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				Someone knocked on Talbert's back door, which was a bit surprising but he was a man long lived and accustomed to the world so he opened the door with a curious caution and there stood a black child, maybe 12, 13 years old, a boy, nicely dressed and looking at him expectantly. “Yes?” Talbert asked.
			

			
				“Mister, can I play in your backyard?”
			

			
				A bit startling, that, and, despite his natural aplomb, Talbert blinked at the child. “What's wrong with your own backyard?”
			

			
				“I don't have one.”
			

			
				Talbert took a long significant look over the child's shoulder at the yard next door visible through the half fence. “It looks like it's still there.”
			

			
				The child furrowed a brow then followed Talbert's gaze. “That's not mine.”
			

			
				“You're not related to Mrs. Jackson?”
			

			
				Shake of the head.
			

			
				The Jackson's were black so he had assumed … you know what happens when you do that. Hmm. Okay. “Why my backyard?”
			

			
				The kid raised shoulders. “It's nice.”
			

			
				“Yes, and I'd like for it remain that way. Will you be careful?”
			

			
				The boy nodded eagerly.
			

			
				Talbert splayed hands. “Okay, sure.” And the boy shouted, “Thanks mister!” and raced down the deck and off the back steps and Talbert wondered at himself. Are you becoming even more addled, old boy? You let some strange kid commandeer your very meticulously maintained backyard? Best rethink this.
			

			
				But he didn't want to come off as That Guy, the old fart at the end of the street yelling “Get off my lawn!” at all the kids passing by. So, he pulled a couple of sodas out of the fridge and went to see how much damage the kid had already inflicted.
			

			
				The kid was inflicting no damage. In fact, he was doing nothing but standing in the middle of the patch of grass between the vegetable garden and the patio, hands jammed into his pockets, big grin on his face, staring upward through the beech tree limbs.
			

			
				“What are you doing?” Talbert asked.
			

			
				“Nuthin'.”
			

			
				Talbert laughed at that standard kid response. “Here,” Talbert said and handed him a can and the boy smiled even broader, if that was possible, and said, “Thanks, Mister!” and took a big swig.
			

			
				“So what were you playing?” Talbert asked, after his own big swig.
			

			
				“Nuthin'.”
			

			
				“Hmm.” Talbert set the can down on a deck railing. “No fun playing by yourself, is it?”
			

			
				The boy shrugged and looked off.
			

			
				“Do you have anyone else to play with?”
			

			
				A shrug.
			

			
				“No other friends?”
			

			
				Repeat.
			

			
				The tragedy of these times, Talbert knew. No one had kids anymore, and the ones who did kept them inside, fearful of a world more dangerous by reputation than actuality.
			

			
				“Well, that sucks.” Talbert supposed he could be a substitute, although his gout was acting up. “What would you like to play?”
			

			
				Another shrug.
			

			
				“Sports?”
			

			
				“Yeah!” The boy was immediately enthusiastic.
			

			
				Great. There goes my gout, Talbert thought. “Well,” Talbert said, “I am not in the best of shape but there is a basketball hoop at the cul de sac at the end of the street. Do you have a basketball?”
			

			
				Shake of the head.
			

			
				“Neither do I.” Talbert thought a minute more and had a bright idea. “Okay, there's a young man named Carson who lives next door. He is away at college but I'll bet his mother, Mrs. Jackson, will let you play with one of his basketballs. Just tell her that I sent you over and if there's a question, come get me. I will meet you at the hoop.” The boy grinned broadly and ran back up the deck and out the yard and Talbert congratulated himself on the very diplomatic way he had saved his backyard and, ya know, throwing the ball at a hoop just might be the thing on a cool summer morning. So Talbert went in and, after a bit of a search, located his Pumas and sweats and walked out the front door and down to the old basketball hoop that had been Carson's, or more accurately, Carson's dad's, who had left it there as a neighborhood asset. The backboard was broken here and there and the net had long ago disappeared but it was still serviceable.
			

			
				The boy was standing underneath it clutching a worn basketball. “She said I have to bring it back when we're done.”
			

