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When T he  S treetlamp B roke

Mom got us the pink basketball for Christmas five years ago. Grace started to dribble it in her right hand, slowly
changing it to her left; she never had to look down at it. She ran faster than me, hitting the streetlamp that had
become the basket. She pretended to clap for herself running back and forth, holding the three fingers in the air.
Mom told us we had to stop playing when Grace shattered the glass in the lamp. 
 I kept the pink basketball in my room, throwing it at Grace whenever Mom wasn’t watching. We would sit next to
one another, on the edge of the pool, her throwing the ball in front of her to catch, pretending to make baskets. I
tried to steal the ball from her, grabbing it with both of my hands around, laughing as she tackled me to the ground. 
Grace started playing for a local team. Mom gave her a month to decide if she liked the team, but Grace said she
didn’t have to. She was ten and knew what she loved. Grace knew more about what she wanted when she was ten
than when she got older. She picked out the chicken on the menu, never the hamburger. Always the strawberry
smoothie without the orange juice. She knew this team and loved them. They practiced on the asphalt in a parking
lot. Grace came home with the dirt etched in straight lines from where she had fallen fighting for the ball. Her face
was coated in mud, which would take ten minutes to wash off. 
Jamal was her assistant coach. He was from rural Georgia. He started playing ball to get out of chores that his
mother had always asked him to do. He would never frown at his players, only smile. The smile would take up his
face, covering the scar on his lip.  
He would run after Grace, forcing her to make layups with her left and right hand. She would spend hours lobbing
the ball over her right shoulder because the right way would never go in. Each time she did something with a ball, her
tongue would stick out of the corner of her mouth. 
    
Grace started to play with Kamren. She was Jamal’s daughter. He drove her to basketball practice every morning
before the sun came out. 
   “Kamren,’’ she held out her hand to Grace. 
  “Grace.’’ Kamren nodded slightly as she moved the ball between her legs, watching to see if Grace would do the
same. 
  “Wanna play horse?”
  “Sure,’’ Grace made a three point shot. “Your turn.’’ I didn’t say anything. She wore a pair of old red basketball
shorts, the t-shirt was black. 
  “Hi,’’ I said awkwardly. Kamren didn’t say anything to me, she looked at me for a second before turning her
attention back to Grace. 
  “You’ll have to do better than that if you wanna beat me,’’ Kamren said. Jamal waved at Kamren, a proud look on
his face. 
I didn’t say anything more to Kamren, she had no interest in my words. She watched Grace wistfully as Grace made
the three-pointer, and Kamren’s ball bounced off of the backboard. I watched Kamren from a distance, afraid to
approach her again. 
Jamal met me in the parking lot when I was hiding in the car. I crouched down in my seat as he approached the door,
knocking on it. I opened it, letting him inside. 
  “You must be the sister,’’ he grinned at me. Offering me his hand. I shook it. 
  “You know Grace talks about you. She says my sister won’t like you. And I say ``how can someone not like me?”
He smiled. “She says she different. She smarter than the rest of us. Grace gonna play ball one day I tellin you.’’ 
“Yeah she’s pretty good at what she does,’’ I said, slowly shrinking back into the seat of the car. 
  “I keep tellin her we gotta get her sister out here too. See what she can do on the court?”
  “No sir, I don’t play.’’ 



  “Well maybe you shouldn’t. Couldn’t imagine you would be as good as Grace so—”
  “Excuse me?” I sat up. He left. 
    
I continued going to Grace’s games. Watching as she played faster and smarter than the rest of them. She would
throw the ball across the floor landing always in the right person’s hands. She saw the floor, Jamal said. 
Mom always kept an arm’s distance away from Jamal when she could. She would sit in the front of the parking lot,
her lights on. She would bury her head inside of the scarf that she wore around her neck watching as Grace ran up
and down the court. 
  “I don’t like him,’’ she always said the same thing to me when we watched Grace practice. 
  “Why?” I asked. 
  “I just can’t trust him. Something about him tells me that he’s going to hurt her.’’
  “In what way?” I asked. I didn’t say that I didn’t trust him either. 
  “The way she trusts him with everything, something feels off,’’ Mom shook her head.  
Jamal would never come over to the car when Mom was in it. He would hover on the opposite side of the court
when she started to get out of the car. 
 It was a year after Grace had joined the team. Mom went out of the car. She stepped out of it watching as Grace
laughed with Jamal. She stared as Jamal made motions with his hands showing her how to move the ball and which
ways to move it. 
  “Jamal?” she held out her hand. 
  “Ya,’’ he turned to smile at her. “And you?”
   “Grace’s mom,’’ Mom smiled.
  “Oh, hi,’’ Jamal said, distracted. 
 He called a time out. Walking to the other end of the court with Mom. “I’m sorry I couldn’t really talk to you while
they were playing.’’
 Mom nodded. “I’m glad you watch my daughter when she plays. She needs someone to look out for her out here
since I can’t.’’
    “We look out for each other. That’s why this sport is a team effort. Grace always gets that. Other kids with her
talent you usually get ‘em saying this was this and they should’ve been given this chance. Grace never does that. It’s
why I have so much respect for her.”
  “Grace is a better person than all of us.’’
  “No question,’’ Jamal smiled. “You know I was gonna ask you about donating some money.’’
  “You want me to donate money?”
  “Yeah, whatever you think is reasonable,’’ Jamal smiled.
They looked away from each other and Mom crossed her hands over her chest. Her nails pierced the edges of her
skin, her purse sitting on the bone of her wrist. 
    
