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"The table don’t care what color you is."

The table don’t care if you hungry.

The table just care if you ready.

— Frank “Big Frank” James Sr.
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Clinton
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The Old Heads

The summer I was nine, Big Frank told me where he learned to play.

We were at Delcambre’s, late afternoon, the kind of afternoon where the heat has settled in for the night and isn’t leaving until morning and every breath tastes like the inside of a dryer. The old heads were there—Mr. Percy, Deacon Thibodaux, Boo Man—seated on their stools along the wall like judges on a bench, each man occupying his assigned position with the proprietary comfort of someone who has been sitting in the same spot for decades and considers the spot a birthright.

Mr. Percy was the oldest. Eighty-something—nobody knew exactly, and Mr. Percy wasn’t telling because Mr. Percy believed that disclosing your age was a tactical error, the way disclosing your cards was a tactical error, and Mr. Percy treated all information as currency. He was thin and dark-skinned and wore a fedora indoors at all times, summer and winter, as if the hat were a load-bearing component of his skull. He’d been a barber at the original Delcambre’s Barbershop in the sixties and seventies, had cut the hair of every Black man in Clinton for a generation, and had retired when Mr. Delcambre died and Miss Yvette converted the front to a snow-ball stand. In retirement, Mr. Percy did three things: he sat at Delcambre’s, he watched Big Frank play pool, and he offered commentary on both the play and the player with the acidic precision of a man who has been watching the world for eight decades and is not impressed.

“You hitting that cue ball like you mad at it,” he’d say to Boo Man, who was always hitting the cue ball like he was mad at it. “What the cue ball ever do to you? Show some respect. Ain’t nobody ever won a argument by yelling.”

Deacon Thibodaux was the opposite of Mr. Percy in almost every way—jovial, round, given to laughter that shook his entire body and made the Barq’s rattle in the mini fridge. He was a deacon at Greater Mount Zion, which meant he was in church every Sunday in a suit and tie, praising the Lord with the same energy he brought to Delcambre’s on Monday through Saturday, where he praised the table instead. The Deacon played pool the way he prayed—with enthusiasm, volume, and an unshakeable faith that the next shot would be his best, evidence be damned. He was not a good player. He was a joyful one, and in Big Frank’s back room, joy was its own currency.

Boo Man was the mystery. Nobody knew his real name—or rather, everybody had forgotten it, because the nickname had been applied so long ago and so permanently that the original name had been overwritten like a file on a computer. Boo Man was dark-skinned and heavyset and silent, a man of so few words that when he did speak, the entire room stopped, because a word from Boo Man was an event, like a comet or a lunar eclipse—rare, brief, worth noting. He drove a truck for a living, some kind of hauling operation that took him across the state and back, and he’d show up at Delcambre’s in the evenings still wearing his work boots, smelling of diesel and road, and he’d sit on his stool and watch and occasionally play a game with Big Frank in which he would lose quietly and pay quietly and resume his stool without comment, like a man fulfilling a religious obligation.

These were Big Frank’s people. His congregation. The men who knew him not as a grandfather or a factory worker or a citizen of Clinton but as what he truly was—an artist, a genius of the table, a man who spoke a language that only the green felt understood perfectly and that the old heads understood partially and that I was in the process of learning completely, one lesson at a time, one summer at a time.

* * *
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THE STORY CAME ON A Thursday. Big Frank had just beaten the Deacon in a game of nine-ball—the Deacon’s third loss of the afternoon, each accompanied by increasingly theatrical protestations that the table was crooked, the balls were weighted, and the good Lord was testing his patience—and I was sitting on my stool with a Barq’s, practicing the visualization exercises Big Frank had taught me the week before: look at the table, close your eyes, try to see the table from memory, open your eyes, see what you got wrong.

“Pap,” I’d said, eyes closed, the table glowing green behind my eyelids. “Who taught you to play?”

The room shifted. Not visibly—nobody moved, nobody spoke—but the energy changed the way energy changes in a room when somebody asks a question that everyone has wanted to ask but nobody has. Mr. Percy’s fedora tilted. The Deacon leaned forward. Even Boo Man’s silence became a different kind of silence—attentive, listening, the silence of a man who has been waiting for this conversation.

Big Frank chalked his cue. The ritual. The circles. The grit catching on the tip. He set the chalk on the rail and looked at me, and his face had an expression I hadn’t seen before—open, almost young, the face of a man returning to a memory he visited often but rarely shared.

“My uncle Solomon,” he said. “Your great-great-uncle. Solomon James. Everybody called him Solly.”

Solly James had run a juke joint on the outskirts of Clinton in the 1940s and 1950s—a ramshackle building on a dirt road that served illegal whiskey and legal music and had one pool table, a six-foot bar table that Solly had won in a card game from a white man in Zachary who’d been too drunk to know he was being cheated and too proud to admit it the next morning. The juke joint was called Solly’s, because names in Clinton were practical, and it operated on Friday and Saturday nights and served the Black community of East Feliciana Parish with the kind of defiant joy that Black communities have always produced in the face of systems designed to deny them joy.

“Solly was the first James who played,” Big Frank said. “He wasn’t good—not by my standards, not by yours—but he loved the game. He loved the geometry of it. Solly had a third-grade education, couldn’t read past his own name, but he could look at a pool table and see angles that men with engineering degrees couldn’t see. He used to say the table was the only classroom that didn’t kick him out for being Black.”

Big Frank had started playing at Solly’s when he was six years old, in 1944, on that six-foot bar table that was warped and scarred and had pockets so loose you could roll a grapefruit into them. Solly had put a crate on the floor so young Frank could reach the table, and he’d handed him a house cue that was almost as tall as the boy, and he’d said, “Hit the white ball into the colored balls and see what happens.”

“That was my first lesson,” Big Frank said. “Hit the ball and see what happens. Ain’t nobody teach me technique. Ain’t nobody teach me stance or bridge or English. Solly didn’t know those words. He just knew the table. And I learned the table the way you learn a language when you’re young—not through rules but through immersion. I lived in that juke joint. I played on that table every night while Solly served whiskey and the jukebox played Muddy Waters and the men danced with women who weren’t their wives and everybody was happy because happiness was hard to come by and you took it where you found it.”

