
		
			[image: Cover for Chuck Klosterman X]
		

	
		
			Also by Chuck Klosterman

			NONFICTION

			Fargo Rock City: A Heavy Metal Odyssey in Rural North Dakota

			Sex, Drugs, and Cocoa Puffs: A Low Culture Manifesto

			Killing Yourself to Live: 85% of a True Story

			Chuck Klosterman IV: A Decade of Curious People and Dangerous Ideas

			Eating the Dinosaur

			I Wear the Black Hat: Grappling with Villains (Real and Imagined)

			But What If We’re Wrong? Thinking About the Present As If It Were the Past

			FICTION

			Downtown Owl

			The Visible Man

			
				[image: pageMap_vi]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: pageMap_vii]
			

		

	
		
			
			PENGUIN BOOKS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street

			New York, New York 10014

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			First published in the United States of America by Blue Rider Press, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2017

			Published in Penguin Books 2018

			Copyright © 2017 by Chuck Klosterman

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			This page constitutes a continuation of this copyright page.

			ISBN 9780399184161 (paperback)

			LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

			Title: Chuck Klosterman X : a highly specific, defiantly incomplete history of the early 21st century / Chuck Klosterman.

			Other titles: Chuck Klosterman 10 | Chuck Klosterman ten

			Description: New York : Blue Rider Press, 2017.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2017004695 (print) | LCCN 2017020783 (ebook) | ISBN 9780399184178 (EPub) | ISBN 9780399184154 (hardback)

			Subjects: LCSH: United States—Civilization—1970– | Popular culture—United States. | History. | BISAC: SOCIAL SCIENCE / Popular Culture. | LITERARY COLLECTIONS / Essays. | BIOGRAPHY & AUTOBIOGRAPHY / Personal Memoirs.

			Classification: LCC E169.12 (ebook) | LCC E169.12 .K55485 2017 (print) | DDC 909.83/12—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017004695

			Cover design: Rachel Willey and Jason Booher

		

		Version_3

	
		
			Contents

			Praise for X: A Highly Specific, Defiantly Incomplete History of the Early 21st Century

			Also by Chuck Klosterman

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Introduction

			THREE-MAN WEAVE

			MY ZOMBIE, MYSELF

			THAT’S NOT HOW IT HAPPENED

			THE LIGHT WHO HAS LIGHTED THE WORLD

			THERE’S SOMETHING PECULIAR ABOUT LYING IN A DARK ROOM. YOU CAN’T SEE ANYTHING.

			LIQUID FOOD

			C’MON DAVE, GIMME A BREAK

			WHERE WERE YOU WHILE WE WERE GETTING HIGH?

			I’M ASSUMING IT’S GOING TO BE FUN

			I NEED TO BE ALIVE (IN ORDER TO WATCH TV)

			I WILL CHOOSE FREE WILL (CANADIAN READER’S NOTE: THIS IS NOT ABOUT RUSH)

			EVERYBODY’S HAPPY WHEN THE WIZARD WALKS BY (OR MAYBE NOT? MAYBE THEY HATE IT? HARD TO SAY, REALLY)

			SPEED KILLS (UNTIL IT DOESN’T)

			NOT A NUTZO GIRL, NOT YET A NUTZO WOMAN (MILEY CYRUS, 2008)

			WHEN GIANTS WALKED THE EARTH (AND ARGUED ABOUT CHINA)

			USE YOUR ILLUSION (BUT DON’T BENCH GINÓBILI)

			THE DRUGS DON’T WORK (ACTUALLY, THEY WORK GREAT)

			THE CITY THAT TIME REMEMBERED (TULSA, OKLAHOMA)

			BUT WHAT IF WE’RE WRONG? (DRINK THE ACID, SWALLOW THE MOUSE)

			OWNER OF A LONELY HEART

			THE ENEMY OF MY ENEMY IS PROBABLY JUST ANOTHER ENEMY

			A ROAD SELDOM TRAVELED BY THE MULTITUDES

			BROWN WOULD BE THE COLOR (IF I HAD A HEART)

			I HEAR THAT YOU AND YOUR BAND HAVE SOLD YOUR GUITARS

			WHITE’S SHADOW

			HOUSE MOUSE IN THE MOUSE HOUSE

			THE MAN WHO KNEW TOO MUCH

			THE OPPOSITE OF BEYONCÉ

			LIKE REGULAR MUSIC, EXCEPT GOOD

			NON-SUPPRESSIVE SLACKER

			DEMOCRACY NOW!

			METAL MACHINE “MUSIC”

			2 + 2 = 5

			ADVERTISING WORKED ON ME

			HERO IN BLACK

			VILLAIN IN WHITE

			(1928–2013)

			SOMETHING ELSE

			Acknowledgments

			Index

			Credits

			About the Author

		

	
		
			The book you are about to read is a collection of stories I’ve published in various media outlets over the past ten years. I like these stories and wouldn’t republish them if I didn’t. But I certainly hope you like them more than I do. The process of compiling old articles is not difficult, but it also isn’t pleasant. It’s just not enjoyable to reread things you’ve written in the not-so-distant past (I think this is true for most writers, discounting those real crazy motherfuckers who believe the world would be radically different if they weren’t involved). Every positive memory is coated with the ooze of regret: You want to delete every semicolon and alter every joke. Moments that once seemed revelatory now seem banal. You’re forcibly reminded how rapidly society evolves, and it’s disheartening to revisit an arbitrary event from five years ago that suddenly feels like a factoid from 1958. It’s the worst kind of time machine.

			Yet I must admit something else here, even though it will make me seem like a megalomaniac: I love reading the index to any book I publish. It’s always my favorite part. Exploring the index from a book you created is like having someone split your head open with an axe so that you can peruse the contents of your brain. It’s the alphabetizing of your consciousness. Sometimes I will pick up one of my old books and sing a random section of the index to the tune of Billy Joel’s “We Didn’t Start the Fire,” purely for pleasure. (Actually, I’m lying. I don’t “sometimes” do this. I did this once, just now, simply to see if it would work, solely for the purposes of writing this introduction. There was no pleasure involved and I’ll never do it again. I don’t even like making this joke. But the experiment was successful, so feel free to try this at your leisure. In fact, try it a hundred times, even if you don’t really remember the original song. I’m sure all the people in your life will love it.)

			I only note this indexical preoccupation as a warning to you, the consumer: This book is deceptive. It is not as panoramic as it appears. Taken at face value, its index suggests an anthology about many divergent topics (wizards, chemical weapons, Donald Trump, Thai sandwiches, et al.). And—technically—that diversity is real. Those references do exist. There are stories in this collection about literature and zombies and postmodern television and the essentialism of Charlie Brown and the capricious nature of our illusionary universe. One could even argue that the only reason any interesting story is “interesting” is because it’s not actually about whatever it superficially appears to suggest, and that the only significant purpose of text is to provide a superstructure for subtext (which always matters more). All of that is true. But here’s the deal—I wrote these stories. I know what these stories are about. And almost all of them are about one of two things: music or sports. Consumed in aggregate, this omnibus equates to a short book about music, a short book about sports, and a short book about everything else that could possibly exist.

