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With love and humble thanks to my ma and grammie for teaching me how to be a man. Failure was never an option!


FOREWORD BY BILL SIMMONS

In February of 2014, Jalen Rose and I were in New Orleans for NBA All-Star Weekend. Jalen had just turned forty-one, so we taped our NBA Countdown show and headed out for a belated birthday dinner in the French Quarter. I ordered a Moscow Mule (vodka, ginger beer, and lime), which arrived in a fancy copper mug. Jalen had already gotten wine, but he became jealous of my special mug and ordered one, too. (Just like that, Jalen had a new favorite drink. He’s that easy.) He also requested a well-done lobster for his entrée, which happens at every nice Jalen dinner for three reasons: First, he loves lobster, but doesn’t like when it’s squishy. Second, he grew up in Detroit with absolutely nothing, about as poor as a little kid can possibly be, which continued to be the case even after the Fab Five started printing millions for Michigan (Jalen and his teammates weren’t seeing a dime). You know what Jalen Rose wasn’t seeing a lot of from age one to age twenty? Lobster. You don’t have to be a psychology major to understand the symbolism there; even Jalen admits as much. He ended up playing in the NBA for thirteen years. At some point—and he doesn’t remember exactly when—he could afford fancy dinners, and he could afford the freaking lobster. Well done. Or he’s sending it back like Mutombo.

Jalen is a creature of habit. He orders the same entrées and drinks and junk-food items. He haunts the same eating and drinking establishments. He falls asleep on airplanes during the exact same time (about five minutes before it takes off) and wakes up during the exact same time (right before it lands). There are thirty funnier things that I wish I could list (but can’t). Maybe for the next book. He’s the most unpredictably predictable friend I ever had. And that French Quarter dinner was the perfect example. I knew he’d order the lobster, and I knew he’d get jealous of my Moscow Mule and want one for himself. But I didn’t know that one of Jalen’s friends would randomly deliver a homemade birthday cake that night, or that Jalen would be touched enough to cruise down Bourbon Street while lugging that unwieldy box. My biggest regret of my entire Jalen friendship was never snapping a picture—there was Jalen Rose moving through a swarm of mostly drunk people, all six feet eight and a half inches of him, holding a birthday cake box as people stared and shouted his name. It just seemed fitting and weird and funny and all so Jalen.

The man isn’t even sneaky-famous; he’s openly and undeniably famous. In the early 1990s, the Fab Five was just as well known as Arsenio, Tupac, Denzel, Snoop, and Dre. Something like forty million people watched C-Webb mistakenly call timeout in that Carolina game. Everyone who played basketball, at any level, started wearing baggier shorts and infusing extra swagger in their game because of Jalen and Jalen first. (And yeah, I include myself, a dorky white kid attending a mostly Irish-Catholic college in Massachusetts.) In 1998, Jalen’s Pacers took Jordan’s Bulls to the brink of a stunning Game 7 home defeat, the closest MJ came to blowing any of his six titles. In the 2000 finals, the Pacers gave Shaq and Kobe everything they could handle. You’re talking about twelve to twenty million viewers per night for any of those games. It’s one of many reasons why people always approach Jalen just to say they named their child after him—not just male babies, but female babies, too. I stopped noticing after a while. It’s just part of being around him. People loved those teams, and those games, and especially, him. He was always the coolest member of the Fab Five, their heart and soul, their trendsetter, their chief trash-talker, their best interview, their fearless leader and crunch-time creator.

I never knew him in college, but like so many others, I felt like I did. He’s been famous since he was eighteen years old, only he never went Macaulay Culkin on us. Fame suits him. He knows every famous black person between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-five—literally, all of them—but he’d never brag about it. He loves being around all types of people. When he moves in crowds with people yelping his name (JAAAAA-LENNNNNNNN!!!), he’s learned to never stop moving. Puts in the time, makes people feel good…but never comes to an actual stop. If he stops, that’s it. He’ll get swarmed. Even on Bourbon Street—while wearing a suit and hauling a birthday cake. It made no sense at all, but it made total sense, because that’s Jalen Rose.