			
				“As is appropriate. Horse?”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“The game, Horse. You've never heard of it?”
			

			
				Shake of the head. “Okay. It's simple and fun. You take your shot and if you sink the basket, I have to sink one from the same location and style or I earn a letter. The first person to spell out 'horse' loses. Understand?”
			

			
				The boy nodded eagerly. “You start,” Talbert said and the boy reared back and hurled the ball as hard as he could and Talbert watched it ricochet, ending up underneath Anne-across-the-street's Nissan. Talbert looked at the boy. “Have you never shot a basketball before?”
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				Talbert was somewhat surprised, but then remembered his earlier stereotyping of the child and maybe he shouldn't presume that the kid knew basketball. Maybe didn't have a Dad, and here you are stereotyping again, you old white man.
			

			
				“Ah, uhm hm,” Talbert cleared his throat. “Alright. Go retrieve the ball ─ I'm a little too old to be reaching under cars ─ and I'll show you how.”
			

			
				The boy ran off and came back with the ball in his arms and stood before Talbert. Make no further assumptions, shall we, Talbert old boy? “Let's see you dribble it,” he commanded.
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Dribble the ball.”
			

			
				“What's that?”
			

			
				Talbert cocked his head. “You've never played basketball nor ever heard of it, have you?”
			

			
				The boy hung his head. Talbert, check your assumptions. “It's okay. Everyone has to start somewhere. The object of the game is to toss the ball through the top of the hoop, called the net because there's usually one hanging off the bottom which gives a rather satisfying 'swish' sound when the ball goes through” ─ here the boy giggled ─ “and earning two points. You play two halves, usually thirty minutes each but I think they're shorter now, two quarters per half with a halftime of ten minutes in between. The winner is the one with the most points at the end of the second half. You have to pass the ball or dribble it to go forward. To dribble, you bounce it off the floor and back up to your hand. Let me see you do that.”
			

			
				The boy slapped the ball hard against the asphalt, almost getting a face full of leather for his trouble. “No, no.” Talbert took the ball. “Control it with your fingers, not your palm. Like this,” and Talbert did a passable dribble, eventually bringing it close to the ground and speeding up. He smiled to himself: still got it. “Here.” After a bit, the boy had a decent dribble and Talbert nodded. “Okay, so this is how you shoot,” and Talbert stood back, aimed the ball and pushed with his back hand. The ball bounced on the rim and went through, to an accompanying “Whoa!” by the boy. Yep, still got it. “Now, you try.”
			

			
				After about thirty minutes, the boy could do a serviceable forward and backward dribble, pass, and shoot. He learned the backboard was his friend and was getting about half of his baskets. “Pretty good for someone who hasn't played before,” Talbert said. “Now, you ready for Horse?”
			

			
				The boy lost, but was game throughout, and Talbert used the opportunity to show him the layup and the outside shot. The boy caught on and did a respectable job. And laughed at the end and said, “That was fun, but I gotta go home now,” and Talbert looked up and was surprised how late it was. Time flies. “All right. I'll return the ball. You can head out.”
			

			
				The boy smiled. “Thanks, mister,” and hoofed up the street to the main road and was gone.
			

			
				“Who was that?” Carson's Mom asked when Talbert knocked on her door.
			

			
				“No idea.” He handed the ball over. “Don't even know his name.”
			

			
				“Huh. Well, nice of you to play with him.”
			

			
				“It's not like I'm doing anything else,” he said wryly and she laughed and said, “Anytime you want the ball, let me know. Carson will be happy it's being used.”
			

			
				“How is he, by the way?”
			

			
				“Oh, you know.” And there ensued a ten-minute conversation about kids becoming young men and college antics and Talbert walked away amused and went into his house and mused how young becomes old, and old fades away. He made a spaghetti dinner and watched TV and went to bed.
			

			
				In the morning, someone knocked on his back door and he opened it and the same child stood there, but with four other boys. “Hello,” Talbert said, “who's this?”
			

			
				“These are my friends,” the boy waved a hand to include them, one Latino, one Asian, and two other black kids. “Do you want to play with us?”
			

