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			To all the other cool kids who worked at

			135 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, Massachusetts 02125.

			It was great fun.

		

	
		
		
			
			Looking out at the road rushing under my wheels. Looking back at the years gone by like so many summer fields.

				—Jackson Browne, “Running on Empty”
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			Introduction

			I wrote much of this book during the 2020 NBA playoffs. It was an odd process. At night I watched the Los Angeles Lakers’ step-by-step journey to yet another title on television in what was called a “bubble.” The month was October, the time for baseball and football, not basketball. All games were played in an antiseptic gymnasium next to an amusement park in Orlando, Florida. By day, I spent my time in another bubble, 1969, where it was spring and the Lakers were trying to win their very first title in Los Angeles.

			All games were not played in an antiseptic gymnasium next to an amusement park in Orlando, Florida.

			

			—

			There were fans in my bubble.

			There was actual noise.

			Loud noise much of the time.

			An organist—John Kiley in Boston, Gaylord Carter in Los Angeles—played music during the timeouts.

			Hot dogs were sold.

			Beer.

			Yes, there were tall men.

			Bill Russell.

			Wilt Chamberlain.

			
			Jerry West.

			John Havlicek.

			Elgin Baylor.

			Yes, there were short shorts.

			Canvas sneakers.

			No instant replays.

			No commercial breaks.

			Big stories.

			Little stories.

			Injuries.

			Details.

			Interviews.

			Phone calls from phone booths.

			Cigarettes.

			Basketball.

			Basketball.

			Basketball.

			

			—

			I spent time in buildings that no longer exist.

			I worked with people who no longer are alive.

			I traveled across the country, back and forth, on airplanes.

			I ate in restaurants.

			I drank in bars.

			I talked to friends, sometimes late into the night.

			I rode in cabs.

			I talked to strangers, some of them famous, face-to-face.

			I bought three newspapers every day, first thing in the morning, read them with a tactical and discerning eye, looked for news I had not heard. Worried. Analyzed.

			I went to the games.

			Yes, I did.

			I pushed through crowds.

			I shoved.

			I stayed up late.

			I woke up early. (West Coast time.)

			I stood in lines, everybody close together.

			I hustled.

			
			The rush of it all, the colors, the emotions, the deadlines, the locker rooms, the quotes, the typing, the worry, worry, worry.

			My heart sometimes seemed as if it was going to explode.

			I was young.

			I was younger than I thought I was.

			I was 100 percent alive.

			

			—

			The games at night on television from the 2020 bubble were very good, interesting, congratulations to everyone involved, but they seemed to be played in a laboratory or on a space ship circling the moon. I looked at the big NBA logo on the Disney World hardwood floor, the most familiar figure in the production, appreciated the talents on display, acknowledged the results—congratulations to L.A.—and the next day, very early, returned to the other bubble in my notes, in my memory, in my mind.

			Hello, Wilt.

			Hello, Bill.

			Hello, Jerry.

			Nobody had to wear a mask.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			 

			FLYING

			The bright young man is dressed pretty much the way I am dressed today, right now, as I type these words on my MacBook Pro. Jeans. Polo shirt. Sneakers. Maybe a sports coat for the trip. Maybe not. More likely that yellow zipper jacket, one of those Baracuta jackets with the Scotch plaid lining, in case the day is cool when he gets off the plane. They were popular back then, the Baracuta jackets. Kids in Charlestown and South Boston wore them inside out to show the lining and the label. Irish kids. Tribal. Local. The bright young man wears his the regular way since he is much older than those kids, twenty-five, not from South Boston or Charlestown, married and all, but the collar is up. That is the way everybody wore it. I still wear the collar up on my zipper jackets today.

			Because. Just because.

			The bright young man’s red hair is longer and fuller and brighter than mine. That is for sure. He has a pair of modified muttonchops for sideburns. Hasn’t added the mustache yet. That will come on his thirtieth birthday. (“You should have grown that years ago,” someone will say. “Yes, I should,” he will reply. Never will shave it off.) He is smoking. There is no doubt about that. He always was smoking back then. Lucky Strikes. Unfiltered. No bullshit. Same brand as Mom and Dad. The Luckies put Dad in the ground two years earlier, emphysema, but Dad was old when he died. Sixty-seven. No need to worry. Twenty-five is a long way from sixty-seven.

			
			The day is a wonder.

			California awaits.

			April 21, 1969.

			

			—

			The bright young man smokes all the way across the United States. Boston to L.A. The little ashtray in the armrest is filled by the time the plane passes over Cleveland. He grinds the butts into the pile, one after another, compressed proof of his addiction. He hopes he doesn’t start a fire. Something seems to be sort of smoldering right now, so he clicks the little silver cover back in place. Could he, should he ask the stewardess to empty the nascent conflagration somewhere over Iowa or Kansas or wherever they are? Doesn’t know. Doesn’t ask. Keeps grinding. The smoldering seems to stop.

			The stewardesses—and that is their 1969 job description, their title—are young. Pretty. The same age as him. They have a movie star quality with their long hair and high heels and tight skirts and their beauty. He has an aisle seat and watches the young women take cans and miniature bottles of liquor from the beverage cart. Yes.

			Time will dilute this experience. I have been watching these same women reach for those cans and miniature bottles for the last fifty years. We have grown old and wide together. The stewardesses of then have married and had children and their children have had children. Somehow the women have never left the airline. There is no romance, no mystery. They are doing the same job, same as forever, and can’t wait to get home and soak their feet.

			Except this is fifty years ago.

			And they are babes.

			All of them.

			

			—

			A portable typewriter in a carrying case is underneath the seat in front of the bright young man. Sometimes he puts his feet on it. The case is baby blue with a two-inch black leather stripe down the middle. The typewriter inside is an Olivetti Lettera 32, a brand and model that have become the favorites of serious journalists around the world. This is the Louisville Slugger of his profession. Red Smith uses a Lettera 32. Jim Murray. Frank Deford. No doubt Hemingway, Dashiell Hammett, and Shakespeare would have used one, too, if they could have. The bright young man is very proud of his Olivetti Lettera 32.