Big Frank’s father—my great-grandfather, Elijah James—had worked at the sawmill on the north side of town and died of a heart attack at forty-four, when Big Frank was sixteen. His mother, Beulah, had cleaned houses for white families in Clinton and St. Francisville and died of pneumonia two years later, in 1958, at the age of forty-one. By eighteen, Big Frank was an orphan with a tenth-grade education, a job at the plywood plant in Zachary, and a pool game that had been honed on Solly’s warped bar table into something that the men of East Feliciana Parish talked about the way men talk about weather or God—as a force that existed beyond human control.

“I married your grandmama in 1962,” Big Frank said. “Opal Thibodaux. Deacon’s niece.” He nodded at the Deacon, who was wiping his eyes, because the Deacon cried at everything—songs, sunsets, stories about dead relatives, particularly good meals—and the story of his niece’s marriage to his pool-playing friend was apparently in the crying category.

“Opal didn’t like the pool,” Big Frank continued. “Not at first. She said it was gambling and gambling was sin and sin was not welcome in her house. And I said, ‘Baby, it ain’t gambling if you don’t lose.’ And she said, ‘Frank James, that is the most arrogant thing any man has ever said to me, and I grew up with five brothers.’”

The room laughed. Even Boo Man made a sound that might have been a laugh, though with Boo Man it was hard to tell—the sound could have been a cough or a grunt or the tectonic shift of a man’s internal plates rearranging themselves.

“But she came around,” Big Frank said, and his voice got softer, the way voices get softer when they’re carrying something fragile. “Opal came around because she saw what the table did for me. She saw that it kept me out of trouble. She saw that it kept me sharp. She saw that the money I brought home from the games was money we needed, and the needing made the gambling something else—not sin but provision. Not vice but survival. And Opal was a practical woman. She could live with a lot of things as long as the lights stayed on and the children were fed.”

They’d had two children. My mother, Diane, and a son named Frank Jr. who had died at three months of a congenital heart condition that the doctors in 1968 couldn’t fix and that broke something in Big Frank and Opal that never fully healed. I’d known about Frank Jr.—my mama had told me, once, in the quiet voice she used for the things that were true and terrible and not to be discussed often—but I’d never heard Big Frank mention him, and he didn’t mention him now. The silence around the name was its own memorial, the way the empty space on the wall where a photo used to hang is its own memorial—you can’t see what was there, but you can see the outline of where it was, and the outline is enough.

“After Frank Jr.,” Big Frank said, and the name came out carefully, like a ball placed on the lip of a pocket with hands that knew how fragile the balance was, “the table became something different for me. It became the place where things made sense. Where the rules were clear and the outcomes were fair and the grief couldn’t follow because grief doesn’t understand geometry. Grief is chaos. The table is order. And I needed order like I needed oxygen.”

Mr. Percy nodded. The Deacon was crying openly now, his mustache wet, his hands folded in his lap. Boo Man was looking at the floor with an intensity that suggested the floor owed him money.

I was nine years old. I didn’t understand everything Big Frank was telling me. I didn’t understand grief or provision or the architecture of a marriage that bends around a dead child and somehow doesn’t break. But I understood the table. I understood that the table was safe. That the table was true. That the table was the place where Big Frank went when the world was too much, and he’d built a door for me to follow him through, and the door was the cue stick, and the cue stick was love, and love is the only thing that can make a door out of wood and leather and chalk.

“That’s why I’m teaching you,” Big Frank said, looking at me with the look—the one that wasn’t pride exactly but something deeper. “Nothing else I have is worth passing down. The house is mortgaged. The car is rusted. The money comes and goes. But the table?” He put his hand on the Brunswick’s rail, and the gesture was so tender it looked like he was touching a person. “The table is the one thing I can give you that nobody can take away. Nobody can foreclose on it. Nobody can repossess it. Nobody can fire you from it. It’s in your hands, baby. Once it’s in your hands, it’s yours forever.”

I didn’t say anything. I was nine. But something happened inside me that afternoon in Delcambre’s back room that I wouldn’t have the language for until years later, standing in a convention center in Las Vegas with chalk on my fingers and a trophy in my hands. The thing that happened was this: I accepted the inheritance. Not consciously, not with understanding, but with the body’s knowledge, the cellular recognition of a gift being placed into hands that were built to hold it.

Big Frank picked up his cue. “Now,” he said. “Rack ’em. And this time, I want you to look at the table and tell me the story.”

“What story?”

“The story the balls are telling. Every layout is a story. Every table is a sentence. You gotta learn to read it before you can write it. Now rack ’em.”

I racked the balls. I looked at the table. And for the first time, I tried to read the story the balls were telling, the sentence the layout was writing in the language of angles and physics and the truth of things that don’t lie.

I’ve been reading it ever since.
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The Second Summer

The summer I was ten, Big Frank stopped teaching me how to shoot and started teaching me how to see.

The shooting was solid by then. Two summers of daily practice at Delcambre’s had given me a stroke that Big Frank called “clean enough to eat off of,” which was his highest mechanical compliment and which he delivered with the sparing frequency of a man who understood that praise, like chalk, should be applied in small amounts and only when the surface needed it. I could run five, six, seven balls in a row on a good day. My break was developing—not powerful yet, because I was ten and my arms were made of string and optimism, but technically sound, the cue ball striking the one ball at the sweet spot with a follow-through that Big Frank had sculpted over a thousand repetitions until the motion was as natural as breathing and as precise as a clock.

But shooting was only half the game. The other half—the half that separated the players from the players, the men who won from the men who won consistently—was seeing. And seeing, as Big Frank explained it to me in the back room of Delcambre’s on a Wednesday afternoon so hot the walls were sweating, was not about the balls. Seeing was about the man holding the cue across from you.

