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CHAPTER 1

Summertime at the Court

“Can we ever have a single day of our lives without trouble?” I asked.
Dad glanced at me, then turned his attention to the road without

speaking. I stared out the window as we drove by the hospital.
“We’ve been there plenty of times,” I said.
“I’ve been there more than you, Bobby,” Dad said. “At least one more

day than you. I drove your mom to the hospital on a Monday and you
were born the next morning. So, my son, because of you I had to spend
the night in the hospital.”

“Was it worth it?” I asked.
“The jury’s still out on that one,” Dad said.
“Dad! I am your firstborn, your only child. How can you say that?”
Dad pulled into the parking lot of the city park, near the basketball

court. He had a cool, fatherly smile on his face, and I slapped my palm
against his shoulder. Choctaws let friends and family know they love
them in many ways, and jokes and comebacks and shoulder slaps were
common.

“Did you bring the mop and bucket?” I asked.
Dad tilted his head and gave me his favorite Where is this going? look.
“Oh, sorry, Dad,” I said. “I almost forgot. I’m the son that’s gonna

mop you up. Right?”
“That’ll be the day,” Dad said. He opened the back door and grabbed

our shoes and basketball. We both hurried to a bench, tossed our
everyday shoes aside, put on our b-ball sneakers, and stepped onto the
court.



For my father and me, stepping onto the basketball court was like
entering another universe. Worries of the “real world” were put aside. We
had both spent much of our lives working and practicing and driving
ourselves to a new place in life—we were basketball players who played
tough and hard, but fair.

“And nobody gets hurt,” as Coach Robison always said.
For years, during my dad’s drinking days, he always came home from

work mad about something. He never knew I played basketball. He never
worried about where I was every afternoon. I was here, dribbling and
shooting.

I was here to get away from my father, the cool and friendly man I
now called Dad. I was here to keep from being shoved and pushed aside
and cussed out. I was here, on the basketball court, to keep from being
hurt.

I am convinced that Dad always cared for me, even loved me. But he
didn’t know how to show it, and he was afraid of me as much as I was
afraid of him.

And why? What could I do to hurt him?
I made him feel guilty, that’s what I did. He knew that drinking and

breaking furniture and shoving people was wrong. And he finally quit
drinking and became the coolest father ever.

And why?
Because I drove my friend’s car into Lake Thunderbird in the middle

of the night and almost drowned. As Dad and Mom stood by my bedside,
with my life seeping away, Dad leaned over to Mom. He didn’t know I
could hear him, but I could.

“If Bobby comes back to us, I will never have another drink for the
rest of my life. I promise.”

I squeezed his hand. I couldn’t speak, but I let him know I was still
alive and going to survive. Our lives were changed forever.

Since I spent so much time here at the basketball court growing up, I
became a pretty good player. I’m not bragging, I’m just saying. I learned to
dribble with both hands. I could keep my pivot foot down and fake hard
to the right, and when my defender jumped to stop me, I simply drove to
my left and left him behind.

But since I’m a guard, a playmaker, and a shooter, I am not tall
enough to roam around the basket all day. No, my favorite shot will
always be the three-pointer, the long shot. When I was a kid, in the
fourth or fifth grade, I let fly from maybe twenty feet away, and I



sometimes hit the bottom of the net. But now, as a soon-to-be junior in
high school, I have a sweet jump shot.

I often fake left or right, to keep my defender on the ground, then
leap high and let fly with a high-arching jumper. Nothing but net!
Hopefully.

Back to today.
“Hoke, Dad, let me know when you’re ready for some one-on-one,” I

said.
“I’m an old man,” Dad said. “I need to stretch my tired old muscles

and warm up first. I need to take a few practice shots.” Dad took a deep
breath, puffed his chest, and waved his arms in wide circles—first one,
then the other. “All right, I’ll give it a try.”

I rolled the ball across the concrete court. Dad picked it up, then
closed his eyes prayerfully. When he opened them, he took a few dribbles
and stepped back, almost to the grass.

“Careful not to fall off the court, Dad,” I shouted.
He stared at the basket, then launched a long, high shot from the far

corner. It sailed high over the treetops and soon settled in the bottom of
the net.

“Not bad, Dad,” I said. “But I bet you can’t make another one.”
“Bobby, show your old dad some respect,” he said. “But I’ll take you

on. You say you bet I can’t make another shot? Is that right?”
“You heard me, Dad.”
“If we’re making a bet, what’s the gamble?” he asked.
I didn’t hesitate. Maybe, just maybe, my dream will come true.
“Hoke, how about this, Dad. If you miss your next shot, you buy me

a new car for Christmas. This year.”
“And if I make it, you buy your own car?” Dad asked.
How could I not take the risk? A new car for Christmas!
“You’re on, Dad,” I said as I slowly rolled the ball to him.
What happened next was so much my dad.
He didn’t take another three-pointer. No, he took a few dribbles,

drove to the basket, and sank a layup.
“That’s not fair!” I shouted. “Dad, you were supposed to make a long

shot from the corner.”
“Son, if you’re making a bet, you better pay attention to what you say.