			
			He is a journalist of sorts, a writer, at least in his own mind, a sportswriter for the Boston Globe, off to cover the first two games of the best-of-seven National Basketball Association finals between the Boston Celtics and the Los Angeles Lakers. He is not afraid to share this fact with whoever might have the fortune to sit next to a sportswriter for the Boston Globe who is off to cover the first two games of the series between the Celtics and the Lakers. (God bless that person.)

			The assignment is the biggest the bright young man has had in fifteen months at the newspaper, the biggest of his short career. He is scheduled to cover the whole shebang, a possible two full weeks of athletic bloodletting. Games will be played every other day. Time zones will be flipped and flipped and flipped again. Circadian rhythms will be dismantled and left in late-night coffee shops and airport lounges.

			
				April 23—Boston at Los Angeles

				April 25—Boston at Los Angeles

				April 27—Los Angeles at Boston

				April 29—Los Angeles at Boston

				May 1—Boston at Los Angeles (if necessary)

				May 3—Los Angeles at Boston (if necessary)

				May 5—Boston at Los Angeles (if necessary)

			

			There is the promise of melodrama, suspense, transcontinental electricity inside this schedule. The bright young man can feel it. He has been traveling with the Celtics since the start of these playoffs, has chronicled the team’s successes in Philadelphia and New York to reach the finals. He has latched onto a show that has become much better than it was predicted to be.

			The Celtics were supposed to be dead by now. They had finished an embarrassed fourth in the Eastern Division of the NBA with a 48-34 record, nine games behind the first-place Baltimore Bullets, six games behind the third-place New York Knicks. No matter that they were defending champions, had won nine NBA titles in the past ten years, had dominated their sport for an entire decade, the Celtics were supposed to be finished. Done.

			
			The universal judgment was that they were too old. Every year another piece had fallen off the juggernaut, another part that had made the basketball machine function. Bob Cousy and Bill Sharman, Frank Ramsey and K. C. Jones, Tom Heinsohn and celebrated coach Red Auerbach, all future members of the Basketball Hall of Fame, had peeled away, one after another. A host of supporting players like Wayne Embry and Jim Loscutoff, Gene Conley and Willie Naulls, also had departed.

			Sam Jones, master of the jump shot, thirty-five years old, would be the next to depart at the end of the playoffs. A Sam Jones Day already had been held at the end of the regular season at Boston Garden, complete with a proclamation from the City Council, a cake, a dinner, a standing ovation from 13,555 fans, and a gift of the shell of a prefab home that would be built in Silver Spring, Maryland, at his new address. All that was left was for the playoffs to end before he could move.

			Bill Russell, the six-foot-ten foundation of all of the success, same age as Jones, also was thinking about retirement. He was in his third year as a player/coach, Auerbach’s replacement. He was in his thirteenth year in a green uniform. As a young coach at thirty-five, he knew the limits of an old player at thirty-five. His body gave him reminders every day. He couldn’t run as fast, couldn’t jump as high. His arthritic knees ached. He had his moments, but, man, he had to spread them out. He had to survive on bursts of energy, rather than the constant flow of high-grade performance that had made him the winningest player in the history of American professional sports.

			Bursts were how he had led the team to a tenth championship in 1968, a year ago, lifting the Celtics from a 3-1 hole against the Philadelphia 76ers in the Eastern Division championship, then to a six-game triumph over the Lakers in the finals. Could he do it again? There were positive signs in the first two playoff series this year, both mild upsets, but not enough to change the minds of the actuarial thinkers in Las Vegas.

			The Lakers are a 9–5 favorite, which pretty much translates to 2–1, large odds for a championship series. This is not a new evaluation. Despite their loss in the finals last year, despite their loss in all six finals they have played against the Celtics in their history, the residents of the Fabulous Forum, 3900 W. Manchester Rd., Inglewood, CA 90305, have been the favorites to win this title since July 9, 1968, three months before the season even started. That was when their owner, Jack Kent Cooke, laid out an astounding $260,000 for the first year of a five-year contract to secure the services of seven-foot-one Wilton Norman Chamberlain. Ranked everywhere except, perhaps, Boston Massachusetts, as the biggest, bestest, most stupendous basketball player in the history of the world, Chamberlain was added to a lineup that included certified superstars Jerry West and Elgin Baylor.

			
			No team like this ever had been assembled in the NBA. It was as if the roster had been cut from the pages of comic books, Superman pasted together with Batman and, oh, the Incredible Hulk or any one of the Avengers in an effort to rid Metropolis of the dark forces that had ruled for so long. The move was unprecedented. There was no such thing as free agency in the NBA or any American professional sport in 1969. Players like Chamberlain simply weren’t available on the open market. They were chained to their employer, indentured, locked into servitude at their latest stop until their owners chose to send them elsewhere.

			And yet, here he was.

			The word “destiny” seemed appropriate on a bunch of levels for the Lakers and for Wilt. This was the final test before it could be fulfilled.

			

			—

			Stories bounce through the young man’s head. Angles. They are there when he wakes up in the morning, there when he goes to sleep. He makes a mental list, changes it, adds or deletes. He conducts imaginary interviews that he hopes will happen. He will be ready for anything. He will make the readers see what he sees, hear what he hears, feel what he feels. The matchups sing to him.

			Celtics vs. Lakers

			Perpetual Winners vs. Perpetual Losers

			Bill Russell vs. Wilt Chamberlain

			Fate vs. Jerry West

			Sam Jones vs. Age

			
			Age vs. Elgin Baylor

			John Havlicek vs. The Four-Minute Mile

			Red Auerbach’s Basketball Knowledge vs. Jack Kent Cooke’s Ownership Money

			The Athens of America vs. Hollywood

			Defense vs. Offense

			Running vs. Walking

			Teamwork vs. Celebrity

			Good vs. Evil (Parochial View)

			The Boston Garden vs. The Fabulous Forum

			Truth, Justice, and the American Way vs. High Gloss and Big Money

			Boston vs. Los Angeles

			Yes!