“Every man who sits at this table is telling you a story,” Big Frank said. He was standing behind me while Mr. Percy and Boo Man played a slow, grinding game of eight-ball that had been going on for twenty minutes and showed no signs of ending because Mr. Percy played pool the way Mr. Percy did everything—at his own pace, in his own time, with a monarchical disregard for anyone else’s schedule. “Watch Percy. What’s his story right now?”

I watched. Mr. Percy was studying a shot on the three ball, his fedora tilted forward, his cue resting in his bridge hand with the loose, almost dismissive grip of a man who had been holding cue sticks since Eisenhower was president. He was taking his time. He was always taking his time. But there was something different about the way he was taking his time right now—a slight lean forward, a narrowing of the eyes, an almost imperceptible shift of weight onto his front foot.

“He’s going to go for it,” I said. “The three ball. It’s a hard cut but he’s going to try it.”

“How you know?”

“His feet. He leaned forward. He only leans forward when he’s committing to a shot. When he’s going to play safe, he stays flat.”

Big Frank’s hand squeezed my shoulder. The squeeze was the compliment. The words that followed were the lesson.

“That’s reading a man,” he said. “Every player has tells. Percy leans when he’s attacking. Boo Man goes quiet—quieter than normal, which is saying something—when he’s about to miss. The Deacon talks more when he’s nervous. You learn the tells, you learn the man. You learn the man, you learn what he’s going to do before he does it. And when you know what a man’s going to do before he does it, you’ve already won. The rest is just execution.”

He’d spent that summer making me watch. Not play—watch. Hour after hour of sitting on my stool with a Barq’s, studying the men who came through Delcambre’s back room, cataloging their tells the way a birdwatcher catalogs species. The guy from Baker who tapped his cue on the floor before a safety, telegraphing the defensive play before the cue ball moved. The young man from Zachary who over-chalked when he was losing, grinding the cube against the tip with increasing aggression as his stack diminished, the chalk becoming the outlet for the frustration his face was trained not to show. The trucker from Baton Rouge who played fast when he was confident and slow when he was scared, the tempo of his game a barometer of his internal weather as readable as a mercury thermometer.

“People think pool is a game between you and the table,” Big Frank said. “It ain’t. It’s a game between you and the man. The table is just the language you’re speaking. But the conversation—the real conversation—is happening up here.” He tapped his temple. “And here.” He put his hand over his chest. “You gotta read both. The head tells you what he’s planning. The heart tells you what he’s feeling. And the gap between what a man is planning and what he’s feeling—that gap is where you beat him.”

* * *
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THE FIRST TIME BIG Frank let me play a stranger was in August of that summer. The stranger was a man named Cliff from Slaughter—a town twelve miles south of Clinton that was even smaller than Clinton, which was an achievement of obscurity that required effort—and Cliff was what Big Frank called a “road player,” a man who traveled between small towns looking for games, carrying his cue and his bankroll and his confidence from table to table like a peddler carrying goods.

Cliff was maybe forty, thick through the chest, with a gold tooth and a laugh that came out before his words, like an advance team. He’d walked into Delcambre’s with the swagger of a man who expected to own whatever room he entered, and he’d looked at the table and looked at Big Frank and said, “Twenty?” and Big Frank had said, “My grandson first.”

Cliff had looked at me—a ten-year-old boy on a stool with a root beer and a cut-down cue stick—and the gold tooth had appeared in a grin that contained equal parts amusement and condescension, the grin of a grown man being asked to play a child, the grin that says this will be quick and this will be cute.

“How much?” Cliff asked, still grinning.

“Five dollars,” Big Frank said.

Five dollars. Big Frank had given me a five-dollar bill from his shirt pocket—the same pocket where he kept the folded winnings, the same pocket where the money lived—and the five dollars was not a gift. It was a stake. It was a lesson with a tuition, and the tuition was the risk of losing, and the risk was the point, because lessons that don’t cost anything don’t teach anything, and Big Frank did not believe in free education.

“Read him first,” Big Frank whispered to me as Cliff racked the balls with the showy, one-handed rack of a man who wanted you to know he’d done this a thousand times. “Tell me what you see.”

I looked at Cliff. I read him the way Big Frank had taught me—not the words, not the grin, not the gold tooth or the swagger or the road-player confidence that was as much costume as character. I read the body. The feet, which were planted wide, the stance of a man who played with power and hit the cue ball hard. The grip, which was tight, the knuckles white on the butt of the cue, the grip of a man who controlled by squeezing rather than guiding. The eyes, which were on me, not on the table, which meant he was playing the opponent and not the layout, which meant he was a reader too, but a superficial one—he was reading my age and my size and drawing conclusions from the surface without looking underneath.

“He hits hard,” I whispered to Big Frank. “Tight grip. Wide stance. He’s going to try to run the table fast because he thinks I’m easy.”

“What else?”

“His eyes are on me, not the table. He’s not reading the layout. He’s already decided he’s going to win.”

“And what happens to a man who’s already decided he’s going to win?”

I thought about it. The answer came from the table, from the geometry, from the truth that Big Frank had been building in me ball by ball, summer by summer.

“He stops seeing,” I said. “He stops seeing because he thinks he already knows the outcome. And a man who stops seeing misses what’s right in front of him.”

Big Frank smiled. The real one. The full one. “Go take his five dollars, baby.”

I took Cliff’s five dollars. I beat him in twelve minutes, running four balls after his opening miss—the miss that came because he hit too hard, because his grip was too tight, because he was playing the ten-year-old and not the table, and the table punished him for the disrespect the way the table always punishes disrespect—and when Cliff set the five-dollar bill on the rail with the bewildered expression of a man who had just been mugged by a child, Big Frank picked it up and handed it to me and said, “That’s yours. You earned it. Now tell me what Cliff taught you.”

“He taught me that people see what they expect to see,” I said. “He expected a kid. He got a player. And by the time he figured out the difference, the game was over.”

Big Frank nodded. The nod of acceptance. The nod that said the seed had broken through the soil.

