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				To Maayan, Lior, and Matan:

				The wellspring of my life,

				The light in my dark times,

				The gift I didn’t know I could never live without.

			

		

	
		
		
			Author’s Note

			This book is primarily based on interviews I conducted with nearly three hundred people. A good chunk of those were done on the record, but most were not. I felt that giving sources the freedom to speak freely and without fear of retribution was the best way to tell this story in full. Because of that, you won’t see much direct attribution in the pages ahead.

			LeBron did not participate in this book and, through a representative, declined to take part in the fact-checking process. Most of the quotes attributed to him are pulled from press conferences and podcast appearances.

			The Lakers did not participate either. Most of the quotes from members of the Buss family, especially those appearing in the book’s early chapters, were pulled from the 2022 Hulu documentary Legacy: The True Story of the LA Lakers, for which Jeanie Buss served as an executive producer. I conducted two fact-checking sessions with Jeanie Buss early in my reporting process, but, in the spring of 2024, she and the Lakers enlisted famed defamation lawyer Marty Singer to represent them in their dealings with me. That June, Singer sent me a letter. It wasn’t a cease-and-desist but more of a we’re watching you type of thing. About a year later, before the book went to print, I sent the Lakers a lengthy fact-checking document containing the parts of my reporting that I wanted them to have the opportunity to address. In response, I received another letter from Singer, this one accusing me of writing “a salacious hit piece, targeting the Lakers and its executives with fabricated defamatory fiction” featuring “derogatory sexist innuendo” in order to “advance a misogynistic, sexist subtext.”

			“I want to be incredibly clear with you,” Singer wrote. “There are many times when individuals threaten to sue with neither the reputations to stand up to scrutiny nor the resources to pursue a strong libel claim. Please have no doubt, neither of those issues applies here.”

			Singer’s letter included numerous responses to my reporting. When applicable, those have been inserted into the text and attributed to a “representative” for the Lakers.

		

	
		
			
			
				Prologue

				LeBron James loves holding court. He doesn’t need a big audience, just an audience, and on this night his audience consisted of Anthony Davis—his best friend on the Lakers—reserve forward Jarred Vanderbilt, and a few staffers. Everyone else had fled the locker room. The Lakers were in Miami and had the next day off, making it the perfect night to enjoy South Beach.

				“Ain’t nothing like that first one,” LeBron said as he dried himself off with a towel. He was reminiscing about all the NBA contracts he’d signed. “That first one, where we come from…” He trailed off. He and Davis, sitting in a stall across the rectangular-shaped room, started breaking down all their NBA deals.

				“It’s crazy,” LeBron said. “Because, like, we play a fucking game. Y’all paying me all this money to play ball.”

				“Well, then give it back then!” shouted a team staffer sitting next to him.

				The half dozen or so people still milling around the locker room burst into laughter.

				“No,” LeBron said, trying to regain the group’s attention. “Because on the other hand, on the other hand…”

				The laughter continued.

				“You know what, it’s funny you say that,” LeBron said, a little louder this time.

				The chatter stopped. The King was speaking.

				“Because on the other hand,” LeBron continued, “I feel like I’m underpaid. I feel like I should be getting like—”

				“Five-year, what?” Davis interrupted, referring to the maximum-length contract allowed under the NBA’s collective bargaining agreement. “Five hundred?”

				“Six trillion!” shouted the Lakers staffer.

				More laughter followed.

				LeBron jumped back in. “We shouldn’t have a cap,” he said. “It should be like baseball.”[*1]

				“That shit’d be insane,” Davis said.

				“But then you don’t have to worry about your players leaving,” LeBron replied.

				“Your five-year [contract] would be what?” Davis asked.

				“Five years?” LeBron said, thinking out loud. “At least five hundred.”

				The staffer asked LeBron whether, looking back now, he felt like he deserved to make that much from every one of his NBA contracts.

				“Well, fresh out of high school, I mean, I had to make my way, but when I came here,” LeBron said, referring to when he signed with the Heat in 2010, “for real, that summer I could have did, like…”

				“Twelve years,” Davis began. LeBron countered that the most years a player changing teams could sign for is four years.[*2]

				“So four years, 450?” Davis asked.