We were at one of Grace’s tournaments. She was twelve and was starting to grow taller. Grace and Kamren had
become the two stars of the team. They knew each other well enough that they could tell where each other was on
the court. They trusted each other.
  “He’s good to Grace, that's all that matters,’’ I said quietly to Mom. We sat on the far end of the bleacher
watching Grace warm up. Jamal pretended like he didn’t see us. Grace smiled at Jamal when she made a shot and
looked for encouragement from him when she missed. He always gave her a hug after the game. 
  “I don’t trust him,’’ Mom sat back shifting through her purse. 
  “Mom, come on.’
  “He thinks Grace is just a money bank. That’s why he acts like he cares about her,’’ Mom pointed to Jamal. 
  “Or he loves Grace. He takes care of her. Mom, you can’t take him away from Grace, it'll kill her. Grace wasn’t
always this happy,” I said. “Basketball gives her a place to get her aggression out and Jamal wants to help her. Let
him help her, even if we don’t like him.’’
    
Jamal sat down next to us, the same game. “She gets frustrated,’’ Jamal sat on the bleachers, muttering to himself.
I saw Grace shoot the ball, to see it bounce off the end missing, hitting the center of the court. She threw the ball
down, screaming into the air, that none of the rest of us could hear. 
  “Next play,’’ Jamal yelled. He didn’t say anything else to her. Every time she would throw the ball, he would look
at her and say,   “Next Play.” 
 Grace knew who to pass the ball to. It was a dance floor, a choreographed piece, that she always knew the next
step to. 
 Kamren started to play more with Grace. They were put up against one another. They would play for the same



team, but Kamren would jam her elbows into Grace’s sides, pushing her onto the court. They fought one another for
everything, the ball, the chance to shoot a three pointer, which basket they would shoot at. Jamal would always take
Grace’s side, helping her with the gun, and a free throw. Kamren was forced to sit on the side. Mom saw the
struggle with Kamren. She and Kamren wanted the same thing. Mom wanted her daughter back, and Kamren
wanted her father. She seemed to understand Kamren more than Jamal ever did. Jamal seemed to understand Grace
more than Mom. 
I could see the pain on Kamren’s face as more games were played. I saw the difference in the way Jamal looked.
He never saw Kamren, but he always saw Grace. Kamren’s family never came to watch the games. Grace always
told me she had two sisters and one brother, but I never met any of them. Neither did Grace. 
    Grace sat me down one night. We were sitting on her bed, close to our thirteenth birthday. She moved her legs
out in front of her, staring at the bookshelves and the tiny knick knacks that she had always kept around the room.
The old Marvel toys sitting in the box on the side, next to the Toy Story blanket that was unfolded on the pretend
basketball chair. Outside balls and inside balls littered the center of the room, covering the old red carpet. 
   “You ever think about leaving?” I asked. She turned to look at me. 
  “Nah not here. Too much stuff for me here.’’
  “What’s here?”
  “My team. I gotta take care of the team and Jamal-’’
  “You wanna stay in Tucson for Jamal?”
  “Wouldn’t you?”
  “Not when I know you could do more.”
  “Why do you want to leave anyway? You wanna leave Mom and Dad here? You wanna leave school, where would
you even go?”
  “I don’t know,’’ I said. I stared back at the bookshelves. “I just know you shouldn’t stay here.”
  I stared out the side window, next to the Sue Bird poster in the corner. 
  “Grace come on,’’ I said, finally breaking the silence. I looked over at her.  “You know Mom doesn’t like him and
I don’t either.’’
  “So? That has nothing to do with me. You guys just don’t know him as well as I do,’’ Grace wasn’t looking at me.
She was trying to convince herself of something to be true. 
I thought of how happy Grace was when she played with him. I wanted her to find someone who loved her just as
Jamal did. I knew Jamal was the only one who could make her smile. 
    