“Remember that,” he said. “For the rest of your life, people are going to look at you and see what they expect to see. A Black boy. A country boy. A kid from a town nobody’s heard of. They’re going to draw their conclusions before you draw your cue. And every time they do, they’re giving you the advantage. Because the man who underestimates you has already lost. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

I was ten. I didn’t understand the full weight of what he was telling me. But I felt it. The way you feel a change in weather before it arrives—a shift in pressure, a darkening at the horizon, the body’s knowledge preceding the mind’s comprehension. Big Frank was not just teaching me pool. He was teaching me how to survive in a world that would look at me and see less than I was, and the survival strategy was simple and devastating: let them. Let them see less. Let them draw their conclusions. And then show them the truth on the table, where the truth cannot be argued, where the truth is in the ball dropping into the pocket, where the truth makes a sound that echoes in the chest of every person in the room.

Five dollars. My first earnings at a pool table. I kept the bill in my pocket for a week before I spent it at the Piggly Wiggly on a pack of baseball cards and a Barq’s root beer, and the spending was almost an afterthought because the money was never the point. The point was the seeing. The point was the reading. The point was a ten-year-old boy learning that the game between the man and the table is the visible game, and the game between the man and the man is the invisible game, and the player who wins is the one who plays both.
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The Third Summer

The summer I was eleven, Big Frank taught me the rails.

Not the physical rails—I’d been bouncing balls off the cushions since my first week at Delcambre’s, the way every beginner bounces balls off cushions, accidentally, haphazardly, with the random, uncontrolled energy of a body that hasn’t yet learned that the rails are not walls. The rails are roads. The rails are alternate routes to the pocket, paths that the cue ball can travel when the direct path is blocked, detours that are not detours at all but the primary route, the only route, the route that the player who sees can see and the player who can’t see will never see, no matter how many hours he practices, because seeing the rails requires a fundamental shift in perception—from the line to the angle, from the straight shot to the banked shot, from the obvious to the hidden.

The obvious is the straight shot. The cue ball, the object ball, the pocket, all in a line. You aim, you shoot, the ball goes in. Most people never get past the obvious. Most people look at a pool table and see straight lines and right angles and the binary mathematics of make-or-miss. The obvious is sufficient for casual play, for bar games, for the Friday night entertainment of people who don’t know the game well enough to know what they don’t know.

The hidden is the bank shot. The cue ball hits the object ball, the object ball hits the rail, the rail redirects the object ball toward a pocket that was not in the original line of aim, a pocket that was invisible until the rail revealed it, the way a prism reveals the colors hidden inside white light. The bank shot is the moment when pool stops being geometry and starts being architecture—you’re not drawing a line, you’re building a path, constructing a route through space that uses the boundaries of the table as structural elements, turning the limits of the playing surface into tools.

“The rails are your friends,” Big Frank said. This was the first lesson of the third summer, delivered on a Monday in June while the heat pressed against Delcambre’s walls and the ceiling fan stirred the air without cooling it and Mr. Percy dozed on his stool with his fedora tilted over his eyes. “Every other player in this room sees the rails as obstacles. Things in the way. Boundaries. You know what boundaries are?”

“The edges,” I said.

“The edges. And most people stop at the edges. They see the edge and they think: I can’t go past this. This is where the table ends. But the edge is not where the table ends. The edge is where the table turns. The ball hits the rail and the rail sends it somewhere new, somewhere the straight line couldn’t go, and the somewhere-new is the shot. The bank shot. The kick shot. The escape route. The magic trick that makes the impossible possible because you stopped looking at the boundary as a wall and started looking at it as a door.”

He set up the drill. One ball on the table—the three ball, placed at the center spot. The cue ball behind the head string. Between the cue ball and the three ball, a blocker—the six ball, positioned directly in the path of any straight shot, making the direct route impossible. The pocket was the far corner, and the only way to get the three into the far corner was to bank it off the side rail, which required the cue ball to hit the three at an angle that would send it toward the rail, and the rail to redirect it at the correct angle toward the corner, and the speed to be right because speed affects the angle of reflection—too fast and the ball comes off the rail at a wider angle, too slow and it comes off at a narrower angle, and the difference between the right angle and the wrong angle is the difference between the ball dropping and the ball missing, and the difference is measured in fractions of degrees, and fractions of degrees are what separates the players from the men who look like players.

“Shoot it,” Big Frank said.

I missed. The three hit the rail and came off too wide, missing the corner pocket by four inches. Four inches is a mile at a pool table. Four inches is the distance between knowing and guessing.

“Again.”

I missed again. Closer—two inches. But two inches is still a miss, and a miss is a miss regardless of the distance, the way a wrong answer is a wrong answer regardless of how close it is to the right answer. The table does not grade on a curve.

“Again.”

I missed. And again. And again. For an hour, I shot the same bank shot at the same angle with the same blocker in the same position, and the three ball hit the side rail and came off at angles that ranged from close to absurd, and Big Frank sat on his stool and watched without comment, without correction, without the incremental adjustments he normally provided because the adjustments were not the lesson today. The lesson was the failing. The lesson was the repetition of failure, the accumulation of misses, the slow, grinding, humbling process of a body learning a new path through space, a path that the straight-line instincts resisted because straight lines are easier and easier is the enemy of better.

After an hour, Big Frank stood. He walked to the table. He picked up the cue—my cue, the cut-down Meucci—and he got down on the shot.

“Watch my eyes,” he said. “Don’t watch the cue ball. Don’t watch the object ball. Don’t watch the rail. Watch my eyes.”

I watched. And what I saw changed my understanding of the game in a way that the first two summers had prepared me for but couldn’t have predicted, because the change was not technical. It was perceptual. It was the moment when you stop seeing the world as a collection of objects and start seeing it as a network of relationships.

Big Frank’s eyes did not look at the three ball. They did not look at the rail. They looked at a point on the rail—a specific point, maybe three inches from the corner pocket, a point where no ball existed and no ball would ever exist, a point that was empty. His eyes locked onto the empty point, and his body organized itself around the looking, and the looking became the aiming, and the aiming became the stroke, and the stroke became the contact, and the contact became the path—the three ball traveling from the center of the table to the empty point on the rail, hitting the cushion at precisely that spot, and rebounding off the cushion at the angle that the physics dictated, and the angle was the pocket, and the pocket was the truth, and the three ball dropped with the clean, decisive sound of a question being answered.

