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Alex Miller finished picking up his dirty clothes from the floor of his bedroom. He tucked a stray sock under his arm and headed for the laundry room.

“That’s quite a load you have there!” his dad said with a grin. “You need any help?”

“No sir . . . I have it,” Alex said. He dumped the pile on the laundry room floor and yelled down the hallway into the kitchen where his mother was preparing lunch for the family.

“I’m ready!”

Nothing from Mom.

“Mom!” he shouted. “I’m ready now!”

Still nothing.

After two more shouts when unanswered, Alex stomped to the kitchen. His mother turned and smiled at him when he entered the room.

“Mom!” Alex said again, his frustration really beginning to show. “I yelled for you . . . like, three times.”

“Yes, I heard you,” his mother said. “Isn’t this much more pleasant, though? Do you see how you and I can stand in the same room and you don’t have to shout?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Alex managed.

“And I don’t appreciate an eight-year-old boy shouting at me, anyway,” she said.

“Sorry, Mom,” he said. “I’m ready to learn to use the washer, though. When you’re ready, I mean.”

“We’ll do it after we eat,” she said. Mrs. Miller called down the hallway for her husband, who met the two in the dining room. Before he’d taken a bite, he turned his attention to Alex.

“Want to go to the basketball game at Chestnut College tonight?” he asked.

Alex could think of about a thousand things he’d rather do, including learning to use a washing machine.

“Not really,” he said with a shrug. “I don’t care that much about basketball.”

“You’ve been playing at school, haven’t you?” Mr. Miller asked. “Brett Bellinger said Ross told him you guys have been playing it in physical education for a couple of weeks. You hadn’t mentioned it. I thought you might want to go see a college game.”

“Nah, not really,” Alex said. He wasn’t kidding with his dad. He really didn’t care for the sport. There seemed to be too many designed plays. Basketball seemed like it would be more fun if all the players just went wherever they wanted on the court.

“Well, it’s something we can do together,” his dad said, almost apologetically. “And besides, I’ve already bought the tickets.”

Alex was itching to find a way out of this.

“Can’t you just take Mom?”

“Well, I could or Mom would be free to join us . . . but Mom has plans tonight, so it’s just you and me,” he said. “I think you’ll enjoy the game. Give it a chance.”

Alex sighed.

It wasn’t that Alex hated basketball. He’d actually been doing fairly well when he and friends were forced to play at school. He enjoyed shooting the ball. Chasing down rebounds and playing defense were not his strong suits, though.

“Why don’t we go play paintball or go to a movie?” Alex offered, hoping his father would change his mind.

“I already have the tickets,” Mr. Miller repeated. “And there’s a kid playing for Chestnut who I met the other day. I told him I’d try to make it to a game.”

“There’s a new indoor mini-golf place at the mall,” Alex said. He was careful to not suggest something he disliked even more than basketball.

“You know how I feel about going to the mall,” his dad said, “even if it is for something fun.”

“Fine,” Alex said, finally giving in.

“Give it a chance,” his dad repeated.
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There was plenty of excitement that night as the Chestnut College Bruins won in overtime. Alex and his dad shared popcorn, listened to the pep band, and watched the coaches yell at the officials from their seats just two rows back from the home team’s bench.

The player Mr. Miller was talking about turned out to be the star of the game. Jesse Jake was listed in the game program as being an even six feet tall. Alex thought he looked shorter than that.

Jesse scored 24 points in regulation and then scored all 11 of the Bruins’ points in the overtime period, including a game-winning three-point shot as the final buzzer sounded. In all, he’d made six 3-pointers.

Even Alex was impressed.

“That guy can really play,” he told his dad as the players exchanged high-fives in the middle of the court and the crowd chanted Jesse’s name.

“Would you like to meet him?” Alex’s dad answered.

“Sure! You think I could?”

“Let’s give them time to go to the locker room and let their coach talk to them,” he said. “Maybe if we wait around a few minutes, we’ll be able to catch him on his way out.”

While they waited, Alex’s dad explained how they’d met.

“Jesse is scheduled to graduate in May and he’s been out talking to companies that he’s interested in working for,” he said. “He dropped by the office one day last week. We talked for a little while and he mentioned that he played basketball for Chestnut. He didn’t mention that he’s probably going to be selected as an all-American this year.

“He seemed like a really nice kid, though.”

A few more minutes passed before players began exiting the locker room. Alex spotted Jake first as that night’s hero emerged with two other players.

“There he is!” Alex nudged his father. “There he is!” he said with a firm whisper.

“I see him,” his father laughed. “C’mon. And, be polite.”

Jesse saw the Millers and smiled. He quickly excused himself from his teammates and walked over, extending his right hand to Mr. Miller.

“Hey! Glad you guys could come out tonight,” he said with a smile. “A lot of people in town tell us they’re going to come support us . . . but very few actually do it.”

“Looks like we picked a great game to see,” Mr. Miller said, shaking Jesse’s hand. “You really shot it well tonight.”

“Lucky night,” Jesse said.

He glanced down at Alex.

“Who do we have here?”

“This is my son, Alex,” Mr. Miller said. “It’s his first Chestnut College game.”

Jesse shook hands with Alex.

“They’re not all this exciting,” he said. “Actually, I’m glad of that. It’s rough on the nerves.”

“You looked pretty calm,” Alex’s dad said.

“Well, looks can be deceiving,” Jesse said. He looked back at Alex.

“You play ball?”

“Mostly baseball,” Alex answered quickly. “Dad and I play a lot of golf, too. And I play football.”

“What? No basketball?” Jesse asked. He seemed hurt.

“We play at school some,” Alex said. “I enjoy shooting the ball but that’s about it.”

“There’s a lot more to it than shooting,” Jesse replied. “Sometimes I wish it was just about shooting. The other stuff – rebounding, defense – that stuff is hard work.”

Mr. Miller put his arm on Alex’s shoulder.

“Well, it was just a good chance for him to get out here and see you guys play . . . see what it’s all about,” he said. “Maybe he’ll show a little more interest in it after such an exciting game.”

“Hope so,” Jesse said. One of his friends shouted his name and Jesse quickly turned.

“I need to run now,” he told the Millers, again shaking their hands. “I really appreciate you guys coming, though.”

They said their goodbyes and Jesse jogged away quickly before turning and catching them on their way out.

“Hey, I almost forgot,” he said. “Let me give you my number. Next time you want to come to a game, I’ll have the basketball office leave tickets for you at the gate.”

“That’d be great,” Alex said. His enthusiasm didn’t go unnoticed by his father . . . or Jesse.

“Great,” Jesse said. “Thanks again for coming!”
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