			Yes, indeed.

			

			—

			This is an important trip for the bright young man. Excuse, if you can, his self-absorption. Ambition pumps through his body in a daily systolic beat, always there, threatening to explode from his body in inopportune moments. He is young enough to believe that anything can happen. This is a chance to make people notice.

			A simple game story will not be sufficient—“The Boston Celtics defeated the Los Angeles Lakers, 110–109, as John Havlicek scored 42 points and Bill Russell pulled down 28 rebounds, blah, blah, blah…” The stories of today must do more. They must be different, provocative, but also must read like a page or two from a novel, tell the background of what took place, describe the characters involved, their thoughts and emotions, their answers to the toughest questions. Details. Details. Details. There never can be too many details.

			The term that is peddled on the most literate streets in 1969 is “New Journalism.” Tom Wolfe and Truman Capote and Gay Talese are prominent New Journalists in the real world. They not only report the news, they report the colors, the sounds, the brands of cigarettes and automobiles, the contents of the subject’s imagination. The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby (Wolfe), In Cold Blood (Capote), “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold” (Talese). This is revolutionary stuff. Musical. Funky. The dull informative clatter of the Associated Press, say, or the New York Times has been replaced by stories that read like good fiction, stories that talk about thoughts and motivations, reasons, and memories of home and Mama.

			
			The sportswriting business has a different name for the would-be practitioners of this approach to writing. They are called “chipmunks.” Young, mostly under thirty-five, they are irritants to the older generation. Too noisy. Too demanding. Too…everything. Jimmy Cannon, the longtime standout columnist in New York, age fifty-eight, grew impatient with these new people and their incessant questions. He said, “They sound like a bunch of chipmunks.” The name stuck. A famous moment came when Ralph Terry, a pitcher for the New York Yankees, won a game in the World Series and said afterward that his wife was home feeding their new baby. “Bottle or breast?” a sportswriter asked. That was a chipmunk question.

			The bright young man considers himself part of the revolution. He works for the evening edition of the Globe, so he has later deadlines—pretty much no deadlines at all—and will be able to stay later in the locker rooms, ask his questions, then take time to write his story. Bottle or breast? He will have that story behind the story. He will write it for what he is worth. Breast would be more exciting.

			When he first moved to Boston, fifteen months ago, before he was married, he lived in a rooming house on Marlborough Street. Dead asleep one night he was awakened by an alarm and noises in the hall. An orange glow was outside his only window. The Unitarian church on the corner, First Church of Boston, was on fire. The glow was a reflection on a wall of another building.

			Half-asleep and panicked, he put on some clothes and grabbed the Lettera 32 in the baby-blue carrying case with the two-inch black stripe down the middle. He went outside and stood on the street. He watched the fire with residents who had grabbed cats and dogs and family photos, antiques, and other treasures. He had grabbed his typewriter.

			

			—

			Somewhere in the flight, the beverage cart is replaced by baskets filled with headphones wrapped in plastic. The glamorous stewardesses walk through the plane with the baskets. A movie will be shown. (Is there a charge? Can’t remember.) The fine young man accepts the offer, plugs the power end of the headphones into the armrest, careful to stay away from any possible inferno in the ashtray, inserts the appropriate plugs into his appropriate ears. Small television screens drop from the ceiling in a choreographed entrance, all of them at once. There is a screen at every fourth or fifth row, the entire length of the plane. The movie is Bullitt, starring Steve McQueen.

			
			I watched this movie again on Netflix two nights ago. This was maybe the seventh time I have seen the thing in my lifetime. Holds up well. Steve, if you never saw it or don’t remember, plays Bullitt, of course, the headstrong detective who gets things done, no matter the cost. Jacqueline Bisset is the love interest.

			The inescapable fact of this seventh viewing is that I know Steve McQueen will be dead on an operating table in Juarez, Mexico, in twelve more years at the age of fifty. He will try a long-shot operation to combat the many cancerous tumors in his body, but will die of a heart attack. (I looked up the dates and circumstances.) In the movie, Steve still is thirty-eight years old, thirty-eight forever, handsome in that hard-edged way that appeals to both men and women. He takes no shit from anyone. He outwits the bad guys. His face crinkles in all the right places when he smiles. His blue eyes stare into the future that he doesn’t know exists.

			The fine young man is entranced. He hasn’t traveled much, certainly not long distances like this, and never has seen a movie on an airplane. The decadence of the experience is wonderful. Smoking. Drinking a Pepsi. (Real Pepsi, not diet.) Stretched out. Watching a movie. Steve McQueen must do this all the time. Fly in a jet. Probably a private jet. Maybe with Jacqueline Bisset at his side. Drink. Smoke. Maybe watch himself on the screen.

			Who wouldn’t want to be Steve?

			Nobody.

			A voice asks everyone to buckle their seat belts, return their seat backs and tray tables to an upright and locked position, make sure all their carry-on luggage is stowed under the seat in front of them or in the overhead bins. The stewardesses prepare for landing.

			California!

			

			—

			
			I am going to say the plane flies out over the Pacific Ocean and turns around to land at LAX. I don’t know if this is true, can’t remember, but I’m going to say it does for dramatic purposes. The bright young man looks out the window. (I’m also going to say he has a window seat.) He is spellbound by the sight of the Pacific. There it is. Son of a bitch. He never has seen the Pacific Ocean. He never has been to California. He never has seen a palm tree, except in pictures. There is a lot he never has seen.

			In the army, finishing up basic training with the National Guard, he hitchhiked from Fort Leonard Wood to St. Louis once with a guy from New Albany, Indiana. After they drank a lot of beer and went to a baseball game, they visited the famous arch, then went down and spit into the Mississippi River. The guy from New Albany, Indiana, said that a man had to spit into the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and the Mississippi River to prove that he was a true American male. It sounded like a proper Code of Life. Something important. This will finish the process for the bright young man. Spit into the Pacific.