We became friends because we love basketball, we love to work hard, we make each other laugh, we love early hip-hop, we love Good Times, we love our daughters, and we love Larry Bird. That’s really it. In so many ways beyond the obvious ones, we’re polar opposites. My dad is my best friend; Jalen never met his father. I’m a Celtics fan; he’s a Pistons fan. I grew up in a Boston suburb and went to prep school in Connecticut; he had the flip side of that experience in every respect. Same for our college experiences. Same for our professional experiences—me writing about sports, him playing them—and then eventually, we crossed paths and became mismatched brothers for life. My favorite Jalen quality: his uncanny ability to slide into any social situation. It’s truly remarkable, surpassed only by his generosity and steadfast determination to remain a role model for everyone back home. Everything he’s done with his charter school in Detroit, the Jalen Rose Leadership Academy, will outlive him long after he’s gone. And like everything else Jalen does, he’s involved. Didn’t just slap his name on the school and hand it over to people. He runs the thing.

When I found out Jalen was writing a book, I knew it would work because he’s lived the most fascinating life, hands down, of anyone I ever met. (If you’re keeping score, Jalen left out about 298 Jalen After Dark classics that would have sold more copies. It’s really a shame. THE MAN STARRED IN THE NBA FOR THIRTEEN YEARS! AND WAS REALLY REALLY FAMOUS! For a married guy with two kids, there is nothing more exciting than Jalen saying the words “I shouldn’t tell this story…”) Over the past four decades, he crossed paths with hundreds of characters, overcame more adversity than anyone realizes, and somehow kept his trademark sense of humor the entire time. Jalen has no secrets; he’s the most up-front person I know. Most ex–NBA stars avoid discussing life on the road, or the reasons behind petty feuds, or even the things most players really care about (like women, women, and also, women), but Jalen has been candid in his Grantland podcasts for four years and counting. He can’t hide anything. It’s just not in him. Most celebrities would be ashamed to discuss the days when they had bad acne or choppy teeth, or the ghastly Draft Day suit they never should have worn. Jalen brings that stuff up all the time. He’s proud that he came from nothing. He wears every life scar like a badge of honor. He has a fear of conflict that’s both hilarious and adorable; our buddy Jacoby and I tease him about it all the time. He tells his friends that he loves them, tells them that he’s proud of them for no reason, hugs them just for the sake of hugging them. If he was your friend or your teammate, at any point in time, then he has your back for life.

I feel the same way about my own friends, actually. That’s probably why we gravitated toward each other. One time we traveled to Austin to film a barbecue video for Grantland. We stayed at the St. Cecilia Hotel, only the most unexpectedly beautiful hotel in America. Jalen had a garden in the back of his room, as well as a flowered blue robe that he immediately threw on. He lounged on a swinging bench facing the garden, immediately falling sound asleep in his robe; naturally, I snapped multiple photos for blackmail material later. (He looked like a failed 1980s WWE character that was loosely based on Prince Akeem from Coming to America.) After Jalen woke up, we headed to a local bar to play shuffleboard and watch hockey. (Two things you wouldn’t expect Jalen to do, right?) The locals kept approaching Jalen and grabbing their ninety seconds apiece before eventually leaving him alone. Since we were surrounded by Jacoby, a few other Grantlanders, and my two best friends from college, we might have ordered a beverage or two. Jalen was especially giddy because Fab Five teammate Ray Jackson was en route; once Ray waltzed through the door, it felt like watching Andy and Red reunite at the end of College Hoops Shawshank. And I was so happy to see my two college buddies again, and Jalen was so happy to be with his old college buddy again…and everything just kind of made sense. We had nothing in common and everything in common. For one night only, we had mutated into the new Fab Five. It’s ridiculous, but that’s how it felt. And it was because of Jalen Rose. The man has a knack for making everyone feel like he’s been their friend forever. I bet you feel that way after you finish this book.


INTRODUCTION

I’ve always tricked out my cars, even when I didn’t have enough money for gas. I’m from Detroit, the automobile capital of America, so I take pride in my rides. Back in high school, my friends used to call me Inspector Gadget because I messed with my cars so much. I once had a Dodge Omni that you had to start by turning the key, pressing the gas, and then hitting a switch by the clutch. It was like opening a trick door—no one could do it but me.