				“Yeah, when I came here, twenty-five years old,” LeBron replied while lathering himself in lotion, “I should have got, like, four years, 450, something like that.[*3]

				“And then when I went back home,” LeBron continued, referencing his decision to leave Miami and return to Cleveland in July 2014, “I probably should have gotten like 500.

				“And then, when I came to the Lakers the first time, I probably should have gotten like another 500 and then—”

				“Oh my God,” the staffer interjected, cutting off LeBron. The others laughed.

				“Because it ain’t just the basketball,” LeBron continued, retaking control of the room. He was fully dressed now, wearing perfectly tailored dark pants and a white graphic tee that probably cost more than some of his younger teammates were paying for rent in LA. “Like, you know, I’m helping the culture. I’m changing the culture, you know what I’m saying, I’m putting people in the seats.” He didn’t quote any of the studies that have shown the impact he’d had on the income and valuations of the teams for which he played,[*4] but he certainly seemed to be aware of them.

				He then brought the conversation back to a topic that he’d clearly been ruminating on all day. Earlier that morning, the Lakers practiced on a new Heat floor, which had the phrase Heat Culture printed at center court and Hardest Working. Best Conditioned. Most Professional. Unselfish. Toughest. Meanest. Nastiest Team in the NBA. written in the paint. After practice, some local reporters had asked LeBron what he thought about the Heat’s new branding campaign. In what ways, the reporters wanted to know, had Miami’s culture impacted him?

				At first, LeBron was complimentary. Even thankful.

				“I learned a lot from being here,” he said.

				But the questions about Heat culture kept coming. Feeling like he’d received one too many, LeBron issued a clarification.

				“I think I would still be at this level no matter if I would’ve came here or not,” he said. “Let’s not get it twisted.”

				Now, back in the comfort of the locker room, LeBron was elaborating, even if his audience was unaware of what had triggered this train of thought.

				“It’s more with me,” he told Davis, Vanderbilt, and everyone else listening in. “Yeah, certain players, it’s just basketball. With me, I come with everything, I change the whole shit. I win a championship in every city I’ve been in, every team I’ve played for, we won a championship. Every team.

				“Give me two years; I’m a two-year man.”

				Nobody was interrupting this time. There were no jokes, no questions.

				All eyes were fixed on LeBron.

				“Second year [in] Miami—championship.

				“Second year back home—championship.

				“Second year with the Lakers—championship.

				“Give me two years,” he said. “I’ll figure it out.”

				

				•  •  •

				This is a book about many things. It’s a book about an American icon in the twilight of his career. It’s a book about an iconic franchise trying to reclaim its throne. It’s a book about the business of basketball and the ambitious people within that world and how they attempt to exert power. But at its heart, this is a book about the stories people tell. And, perhaps just as importantly, the ones they don’t.

				You have LeBron, in search of a fitting final chapter to the story of his career, one more arc to solidify his legacy as the greatest of all time; and you have one of his best friends, an agent looking to further solidify his standing as the king of an industry that had never before seen someone like him. And you have Jeanie Buss, daughter to perhaps the greatest mythmaker in the history of American sports, both desperate to add one last chapter to her father’s story and, in doing so, write one of her own; and you have her most loyal executive, a self-described “storyteller” who’d earned Jeanie’s trust in part by pledging fealty to the Lakers.

				They all came together in July 2018. Two years later, they were celebrating the Lakers’ 17th championship, feeling like they had accomplished everything they’d wanted.

				Their stories, however, were not complete.

				Because there was more to LeBron than the story he told about himself. And there was more to Jeanie and the Lakers than the stories they told about themselves. That’s the thing about stories: Repeat them enough and you become blind to any reality breaking from the narrative. Invest enough resources in a narrative and any challenge will feel like a declaration of war.

				That night in Miami, while he recounted the story of his career, everything LeBron said was true. He had revived the Lakers, or, as he had put it, “changed the whole shit.” But that was just part of the story, the fairy-tale version. The full story of LeBron’s Lakers tenure is far more complicated. It’s one about ambitious people with competing agendas navigating complex times. That might not be the exact story that LeBron or the Lakers want told. But it is the kind through which legacies are made.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Where players can sign for any amount, as opposed to the NBA, where the maximum a player can sign for is only 35 percent of the salary cap.