			Will he go to Hollywood, see the names of the stars in the sidewalks? Will he see any stars in real life, doing their shopping or going to the dry cleaners? Will he recognize them? Will he go to a beach? Will he see any surfers? Will he see a Beach Boy? Brian Wilson would be good. Will he see a Dodgers game? Probably not. Will he go to Disneyland? Probably not. Will he go up to Griffith Observatory where James Dean kicked ass in that knife fight in Rebel Without a Cause and captured Natalie Wood’s heart? Rodeo Drive? Venice Beach? Will he ride on a freeway? What’s that like? Will he eat a California orange?

			He heads through the terminal confusion toward baggage claim with no problem. All he has to do is follow the heads sticking out of the crowd, the Celtics’ heads, taller than all the other heads. There’s Russell. There’s Tom Sanders. There’s Bailey Howell. The players will lead the way, then stand around, then pick their bags off the luggage carousel, same as the bright young man. They will grab a cab to the Airport Marina Hotel, same as he will. Often the same cab.

			There will be no air-conditioned luxury bus. There will be no preferred treatment. Joe DeLauri, the team trainer, also handles the travel arrangements. He will hand out keys at the hotel. All the players except Russell will have a roommate.

			
			The bright young man will follow along. The trainer also will give him a key. His roommates will be those Lucky Strikes and that Lettera 32. The room will be filled with smoke and that clackety-clack noise, a bell at the end of each typewritten line. An ashtray will always need to be emptied. There will be great internal debates about choices of words and phrases, quotes to use and quotes to leave out. Plot lines will evolve. Drama will develop. The characters on the Celtics and Lakers will play their parts, working through a series that will be as memorable as any in NBA history. The bright young man will play his part, clackety-clack, in the room.

			He is the twenty-five-year-old me. I am the seventy-seven-year-old him.

			He knows nothing about what will happen next. I know pretty much everything.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			 

			PRACTICE

			
				By Leigh Montville

				Staff Writer

				LOS ANGELES—The drill was simple.

				Three members of the Boston Celtics would thump down the long basketball court at the University of Loyola. They would weave and pass and run, pell-mell, with the final step being a layup. Then they would come back the other way. Same thing. Another group would follow.

				“Twenty layups in a row,” said Bill Russell, sweat-less and without a tee shirt on one side of the court.

				The troops responded—after a while.

				For a long time, they would make double-figure assaults at the 20 straight layups. Then a Don Chaney or a Mal Graham would flub a shot.

				“One,” Russell would say as the next three-man group rolled down the court. Sometimes, like an aggravated drill sergeant, he wouldn’t count too well and 14 straight layups would be numbered as “six” in Russell’s delayed cadence, count cadence, count.

				The drill, one hour after the team had stepped from a 5½-hour plane ride, had a purpose. The Celtics are going to have to run and run—using their familiar success formula—if they hope to win National Basketball Association championship No.11.

				
				The Los Angeles Lakers, the opposition in the finals for the sixth time, have played different basketball this year. The difference has been noticeable. Its name is Wilt Chamberlain.

				The seven-foot, one-inch center has slowed down the Lakers. He has forgotten the quick outlet pass and made a team with Jerry West and Elgin Baylor conscious of working plays. On defense, he has done a Russellesque job, blocking layups and forcing jump shooters into funny jump shots.

				His defense is the main reason the Celtics have to run.

				“You have to run the Lakers some,” said the Celtics’ Bailey Howell, the man who finally scored the 20th consecutive layup. “If you don’t get any fast break baskets, you don’t get close shots at all.

				“You can’t let Wilt get set up all the time. When he sets up, he forces you outside. You don’t ever win with outside shooting.”

				“And once Wilt sets up, we can’t move him,” said John Havlicek, whose basketball gospel has involved foot racing as much as foul shooting. “A center like Zelmo Beatty of the Atlanta Hawks can do it, but Russ can’t.

				“Beatty, who is a good outside shooter, can hit that little 15-foot jumper all day. Wilt has to come out. With us, he knows he doesn’t have to worry about Russ shooting from the outside.”

				The game plan for the opening of the best-of-seven series Wednesday night at the Forum in Inglewood will be made today. The Celtics plan a closed practice at the Forum this afternoon. Changes will be made.

				“Every series is different,” Russell said while taking a whirlpool bath after throwing the team into a seven-basket, losers-take-20-laps scrimmage. “This is an entirely different team from the one we played last year.

				
				“At the Forum we will try to prepare directly for the Lakers. Today we were just running.”

				Russell said Howell would probably draw the defensive assignment against Baylor with Emmette Bryant against West. Both choices, however, were subject to change this afternoon.

				And after the Wednesday night opener.

				THE NOTEBOOK—The Lakers held an informal workout—shoot if you want to shoot—in the morning at Loyola…Thus far, in six playoff dates they have drawn 2000 more people than Bill Sharman’s LA Stars team in the American Basketball Association drew all year.

				“I’ll tell you this,” Russell said with a whirlpool-bath smile, “the two best teams in the league are in the playoffs…All the has-beens, the third and fourth-best centers in the All-Star balloting.”

				Russell declined to call this the best Laker team the Celtics have faced in the playoffs…“We’ll have to see what happens and I don’t mean who wins and who loses, but how the games are played,” he said. “You have to remember that our team is not as strong as it has been in other years. Years when people like Sam and K.C. (Jones) were coming off the bench.”

				Boston Evening Globe

				April 22, 1969

				

				—

				So this is the bright young man’s first dispatch from the sun-drenched western front. I give it a B, maybe three out of four stars, 7.5 out of 10. I wanted to grade harder, no more than a C, two stars, a pedestrian 5.5 of 10, but decided to assign extra credit for youth and obvious ambition. Perhaps my relationship with the writer factored into the decision.

