Pacific Rims

Pickup Basketball Finds Players Courting Youth With Poetry of Motion

MARK CHALON SMITH | Los Angeles Times
If there's a language of movement, then basketball, especially wide-open street basketball, is like speaking in tongues.

Go to any park or gym where there's a good game, and you can see it, the abandon that leads to the unpredictable. Players riffing, a little out-of-control, going for smooth and coming up with rough. But always letting the inspiration take them someplace on the court.

Then, like when the best improv clicks, everything smooths out. The tongue loosens, the language is precise. From the chaos of kids pounding a ball around, bumping and flailing, comes a lovely lay-up, a soft pass over the shoulder, a silky jump shot.

Forgive the gushing, but I'm not just a fan. I try to play as often as possible. I'm not a great player. Not a "White Man Can't Jump" kind, going out on weekends and making money with skill and flashy talk. More a ready player, getting a little older and slower, but always able to find a game. Sure, I'm bad enough. You want some of this?

(Need a little attitude out there, keeps everybody interested. That's part of the fun.)

As with any sport, you play because it's sublime and because it's competitive. It's a test, what you can do in the moment and in the framework of an entire game. A split second can be great--knowing that it was as good as you could make it; a full afternoon can be bracing--the highs and lows amounting to a few hours of understanding the can- and can't-dos of your body. Basketball is self-reflective.

I've been playing since way before high school, when, like many kids, I talked my father into raising a hoop in the driveway. Jerry West, Earl Monroe, Walt Frazier--those were the images I held during the long repetition of shots and skips.

Those were free moments, but they led to junior high and high school teams and coaches who were taken with the fundamentals. Never held that against them; learned how to pass and how to screen out guys and where to stand when I didn't have much to do in any particular play.

But there was something instinctively wrong with all that structure. Purists, especially those who wear whistles and spend a lot of time in campus gymnasiums, won't like that, but it's true. Basketball may not work best without strict organization, but it usually feels best.

That's why even when the knees and ankles complain, you'll find me at pickup games. I'll just wear heavier braces, thicker wraps.

There's a guy I know, a real estate developer from Long Beach in his 60s, who hasn't scooted in years, but he's got this nice two-hand set-shot. It goes in a lot, and it's enough to keep him out there.

One of the great things about hoops is that you can find games all over. There are rarefied courts, well-publicized and a bit intimidating, like those at Laguna Beach or Venice Beach where some really talented, ego-rich players congregate, but there are also more welcoming spots. My advice: Pick a court that matches your speed, just walk up, say "game," and wait your turn. Something good might happen.

It happened the other day when I showed up at the Mile Square Park in Fountain Valley. Youngsters, mainly high school boys (but a few girls as well; these days, street basketball is an equal-opportunity sport) were shooting around, and teams formed. Three on three--Jamie, Jason and I against Emmitt, Frank and John. Frank was tall and rangy, and he could dunk. He was showing off. Nothing to make a college scout flush, but he was slamming it through.

Now, like everybody else, I enjoy watching dunks. But it gets old. Although about as fancy as a shove to the chin, the dunk always draws the good press--it's become something of the moving logo for the NBA--but it lacks variation and whimsy. Frankly, all those 360-spins and Shaq-attack backboard breakers are like repeating "Oh my!" over and over until the brain numbs.

Never mind that I could never dunk, and could only pull one off today after a leap from a medium-sized chair. This concerns aesthetics. What I really appreciate is the pick-and-roll; it's always charmed me as basketball's subtlest play.

The simple maneuver, a standby that goes waaay back, has guile, resourcefulness and that ineffable connection participants in any team sport wait for. It spools out like this: A guy without the ball sets up the guy with the ball by strolling in front of his defender (that's the pick part).

After the dribbler looks like he's open for a shot or a drive, the guy standing still tears to the hoop (that's the roll part). A quick pass can turn into a gentle did-you- just-see-what-we-pulled-off? layup. It's a set play that may offend my anarchist's sensibilities, but the pleasure comes from watching machinery revolving into perfect place.

At Mile High, Jamie, Jason and I were getting slapped around, mainly by Frank, who was plucking rebounds like a dude lolling in a cherry picker. But the game, which we lost big, was saved artistically when Jason set me up, acted quick on my yelling "roll" and ended up with a pass right there and a layup right in Frank's shadow. Basic high and low hand-slaps--which contrary to what many people think does not always make a full-grown man feel silly--were performed.

I have friends in New York who sometimes ask me about the difference in games, usually wanting to know which is better, East Coast or West Coast action. Well, I haven't played on many courts back there, but I always try to get to the one across from a popular movie theater in Greenwich Village whenever I'm in Manhattan.

It's always a wildly athletic contest where bigger, taller and jumpier guys than I grab all the rebounds, then dribble to the other end of the court, refuse to pass and shoot, shoot, shoot. Savage dunks are commonplace. I think they've let me, an outsider and a California outsider at that, play because I pass. Their eyes get large when I do; to them, it's as startling as stumbling over a gold-plated pair of high-tops.

Really, as far as I can tell, the games are more satisfying out here, mainly because they're more egalitarian; at the best courts, you can find generous players who are prepared, if not exactly eager, to give up the ball. They're also liberal with time. Some guys go all day. There's always something happening, which means you can find a game just about any time.