			It is not a portrait of what the world is, or of what the world could be.

			It is a portrait of my interior life: I watch games, I listen to music, and I daydream about the rest of reality.

			When I started as a reporter in the early nineties, there was an incontrovertible firewall between music culture and sports culture, spawned (I suspect) from dark memories various members of the music community still carried from high school. There was this ingrained Reagan-era belief that “jocks” and “meatheads” terrorized “punks” and “goths” and “miscellaneous longhairs,” and that the type of alienated teenager who liked art had a condescending view of the type of teenager who liked football. Now, I’m sure some of that social derision was authentic. I’m sure that negative experience did happen to somebody, and it was certainly baked into every teen movie of the era. But nothing like that ever happened to me. I was obsessed with music and I was obsessed with sports, and the synthesis never seemed uncomfortable. I suppose it’s possible my hometown was just too small to have stereotypical cliques. It’s also possible I was so emotionally engaged with both concepts that I couldn’t feel anything else. Maybe the estrangement went over my head. Maybe I was just too dumb to care. Still, I knew this conflict existed for other people, even if I didn’t relate to it or understand why. I knew that people who wrote about music rarely wrote about sports, unless they weren’t especially serious about either. It seemed like you had to choose one or the other. I went to college in 1990 and started my career as a sportswriter. One of the first beats assigned to me was collegiate wrestling, a subject I knew nothing about. I didn’t even fully understand the scoring system, so I just described every match like a correspondent for National Geographic. Every single story included the phrase “catlike quickness.” My only memory of covering wrestling is comparing humans to animals.

			In 1994, craving the facade of legitimacy (and maybe the potential access to drugs), I switched over to culture journalism. I wanted to generate theories about why the guys in Anthrax wore shorts, and this was the only way. Once I made the switch, I didn’t write another sports story for five years. I’m not sure any traditional newspaper editor would have let me—the fact that I was interested in Radiohead somehow annihilated the possibility that I could be equally informed about Scottie Pippen.

			But this imaginary war eventually ended, at least for me. At some point, I stopped caring about this nonproblematic problem. I just started writing about sports and music at the same time, occasionally in the same article. I haphazardly jammed them together, even when they barely fit. And to my mild surprise, everyone else decided this was okay. As it turns out, the divide between music and sports had dissolved during the nineties, so slowly and incrementally that no one even noticed.1 Pearl Jam named their first album after NBA point guard Mookie Blaylock’s jersey number. Power pitcher Randy Johnson became an arena rock photographer. Members of Pavement and Sleater-Kinney joined fantasy leagues with members of Quasi and Built to Spill. Master P played in the CBA. Public Enemy’s liner notes made reference to Pooh Richardson. Drew Bledsoe jumped off the stage at an Everclear concert and injured a female spectator. All the coked-up Britpop dudes refused to shut up about Manchester United. Or was it Man City? I’ve already forgotten. But by the time the twenty-first century started, the notion of being a rock critic and a sportswriter was no longer awkward (or even contentious), which nicely coincided with the period of my life when I tried to earn a living by doing so. Which is what this book is, more or less. The surgery was a success and the patient is resting comfortably. I’m not fully accredited by either side of the professional equation (sportswriters think I’m too pretentious and music writers don’t think I’m pretentious enough), but I’m able to write about whatever I want, as long as it actually happened. Which, from my limited perspective, is a dream I could not anticipate.

			Please enjoy this collection of nonfiction dreams.

		

	
		
			Like Sands Through the Hourglass, So Are the Days of Our Lives

		

	
		
			“Three-Man Weave” is the best story I’ve ever published, or at least my personal favorite. My emotional investment was high. It took a long time to complete and the research was unorthodox. The presentation is straightforward and traditional. It ran on the very first day the website Grantland came into existence, so it felt significant (simply due to how maniacally obsessed the rest of the Internet was with the idea of Bill Simmons launching a website). I also think the socioeconomic underpinnings of the narrative are slightly more meaningful than the sociocultural underpinnings of the various celebrity-driven pieces I’ve written, even though those stories inevitably get more attention.

			My personal relationship with Grantland was complicated. I still have conflicted emotions over what Grantland was, how it operated, and how it ended, even though my direct involvement with the publication had become virtually nonexistent by the time ESPN shuttered the site in 2015. But the fact that I was able to write this story in 2011 is enough to make me retrospectively pleased with the entire enterprise. Grantland was the only place I’ve ever worked where you could say, “I want to write about something kooky that happened twenty-three years ago that nobody cares about except me,” and the response from everyone working there would be, “Well, of course.” Concepts like time and space were not relevant issues. There was a real commitment to not being like the rest of the Internet. But the Internet was where it lived, so that goal was impossible. 

		

	
		
			Three-Man Weave

			It was 1988. It was a very good year, assuming your name was George Bush or Melanie Griffith. Miami Vice was on television, Guns N’ Roses and George Michael were on the radio, and gas cost 91 cents a gallon. But none of those things matter to the story I’m about to describe. The story I am about to describe happened in the geographic equivalent of a vacuum. A flat, frozen, fatalistic vacuum.

			The abstract details seem boring on purpose: A pair of low-profile junior college basketball teams played a forgotten game on a neutral floor in southeast North Dakota. The favored team was a school best known for its two-year forestry program. The underdog was a minuscule all–Native American college whose campus is located outside the Bismarck, N.D., airport. You’ve (probably) never heard of either school, and—in all likelihood—you will (probably) never hear of either one again. And if you remember this game at all, you (probably) played in it.

			Games described as forgotten typically earn that classification because they deserve to disappear; it’s a modifier historians employ to marginalize or dismiss a given event, often for dramatic effect. But this game is “forgotten” in a non-negotiable context. There’s almost no record of its existence. Fewer than five hundred people saw it happen. It was not televised and there’s no videotape. It wasn’t broadcast on the radio. No official box score was compiled (statistics were kept, but most have been lost over time). Only a couple of small-circulation newspapers made mention of what transpired, and—because it happened before the Internet—googling the game’s particulars is like searching for a glossy photograph of Genghis Khan. The contest has disappeared from the world’s consciousness, buried by time and devoid of nostalgia. This (of course) is not abnormal. Junior college basketball games from 1988 are not historic landmarks. We are conditioned to forget who won or lost the opening round of the North Dakota state JUCO tournament because those are moments society does not need to remember. They don’t even qualify as trivia.

			But something crazy happened in this particular game.

			In this particular game, a team won with only three players on the floor. And this was not a “metaphorical” victory or a “moral” victory: They literally won the game, 84–81, finishing the final sixty-six seconds by playing three-on-five. To refer to this as a David and Goliath battle devalues the impact of that cliché; it was more like a blind, one-armed David fighting Goliath without a rock. Yet there was no trick to this win, and there was no deception—they won by playing precisely how you’d expect. The crazy part is that it worked.