				You can see that he is trying. He has dumped his bags at the Airport Marina and hustled to the practice at Loyola Marymount. This is worth points by itself. The usual sportswriting procedure after a cross-country flight, especially east to west, three-hour change in time, was to submit a formulaic advance, a can of stale quotes saved from the back pages of a reporter’s notebook. Going to the practice was not seen as necessary. The bright young man (TBYM) is the only Boston writer in attendance.

				
				His idea is to capture the look and feel of what he sees. Remember that there is no such thing as ESPN in 1969. The all-sports network will not arrive for another decade. No radio sports talk shows are in need of a high-calorie diet of clichés to survive. The clichés are available, but the shows haven’t been invented. Local television, one station or two, might send a crew to cover the run-up to an event like the NBA finals for a spot on the evening news, but probably will not. Television does not travel lightly or easily with its lights and sound and awkward equipment.

				The level of show business excitement measured here against future mega-noise, megawatt, great gargled exultations, is low, if not nonexistent. There are no podiums for speakers, no backgrounds against a wall with advertisements to promote automobiles or banks or energy drinks as the stars grant group interviews. There are no group interviews. (There are no energy drinks, either, except coffee, black.) This could be a basketball practice at the local YMCA, youngish accountants and plumbers, bartenders and schoolteachers, getting ready in obscurity for the Men’s League finals. These would be tall bartenders and schoolteachers, to be sure, much more competent in the layup lines, but this would be the same quiet scene.

				The description of the normality of the workout is what I like best in the story. TBYM has hooked onto that, describing Russell’s all-business approach. The coach is not wearing a shirt while he conducts the drills, punishing his players for mistakes by recalibrating his count. He is not a participant, either, a testament to his workload as a player. He gives his post-practice interview from the whirlpool bath, naked famous man surrounded by bubbles, breaking down the series, making a little joke at the end about how both he and Wilt were disrespected in the All-Star balloting. (Wes Unseld of Baltimore and Elvin Hayes of San Diego were selected this year in front of the familiar one-two finishers.) Who, the coach wanted to know, were the big men here at the end?

				TBYM, I am sure, went back to his hotel room and wrote his story surrounded by the nicotine cloud. A basketful of balled-up failed beginnings no doubt was part of the scene. Finished, he had to find a Western Union outlet somewhere in the area. Western Union was the recommended way to transmit a newspaper story across the country at that time. Friends might tell people now that the bright young man had to attach his work to the right leg of a carrier pigeon and send the bird on its way to Boston, rest stops in Utah and Kansas, but that is not the truth. Western Union was the favored method of transmission.

				
				That meant he had to look in the phone book, the Yellow Pages, to find a Western Union office in nearby Inglewood. (Note to Generation Z: The Yellow Pages was the business side of the phone book. The phone book was a fat printed listing of all local phone numbers. The phone was that contraption with the dial on the desk in the hotel room. Dial 9 for an outside line.) The office he found sometimes was an actual office, but often was part of some other business like a drugstore that also featured a Western Union machine. I seem to remember a drugstore here in Inglewood.

				TBYM no doubt took a cab, handed his typewritten words and instructions to the nondescript operator/pharmacist, who then retyped them on his or her Western Union machine and sent them hurtling across the country to another machine in what was called “The Wire Room” at the Globe. A bell would ring on the Globe’s machine when the story arrived, and the machine would retype the words. Bing-bing-bing. Back in his hotel room, TBYM would call an hour later to make sure everything had worked.

				The process seems medieval and clunky compared to modern computer technology that pretty much takes a thought from a writer’s head and zips it into common knowledge in the speed of a hiccup, but this was magic at the time. The Boston Globe daily circulation was 443,037. On Sundays, it was 564,083. In talking to advertisers, the newspaper always would mention a “pass-along factor” of 2.5 for the daily edition, more than 3 for Sunday. That meant well over a million people would read the paper during the week, well over a million and a half, closing in on two on Sunday. The words mattered. No ESPN. No talk-show radio.

				The bright young man is the man.

				

				—

				
				An entire year—minus nine days—has passed since the Celtics finished off the Lakers on May 2, 1968, in six games at the Forum for their tenth title in twelve years. That final game was a 124–109 pounding, a rout that was another affirmation of the Celtics’ superiority in the NBA cosmos. This was the fifth time they had beaten the Lakers in the finals in five tries.

				Twelve months.

				“We talked about being just a bunch of old guys doing the best we can,” Bill Russell reported after that game, trying to describe a bit of humility during one timeout in the carnage.

				“What part of the game was that?” a reporter asked.

				Russell laughed.

				“When we came over to the bench and we were ahead 17 points,” he said.

				Twelve months.

				Both teams returned to the beginning to start a new season, made adjustments, and started all over again. Both have survived the Chutes and Ladders game board of their sport. Here they are. Same time. Same place. They each have played eighty-two regular-season games plus eleven more in two rounds of playoffs. Injuries, inconsistencies, and incidental contacts have been brushed aside. Back again.

				Tumultuous events have taken place in other parts of the newspaper during this time. Martin Luther King was assassinated twenty-eight days before that final game in 1968. Robert Kennedy was assassinated thirty days after that game. The Democratic convention in Chicago in August was a string of demonstrations, arrests, all in a cloud of tear gas. Hubert Humphrey was nominated. Richard Nixon, chosen as the Republican candidate in Miami in August, won the election in November, was inaugurated as president in January. The Beatles released The White Album in November, played a concert on top of the Apple Records headquarters building at 3 Savile Row, London, in January then broke up, never to play again. John and Yoko staged a “Bed-In” in Toronto in March. North Korea, which had seized the USS Pueblo, finally released the crew two days before Christmas. Sirhan Sirhan confessed to killing Kennedy and was found guilty and sentenced to death. James Earl Ray confessed to killing Dr. King and was found guilty and sentenced to ninety-nine years in prison. Apollo 8—with astronauts Jim Lovell, Bill Anders, and Frank Borman—became the first spacecraft to orbit around the moon. Plans were announced for Apollo 10 to land on the moon in the summer of 1969. The Boeing 747 made its debut. Dwight Eisenhower died. Tommie Smith and John Carlos protested racial injustice in Mexico City. Arthur Ashe won the U.S. Open at Forest Hills.

