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So that's where I know that gripper from, Larson thought.  Darren Morgan had been tickling the back of his mind for weeks now, ever since he'd assumed control of Scherper's English class.  Scherper, the principal told him, had been suddenly afflicted with vertigo, which Larson hadn't known could happen out of the blue, but there you are.  He needed a job, Elk River needed an English teacher, and it was a match made in heaven except for the fact that Larson couldn't stand this Darren Morgan kid.  And the fact that teaching English was even harder to do hungover than playing golf.


"Thank you, Darren," Larson said.  "That was … very good."  Several of the students looked at him with open hostility.  "Very good" was, in their eyes, damning Morgan's emotional story with faint praise.  It certainly seemed to have gone over well with the rest of the students - some of the girls were misty eyed, and several of them patted Morgan on the back or briefly gripped his hand as he limped back to his desk.  Oh for Christ's sake, Larson thought.  I bet that limp is nowhere to be seen ninety percent of the time.


The story, once you stripped away all the bullshit, was this: Darren Morgan's right leg had stopped growing.  Doctors couldn't figure out what to do about it, and as the rest of him continued to grow it was causing all sorts of problems, so the leg was cut off above the knee, and a prosthesis attached in its place.

In Morgan's retelling, though, this simple plot had been larded with all sorts of other drama: his athletic superstardom; his future career in pro basketball; his decision to cut off his own leg, and the implication that he'd sawed it off himself with tools lying around the garage while biting onto an old leather belt; a yearlong depression where "it seemed like there was nothing to live for"; followed by a triumphant return to the realm of human striving.  Hurrah! the crowd shouted.  Banners were unfurled.  A thousand flowers bloomed.


Larson almost felt bad for the students who followed Morgan.  Georgina Murphy talked about a trip she'd taken to Costa Rica, and the doomed romance she'd found there with the river tour guide, a romance purer and more poignant than anything they who lived stateside could even imagine.  Georgina was hot, and the implications in her story might have caused a bigger stir on some other day, but Morgan had ruined it for her, and for Jim Struthers, who told a lame story about getting wasted and trying to load pumpkins into a van.  They were seniors, and so stories about getting wasted seemed rakish and devil-may-care, especially when told in class.


"In addition to being inappropriate for an English assignment, Jim," Larson said, when he was through, "your story of personal adversity lacks a crucial component of drama, which I described about two hundred times over the course of the last week.  Can you remember what that is?"


"Uh," Jim said.  Larson might have been easier on him except that he'd also said 'Uh' and 'Um' fifty-seven times while relating his tale, a crime against public speaking Larson particularly despised.  He let Jim dangle for perhaps fifteen seconds before he answered his own question.


"It has to go somewhere, Jim," he said.  "The experience has to amount to something.  Drunkenly piling pumpkins into the wrong van doesn't amount to anything."


"It amounted to something the next day," Jim said.  "I've never been so hung over."


"Enough, Jim," Larson said, as everyone laughed.  He might have laughed himself, except for his own hangover.
#


He'd been home from the golf course for fifteen minutes which meant that Karina had been riding his ass for fourteen.  "Did you even apply for anything?" she said, standing in the kitchen doorway and brandishing the wooden spoon she'd been using to stir the hamburger helper.


"I told you, Karina, I was golfing."


"All day?" she said.


"That's how it works," he said.  "When you're a golf pro, you golf."


"You're not a golf pro, Eric," she said.


"I'm starting to figure out why that is," he muttered, turning to unlace his shoes.  


"What?" she yelled.  She'd gone back into the kitchen.


"Nothing," he said.  "Is dinner ready?"


Larson thought that with the help of the hamburger helper he might escape another lecture about his drinking.  Karina hadn't smelled anything on his breath when he walked in because the whole apartment was filled with the delightful bouquet of cheeseburger macaroni, which meant he had a window of opportunity if he acted fast.  He went into the kitchen, past the stove where Karina was jostling the contents of the skillet, and poured some vodka into a glass.  Normally he'd have made a martini but he wanted to drink it before she tried to kiss him and the game was up.


