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A
t first I thought it all began with a foul—if an elbow to the head’s not a foul, then what is?—but I figured out, maybe not as soon as I should have, that the beginning had come a little earlier. Just five or six hours, in fact, with me on my way to school and no time to lose. The second the doors of the subway car slid open, I jumped out, hurried along the platform, and took the stairs to street level two at a time. At the top, I was turning left, all set to run the block and a half to school, when I noticed something not right in front of the newsstand by the subway entrance. A homeless woman who’d been sitting outside for the past few weeks—homeless, please help read the writing on the coffee cup she always held—was out there again, only now she’d tipped over and lay on her side. It must have just happened, because none of the people around—and there were lots—had gone to her yet. So I did.

I leaned over her. The woman was old, with white hair and a lined face, but maybe because her eyes were closed, I suddenly had this vision of how she’d looked as a young girl. She’d been really pretty. Something about that took away the fear I’d normally have had at such a moment.

“Are you all right?” I said.

Her eyes opened—blue eyes, but so faded there was hardly any color at all, except for the whites, which were crisscrossed with red veins. “Do I look all right?” she said, her voice surprisingly strong and not at all friendly.

I didn’t know what to say.

Her eyes narrowed. “I know you,” she said. “You’re the girlie who dropped eighty-five cents in the cup. And sixty another time.”

My parents said not to give money to street people, that there were better ways of helping, which maybe made sense but didn’t feel right. So all I thought at that moment was: eighty-five cents and sixty cents—not much.

“Sorry,” I said, “but that was all I had on me and—”

Before I could finish, strong hands were pushing me to the side and voices were calling “Get back, out of the way.” Two cops had arrived and were clearing space around the woman. I ended up behind some tall people. An ambulance came roaring up, siren blaring. I caught
glimpses of EMTs hopping out, feeling her pulse, clamping an oxygen mask over her face, rolling her onto a stretcher, and hoisting her into the back of the ambulance. The crowd lost interest fast, everyone dispersing, giving me a clear view, and what I saw was the woman’s arm dangling down from the stretcher and something slipping off her wrist and falling into the gutter. I went forward and picked it up. It was a braided leather bracelet, possibly a charm bracelet, although only a single charm hung from it—a tiny silver heart.

“You dropped this,” I called, just as the ambulance doors were closing. No one inside noticed me, except for the woman. Her eyes were looking right into mine and seemed to be trying to send some message, but I didn’t get whatever it was. The doors slammed shut, and the ambulance took off. I ran a step or two after it before giving up. Then I put the charm bracelet in my pocket and hurried to school.

The foul I mentioned before happened after school on the basketball court, and real fast. Real fast was how things always happened on the basketball court, the mental part, too. Final seconds ticking down, Welland 18, Thatcher (that was us) 16, a typical score in the Independent School League, Seventh and Eighth Grade Girls Division, “independent” being a nicer way of
saying “private.” The games went by in blurs, partly because of the speed and partly because Dr. Singh, my ophthalmologist, didn’t believe in fitting kids for contact lenses before they turned thirteen and I wasn’t about to wear my stupid glasses on the court, since that meant wearing those even more stupid safety goggles over them. Did that mean I’d rather let my team down than look like a bug? If so, I’d have to live with it.

Back to the foul. In this particular blur, a component blur within the blur of the whole game, Ashanti, our tallest and best player, had intercepted a pass and cut across the key, a step ahead of number ten for Welland, who was even taller. But as Ashanti rose for the shot, number ten leaped, too, twisting in the air, elbow up, and that elbow caught Ashanti smack on the forehead. And right in front of the ref, a chinless guy with sharp, darting eyes whom I’d seen around the neighborhood but couldn’t place at that moment. Right in front of his sharp, darting eyes: impossible to miss, but no whistle, no call. What was up with that?

“Hey!” I yelled.

Oops. Yelling at the ref was a complete no-no, also a technical, and in all the years I’d been playing basketball, now almost three, I’d never heard a player do it. But it was so obvious! And wrong! The ref didn’t seem to have heard my yell—he was missing everything, an equal-opportunity
goof-up—and meanwhile things were happening, such as Ashanti starting to fall, the ball coming loose, and big number ten turning to chase after it. Somehow the ball came bouncing right into my hands, out in three-point land.

“Shoot, Robbie, shoot!” That was the coach, Ms. Kleinberg, shouting at me from the bench. She’d played for Dartmouth and even tried out for the Olympic team, getting cut in training camp. Ms. Kleinberg had a fantastic shot; I’d seen her hit forty-seven in a row from the free-throw line. But shooting wasn’t my thing. Passing was my thing. I always looked to pass the moment I got the ball.

But no one was open, at least no one in my field of vision—not a very clear field, on account of my unaided eyesight, minus three in the right, minus two-point-five in the left.

“Shoot!”

I just stood there, felt a sweat smear on the ball, not mine, since I hadn’t yet worked up a sweat. This was actually the first time I’d touched the ball in the second half. I was a seventh-grader and new to Thatcher and not a starter, and also didn’t deserve to start—don’t get me wrong about that. In the first half, I’d come in with about five minutes left, made two successful passes, and been called once for traveling, probably adding up to my
best performance of the season, so far. For some reason, Ms. Kleinberg had decided to push her luck and send me back in at the end of the game, crunch time. Since then, I’d mostly been running up and down the floor, never too far from the ball but also never a factor. I was fine with that; I liked running.

Number ten closed in.

“Two seconds! Robbie! Shoot!”

Two seconds? Not a good moment for weird distractions to be happening, but a weird distraction was happening: suddenly my head hurt, my forehead, in the exact same spot where number ten had elbowed Ashanti. Was
pain
even the right word? This…
feeling,
maybe a better name, was like a tiny low-powered electric ball. It seemed to be pressing just behind my forehead, pressing, pressing, and then with no warning, two tiny electric currents seemed to emerge, one hooking up to each eye, and the pain, or feeling, vanished immediately. And all at once, my vision cleared, and I could see perfectly, more clearly than at any time in my life, every detail sharp and focused! And not only that—

Number ten was almost on me, her long arms up, hands high.

“Shoot!”

And not only that, but I saw—or thought I saw, since it was so impossible—the strangest thing: a narrow beam of light, reddish light, very faint, with golden highlights,
that seemed to glow right out of my eyes. It shaped a long, rising arc, then sloped down into the basket, dead center. Somehow I knew it was no longer a matter of shooting the ball—normally so big and unmanageable—but simply lofting it up onto that red-gold glowing beam. So I did, just lofted the ball onto the beam. The beam vanished at once, and then there was only the ball, soaring over number ten’s outstretched hands, curving through the air with lots of backspin, just like a shot launched by someone who knew what she was doing, and then—
swish.
Nothing but net, from three-point land.
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