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				This book is dedicated to my family.

				First, to my mom and dad—thank you for believing in me, which made me believe in myself.

				Thank you to my sisters, Wanda and Gwendolyn, and my brother, Vincent, who at times sacrificed their dreams for me to live my dreams in real time.

				And thank you to my children, Kayla, KJ, Monique, Malloy, and London, who actually inspire me and show me every day that my dreams are futile in the face of the plan God has in store.
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				INTRODUCTION

				“I HAD TO JOIN THE MARCH”

			

		

	
		
		
			Sitting in my chair on the TNT set between Charles Barkley and Ernie Johnson, my head was swimming with confusion over what to do next.

			This was August 28, 2020, and the Milwaukee Bucks had just walked off the court before a playoff game in protest of yet another police shooting of an unarmed Black man.

			It didn’t feel right to me to be on the air with all this going on, but there I was: the cameras were rolling, the producers were counting down, and Ernie, our host, was about to begin.

			Ernie typically looks around at the start of the show to see which of the panelists—me, Charles, or Shaquille O’Neal—he wants to go to first. This time he glanced at me. Seeing that I was lost in my thoughts and not ready to talk, he tossed to Charles instead.

			I don’t even know what Charles said, because I might as well have been in space. When Ernie turned to me a second time, I still wasn’t sure exactly what I was going to do.

			“Kenny?” he said.

			I shook my head, scratched my face, and shuffled in my chair.

			“This is tough,” I finally said. After talking for a few moments, trying to express the conflict churning inside me, I got to the point.

			“As a Black man and former player,” I said, “I think it’s best for me to support the players and just not be here tonight.”

			I unplugged my microphone and earpiece, stood from my chair, and walked off the set.

			“I respect that,” Ernie said.

			Charles was quiet. I would later find out that he was angry with me. That’s OK, too. What I did had nothing to do with him. It was the culmination of a crazy year of turmoil in the country and of reflection for me.

			As we were already dealing with a global pandemic, the spring and summer of 2020 brought new incidents of police brutality and racial injustice. Video of those terrible events spread across social media. All over the country, activists and regular citizens took to the streets in protest.

			Between that and all the time I spent at home reflecting and reconnecting, something in me had shifted.

			I just couldn’t sit there on the TNT set and be a talking head. I had to join the march.

			

			· · ·

			These memoirs are a blueprint of the lessons derived from my intimate relationships with the greatest of greats, from Michael Jordan to Dean Smith to Hakeem Olajuwon to Bill Russell to Shaquille O’Neal to so many others. I am a product of the people who formed me, and now I want to share their wisdom.

			Above all else, this book is for you—my kids. I’m talking straight to you, Kayla Brianna, KJ, Monique, Malloy, and London. We had quite a year together in 2020: hanging out and thinking deeply on where our lives were going in ways that changed and impacted us in 2021, 2022, and beyond.

			But this book is also for anyone who wants to follow along as if you are one of my family members. I’m sure that the COVID-19 pandemic caused many people to think about their own lives, just as we did at our house.

			I’ve learned a lot of hard lessons over my fifty-eight years and experienced my share of triumphs, too. It all led me to that moment of increased consciousness, and I want to retrace that path for you.

			I’ve had the opportunity to play with Michael Jordan at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and for the legendary UNC coach Dean Smith. To win NBA championships alongside Hakeem Olajuwon in Houston. To help launch an Emmy-winning broadcast, then take it to new heights with my current partners Ernie, Charles, and Shaq.

			The way I look at it, it would be selfish to hold to myself all the information that I’ve been fortunate enough to acquire. This book is my small contribution to an era of awakening and action.

			Before the pandemic hit, I told you all that 2020 would be “harvest season” for you. I put that on every hashtag on social media and every text I sent you that year as the final message: #HarvestSeason.

			I talked to you all about planting the seeds of hard work and how this would be the year to harvest the fruit of your labor. And 2020 started with that happening.

			Kayla Brianna: At twenty-six, you had settled into your new apartment across town and continued to blossom as an actress and singer.

