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			PROLOGUE

			Imagine, for a moment, if the characters who fixed the 1919 World Series were somehow still on the scene, operating in the shadows. Arnold Rothstein, the mobster who masterminded the whole thing, was immortal—or he had finally passed on, but his sons and grandsons and various minions and flunkies still rubbed elbows with players in “chance” meetings in hotel lobbies, drank in the same bars, and befriended their friends. They insinuated themselves, latched on, and never left. There was no Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the baseball commissioner who restored faith in the honesty of the competition, but instead what remained was a lingering stain and an ongoing whiff of suspicion. The sport continued to be a source of entertainment for millions, but it went through spasms of scandal every decade or two, and there was always the feeling that another one was coming around. If you followed baseball, you did so with a degree of skepticism.

			This is the history and current reality of college basketball. The sport has never been clean. It is an intimate game played on a small space with just five players a side, and it breeds relationships of all kinds, including unsavory ones. It was a magnet, right from the start, for gamblers, hustlers, and cons. City folks mostly, on the fringes of a city game.

			Basketball’s original sin is the practice of point shaving—the manipulation of scoring margins by players working at the direction of gamblers who have bet the point spread. The way it works is that competitors on a team favored to win, say, by 11 points, ease up enough to make sure they prevail by just eight. (They don’t want to cut it too close.) They can still win the game, while the sharpies collect on their bets. It is a scheme so well suited to basketball that it grew up right along with the sport itself.

			Point shaving is said to date at least as far back as the pre-NBA Boston Celtics in the 1920s, just three decades after James Naismith nailed peach baskets to the walls of the gym at the Springfield, Massachusetts, YMCA, and episodes of it have toppled major college programs and ended or curtailed the careers of some of the game’s greatest players. The most famous of them was Connie Hawkins, an electric, high-flying player who was considered the Julius Erving or Michael Jordan of his day—but who lost his college career in the early 1960s and was banned by the NBA until he was twenty-seven years old.

			There have been periodic outbreaks in the decades since, with prosecutions of gamblers and players connected to betting schemes at Boston College (1978), Tulane (1985), and Arizona State (1994). There is no reason to believe that point shaving does not still endure somewhere within the college basketball system.

			On September 26, 2017, just days before practices for a new season were to begin, college basketball experienced its biggest jolt since a coast-to-coast wave of point shaving nearly brought the whole sport down more than half a century ago. Standing at a lectern in a federal courthouse in lower Manhattan, law enforcement officials revealed that the FBI had been investigating “the criminal influence of money on coaches and student-athletes who participate in intercollegiate basketball” for more than two years. The FBI had used its customary methods—wiretaps, hidden cameras, and criminal suspects flipped and turned into informants—to explore the sport’s murky depths, down into layers that insiders would not want anyone to see. “We’re talking in the realm of hundreds of calls . . . consensually recorded meetings, some videotaped meetings, probably a couple of dozen of those,” a prosecutor explained. Ten people were arrested, including assistant coaches at four major programs.

			The sprawling federal case involved recruiting, but the root cause was the same as what has plagued college basketball from the beginning: the big money coursing through it, now billions of dollars, that bypasses the unpaid workforce. Amateurism has long been a luxury of the upper classes. Many college basketball players come from the lower end of the socioeconomic scale, and some from outright poverty. They are easily tempted, easily compromised, and easily persuaded to break rules that some (though perhaps a dwindling few) hold sacred.

			“We have your playbook,” an FBI official said, indicating that the bureau would continue to fan out in the recruiting world. But what was revealed even on that first day was seismic. It put names and faces to long-rumored dirty dealing on the grassroots basketball circuit, also known as AAU basketball—the web of youth teams, sponsored by major shoe and sports apparel companies, that attract the top players and the most avid recruiting. (AAU stands for Amateur Athletic Union—though what occurs under its aegis mocks traditional definitions of amateurism.)

			“Grassroots” is a catchall term that encompasses the AAU teams, their tournaments and all-star events, as well as the summer camps sponsored by the major shoe companies. An NCAA blue-ribbon panel referred to it as “ungoverned space”—as if describing a Third World conflict zone under the loose control of rival warlords. Grassroots basketball has replaced high school ball as the primary recruiting ground of college coaches. It is where players are scouted, ranked, flattered, and offered a range of benefits.