			
				Thought you didn't have any friends, kid, and had the distinct feeling of being bamboozled, but it was a fun little fraud so, “Sure. Let me finish my coffee first. Why don't you go next door and grab the ball and I'll meet you at the hoop?” And the boys raced off, chirping and excited, and Talbert shook his head, amused. Getting up first thing in the morning and heading outside to play with your friends … “I'm a kid again,” he chuckled to himself and downed the coffee and put on his shoes and went down the street.
			

			
				The other four boys didn't know how to play, either, but, between Talbert and the first boy, they got them into reasonable basketball shape after a half hour or so and they played Horse, with the Latino kid winning to great acclaim from the others, and then they played a five-on-one actual game, with Talbert the one and he was trounced and wheezing and happier than he had been in the longest time.
			

			
				“Whew,” he said, “you guys are killing me.” He sat on the curb and drew big breaths and waved at the ER nurse, what's his name, Riley? yeah, that's it, who lived down the street and who was standing on his lawn watching with a big smile on his face. “Y'all thirsty?”
			

			
				“Nah,” the first boy said.
			

			
				“How 'bout some lunch, then?” Talbert offered. “I make pretty good cheese sandwiches.”
			

			
				“Nah,” the Asian boy said, “we're not hungry.”
			

			
				“Really? After all that?” Talbert cocked his head in curiosity. “At your age, I was always starving.”
			

			
				The boys all smiled but said nothing and Talbert figured they were all too polite to ask for food from someone they didn't know. Let's fix that. “I'm Talbert, by the way.”
			

			
				“We know,” the first boy said, tossing the ball up and down, up and down.
			

			
				“You know? Okay, well, what's your name?”
			

			
				“We gotta go,” said suddenly and the ball was bouncing on the street where it was dropped and the five boys went racing towards the corner, laughing and calling and pushing each other and Talbert felt a surge in his heart and was halfway to his feet to join them, just join them.
			

			
				“Hey, you've got a team now, huh?” Riley joked as Talbert came opposite, dribbling the ball along.
			

			
				“I suppose so. Have you ever seen them before?”
			

			
				“Those kids? No, never.” Riley furrowed a brow. “Aren't they with you?”
			

			
				“No. Never saw 'em until yesterday.”
			

			
				“Hmm,” Riley considered. “Well, they've certainly latched on to you.”
			

			
				“I suppose. You think maybe they're from that orphanage across town?”
			

			
				Riley smiled. “I think they call it a 'home' now.”
			

			
				“Yeah, yeah.” Talbert waved that away. “Your generation and its word butchery. But do you think they are?”
			

			
				Riley shrugged. “Maybe. Kind of a distance, though.”
			

			
				“True.” Talbert considered. “But we used to think nothing about walking a couple of miles to play with friends.”
			

			
				Riley laughed, “Your generation and your staying out all day thing.”
			

			
				Talbert conceded the point and brought the ball back and considered that, yes, kids didn't play outside anymore because, Riley, your generation thinks video games are the same thing and no wonder no one knows how to shoot a basketball. A shame. It's much more fun actually going out and doing things. Talbert leaned back and savored the morning.
			

			
				“Hope you come back,” Talbert said to the air and went inside to make a grilled cheese.
			

			
				The next morning, Talbert was in the front yard trimming hedges when the first boy walked up to the gate and said, “Hey, Mr. Talbert!”
			

			
				Talbert looked up and smiled and said, “Just Talbert and …” his voice trailed as the four other boys from yesterday gathered around the first one, an additional five or six other boys of various shapes and races forming up behind them, all smiling, all expectant. “My goodness!” Talbert said. “You've got a regular army now!”
			

			
				The boys all laughed and pushed at each other and looked at Talbert with shining eyes and just at that moment the sun came out from behind a cloud and shone bright and wonderful and a breeze picked up, smelling of honeysuckle and hot asphalt and, wow, it was like a summer day when he was ten. Talbert rocked back and took in a lungful and he'd not had this good of a feeling in such a long time. He
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