When I got to the NBA, I bought the biggest vehicles on the market, including a burgundy Chevy Suburban I called the Ice Box and, later, a Ford Excursion. I refashioned the Excursion’s entire back half like a limousine, with a leather U-seat, a divider, and two TVs. It was unlike anything else on the road, which was exactly what I wanted.

But inside that Excursion, I came to a realization I’ll never forget:

If you’re driving alone at 2:00 a.m., wondering What the hell am I going to do now?, it doesn’t matter what kind of car you’re in.

You might have expected this book to start on a basketball court with the Fab Five at the Final Four. Or maybe at the NBA Finals, when I went up against Shaq and Kobe. But there’s plenty of time to get to all of that. The best place to start is the day my life changed: Tuesday, February 19, 2002, driving north on I-65.

That night, the playoff-bound Pacers traded me, their leading scorer, to the Bulls, the absolute worst team in the NBA. The deal was preceded by shady leaks to the press and untruths (more on that later), but the only thing I said publicly at the time was “In every adverse situation, successful people find opportunity.”

I was serious.

I could have taken a day or two to get myself together before I traveled to Chicago. Instead, I’d gotten on the road right away. A few days before, I had packed most of my stuff, knowing what was coming. When I got the call that the deal was done, I threw it all into my truck, got on the road, and drove north on I-65, straight to a hotel in downtown Chicago. The next morning, I woke up early, took my physical at 7:00, met with coach Bill Cartwright at 8:00, and got cleared to play. That night, without ever practicing with my new team, I scored thirty-six points to lead us to victory over the Knicks. Win number thirteen of the season. The Bulls won three straight games after my arrival before we spiraled back down into another stretch of losses. Which confirmed what I already knew driving to Chicago.

I was going to have to find something to keep me busy during the playoffs.

—

THREE OF the previous four years I’d played basketball through Memorial Day with the Pacers. We had gone to two Eastern Conference finals and one NBA Finals. In college, I’d been to two Final Fours with Michigan. In high school, I’d been on two state title-winning teams. But the Bulls weren’t going anywhere after the regular season except home. And I knew I wasn’t going to be ready to go home in April.

A few weeks into my time in the Windy City, I called a producer I’d met a few years earlier during a BET interview. She’d given me her card and told me to call her if I ever had any ideas. Now I did. The idea I pitched her was simple: to have their show MAAD Sports send me to the NBA Finals and let me report on the series. All she had to do was send the camera. I’d take care of credentials, access, and everything else. After a bit of selling, I got her to agree.

That was the start of my second career, begun while the first one was still going strong. I became a member of the media.

Now, more than a decade later, ESPN pays me good money to talk about basketball almost every day throughout the season. I dedicate a lot of time to my job, but like playing basketball, it doesn’t feel like hard work because it’s what I want to be doing. If you’ve listened to my podcast or follow me on Twitter, you know I have a mantra for what I try to do on my job:


Got to give the people what they want.


What do I mean? Be honest, unfiltered, unbiased. Raw, refreshing, real. Give people the kind of insight and understanding they don’t get anywhere else. Be an alternative in a space that is too often preoccupied with people being politically correct. Explain why conventional wisdom often doesn’t have a clue. And do it all without getting fired.

Millions of people follow sports every day, but too often they’re reading contrived story lines that have nothing to do with the truth. People want the real story, and that’s what you’ll get from me in this book. I’m here to share some tales and make you laugh, and also to be truthful and to make you think. I hope you learn from this book, but I also hope that you don’t agree with everything I have to say. I want to start conversations, and even better, arguments.

I’ve faced a ton of adversity, and made a ton of mistakes. I’ve learned from all of it, and I’ve become a better man because of it. That said, if you told me I was going to end up here when I was driving to Chicago that night, I would have been a whole lot happier.

Because it was February, and the Bulls had twelve wins.

Twelve.



