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Dedication

To every kid wondering if you can change the game . . .

YOU CAN.





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

The Warm-Up

1st Quarter

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

2nd Quarter

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

3rd Quarter

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

4th Quarter

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Acknowledgments

About the Authors

Copyright

About the Publisher





The Warm-Up

[image: image]







It’s two against one.

Not that it matters.

The twins were trash-talking all day at school, saying Dante should just punk out now, save himself the humiliation.

“The hurting we gon’ put on you, man, like, I almost feel bad,” the slightly taller twin says as he checks the ball to start the game.

“It’s not gon’ be like last time, bruh,” the other twin promises. “We really ’bout to mop you, D.”

But D doesn’t snap back. Just smiles like he knows something they don’t.

But I know, too.

D was the number-two-ranked high school player in the whole country last year. As a sophomore. But this past year, I watched him elevate his game to new heights, Sunday through Saturday, he put in work—days drenched in sweat during the July heat wave, December nights half-frozen as we shoveled mountains of wet snow off Paradise Court so he could work on his footwork.

I was right there with him. Putting up thousands—no, tens of thousands—of shots, zigzagging around the orange cones Coach James gave D, dragging the dirty orange construction barrels from the potholes they weren’t fixing on Ellison Ave and pretending they were defenders, hurdling them as we knifed in for layups, corkscrewed for one-handed floaters.

Some nights it’d be raining so hard Mom made me stay in—said, What kind of ball player you gonna be when you catch pneumonia, Tone?—and I wondered if D was gonna skip practice, too, but then, from my bed, my window slightly open, I’d hear:

Chu-kaa.

Chu-kaa.

Chu-kaa.

Most nights I listened to D dance all over the court till my eyes were too heavy to keep open. The sounds, always the same.

Thwack, thwack, shwerrrp, chu-kaa.

Translation: dribble, dribble, spin + pull-up, swish.

Or thwack, thwack, crrnch-crrnch, chu-kaa.

Translation: dribble, dribble, stepback, swish.

The crunch only happening when you were on the north end of the court, where the concrete’s crumbled so bad it’s basically gravel. But whatever, that’s not stopping anybody from jab-stepping behind the spray-painted three-point line and splashing on whoever wants it—

Especially when the ball’s in D’s hands.

Like now.

I told Mom I pushed my bed under the window so I could catch the breeze because in the summertime it’s hot enough to melt an ice cream truck, but to be real, I just wanted to be able to sit in bed and watch the court. Sometimes I pretend my fourth-story bedroom is the Fiserv Forum—where the Milwaukee Bucks play—and I’m sitting way up in one of those skyboxes like a celebrity. I act like the TV cameras are aimed at me, and I smile and salute, or I make as if I’m so into the game I don’t even notice them.

But the twins? They are most definitely noticing D right now.

No question he has their undivided attention.

Every time the ball leaves D’s hands, people standing around the court chime cha-ching, cha-ching, like the cash register at the corner store; that’s how money D’s jumper is. Sometimes he doesn’t even watch it sail through the net . . . he’s already walking back to the line for his next possession, updating the score:

6–1, me.

7–1, me.

8–2, me.

But sometimes D pauses to admire his work, his eyes following the ball’s perfect arc, its beautiful rotation, until it splashes through the tattered nylon.

Every time his new KDs leave the asphalt, it’s like he’s launching into space, his chest square, elbows bent, ball rolling off his long fingertips.

You match up against D, the outcome is always the same. Like watching reruns of your favorite show. It’s just a matter of how you want it.

That’s about as much trash talk as D serves up.

That and his other favorite phrase: all day.

As in, I can do this all day.

D will put you on skates with his crossover, then pull back and wait for you to regain your balance—and you know he could’ve blown past you and gotten to the rack, but he’s toying with you. And after you pick yourself off the ground, dust the gravel from your knees, he looks you dead in your scared eyes, and asks, How you want it?

As in, You want this jumper?

You want this dribble drive?