			Monique: At twenty-three, you had just recently moved out of the guesthouse (I cried upon realizing that my first batch of kids was out of the nest) and got your own apartment across the street from your sister. Then you landed a starring role as a series regular on a new TV sitcom.

			KJ: At twenty-two, you were finishing your junior year at the University of North Carolina. You had gone from a walk-on player to earning a scholarship at one of the most prestigious academic and basketball institutions in the country. Add to that the fact that you were in the starting five for several games and played major minutes in key situations. Impressive—but still not as impressive as the life you’ve begun since.

			Malloy: At twelve, you were about to graduate from elementary school and excited about your new challenges in middle school—and you were accepted to every middle school to which you applied.

			London: Honestly, I don’t typically compare the five of you children, but at seven you have the best qualities of all the siblings rolled into one, so look out, world! And you’re still so young!

			The curse of the pandemic did bring a silver lining for our family. Under no other circumstances would I have had all of you back in the house at one time, a blended family together again.

			I’m happy that you older children decided to spend a large amount of lockdown with me. None of us expected the pandemic to go multiple months before the return of any normalcy, let alone stretch into the next few years. But our open conversations during those initial months—over dinner, game nights, TikTok videos, and movie nights—are moments that I will remember forever. The honesty of our conversations—conversations about love, fear, anger, aspirations, and many other topics that meant so much to us—was transformational for me as a father.

			Through this memoir, I want those conversations to continue. The worst of the pandemic seems over, and we haven’t been in lockdown together for some time now. But the experiences of 2020 and 2021 changed us forever, forcing us to look inward and lean on those closest to us for new levels of support.

			Of course, it wasn’t just our lives that came to a screeching halt when the pandemic hit. The world of major sports also stopped. After an extended shutdown, the NBA created an environment in Orlando, Florida, to enable the resumption of a shortened season. All players, coaches, and staff going into the “bubble” at Walt Disney World were tested frequently for the coronavirus. For the first forty-five days, no guests were allowed. Players and staff who elected to leave were subject to a ten-day quarantine upon re-entry.

			Months earlier, I had created a similar bubble for our home. No in and outs, no visitors. I wanted a safe, secure, and healthy environment. You guys laughed as I disinfected your clothes after you came inside—from hanging out in the backyard.

			OK, I may have overdone it. Ha-ha.

			Everyone around the world was forced to stay home. No work, no play, nothing extracurricular. The pandemic showed families around the world what they had built over the years. We had no choice but to confront questions we might have avoided during busier times:

			
				Can we live in what we built?

				Are we happy with it?

				What needs fixing?

				What needs to be painted, externally and internally?

				And even more to the point, who are we?

			

			I started with traditional home repair, fixing leaky faucets, tightening chairs, and touching up paint on the walls. It then went to fixing windows and redecorating rooms. I would move a picture, change the angle of the couch, put a rug in one room instead of another.

			After all the DIY projects stopped, it was time for the real touch-ups and repairs—the minds and bodies of the people inside our home, and our relationships.

			I asked myself, What needs to be repaired? And, even more to the point, Who am I? We asked one another in the family, Who are you?

			The answers to those essential questions are the keys to becoming a champion at whatever we do. We have to know ourselves. In sports, every championship team has an identity, a style of play. Are you a team that plays up-tempo like the Golden State Warriors with Steph Curry and Klay Thompson? They move fast and their goal is to get the first available good shot early on the shot clock. Everyone who plays against them has to be ready for the speed.

			Do you play through a specific person like the Lakers do with LeBron James, where one player has the ball the majority of the time while others read and react off his movements? Are you a defensive-minded team? Keep the score low and hope that you have the ability to score and stop opponents in key possessions?

			Style of play is the first component that establishes who you are. Identity allows you to develop players, make trades, and add free agents to your team.

			To my kids I say, Now apply that same mentality to you as a person. What areas do you need to develop? What areas do you need to trade for or acquire? What person or thing do you need to add to your life?