			The only reason I know about this game is because I saw it happen, totally by chance: I was a tenth-grader, and my older brother and I drove to this JUCO tournament because we had passing interest in the second game of that night’s doubleheader (it was also a Sunday evening and we didn’t have cable, so there was nothing else to do). The tournament’s opening game was between the United Tribes Technical College and North Dakota State University at Bottineau—the Thunderbirds vs. the Lumberjacks. In the years that have passed, I’ve sometimes wondered if the game I thought I saw actually happened. I’ve wondered if maybe I’d imagined the circumstances or unconsciously exaggerated the details. Whenever I found myself talking about the game to other people, the scenario I heard myself describing struck me as increasingly implausible. Like Wilt Chamberlain’s untelevised, scarcely witnessed 100-point game in Hershey, Pa., it seems like a story someone made up for mythological impact. But this happened. And the game that occurred in reality is even weirder than the game I’d reconstructed in my mind.

			

			—

			“IF YOU WRITE a story about this,” Barry Webster tells me, “you need to explain how much I ripped it up that season.” I’m speaking to Mr. Webster over the telephone. He lives in Macy, Neb., the same reservation town where he grew up. He’s standing in his kitchen, having just taken his Labrador and his dachshund for a walk around the town, which probably did not take very long (the population of Macy is 1,200). When his son meanders into the room, Webster hands him the phone, just to prove that a guy from ESPN is on the other line. Barry can’t believe someone is asking him about a game that happened more than two decades ago, but that doesn’t mean he’s not ready to talk: Our extemporaneous interview lasts over an hour.

			“I really did rip it up that year,” he repeats. “I think I averaged twenty-seven points a game, with a high of forty-six. I really remember that . . . As a Native, you always start with a strike against you. People always thought they were gonna kick our ass when we showed up in the gym, and that made me want to blow them away. I know I must sound cocky, but that’s not how it was. I just knew the world was against me.”

			I don’t need to remind Webster that he was the leader of the ’88 Thunderbirds. He knows he was the star. A five-foot-ten lead guard with dynamic quickness (he claims to have run a 4.3 40 as a high school quarterback), Webster received casual attention from a few Division I programs, but he knows he never had a real chance of going there. “According to my high school coach, I was getting looked at by Colorado,” Webster says. “But I was a jack around. I didn’t take academics seriously. The junior college route was really my only option.”

			Webster’s trajectory is not unusual—in fact, it’s the reason 1980s junior college basketball intermittently bordered on the spectacular. Since major colleges were finally growing cognizant of academic standards and potential scholastic violations, there tended to be two types of kids who played hoops at the JUCO level: undersized high school gunners and D-1 prospects who didn’t like to read. The master of this universe was San Jacinto’s Walter Berry, the southpaw superfreak who dominated the 1984 NJCAA tourney before transferring to St. John’s and winning the John Wooden Award. JUCOs were the collegiate equivalent of the ABA, saturated with shoot-first superpowers. Webster wasn’t even the best junior college player in North Dakota that year; that was Dan Schilz of UND–Lake Region, a 2-guard who led the nation in scoring with 35.3 points a game (still the ninth-highest single-season tally in JUCO history, one slot ahead of Latrell Sprewell).

			It was into this world that Webster stumbled, almost by accident. He majored in auto mechanics.

			“I’d never been to North Dakota,” Webster recalls. “I didn’t even know the United Tribes existed.”

			Not many people do. At the time, enrollment at United Tribes Technical College was somewhere between two hundred and three hundred students.2 The school was founded in 1969 by the five tribes of North Dakota, but its brick campus buildings were built at the turn of the twentieth century, intended as a military base. During World War II, the base was used as an alien internment camp. Attending school at UT is the polar opposite of idyllic. But that’s how college life was (and still is) for so many Native American students—it’s just that nobody pays attention. No American minority is less represented in the national consciousness.3 This was a collegiate program where the basketball team could not afford to print the name of its school on the front of their jerseys.

			“We didn’t even have warm-up clothes,” says former United Tribes coach Ken Hall. “And Bottineau had those tear-away sweatpants! Half their team was dunking during pregame, and I didn’t have one guy over six foot. But as anyone who ever played for me will tell you, everybody on our roster was in the best shape of his life. We could run all day.”

			This is how five Indians—and then four, and then three—defeated a team that should have crushed them by 30: They ran and they ran and they ran. And then they stopped.

			

			—

			“THEY HAD FIVE KIDS they called the Iron Five.”

			These are the words of Buster Gilliss, the current athletic director at Bismarck Junior College and the head coach of NDSU-Bottineau in 1988. In his high school and collegiate coaching career, Gilliss won 508 games. When I reach him by phone, he’s not especially excited to talk about a loss that (a) the world doesn’t remember, but (b) he can’t forget. But he talks anyway.

			“They had those five kids they called the Iron Five, and they played the whole game. They were a little older than most junior college kids—I feel like a few of them were in their mid-twenties. But these were good players. I think they shot something like seventy-eight percent from the field that night.”

			The actual percentage was 61, but his general perception is accurate: The Thunderbirds were on fire, especially during the first half. Coming into the game, NDSU-Bottineau had a record of 17-8 and had beaten United Tribes twice during the regular season; nobody seems to recall what UT’s record was, but it was definitely below .500 (Webster thinks they might have won ten games that year, but Hall suspects it was more like seven or eight). The Tribe opened the season with a full twelve-man roster, but people kept quitting or getting hurt or losing their eligibility. By tournament time, they were down to five. It was peculiar to watch them take the court before tip-off—they didn’t have enough bodies for a layup line. They just casually shot around for twenty minutes.

			“It was always so goofy to play those guys,” says Keith Braunberger, the Lumberjacks point guard in 1987–88. Today, Braunberger owns a Honda dealership in Minot. “I don’t want to dis them, but—at the time—they were kind of a joke. They would just run and shoot. That was the whole offense. I remember they had one guy who would pull up and shoot from half court if you didn’t pick him up immediately.”

			The five Thunderbirds would have dominated any six-foot-and-under league—they were all guards and wings, and everyone had range. But they were completely overmatched by NDSU-Bottineau. Gillis was in his second year as head coach and had developed a recruiting pipeline into Illinois and Maryland. The Lumberjacks roster included hyperbolic talent like Jerome Gaines4 (a six-five helicopter) and Keith “The Total Package” Offutt5 (a six-six rebounding machine). Offutt had nicknamed himself.

			“You had to know Keith to understand,” explains Darrell Oswald, the Jacks’ six-six swingman. “He’d had a terrible upbringing and some emotional problems. He gave himself that name. Probably the best athlete I’ve ever been around. Had a forty-two-inch vertical.”