You want this spin move, up and under?

I’m telling you—I’ve seen this episode so many times.

THE INTRODUCTION: Some dude swears on his mama he’s gonna lock D up, all He ain’t about to get nan points on me, watch—and then D working the perimeter, launching jumper after jumper dead in the defender’s grill. Cha-ching, chu-kaa.

THE CONFLICT: Now the defender’s all in his feelings cuz everybody’s posting his butt-whupping on the Gram, plus they’re oohing and aahing and cackling, and D’s not even saying nothing cuz his game is his mouth, but the defender’s heated, like, Whatever, man, all he got is that pull-up, bring that weak stuff in the paint, see if I don’t swat it five hundred light-years into the future.

THE RESOLUTION: D only smiles, then goes right at dude with an array of spin moves so dazzling he’s got washers and dryers drooling—finishing with every kind of layup, left hand, right hand, up and under, off glass, every angle. All day, D says softly, walking back to check-ball. So, how you want it now?

But sometimes, every now and then, the defender timed his jump perfectly with D’s, the defender’s long arm stretching, his fingers reaching to reject D’s layup. He’s happy—you can see it on his face—because he’s finally about to shut D up, put THIS on YouTube, he’s thinking . . . only to see his eyes widen in surprise the moment he realizes that while he’s on his way back to the concrete without even getting a fingernail on the ball, D’s still rising, elevating, the kid practically levitating, up up up, the sun over his shoulder gleaming bright enough to make everybody squint, the ball scooped between D’s wrist and forearm, the two halves of his body seemingly going in opposite directions, before he lets the ball glide off his fingers, spiraling as it kisses high off the backboard. The net doesn’t even move as the ball slips through.

That’s the thing about D.

He has everything going for him.

Handles, deadly jumper, range for days, the kind of suffocating defense that made the dudes he was guarding mad frustrated.

D’s built for this game.

Tall, strong, crazy quick.

He jumps out the gym.

Seriously, nobody gets up like D.

Nobody.

So, who would’ve guessed that only a few hours later, D wouldn’t get up at all?
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Sleeping’s my superpower.

I sleep through screaming alarms, neighbors, and babies.

Thirty-four police cars can roll into Oasis Springs, sirens howling, officers barking, I’m not flinching. Last summer a whole chopper landed on our roof. It felt like an earthquake, Munka swears. Like the building was collapsing. I slept like a baby.

Except now, I forgot how to sleep.

The harder I try, the tighter I squeeze my eyes, the further away sleep gets.

I’ve tried every trick—sheep counting, window opening, milk warming. Tonight, I took a long, hot shower until Dad shouted through the door, Boy, I’m taking the water bill outta your allowance.

To which I reply, Umm, what allowance?

I mean, I say it under my breath cuz I ain’t stupid, but whatever.

I’m so desperate for sleep, I run through algebra equations in my head—and I know, you’re all: Major Nerd Alert! Yuck, Tony, who likes math?

To which I reply: Hol’ up, hol’ up, who said I LIKE math?! I’m just good at it.

The point is, nothing works. I lost my superpower, and I may never sleep good again.

But okay, you want the capital-T Truth? Probably there’s a part of me that doesn’t wanna sleep, that’s fighting sleep like it’s a supervillain. Because that same part of me knows that nowadays sleep comes packaged with every flavor of bad dreams. The kind that scare you awake, your forehead and back soaked in cold sweat, your heart high-jumping outta your chest, you’re almost choking to catch your breath.

And the other thing holding my sleep hostage?

Tomorrow.

Because tomorrow’s maybe the most important day of my life.
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BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

I pop up in bed like, Where’s the fire, evacuate the building!

It takes me a ten count to realize it’s only Munka banging down my door like a wannabe firefighter.

“Yo, chill.” I yawn, de-crust my eyes. Thing about my sister? Munka’s 100 percent chill-less. She stays at a ten—bossing me and Tasha like she’s paying us a salary (FYI: she definitely isn’t). At least three or four times a week, I gotta check her, remind her she’s barely two years older than me.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Man, she for real right now? “Quit it! What do you want?”