			In conversations secretly taped by the FBI, college assistant coaches talk like gangsters as they accept bribes in return for setting their players up with shady agents and money managers, whose goal is to cement business relationships for when the players reach the NBA. “The motherfucker that’s scoring 22 points a game” is how one coach describes a player, before promising to “bury” any rival advisor who tries to get close to the kid. One of the hustlers talks of the value of buying off coaches, explaining that they provide “complete access to a kid because if the coach says nobody can come around—can’t nobody fucking come around.”

			Two of the defendants charged by prosecutors were connected to Adidas, one of the three major companies that contend for the loyalty of teenage players (the others are Nike and Under Armour). Prosecutors alleged that an Adidas employee and consultant created “sham invoices” to generate money for bribes and provided tens of thousands of dollars in cash that were exchanged with players’ parents in hotel-room handoffs. The money was intended to induce their sons to commit to Adidas-sponsored college teams.

			Basketball recruiting, or at least the periphery of it, has long been known as an unscrupulous business, a subculture populated by men dedicated to getting their hooks into young athletic flesh and working it for profit. Many people knew that the shoe companies exert an unhealthy influence. The government’s focus on the rivalry between Adidas, Nike, and Under Armour makes them seem like competing crime families, and it highlights a less familiar element of the recruiting landscape—the corporatization of street-level sleaze.

			

			—

			Brian Bowen Jr. was a known commodity on the grassroots circuit from the time he was in his early teens—a kid who was sure to be an object of intense recruiting, sure to play at the major college level, and maybe become a pro if he kept improving. He was from Saginaw, Michigan, an economically depressed Rust Belt city with one of the highest rates of violent crime in the nation, but a basketball hotbed. Draymond Green, an all-star with the Golden State Warriors, is one of several NBA players who hail from Saginaw, where players take pride in their scrappy, physical style of play, not unlike Tom Izzo’s Michigan State teams, who play just an hour to the south.

			Bowen did not come away hardened by his environment, either by Saginaw or its tough-edged basketball tradition. Just the opposite. There was a sweetness about him, a shy smile and an engaging manner. He was given a nickname at birth, “Tugs,” because he pulled on his mother’s hair with his tiny fingers, and that was what his family, friends, teammates, and coaches called him ever since.

			He played Little League baseball when he was younger, and ran track and played soccer up until eighth grade. He was an only child, and his mother chauffeured him around, fed him, and made his schedule. Even after he reached high school age, she could sometimes be seen kneeling or sitting on the bottom row of a set of bleachers as she laced up his sneakers before a game—like a figure-skating mom tightening the laces of her child’s skates. In his spare time, he liked building elaborate structures with Legos. The worst that people said about Tugs was that he could seem a little sheltered.

			By the time Bowen reached twelfth grade, he was six foot seven. He had played at a couple of different high schools and for several AAU teams. Like many of his peers, he was a free agent at a young age, always open to better opportunities.

			As some of the nation’s most famous college basketball coaches called him, texted him, sent him letters, and attended his games, Tugs let his father, Brian Bowen Sr., respond to his suitors and help him winnow them to a list of contenders. The family also brought an advisor into their circle: Christian Dawkins, a Saginaw native whose own father had been Draymond Green’s high school coach.

			Dawkins was young, still in his early twenties, but he knew dozens of college coaches, and even NBA scouts and general managers. Tugs trusted him. He figured Dawkins could guide him—let him know how to sort out the good guys from the bad guys.

			There is a long buildup to a vaunted high school prospect finally choosing a college. It’s an event. A culmination. A basketball bar mitzvah. Some prospects make the announcement in their high school gyms, in front of the whole school with ESPN broadcasting live. When Romeo Langford, a coveted prospect in the 2018 class from New Albany, Indiana, announced his decision, Indiana, his fans began lining up outside the gym at 2:30 p.m. for the big reveal—four hours before the doors opened.

			Tugs let his recruitment drag on for a very long time, way past when other top recruits had committed, and then finally revealed his choice in a more low-key way, on Twitter. “Happy to announce my commitment to The Ville,” he tweeted under his handle, @20Tugs, signaling that he was signing with the University of Louisville. His father followed up with a tweet of his own. “Congrats, Tugs,” he wrote. “God has blessed you.”

			

			—

			Eight college basketball programs feature prominently in the government’s case: Arizona, Miami, Oklahoma State, the University of Southern California, Auburn, North Carolina State, Kansas, and Louisville. More than a dozen others have been mentioned in news reports because either their coaches or players they were recruiting came into contact with the defendants.