				

				
					*2 This wasn’t actually the case back when he joined the Heat. At that point, players could get six-year contracts with new teams if they changed teams via sign-and-trade, which is exactly what LeBron did. In exchange for some future draft capital, the Cleveland Cavaliers sent him to Miami on a six-year, $110.1 million contract that included an opt-out after four seasons, which LeBron exercised to return to Cleveland.

				

				
					*3 This would have been nearly $383 million more than he actually earned in his four seasons with the Heat.

				

				
					*4 According to a 2017 report conducted by the American Enterprise Institute, the number of restaurants near Quicken Loans Arena in Cleveland spiked after LeBron’s 2014 return to the Cavaliers, while the number of restaurants within a mile of Miami’s American Airlines Arena started to slide. LeBron’s presence, according to the study, boosted employment in these establishments by around 23.5 percent.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			- 1 -

			Too Many Buss Drivers

			He was seventy-seven years old, and still, Dr. Jerry Buss couldn’t help but think about his team’s future.

			It was June 2010, and, once again, his Lakers were on top of the NBA world. Just about one week earlier, confetti had rained down from the ceiling of Staples Center as the team celebrated its latest championship, this one coming via a seven-game battle with the Boston Celtics. That night, euphoria had swept across Los Angeles, a town that, thanks to the brilliance of Dr. Buss, bled Lakers purple and gold. Not only had the Lakers been crowned champions for a second straight year, but the victory had also boosted their number of titles to 16, pulling them within one of the Celtics’ NBA record.

			Yet Buss wanted more. On this afternoon, he convened with his children—five of whom had roles within the organization—for lunch. The agenda was to lay out the team’s offseason plans, but it didn’t take long for talk to turn to the topic on the minds of the entire sporting world: the ongoing free agency of LeBron James, the two-time reigning MVP, who, after spending his entire professional career playing for the Cavaliers, appeared to be searching for a new home.

			“It’d be good to know that guy,” Joey Buss recalled his father saying. Dr. Buss added that he was thinking about setting up a call.[*1]

			LeBron, meanwhile, was also thinking about LA. That spring, he and David Geffen, the billionaire and record executive, had discussed the idea of Geffen buying the Los Angeles Clippers from the franchise’s notoriously cheap, racist, and incompetent owner, Donald Sterling. LeBron would then sign as a free agent.

			Sterling refused to sell, crossing the Clippers off the board for LeBron. As for the Lakers, they were coming off a title run and looking to spend the offseason bolstering the team, not revamping it. And LeBron, still just twenty-five years old, was looking to create his own legacy, not glom onto someone else’s. Yet the seeds had been planted.

			The night of the title, Earvin “Magic” Johnson, the former Lakers superstar, had accepted the championship trophy on behalf of the franchise. Upon addressing the raucous Lakers crowd, Magic congratulated “the greatest owner in the world in Dr. Buss,” called head coach Phil Jackson “the greatest coach in the world,” and boasted that “we do have the greatest player in the world in Kobe Bryant.” The next day, in a story for ESPN.com, the acclaimed NBA analyst John Hollinger[*2] ranked the Lakers as the top franchise in NBA history. “When it comes to superstars,” Hollinger wrote, “the Lakers are so far out in front of everybody else it’s not even funny.”

			Which is why no one could see the cracks forming in the foundation or notice that the whole structure was on the verge of collapse.

			

			•  •  •

			Jerry Buss’s story was an American story, with an arc straight out of Hollywood.

			Born during the Great Depression, Buss was raised by his mom and stepdad in the small mining and sheep ranching city of Kemmerer, Wyoming. Even as a kid he was a worker, taking whatever jobs he could get. Setting bowling pins. Shining shoes. Carrying guests’ bags at a hotel, where he’d sometimes rig the lobby slot machines to get some extra cash. He was smart, too, especially in math and science, and earned a scholarship to the University of Wyoming, and then another one for graduate school to USC, where he received a master’s and a PhD in physical chemistry. After that, Buss got a regular nine-to-five desk job at a Boston management consulting firm before moving back to California for a gig at a space laboratory.