“Less attitude for one,” Munka snaps. “You’re late, bighead!”

I’m about to fire back when my brain finally catches up with my eyes, I read the alarm clock, and—oh snap, she’s right! I explode outta bed, grab my gear, and crash into the bathroom.

“Don’t use all my hot water,” Dad yells after me, like hot water’s his favorite bottle of cologne that he’s letting me borrow.

I brush. Wash. Pick my hair. Then deodorize so I don’t gotta hear Munka’s mouth saying I stink just cuz maybe I forgot to use it once or twice; as if rolling white pasty stuff that supposedly smells like “summer breeze” all over your armpits is the key to keeping the earth spinning right.

On my way to the kitchen, I pause outside my parents’ room. The door’s closed, and I can’t tell if their light’s on or not, if Mom’s asleep or sitting in her chair next to the window, her finger tucked inside her latest library book, marking her page.

“Come in, Tony,” Mom says without me knocking because, somehow, she always knows what I’m thinking. It’s probably just one of those mom things, but it’s kinda freaky.

The curtains are closed tight, but sunlight glows around the edge of the window frame. Mom’s reading chair’s empty; she’s still in bed, wrapped in more blanket layers than a seven-layer burrito—even though it’s way too hot in our house. She pops her head out of the covers like a butterfly busting outta its cocoon.

“You ready?” Mom says softly.

I shrug. “I don’t know. I hope so. Maybe.”

She smiles, more with her eyes than her lips. “You’re ready,” she says. “You got this.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I say, turning back toward the hallway.

“Tony?”

“Yeah?”

“You play ball because you love it, so no matter what happens today or any day, no one can take your love away because it’s inside you, where it’s safe. Okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” I say back, even though I don’t completely understand what she means. What I do know is, she’s saying it because she loves me and that’s enough.

    In the kitchen, I fire off a text.

    
To Terry

Yo, making sure you’re on your way to Bray. We can’t be late!


Then I’m dumping cereal into a plastic baggie and swaying my hips to the bachata bouncing through the wall from Ms. Martinez’s place next door.

Tasha’s bobbing her head to the beat and feeding her baby dolls at the table. “I don’t care if you’re not hungry. You’re not leaving this table until you eat all your breakfast, y’all hear me?”

I laugh. “That sounds familiar,” I say, sliding my fingers across the bag’s zip top. Why do they make these things so hard to close?

Tasha flexes her biceps. “You need milk today! Milk makes you strong!”

“You right,” I tell her, gliding to the fridge and grabbing the jug. I toss my head back like I might howl, pour it straight into my mouth. Then, with my eyes still on the ceiling, I shake cereal into my mouth, Froot Loops rolling down my chin and T-shirt like an avalanche, Tasha cracking up like it’s the funniest thing ever.

The way she’s busting up right now, her brown-blond eyes glittering, her mouth wide like when the dentist says say ahhh—yeah, every day I used to scheme new ways to make her laugh like this, mostly stupid stuff I’d never do for anybody else, like pretending to mix up hot sauce for Kool-Aid and guzzling it so fast it ran down my chin, then shoving my head under the kitchen faucet, gulping cold water like my insides were on fire—because (1) Tasha has the best laugh ever. It’s like her whole body’s an erupting volcano. And (2) a few months back, I found out she was getting teased for being “chunky,” and after I let those kids know that bullying my li’l sister—or anybody else—was a wrap, I also made it my mission to do whatever it takes to keep those crocodile tears away.

Except I’ve been slipping lately. I haven’t felt funny for two weeks now.

“There, perfect,” I tell her, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. She’s still giggling as I slip a banana into my shorts pocket. “Be good.”

“You be good,” Tasha sings back. “And break your legs.”

I laugh. “I think you mean break a leg, and thanks, Tash. I’ll . . . try.” I kiss her forehead, and then I’m rushing past an arms-folded, toe-tapping Munka.