			The consequences for most of them—the coaches, their teams and universities—are not yet fully known. But one school, the University of Louisville, is where the impact of the scandal, and its broader significance for college athletics and the future of the NCAA, can be felt and observed now.

			Louisville figured out how to monetize basketball better than any other university in America. It sold hard liquor in its NBA-quality arena and marketed high-dollar premium seats and luxury boxes to affluent Louisvillians. The U. of L., as it is known locally, not only made more money on its basketball team than any other school in the NCAA, it wasn’t even close: Louisville was out in front by $7 million.

			A visionary athletic director, Tom Jurich, leveraged the success of the basketball team and its charismatic Hall of Fame coach, Rick Pitino, to elevate the rest of the athletic program. He raised money with ease and built stadiums, arenas, ballparks, and practice facilities, all situated on the campus’s eastern edge and faced in handsome red brick. The football stadium was renovated and expanded once, then a second time, then a third. A coach who played a winning, exciting style of football helped fill the seats. Against all odds, Louisville used a series of middling conferences as stepping-stones to climb all the way up into the powerhouse Atlantic Coast Conference, alongside bluebloods Duke, North Carolina, and Virginia.

			For most of its history, Louisville was an ugly duckling of a commuter school. The athletic facilities that Jurich built became known as the university’s “front porch”—what it showed to the world. Sports itself was the leading edge of the U. of L. The university had successful teams across the whole program and high-achieving individual athletes. A U. of L. swimmer won an Olympic gold medal in the 2016 Summer Games in Rio de Janeiro, just two decades past a time when her university could barely afford to put chlorine in the pool.

			The rest of the university followed along. It was beautified, and students moved into newly built dormitories. There was life after dark: a bar and a restaurant scene, some music venues. Other markers began to point up: The test scores of incoming freshmen. Fund-raising for academics. Tuition.

			Louisville was an example of how to build an institution of higher learning out of an athletic program. Right up until the moment when it became the prototype of how the whole thing blows apart.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			FAMILY

			On a late August evening in 2017, Tom Jurich, the University of Louisville’s athletic director, welcomed several hundred benefactors to the annual 50 Yard Line Dinner. It was a sit-down affair held on a terrace overlooking the south end zone at Papa John’s Cardinal Stadium, densely staffed, with waiters circling to quickly fill up empty wineglasses. Jurich’s guests were his program’s most generous donors, a cross section of the city’s elite: thoroughbred breeders, coal executives, lawyers, doctors, bourbon distillers, lobbyists who worked in Frankfort, the state capital.

			At sixty-one years old, Jurich had a sort of Chamber of Commerce look—short gray-flecked hair, bushy eyebrows, a barrel chest. He himself was one of Louisville’s barons. The state-funded university listed his annual salary as $514,000, but if you counted the various bonuses, escalator clauses, life insurance policies, and fringes like car allowances and country club memberships, he had actually made more than $5 million the previous year. The university even threw in $30,000 for a financial planner to help him handle his money. For good measure, they calculated his tax liability and provided extra money to pay what he owed—which was referred to as “grossing up” his salary.

			Jurich had taken over as athletic director in 1997, when Louisville was still largely a commuter school occupying an unprepossessing stretch of 345 acres just south of the city’s downtown. The institution, one of the first colleges west of the Allegheny Mountains, dates back to 1798, but its new buildings were concrete, Brutalist structures. The campus was poorly lit, signage was just about nonexistent, and grass and weeds sprouted up through cracked walkways. The local line was that athletes on recruiting visits were brought on to campus at night and then quickly whisked back home in the morning before they could take in the full measure of the dreary surroundings. Most of the academic departments struggled to rise to mediocrity. Affluent Louisville families sent their children to Kentucky’s flagship university, eighty miles east in Lexington—or out of state. To the extent that the University of Louisville was known nationally, it was for basketball and the two national championships won in the 1980s under coach Denny Crum, but even that program was in decline.

			Jurich had worked as athletic director at his alma mater, Northern Arizona University, and then at Colorado State. He was a former college football player and low-round NFL draft choice married to a former Miss Wyoming. Nothing in his background suggested the breadth of his vision or the magnitude of the success he would achieve. He sensed a potential at Louisville, a hunger among the city’s moneyed class for a big-time sports program and a willingness on their part to pay for it. He was a genius at forging relationships and understanding what his partners wanted. ESPN, for example, needed midweek programming. In Jurich, they found someone who would have let his student-athletes compete at 3 a.m., any day of the week, if they could be on national TV in their Cardinal red. He considered himself a “coach whisperer” and had a knack for identifying young assistants from elsewhere who could step into top jobs and elevate Louisville teams to prominence.