			In the late ’50s, Buss and a friend started investing in Los Angeles real estate, specializing in flipping buildings repossessed by banks. They made millions, and Buss, an avid sports fan, began looking for entry points into that world. In 1974, he founded the Los Angeles Strings, an indoor team tennis franchise. He wanted more, though, and in 1979, Lakers owner Jack Kent Cooke, looking for an infusion of cash following a divorce, reached out to Buss to see if he was interested in purchasing his LA sports teams. By this point, Buss had become a local celebrity, the rich guy with the long brown hair and thin mustache who’d be spotted around town—at clubs, at restaurants, at the Playboy Mansion—almost always with not-even-half-his-age women on his arms. At one point, he was offered the chance to play the Marlboro Man in an ad. He was exactly the sort of person who’d want to buy the Lakers, and after receiving Cooke’s offer, Buss pounced.

			It was a fraught time for the league. Drug use among players was rampant. Teams were hemorrhaging money. Ratings for games were so low that CBS would soon start showing finals games on tape delay. Yet, just like with all that real estate he’d flipped, Buss saw potential where others did not. He became one of the first sports owners to sell the naming rights to his arena. Recognizing that NBA games were about entertainment, he created the Laker Girls. He turned home games into a hot spot for Hollywood celebrities, most notably Jack Nicholson, because he knew they would be seen sitting courtside every time the Lakers were on TV.

			“Dr. Buss was a legitimate genius,” said Andy Roeser, a Clippers executive from 1984 to 2014.

			Buss won a title in his first year with the Lakers and four more in the nine years after that. It was under his watch that Showtime—the team’s fast-paced, freewheeling, fan-friendly style—was born. It was because of what he built that the Lakers transformed into not just the NBA’s crown jewel but an organization synonymous with glitz and glamour and, most importantly, greatness. Seeing what the Lakers had become filled Buss with pride. The team was like another child to him, and his plan was for his family to take care of that child when he no longer could.

			“The Lakers belong to my children,” he told Fox Sports West in 2005, “and that’s the way it’s gonna be.”

			Doing so, he thought, would keep his family together.

			Instead, the Lakers would become the thing that would drive them apart.

			

			
				
				•  •  •
			

			One day, when Jerry Buss was about twenty years old, his wife, JoAnn, approached him with some news: Jerry was going to be a father.

			She was excited.

			He was not.

			A baby would derail his plans. He and JoAnn were about to move to LA. He was about to begin pursuing his PhD. There was no way he could do all that while caring for a child. He knew what it was like to be poor, and he knew that wasn’t how he wanted to spend his life. It wasn’t that he didn’t want a family, he told JoAnn, it was just that this wasn’t the right time.

			In 1953, JoAnn gave birth to a baby girl.

			She and Buss named her Marie.

			They then gave her up for adoption.

			“[I’m] too busy getting an advanced degree and [have] neither the time nor the finances to keep her,” was the reason Buss listed on the adoption paperwork. JoAnn said that she “wanted to be a mother and keep [Marie] but went along with her husband’s wishes.”[*3]

			This was the first time Buss chose his career over his kids.

			It wouldn’t be the last.

			

			•  •  •

			Buss did keep his word to his wife. By the mid-’60s, he and JoAnn had filled their home with four children. First came two boys, Johnny and Jimmy. Then two girls, Jeanie and Janie. Buss loved them deeply. They’d play Monopoly and go swimming and take family trips to watch USC football. But he never changed who he was, never stopped prioritizing his businesses, never stopped putting his own desires before theirs.

			“I remember asking a lot, ‘Where’s Dad?’ ” Janie said.

			Buss and JoAnn separated in 1972. The kids remained with JoAnn in her Pacific Palisades home. Buss became more distant, showing up only in spurts. “It left us confused about who our father was,” Johnny said. “We knew Dad only as the guy who came over on weekends and took us to McDonald’s. I could never understand why he’d want to go to Las Vegas with the Playmate of the Year rather than take us to Disneyland.”