[image: First Quarter Growing Up][image: First Quarter Growing Up]



1. From a Freezing-Cold Night to a Dusty Film Room, or How I Discovered That I Was Meant to Be an NBA Player

You can still see the bump on my forehead.

It was January 30, 1973, the middle of the night in the middle of winter in Detroit—which means it was damn cold—and my mom started feeling things. She already had three kids, so she knew what those feelings meant. But unlike with those previous kids, she didn’t have a husband to get her to the hospital. She’d gotten divorced, and the father of this new baby was nowhere to be found. So she called her brother, my Uncle Len, and told him she needed a ride to the hospital.

Two quick things about my Uncle Len that make him a good person to call in that situation: one, he is as cool as Marvin Gaye under pressure, even if you wake him up in the middle of the night; and, two, he has always had a lot of automobiles. Everyone’s into cars in the Motor City—we care about our cars as much as we care about our houses. Len was a mechanic, and for this particular urgent voyage, he chose the 1970 Fiat, which could go for a month on six dollars of gas.

Len lived about ten minutes from us, but the hospital my mom wanted him to go to, Botsford General Hospital, was miles away, in the suburbs. There was a hospital in our neighborhood, but my mom was smart and knew the difference between city hospitals and suburban hospitals. Botsford General was going to be cleaner, with better doctors, better nurses—better everything. Still, there was a problem: I was coming out fast. The Fiat could weave through traffic pretty good, but Uncle Len didn’t start actually running reds until after her water broke. When he pulled into the driveway, he was honking his horn nonstop for the emergency room staff to run out. They rushed over with a gurney, but it was just a little too late. When I came out, with my mom still halfway in the car, I basically fell out onto the street, on my head.

It sounds worse than it was, because the only souvenir I have from the adventure is that small bump on my forehead that never went away.

—

WE LIVED on the west side of Detroit. When I was real little, our house was a two-family home right off 6 Mile and Greenlawn. The room I shared with my brothers Bill and Kev was upstairs, down the hall from my mom, and my sister Tam lived downstairs with my grandmother. Tam was the princess, with her own room, decorated all in pink. Bill, Kev, and I were stuck in the slanted attic. They had the bunk bed; I got the mattress on the floor.

Bill and Kev are both ten years older than me, so when I was little, they were already off at school, doing their own thing. The task of watching me basically fell to whoever was home, which meant my mom and my grandma were like tag-team wrestlers, coming in and out. Mom worked days at Chrysler as a keypunch clerk, and Grammie worked the graveyard shift as a nurse. And the truth was, if they weren’t working, they were often sleeping, because when else were they going to do it? So I was left to figure out things for myself, even when I was as young as five or six. That certainly wasn’t my mom's or my grandma’s fault. They were doing everything they could to make sure we had that roof over our heads.

We never struggled to the point where we didn’t have a roof, but we sometimes had to eat popcorn for dinner or mayonnaise sandwiches for lunch. And sometimes we didn’t have hot water for showers, or couldn’t pay for our heat in the winter, so we had to sleep in hoodies and skullies and socks. And at one point, my mom had a car that had a hole in the floor—if you removed the mat, you could see the street going past. Looking back, it wasn’t exactly pleasant. But at the time, as a young kid, how did I know any better? I still have a Thanksgiving card that I made in school for my family when I was young. I glued a family portrait to the paper, and in crayon I wrote, “From Jay. To My Pretty Family.” And I meant it.

Furthermore, my mom wasn’t the kind of person who complained about what we didn’t have. She had far too much pride, and far too much confidence in herself that she would figure something out. When she could, she worked a second job as a waitress at a bar called the Chez Beau over on Livernois Avenue. When no one else could watch me, I’d have to go over there with her. I’d play pinball, drink some Shirley Temples, even try and help my mom by making jukebox runs. Customers drinking cocktails and smoking cigars would give me a coin to play the Spinners, the Four Tops, the Isley Brothers, whatever. It’s how I first got into music, and it was a good way to hustle a few extra dollars in tips. The Chez Beau wasn’t exactly a club in South Beach, but it was a popular place for a while, and at some point or other, it became clear to me that it was where my mom had met my dad.