			On the night of the dinner, the football stadium was in the midst of a $63 million expansion—following a $75 million renovation a decade before. Jurich had recently flown with John Schnatter (Papa John, the namesake of the stadium) to Dallas on Schnatter’s private jet, where they were given a tour of the Cowboys’ stadium by team owner Jerry Jones in order to get a better idea of how to make Louisville’s facility feel like a proper football palace.

			All along Floyd Street were the other facilities Jurich built, new or renovated stadiums for baseball, lacrosse, and track and field. A gleaming natatorium for the swimmers. The Trager Field Hockey Complex. (Anyone could build a field hockey stadium; Jurich constructed a complex.) Nearly every building carried the name of its patron, and nearly every one housed a nationally significant team—a contender for conference and NCAA championships. (Off campus, on the bank of the Ohio River, was the KFC Yum! Center, built with $238 million in public money—for the benefit of Louisville basketball.) To the extent that all of this was the university’s front porch, an advertisement for the new University of Louisville, it was a little like having to walk through a Las Vegas casino, past the slots and blackjack tables, to reach your hotel room: It let you know what was important.

			Jurich had many more acolytes than critics in Louisville, but he was blunt and given to bursts of anger, and some considered him a bully. At the very least, he was a bulldozer, a determined and relentless builder—a Robert Moses of college sport. He had a big announcement to make that night, another step forward for Louisville sports, and was waiting for the right moment to reveal it. He controlled the seating and had put himself at the head table along with Mitch McConnell, the Senate majority leader and a Louisville graduate; Matt Bevin, Kentucky’s governor; and Junior Bridgeman, a Louisville basketball legend turned multimillionaire businessman. They were joined by two executives of Adidas.

			The university had a new interim president, Gregory Postel, a radiologist turned administrator who had come over from the medical school. But he was seated away from the podium at a table with executives from Thornton’s, a Louisville-based gas and convenience store chain. People noticed, and they understood the message being delivered. “Jurich wanted to let him know who the motherfucking king was,” said local radio host Terry Meiners. “He relegated Postel to commoner status. When you look back on it now, it was stupid as hell.”

			

			—

			Rick Pitino, in the summer of 2017, was on the cusp of his seventeenth season as Louisville’s basketball coach. He is a New Yorker by birth, which you could still clearly hear in his accent, and a wiseass by personality type. He was often accompanied in Louisville by what Jonathan Blue, a former trustee of the university, referred to as his “Sinatra-like posse.” He kept late hours and had the energy of a man decades younger. If everyone rolled home late after a night out, it was not uncommon for Pitino to call one of his fellow celebrants at 6 a.m. the next day, with an idea to discuss, a conversation to pick back up, or just because he enjoyed being an irritant. If the person on the other end sounded groggy, he’d say, “Sorry, Rip Van Winkle. Go back to sleep.” When Pitino had a golf date on the horizon—he was an avid golfer and played for high stakes, sometimes up to $1,000 a hole—his playing mates could count on him to begin calling a day or two in advance, just to needle them for a competitive edge.

			One of his favorite expressions was, “I’m just breaking your balls.” He affected an exaggerated courtliness around women, and if he was in mixed company, he’d change it to, “I’m just breaking shoes,” which made no sense, but everybody got the joke, including, of course, the women.

			From a distance, it could seem that Pitino had lived a charmed life. His wife, Joanne, was his high school sweetheart in Bayville, New York. When they were in their teens, she rebounded for him as he practiced his shooting, and afterward, when he was satisfied he had put up enough shots, they went to the beach or out for ice cream. They have five children and eight grandchildren. But they had a son who died at six months old of congenital heart failure. Pitino’s brother-in-law and best friend, Billy Minardi, died in the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. Another brother-in-law was hit and killed by a taxi in Manhattan.

			Pitino touted his control over the Louisville basketball program, down to the smallest detail, and claimed to be aware of every morsel of information. “If one of my players has a beer in Louisville,” he once said, “I know about it.” His sense of control extended to off the court, where he took great pride in his ability to use connections and pull levers to help friends. “Rick’s the kind of person,” Terry Meiners said, “that if you told him, ‘I need 100k and a helicopter,’ he’d write you the check and say, ‘When do you need the chopper and where do you want it to land?’”

