This match has surpassed his ability to assess, though perhaps an aspiring National Umpire should simply let the details of matches wash over him, as he imagines the particularities of cloud formations wash over seasoned pilots. Returning to the table, Ryan slaps his thighs and grunts, “Come on, come on.” From behind the scoreboard, Kagin smells his sweat cut with powdery wafts of deodorant, and from his opponent, Dennis Ouyang, the sour musk of a forty-six-year-old man facing destruction.

Ryan zings a serve down the forehand, forcing a weak return, then flicks into Dennis’s backhand. His coach claps so long Kagin considers a yellow card. 9–9. The winner will advance to the Round of 16 in Men’s Singles, and from there, potentially, onto the finals; and maybe, they are surely wishing (without thinking, since thinking is fatal), to a victory that will crown them National Champion. The players wipe their hands on dead patches of table beneath the net, too nervous to go to the towels draped over the courtside barriers, and Kagin examines his indifference toward the outcome, turning it over in his mind like a carpenter his neatly sawed plank. Only recently has he mastered neutrality—not just to stop rooting, but to annihilate even the urge. He is the surface on which matches must evenly stand.

Especially because he will be randomly observed for his exam. Like the players, he cannot let himself want it.

“Nine– nine,” he says. “Serve, Ouyang.”

The kid smashes Dennis’s first serve into his shirt. He pushes the second, which pops up—no spin; Kagin misreads it, too—and jumps back in time to counter Dennis’s loop with a loop of his own, the ball clipping Dennis’s shoulder as it ends the match.

Kagin permits himself a smile. Cho, he mouths, the sport’s meaningless word of celebration. For one year, he was Dennis’s student; having shown no affinity for the sport, despite his love of its style and tactics, he quit and began umpiring. For three years he has worked Denny’s semiannual tournaments, but Dennis still mis-pronounced his name at check-in. Fuck you, Kagin thinks during post-match handshakes, a slightly silly round of thanks coach, thanks coach, good game, good game. Ryan’s shake is perfunctory, his eyes glassy with victory. It
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