“Boy, did you shower?” she yells with that same you’re guilty voice the dude at the corner store shouts at us, Only one of you allowed in here at a time and Let me see your pockets, like anyone wants his stale junk.

Dad’s in his green chair, lost in Space Explorers, his all-time favorite show.

Dad: TV’s a waste of time. It obliterates your brain cells.

Also, Dad: the only thing I’m doing Saturday mornings is watching these aliens zip through the galaxy.

Normally, I watch with him. He doesn’t ask me. I just slide onto the floor, careful not to block his view, scoot a little behind him so I can watch his face, too, and I don’t say a word the whole show. I like it, too, but mostly I like that Dad likes it.

That it makes him forget stuff, like:

All the hours he’s gotta work.

That his back hurts from throwing heavy boxes onto trucks at UPS.

That he’s gotta be serious all the time. And strong. And hard.

That he thinks I’m too sensitive. Too emotional.

I like that it makes him happy. Sometimes he even smiles and laughs. And that makes me smile and laugh, too. Watching Space Explorers is when I like Dad the most—when he feels the closest to me, even though we don’t talk. Like maybe for those couple of hours we understand each other.

“Yeah, Mom. Last night before bed,” I call back as I skip past the slow-as-old-honey elevator, tearing down the stairs, until my sneakers hit the first floor.

Until I hit daylight.
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Whoever named Oasis Springs has a wild imagination.

That, or they’re mad positive. Like, you could shout, Hey, your car’s on fire! And they’d be all, Oh, fuuun, a bonfire, who wants s’mores?

Don’t misunderstand me—this is home. Maybe it’s not for everybody, but I can’t imagine living anywhere else. And I’m definitely not letting anyone talk trash about it.

But yeah, no one’s clocking OS’s five identical towers—a quintuplet of brownish-gray concrete buildings staggered in a circle—and thinking, Ooohhh, an oasis!

And as for the Springs part? Maaan, I got no clue.

There are exactly zero babbling brooks running through OS.

There is, however, an impressive collection of old mattresses tossed around the Jungle—our nickname for the abandoned, wildly overgrown parking lot behind C Tower. All us OS kids bounced on them like trampolines, until somebody’s granddad shut it down.

But yeah, the only springs in Oasis Springs? They’re rusting inside those old mattresses.

The way OS is set up, the court’s in the middle of everything, so if you wanna get anywhere fast you cut across. We’re fifty yards out when I spot leftover police tape wrapped around the north hoop, rippling in the wind like a kite tail.

“Tony.” Munka says my name hard, like when someone’s on another planet and you’re trying to get their attention. “I asked if you’re nervous.”

The four days they shut down the court to “investigate the shooting” were sunny and seventy degrees—perfect for balling. Not that weather meant anything. Before they shot D, didn’t matter if the windchill was -37 degrees, there was always somebody on the court. But now—now it’s ten days since it reopened and the only person putting up shots is a ghost.

I shake my head. “I’m cool.”

Except the closer we get to the court, the more my feet and stomach are like, Nah, not today, not yet, so I steer us the longer, more scenic way outta OS instead. We squeeze single file through Stay-Out Alley, then pick our way through the Jungle, its king and queen mattresses stained sunlight-gold.

“Because you have nothing to be nervous about,” Munka says. “You got this, you know that, right?”

I shrug. It’s weird, Munka being nice to me. Is it strange that I kinda don’t like it? Seriously, ever since that night, the whole world’s flipped inside out. Nothing makes sense. I don’t have much, but I’d trade everything for life to be normal again. It’s like the world’s rocking a Snapchat filter—everything and nothing’s changed at the same time. All I want is the way things were. How they’re s’posed to be.

“Nuh-uh. None of that I don’t know stuff. There are no maybes inside that gym. You gotta know you got this the way you knew three weeks ago, when I couldn’t pay you to stop talking about making this team. I feel it in my bones, you said.”

