Hoop Dreams in Southern West Virginia
Have you ever had a dream?  Not the kind like those early crazy dreams like flying or winning a million dollars, but the kind of dream about life or the thought of what real life should be.  I ask that question because at one time or another, all of us have had certain goals and aspirations as to who we want to be, or what we want to accomplish, or where we want to go… but, how many people truly dream?  
Now when we were kids, dreaming was something that was commonplace.  Life was full of the unknown so, in a sense, dreams were all we had to go on.  Often times we, as kids, would dream about things that may seem unimaginable or, perhaps, unattainable?  We could dream about being someone else like an astronaut or superhero, or we would dream about doing miraculous things, like saving lives or being the Fonz and jumping a motorcycle over barrels to set the new world record.  (Ok, that’s my Happy Days moment for the day.  Forgive me for that bit of ‘70’s nostalgia)   But as we get older, dreams change.  The sheer excitement of something that once brought us joy, like presents on Christmas morning, is now more realistic and sheltered to dreaming about the day to day changes in life.   Older dreams are often things that give our hearts that sense of fulfillment for doing something good, or feeling of joy that we get when our kids are born.  Of course, sometimes, the meer thought of sitting on the front porch in the late afternoon sun on lazy summer day can simply bring a sense of peace that is, without a doubt, happiness.    
But sometimes…  Even as adults, childhood dreams can resurface.  Every now and then, that sense of wonderment or elation returns and in an instant you are transformed into the body of a five year old; full of laughter, full of joy, and full of life.  Last week, I had a chance to live that dream.
To preface what comes next, every time I knew there was to be something special in my life that had been planned for, I always told myself to pay special attention to details.  My graduation, my wedding, the birth of my kids, vacations, and similar things were always something that I knew I wanted to remember forever.  And unlike the day to day, humdrum sounds of life around me, these were things I never wanted to forget.  So, I paid particular attention to these days.  There are days that could serve as milestones, or markers, down the highway of life.  Ironically, it was a highway that would take me toward my dream.  

It was a crisp, clear morning in Bluefield that day.  The sky was as blue as the tropical waters on a Jamaican post card and, despite the cold that morning, the sun that peeked through the trees cast a warm glow over the downtown city skyline.  The buildings, still lightly covered in snow and frost, glistened through the shadows as the cars noisily strolled through the streets below.  Although it was like many mornings before it, today it was different.  Today, it was noticeable.  Today, was one of those days to be remembered.

To preface, in 2008, the Bluefield Housing Authority, a non profit organization that works to keep youth on the straight and narrow, expanded its services to help promote positive mentorship and role models to the local communities throughout southern West Virginia through a very unique venture… The West Virginia Blazers.  Through the expansion of the American Basketball Association, the Blazers recruited quality young men from throughout our area to show that quality character and exceptional talent can combine to make a concoction suitable to reach the minds and hearts of today’s youth.  

Later that same year, the ESPN Radio AM 1050 Drug Free All Stars partnered with the Blazers to expand services of both local prevention teams to area youth within community centers, schools, and elsewhere to show the value of collaboration of positive, spirited messages.  Both teams have flourished under this arrangement and combined to show the collective heart of the value of giving back to communities.

Having served as Director of the All Stars with a great deal of pride for the last four years, I quickly realized that some of our marketing forte would also benefit the Blazers.  Therefore, after some encouragement from Cindy Preast, General Manager of the team, I informally signed on as Master of Ceremonies for the Blazers home games at the Raleigh County Convention Center.  Thanks to the diligent support of a host of volunteers, we pulled off a great show each and every night.  Sometimes the crowd was there and sometimes it wasn’t.  But we had our fun, and at 11-15, it wasn’t too shabby for a first year expansion club.  After our final home game in late February, I went to the locker room, took off my credentials and thanked the guys for a wonderful year.  At that point, I thought my commitment to the team for the season was over.  I was wrong.