			The year 2020 also reminded me of the mantra at my high school, Archbishop Molloy (whom you’re named after, Malloy): “Non scholae sed vitae,” which is Latin for “Not for school but for life.”

			This is the story of how people shaped me—and prepared me for the unique moment we faced in 2020 and will continue to face beyond.

			

			· · ·

			Back to the moment when I was sitting on the set at TNT.

			I hadn’t watched the Jacob Blake video at first. Why did I need to see another slave movie? I’ve seen Roots. I’ve seen 12 Years a Slave. Why did I need to see another Black person get shot?

			But after a few days I finally broke down and checked out for myself the footage that had gone viral on social media. It showed a police officer in Kenosha, Wisconsin, opening fire on an unarmed Black man as he began to get into an SUV in which his three children sat.

			Unfortunately, I wasn’t surprised. Growing up in the inner city, I’ve seen people being grabbed up by police. I haven’t seen it escalate to a shooting, but I’ve seen how it can get there.

			Reflecting on the incident and the viral video of it, I was most sensitive to what it meant for you kids, especially the older ones. I noticed that this, along with the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, was the first time racial violence and injustice touched your generation that hard and for that long.

			As this was all going on, I was traveling back and forth between our home in Los Angeles and Atlanta, where we shot our TNT show, Inside the NBA.

			On August 27, I heard rumblings that the Milwaukee Bucks, who in a non-pandemic year play their games a mere forty-five minutes from where the officer shot Jacob Blake, might stage some kind of protest.

			I wasn’t surprised to hear that players could take action. Some in the NBA, like Kyrie Irving of the Brooklyn Nets, had already expressed concerns about participating in the bubble, because there were so many important things going on outside the world of sports.

			Don’t underestimate how disconnected the players thought they were from what was happening in the streets. The guys I talked to had a sense of isolation.

			They felt like, Man, we’re playing games and we’re not doing anything, and everybody’s out there suffering.

			When the Blake shooting happened, I think everyone in the bubble was just spent. I understand that they felt their voices weren’t being heard, even though it was the exact opposite. When the games began, the phrase “Black Lives Matter” was painted on the courts. The players had messages demanding social justice stitched onto the backs of their jerseys. In postgame interviews, they raised important issues.

			It was all being heard around the world. It was aiding the cause. It was just hard for the players themselves to see that from inside the bubble. After the Bucks walked off, the NBA canceled the remainder of its games for the night.

			I was in Atlanta getting ready for a pregame show. My first thought was, I guess I’m going home to LA today. Why would I stay around here when there are no games?

			Then one of our TNT producers emailed. The network wanted us to do an hour-long show. That surprised me. If there weren’t any games, what would we talk about?

			Keeping an open mind, I emailed back.

			“OK,” I wrote. “What’s the format?”

			The network wanted our perspective on the Bucks walking off. Should they forfeit the game? How would it impact the series?

			That was totally understandable, but it wasn’t the perspective that I was looking for. The appropriate perspective to me was, what is the state of the world? My mind was far from the implications of the protest on basketball.

			So when I heard the plan for the show, it’s not that it rubbed me the wrong way, but it did get my antennas up. It alerted me that not everyone was seeing this issue the way I was seeing it. Getting ready for work, I was wrestling with it. We’re really going to talk about basketball?

			I suggested doing a whole hour strictly on social injustice. The producers assured me that our show would be very heavy with those issues. I agreed to come in but couldn’t shake the idea that it didn’t feel right.

			I called KJ. “I’m thinking about being silent for a segment,” I said, interested in gauging his reaction. “When Ernie asks me something, I’ll just be like, ‘You know, Ernie, I’m just gonna be quiet.’ ”

			“Yeah, I don’t know…,” KJ said. We both agreed that I should do something but hadn’t quite hit on the right approach.

			We kicked some ideas back and forth and said good-bye. I arrived at the station at six forty-five for a seven p.m. show. During normal times, we get there much earlier to dress and visit the makeup room, but the pandemic disrupted that routine. Now we would just show up, powder our faces, and begin.