			To people who cared about college basketball, Pitino’s hiring at Louisville in 2001 was astounding—in large part because the job seemed like a couple of steps down a ladder he had already ascended. Jurich had pushed out Crum and appointed himself as a “one-man search committee” to find a replacement. He set his sights on just one candidate, Pitino, who had been a boy wonder of a head coach and was handed his first team, at Boston University, at age twenty-five. In his next college job, he led little Providence College on a miraculous run to the 1987 Final Four.

			He had not only spent time in the NBA but made stops in two of its most important markets—as head coach of the New York Knicks and head coach and president of the Boston Celtics. What made his move to Louisville truly shocking was that he had already coached in Kentucky—but in Lexington, at the University of Kentucky, which he once referred to as “Camelot” and where he had a successful eight-season run that included three Final Four appearances and a national championship. He said after accepting the Louisville job that he had been close to signing with Michigan, a more prestigious university and job. When asked what stopped him, he said, “Cowardice. I can’t get on the phone and tell Tom no. I can’t tell him this.”

			Not many people remember ever talking with the single-minded Jurich about anything but Louisville sports. He did one thing and he did it extremely well. Pitino could hold forth on wine, food, and politics. (He didn’t much advertise it in Kentucky, but he is a Democrat.) He had long enjoyed going to the track, but in Kentucky, home of Churchill Downs, Keeneland, and dozens of breeding farms, he became an aficionado. He invested in ownership shares of Thoroughbreds and had one that reached the Kentucky Derby. While he was still coaching in Lexington, he sometimes took recruits and their families to nearby Claiborne Farm to pay homage to the retired Secretariat.

			Pitino didn’t attend the 50 Yard Line Dinner. (He was the only coach at Louisville who habitually skipped it.) That August, he was within weeks of turning sixty-five, and his friends had planned a surprise party at a restaurant near his $2 million home, in a golf course community east of town. He owned a much larger house, worth about $25 million, on a private island off the coast of Miami, where his neighbors included Julio Iglesias and the investor Carl Icahn. He had tickets to go with Joanne and three other couples to an upcoming Bruno Mars concert at the Yum Center. He owned a box upstairs, but they would sit up front, in floor seats just a couple of rows from the stage.

			The first full practice with his 2017–18 squad was just a little more than a month off and he was eager to get started. For all his wide interests and urbane veneer, Pitino at his core was a basketball coach—a man who showed up for work at his $8-million-a-year-job in sneakers and a warm-up suit and with a whistle around his neck. The practice gym was where he lived, and it was not hard to make an argument that he was the best college coach of his generation—the tactical and motivational genius you would want on the sideline if you needed to win just one crucial game.

			No one who wins in college basketball does so without talented players, but Pitino succeeded with demonstrably less of them than his counterparts at other major programs. In sixteen years at the helm, he took his Louisville squads to three Final Fours and one national championship. Three other times, his teams fell just one game short of the Final Four. Teams that go deep into the tournament almost always have future NBA players on the roster, and Final Four mainstays like Duke, Kansas, and Kentucky have rosters perennially stocked with multiple NBA lottery picks. But during Pitino’s tenure as the Cardinals’ coach, just seven of his players were chosen in the NBA’s first round, and none were ever among the first ten picks. His highest pick, Terrence Williams, chosen eleventh overall in 2009, played sparingly in four NBA seasons before washing out of the league and signing on with a pro team in Venezuela. (The ten seasons between 2005 and 2014 encompassed Pitino’s peak years at Louisville—three Final Fours, and two seasons in which his team was stopped in the Elite Eight. In that whole decade of high achievement, he had just three first-round picks.)

			High school basketball prospects are ranked by recruiting services with a system of stars, with the best of them categorized as five-star players. Pitino landed just a handful of those players over the years. His best player in recent seasons was Donovan Mitchell, one of the top two rookies in the NBA in the 2017–18 season. But Mitchell, who plays for the Utah Jazz, was only the thirteenth pick in the NBA draft, and coming out of high school, not all the scouting services had him ranked as a five-star prospect.

			Pitino’s overall “class rankings,” the strength of his recruited players in a given year, sometimes edged into the top ten among NCAA Division I programs, but one year he was ranked as low as ninety-fourth, and another year, seventy-ninth. It is reasonable to wonder why more top players didn’t want to play for Pitino—or why their parents and coaches did not want them to—but what he accomplished with the talent he assembled was a measure of his coaching acumen.