Hey, that's good for you. Go, dribble, pass, shoot. Speak in tongues or quote Shakespeare. And when the opportunity comes, always go for the pick-and-roll.
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The Sidewalk Is Rolling In Tales

The Camaraderie of In-Line Skating Sets the Writer's Wheels in Motion

MARK CHALON SMITH | Los Angeles Times 
Writers find different places where people and their stories are plentiful. Bars are usually dependable, and spots where anglers cast and muse aren't bad either. Gyms can offer curious tales delivered through a veil of sweat, and I hear that auctions of any kind are a fine resource if you're willing to sit through all the noisy commerce.

I never expected to find such a place perched warily atop a pair of in-line skates.

This may not be Hemingway's movable feast, but movable snack does apply. While gliding here and stumbling there, I've been privy to fleeting glimpses of personal lives and rolling-rolling-rolling snatches of anecdotes.

I can't say exactly why. Maybe it's the transitory (literally) quality of the experience, the knowing that all you have to do is step on it and you can get away from the stranger you're talking to. Or maybe it's the openness that shared experience can bring, even when the experience is as trivial as cruising over smooth asphalt.

The first time I went out, it was obvious I didn't know much of anything.

In-line skating isn't difficult, but it can be limiting, especially at the start. There's little fun to these early stages (not falling down preoccupies you). Looking good is impossible, and other skaters, especially those who look great, pick up on that.

So there I was, trying to avoid the choppy strokes that are a novice's giveaway, when Larry, an East Coast transplant, rolled up beside me. I noticed his skates were quieter than mine, a sign of superior skill. The backward move, done less than six feet in front of me, was another. But Larry wasn't taunting; he wanted to gab.

"Hey, what kind of wheels you got?" he asked.

"Round? Slow?"

Larry laughed. "No, those are precision ball-bearing wheels, good for speed. You'll love them later on."

He learned that it was my first time out, and I learned that he used to live in Connecticut, had a dog that was run over when let off the leash in a Los Angeles park, and that Larry was dating a woman he met while skating. She goes to Cal State Fullerton, where she's studying acting and banking, in that order. Larry wasn't sure he wanted her to be an actress: no future in it.

"You'll be good at this," Larry said as he sped off.

I decided to rest for a while in a shaded area near the beach.

Other skaters weaved between the bikers and walkers, some dressed for skating success in their wraparound Spandex and neon pads, others frumpy and worried-looking. Up the way, stomping more than skating, came Todd, who would tell me later that he was 8, his mother just got a divorce and what he really liked to do was play video games.

It was hard to make out what he was when I first saw him. He was done up in every safety apparatus imaginable, all in apparently adult sizes. You could barely see the boy under all the stuff: huge safety helmet, huge wrist protectors, huge elbow pads, even huger knee braces. He slowed while passing and I thought he seemed embarrassed. His mother was down the strand a bit, apprehensive as can be.

I said "hi" and Todd stopped immediately, answering "You, too?" Somehow, this kid knew I was just a beginner, like him. Knitted brow? A discouraged curve to my mouth?

"Yeah, I should be wearing pads. Haven't fallen yet. How 'bout you?"

"Nope. Can't wait to get home, though. Something new for my Game Boy. Wish Mom wasn't so nervous all the time. Do you know how much further this sidewalk goes? Gotta run!"

"OK, you have a very wise mom, y'know? All that protective stuff is smart."

"Uh-huh. Gotta go!"

Since then, I skate maybe twice a week. I've become decent; I don't think about tipping over all the time. I can't do anything fancy, just more or less move forward in a relaxed gait. Maybe a quick turn every now and then; I'm proud that I can stop on command, by twirling in a half-circle. This is good exercise--in-line skating works you pretty well. An hour of it, I figure, is better than a half-hour of jogging, which bores the spirit right out of me.

I usually go on the strand by the beach where I live, but sometimes I go on the bike path on the San Diego Creek Channel trail in Irvine. It takes you by UC Irvine and, I hear, goes all the way to Newport Beach. Who knows when I'll try that, maybe when they motorize these things.

Every time I go out, I seem to meet people. Sally with the inordinate fear of hills ("I'll get going and I'll land on my head and I'll probably die"). Hector, who got laid off from his accounting job ("Are you unemployed, too?" he asked, and seemed pleased to learn I was a writer with flexible hours so I could skate on weekdays). And Beth, who hoped skating would help her lose weight ("I've always been fat, probably always will").

The people are really more interesting than the basics of good skating, but I feel obliged to reveal what I know, which is little.

Push out on the skates and use the inside edges (something like skiing and, I'm told, much like ice-skating) for speed and balance. Lean slightly forward (but not too much; the forehead is a sensitive part of your body) and bend the knees. Approach downward slopes with as much caution as possible. Don't depend on that silly little brake pad they equip your skates with; I think it's meant to look cool, not stop you.

One last thing: If Larry zooms up, doing that backward business of his, don't take it personally. He may be showing off, but he's all right.

This column is one in an occasional series of first-person accounts of leisure activities in and around Orange County. 