			The Bottineau roster represented the template for North Dakota JUCO basketball throughout the 1980s: a handful of hyperathletic (read: black) players who were destined to play elsewhere, and a core group of local (read: white) players who were small-town legends. Braunberger was from Max, N.D., a community of 334. Oswald hailed from Wing, N.D., a town with fewer than two hundred people (there were nine kids in Oswald’s graduating class—and that included Anika, an exchange student from Sweden). The Jacks’ leading scorer was shooting guard Dan Taylor from New Rockford, N.D. (pop. 1,400), a player everyone called “Opie” due to his resemblance to a young Ron Howard. On paper, there’s no way the United Tribes should have been able to compete with this team. They probably shouldn’t have been in the same tournament.

			But they did. And they were.

			“You’d think a game like that would have made national headlines, because the idea of playing three-on-five is so odd,” says Taylor, now a banker in his old hometown. “But no one even noticed.”

			Even by North Dakota standards, Bottineau6 is a pretty small town to have its own college; according to the 2011 census, there are only 2,211 residents in the metro area. That’s part of the reason so little is known of this game: The Lumberjacks had a good team and real talent, but the weirdness of their season-ending defeat was like a comedic rumor that died in the translation. It wasn’t that embarrassing, simply because there weren’t enough people to mock it.

			“By the time our bus got back to Bottineau, we’d supposedly played the whole second half against three Indians, which of course is not what happened,” says Gilliss. “But you know, to be honest, there were probably ten people in the whole town who cared that we got beat.”

			

			—

			FEBRUARY 21, 1988, was an extremely North Dakota–like day in southeast North Dakota: It had been 45 degrees during the afternoon, but the temperature had plummeted to 7 when the sun disappeared. There was a trace of snow, but nothing cataclysmic; the United Tribes van arrived in Wahpeton, N.D., without any problem. The official site of the game was the North Dakota State College of Science campus, the host school for that season’s NDJCAA tournament (with the tournament winner advancing to the regional). With a seating capacity of 4,100 and a pristine red-and-black tartan floor, NDSCS’s facility was as good as that of any junior college in the country. It was also empty as a mule barn. As the Tribes and Bottineau got loose, the squeak of sneakers and the cacophony of dribbling dwarfed any murmuring from the stands. There might have been two thousand people in the gym by the time NDSCS took on Bismarck State at 8:30 p.m., but the 6:30 opener didn’t even feel like a high school game. It was more like a swim meet without water.

			This was Ken Hall’s first JUCO tournament, as this was his first year as the United Tribes coach. At the time, he was twenty-eight. Hall is arguably the most recognizable Native American athlete in North Dakota history, but not because of this game or anything else that happened at UT—regionally, he’s best known as a high school icon, first as a player in Newtown, N.D. (where he twice took the team to state in the ’70s), and later as the head coach in Parshall, N.D. (ending his twenty-two-year career with a Class B title in 2007). But 1987–88 had been a frustrating season for Hall. He couldn’t keep anyone on the roster. With only five guys on the team, it became impossible to hold normal practices; when I asked Hall how they scrimmaged, he said (only half joking), “Shadows.” But after a while, they got used to it. And over time, he figured out how to win with a nonrotating five-man rotation.

			“We had a very strict game plan,” says Hall. “This was ’88, so the shot clock was still forty-five seconds. We set up a shot clock during practice and got used to running it down to ten seconds on every possession. We’d spread the floor, and then Barry [Webster] would try to take his guy one-on-one. Bottineau played man-to-man the whole game. Barry would collapse the defense and kick it out to the perimeter. And if they didn’t collapse, Barry just went to the hole. We controlled the whole game, start to finish. It was really Barry who controlled it. He was a coach’s dream.”

			Webster finished the night with 33 points. He remembers scoring 35, but that’s still pretty accurate for a twenty-three-year-old memory.7 Webster fouled out with four minutes remaining (he’d picked up his third foul before halftime), which initially felt like a deathblow. “Truthfully, I threw in the towel when I fouled out,” he says. “I was dejected. I thought the season was over. But then I looked over at the other coach, and he was just so confused. How do you play defense against four people? Who prepares for that situation? I could see them panicking. So we still ran our basic set. We just didn’t have a fifth option.”

			

			—

			“THERE WASN’T A LOT of teamwork,” concedes Oswald. “There might have been a little panic. When it was five-on-four, we should have just pounded the ball inside. But defense wasn’t our forte, and we were behind by four points. We still wanted to run. We pushed the panic button and tried to get it all back in two possessions.”

			This, it seems, is what paradoxically slew the Lumberjacks: their own tempo. They refused to make the Tribes play half-court defense, which fueled Hall’s strategy. The Jacks were designed to outscore people; when I finally located Mr. Oswald,8 he assumed I wanted to ask him about an altogether different game—a 1989 track meet vs. Northland College where the two squads combined for 308 points.9 Taylor echoed that sentiment. “Most of our games were more like 120 to 118,” he says. “I made 115 three-pointers as a freshman.10 That was just how we played.”

			When Webster fouled out at the four-minute mark, the Thunderbirds were still ahead by 4. The remaining Birds—Miles Fighter, Vernon Woodhall, Roger Yellow Card, and Harold Pay Pay—were now tasked with breaking the Jacks’ press without their best ball handler (and with no one to physically replace him). The lead melted. Fighter picked up his fifth foul with 1:06 on the clock,11 allowing Bottineau to tie the game at 81. With a two-man advantage, it seemed unfathomable that the Tribes could hold on. But then they got a break: The Lumberjacks’ Mark Peltier was called for charging, giving the rock back to UT. Hall called time-out, and the Thunderbirds had to inbound the ball at midcourt.

			This is when it happened.

			Now, imagine you’re Ken Hall or Buster Gilliss. What do you do in this dead-ball situation? Hall had limited options; all he could really do was stack up two of his remaining three players and hope they set screens for each other. But Bottineau made a tragic—yet perhaps understandable—mistake: They covered the man throwing the ball in, and they surrounded the other two Thunderbirds. It was like a little human prison—they face-guarded the front Bird, they played directly behind the back Bird, and they sandwiched the stack from both sides. Since one Thunderbird had to throw the ball in, it was a four-on-two situation. The Jacks assumed United Tribes would skew conservative and simply try to sneak the ball inbounds. Instead, Pay Pay spontaneously broke to the basket. Woodhall12 lobbed the ball over Pay Pay’s shoulder, which he converted into a breakaway layup. United Tribes were now up 2 with less than a minute to go, and it suddenly seemed obvious that they were going to win. There were still 40 seconds on the clock, but it was over. The Jacks had broken.

			The crowd lost its collective mind. It felt like we were watching the Olympics.

			“We had a psychological advantage, and that increased as the game went on,” says Hall, slightly understating the situation. “We literally had nothing to lose. We were the sixth seed in a six-team tournament.”