—

I GUESS technically, Kev and Bill and Tam are my half siblings, but I’ve never thought of it that way. Even though I knew I had a different father than they did, it’s not like their dad was ever really around much either. My mom’s ex-husband is actually where we all got the name Rose. With no dads around, I think we all just became hardened by the situation. My brothers didn’t talk about it, I didn’t talk about it, and my mom made clear those men were not worth talking about. Honestly, I don’t even think I ever asked her about my dad until middle school. Not one question.

I had plenty of adults in my life setting me straight anyway. My grandma is ninety-seven years old, and I’m still afraid of her. Grammie’s philosophy has always been simple: You own the things that don’t cost anything. You own your pride, your dignity, your self-esteem. Those things, no one can take away from you. She’s the kind of neat freak who always covers her sofas in plastic, saves her food in the refrigerator in ziplock bags (once you open something—it goes in a bag), always makes sure there’s a napkin under the glass on the coffee table. And growing up, you knew not to mess with that. With her working nights, she’d usually sleep during the day when I was at school and take me on errands with her in the afternoons.

I remember one time she went into a store and left me in her car, and I got thirsty. There was no water in the car, so I went into her purse and took a bunch of pieces of Clorets gum. When she came back, I freaked out, nervous she’d get mad at me with a mouth full of her gum. So I quickly rolled down the window and tossed it out. Well, a few minutes later I stuck my hand out the window, and I’ll never forget the feeling of that gum, stuck on the side of the car, right where it left my hand. I tried to rub it off, peel it off, do whatever I could. We got home, I got out and took a look, and that gum was still all over the side of that car. I tried to stand there and block her view, but she was waiting for my help with the grocery bags, and about ten seconds later I got busted. She marched right past me into the house to her room to grab “the strap,” which she always kept wrapped around the doorknob of her room. And with Grammie, the neat freak, it was always sort of a sloppy, wild whipping—anywhere she could get you: head, face, body. And you’d get it in the exact spot wherever the crime had taken place. So that time she just came back out and whipped me right there next to the car, and kids from the whole neighborhood could see me getting it as they were walking home from school. I remember my sister coming home and yelling, “Leave him alone, Grammie!” and me hollering like she was killing me. Because she was.

Bill and Kev were characters, too. We used to say Kev was like J.J. from Good Times, always finding things. He’d come home with these random stray dogs that would become pets for a few weeks or months. I remember we had a German shepherd named Champ, and a Doberman named Capone. I also distinctly remember the garage being stacked high with hubcaps and car emblems. Who knows where they came from. Bill was always more of the workman, headed toward a nine-to-five lifestyle. I was eight or nine when they finished high school and Kev went off to the army and Bill went off to work, leaving just me and my sister in the house.

Fortunately, there was a big village around me to make sure I learned the rules of the world, and of the street. And at the time, the rules of the street were a lot more important.

—

JALEN WAS a name my mom came up with on her own. She liked the name Jason, but she wanted something more original. The Ja is for James, my dad, and the len is for my Uncle Len, who (almost) got me to the hospital when I was born. Twenty or so years later, my uncle was in a mall in Detroit and heard a mom yell after her kid: “Jalen!!!” He went up to her and asked how she came up with the name, since he’d never heard it anywhere else before. She said she’d heard it on that basketball player at Michigan and liked it.

I’ve always had a lot of pride about being named for Len. Len worked as a mechanic for Pontiac for decades, and he did well. Like I said, he always had at least a few cars, including a Corvette, a Bonneville, and that little Fiat, and he had a nice house on the west side a few neighborhoods over from us. He had two daughters, my cousins Traci and Tonya. We used to have Christmas at Uncle Len’s, where there was a piano in the living room, and where I got my first glimpses of what being rich looked like.