You bet me I couldn’t make another shot, you didn’t say where from.”
I closed my eyes, hung my head, and smiled. How can you not love

this man?



I knew he’d help me get a car when he thought I was ready. But he
won the gamble.



CHAPTER 2

The Real Fun Begins

Dad and I stayed at the park for at least an hour, shooting and
rebounding, tossing the ball back and forth. We played a few games of
one-on-one, with Dad using his height to back up to the basket and
shoot over me. And I used my quickness to drive around him, sometimes
ducking under the basket to score with my left hand. Dad was never so
proud of me as when I scored with my left hand, so I did it for him.

When I saw him sweating and breathing hard, I knew it was almost
time to go.

“How about some free throws, Dad?” I asked.
“Sure thing, Bobby. Best out of ten and you go first?”
I stood at the free-throw line, took my usual four dribbles, and made

my first seven shots. When I finally missed number eight, I slapped my
forehead. “I thought I had it,” I said.

I did make the next two shots, and Dad said, “Well, Bobby, nine out
of ten free throws isn’t that bad.” He took the ball, walked to the line, and
made his first five shots.

“You’re gonna make all ten free throws, Dad. I know it,” I said.
“You’re trying to jinx me, aren’t you, Bobby?”
I smiled and shrugged my shoulders.
Dad nodded, took the ball, and walked toward the car.
“Hey, where are you going?” I called out.
“Home, Bobby. And I won. You made ninety percent of your free

throws and I made one hundred percent. Nice try, son.”
As we pulled away from the park, I patted Dad on the shoulder. “I’m

still proud to have you as my dad.”



“Same here, Bobby,” Dad replied. “Big time.”
We pulled into the driveway, and Mom met us at the front door with

a welcoming smile. “Coach Robison called looking for you,” she said.
“I guess I left my phone in the car,” Dad said, “and I didn’t check for

messages.”
“He was concentrating on free throws, Mom,” I said, “and he made

one hundred percent.”
“What did he want?” Dad asked.
“He wanted to update you on Mr. Mackey,” Mom said.
Mr. Mackey was a lawyer and Johnny’s dad. Johnny was Cherokee,

my best friend, and a center on our basketball team. Just this morning,
while replacing shingles on his roof, Mr. Mackey fell off the ladder. He
couldn’t move, and Mrs. Mackey called for an ambulance. He was rushed
to the hospital with a possible broken hip.

“How’s he doing?”
“His hip isn’t broken, but he’ll be in a wheelchair for a while. At least

that’s how it looks now,” Mom said.
Dad turned to me with raised eyebrows. “Bobby,” he said, “if you ever

graduate from law school and have a very successful practice, promise
me you won’t climb on the roof of your house to replace rotten shingles.”

“Hoke, Dad,” I said. “If I graduate from law school, which I have no
interest in attending, then I will never replace my own shingles. I
promise.”

Dad turned to Mom. “Will he be there overnight?” he asked.
“No, he should be home in a few hours.”
“Then we won’t bother him,” said Dad. “They have enough to worry

about.”
“I’ll give Johnny a call,” I said, and I stepped to the backyard with my

phone.
Johnny answered the phone on the first ring.
“What’s up?’ he said.
“I just want to know how you’re doing. And how’s the old man?”
“I guess you’ve heard,” Johnny said. “Why he didn’t call our roof

repairman I’ll never know.”
“You already know, Johnny,” I said. “Your dad still sees himself as a

hardworking man, not above the working class. Just like mine.”
“Yeah, I know, and I guess I should be proud of him for that.”
“You’re still coming to practice tomorrow?”



“Of course I’m coming to practice,” Johnny said. “Ten o’clock sharp.
Things are getting pretty serious now. I just hope we’re good enough to
stay on the court with these guys.”

I had the same doubts and fears as Johnny, but with his dad in the
hospital, I wanted to stay positive. And why be afraid of a loss? In the
first place, we almost never lose a basketball game. We are a team of
Native American All Stars—the Achukmas—from across the state of
Oklahoma, and we are playing in a national summer league tournament.
We have already clinched our regional title, winning the final game after
a crazy weekend of having two of our best players sent to jail.

On the night before the finals, they were accused of robbing a late-
night convenience store, and of course they were innocent. And who
were the real robbers, wearing our team’s basketball jerseys and masks?
Ballplayers from the team we were facing in the semifinals! But that’s
over. We won, so we’re off to the next battle—which always includes
more than basketball.

“We’ve come this far, Johnny,” I said. “Coach will keep it close and
the rest is up to us. I’m thinking we can stay with anybody.”