"Jesus, Eric," she said, as he filled the glass halfway.


"Honey, I'm tired.  I need a drink."


"Hard day at the golf course, I guess."  She followed the statement with a laugh to soften it, but it didn't really fool either of them.  Larson swallowed a mouthful of vodka and grimaced, half for the burn in his throat, half for the burn in his gut he got whenever he looked at the wreckage of his life.  Twenty-six and already he'd fucked up the lot.  He decided to let Karina's comment pass, and took his glass into the living room and turned on the TV.  The Wolves were playing, and that was something.  


But then he turned the TV off again and marched back into the kitchen.  "You know, I don't appreciate the implication that I'm some kind of … frivolous jackass for trying to do the thing I've been trying to do ever since we got married."


"Jesus, sorry," she said.  "I was making a joke."


"Bullshit, Karina," he said.  "You're always making these passive-aggressive comments, just like your mother.  Being married to you is like the death of a thousand cuts." 

"Oh, poor baby," she said.  It was a hard thing to violently turn off a gas burner but she managed it somehow, and also banged the skillet hard enough to send little yellow clumps of 'cheese' and hamburger tumbling out of the pan and onto the stove's white metal surface.  "Is it asking so much from you to act like an adult?  And get a job?"


"I'm _trying_ to get a job," he said.  "The job I'm trying to get is the job of golf pro at Daytona.  You've known this ever since you've known me, and it pisses me off that all of a sudden you're pretending to be surprised that this is my goal."


"Except that when I met you you were substitute teaching.  And you were pursuing your 'goal' of being a golf pro in your free time.  But frankly," she said, staring him down, "what you really seemed interested in pursuing was playing outside and then getting drunk afterwards, and in that respect it seems you've made fantastic progress."


"Oh, lovely," Larson said.  "Lovely."


"You know what's lovely?" she said, stomping into the living room and rummaging in her bag.  "I read an admission essay today by a kid who cut off his own fucking leg so he could move forward in life.  So when you stagger in and give me this song and dance -"


"Wait!" Larson said.  "What?"


"You heard me," she said.


"No, I - This kid.  What was his name?  Was it Darren Morgan?"


Karina seemed to be taken aback by this, and so missed her own slot in the back-and-forth, which meant the two passed a silent beat staring each other down.  "Do you _know_ him?" she said, finally.


"Oh, I know him," Larson said.  "It's all an act."


"Oh, _Eric_."


"I'm serious!  I coached against his team when he was in eighth grade, and he was a whiny little bitch, complaining about a hundred percent of the calls, flopping like a madman.  And then his leg gets cut off, and he proceeds to fucking milk it for his entire high school career.  When I was teaching he gave a speech in my class that I guarantee was the same thing he wrote for his admissions essay."


Karina was shaking her head, her expression a hybrid of disgust and sorrow that he couldn't remember ever having seen before.  "I cannot believe you're ripping on a kid who cut off his own leg," she said.  "This has got to be a new low."


"And why does everyone act like he cut it off himself!" Larson yelled, so worked up he forgot he was still holding a half-full glass of vodka when he threw his hands in the air.  The vodka flew straight out of the glass and blasted against the ceiling.  This stunned them both into silence for the second time.


"You have got some real problems, Eric," Karina said, turning and disappearing down the hallway.  After some scuffling, which presumably were the sounds of her putting on her shoes, she grabbed her keys.  Larson heard the front door open, then shut behind her.


He sighed.  Looked up at the ceiling, where his vodka had discolored the off-white paint into grey blotches.  Walked back into the kitchen to re-fill his glass.

#


Larson was sitting in the clubhouse trying to drink liquids when he saw Darren Morgan outside.  He wouldn't have noticed him except Morgan was in a group of three hot chicks, and he'd been watching one of the hot chicks for a few minutes before he realized the identity of the lone buck in their party.


"Son of a bitch," Larson muttered to himself.  


"What's that?" Joe, the bartender, said.


"Nothing," Larson said.  "Talking to myself."