“The ghost ball,” I said. “You’re aiming at a ghost ball on the rail.”

Big Frank’s face did the thing. The look. The deeper-than-pride.

“The ghost is everywhere,” he said. “The ghost is not just on the object ball. The ghost is on the rail. The ghost is at the contact point between the object ball and the cushion, the point where the turn happens, the point where the boundary becomes the door. You find that ghost, you can bank any ball on any table in any room in the world. Because the ghost is the same everywhere. The ghost is physics. And physics don’t change with the ZIP code.”

I spent the rest of that summer shooting bank shots. Bank after bank after bank, from every position, at every angle, with every combination of speed and spin, until the rail stopped being a boundary and became what Big Frank said it was—a friend, a road, a door that opened when you knew where to knock. By August I could bank the three into the far corner from the center spot with ninety percent accuracy, and the ninety percent felt like fluency, like the moment when a language student stops translating in their head and starts thinking in the new language, and the thinking-in is the mastery, and the mastery is the third summer, and the third summer is the last complete summer, because in October Big Frank would die, and the rails would go quiet, and the doors would close, and the closing would last six years until a frat party in Vermont and a warped house cue and the sound of a break that opened all the doors at once.

The rails are your friends. The boundaries are doors. The ghost is everywhere.

Three lessons from the third summer. Three truths that would save my life in a safety exchange against Ray Chen in Burlington and against Rodel Santos in Las Vegas and against Kate Briggs in the semifinal when the two-rail kick found the one ball and the convention center erupted and Big Frank’s rails did what they had always done—they turned the boundary into the path and the path into the pocket and the pocket into the truth.
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Chapter Four
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The Art of Losing

The summer I was eleven—the last full summer, though neither of us knew it, though the knowing would come in October when the heart attack took him and the world tilted and the light in my chest went dark—Big Frank taught me the most counterintuitive lesson of the game: how to lose.

Not how to lose gracefully, which is a social skill, or how to lose without quitting, which is a character skill. How to lose strategically. How to lose on purpose, with intention, with craft, the way a fisherman lets out line before setting the hook. How to make a loss look like bad luck when it was actually engineering. How to miss a shot so convincingly that the man across the table thought he was winning when he was actually being led, step by step, into a position where his winning was the mechanism of his undoing.

“The hustle,” Big Frank said, sitting on his stool at Delcambre’s, “is not about lying. The hustle is about controlling what the other man believes. And what you want him to believe is that he’s better than you. Because a man who believes he’s better will play with confidence. And a man who plays with confidence will bet with confidence. And a man who bets with confidence will bet more. And more is where the money lives.”

He demonstrated. He brought in Boo Man—who was in on the lesson, which was notable because Boo Man being in on anything required communication, and communication required words, and Boo Man’s relationship with words was best described as long-distance—and they played a game of nine-ball while I watched.

Big Frank played badly. Not obviously badly, not cartoonishly, not the exaggerated incompetence of a bad actor playing drunk. He played with a subtlety that was itself a kind of genius, a performance so calibrated that you couldn’t tell where the skill ended and the deception began. He’d make three balls and then miss the fourth by a quarter inch—not a big miss, not a conspicuous miss, the kind of miss that anyone could make, that looked like fatigue or bad luck or a slight miscalculation of the angle. The kind of miss that doesn’t make you suspicious. The kind that makes you think: he’s good, but he’s not that good. I can beat this guy.

Boo Man won the game. Big Frank put ten dollars on the rail and shook his head ruefully, the picture of a man who’d given it his best and come up short. Then he turned to me.

“What did you see?”

“You missed the four ball on purpose. You over-cut it by maybe a sixteenth of an inch. And you missed the seven in the second rack—you put too much speed on it so it rattled out, but the speed was controlled. You chose the rattle.”

Big Frank’s eyebrows went up. Mr. Percy, on his stool, adjusted his fedora and said, “This boy sees everything,” in a tone that was equal parts admiration and warning, the tone of a man who recognizes that a weapon is being built and wants the builder to be careful about who uses it.

“The deliberate miss is the most important shot in the hustle,” Big Frank said. “More important than the shots you make. Because the shots you make prove you can play. The shots you miss define how well. If you miss ugly—if the miss looks forced, looks fake, looks like theater—the other man will know. He might not know he knows, but his body will know. His gut will feel it. And a man who feels wrong won’t bet right.”

He set up the four ball again—the same position, the same angle, a cut shot to the corner at approximately thirty degrees. “Miss this ball,” he said.

I got down on the shot. I aimed. And I tried to miss.

It went in. The ball dropped into the corner pocket with the irritating precision of a muscle memory that didn’t know how to fail. I’d been trained for two and a half years to make this shot, and the training was so deep that my body refused to cooperate with my mind’s instruction to deviate. The body wanted truth. The mind wanted deception. And the body won, because the body always wins when the training is deep enough.

Big Frank laughed. The big laugh, the belly laugh, the one that started deep and rolled through the room. “That,” he said, “is the problem with teaching you right. I taught you too good. Now we gotta teach you to be bad on purpose, and being bad on purpose is harder than being good on purpose, because your hands don’t want to lie.”

We spent two weeks on the deliberate miss. Two weeks of standing over the table and trying to miss by controlled amounts—a quarter inch, a half inch, a full ball width—and making each miss look natural, inevitable, the unfortunate result of a player who was good but not great, talented but not dangerous. It was the most difficult skill Big Frank ever taught me, because it required a level of precision that exceeded the precision of making the shot. To make a shot, you need to hit the right spot. To miss a shot convincingly, you need to hit the almost-right spot, and the distance between right and almost-right is smaller than the distance between right and wrong, and navigating that distance requires a control so fine it borders on musical.