			When I got there, the doors opened the same as always. The security guard was the same. Inside, everyone was in production mode—the cameramen, the crew, the producers. Which they should have been. That was their job. They were supposed to be ready to work.

			But it hit me hard to see the world going on as if nothing had happened.

			Everything’s the same, I thought, looking around the set. The phrase kept repeating in my head, along with another one: Nothing has changed.

			Nothing has changed. Everything’s the same.

			Right then I knew that this was not going to work.

			I called KJ again.

			“I’m not gonna be there,” I said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m not gonna stay,” I said. “I’m just going home.”

			“Are you gonna go home now?”

			“No, because then it would look like I stormed off or something. I think I have to go on and then not be a part of it.”

			“How you gonna do it?”

			“I don’t know, but it doesn’t feel right. It just does not feel right.”

			“If it don’t feel right, Daddy, then don’t do it.”

			When I sat at the desk, it was more of that uneasy feeling.

			The sound guy put on my mic, like he always did. Ernie was in the same chair as always, as were Charles, Shaq, and me.

			Nothing has changed. Everything’s the same.

			Ernie started the show: five, four, three, two, one….I was like, This ain’t right, man, this ain’t right. This guy just got shot seven times. Broad daylight.

			When Ernie asked me to speak, I stood and walked off. On my way off the set, it didn’t cross my mind what the producers were thinking, what my castmates were thinking, what the people at home were thinking.

			My only thought was: Shit should not be the same.

			Back in my dressing room, I regained a bit of composure and began to form a plan for what came next.

			Because I hadn’t told anyone beforehand what I was going to do, I decided to wait around until the end of the show to talk to Charles, Shaq, and Ernie. I wanted to tell them that it had been a largely spontaneous gesture, not intended to put them in a bad position.

			While waiting, I heard a knock at the door. It was a member of the crew, a Black man with whom I chatted all the time.

			“That was real,” he said, quivering with emotion.

			That was it for me. I lost it. Bawling.

			Why am I crying? I thought. What am I crying for?

			It was the emotion of what we were feeling as a culture. It was all just so raw.

			My phone rang. It was KJ.

			“You all right?” he said.

			I pulled myself together and told him that I was.

			“Man, that was powerful,” he told me.

			Then I called my daughters. After that my phone just started going bonkers. Radio stations, friends—anyone who knew how to catch me was calling. I didn’t want to make this a media event. I know that sounds strange because, well, of course it was a media event. But this wasn’t supposed to be about me. I turned my phone off.

			Then I decided to go home. There was an eight forty-five p.m. Delta flight to LA, and I bought a ticket. Then I grabbed my bag and started packing.

			The show ended. Charles, Ernie, and Shaq walked off the set and toward the dressing rooms.

			Shaq came first. He’s an interesting guy—he’s with you, but he’s not gonna be the one who talks to you emotionally in the moment. Later on, he’s like a big teddy bear. But in the moment he plays it cool.

			“Yo, man, I just want you to know, I did that in the moment,” I said. “I didn’t know I was going to do it. I don’t want you to feel like I put you in a bad spot.”

			“Nah, nah, that’s you,” Shaq said. “It’s cool.”

			Charles just kind of nodded. He didn’t really respond. And then Ernie stopped.

			“I really respect what you did, and I get where you’re coming from,” he said.

			Tim Kiely, our producer, came running down the hall, all excited. Tim and I have an honest relationship. We tell it like it is. He’ll be like, “You were terrible today,” and I’ll respond, “No, you were terrible.” But we love each other. He’s always been in my corner.

			“You’re the fucking greatest, Kenny!” he shouted. “That’s why you’re here. No one would have had the balls to do what you just did. Man, that’s what makes you you. That’s what America needed to see.” I was glad he understood what the moment meant to me, because TK is someone I respect. And as he isn’t African American, I felt proud that my message had come across.

			I left for the airport, which is only fifteen minutes from the studio. This was the first time I had flown commercial since the pandemic began; I was so scared of COVID that I’d been paying for private flights between LA and Atlanta.