			“There are certain people who are just born to lead, and Coach Pitino is one of them,” says Herb Sendek, a veteran head coach who was a Pitino assistant at Providence and Kentucky. “He is a brilliant communicator who through the words he chooses and his inflection is able to transmit his own self-confidence to everyone around him. I never had any doubt, as a member of his staff, that we were going to win. He could have been anything he wanted—the CEO of a company, a governor, or a high-ranking military leader.”

			

			—

			There’s not a coach in big-time college basketball whose program is totally pure. It’s not possible. But Pitino came to Louisville relatively clean, with just one blemish on his record—NCAA violations from way back in the mid-1970s when he was an assistant, and then briefly the interim head coach, at the University of Hawaii. At Louisville, though, he survived two tawdry, embarrassing scandals.

			The first one was personal in nature: a sexual assignation in a restaurant, after closing time, with a woman he had just met for the first time earlier in the same evening. The episode came to light, in great detail, after she tried to extort him and was prosecuted in federal court—with Pitino in the role of star prosecution witness.

			The second scandal was even worse because it involved his players. In what became known as “Strippergate,” a local escort revealed that one of Pitino’s assistants had paid for parties at the basketball dormitory, where she and other women, including her daughters, danced and had sex with high school kids on recruiting visits as well as with some current players. Even though the parties went on over the course of four years, Pitino insisted that he had no knowledge of them.

			Not many coaches could have emerged from the first scandal without being fired. It’s possible that Pitino is the only one who would have survived two affairs that sordid. But he was winning games and packing Yum Center to its 22,090-seat capacity. His team was the engine of the athletic department, and to a large extent, the university itself.

			The NCAA, the governing body of college sports, has a logic and lexicon all its own. It put the nude dancing performances enjoyed by Pitino’s players and recruits, and the oral sex they received, in its category of “impermissible benefits.” As Pitino prepared to coach in the fall of 2017, the consequences of Strippergate were still not fully known, and possibly serious sanctions from the NCAA still loomed.

			Like most successful sports figures, however—coaches or players—Pitino was a champion at compartmentalizing, blocking out distractions, even ones he may have been responsible for himself. He had reason to be excited about the upcoming season. His roster was stocked with talented upperclassmen as well as a rarity, a five-star recruit—Brian Bowen Jr.

			Tugs was the very last of the premium high school prospects in the class of 2017 to commit to a school, and he seemed to enjoy the speculation about where he might finally land. No one guessed Louisville, because it had not been on his list and was not among the schools Bowen traveled to in his five official visits permitted by the NCAA. The scouting services noted his fluid athleticism and sweet shooting stroke. One called him an “impact scorer,” and another labeled him “loaded with potential and upside.”

			In addition, he had some personality and style—his bleached-blond hair was meant to mimic the ’do of NFL star Odell Beckham Jr.—and a flair for drama. He figured to help the team and delight the home crowd at the Yum Center. When he finally announced his choice, one headline read: “Bowen Once Thought Headed to Michigan State or Arizona, but Louisville Comes out of Nowhere.”

			Even Pitino said he was shocked. He couldn’t believe his good fortune! In his telling, Bowen’s decision was a gift that fell from the heavens, like one of those letters informing a recipient of some large sum of money left by a distant relative. “We got lucky on this one,” he said. “They had to come in unofficially, pay for their hotel, pay for their meals. We spent zero dollars recruiting a five-star athlete who I loved when I saw him play. In my forty years of coaching, this is the luckiest I’ve been.”

			

			—

			After the entrees at the 50 Yard Line Dinner were served (suitably manly options of filet or stuffed peppers with shrimp), Jurich stood up to acknowledge Jim Murphy and Chris McGuire, the Adidas executives at his table. The university was already in business with the German-based company, which provided uniforms and other gear for its teams and annual cash payments to the athletic program. In return, Adidas got exposure for its brand every time a Louisville team played—and carte blanche entree to the university’s students, to alumni, and to greater Louisville. If you walked into the campus bookstore, you encountered racks and racks of Adidas-branded Louisville product—a sea of red hoodies, warm-up pants, T-shirts, gym bags, clothes for children and babies—before you came across an actual book. At Louisville’s airport, arriving passengers exiting the secure area walked under a giant University of Louisville banner overlaid with an Adidas logo and the slogan “It Is Here, the Future of Sport Will Be Written.”