				
				The news from Vietnam was an industrial whine in the background, start to finish, the war machine grinding up lives without rhyme, reason, or cogent explanation. More than fifteen thousand U.S. soldiers died in the twelve months. Demonstrations against the war were everywhere, especially on college campuses. Administration buildings and classrooms were occupied at Harvard, Columbia, MIT, UCal-Berkeley, assorted schools across the map. The ghettos bubbled with civic discontent, remnants from the riots after Reverend King’s death. The Black Panthers were a vibrant force in Oakland.

				The hijack of jets to go to Cuba was a trend. Eastern Airlines Flight 7 was diverted from its normal route from Newark to Miami and landed in Havana. Allen Funt and a crew from Candid Camera were on the flight. Passengers first thought the hijack was a stunt, but it was not. China detonated its first thermonuclear device. The Zodiac Killer began his grim work in Benicia, California. Jim Morrison was arrested for indecent exposure in Miami. Yale University admitted women in New Haven. The politically incorrect Hong Kong flu killed 33,800 Americans, which seemed like a lot.

				Hair was long, skirts were short. (Everybody said that.) Marijuana was everywhere. Plans were made for a large musical gathering during the coming summer at Max Yasgur’s farm in Bethel, New York. Marilyn Manson, Andrew Breitbart, and Jennifer Aniston were born. Tallulah Bankhead, John Steinbeck, Boris Karloff, Gabby Hayes, and the Saturday Evening Post died. Elvis appeared on a comeback special. Oliver! won the Oscar for best picture for 1968. Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and Midnight Cowboy were major contenders for the next year. Laugh-In was the top-rated television show, with Artie Johnson appearing from behind a potted plant, Goldie Hawn smiling, and Judy Carne asking everyone to “Sock it to me.” Gomer Pyle, Bonanza, and Mayberry R.F.D. were Nielsen winners. Cronkite delivered the news from one network, Huntley and Brinkley from another, and the third network never could find the right guy. Hair was the big Broadway musical. The Godfather by Mario Puzo was a big book. Slaughterhouse Five by Kurt Vonnegut was another one.

				
				The minimum wage was a buck sixty. The average price of a new house was $14,950. Gas was thirty-five cents a gallon. January in Los Angeles was the wettest month in the city since December 1889, with 14.94 inches of rain. The “100-Hour Snowstorm” from February 24 to 26 was an all-time record in Boston, with 25.8 inches of snow. Sonny and Cher were officially married after the birth of their daughter, Chastity. The number-one country song was “D-I-V-O-R-C-E” by Tammy Wynette.

				Anything else?

				Wilt became a Laker. Russell and the Celtics became a year older.

				Twelve months.

				Same place. Same time.

				

				—

				The NBA finals, it must be said, are not the dominant story of the news cycle. (Is there such a term in 1969? News cycle? Probably not.) They are not even the dominant sports story, even in the cities where the games will be played a day later.

				In Boston, the refusal to report to the Cleveland Indians by flamboyant outfielder Ken (The Hawk) Harrelson, owner of many Nehru jackets and a famous round waterbed, after a trade by the Red Sox is on the front page of the Globe, along with a proposal to build a $91 million football stadium over the Massachusetts Turnpike that will keep the Boston Patriots from moving to Seattle. (The stadium never will be built. The Patriots will never move to Seattle. The Hawk will, however, move to Cleveland. No report on the status of the waterbed.)

				On the front sports page, the finish of the Boston Marathon, won by Yoshiaki Unetani of Japan, the fortunes of the Boston Bruins hockey team, and a scheduled start for Red Sox pitcher Jim Lonborg all are given more prominent positions. The Celtics are fourth in importance.

				In the Los Angeles Times, columnist Jim Murray does write a sweet blank-verse ode to veteran Lakers forward Elgin Baylor, but the predominant sports page story is the Los Angeles Dodgers’ 7–5 win over Juan Marichal and the San Francisco Giants. A story about STP salesman Andy Granatelli’s eight-car assault on the upcoming Indy 500 also is in a more prominent spot. The Lakers are third.

				
				Baseball is the undisputed king in both cities. Hockey is second in Boston, football or horse racing second in Los Angeles. The colleges are strong in both cities, stronger in L.A. with UCLA and the University of Southern California, but spread across more schools in Boston and New England. Various other constituencies like boxing, high school sports, fishing and hunting, and golf argue for time and attention.

				Basketball, professional basketball, still is in a fight to clear out more space for itself. The residue from the early traveling-carnival days of the sport—teams in Syracuse and Rochester and Fort Wayne, regularly scheduled games in places like Providence and Dayton and Evansville—is stronger than any apparition of what is to come. The Lakers, with their year-old arena and the big-bucks pretentions of owner Jack Kent Cooke, perhaps offer a first glimpse of the future, but the Celtics are a strong look into the past.

				Four employees—that’s all—staff the Celtics team office, one flight up from the pinball parlor and the train station at the base of the Boston Garden. Those four employees are Red Auerbach, the Hall of Fame coach, now general manager; his secretary, Mary Whelan; publicity man Howie McHugh; and Jeff Cohen, who is twenty-five years old, son of Red’s best friend. Cohen is listed as “assistant general manager,” but also is someone sent for donuts and coffee. (“ ‘You want to be assistant general manager?’ ” Cohen remembers as the conversation about his promotion with Auerbach. “ ‘That’s great. You’re assistant general manager. There’s no more money, though. Understand? You’re not a player.’ ”)

				A new owner of the team is Ballantine Beer, based in Newark, New Jersey. The Celtics have become a commodity, an investment, since the death of original owner Walter Brown five years earlier. The brewery has replaced the previous owner, real estate speculator Marvin Kratter, the investor who bought and then demolished Ebbets Field in Brooklyn for apartments. Marvin had a lucky rock from the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem that he asked the players to touch before heading onto the court. The players are not unhappy that this ritual has disappeared.