			At the airport I was masked up and wearing a hoodie as I went through security. Thinking that would make me unrecognizable, I was surprised to hear the shout-outs.

			“Smith, man, that was real what you did!” one of the TSA agents said. Others jumped in with similar compliments, as did folks in the line.

			By the time I got on the plane, I was completely exhausted. I collapsed into my seat and fell asleep for the duration of the flight.

			Upon landing, I finally turned on my phone and was greeted by roughly three hundred texts and another three hundred emails. There were messages from radio and TV stations everywhere, plus nephews, cousins, seemingly everyone I’d ever met.

			Before doing anything else, I FaceTimed Malloy. He doesn’t always watch the show, so I didn’t know how aware he was of what had happened.

			When he picked up he started clapping.

			“Dad,” he said. “That was big.”

			“Man, I didn’t know if you would get it, Malloy.”

			“I got it. My friends were like, ‘Your dad understands what’s going on in the culture.’ ”

			It meant so much to me that the moment had resonated with Malloy. We said good night, and the day was finally over.

			

			· · ·

			There was one wrinkle left. Not long after, Charles was doing a podcast interview with the former NBA star Vince Carter and was asked about my walkout.

			“I was pissed at Kenny,” Charles said. “Because I didn’t think he should have walked off. He should have told us in advance…I had no problem with him walking off. He should have told us so we could have prepared. The show was like, ‘Uh-oh.’ ”

			Let me back up for a second and talk about Charles.

			My relationship with him is, I don’t like him. I love him. He’s a brother. I love him almost the same way I love my biological brother.

			Without Charles Barkley, I wouldn’t have had the platform to do what I did. He brought social and political consciousness and pop culture to TNT. Before he joined, we were a funny, informative basketball show. Charles made us a TV show. He gave me the courage to talk about anything.

			A lot of times, his views on social issues are different from mine. They’re not always radically different, but sometimes they are.

			One point that we disagreed on was when Charles said the Milwaukee Bucks should have alerted their opponent about their protest. You don’t alert people when you see social injustice. You just do what you have to do. It’s supposed to be disruptive.

			The only unfair bit of what Charles did on the podcast was when he failed to mention that I had waited for him to come off the set. His comment could have been, “Yeah, I was pissed when he did it, but Kenny did wait until the end of the show and had that conversation with me.”

			That was the part that was a little bit sketchy to me. But maybe he didn’t remember it because it was all happening so fast.

			Look, Charles is a walking contradiction, but he’s my walking contradiction. At times people are like, “Charles is an Uncle Tom.” And then Charles will give a million dollars to Morehouse College. Or he’ll go make a speech at Alabama State. Then he’ll say something that contradicts everything that he has just done for Black colleges.

			We all have people like that, people whom we love who contradict who they are at times. We’ve all got uncles like that. Charles is the uncle at the cookout. You have to love him though, because every now and then you’re like, “Uncle made sense today.”

			Immediately after that podcast came out, people were saying, “Are you going to go back at him? Are you gonna debate it on TV?”

			For me to do that, to go after another Black man, and one who I call my brother—that would not have been Black excellence. That would have been divisive. And that’s what “the man” or “the system” wants. It wants to pit us against people who are like-minded or who are otherwise with us. It wants to divide and conquer, and I was not going to do that.

			And after all, what is any of this about—the lessons of the pandemic, the introspection, the time reconnecting, the consciousness-raising tragedies of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Jacob Blake—if it doesn’t show us a way to be our better selves?

			That’s what this book is all about. The people and experiences who made me think, made me who I am, made me want to be better.

			For the rest of the story, I’m going to write to the entire audience, rather than directly to you kids. This book is not only for you; it’s also for everyone who can relate to our experiences during these crazy, unstable few years in the country and world.

			But please know that the reason I’m doing this in the first place—the reason I do anything, really—is because I want to share what’s important to me with you.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			MICHAEL JORDAN

			EYE OF THE TIGER

		

	
		
		
			I was jealous of Scottie Pippen. All through our playing days, and even today—I’m still jealous of Scottie Pippen.