In talking with Cindy early last week, I could sense the stress in her voice as the game against the Kentucky Bisons loomed ahead.  Ranked #3 in the ABA, the Bisons had delivered three losses to the Blazers already this year, and the Blazer squad was short staffed with limited resources due to injury and personal commitments.  So, through our discussions, she made an off the cuff suggestion, “You should play.”  At first I thought she was joking but as the conversation turned from a laugh to a thought, I realized that eight bodies against this team was certainly better than seven and, being all of 6’6”, that wouldn’t hurt either.  So, with a quick review of the ABA rules and a call to coach Tony Webster, it was all set.  I was to meet the team at the Bluefield K-Mart in the morning for the eight hour journey west.

And so it began…  At 8:30 a.m., other members of the Blazers showed up to catch a ride on the van.  Wincing with look of surprise and question on their faces, I was prepared for the onslaught of criticism and multitude of ‘Geritol’ and ‘Depends’ moments from the guys.  Diffusing most of them with self imposed remarks, I was quick to realize that I was not only the old man on the bus, but also, simply, a rookie at that.  There were a few obvious differences, of course.  While I tried to look cool with my laptop and Motorola RAZR, the others sported I-Pods and state of the art touch screen Blackberrys to pass the time.  While some slept, I cozied up with a blanket and a good book.  Go figure.  It wasn’t until Maurice Davis “Moe”, the lone Eastern Conference All Star point guard for the Blazers put in “Coming to America” with Eddie Murphy, that I was able to have a common bond other than hoops.  Even though I recalled seeing it in the theatre and nearly everyone else caught the DVD or TBS version.

After a short eight hour drive through the beautiful state of Kentucky, we departed the bus at the Fairfield Inn for a quick rest.  Believe me, at 38, taking an hour to stretch, is a good thing.  Then, at 6:00 p.m., the we left for the Owensboro Sportcenter.  Although excessively windy, the air was warm as we gathered our gear from the back of the bus.  As soon as I stepped around the back, Blazer Desi Crisp yelled, “Get the bags, rook!”  At that moment, my basket of nerves were replaced by a smile from ear to ear and a laugh that was a giddy as a Jr. High kid on a first date.  

Upon entering the arena, there was a buzz in the air as the fans for the Bisons were trickling in with us.  With a quick glimpse of the competition warming up, we journeyed to the locker room to gather our uniforms and get ready for the contest ahead.  Coach Webster turned to me and asked which uniform I wanted to wear.  Without much of a preference, I chose #24 and, with the speed of a quick change artist in a Broadway play, I was dressed and out the door to the gymnasium floor.

From center court, I could watch the crowd slowly gather in the arena dressed in blue, black and white.  I could literally smell the popcorn mixed with the sweat of games past.  (This may not sound good, but for someone that loves basketball, it’s a sweet smell!)  I picked up a ball and began my routine.  Around the world from the left side of the three second box, and then out to the three point line to garner a good sweat.  Then, as the other Blazers continued their warm up, I took a moment to do what I had done with the team for many games before…  find fans!  

Despite the odds of actually getting someone to jump on the Blazer bandwagon for the night, I proceeded in talking to the crowd and joking about needing a good balance to help give the short handed team a leg up against the oversized Bisons.  Bribing them with half court granny shots and high five friendship, I was able to convince a couple kids to at least yell for the team during the quarter breaks.  I guess that’s something, right?

Warmups over…  In the locker room, coach went through the game plan with precision and vigor for the challenge ahead.  Listening like a C+ student before the big test, I simply tried to keep up and not embarrass myself in front of the squad that I had come to admire.  And now, with a ‘one, two, three, BLAZERS’, it was on!

Taking the court, we were ready for the announcements of the teams to the crowd.  Lights out.  Spotlights on.  The Blazers were introduced, followed by a strobe flashing, speaker busting intro by the home team public address announcer.  Then as if on cue, Billy the Bison mascot jumped in the fray with a spicy rendition of Old time Rock and Roll!  Yes…  Game time!