			Buss missed Little League games and Boy Scout events, dance recitals and graduations. On those rare occasions when he was around, “We’d vie for his attention,” Jeanie said. This never-ceasing competition for paternal adoration left its mark, and, as the Buss kids grew older, their battles evolved. Attention was no longer the resource being fought over; their father’s approval was. And, given the NBA’s rules requiring each franchise to have one boss, they figured what better way to earn that approval than by proving capable of running their father’s most prized possession.

			

			•  •  •

			Johnny was the oldest boy. He believed this alone qualified him to be his father’s successor.

			His résumé said otherwise.

			Johnny had quit the high school football team on the first day of tryouts. He’d gotten kicked off the gymnastics team for not cutting his hair, and then out of school for cutting class. He had dropped out of Santa Monica College to spend more time with his then-girlfriend, the Strings’ Australian tennis star Dianne Fromholtz, only to be dumped two years later.[*4] He had enrolled in USC’s drama department only to give that up early, too.

			And yet, despite all that, Buss was still willing to give him a shot.

			In 1982, Johnny was named president of his father’s new Major Indoor Soccer League team, the Los Angeles Lazers.

			“I think we were 8–40 that first season,” Johnny recalled. Even worse: “We lost probably at least a half million dollars that first year, if not more.”

			Johnny quit after three years. After, he fell into a years-long depression. “Being the son of a famous man and being unable to find myself on my own,” he’d tell Sports Illustrated years later, had been too much to bear. In the ensuing decades, he’d dip his toes back into sports here and there, most notably by running his father’s WNBA team, the Los Angeles Sparks, from 1997 to 2006, a stretch that included two titles. But he bowed out of the competition to succeed his dad.

			“I didn’t like being in the limelight,” he said.

			With Johnny out of the picture, the battle was now between Jimmy and Jeanie.

			Jimmy was older, but also more of a wild child, a charming and hard-partying former athlete with long blond hair and blue eyes who was popular with the girls but who, like Johnny, had never found himself after high school. Jeanie, on the other hand, was the golden child, the bubbly blonde who was named Miss Palisades in 1979 but knew how to hang with the guys, too. She read DC Comics. She played high school basketball. She served as the scorekeeper for the boys’ team. She was also the most ambitious of the bunch, the one her siblings resented for, in Janie’s words, “always trying to please my dad, entering beauty pageants, getting good grades.” Asked by an interviewer in the ’80s if she wanted to replace her father “at the top,” she replied, “Yes, I already told him. He knows that. I think he’s kind of surprised that his daughter would be saying that, wanting to fill his shoes, but I think I can do it.”

			At fourteen, Jeanie started accompanying her father to World TeamTennis board meetings. At nineteen, despite being enrolled in USC—from where she’d eventually graduate with honors and a degree in business—Buss named her general manager of the Strings. “I want you to know what it feels like to do this job,” he had told her, and so he gave her carte blanche. Jeanie chose whom to draft, whom to sign, and with whom to do business. Her acumen and enthusiasm impressed those around her. She took the job seriously, but not herself. She’d walk around with a smile and was affable and warm. On road trips, she’d sit with her team and laugh at the latest gossip from the tennis world. All the while—and taking a page out of her father’s please-the-players playbook—making sure to provide the talent with top-notch travel accommodations, a far cry from some of their World TeamTennis peers.

			“It was very much the minor leagues, especially compared to the Lakers, but she didn’t treat it that way,” John Lloyd, a player and coach for the Strings under Jeanie, said. “She took it very seriously.”

			Jeanie was fulfilling her dreams and doing what she had set out to, but she was looking for something more. In 1990, she married a gold-medal-winning volleyball player named Steve Timmons, whom she’d met at the Forum. (Buss showed up to the wedding reception with two dates.) Jeanie and Timmons moved to Italy, where Timmons was playing professionally, only for Jeanie to discover that, at that point, marriage wasn’t for her. Or at least not a marriage that pulled her away from her father and the family business.

			“I was homesick,” Jeanie said. She’d fly back and forth to LA as often as she could, angering Timmons, who felt like she was choosing her family over their relationship. In 1993, the two got divorced, and Jeanie was back in LA. “I felt such a sense of relief,” she said.