			The Chicago Bulls were considering choosing me. Their front office brought me in beforehand and asked about Michael Jordan, my old teammate at the University of North Carolina.

			“He gets on guys,” they said. “He won’t pass the ball. He’ll scream at his teammates in practice. How would you handle that?”

			The question seemed silly. Why would anyone have a problem learning from Michael, no matter how he delivered feedback? Plus, he only got on the guys who needed it. That wasn’t me.

			“He wouldn’t do that to me,” I said. “Because he knows I can play.”

			They looked at me kind of funny. Soon after, the Bulls chose Scottie. I went to the Sacramento Kings with the very next pick.

			In that moment and for many years after, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Michael would have helped me become a perennial All-Star, even a Hall of Famer. His competitiveness would have taken me to another level.

			I watched Scottie mature into that, and I felt it could have been me, because I know what type of energy Michael brings into you if you’re open to it. I watched Steve Kerr and B. J. Armstrong play alongside Michael and I thought, I don’t know if they understand what he’s bringing to them.

			During the quarantine period of 2020, when the Jordan documentary The Last Dance was all the sports world could talk about, I laughed at the guys who said they didn’t like it when Michael got on them in practice.

			If you connect with what Michael is really about, you realize that he’s actually generous. He’s going to share what makes him great and allow that once-in-a-lifetime competitive spirit to rub off on you.

			In The Last Dance, they showed the famous image of Michael hugging the NBA championship trophy and crying after he won his first title in 1991.

			Most people thought he was crying because he won. But that wasn’t it. He cried because he competed and left it all out there. It was the release of all that competitive energy that made him emotional. He would have cried the same way if he’d lost.

			How do I know this? At North Carolina, juniors and seniors had to share a room on the road with freshmen and sophomores. Often as an underclassman I would room with Michael, who was two years ahead of me.

			When you’re eighteen or nineteen years old, you have conversations that you don’t have at thirty. You’re still vulnerable and figuring out who you are. This is when he was Mike Jordan, a kid from the South who wore corny clothes and drove a corny car. A kid who liked a girl at school who didn’t really like him back. He wasn’t yet Michael Jordan, American icon.

			We’d be lying there in the dark, trying to sleep after a game, well past midnight.

			“Smith? You awake?” he’d say from across the room.

			“Yeah, I’m awake.”

			And we’d spend the next few hours talking about our dreams and fears, developing a bond that would survive through later decades in which we hardly saw each other.

			

			
				
				· · ·
			

			The school bell rang at 2:20 p.m., signaling the end of the day at Archbishop Molloy High School in Queens, New York. It was 1981 and I was in the eleventh grade.

			Desks slid across the floor and lockers slammed. My two best friends and teammates, George Kingland and Chris Sterling, and I dashed out of the school. There was no basketball practice that day, and for kids our age that represented a special few hours of freedom.

			If you skipped every other stair as you sprinted out of the building, you could catch the N train that pulled in at two thirty and be home by three. It wasn’t that there was anything particularly exciting waiting for us at home; it’s more that teenagers are in a hurry to get as far from school as they can, as quickly as possible.

			Archbishop Molloy was an all-boys school at the time, and the sheer energy and testosterone pouring out of that building every afternoon must have been something to behold. This was a Friday, which brought the frenzy up yet another notch.

			We busted out of the school and ran the 334 yards to the Main Street subway station (yes, we had measured it).

			As we rushed down the subway steps, we could hear the train pull into the station. Chris, George, and I ripped off our parochial school–mandated neckties, because we didn’t want to be seen in them by either a cute girl or a tough guy who might want to make a victim of a private school kid.

			We dropped our tokens in the slot and ran through the turnstile as we heard the automated voice saying, “The doors are now closing.”

			We slithered through the doors as they sealed off the kids on the platform who hadn’t quite made it. We turned and laughed at them.

			Breathing as if we’d just run wind sprints after practice, we collapsed onto the plastic seats—and that’s when I heard the crackle and pop. It sounded like I’d sat on a bag of potato chips.