Len and my mom were the two youngest children of Grammie and my grandfather, who everyone called Big Daddy. By the time I was old enough to know anything, Big Daddy and Grammie had gotten divorced, and he had moved back to his hometown of Bainbridge, Georgia. He’d worked at Ford for years but then moved south and opened a convenience store, Hicks Grocery, right next to his house. (His last name was Hicks.) Big Daddy was the first vision of cool I ever got: always immaculately dressed, with a peacoat and a hat. He called me Long Boy. “Hey, Long Boy,” he’d say to me. “Don’t smoke Kool. Be cool.” Even though he’d moved away, Big Daddy would come up for a month or so every year, to make sure everyone was doing all right and give out some cash to those who needed it. And then in the summers we’d all get in a car and drive down to Georgia to spend a few weeks there, hang out, barbecue, all that good stuff. It was a long drive—we’d leave in the morning and get down there at night, though there was one time when we got lost and it took a full twenty-four hours. At the wheel that time was the man who was named for Big Daddy, his and Grammie’s oldest son: the one and only Paramore Hicks Junior.

In Detroit, my Uncle Paramore was unquestionably the most famous member of my family, far more famous than me. When I was in town, and at a game, or a restaurant, or a store, people would come up to me all the time and ask how my uncle was doing. In the last few years he battled some health problems, but once you sat down and got him talking, you’d discover it hadn’t slowed him down on the inside one bit. That’s how he was right up until the end. He died in August 2015, and I’ll always miss him.

Back in the day, people had no trouble spotting Uncle P. wherever he went—first off because of his car, which was always filled to the brim with what looked like all of his possessions. He looked like a man who’d just been kicked out of his house. But my Aunt Barbara wasn’t ever sending him anywhere—it was just the way Paramore liked to roll. And he rolled everywhere: to the community center, where he was always involved with kids; to the bowling alley, where he ran like four leagues at once; and to work at the Ford plant, where he was a leader in the union and was known across the company for his art skills.

Uncle P. wasn’t strictly an industry guy, making his money in the factory. He was a hustler. Like his dad, Uncle P. has his own signature saying: “Have mind, will create.” If you talk to him long enough, and there’s a pen and paper around, he’ll sketch a portrait of you in about ten minutes. Years ago, you’d also be able to find him downtown, drawing pictures of people’s faces for a couple of extra dollars. In his working days, when someone famous, like Jesse Jackson, came to visit and give a speech at the factory, Paramore would do a sketch on a big Styrofoam board and proudly present the portrait to the subject in question. Retiring executives would get the same treatment.

At family parties, Uncle P. would break out one of the hundred magic tricks he knew, dazzling the kids, and a few adults, too. He’d shave his head in the summer, nice and clean, before a lot of people did that, and then charge kids “a nickel to touch, and a quarter to smooch.” Then he’d use the money to take all of us to a baseball game or something. He was kind of like our family’s version of Muhammad Ali: always entertaining, always the center of attention.

If it sounds like I look up to Paramore, it’s because I do. Oh, and then there was the time he saved my life.

—

BACK IN the day, the pool in Paramore’s backyard was where everyone in the neighborhood learned to swim. (The pool is now his botanical garden, filled with plants and trees.) Every summer, kids would come over for lessons taught by the pool owner himself. The only requirements were to bring your own towel, and a cup of bleach that he’d toss into the water as some sort of chlorine substitute. And if you weren’t clean, which he’d determine by looking at the insides of your wrists, he’d get his hose and rag and rinse you off before you jumped in. The rest of your body could be full of dirt, but for some reason, your wrists had to be clean. He was happy to teach you, but you weren’t getting into his pool with dirty wrists.

A few kids weren’t into swimming at all. Maybe the water was too cold, maybe they didn’t want to get wet, maybe they just didn’t feel like it. I know all the excuses pretty well because they all applied to me. I was one of those kids you weren’t getting in that pool if you tried. It wasn’t a big deal until one winter when I was eight or nine and playing with my cousin Tia’von, Uncle P.’s daughter. It was a Saturday, Paramore’s day off, and that meant he spent almost the whole day inside, in front of his crazy TV setup: four small monitors stacked on top of one another, broadcasting what he called “Hanger Vision.” He didn’t get regular cable, and instead used a collection of wire hangers to get a signal. On this Saturday he sat there in his shorts watching cartoons in Hanger Vision, occasionally dozing off and just catching up on his rest.