“So far, so good,” Johnny said. “Say, can I come over for a while?”
“Only if you want some of Mom’s cherry pie, served warm with

scoops of vanilla ice cream on top.”
“I’m on my way,” Johnny said.
I hung up and strolled to the kitchen.
“Hey, Mom! Johnny’s coming over. He’s really worried about his dad,

and I thought your cherry pie, topped with ice cream, would make him
feel better.”

“And while I’m at it, I should warm some up for you and your dad. Is
that right, Bobby?” Mom asked.

“Gee, I never thought of that. But yeah, now that you mention it, I
guess I’d like some too. How about you, Dad?”

Ten minutes later Johnny arrived, giving Mom plenty of time to have
our afternoon desserts already on the patio picnic table, along with tall
glasses of raspberry lemonade. Dad and Mom left us alone to visit.
Looking back on our conversation, I was glad they did.

As he chewed and swallowed his first piece of cherry pie, Johnny gave
me a long and serious look. “Did your mom tell you the police stopped
by the house?” he asked.

“The police! No, she didn’t say anything about that. Why? What’s
going on?”



Johnny kept his eyes on me as he took a drink of lemonade.
“Hoke, I get it,” I said. “Mum’s the word. I won’t say anything to

anybody.”
“Good,” Johnny said, taking a deep breath. “You know Dad has

prosecuted some serious criminal cases?”
I nodded but kept quiet.
“He has lots of enemies, both in and out of prison,” Johnny said.

“The police are investigating. They think Dad’s fall was no accident.”
“How can that be, Johnny?”
“I know it sounds crazy,” Johnny said. “But you know how my dad is.

Total attention to detail. He’s that way about everything. There’s no way
he would climb to the roof of our house on a broken ladder. He inspects
every tool before using it.”

“A broken ladder?” I asked. “What do you mean?”
Johnny took another swig of lemonade before replying.
“It was a new ladder, and Dad had already climbed it the evening

before his fall. No problems. But the next morning, when he climbed to
the roof, the top rung of the ladder broke off. That’s when Dad fell to the
ground and almost broke his hip.”

“How could that happen?”
“While Dad was lying on the ground, in terrible pain, he saw that the

screws on the top rung of the ladder were loose. Somebody had taken a
screwdriver to ’em.”

“Do they have any idea who?” I asked.
“They have a few suspects. A few men that Dad convicted and sent to

jail are out now, and they live in the area.”
“Wow. I don’t know what to say, Johnny.”
“And I don’t know what to do. We’ve always thought of this as the

safest neighborhood in the world,” Johnny said. “But if the police are
right, if somebody is out to hurt my dad, none of us are safe.”

“This reminds me of why I dug my backyard hole,” I said.
“Yeah,” said Johnny with a smile. “But I don’t think your hole is big

enough for my entire family.” I saw tears forming in his eyes, and I gave
him a strong brother-hug.

“I’m here for you, Johnny,” I said. “Always.”
“I know,” he said, “and that means a lot.”
Johnny and I said nothing for a long while. We finished our cherry

pie and washed it down with ice-cold lemonade. Finally, I gave him a
look that said, So, what are you going to do?



“Dad has to be agonizing,” Johnny said, sliding his plate away and
leaning back in his chair. “He considers all options, even the worst.
That’s what a lawyer has to do. I’m sure he and Mom have talked about it,
but they’re not saying a thing to me.”

“Johnny,” I said with a slight smile, “you’re a lot like your dad. Where
is your mind going?”

“Here’s what we cannot avoid,” he said. “If Dad is in danger from
someone he sent to jail...”

“Or even a friend of someone he sent to jail,” I interrupted.
“Yes, I’ve thought of that too. And here’s the worst of it. If Dad is in

danger, then so is Mom.”
“And so are you,” I said, then wished I hadn’t.
Johnny took a long deep breath, looked to the sky, and gripped his

hands behind his head. “What I have told you goes nowhere,” he said.
“And what I am about to say must stay between us.”

“Big-time promise,” I replied.
“I don’t know if I’ll ever play basketball again. I was lying when I said

I’ll be at practice tomorrow.”
“Johnny! This has nothing to do with you, or basketball!”
Johnny said nothing. He looked at me and waited, lifting his

eyebrows and tilting his head.
“You’re thinking that you are not safe here anymore, is that it?” I

asked.
“Exactly,” Johnny said, “and if I came to that conclusion, so did Dad.

The last time I was at the hospital, the police dropped by and Dad asked
me to leave the room.”

“Any idea what they said?” I asked.
“I know exactly what they said,” he replied. “The room next door to

Dad’s was empty. There were no nurses in the hallway, so I slipped in.
There was a door between the two rooms, and I put my ear to the door.”

“Sounds like your lawyer dad raised a detective son,” I said.
Johnny gave me a brief smile and nodded. Troubled times need a

touch of humor.
“Dad had apparently called the police on the way to the hospital. He

asked them to check the backyard and the patio for any unusual
footprints, any sign that someone had climbed over the fence the night
before he fell.”

“The night before?” I asked.
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