				In a corporate moment during this present season, Howard Pines, the director of benefits at new-owner Ballantine, had occasion to call the Celtics office to talk to the director of personnel. There was a question about a check from a player that had bounced. He was surprised when Auerbach answered the phone.

				
				“I’m sorry,” Pines apologized. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I was looking for the director of personnel.”

				“Howard,” Red replied, “I am the head of personnel, the head of public relations, the head of operations and the general manager. So you have no choice but to bother me.”

				Pines eventually would include this anecdote in his book The Case for Wasting Time and Other Management Heresies as an example of a pared-down operation. This was a good choice. Anything less would reduce this pared-down operation to one man working from his basement.

				Everything is low-key. The budget for scouting college talent for the NBA draft famously is the price of a Street & Smith’s Basketball Annual for the new year and the bill for some long-distance phone calls between Red and his basketball friends. If the timing is right, a potential season ticket holder—and there aren’t many—can be accompanied by the general manager himself for a view upstairs of the new seats. If Red is not available, his secretary or the assistant general manager will show the customer the potential new seats.

				The NBA, itself, is a cozy operation. The office might have been moved from the eightieth floor of the Empire State Building to Suite 2360 at 2 Penn Plaza, part of the two-year-old Madison Square Garden complex, but the league still has only six employees. They would be the commissioner, Walter Kennedy, the assistant commissioner, Carl Scheer, a PR director, an office manager (who doubled as league statistician), a secretary, and a telephone operator, who handled the six phone lines. The number, remembered by a former employee, was (212) 279-1535, which was as nondescript as something your mother might have in her studio apartment on the Upper East Side.

				“We didn’t even have a number that ended in ‘00,’ ” the former employee says. “That was the NBA.”

				The best indication of the NBA’s place in the 1969 world is that none of the first four games of the series (which would be all the games if there were a sweep) will be shown on television in Boston. Channel 38, which won the bid for the local rights, had a clause in the contract that the station would not cover games on the West Coast due to cost. That eliminated the first two games in L.A. The second two games, one of them a Sunday afternoon national broadcast on ABC, will be blacked out in Boston in order to protect the live gate, a common procedure for most sports at the time.

				
				The Lakers also will black out their home games. Closed-circuit telecasts will be available at the Warrens and State Theatres in downtown L.A. and at the International Ballroom at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Tickets are $5. For the first two games, except for these theater outlets, no one in either of the two cities will be able to watch the action live.

				Radio still will be king. Forty-five-year-old Johnny Most, his gravel-throated voice brought to the breaking point again and again, will broadcast the action on WHDH in Boston and along the Celtics’ network. Chick Hearn, fifty-two, smooth and cool, insightful and witty, will be on KNX 1070 in Los Angeles, also across the Lakers’ network. Reports from both sides will be biased and overdramatic, especially in Boston, but loved by the local audiences. Most and Hearn will be as important as any player on either team, including Russell and Chamberlain.

				Television will be a flickering blue light on the horizon.

				“Equal to 800 sold-out Orange Bowls or 400 times the population of Plato’s Athens,” William Oscar Johnson proclaimed in wonder about the sixty million television viewers in January for the New York Jets’ 16–7 upset of the Baltimore Colts in Super Bowl III, a vision of the television future. He described the bulk of America hunkered down in “darkened parlors” and “a million dim basements with knotty pine nailed over cement blocks…No butterfly, no snowflake, no street fight or car wreckage at the corner could fight for attention.”

				The image here will be quite different. Radio. Words still will be more important than pictures.

				

				—

				The players in the series will not be millionaires. There might be good money for the big stars, for Russell and Chamberlain, Baylor and West, contracts between $200,000 and $300,000 that could be prorated to over a million dollars in twenty-first-century dollars, but nothing to compare to the status of LeBron James and Kevin Durant and a host of future NBA potentates. Auerbach still boasts that he never has dealt with an agent, although he sorta has because Bill Russell brought along a lawyer just this past summer for contract negotiations. Salaries make a precipitous drop after the top couple of names on the roster. The NBA minimum for the 1968–69 season is $10,000, which is an increase under a newly revised basic contract.

				
				A number of players still work in the off-season. Many run camps or perform in barnstorming tours or have other careers. Tom Heinsohn, an All-Star for the Celtics in the past, sold life insurance. Bob Cousy once said he was making more money driving a truck in the off-season than he made with the Celtics. Frugality is seen as a basic.

				“Those Celtics were all good guys, but they were the cheapest group of people I met in my life,” guard Mal Graham says. “You’d go to lunch and they would figure out the check, who ate what, to the penny. Nobody wanted to spend anything.”

				A good look at the basic-level NBA existence is provided by Rick Weitzman. As the final man off the bench, twelfth man on the Celtics roster, he scored the final basket in that 124–109 rout to finish off the Lakers in the final game of the 1968 finals He played the entire season as a set of embedded eyes and ears, a rookie, a twenty-one-year-old student of everything happening around him.

				Drafted in the tenth round as a six-foot-two shooting guard from Northeastern University, mostly as a tip of the hat to a local school, he surprised everyone, including himself, by making the team.

				“The day before the season opened, we still had thirteen players for the twelve spots,” he says. “Someone had to go. We all knew it. At the end of the last practice, Bill Russell said, ‘Wait a minute. Before we leave. I want to see a two-on-two game between the four rookies.’ ”

				Easy as that, drama entered the gymnasium. The rest of the team and Russell and Auerbach stood around to watch. The most physical game Weitzman ever had seen then took place. He was in the middle of it. Everyone knew the stakes. One of the rookies—Mal Graham, Nevil Shed, and Johnny Jones were the other players—would be eliminated.