Outside, the pool had a gate around it to protect against kids walking on the ice that usually froze over on top of it before Paramore got a chance to put the cover on. That day, though, it was just too enticing, and Tia’von and I were inside the gate, playing a superhero game. I was Steve Austin, the old Six Million Dollar Man, and she was supposed to be the Bionic Woman. And for whatever reason, in character, I determined that jumping over the pool was something worth trying. Even if it was at least ten, maybe fifteen, feet across. I was the Six Million Dollar Man. Tia’von and I were going to do it together: I’d count to three, run back to the wall, bounce off it like it was a turnbuckle or something (I was already watching too much wrestling), and then we’d both jump. Today Tia’von is the principal of a school for special-needs kids, meaning she’s pretty smart. She proved it that day. When we got to the edge of that pool, she stopped. I jumped.

My jump got me halfway over the pool before gravity won out and I dropped right through the ice, into the freezing pool water. Me, the kid who didn’t feel like learning to swim.

Very quickly, two heroes sprang into action. First, Tia’von ran inside to rouse my uncle, semiconsciously watching Elmer Fudd, and screamed at him to go to the backyard to do something. Also watching the scene unfold was Uncle Paramore’s dog, Wolf. Wolf ran onto the ice and got his teeth into the hood of my winter jacket, which wasn’t exactly enough to keep me above water but did keep me near the hole long enough for Uncle P. to sprint outside in his boxer shorts and then promptly lose his balance on not just the ice, but on all the crap that Wolf had been depositing atop it all winter. So boom—down goes Uncle Paramore through the ice, hard. Underneath the freezing-cold water, he looked around and found himself face-to-face with me, eyes and mouth wide open. He grabbed me, lifted me up, and then slipped again as he tried to climb out. But when my head hit his shoulders, I started coughing, and he knew I was going to be okay.

Right next to Tia’von, whose face was drenched in tears, Wolf the Dog was waiting for us on the side of the pool, wagging his tail, happy as could be.

—

I DON’T want you to think that men like Big Daddy, Uncle Len, and Uncle P. were perfect human beings, because that’s not the point. They had a few beers at night, they smoked, they pissed off their wives occasionally. But more important, unlike so many other men on the west side of Detroit in the late ’70s and ’80s, they were there. They didn’t disappear on their families, on their sons and daughters, on their responsibilities. And because of that, kids like me, and Tia’von, and my other cousins Traci and Tonya, and my brothers and sister, and my friends—we all learned things from them. How to live, and how to lead. And what success looked like. Maybe they weren’t rich by everyone’s standards, but they were bosses to us.

Then there was one more lesson I learned from those men. How to compete.

Because that television setup Uncle P. had in his room wasn’t just for watching cartoons. The monitors were also all attached to different video game consoles. Intellivision. ColecoVision. Atari 2600. Video horse racing. Video baseball. He always had the latest model, and kids were always welcome to come inside and try their hand at beating the master. And Uncle P. didn’t just beat you with his skills. He beat you with his head, and with his mouth. He would say whatever he had to say to get you out of your game, and before you had a chance to figure out how to respond, he’d won. It wasn’t just about trash-talking, it was about being competitive.

And you couldn’t just leave and go play outside after you lost. If you wanted another shot, you had to sit there, and wait until your turn came again. That built mental and emotional toughness. Waiting it out meant you couldn’t look or be weak and fragile. I remember sitting for two hours to get another shot, stewing as I took more lip from Uncle P., and whoever else was in the room. Those were the rules, and those rules made you care about winning, not just in the video game battles, but in whatever other games we played outside.

Out there, when we played football in the street, or basketball, we talked trash just like Uncle Paramore did. Winning wasn’t just about scoring more than the other guy—it was about making sure he knew you were scoring more, and that you were going to do it again, and again, and again. Not really to be mean, but—even if we didn’t realize it at the time—to increase that edge you had on your opponent. It’s probably how Uncle P. beat us for years after we were as good as him at Donkey Kong or Pac-Man or whatever it was. And it’s why as the years would go on, that part of the game would remain a central piece of my repertoire.