The Walk sign snaps on, but Munka blocks me with her arm. “Look,” she says. “I know things are . . . different now. But that feeling’s still inside you, Tony. It’s still in those way-too-skinny bones.” Her voice sounds like a smile.

I shake my head. “But what if you’re wrong?”

Munka never answers, because someone behind us shouts, “Yo, Tony!”

Suddenly, Munka and I are in perfect sync—we swivel around, peep who it is, and eye-roll at the same time.

The voice gets closer. “Tony, what’s the word? Where you headed?”

I shake my head. Not this dude again. “We just out, man.”

“C’mon, don’t give me that. You’re going somewhere. It’s some kind of secret?”

I count backward from ten, like Ms. Maxwell said to do whenever my stomach starts knotting up. I take a deep breath. The knots are still there. “Tryouts.”

“Oh, wait, today’s the big day, right?” The voice is louder now, sharper. “Tony, why you walking so fast, man? I’m trying to ask you something. Slow up.”

Officer Barrows revs the engine, and now his police car’s creeping up the street beside me. One hand gripping the wheel, he leans across the front passenger seat to talk to us through the rolled-down window.

“Hop in, I’ll shoot you two over to the Bray Center,” Officer Barrows says, frowning as he realized his terrible choice of words.

Now my stomach’s got more knots than the cords behind our TV. Not even playing, if it gets any tighter, I’m donating cereal chunks to this sidewalk.

“We’re good, thanks. Have a nice day,” Munka says, tacking on a fake smile.

“Tone, you gonna be at that town hall thing tonight? Cuz if so, I’ll see you there.”

I don’t say a word. I don’t nod when his window rolls up or wave when he speeds down the road, barreling through the intersection, ignoring the stop sign.

It takes more concentration than a game-winning free throw not to double over.

Because I forgot bad dreams don’t need sleep to mess up your head.

Because daydreams work just fine.

Because the last time I saw Officer Barrows?

He was kneeling near center court, his energy like an exclamation point as he yelled into his walkie-talkie, We need an ambulance now, shots fired, suspect down. I repeat, shots fired, his fingers interlaced as he starts CPR, while his partner, Officer Sammy Truman—the shooter—stood so quiet and still you could’ve mistaken him for a statue. Or maybe a mime. Anything but a cop.
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If I wasn’t in my feelings before I got to the Bray Center gym, I am now.

Apparently, every kid in Milwaukee is trying out for Coach James’s AAU team, the Sabres.

A few faces I recognize right away.

This kid Johnny Wu, who’s all legs and arms. J-Wu’s got the kind of nice all-around game that’ll fill up a stat sheet quick—grabbing rebounds in heavy traffic, creating havoc on defense, dude goes hard. He never backs down. Every good team needs a J-Wu.

Then there’s DJ Atkinson. He’s from OS, too. Lives in A Tower with his granddad. Folks sleep on DJ. They size him up—he’s shorter like me, doesn’t look all that strong, and isn’t super athletic—and they’re like, Nah, he’s not built for this. Except on the court, nobody works harder than DJ. Bro basically sleeps in the gym—he’s the dude who plays all day and still puts up two hundred jumpers after everyone’s gone. Only thing about DJ is he makes everything a competition. Every. Thing. Last year in our computer skills class, he was like, Hey, Tone, bet I type faster than you. I say, DJ, let’s hit up the corner store, and he’s all, Bet I beat you to the corner. On and on and on.

I guess when people underestimate you your whole life, you feel like you’re never done proving yourself.

    I check my phone, still no text from Terry. I hit him again.

    
To Terry

Where you at?? The gym is wild rn. Get here!!

    

“Bro, you better put that phone down and put some shots up,” a voice I recognize instantly says. My boy Isaiah, aka Zay. Outside of D and Terry, Zay’s the closest thing I’ve got to a friend. Except he lives almost an hour away—which might as well be a different galaxy, so I rarely see him. “Dude, you been hitting the weights,” I say, jabbing him in the chest.