He wouldn't have described himself as hungover because he'd taken specific precautions not to be hung over.  These precautions obviously had not included not drinking the night before, but they had included taking some anti-hangover elixir Weis had given him before they went to the bar, eating a bunch of saltines, and swallowing several aspirin before he fell asleep.  The precautions were also supposed to have included drinking shitloads of water, but he hadn't done that and so was trying to make up for it now, especially since it was almost ninety degrees out, and bright.  Even thinking about those conditions gave him a headache, which is why he was sitting in the clubhouse thinking about ditching out on golf entirely and smoothing things over with a screwdriver or three.


"Can I get another water, Joe?" Larson said, when his glass was empty.


"Your wish is my command," Joe said, re-filling it.  Joe was always cheery, which annoyed Larson.  And now Darren Morgan, on Larson's own turf.  Morgan, viewed through the clubhouse windows, looked despicably healthy and happy; broad-shouldered, biceps stretching the sleeves of his polo shirt, sandy brown hair sun-lightened.  He looked like he'd walked out of a commercial for deoderant, or perhaps underwear.  You'd never know he'd gnawed off his own leg or whatever - as he moved about the green there was no sign of a limp.


"Figures," Larson muttered.


"What's that?" Joe said.


"Christ, Joe, you've got the hearing of a wolf," Larson said.  It wasn't a compliment but Joe seemed to take it as one.


The girls seemed to have never golfed before, and Morgan was doing the most classic of all chick-getting golf tricks, which was putt-doctoring.  He moved behind one of the hot chicks - Larson was briefly thankful that it wasn't the one he'd been watching, but then grew irritated when he caught himself being thankful - and wrapped his arms around her, put his hands over her own, ground his pelvis into her lower back, and then pivoted, showing her how to move.  They practiced it a few times: pivot, pivot, pivot. 


The girl, now well-tutored, giggled, and putted.  The ball went far wide, which gave Larson some very small squirt of satisfaction.  _Awful_ form, he thought to himself, then turned to the bartender.  "Hey Joe?" he said, beckoning to his glass.  "Can you transform this into a screwdriver?"


"What do you think?" Joe said.

#


Larson hadn't played golf all summer, which, he supposed, meant that he'd given it up.  "To concentrate on my drinking," he told his friends at the bar.  His friends laughed.  Actually they might not have been his friends, but they were the people he knew from the bar, and that was close enough for government work.


He _was_ actually doing government work.  Sort of, anyway.  Karina had got him an interview at the English department at the U, which he figured was mighty big of her.  Then again, she was re-married and it cost her nothing to be gracious.  "You'll have to land it yourself," she said.  "I'm actually not sure what it entails."  But Larson could still charm when he wanted to, and his pedigree was impeccable for any English-related thing: masters degree, teaching experience, even a few publications.  Ron Paul, the prune-faced department head who didn't even realize he had the same name as a screwball political candidate, took to him immediately.


"There is a moral seriousness to what we do in the English department," he said, leaning back in his chair and steepling his fingers in front of his nose.  "To many people that will sound pompous, but I suspect that you are not one of those people."


"You're right about that," Larson said.  In fact it sounded more asinine than pompous, considering that most of the graduates of the program Larson had met had only the haziest notion of proper grammar and simply regurgitated whatever literary critiques they'd been spoon-fed.  But whatever.  He needed the job.


For the first couple of weeks he'd actually enjoyed it.  He handled department correspondance, sent out class announcements and queries to potential writers-in-residence, organized colloquia, and any number of random assignments.


But then he started to come in late; and he started drinking at lunchtime; and he stopped holding back his opinions when it would have been more politic to do so.  "I'm not sure if anyone has told you this," he said once, during one of the monthly department gatherings.  He was standing at the drinks table holding a glass of wine in one hand and a paper plate filled with somebody's homemade meatballs in the other.  "But everything James Joyce has written is crap."  


The professor with whom he'd been talking nearly blew Coke through his nose.  "Excuse me?"


"The thing is, nobody reads him.  Why?  Because you can't understand a fucking thing he writes," Larson said.  A tiny part of his brain piped up that perhaps the second glass of wine had been a mistake.  "It's boring.  It's tedious.  It makes no sense."