			The Strings folded in 1993, but by then Jeanie had already both proven herself and outshined her siblings. She’d spent time steering her father’s roller hockey and volleyball teams, with no qualms about the long hours or small staff, and had enticed tennis stars like John McEnroe,[*5] Andre Agassi, and Jimmy Connors to come for exhibition matches with promises of limos and aggressive advertising campaigns. In 1995, Buss promoted Jeanie, just thirty-four years old, to Forum president and general manager. The job meant she ran the building and the two-hundred-plus events it hosted every year. He also named her an “alternate governor” of the Lakers. She began attending the NBA’s ownership meetings, often alongside her father.

			It was an exciting time, but also a difficult one. Many of Buss’s colleagues didn’t believe a woman belonged in those rooms. Some ignored her. Some just rolled their eyes. One went even further, grabbing her rear while waiting behind her at the buffet line.

			“I didn’t take it as much as a sexual advance but more, like, putting me in my place,” Jeanie said years later. “You don’t get a seat at the table. You’re just a piece of ass.”

			Jeanie never told her father or brothers, nor did she ever name the culprit, and over two decades would pass before she’d share the story with the public. Her response was to do what she always did—put her head down and work. As the years went by, she grew more comfortable. She started speaking up more during meetings, and her approach—in particular, the way she prioritized the needs of the collective over those of the Lakers—endeared her to her peers.

			“With Jeanie, it was always, ‘How can we do what’s best for the league and stay close to the fans?’ ” Joe Maloof, who owned the Sacramento Kings with his brother from 1999 to 2013, said.

			All the years of studying her father had paid off. And outside the family, there was zero doubt who among Dr. Buss’s children was most equipped to be his heir.

			“Jeanie has a complete knowledge of the interplay of sports marketing, building management, and TV,” then–NBA commissioner David Stern told Sports Illustrated in 1998. “If she took over the Lakers from her father, I don’t think anything would be lost in the transition.”

			

			•  •  •

			But Jimmy still needed a home.

			At times, his life appeared to be on the verge of spiraling out of control. He partied. He used drugs. He borrowed lots of money. He spent too much time in Las Vegas.

			“Jimmy had some issues, and Dr. Buss had to keep bailing him out,” said Ron Carter, a former Lakers player who later became Dr. Buss’s close friend and business partner. “But he kept trying to find ways to keep him engaged.”

			After Johnny quit, Buss put Jimmy in charge of the Lazers. He reduced the team’s annual losses but couldn’t save them from folding, which they did in 1989. After that, Jimmy decided to give horse training a try. He took the reins—not literally, though he had attended jockey school—of some of Dr. Buss’s thoroughbreds at the Hollywood Park Racetrack. It was located next door to his office. The two often got dinner together at the Forum Club—the legendary VIP spot Dr. Buss had opened inside the arena—where they’d party deep into the night.

			“We were probably best friends more than father-son,” Jimmy said.

			By that point, Jimmy’s life had been beset by tragedy. In 1981, his best friend was hit by a truck and killed while riding a moped in Hawaii alongside Jimmy. When Jimmy notified the friend’s parents, “all they did was blame me for taking him to Hawaii,” he said. Around six years later, a girlfriend of Jimmy’s was decapitated while stepping out of a helicopter.

			In 1997, after selling off his horses, Buss came up with a new idea: Jimmy would work for the Lakers, on the basketball side, directly under Jerry West, where he’d get on-the-ground training so that he could one day take over as GM. Many in the building were shocked. “He sort of just catapulted into being the assistant GM,” one person close to Dr. Buss said. But Jimmy was thrilled. This was a plan he could get on board with. The job was prestigious and fun and meant he could spend lots of time with his dad. And there was no doubt in his mind that he’d thrive.

			“Evaluating basketball talent is not too difficult,” Jimmy told Sports Illustrated soon after taking the job. “If you grabbed 10 fans out of a bar and asked them to rate prospects, their opinions would be pretty much identical to those of the pro scouts.” In his view, the gig wasn’t that different from his previous one at the racetrack. “With a colt, you watch his stride and how he pops to extension,” he said. “I just have to learn the qualities to look for in humans.” He was even willing to work with his sister. “I wouldn’t mind Jeanie having control over Lakers finances,” he said, “as long as I had ultimate say over player personnel.”