And he’s all teeth. “You know it. Added some crazy post moves, too.”

I scan the gym. “Hold up, you here without your mom?”

Zay sighs. “Bruh, you already know.” He points to the upper bleachers, and there’s Ms. Carter, with her iPad and briefcase as always. She spots us and waves hard, like she’s trying to put out a fire.

I wave back. “I’m still trying figure out how she makes it to all your ball stuff and still has time to be a big-shot lawyer.”

Zay laughs. “As you can see, she’s big on multitasking.” Zay’s face drops a bit. “Hey, I didn’t get a chance to catch you at the funeral, but, uh . . .”

I nod. “It’s all good, man.”

Zay frowns. “But it’s not, really. I mean, I wasn’t as close to Dante as you, but I can’t even front, I’m still shook.”

A loose basketball squirts in my direction, and I toss it back to its owner. “Yeah, well, I guess it’s kinda—”

“Here I am!” a booming voice cuts in. “Now we ready to ball!”

“This fool,” I say, smiling as I fist-bump Special K. Yep, like the cereal. Special K and I are in the same grade—but no one believes it because dude’s voice is all bass. Plus, he’s got a whole mustache!

Special K grins because he’s always grinning. “Surprised y’all suckers showed up. My game got so good, Coach’ll probably start me at all five spots, ha.” That’s the other thing Special K is known for—mad hyperbole. Which is a fancy way of saying dude exaggerates everything.

“Wait, why y’all looking like somebody stole your bike?” Special K asks, his eyes darting back and forth between me and Zay. And then answering his own question, he drops his head. “Dante, right? Man, that whole thing’s way messed up.”

Zay and I nod. “If Dante wasn’t safe, none of us are,” Zay adds.

The three of us start warming up, shooting free throws, running a rebounding drill—and some of those butterflies I’d been feeling start to fade.

Fifteen minutes later, Zay’s like, “Yo, where’d everybody go?”

And I hadn’t noticed, but most of the kids are now crowding around a side court, deeper in the Bray Center.

I put up one more free throw, and then the three of us make our way over, pushing through the crowd until we’re at the front.

“Of course,” I say.

Zay nods. “Who else would it be?”

On the court, an intense game of one-on-one is already in progress.

Marcus Meeks versus KO Douglass—easily the best two players in the county, maybe the whole state, now that D’s . . . gone.

But their games are super opposite.

Meeks is calculating. Takes his time, surveys the court, studies his opponent, lets the game come to him. He’s never flashy. All he cares about is making the right play every time. Basically, Meeks lives up to his last name. He’s mad humble.

Then there’s KO—who is, well, not humble.

KO’s all style. Always sporting brand-new gear from Nike or Adidas. Always rocking a fresh cut, including his famous “flat-line” part his barber etches into the side of his fade. Cuz fools die tryna check me, he boasts. And okay, he’s not completely wrong. Really, the only flaw in his game is he can’t shoot from deep. In last year’s playoffs, he couldn’t hit a triple to save his mama’s life. But if his shot’s falling early, good luck stopping him. Outside of D, KO has the nicest handles I’ve ever seen. And he knows it. And he makes sure you know, too.

The way he’s jawing at Meeks right now.

“Bruh, you couldn’t guard me if you was a pair of clippers,” KO says, palming the ball near Meeks’s face, daring Meeks to reach.

But Meeks doesn’t flinch. He’s not gonna let KO bait him.

“Just play, man,” Meeks grumbles.

KO brings the ball so close to Meeks’s head, it’s basically kissing his cheek. “You scared I’mma blast you?” KO turns to the crowd. “Ya’ll, this dude’s scared I’mma—”

But before KO gets the words out, Meeks swipes the ball and sails into the paint for an easy bucket. The gym goes wild, including Special K, who almost knocks me down, he’s bouncing so hard.

“You know KO hates that,” Zay says.