			

			—

			THE PRECISE CONCLUSION of this game is something of a mess. It’s a little like a murder trial where every eyewitness slightly contradicts every other testimony. What we do know is this: The Lumberjacks hustled the ball up court but lost possession without taking a shot. They immediately fouled Pay Pay, who went 1 of 2 from the line. With the Jacks now down 3, Roger McGillis launched multiple treys in an attempt to tie; Offutt kept snaring the offensive rebounds, but Bottineau was never able to convert. Offutt laid in a meaningless bunny as the buzzer sounded, but the officials waved it off. 84–81. It was over.

			“We didn’t know how to act,” says Webster. “We didn’t know how you celebrate something like that. We were all jumping around and celebrating, and I got hit right in the nuts. I actually slumped onto the ground. It was almost like someone said, ‘Great job,’ but then twisted my balls. But that’s still a good memory. We all went back to the hotel and called our parents, and then I went to sleep. I was pretty exhausted . . . I probably cried, honestly. I wish my dad could have seen that game, but he was too sickly. He had diabetes real bad. But if I did cry, I didn’t cry in front of anyone else.”

			This being a single-elimination tournament, the United Tribes had to play again on Monday, this time facing UND–Lake Region and the aforementioned Schilz. Amazingly, they somehow won again, 63–61 (Webster had 28). But they didn’t advance to the regional. In Tuesday’s championship, they lost to NDSCS, 77–65. They were tired. They deserved to be tired: Most of the Iron Five had logged 120 minutes of floor time over the span of three days.

			A handful of players from this game ultimately finished their hoop careers at four-year colleges. Webster did not—he hurt his knee and ended up applying to the University of Nebraska, where he got a teaching degree and met his future wife. However, he continues to be heavily involved with the sport: He runs the Native Elite basketball camp in Nebraska, a networking program that tries to connect Native American high school players with college programs searching for talent. It’s not easy. There continues to be a curious gap between the American Indian community and the larger world of basketball. Despite the intense basketball tradition within many reservation cultures, there’s never been a high-profile Native American player at the pro (or even the collegiate) level. They’re almost never recruited.

			“The stigma is that Native kids aren’t mentally tough,” Webster says. “There is this belief that if you recruit a Native kid, he’ll get homesick and quit school.” I mention that another long-standing prejudice—that Native kids tend to be heavy drinkers—might be just as detrimental (the fact that United Tribes’ nickname was the same as a cheap brand of wine was an insular joke when I was growing up). Webster concedes that this is true, but he didn’t want to mention it—it’s the kind of bias he doesn’t even like to demystify (since a denial only reinforces the original perception). Certain ideas will never disappear.

			As I end my conversation with Webster, I thank him for talking and reiterate how this game—this random, unremembered JUCO shootout from 1988—will inevitably remain the greatest sporting event I’ll ever witness. Nothing has ever come close, before or since.

			I could tell he was flattered. But he was not surprised.

			“I do remember talking to Ken Hall that night,” he tells me, “and I said, ‘Somebody should really write about this game.’ I did say that. Pretty funny that it’s happening now.”

			[Additional reporting by Jeff Kolpack, Eric Peterson, Don Engen, and Bill Klosterman Jr.]

			

			
				
				—
			

			EPILOGUE: You know what’s even weirder than this story? The fact that it more or less happened again, to the same two schools, twenty-eight years later. On February 24, 2016, Bottineau faced the United Tribes in the NJCAA Region 13 tournament. This time, United Tribes was forced to play the final 56.5 seconds with only two players on the court, ultimately losing 158–154 in double overtime (the Tribe dressed only five players and lost three to fouls). I don’t know what to make of this. It’s not like this is some kind of normal occurrence in North Dakota junior college basketball. It would be like if Oakland faced San Francisco in the next World Series and there was another earthquake. But I suppose that’s possible, too.

		

	
		
			The following essay ran in The New York Times in late 2010. It’s about zombies (but just barely).

			The reason The New York Times wanted an essay about zombies was due to the popularity of the AMC television show The Walking Dead. When they asked me if I was interested in writing something, I told them, “Sure. I’ll do that. I think I understand the Zombie Lifestyle. But I don’t watch The Walking Dead. I stopped watching after the premiere.” Somehow, this convinced them I was more qualified to write the essay, as my personal perception of zombies would not be excessively shaped by this one specific program. I was seen as better suited to write about the zombie phenomenon because I had intellectual distance from the most popular extension of the phenomenon I was writing about.

			Of course, if I had told my editor at the Times, “I love The Walking Dead. It’s my favorite TV show,” I assume her response would have been, “Great! You’re clearly perfect for this assignment.”

			Once people decide they want you to do something, they don’t really care what your qualifications are. However you describe yourself becomes proof that you’re the ideal candidate. This is true in journalism, and in life.

		

	
		
			My Zombie, Myself

			Zombies are a value stock. They are wordless and oozing and brain-dead, but they’re an expanding market with no glass ceiling. Zombies are a target-rich environment, literally and figuratively. The more you fill them with bullets, the more interesting they become. Roughly 5.3 million people watched the first episode of The Walking Dead on AMC, a stunning 83 percent more than the 2.9 million who watched the season four premiere of Mad Men. This means there are at least 2.4 million cable-ready Americans who would prefer watching Christina Hendricks if she were an animated corpse.

			Statistically and aesthetically, that dissonance seems perverse. But it probably shouldn’t. Mainstream interest in zombies has steadily risen over the past forty years. Zombies are a commodity that has advanced slowly and without major evolution, much like the staggering creatures George Romero popularized in the 1968 film Night of the Living Dead. What makes that measured amplification curious is the inherent limitations of the zombie itself: You can’t add much depth to a creature who can’t talk, doesn’t think, and whose only motive is the consumption of flesh. You can’t humanize a zombie, except to make it less zombie-esque. There are slow zombies, and there are fast zombies—that’s pretty much the total spectrum of zombie diversity. It’s not like zombies are changing to fit the world’s condition. It’s more that the condition of the world increasingly resembles a zombie offensive. There’s something about zombies that’s becoming more and more intriguing to the average person. And I think I know what that something is.

			Zombies are just so goddamn easy to kill.

			When we think critically about monsters, we tend to classify them as personifications of what we fear. Frankenstein’s monster illustrated our trepidation about untethered science; Godzilla was spawned from the fear of the atomic age; werewolves feed into an instinctual panic over predation and man’s detachment from nature. Vampires and zombies share an imbedded anxiety about disease. It’s easy to project a symbolic relationship between zombies and rabies (or zombies and the pitfalls of consumerism), just as it’s easy to project a symbolic relationship between vampirism and AIDS (or vampirism and the loss of purity). From a creative standpoint, these fear projections are narrative linchpins. They turn creatures into ideas, and that’s the point.

			But what if the audience infers an entirely different metaphor?

			What if contemporary people are less interested in seeing depictions of their unconscious fears and more attracted to allegories of how their day-to-day existence feels? That would explain why so many people watched that first episode of The Walking Dead—they knew they’d be able to relate to it. It immediately feels familiar, because a lot of modern life is exactly like slaughtering zombies.