				
				Weitzman’s best friend in training camp was Graham, the first-round pick from NYU, another shooting guard. On the first play of the two-on-two, Weitzman decked him. Knocked him to the floor. Graham bounced up and tried to slug Weitzman. Everything proceeded from there. Fouls were not called. Hands, arms, legs, bumps, outright pushes and shoves were everywhere. Baskets were almost impossible to make.

				The game—if that was what it could be called—did not end until Shed, one of the names from Texas Western’s grand NCAA tournament final upset of Kentucky in 1966, landed wrong and blew out a knee. Russell called an end and everyone went home. There was no phone call to Weitzman that night, no congratulations, but also no good luck message, see you later, enjoy the rest of your life. He didn’t know what to think.

				He went to the Boston Garden the next night, opening night, uncertain if he should, and entered the locker room. The white home uniforms with the green word celtics across the front were laid out at every locker. Weitzman had worn number 25 during all of training camp. There was no number 25 ready to wear.

				This was the answer?

				“You’re number 26,” equipment man Walter Randall said. “K. C. Jones was number 25 and we’re going to retire that number.”

				This was the answer.

				Averaging 1.3 points per game, appearing in only twenty-five of them, Weitzman lived the life, watched a lot of games, saw what he saw. The final audition, the gym-rat decision on who stayed and who left (Shed underwent surgery, never played an NBA game) was a beginning. Few frills were involved.

				The rookie mastered the basic six Celtics plays, each of them with three options, a total of eighteen possibilities that could take place from a set offense. He learned to run and run, run some more, a freelance foundation of all the past success, fast breaks with trailers and more trailers, options. He learned the way to play defense with the best defensive big man of all time behind him, ways to switch to cover the defensive big man’s dance partner when his own man broke free.

				Practices were held in a string of everyday places. The Boston Garden was not available most of the time, hockey always the favored tenant, so the team ran those six plays, those eighteen options at the Cambridge YMCA, at the Tobin Community Center in Roxbury, at Melrose High School, and at Brandeis University in Waltham. Where was practice this time? Check the blackboard. The Cambridge YMCA later fell off the list because local thieves would break into the players’ lockers while the players were getting ready for, say, the Cincinnati Royals.

				
				There were no practices on the road. Almost none. Travel and play. That was the routine. There were no shootarounds on the day of the game. (Shootarounds had not been invented.) There was no weight training. (Training with weights was discouraged. Hurt flexibility.) Travel and play. Film was available to watch, black-and-white, if a person wanted, but not many persons wanted. Scouting reports were rare. Everybody kept his own scouting report in his head. There were twelve teams in the league, 144 players. Every team played every other team at least seven times. Everybody pretty much learned the idiosyncrasies of everybody else pretty fast.

				The white uniforms were for home. Finish a game and you handed your shirt and shorts, jock and socks, to Walter Randall. He would have everything for you, clean, for the next game. Green uniforms were for the road. Finish a game, and you would put your uniform in your suitcase and bring it to the next game. Clean or not clean, that was up to you.

				Sneakers were all black, different from the white worn by every team in the league. This was Auerbach’s longtime innovation. His idea was if a player were dribbling with his head down and had to make a quick pass, he would be able to spot a teammate by sneaker color alone. Black sneaker, pass. White, do not pass. The brand of choice in 1968 was Converse, Chuck Taylor All Stars, canvas tops and rubber bottoms. Actually there wasn’t much choice. Russell wore a different sneaker, made by a struggling company from Bristol, Rhode Island, but everyone else wore Converse Chucks. No endorsement checks were involved for everyone else. (In 1968–69, Adidas replaced Converse in supplying free sneakers.)

				Travel was commercial, players in coach on the airplane except for the playoffs, when veterans rode in first class because the league took care of the expenses. Rides from the airport were shared in the cabs ordered by trainer Joe DeLauri. A rookie had to be in each cab because rookies had to pay the driver at the end, then track down DeLauri for reimbursement. Rooms, again, were shared.

				
				Weitzman’s first roommate was five-year veteran point guard Larry Siegfried, twenty-eight, an intense character from Ohio State. This relationship did not last long. Siegfried would return from the games with adrenaline still at work in his body. He would want to talk. This was not an unusual situation for athletes in the afterglow of competition, a rehash of the night’s adventures, except Siegfried would not stop until daybreak.

				“The sun would be up and then he’d go to sleep like a baby,” Weitzman said. “I would stumble through the day. I had to get out of there.”

				The most important chore for the twelfth-man rookie was to carry a bruised yellow suitcase to every game. Known to everyone on the team as “Ol’ Yeller,” named after the 1957 movie about a boy (Tommy Kirk) and his dog, the suitcase contained Bill Russell’s green uniform and sneakers. Weitzman had to make sure the suitcase and uniform arrived for every road game. It was something like carrying the nuclear codes from town to town with the U.S. president.

				“Never forgot it once,” the rookie reported. “That would not have been good if I did.”

				The finish for that 1968 rookie season was the fifteen-footer for the final basket of the final game of their championship run. The payoff was his piece of the modest $80,000 winners’ playoff money. This was more than Rick Weitzman made for the entire season.

				In the training camp for this 1968–69 campaign, alas, Weitzman battled a string of injuries and the usual group of new arrivals. Russell told him to “go see Red when we get home” after the last exhibition game, and that was the answer. That was how Weitzman learned that his tour of the league was finished. He played the 1969 season for the New Haven Elms in the Eastern Basketball League.

				Rich Johnson, a thin six-foot-nine forward from Grambling, rookie at the end of the bench, has been responsible for transporting Ol’ Yeller back and forth across the country for this 1969 year. He also does not want to make a mistake with the nuclear codes.

				

				—

				
				The journalistic traveling party from Boston is small. Sportswriters from Worcester, Providence, Lowell, Quincy, assorted dots on the New England map, will cover the games at the Garden, but their editors and publishers do not spend the money to send anyone as far
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