“The hustle is a duet,” Big Frank said. “You and the other man are playing a song together, and he don’t even know he’s playing. He thinks he’s winning. But you’re conducting. You’re setting the tempo, choosing the key, deciding when the crescendo comes. And when the crescendo comes—when the money is on the rail and the stakes are high and the other man is confident because you’ve been feeding his confidence shot by shot, miss by miss—that’s when you play your real game. That’s when the mask comes off and the shark opens its mouth and the song changes from jazz to gospel and the other man is sitting there with no money and no idea what happened.”

He paused. The Kool was between his fingers, the smoke curling. The cracked Tiffany light drew its scar on the felt.

“But here’s the thing, baby. And I need you to hear this part.” His voice dropped. The teaching voice. The voice that meant the lesson was about to become something more than technique. “The hustle is a tool. Tools can build and tools can destroy. I use it to feed my family. Some men use it to take from people who can’t afford to lose. Those men are not hustlers. They’re thieves. And the difference between a hustler and a thief is not in the cue. It’s in the man. You understand?”

“Yes sir.”

“You’re going to have to decide, someday, which one you are. And I hope when that day comes, you remember this room. You remember these men.” He gestured at Mr. Percy and Boo Man and the Deacon, who was dozing on his stool, his mustache twitching in whatever dream the Deacon was having. “You remember that the hustle put food on my table and paid my mortgage and kept the lights on in a house where your grandmama was dying and the insurance didn’t cover everything. The hustle isn’t sin. But it isn’t holy either. It’s survival. And survival without conscience is just another word for predation.”

I was eleven. The words were too big for me. But they went in anyway, the way water goes into the ground—absorbed, stored, waiting for the season when the roots would reach deep enough to find them. And they surfaced years later, in the Sigma Chi basement, when I stood over a table with eighty dollars in my pocket and the choice Big Frank had described—hustler or thief, provider or predator, the tool building or the tool destroying—and I chose the one he’d hoped I’d choose, because his voice was in my hands and his conscience was in my chest and the old men on the stools were watching from a room that didn’t exist anymore but had never stopped being real.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Five
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Greater Mount Zion

Sunday morning in Clinton, Louisiana was God’s morning, and God’s morning belonged to Greater Mount Zion Baptist Church the way Saturday night belonged to Delcambre’s back room—completely, without negotiation, with the unspoken understanding that if you lived in this town and your mama raised you right, your body would be in a pew by ten-forty-five or there would be a reckoning, and the reckoning would not come from the Lord but from the Lord’s ground force, which in Clinton was the mothers, and the mothers were scarier than God because God forgives and mothers remember.

Greater Mount Zion was a white clapboard church on the corner of Bank Street and Plank Road, built in 1923 by the men of the congregation who had hauled the lumber from the sawmill and laid the foundation by hand and raised the steeple in a single Saturday that was spoken about in the church’s oral history with the reverence of a miracle, because it was a miracle—twenty-three men, most of them sharecroppers and day laborers, building a house of God between sunup and sundown because they believed that God deserved a house and they were the ones who could build it. The pews were wooden and worn smooth by decades of Sunday clothes and restless children. The windows were stained glass, donated in 1961 by a deacon’s widow whose name was on a brass plate beneath each one. The pulpit was walnut, polished to a shine that reflected the pastor’s face back at him when he leaned over it to deliver the Word, and the reflection made the Word feel doubled, as if the sermon was being delivered to the congregation and to the preacher simultaneously, which is how the best sermons work—they teach the teacher while they reach the listener.

My mama sang in the choir. Second row, third from the left, the same position every Sunday, as fixed and permanent as a support beam in a bridge, and her voice was the voice that held the other voices together—not the loudest, not the most dramatic, but the steadiest, the voice that the other sopranos leaned on the way a wall leans on its foundation, and without her the hymns would have still been sung but they wouldn’t have been the same, the way a house without its center beam would still stand but it wouldn’t be the same house.

My daddy ushered on the first Sunday of every month. He stood at the back of the sanctuary in his only suit—charcoal gray, purchased at a department store in Baton Rouge in 2001 for my parents’ cousin Marcus’s wedding and worn to every event since that required a man to stand upright and be counted—and he held the collection plate with the reverence of a man holding something holy, which he was, because money given to the church in Clinton was not a donation. It was a covenant. It was the ten percent that came off the top before the light company and the mortgage and the gas bill and everything else, because my mama said the Lord got His before the world got its, and the Lord’s accounting was the one ledger that never came up short.

Big Frank sat in the back pew. Always the back pew, same seat, aisle side, where he could stretch his legs and lean against the wall and, according to the Deacon, take a nap during the sermon without anyone noticing except everyone, because Big Frank’s sleeping was not subtle. His head would tilt back and his mouth would open slightly and a gentle, rhythmic sound would emerge that the charitable called breathing and the honest called snoring, and my mama would turn around from the choir and give him a look that could have peeled paint, and Big Frank would startle awake and sit up straight and mouth “Preaching good” at her, which was a lie so transparent it was almost admirable, like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat that everyone watched him put the rabbit into.

But Big Frank was not sleeping through all of it. I know this because of what he said to me one Sunday after service, when I was eleven, standing in the parking lot while the congregation milled and visited and the mothers exchanged intelligence about whose children were behaving and whose were not. He pulled me aside—away from the crowd, into the shade of the live oak that grew at the edge of the church property, its branches spreading over the parking lot like arms reaching for something they couldn’t quite hold—and he said a thing that connected the church to the table in a way I didn’t understand until years later.

“You hear what Pastor Guidry said today?”

I had heard. Pastor Guidry had preached about the parable of the talents—the story from Matthew 25, where a master gives three servants different amounts of money and the servants who invest and grow the money are rewarded and the servant who buries his money in the ground is punished. It was a standard sermon, a Sunday school staple, the kind of text that every Black church in the South has preached a thousand times because the message—use what you’ve been given, don’t waste your gifts, the Lord does not bless hoarders—the message resonates in communities where the gifts are few and the waste of them is a sin that the community cannot afford.

“He preached about the talents,” I said.