			

			—

			IF THERE’S ONE THING we all understand about zombie killing, it’s that the act is uncomplicated: You blast one in the brain from point-blank range (preferably with a shotgun). That’s Step 1. Step 2 is doing the same thing to the next zombie that takes its place. Step 3 is identical to Step 2, and Step 4 isn’t any different from Step 3. Repeat this process until (a) you run out of shells, or (b) you run out of zombies. That’s really the only viable strategy.

			Every zombie war is a war of attrition. It’s always a numbers game, and it’s more repetitive than complex. In other words, zombie killing is philosophically similar to reading and deleting four hundred work emails on a Monday morning, or filling out paperwork that only generates more paperwork, or following Twitter gossip out of obligation, or performing tedious tasks in which the only true risk is being consumed by the avalanche. The principal downside to any zombie attack is that the zombies will never stop coming; the principal downside to life is that you will never truly be finished with whatever it is you do.

			The Internet reminds us of this every day.

			Here’s a passage from a youngish writer named Alice Gregory, taken from a recent essay on Gary Shteyngart’s dystopic novel Super Sad True Love Story in the literary journal n+1: “It’s hard not to think ‘death drive’ every time I go on the Internet,” she writes. “Opening Safari is an actively destructive decision. I am asking that consciousness be taken away from me.” Ms. Gregory’s self-directed fear is thematically similar to how the zombie brain is described by Max Brooks, author of the fictional oral history World War Z and its accompanying self-help manual, The Zombie Survival Guide: “Imagine a computer programmed to execute one function. This function cannot be paused, modified, or erased. No new data can be stored. No new commands can be installed. This computer will perform that one function, over and over, until its power source eventually shuts down.”

			This is our collective fear projection: that we will be consumed.

			Zombies are like the Internet and the media and every conversation we don’t want to have. It all comes at us endlessly (and thoughtlessly), and—if we surrender—we will be overtaken and absorbed. Yet this war is manageable, if not necessarily winnable. As long as we keep deleting whatever’s directly in front of us, we survive. We live to eliminate the zombies of tomorrow. We are able to remain human, at least for the time being. Our enemy is relentless and colossal, but also uncreative and stupid.

			Battling zombies is like battling anything else . . . or, I suppose, everything else.

			

			—

			BECAUSE OF THE TWILIGHT SERIES, it’s easy to manufacture an argument in which zombies are merely replacing vampires as the monster of the moment, a designation that is supposed to matter for metaphorical, non-monstrous reasons. But that kind of thinking is deceptive. The recent five-year spike in vampire interest is only about the multiplatform success of Twilight, a brand that isn’t about vampirism anyway. It’s mostly about nostalgia for teenage chastity, the attractiveness of its film cast, and the fact that contemporary fiction consumers tend to prefer long serialized novels that can be read rapidly. But this has still created a domino effect. The 2008 Swedish vampire film Let the Right One In was fantastic, but it probably wouldn’t have been remade in the United States if Twilight had never existed. The Gates was an overt attempt by ABC to tap into the housebound, preteen Twilight audience; HBO’s True Blood is a camp reaction to Robert Pattinson’s flat earnestness.

			The difference with zombies, of course, is that it’s possible to like a specific vampire temporarily, which isn’t really an option with the undead.

			Characters like Mr. Pattinson’s Edward Cullen in Twilight and Anne Rice’s Lestat de Lioncourt (and even boring old Count Dracula) can be multidimensional and erotic. It’s possible to learn who they are and who they once were. Vampire love can be singular. Conversely, zombie love is exclusively communal. If you dig zombies, you dig the zombie concept. It’s never personal. You’re interested in what zombies signify, you like the way they move, and you understand what’s required to stop them. And it’s a reassuring attraction, because those aspects don’t shift. They’ve become shared archetypal knowledge.

			A few days before Halloween, I was in upstate New York with three other people, and we somehow ended up at the Barn of Terror, outside a town called Lake Katrine. Entering the barn was mildly disturbing, although probably not as scary as going into an actual abandoned barn that didn’t charge twenty dollars and doesn’t own its domain name. Regardless, the best part was when we exited the terror barn and were promptly herded onto a school bus, which took us to a cornfield about a quarter of a mile away. The field was filled with amateur actors, some playing military personnel and others portraying what were referred to as “the infected.” We were told to run through the moonlit corn maze, if we wanted to live. As we ran, armed soldiers yelled contradictory instructions while hissing zombies emerged from the corny darkness. It was designed to be fun, and it was. But just before we immersed ourselves in the corn, one of my companions sardonically critiqued the reality of our predicament.

			“I know this is supposed to be scary,” he said. “But I’m pretty confident about my ability to deal with a zombie apocalypse. I feel strangely informed about what to do in this kind of scenario.”

			I could not disagree. At this point, who isn’t? We all know how this goes: If you awake from a coma and don’t immediately see a member of the hospital staff, assume a zombie takeover has transpired during your incapacitation. Don’t travel at night and keep your drapes closed. Don’t let zombies spit on you. If you knock a zombie down, direct a second bullet into its brain stem. But above all, do not assume that the war is over, because it never is. The zombies you kill today will merely be replaced by the zombies of tomorrow. But you can do this, my friend. It’s disenchanting, but it’s not difficult. Keep your finger on the trigger. Continue the termination. Don’t stop believing. Don’t stop deleting. Return your voice mails and nod your agreements. This is the zombies’ world, and we just live here.

			But we can live better.

		

	
		
			If you intend to make a living as a culture writer, here’s a question you must ask yourself: Can I see politics within nonpolitical scenarios? If the answer is “yes,” you must ask a second question: Am I willing to impose politics upon nonpolitical scenarios? If that answer is likewise “yes,” you need to ask a third question: Does the creative upside to this practice outweigh the social detriment?

			The autumn 2011 piece you’re about to read anatomizes the complexity of nostalgia. Obviously, most normal people don’t see nostalgia as particularly complex; it merely describes a pleasurable, bittersweet, cerebral sensation. But within culture writing, nostalgia is a fucking minotaur. As a culture writer, you must decide how you feel about nostalgia as a concept, because it usually suggests something deep and insidious. If you’re a nostalgic person, it means you’re mentally projecting a belief that life was better in the past, regardless of the evidence. You are trafficking in sentimentality and arguing that progress has been (on balance) bad for society. If you dislike nostalgia, it means you believe that same projection is an interpretative lie and that the world is constantly improving, even if it feels significantly worse. When Donald Trump says “Make America Great Again,” he is subtextually supporting the concept of false nostalgia. When Kim Kardashian is venerated as a dynamic genius reflecting the mediated brilliance of The Way We Live Now, her disciples are subtextually assaulting genuine nostalgia.

			Now, is this really true? Is any of this really happening? No one knows and no one cares. But this is how the game is played, because the game is insane.