I went to each of her games. I would sit in the top bleacher, to have a backrest. Grace started to hold herself
differently on the court. She was thirteen and had started to grow into herself.  People would look at her when she
came onto the floor. She started to develop a walk. It looked like a duck, her ankles flailing out in front of her,
farther than the rest of her leg or foot went. 
Jamal often would hug her after a game, lean his head in close to her, and whisper what she did wrong and right. I
was sitting on the courtside bleacher, watching Kamren taunt Grace. 
  “You know he only is using you right?” Kamren muttered to Grace. 
  Grace didn’t say anything. She moved her hand towards the ball. 
  “He doesn’t want someone like you as his star player. He’s just doing whatever mommy wants so that he can get
money.’’
  “My mom’s not paying him any money.’’
  “Good that you believe that. You won’t realize how useless you really are to him. Just another rich kid whose
parents he wants to please. A worthless lazy—” Grace stole the ball. 
Kamren watched her for a second, seeing as Grace made another layup. She punched her first. The heel of her hand
hitting her nose. She bent down to meet her and moved her arm up and down into Grace’s ribs. Mom started to run
before me. Jamal was there first, pulling his daughter off of Grace. I ran trying to see if Grace could get up. Mom
had taken off her shoe waving it at Jamal, yelling threats at Kamren.
  “I can’t play for them anymore. Not after what Kamren said.’’
  “You know he wasn’t,’’ I whispered.
  “Did you know? Is that why you wanted me to quit the team?” Grace looked up at me. Jamal was holding
Kamren’s arm, yelling words we couldn’t hear. 
  “He wasn’t using you for money,’’ I said. I gave her the answer we both wanted. “No matter how he felt about me
or Mom he was always going to be there for you. I wanted you to quit the team because of Kamren.’’
  “What?” Grace turned to look at me. 
  “She was going to snap at some point, I didn’t want you to get hurt,’’ I said, gesturing to the bruises on her face. 
  “How did you know she was going to snap?” asked Grace. 



  “She was jealous. She took it out on you instead of Jamal,’’ I shrugged. 
  “How do you know she was jealous?” Grace whispered. 
  “Because I’m jealous too.’’
  “Who are you jealous of?”
  “You,’’ I said.      
 Grace sat down next to me, underneath the streetlamp, a few days after she had quit the team. We sat at the edge of
the pool, my feet dancing into the center. 
  “What if I pushed you in?” she nudged my shoulder. 
   I shook my head. 
  We sat in silence for a few moments. 
  “You know the game ain’t just a game. It’s more than that,’’ Grace looked over her shoulder as though afraid
someone might overhear us. “It's about the ball. Whether the shot goes in it doesn’t matter. We all here to shoot the
ball.’’ Grace got up and turned away, her head turned up to the sky. 
  “Are you still gonna play?” I asked. 
  “Always,’’ said Grace. “I need the game because I love it. I can’t live without it.’’
    
Grace starts to get up at five each morning. The sun is still low in the sky, the moon slowly still fading. The
roadrunners are still running on the lights of the street lamps. The old hot dog stand in the corner is just opening for
the day. Street had just closed for the night. Walgreens lights flicked on. She starts to run. On the treadmill, around
the neighborhood, by the pink and purple wall, into the old streets by the DoubleTree.
 She trained with Jamal on her own without the team. The team would no longer meet her eyes. They would play on
the other end of the court, their balls knocking hers out of the basket. 
   “Next play.’’ Jamal would mouth. He took her hand in his. The arm still wrapped around her shoulders. Kamren
watched them from a distance. Her eyes not focusing on the basket. 
  “You ain’t them you hear? They jealous of you. You gonna go to somethin great. Now you ain’t gonna do somethin
great if you don’t start shooting those free throws. Thirty let's go.’’ 
Grace made each one, her hands flicking the ball into the basket. She moved around the court, the same look of
concentration, the tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth. I watched the shot sail into the hoop, clanging as
though hitting the old metal. 
An old man sat down next to me, his feet resting against the bleacher in front of him. He chewed a toothpick out of
the corner of his mouth. 
  “You know her?” he pointed to Grace. I watched as the ball fell into the basket. 
  “Yeah,’’ I smiled. 
  “She can go,’’ he leaned back against the bleachers. “I wouldn’t rule her out.’’
   “No one does sir,’’ I said. 
  He looked back at me. “She your sister?”
  “Yeah.’’
    
I got up early once to see her at the gym, a couple of months before the start of high school. Grace shot the ball.
Her hair clung to the edges of her forehead with sweat. 
She got up earlier than the rest of them did. She pushed harder than the others did. She stayed later in the gym, her
shoes making music. She gripped the ball in between her hands running towards the same basket she had always run
to. She heard the metal clang as the basket swung into the middle. 
 