“That’s right.” Big Frank put his hand on my shoulder. The callused hand. The warm hand. The hand that had held the cue and held my grandmother and held me and held everything he’d ever loved with the same grip—firm but not tight, steady but not rigid. “The man who buried his talent was afraid. That’s what the story is about. Not greed. Fear. He was afraid that if he invested the talent, he might lose it. So he put it in the ground where it was safe. And the master said: that’s not safety. That’s death. Because a talent in the ground is the same as no talent at all.”

He looked at me. The look. The one that went deeper than pride.

“I gave you a talent, Franklin. The table. The game. The seeing. That’s your talent. And someday, after I’m gone—”

“Pap—”

“Hush. After I’m gone, you’re going to have a choice. You can bury it. You can put the cue in the closet and close the door and live a life that’s safe, that doesn’t risk anything, that keeps the talent in the ground where nobody can see it and nobody can judge it and nobody can take it away. Or you can invest it. You can take it out of the closet and into the world and use it and risk it and let it grow into something bigger than me or you or this town.”

The parking lot buzzed around us. The mothers talked. The children ran. My mama’s voice carried from somewhere near the fellowship hall, where the after-service refreshments were laid out on folding tables—lemonade and cookies and the banana pudding that Sister Bertha made, which was legendary not because the recipe was extraordinary but because Sister Bertha had been making it for forty years and the accumulation of forty years of practice had turned a simple recipe into a sacrament.

“Promise me you won’t bury it,” Big Frank said. His voice was lower now, almost a whisper, the voice he used at the table when the shot mattered, when the stakes were real, when the outcome would echo. “Promise me that whatever happens—whatever the world does, whatever the world says, however hard it gets—you won’t put what I gave you in the ground. Because I didn’t spend four summers building this in you so it could rot in a closet. I built it so it could live. In the light. Where people can see it. Where the man upstairs can see it.”

He looked up, and the looking up was a gesture that Big Frank rarely made, because Big Frank’s faith was practical rather than performative—he believed in God the way he believed in physics, as an operating system that ran the universe without requiring constant acknowledgment. But in this moment, under the live oak, with the church behind him and the sermon still ringing in the air like a bell that hadn’t finished vibrating, Big Frank looked up, and the looking up was a prayer, and the prayer was me.

“Promise,” he said.

“I promise, Pap.”

He squeezed my shoulder. The squeeze was the amen.

Three months later, he was dead. And the cue went in the closet. And the talent went in the ground. And the promise was broken for six years, buried under grief and coldness and the unbearable weight of a world without the man who had made the world make sense.

But promises made to the dead are different from promises made to the living. Promises to the living can be renegotiated, amended, released by mutual consent. Promises to the dead are permanent. They live in the ground with the person you made them to, and they grow in the dark the way roots grow in the dark—unseen, persistent, reaching for the surface with the blind, stubborn faith of a living thing that knows the sun is up there somewhere even if it can’t see it yet.

The promise surfaced in a fraternity basement in Crestfield, Vermont, six years after it was made, when a hungry boy picked up a warped cue stick and broke a rack of balls and heard his grandfather’s voice for the first time since the funeral and understood, in the click of balls finding pockets, that the talent had not died. The talent had been waiting. The talent had been growing in the dark, under the grief, behind the closet door, and now it was breaking through, and the breaking was the keeping, and the keeping was the promise, and the promise was the sermon, and the sermon was the truth.

Don’t bury it. Invest it. Let it live in the light.

Greater Mount Zion Baptist Church. The white clapboard. The stained glass. The walnut pulpit. The mothers in the choir and the fathers at the door and the children in the pews and the old man in the back row, snoring through the parts he already knew and waking for the parts that mattered.

Pastor Guidry preached about the talents.

Big Frank made me promise.

And on a Sunday afternoon under a live oak tree in a church parking lot in Clinton, Louisiana, with banana pudding on a folding table and mothers exchanging intelligence and the Lord’s accounting running its eternal, forgiving, unforgiving ledger, a boy said yes to a man and a man said amen with his hands and the circle that would take twenty years to close began its long, patient, inevitable turn toward home.
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Chapter Six
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The Last Game

The last game I played with Big Frank was on a Saturday afternoon in October, one week before he died. I didn’t know it was the last game. You never know the last time is the last time—that is the mercy and the cruelty of time, the way it withholds the knowledge that would make every final moment unbearable if you had it and sacred if you could survive having it.

It was autumn in Clinton, which means the heat had backed off from murderous to merely oppressive, and the air had that quality it gets in October in Louisiana—a looseness, a release, as if the atmosphere itself had been holding its breath since June and was finally exhaling. The light was different too—lower, more golden, the kind of light that photographers call magic hour and that Louisiana calls Tuesday, because Louisiana’s light is always a little golden, always a little magic, the residue of a place that is half land and half water and doesn’t fully commit to either.

I was twelve. Seventh grade. Taller than I’d been in the summer—I’d hit a growth spurt in September that had added two inches to my height and made my jeans look like they were waiting for a flood. Big Frank had noticed.

“You growing out of your stance,” he’d said the week before, watching me set up for a shot. “Your bridge is too low. Your chin’s not over the cue. You’re reaching instead of leaning. We need to rebuild your fundamentals for your new body.”

Rebuild. Like an engine. Like a house. Like everything that Big Frank touched, the language was structural—building, foundations, load-bearing, equilibrium. He spoke about pool the way engineers speak about systems, and the speaking was the teaching, and the teaching was the love, and the love was the building, and the building was me.

That Saturday, we played nine-ball. Just the two of us, no old heads—Mr. Percy had a doctor’s appointment, the Deacon was at a church event, and Boo Man was on a hauling run somewhere in the western part of the state. The back room at Delcambre’s was quiet in a way it rarely was, the absence of the old heads creating a silence that was both intimate and strange, the way a room feels when the furniture has been rearranged—same room, different energy.

Big Frank racked. His hands, as always, were precise—the diamond tight, the one ball at the apex, the nine in the center, no daylight between the balls. He set the rack on the table and lifted it with the care of a man removing a hat in church, and the balls sat there in their perfect formation, waiting for the physics that would scatter them and begin the game that neither of us knew would be our last.