		

	
		
			That’s Not How It Happened

			Some problems never disappear. Sometimes that’s because there’s no solution to whatever that problem is. But just as often, it’s because the problem isn’t problematic. The alleged crisis is just an inexact, impossible-to-resolve phenomenon about which two reasonable people can reasonably disagree. Our current “nostalgia problem” fits into this class: Every so often (like right now), people interested in culture become fixated on a soft debate over the merits or dangers of nostalgia—as it applies to all art, but particularly to popular music. The dispute resurfaces every time a new generation attains a social position that’s both dominant and insecure. I suppose if this ever stopped, we’d be nostalgic for the time when it still periodically mattered.

			The highest-profile current example is the book Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past, written by the British writer Simon Reynolds. Promoting his book on Slate, Reynolds casually mentioned two oral histories he views as loosely connected to the phenomenon (the grunge overview Everybody Loves Our Town and the ’80s-heavy I Want My MTV). Those passing mentions prompted writers from both books to politely reject the idea that their works were somehow reliant on the experience of nostalgia (since nostalgia has a mostly negative literary connotation). But this isn’t the only example: New York magazine music writer Nitsuh Abebe wrote about this subject apolitically for Pitchfork, effectively noting what I just reiterated—for whatever reason, this (semi-real) “nostalgia problem” appears to be something writers are collectively worried about at this (semi-random) moment. The net result is a bunch of people defending and bemoaning the impact of nostalgia in unpredictable ways. A few of these arguments intrigue me, but just barely. I’m much more interested in why people feel nostalgia, particularly when that feeling derives from something that doesn’t actually intersect with any personal experience they ever had. I don’t care if nostalgia is good or bad, because I don’t believe either of those words really applies.

			But still—before a problem can be discarded as fake, we must identify what that fake problem is. This dispute has three principal elements. None of them are new. The central reason smart people (and certainly most critics) disparage nostalgia is utilitarian: It’s an uncritical form of artistic appreciation. If you unconditionally love something from your past, it might just mean you love that period of your own life. In other words, you’re not really hearing “You Oughta Know.” What you’re hearing is a song that reminds you of a time when you were happy, and you’ve conflated that positive memory with any music vaguely connected to the recollection. You can’t separate the merit of a song from the time you originally experienced it. [The counter to this argument would be that this seamless integration is arguably the most transcendent thing any piece of art can achieve.] A secondary criticism boils down to self-serving insecurity: When we appreciate things from our past, we’re latently arguing that those things are still important—and if those things are important, we can likewise pretend our own life is important, because those are the things that comprise our past. [The counterargument would be that personal history does matter, and that the size of one’s reality is the size of one’s memory.] A third criticism is that emotively dwelling on the past is lazy and lifeless. [The counter to this would be that even those who hate nostalgia inevitably concede it feels good, and feeling good is probably the point.] There are other arguments that can be made here, but these are the main three. If you’re “pro” or “anti” nostalgia, a core version of your thesis inevitably falls somewhere within this paragraph. And in all three cases, both sides of the debate are tethered to that magical bridge between the experience of art and the experience of being alive. It’s based on the premise that we are nostalgic for things that transport us back to an earlier draft of ourselves, and that this process of mental time travel is either wonderful or pathetic.

			But what if this is merely how we choose to explain it? What if nostalgia has less to do with our own lives than we assume?

			What if the feeling we like to call “nostalgia” is simply the by-product of accidental repetition?

			

			—

			STARE AT A PHOTOGRAPH of someone you dated long, long ago. The emotional reaction you’ll have (unless you’re bizarre or depressed or kind of terrible) is positive. Even if this person broke your heart, you will effortlessly remember all the feelings you had that allowed your heart to be broken. This is genuine nostalgia: You are looking at something that actively reminds you of your past (and which exists exclusively for that purpose), and you’re reimagining the conditions and circumstances surrounding that image. But you’re probably not judging the quality of the photo. You’re probably not thinking, “You know, it’s impossible for me to tell if the composition and framing of this picture are professional, because I remember too much about the day it was taken.” You probably aren’t concerned with unconsciously overrating the photographic prowess of whoever snapped the image. The picture is just a delivery device for the memory. This is why thinking about old music (or old TV shows, or old films, or old books) is more complicated and unclear: It’s not just that we like the feeling that comes along with the old song. We like the old song itself. The song itself sounds good, even if we never spend a second thinking about our personal relationship to when we originally heard it (and even if it wasn’t a personal favorite at the time of its release). We place this sonic experience into the category of “nostalgic appreciation,” because that seems to make the most sense.

			Except it doesn’t.

			It doesn’t make sense to assume any art we remember from the past is going to automatically improve when we experience it again, solely because it has a relationship to whatever our life used to be like. We may not even remember that particular period with any clarity or importance. Those things might be connected, but they might also be unrelated. Certainly, some songs do remind us of specific people and specific places (and if someone were to directly ask you, “What songs make you nostalgic?” these are the tracks you’d immediately list). But most other old songs only replicate that sensation. The song connects you with nothing tangible, yet still seems warm and positive and extra-meaningful. It’s nostalgia without memory. And what this usually means is that you listened to that particular song a lot, during a stage in your life when you listened to a smaller number of songs with a much higher frequency. It might have nothing to do with whatever was happening alongside that listening experience; it might just be that you accidentally invested the amount of time necessary to appreciate the song to its fullest possible potentiality. What seems like “nostalgia” might be a form of low-grade expertise that amplifies the value of the listening event.

			Here’s what I mean: For a big chunk of my adolescent life, I had only six cassettes. One of these was Ozzy Osbourne’s Bark at the Moon, which (as an adult) I consider to be the third- or fourth-best Ozzy solo album. But it’s definitely the Ozzy album I’ve listened to the most, solely because I only had five other tapes. It’s possible I’ve listened to Bark at the Moon more than all the other Ozzy solo albums combined.

			The first song on side two of Bark at the Moon is titled “Centre of Eternity.” It’s a bit ponderous and a little too Ozzy-by-the-numbers. It means nothing to me personally and doesn’t make me long for the days of yore; until I started writing this essay, I hadn’t listened to it in at least ten years. But as soon as I replayed it, it sounded great. Moreover, it was a weirdly complete listening experience—not only did I like the song as a whole, but I also noticed and remembered all the individual parts (the overwrought organ intro, how Jake E. Lee’s guitar was tuned, when the drums come in, the goofy sci-fi lyrics, etc.). There may be a finite amount one can “get” from this particular song, but—whatever that amount is—I got it all. And this is not because of any relationship I’ve created between “Centre of Eternity” and my life from the middle 1980s, most of which I don’t remember. It’s because the middle ’80s were a time when I might lie on my bed and listen to a random Ozzy song 365 times over the course of twelve months. It’s not an emotional experience. It’s a mechanical experience. I’m not altering the value of “Centre of Eternity” by making it signify something specific to me, or my past. I’ve simply listened to it enough to have multiple auditory experiences simultaneously (and without even trying). The track sounds better than logic dictates because I (once) put in enough time to “get” everything it possibly offers. So maybe it’s not that we’re overrating our memories. Maybe it’s that we’re underrating the import of prolonged exposure. Maybe things don’t become meaningful unless we’re willing to repeat our interaction with whatever that “thing” truly is.