			By 2013, the succession plan was in place: Jeanie would run the business, Jimmy the basketball. “We all understood that, we all knew that, we were all for it,” Johnny later told the Los Angeles Times. Dr. Buss had also fathered two more sons with another woman—Joey and Jesse—and assumed they would eventually inherit it all. “My dad just figured he’d last another 10 years and that Joey and Jesse would start taking over the basketball side and Jimmy would start retiring, and that would be it,” Johnny added.

			It was a logical, well-thought-out plan.

			And it had no shot at success.

			

			•  •  •

			In 2011, Dr. Buss was diagnosed with prostate cancer. Later that year he was hospitalized with blood clots. His mind remained sharp, but his failing health prevented him from attending a single Lakers game during the 2011–12 season, a first for him since buying the team. In July 2012, he checked into Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in West Hollywood. His hope—and that of his kids—was that he’d make it out in time to attend opening night for the 2012–13 season, which was scheduled for October 30 at Staples Center. And for a few weeks, it looked like he might. But then came infections, and fluid in the lungs, and in August he underwent another surgery. By September, the man known for being so full of life had grown despondent.

			“I had never seen him like that,” Jeanie recalled.

			The only thing that seemed to cheer him up was talking about the Lakers, especially the players and coaches with whom he’d been closest. So the family invited them to the hospital. Jerry West came. So did Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. And Pat Riley. And Phil Jackson, who had been dating Jeanie since December 1999. Kobe visited him three times.

			But the most emotional visit was with Magic Johnson.

			Over the years, the relationship between the two had evolved into something like father and son. When Magic first arrived in LA as a nineteen-year-old out of Lansing, Michigan, it was Dr. Buss who’d taken him under his wing. He showed him around town, bringing him to restaurants and clubs and USC football games and, of course, the Playboy Mansion. He introduced him to contacts throughout the city, who provided a business education that helped Magic build his company into a $700 million empire. After Magic’s HIV diagnosis in 1991, Buss stood by him—when Magic attempted to come back the following year, Buss gave him a one-year deal worth about $14 million, because, he said, he wanted to repay his former star for all the years when he wasn’t the league’s highest-paid player—and in 1994, he sold Magic a 4.5 percent stake in the Lakers.

			“Without Dr. Buss, there is no Magic,” Johnson once told the Los Angeles Times.

			This was not a one-way relationship, either. It was Magic, with his electric play and magnetic style and Hall of Fame skills, who served as the catalyst for everything Dr. Buss became, who led Dr. Buss’s teams to five titles in his first decade of ownership, who was the engine of Showtime, who perfectly personified the Laker mystique.

			That day in the hospital they held hands. They laughed. They cried. They reminisced.

			“I love you,” Magic told Dr. Buss after about five hours together, “and I’ll never forget you.” He stood up and kissed him on the forehead.

			Dr. Buss spent the next few months with family by his side. On January 27 of the new year, they all celebrated his eightieth birthday together in the hospital.

			He died a few weeks later.

			The children organized a memorial for him in the Nokia Theatre, across from Staples Center. Thousands of fans gathered in the plaza outside and left messages on boards laid out by the team. The service was televised. Johnny Buss spoke, and so did Kobe and Magic and Phil and Shaquille O’Neal, the latter of whom best captured the sentiment of the day and the legacy that Dr. Buss had left behind.

			“He was a visionary; he saw the future before any of us did, and the future he saw brought people together,” Shaq said at the service. “It brought people together to root for a team, a team that rallied around a city and redefined the merger of sports and entertainment.”

			The next day, in a private ceremony for family and close friends, Dr. Buss was buried at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Hollywood Hills, beneath a bust of him clutching a trophy. Three words, chosen by his children, were engraved between his name and the dates of his birth and death: Devoted Family Man.

			

			•  •  •

			Before he died, Dr. Buss had placed the Lakers and all his holdings into a trust. It specified that each of his six children would inherit an equal share of his 66 percent ownership stake in the team, and that the franchise could not be sold unless at least four of the six siblings agreed. Beyond that, everyone understood that Jim—he was going by “Jim” in public now—was in charge of basketball while Jeanie was in charge of the business. What remained unclear, though, was who would be replacing Dr. Buss in the top chair.