“You break,” he said.

I set the cue ball. I got down on the break with the rebuilt stance he’d been adjusting all month—wider now, to accommodate the new height, the bridge higher, the chin over the cue, the whole body reconfigured for a frame that was still growing, still changing, still becoming whatever it would become. I drew back. I paused. I heard his voice behind me, not speaking, just breathing, the steady breath of a man who has watched ten thousand breaks and gives each one the same attention because each one is a beginning and beginnings deserve respect.

I broke.

Three balls dropped. The one, the three, and the six, falling into pockets with the clean, simultaneous percussion of a chord being struck on a piano—three notes at once, each one distinct, each one part of a harmony that was greater than any single note. The cue ball spun to a stop near the center of the table, loaded with draw, positioned perfectly on the two ball.

Three balls off the break. I’d done it before—twice, maybe three times in the four years I’d been playing. But not like this. Not with this sound. Not with this feeling—the feeling of the cue moving through my hands like something alive, like the cue and I were the same thing, like the break was not something I did but something I was, and the three balls dropping were not results but expressions, the way a sentence is an expression and a song is an expression and a prayer is an expression, and the expression said: I am here. I am ready. I am what you built.

I stood up from the table. Big Frank was behind me, on his stool, and I turned to look at him, and the look on his face was the one I’d been carrying in my memory ever since, the one that would surface in the Sigma Chi basement and at The Rail and in Burlington and in Las Vegas, the look that was not pride exactly but something deeper, something geological, the look of a man who has been carrying a stone uphill for a long time and has finally reached the top and can set it down.

Relief.

Not relief that I was good. He’d known I was good for years. Relief that I was ready. Relief that the building was complete. Relief that the talent he’d planted was going to survive him, the way a tree survives the gardener, the way a song survives the singer, the way the truth of the table survives the man who decoded it.

“You ready,” he said. Not a question. A diagnosis. A proclamation. A period at the end of a sentence he’d been writing for four years, one lesson at a time, one summer at a time, one ball dropping into one pocket at a time.

I wanted to ask: Ready for what? But I didn’t, because the question would have broken the moment, and the moment was sacred, and sacred moments don’t survive interrogation. They survive silence. They survive the willingness to stand inside the meaning without demanding that the meaning explain itself.

We played seven more games that afternoon. I won four. He won three. And the winning and losing was not the point and had never been the point, the way the score is never the point between a teacher and a student, because the teacher is not trying to beat the student and the student is not trying to beat the teacher. They are trying to find each other on the table, to meet at the contact point where the knowledge transfers, where the lesson passes from hand to hand like a baton in a relay, and the passing is the point, and the baton is the truth, and the relay has been running since Uncle Solly put a crate on the floor of a juke joint in 1944 and told a six-year-old boy to hit the white ball and see what happens.

At five o’clock, Big Frank put his cue in its leather case. He zipped it with the care of a man putting a child to bed—slow, gentle, attentive to the zipper’s path, making sure nothing snagged, nothing caught, nothing was damaged by the closing. He set the case against the wall.

“Good day,” he said.

“Good day, Pap.”

He drove me home in the Cutlass Supreme. The burgundy interior smelled like cigars. The radio played gospel because the tuner was stuck on the gospel station, and Big Frank hummed along, not to the words but to the melody, the way my daddy hummed in his sleep, the subconscious worship of a man who believed in something larger than himself but expressed the believing through his hands rather than his mouth.

He dropped me at the house on Woodhaven Drive. I got out. I closed the door. And through the window, he looked at me and said, “I love you, boy.”

Big Frank did not say I love you. Big Frank said it with his hands on my bridge. He said it with the cue he cut down. He said it with the four summers and the ten thousand repetitions and the patience of a man who could have been doing anything else with his afternoons and chose, every day, to spend them teaching a child the truth of the table. Big Frank said I love you in the language of the game, and the language was fluent and constant and did not require translation.

But that Saturday, in the Cutlass, through the window, he said the words. The actual words. In English. In his voice, which was the voice of chalk and Kool cigarettes and Barq’s root beer and the cracked Tiffany light and the back room of Delcambre’s and every shot he’d ever made and every lesson he’d ever taught and every moment of a life spent standing over green felt and finding the truth.

“I love you, boy.”

I said, “I love you too, Pap.”

He drove away. The Cutlass turned the corner of Woodhaven Drive and disappeared, the way things disappear in Clinton—slowly, the way heat leaves a room, the way light leaves the sky, the way a man’s voice leaves the air after the words have been spoken and the speaking is over and the silence that follows is not empty but full, loaded with everything the words contained and everything the words could not contain, which is always more.

Seven days later, he was gone.

But the words were still there. They are still there now. They will always be there, the way the truth is always there, the way the table is always there, the way the game is always there, waiting for the player who is ready to hear what the silence is saying.

I love you, boy.

I love you too, Pap.

Always.
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Chapter Seven
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October

Big Frank died on a Tuesday in October, two months after my twelfth birthday. Heart attack. He was at the table—of course he was—playing a game of nine-ball against Deacon Thibodaux for twenty dollars, and according to the Deacon, who told this story at the funeral with tears running into his mustache, Big Frank had just sunk the seven ball with a three-rail kick shot that was so beautiful it made the Deacon want to quit the game forever. Big Frank stood up from the table, put his hand on his chest, said, "Well, that ain't right," and sat down on the floor like he was just tired. He was gone before the ambulance got there, which in Clinton could take twenty minutes on a good day because the hospital was in Zachary and the volunteer EMTs were usually at work or at church.

The Deacon told my mama that Big Frank looked peaceful. That he had chalk on his fingers and a half-smile on his face, and that his last shot had been the best shot the Deacon had ever seen in forty years of playing pool, which the Deacon said was God's way of letting Big Frank go out the way he came in—perfect.

I didn't cry at the funeral. I wanted to, and I tried, because twelve-year-old boys are supposed to cry when their grandfathers die, and I could feel my mama watching me from behind her black veil, waiting for me to
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