			And this, I think, is what makes our current “nostalgia problem” more multifaceted than the one we had ten years ago. This process I just described? This idea of accidentally creating a false (but powerful) sense of nostalgia through inadvertent-yet-dogged repetition? That’s ending, and it’s not coming back.

			

			—

			IN THE YEAR 2011, I don’t know why anyone would listen to any song every day for a year. Even if it was your favorite song of all time, it would be impossible to justify. It would be like going to the New York Public Library every morning and only reading Jonathan Livingston Seagull. Music is now (essentially) free, so no one who loves music is limited by an inability to afford cassettes. Radio is less important than it used to be (which means songs can’t be easily inflicted on audiences), MTV only shows videos when no one is watching, and streaming services are game changers. Equally important is the way modern pop music is recorded and produced: It’s deliberately designed for digital immediacy. Listen to the first ninety seconds of Rihanna’s new album Loud—if you don’t love it right away, you’re not going to love it a month from now. There’s also been a shift in how long a critic (professional or otherwise) can be expected to hear a product before judging its value. This is especially true for albums that are supposed to be important—most meaningful responses to Radiohead’s The King of Limbs and Kanye and Jay-Z’s Watch the Throne happened within twenty-four hours of their embargoed release. When someone in 2011 complains that a specific song is being “played to death,” it usually just means it’s been licensed to too many commercials and movie trailers and feels more like a commodity.

			Now, no one can irrefutably declare that this evolution is bad, good, or merely different; it seems like it will (probably) be negative for artists, positive for casual consumers, and neutral for serious music fans. But it’s absolutely going to change what we classify (rightly or wrongly) as “nostalgia.” If you hate nostalgia, this is good news. “Excellent,” you probably think. “Now I won’t have to listen to people trying to convince me that Pearl Jam’s Riot Act is secretly awesome, based on the argument that they used to listen to Pearl Jam’s Ten in high school.” From a practical standpoint, there’s no historical loss to the genocide of self-made nostalgia. The Internet will warehouse what people’s minds do not. (And since the Internet is a curator-based medium, it’s a naturally backward-looking medium.) People won’t need to “remember” Pearl Jam in order for Pearl Jam to survive forever. In a hundred years, we will still have a more complete, more accurate portrait of Eddie Vedder than of Mozart or John Philip Sousa or Chuck Berry, even if no one in America is still aware that a song titled “Jeremy” once existed. It’s uncomfortable to admit this, but technology has made the ability to remember things irrelevant. Intellectually, having a deep memory used to be a real competitive advantage. Now it’s like having the ability to multiply four-digit numbers in your head—impressive, but not essential.

			Yet people will still want to remember stuff.

			People enjoy remembering things, and particularly things that happened in their youth. Remembering creates meaning. There are really only two stages in any existence—what we’re doing now, and what we were doing then. That’s why random songs played repeatedly take on a weight that outsizes their ostensive worth: We can unconsciously hear the time and energy we invested, all those years ago. But no one really does that anymore. No one endlessly plays the same song out of necessity. So when this process stops happening—when there are no more weirdos listening to “Centre of Eternity” every day for a year, without even particularly liking it—what will replace that experience?

			I suspect it will be replaced by the actions of strangers.

			Connectivity will replace repetition. Instead of generating false nostalgia by having the same experience over and over, we will aggregate false nostalgia from those fleeting moments when everyone seemed to be doing the same thing at once. It won’t be a kid playing the same song 1,000 times in a row. It will be that kid remembering when he and 999 other people all played the same song once (and immediately discussed it on Twitter, or on whatever replaces Twitter). It will be a short, shared experience that seems vast enough to be justifiably memorable. And I don’t know what that will feel like, and I don’t know if it will be better or worse. But I’m sure it will make some people miss the way things used to be.

		

	
		
			When the following essay was published in December 2011, Tim Tebow was (by far) the best-known, most polarizing athlete in America. By the time this book is released, many people will not even remember who he was or what he did, unless they really care about God or Florida or minor league baseball. That entire evolution happened in less than five years. It’s starting to feel like Tebow’s lasting cultural imprint will be small, unless he runs for Congress (which, I must concede, feels inevitable).

			So—just in case—here is who this guy was: He was the best college quarterback of the modern era (one Heisman Trophy, two national titles). He was a bad NFL quarterback, even though he won more games than he lost. He’s an openly religious person who’s heavily involved with philanthropy. He built a children’s hospital in the Philippines. As a college senior at Florida, when asked at a press conference if he was a virgin, he laughed and said, “Yes I am.” He starred (alongside his mother) in an anti-abortion commercial that ran during the Super Bowl. He is the only football player in history who became famous for genuflecting in public (Colin Kaepernick doesn’t count—he got famous for kneeling, which isn’t the same). Half the people who watched him play loved him a little too much. The other half hated him too much.

			Some people exist only for the benefit of strangers.

		

	
		
			The Light Who Has Lighted the World

			If you’ve lost interest in thinking about Tim Tebow, don’t read the rest of this article. It will only make you mad. But then again, that might be what you want.

			

			—

			I’VE JUST WATCHED the Denver Broncos defeat the Minnesota Vikings 35–32. Tebow was awful in the first half, passing for only 13 yards. He was relatively decent in the second half, finishing 10 of 15 for the game and completing three passes of more than 20 yards, a minor achievement he hadn’t accomplished all year. The Broncos won by intercepting a pass in the final minute and kicking an easy field goal, so it would be misleading and reactionary and inaccurate to say that Tebow won them the game. But Tebow won them the game.

			When the score was deadlocked at 32 and the Broncos were kicking off with 1:33 remaining, Fox idiotically broke away from the tie in Minneapolis to show us the opening kickoff of the Giants–Packers game. Since I couldn’t see what was transpiring in Minnesota, I just had to sit in my chair and wonder what would happen next. Did I believe Denver would win? I shouldn’t have. Minnesota was getting the ball with multiple time-outs. They’d been the better team for most of the afternoon. Viking QB Chris Ponder had outplayed Tebow and the best athlete on the field was Viking receiver Percy Harvin. The worst-case scenario for the Vikings should have been heading into overtime with a home-field advantage.

			Yet I believed

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			

			—

			
			
			
			

			
				
				—
			

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
					Tebow is a good person who loves God.

					Tebow throws many incompletions and makes curious, unorthodox decisions.

					The Broncos’ defense keeps every game tight. Underrated running back Willis McGahee eats the clock.

					The Broncos inevitably win in the closing minutes.

					Tebow humbly thanks God for this achievement (and for all achievements), thereby crediting God for what just happened (and for what happens to everyone on earth).

					Tebow connects God to life.

					Tebow is a good person who loves God.

			

			
			

			—
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			—
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