			Apparel deals, as they’re called, are celebrated as co-branding opportunities, marriages between institutions of higher learning and sneaker companies even as they turn college athletes, who are ostensibly amateurs, into human billboards. For college sports coaches and executives, they are another way to compete and keep score. In 2016, after the University of California at Los Angles set a new standard for apparel deals, a fifteen-year, $260 million contract with Under Armour, the school’s football coach, Jim Mora Jr., said, “That resonates with a recruit or a parent. They’ll think, ‘UCLA is really becoming big, big, big time.’”

			UCLA, of course, is already a college of some note. It is ranked among the nation’s best public universities and has produced seven Nobel Prize winners over its century-long history—as well as the greatest dynasty in the annals of college sports, the ten NCAA basketball championships won by John Wooden–led teams in the 1960s and 1970s. To Mora, however, what really put the university on the map was the imprimatur of Under Armour, a Baltimore-based upstart whose founder began selling compression shorts out of the trunk of his car in 1996.

			Louisville’s existing contract with Adidas was modest and not in line with its new status. It was signed before Pitino’s national championship in 2013, before the football team pulled off a huge upset in the Sugar Bowl that same year, defeating third-ranked Florida—and before the school jumped several classes and was accepted into the Atlantic Coast Conference, one of the NCAA’s “Power Five,” after years of bouncing between such low-wattage confederations as Conference USA and the Metro Conference. The new Louisville was a legitimate all-sports superpower, and it was deserving, in the calculus of college athletics, of rich deals with its corporate patrons.

			After introducing the Adidas executives, Jurich announced that the university’s contract with the company was being extended and sweetened. Adidas was signing on to sponsor Louisville athletics for another ten years in return for $160 million in cash and apparel. It was the largest contract Adidas had signed with any university, and the fourth richest in the nation, putting Louisville behind only UCLA’s Under Armour deal and Nike’s agreements with Ohio State and Texas. There were a couple of loud whoops in the crowd, and everyone rose to their feet and cheered as if the home team had just kicked a game-winning field goal.

			At a press conference on the morning after the dinner, Jurich announced the Adidas deal publicly and stressed that the close relationship between Louisville and its apparel partner was about more than money. “We’re part of the Adidas family and I certainly hope they know that they are part of the Cardinal family,” he said. “This is not something that we say, ‘We can give you some more signage. Or we can give you some more airtime. Or we can give you TV commercials.’ This is something that they are going to be a part of our life, and a way of life.”

			

			—

			One month later, federal agents arrested James Gatto, an Adidas executive and the company’s main point of contact with the grassroots basketball scene—the incubator for top prospects—and charged him with conspiring to pay bribes to induce high school stars to sign with Adidas-sponsored universities. The investigation, conducted by the FBI and overseen by the U.S. Attorney’s office for the Southern District of New York, reached up into the very highest levels of college basketball and NCAA sports. In doing so, it reduced the vaunted program built by Tom Jurich to the status of a perp.

			Documents filed by federal prosecutors identified a focus of their inquiry as “University-6”—“a public research institution located in Kentucky with approximately 22,640 students.” A top player who signed with its basketball team late in the recruiting season, and seemingly out of the blue, was “Player-10.” The man who would coach this surprise recruit was “Coach-2.” All of this was easily and instantly decoded by journalists and others with a knowledge of college basketball and recruiting. The university was Louisville. The player, Brian Bowen Jr. The coach, Rick Pitino. Pitino has not been charged with any crime, nor has Brian Bowen Jr.

			Christian Dawkins was one of the ten individuals charged. He is alleged to have been a conduit between Adidas and Brian Bowen Jr.’s father, as well as the link to several other players and college coaches. According to the criminal complaint, Bowen chose to enroll at Louisville after Dawkins, Gatto, and others agreed to funnel $100,000 to his father.

			Dawkins’s words, captured on the FBI recordings, can be taken as something like a tutorial on the dark underworld of college recruiting. He instructs associates at various points on how to conceal payments to players or their families, sometimes by routing them through the bank accounts of the nonprofit youth teams they play for. The government alleged that Dawkins’s goal, and the aim of several others in the conspiracy, was not just to direct players to certain schools, but to put themselves in a favored position once (and if) those players reached the NBA. The bribes were down payments on future revenue. “If we take care of everybody and everything is done, we control everything,” the government quoted Dawkins as saying at one secretly recorded meeting. “You can make millions off of one kid.”