The opening tip went to the Bisons and the Blazers fell behind early thanks to some aggressive defense by the home team.  Following a media time out, Coach Webster, yelled down to the end of he bench and called my number.  At 7:38 to go in the first quarter, I saw my first action as a professional basketball player.  My knees felt weak and my legs were like bricks for the first two minutes.  I could feel my heart pounding the walls of my chest as if I were running ten marathons that day.  In posting up one of the Bison centers, I was clearly overmatched against his 6’10” chiseled frame.  Moves that I had would certainly do no good on this day, but with approximately 3:00 to go in the quarter, I caught the ball with my back to the basket.  Leaning backwards against this massive forearm wedged in the small of my back, I could feel the air being exhaled from my opponent as if he were a Spanish bull and I had a bullseye nailed beneath my shoulders.  Just then, with a quick twitch to the left and a spin toward the baseline on my right, I faded back, arched the ball skyward and watched it sail over the backboard toward the goal as if in slow motion.  I could see it flying toward the lights with the glow of the scoreboard in the distance as it cleared the top of the board and clanked off the side of the rim.  Just then…  whistle… “FOUL!”, said the ref.  “Two shots!” 

Turning toward the free throw line, I simply wanted to calm the nerves and make it look like I had done this before.  As the teams lined up, I placed my foot at the line, received the ball from the referee and with a triple loop around my body, I dribbled three times, spun the ball in my finger tips and released the shot fifteen feet forward to swish my first point home.  (Little did I know at the time that it would be my ONLY point!)  After making the first, I caught myself smiling and reveling in the moment that was before me.  I realized that if I did nothing else that night, everything had come full circle and was worth every second I would get from there on out.  So, in successfully psyching myself out, I missed the second free throw and was replaced with a show high fives from the other Blazers as I headed towards the bench.

The rest of the night is somewhat of a blur on the court.  I remember having a couple passes that were converted for assists, and grabbing a total of four rebounds in between the barrage of elbows to the ribcage.  All in all I logged a total of 18 minutes on my professional debut and subsequent retirement.  It was a moment that will forever be treasured in my heart.  But one last thing made that even more night special…the smile of a kid behind the bench.

Immediately following the halftime festivities, the Blazers were down nearly 30 points and I told this pre-teen kid to cheer for us.  After some initial balking at the idea, I took out a Blazer t-shirt that we had made for our home fans and told him that we needed some support if he was going to stay behind the bench.  He reluctantly agreed.  Two minutes later, I felt a light tapping on my shoulder as I was engulfed in the game.  As I turned, this blond haired kid was standing there with a marker in one hand and the t-shirt in another asking ME for an autograph.  With a hearty laugh, I agreed and after the game, each Blazer signed the shirt for this wide eyed young man.  Of course, I signed, with my www.allstarshoops.net alter ego, the “Janitor”.  We shook hands and left the arena.

Oh… Yes, we lost the game.  It was quite the thumping at 154-105, but in my mind, despite the score the team was victorious because we found fans where there were none and we had fun despite the daunting odds we faced.  I take pride, and somewhat of a moral victory for a short handed Blazer squad that had enlisted the services of perhaps what will be its oldest player in franchise history.  

As the real Blazers journey to the playoffs this weekend in Knoxville, I’m easily reminded that sore bodies, great odds, and road weariness have no match for solid character and a strong heart.  Each of the Blazer players exhibits the integrity and competitive spirit that we should teach in all of our young people today.  As grown ups we have responsibilities to our families, our friends, and our communities.  We must give back all that we can to each of these and continue to dream to make things better for every life we touch along the way.  

And…  Every now and then…  We need to take some time to dream for ourselves as well.  Because, I realized something this past week that I thought was gone.  That spirit that we had when we were kids is still inside us.  It may be buried and covered like the rust and oxidation on an old car, but with a little encouragement, some care, and a lot of strength with the right amount of polish, it can shine once again.  Although if you are talking basketball, I would polish with a healthy amount of BenGay, just in case.