"Some people," the professor said, "enjoy being challenged."


"Some people," Larson happily agreed, "enjoy pounding nails through their balls."   Several students stood within hearing distance of the last part of this exchange, and they broke out in laughter.  The professor, finding himself without support, smiled, as if the whole thing had been a delightful bit of play.


In short order Larson's bad behavior became so overt that Ron Paul called him onto the carpet.  "What are you doing, Eric?" he said.


"I don't know," Larson answered, truthfully.  The two men stared at each other across Paul's massive wooden desk for some long seconds.


"Please conduct yourself as befits a gentleman and scholar," Paul said, finally.  "Failing that, as a gentleman.  Failing that, there will be no place for you here."


"Understood," Larson said.  He pulled himself together for a while.  And then the deadline for the Johnstone Scholar applications came due.


The Johnstone Scholar was the English department's highest honor; it recognized the "marriage of literature and life" in an undergraduate, and had several components, one of which was a personal essay.  Larson's job was not to read the essays; it was simply to process the application packet: verify completeness; enter the applicant into the system; make copies of the essays and distribute them, along with copies of the applicant's transcript, to the Johnstone Scholar Board.


"You've got to be fucking kidding me," he said.  Loudly.  He'd been picking through the day's pile for twenty minutes before this outburst.


"Excuse me?" Marti Hatt said.  Marti sat in a cubicle opposite him.  She performed a function similar to his own for the creative writing department.


"Oh my god, I'm going to light my hair on fire," Larson said.  He'd stood up, was now pacing back and forth, holding up a piece of paper and shaking it at whoever would look.


"What are you talking about?" she said, but Larson was already marching down the hallway, essay in hand, to Ron Paul's office.


"He's on the telephone," Paul's secretary said, but Larson marched past her, opened the office door and walked inside, slamming the essay on Paul's prized oak desk.  Paul's eyes bulged as he stared at Larson's red face, and smelled the liquor on his breath.  


"I'll call you back," he said into the phone, and hung it up.  "What in God's name are you on about, Eric?" he said.


"Read this," Larson said.  


Paul picked it up and quickly scanned the document.  "So?"


"So it's all crap.  It's just total fucking nonsense.  This kid, cutting off his own leg - he's been milking it since high school.  I coached against him, I taught his English class.  He came to my golf course and was showing this girl how to putt.  He's a complete phony, but he just keeps getting further and further on the strength of that fucking leg!"


"Eric!" Paul bellowed.  He may have been old, but he was a large man, and had spent his entire life being obeyed.  "This is unacceptable!  First, you're not making a lick of sense.  Second, it's not your place to comment on this essay, or even to read it.  Third, I can assure you that the Johnstone Board takes its duties very seriously, far more seriously than you seem to take your own.  They are not liable to be swayed by sentimentality."


"The problem is they won't know!" Larson yelled.  "It looks like the triumph of the human fucking spirit, I'm sure, unless you know it's all bullshit!"


"Enough, Eric.  I've tried to be patient with you in light of your … challenges.  I've known a number of men in your position, and have no small sympathy for your difficulties -"


"What difficulties are those?" Larson said, but Paul rolled over him.


"- but this has gone on as long as it can go.  Please collect your things and leave.  Your services are no longer required."


Larson stared at him for fifteen seconds, while Paul stared back.  Then Larson laughed.  Then Larson grabbed the essay from Paul's desk, turned, and stormed out of the office.  The department office rang with a crypt's silence all the way back to his desk.  All eyes were on him as he stuffed the contents of a couple of drawers into his backpack, then turned and walked out.

#


Larson took to showing up in the mornings just after dawn.  The world was quiet except for singing birds; and the grass had the leftovers of dew turning the short-cropped blades into prisms.  In the pause between pressing the tee into the dirt and that first swing he felt like the world was his alone.


Though of course it wasn't; Larson rubbed  shoulders in the clubhouse with other sunrise regulars.  Most of  these were Fox Hollow employees, budding pros honing their games, but other curious demographics rounded out their number: passionate amateurs; visiting executives time-shifted from the East Coast; local notables like Fred Hoiberg who valued peace more than celebrity.