Not to mention that when you told the guy what you were going to do, and then did it, it felt as good as anything in the world.

Still does.

—

TALKING TRASH as ten-year-olds was, admittedly, a pretty direct route to fighting. While things stayed civil in front of the video game console, thanks to Uncle Paramore’s supervision, out on the court we’d lose control pretty often. The good thing was, these were the days when kids could just fight with their fists. There wasn’t going to be some idiot who ran off and got his brother’s gun or something stupid like that. I won some brawls, I lost some—but I was definitely in the middle of more than some.

We were all friends, but I was an easy target. Kids knew that I wet the bed until I was in the fourth grade—I tried to hide it by flipping the mattress all the time and washing my pajamas by myself, but there was nothing I could do when friends came over and my room smelled like piss. So I was Mr. Peebody, or Pee Boy, or whatever they came up with that day. I also got teased for being skinny, for having bumps on my face, for having horrible “rock teeth.” (I got veneers when I got drafted by the Nuggets. It was the first trip to the dentist of my life.) In those fights, in those games, I learned about how to defend myself and how to stand up for myself.

Of course, I was also learning how to play the games. We played whatever was in season. In our version of basketball, we put milk crates on telephone poles to serve as hoops, meaning if you weren’t careful driving to the “basket,” you’d end up with a face full of wood. So that’s how, in my earliest days, I started developing some three- or four-foot touch shots and flip shots in the lane. Sometimes when it was too cold or raining, my best friend, Mike Ham (short for Hamilton), and I would take hangers out of a closet in his house on Virginia Park Street, put two together with some tape to create a net, and then get some foil and put a sock around it for a ball. His grandmother hated when we did that, because the games could end with a broken lamp or two.

I wasn’t supertall yet in those days, but I was tall enough, and from the start I was one of the better players in the neighborhood. But other things got in the way of my game. Most of all, my behavior. I got into trouble so often as a kid that my mom kept moving me from school to school, trying to find one that fit. In fourth and fifth grades, I ended up living with my Aunt Jackie, my grandma’s sister, at her house on the east side, at 6 Mile and Fleming, so I could go to a new school where I might behave better. Aunt Jackie was a teacher, and the school was near her house. Then, in sixth grade, I moved back home, and my mom sent me to St. Cecilia’s, which was known not just for being a good school, but also as the basketball mecca of Detroit.

—

WITH ALL due respect to Mike Ilitch, the owner of the Detroit Red Wings, one of the most successful teams in all of sports over the last quarter century, Detroit is not Hockeytown. It’s a hoops town. From streetball to high school hoops to college teams to the Pistons, basketball is the city’s real number one sport. And for a long time, a man named Sam Washington at St. Cecilia’s was at the center of the sport in town.

Sam was not only the head of athletics at the school, he also ran programs at all different levels of play, from Pro-Am leagues all the way down to youth teams. A former sports star back in the day, he started his reign in the late ’60s, at the height of racial tensions in Detroit, as a way to do something for young people in the community. And he got things done by being a friend to everyone. For example, I once heard that in the early days of the program, he asked his friend Dave Bing, a star on the Pistons, to bring his team down to play at the gym, to bring more attention to what he was building. Then, not long after, when Bing was holding out for money in a new contract and getting fined five hundred dollars a day, he told his friend Sam he couldn’t help him pay for a new gym floor. So Sam went to the Pistons, asked them what they were doing with the money they were collecting from Dave, and got his new floor a few months later.

As a kid, I knew Sam was the large man who’d sit by the door of the gym in his collared shirt and dress pants, working as athletic director and security chief all in one. Kids’ parents would drop them off at the gym and not have to worry for a while because “Sam had them.” And no matter what kind of kid you were, you wanted to play at St. Cecilia’s because of everyone else who played there: George Gervin; Earvin “Magic” Johnson; and Magic’s predecessor as the greatest point guard to ever come out of Michigan, Curtis “C.J.” Jones.

Even before my mom sent me to the school, I was a “Ceciliaville” kid—that’s what they called the day camp there. When camp was done for the


—
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