			

			—

			
			Twenty-four hours after the FBI and U.S. Attorney’s office announced the arrests and the dimensions of the criminal case at a press conference in Manhattan, Rick Pitino was removed as Louisville’s basketball coach. It was an abrupt, ignominious exit. He was locked out of his office and denied access to his email. A letter sent to him by the administration explained that the action was made necessary by “your conduct over a period of years” and “a pattern and practice of inappropriate behavior.” The pattern, of course, was long-standing and not exactly a secret.

			Pitino called his wife and told her to quickly pack a bag and meet him at the airport, where they would fly on a private plane to Miami. He vowed never to return to Kentucky except in the case of one eventuality—if one of his horses again qualified for the Kentucky Derby.

			Brian Bowen Jr. was immediately separated from the Louisville basketball team. As his would-be teammates began practice, under a thirty-two-year-old interim coach elevated to step in for Pitino, he pushed himself through lonely workouts in a church gym about twenty minutes north of campus. It wasn’t at all clear that Bowen Jr. ever saw any of the cash—it may have just gone to his father—or if he even knew of any deal.

			Tom Jurich, too, was fired. He had not only stood by Pitino through two previous scandals but had steadfastly defended other coaches when their jobs were under threat, including a women’s lacrosse coach accused of abusive behavior. The letter terminating Jurich said that he had failed to properly supervise coaches and engaged in “willful misconduct.” It was signed by “Gregory C. Postel, M.D.”—the interim president and the guy he had put in the cheap seats at the 50 Yard Line Dinner.

			It should be noted that the university was at that point due for a reckoning. The place, charitably, was a mess. In the previous year, its full board of trustees had been removed by Kentucky’s governor and replaced with new trustees, then reinstated when a judge said the action was not done properly, and then fired and replaced again after the governor figured out how to do it legally. An independent audit found that the upper level of the university’s administration was a swamp of self-dealing and secret payouts, with tens of millions of dollars going to dubious real estate transactions and to massive raises for insiders meant to be invisible to the public. The university’s accrediting body, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, was concerned enough about the institution’s inability to govern itself that it put Louisville on probation.

			Not all of the school’s problems were caused by its vaunted athletic program. But none of them were unrelated to it. The university made a big bet on sports. It doubled and tripled down. The recruiting scandal and the firing of Jurich and Pitino equated to a whole big pile of chips getting swept off the gaming table.

			

			—

			In exile in Florida, Pitino was raging and defiant. His empire was gone, his legacy stained. His teams had always scratched and clawed and were miserable to play against. They competed. Every game, right to the end. Why wouldn’t anyone do that for him?

			He looked around at other head coaches implicated in the scandal and wondered why they still had their jobs. He had not been criminally charged, and neither had any of his assistant coaches—though one of them was caught on videotape in a meeting with Dawkins in a Las Vegas hotel room. He figured it all would have passed, like other crises in his life had, if Louisville had been willing to just dig in and fight. He felt like everyone had given up while there was still time left on the clock.

			“You fire the head coach and you send a red flag to the NCAA that Louisville did some things wrong,” he said. “They told the whole country I was guilty. Everybody else in the country stayed calm and said, ‘Wait a minute. What’s all this about?’”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			FOOTPRINTS

			With his ten NCAA championships in the 1960s and 1970s, his innovative methods, and his mentorship of such stars as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Bill Walton, the late UCLA coach John Wooden is college basketball’s most revered figure. The John R. Wooden Award goes to the nation’s top player each year. The basketball court at UCLA’s iconic Pauley Pavilion is named for Wooden. In 2003, President George W. Bush honored Wooden, then ninety-two, with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian honor.

			But in addition to being the greatest coach in the game’s history, Wooden is the prototype for every coach since who has tried to cover himself in a cloak of deniability. On the day after he died in 2010, the Los Angeles Times wrote, “If Wooden was the father figure of UCLA basketball, Gilbert was its shadowy one.” The reference was to Sam Gilbert, a builder in Los Angeles who was close to Wooden’s players. An investigative series the paper published in 1981 called Gilbert a “one-man clearinghouse” who helped players get cars, clothes, airline tickets, scalpers’ prices for tickets, and even, on occasion, abortions for their girlfriends. A former NCAA investigator said he had looked into Gilbert’s involvement and “could have put UCLA on indefinite probation” but was told to drop his case.

			Even back when the story was published, it was not exactly news to the basketball cognoscenti—Gilbert’s relationship to the UCLA program had been an open secret—and
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