Larson was playing behind Hoiberg the first time they talked.  Fred had struck a shot bad enough to make a sort of "ponging" sound when the ball left the club.  In truth most of his shots were little better, and Larson felt bad for the guy, since Larson, who played fast, was hot on his ass the whole time and bore witness to the series of mishaps.  He wanted to suggest that Fred let him jump ahead, but etiquette demanded Fred make that suggestion, and so far he hadn't.


Instead he turned to Larson, grinned a lopsided grin, and shrugged his shoulders.  "Any suggestions?" he said.


"Well," Larson said.  "Actually -"

#


They'd been playing together for three consecutive Saturdays before they discussed basketball.  "This is gonna sound weird," Fred said, "but do you know who I am?"


"Of course," Larson said.  "I watched every game you played for the Wolves.  Well, every game on TV.  I was a big fan of yours.  I was glad they made you GM."


"Oh," Fred said.  He actually blushed a little.  "You never mentioned anything, is all.  Most people  do."


"That's why I didn't say anything," Larson said.  "Especially since.  Well."


"Heh," Fred said.

#


"Did you see the game last night?" Fred said.  He was a stoic guy but he was opening up, to the point where he was actually more talkative than was polite when somebody else was teeing up.  Larson didn't mind, though.  It was a mild enough adversity to work through, and it meant they were becoming friends for real.  


"Yeah," Larson said, squinting down the green.


"What did you think?" Fred said.


Last week Freddy had even suggested they have a drink in the clubhouse after their round.  It had taken some effort to restrain himself to Virgin Marys, but otherwise it had gone well.  Larson was proud of being friends with somebody famous.  He was also ashamed to be proud, but only a little.


"About what?" Larson said.


"The game in general," Fred said.


"I think they've got no legs, right from the tip.  It's like they know they're beat and everybody's covering his own ass.  Half those guys shouldn't even be in the league."


"Ouch," Fred said.


"Sorry," Larson said, turning to look at Fred.  "I know you inherited most of them from McHale."


"The scoreboard doesn't care whose fault it was," Fred said.


"That attitude is why you're going to be a great GM," Larson said.  "You'll get there.  It's a long season."


"It is when you're losing," Hoiberg said.


"That's not the season I meant," Larson said. 
#


"I met a guy from up your way," Fred said.


"Oh?" Larson said.  "Who?"


"Darren Morgan," Fred said.  "He's applying for a scouting job."


Larson was so surprised he top-hit the ball; it screwed its way into the rough.  "Fuck," he said.  Both men stared for a few seconds at the uncharistically bad shot.


"You know him?" Fred said, when enough time had passed.


"Yeah," Larson said.  "He was in the first high school class I taught.  And I coached against his team in JV travelling.  We had a few other encounters."


"He's not strictly qualified," Fred said, setting up his own ball, "but he wrote a hell of an application.  He's got an interesting story."


"That's for sure," Larson said.


"It's a huge opportunity," Fred said, "I'm looking to shake things up, but I want somebody special.  What do you know about this kid?"


Larson straightened up; scratched the underside of his chin with the handle of his club.  Thought about Darren Morgan, and his stupid leg, which he knew without a doubt had featured prominently in whatever application Hoiberg had read.  "Well," Larson said, "from what I remember, he understood the game exceptionally well from a young age.  He keeps at things.  His peers love him.  Everything the kid touches seems to told to gold, and that's probably something you could use."


"Hmm," Fred said.


"Now," Larson said, "get your stance set up.  Think about the stroke, how it will feel in every part of your body.  Imagine the reality you want to create.  Now, clear your mind.  Swinging is just like shooting - when you're doing it the time for thought is over."


Freddy drew back, paused, and swung.  The motion was clean and the ball arced elegantly into the rising sun.  Not a great shot, but a good one.  Something to build on.


"I think you're right, buddy" Freddy said, shading his eyes with his hand and peering in the direction of where his ball had dropped.  "I think you're right."