			My first thought was to look behind me to see if there was indeed something on the seat, so I tried to stand. I couldn’t. My knee had gone extremely wrong, and I couldn’t even straighten my leg.

			By the end of the day I learned that my growth plate had broken off and was dislodged inside the joint of my knee. The doctors said surgery was necessary, and just like that all my dreams fell into serious jeopardy. Playing on national television, advancing to college and the NBA—it was all endangered.

			When I woke from the surgery, the concern on my face must have been obvious. My dad, standing next to my mom at the side of the bed, saw it and made a perfectly timed comment that reignited the drive in me.

			“This injury can stop you and you can become a lamb,” he said. “Or you can work hard to become a tiger. Who’s eating who?”

			I decided to work. I decided to be a tiger.

			Over the next six months my brother Vince, a basketball savant, devised a custom practice routine that I could handle while rehabbing the knee.

			Me, Vince, and my dad ran six miles together every day. We came up with drills: dribbling a basketball up the stairs, dribbling two basketballs as we evaded a dodgeball, shooting over my brother as he held a broom trying to swat our shots.

			Within six months I had not only worked my way back from the injury but had gone from having no scholarship offers to being recruited by nearly every school in the country.

			A first-team All-American, I narrowed my choices to Duke University, the University of Virginia, and the University of North Carolina. UNC was my final visit of the three.

			The legendary coach Dean Smith came to New York to watch me score 41 points against Bishop Loughlin Memorial High School and its star point guard Mark Jackson, who later became an NBA All-Star, head coach, and ABC/ESPN analyst. Mark dropped 39 that night, but we came out on top.

			Coach Smith and I then flew down to Chapel Hill together. When I arrived on campus, he assigned two players to chauffeur me around, Buzz Peterson and a sophomore who, a year earlier, had hit the game winner against Georgetown University to capture a national championship. His name was Michael Jordan.

			That day I met Mike, not Michael. To a New Yorker like me, he seemed very southern. I was used to seeing colored jeans or gabardine pants, Kangol hats, and Adidas. Mike wore skinny jeans, a light blue tennis shirt, and Converse sneakers.

			In New York, style ruled, and hip-hop ruled. Mike listened to R&B and didn’t even know about rap music.

			He was not actually a big shot at school that year. Sam Perkins was a four-time first-team All-American, and he ruled the campus. But as great as Sam was, I sensed pretty quickly that Michael had a certain “it” factor—not a skill set, but a mindset.

			It started with an ability to be confident but inclusive, aggressive but caring. As he and Buzz showed me around campus, I came down with the flu, with symptoms that worsened as the day went on.

			“Can you guys take me back to my room?” I asked.

			Mike looked at Buzz.

			“Let’s stop by the pharmacy and get city boy some flu medicine,” he said.

			This might have been nothing more than a tossed-off comment to him, but it was my first experience with anyone in my male peer group outwardly showing concern.

			In New York we had to fend for ourselves. A friend might have said, “Bro, you better think about getting some meds in you.”

			That difference, subtle but meaningful, was cool to me.

			“Hey, Mr. New York,” Mike added. “Don’t worry, I get a lot of players sick when they come through Chapel Hill.”

			That brought out my New York competitiveness, and I got a little defensive.

			“I’m not sick,” I said. “My game is sick, sick as in lethal.”

			Mike turned to Buzz. Both were smiling.

			“We have a real one here!” Mike said. “I like him!”

			That evening I went back to my room for a nap. Feeling feverish, I slept through a dinner that the team had planned for me. At one point I felt someone shaking my shoulder; looking up, I saw Mike and Buzz standing over me, checking to make sure I was OK.

			By the morning my fever broke and I joined the team at practice.

			“Hey, New York, watch this!” Mike yelled as I walked into the gym. “Class is in session!”

			That would prove to be one of his favorite lines, and I always loved it. Basketball is a thinking man’s game, a school with different subjects.

			This practice was a master class. Mike had an unparalleled understanding of the game. Look at this country bumpkin thinking ahead of
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