“Whatever, he got lucky,” KO says, waving off everyone’s laughs and jokes. “Bet he don’t score again. Bet he—”

Whroot! Whroot! The whistle shrieks, and the gym quiets, all eyes on Coach James.

“Any of you wanna play real ball, I suggest you hurry over here now.”

And we do.

Even KO, who selectively hustles—bruh, I’m not tryna sweat in my new sweat suit—jogs over.

Because even though everyone loves Coach James, everyone also knows that Coach doesn’t play. When he says jump, you better already be in the air.

Whroot! Whroot! Coach blows that whistle again, and the kids closest to him cover their ears. “Let’s go! Unless ya’ll wanna do laps before we even start.” Coach claps hard, the way he does when he’s excited—which is always. For real, Coach can’t keep still. He stays in motion—pacing the sideline, pumping his fists, stomping his feet, waving you over, waving you away. I bet money if Coach ever stops moving, he’ll implode.

“We all know why we’re here,” Coach says, his eyes scanning every face in front of him. “But first, I thought we’d pause to honor one of our own. Dante Jones wasn’t just one of the best ball players this team, this city, this country has ever seen . . . no, he was one of the best human beings to ever walk this planet. His heart was bigger than every court combined, and I know we all miss him. So, let’s observe a moment of silence to remember our fallen brother and what he meant to us and to this community.”

A few guys nod, a few say D’s name aloud before bowing their heads . . . but me? My eyes drift upward, where two wide banners hang from the rafters, both embroidered with the same three magic words: AAU National Champions.

And below that, the names of the twelve kids who helped win it all. I’ve studied the banners enough times, I know just where to look: first column, third name from the bottom: D. Jones, #3.

Two national titles means the Sabres finished consecutive seasons as the number-one-ranked AAU team in the entire country. That’s the thing about AAU ball—it doesn’t matter how much talent you have, or who your coach is, or who’s sponsoring your team—in the end, you’re only as good as your national ranking. To be real, if anyone says they don’t care if or where their team’s ranked, it probably means they’re not.

But if your goals are to—

Make it to the AAU championship game in Orlando, Florida.

Put your city on the map.

Make sure every player grabs a scholarship—either at one of the better private high schools, or maybe a parochial, putting you on the best possible path to eventually landing a Division I college or university scholarship.

Then you most definitely care. You care a whole lot.

At no point in three seasons were Dante’s AAU teams ranked lower than number six—which means for us new Sabres, there’s even more pressure to not only win, but to win big.

To be real, it’s wild that the Sabres won back-to-back AAU titles, especially since the team’s only existed for three seasons. Most teams, even the ones that have been around forever, rarely sniff the playoffs, let alone bring home one chip—but then again, those teams weren’t coached by future NBA Hall of Famer Hunter James or led by five-star recruit Dante Jones.

As if reading my mind, Coach points at the high gym ceiling, but beyond the championship banners, to D’s Sabre jersey that now hangs beside them, his #3 retired forever. To D’s two tournament MVP banners that sway gently in the air-conditioner breeze. “We all know what kind of player Dante was. I had the pleasure of coaching him on the high school team and in our AAU program, and you know what the most impressive thing I’ve ever seen that kid do out of all the mesmerizing things he did?” Coach pauses, his eyes brightening for a moment. “He treated everyone the same. No matter if you were the last bench player, or the equipment manager, or a parent, or a referee, or a scout, or a little kid, or an opposing player on our rival team, he never changed. He played the same way. He acted the same way. Of all the ways he was special, the way he loved people ranks way up there.”

Coach clears his throat. “I’ll be honest, there was part of me that wasn’t sure if I should coach this year. I wondered if we’d be better off focusing all our attention on doing something that would make a real difference.” Coach surveys the gym like he’s taking attendance. “But then I asked myself what Dante would want, and well, I think we all know what he’d say, yeah?”

More head nods along with mumbled yeses.

“As you all know by now, one big change I did make is I’ve turned over the seventeen-and-under coaching
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