			“None of us really knew how things worked,” Jesse Buss recalled years later. “When it was just my dad, he’s going to be the final shot-caller. I was unaware who’s going to be that person. Like, is it Jim? Is it Jeanie? Somebody else?”

			Around a week after Dr. Buss’s death, the family gathered for a meeting. There, Joe McCormack, the team’s CFO, passed along the succession structure that Dr. Buss had left behind: Yes, Jim would be running basketball, but Jeanie would be the Lakers’ boss.

			Jim was stunned. As far as he understood it, the plan was for him and his sister to each have their respective domains, not for him to be reporting to her. “I think [Dr. Buss] kept it to himself in terms of the family because he may have been talked out of it or [thought] that there’d be objection,” Jeanie said. “And he didn’t want to have to deal with that.”

			Jim and Jeanie had been butting heads for years. It began in the mid-’80s, after Johnny quit the Lazers. Jeanie didn’t like that their father had then-Jimmy in charge instead of her. Jimmy didn’t like that Jeanie had taken issue with his getting the team, or the way Jeanie, while at the Forum and in control of all sorts of resources, had thumbed her nose at him and his group. From there, the resentment only grew. Sometimes Jimmy would get drunk at the Forum Club and tell associates that he was going to hire away all of Jeanie’s staff.

			The two never learned to trust each other, but they did learn how to work together. On occasions when the business and basketball divisions needed to consult, the two siblings did so without any problems.

			Jeanie’s relationship with Phil Jackson changed the equation. Jim was aghast when Jeanie first shared that she and Jackson were dating. “Are you kidding?” he said. Basketball was supposed to be his realm, and now, to him, it felt like Jeanie was encroaching. On top of that, Jim knew that Jackson didn’t respect him. This wasn’t unique to Jim—during Jackson’s first season with the team, he had yelled at Jerry West, the Lakers icon and then–general manager, to “get the fuck out of my locker room,” in front of the players—but that provided little solace when Jackson would do things like have the team plane leave without him.

			There was nothing Jim could do while Jackson was still in LA. He was a living legend, the coach who had led the Lakers to five titles. But once Jackson informed the Buss family that the 2010–11 season would be his last—he’d been diagnosed with prostate cancer—Jim was able to assert more control. Especially given Dr. Buss’s failing health.

			“It wasn’t public at the time, but everything in basketball operations was completely handed off to Jim,” said someone close to the Buss family.

			First, Jim replaced Jackson with recently fired Cavaliers head coach Mike Brown instead of Brian Shaw, a Jackson assistant and former Lakers player.

			Next, Jim pulled off the sort of audacious trade for which his father had become known. In a three-team deal, he turned star big man Pau Gasol and reigning Sixth Man of the Year Lamar Odom into Chris Paul, a twenty-six-year-old All-Star point guard.[*6] Paul had just one year remaining on his contract and had informed his team, the New Orleans Hornets, that he would not be re-signing. The Hornets didn’t want to trade Paul, but they also didn’t want to lose him for nothing. The deal was negotiated between Jim, Rockets general manager Daryl Morey, and Hornets general manager Dell Demps. All that was needed was sign-off from every team’s owners.

			There was just one problem.

			The Hornets didn’t have one.

			In December 2010, the NBA had purchased the franchise from George Shinn, who no longer had the funds to serve as the majority owner. This meant that, until the league could find a buyer, NBA commissioner David Stern was the one who had final say on every one of their moves. After sharing the details of the deal with Stu Jackson, a former coach and general manager serving as the league’s executive vice president of basketball operations, Stern decided to kill the trade. He and Jackson thought the Hornets could do better.

			“I did it because I was protecting the Hornets,” Stern told Sports Illustrated in 2018.

			There were other factors at play, too. The league’s owners had just spent nearly six months negotiating a new collective bargaining agreement—which had led to a 161-day lockout—where a key issue was leveling the playing field between the big- and small-market teams. A new revenue-sharing system, featuring harsher penalties for exuberant spending, was implemented. After going through all that, the league’s small-market teams weren’t about to allow the Lakers to have yet another star dropped into their lap without putting up a fight.

			“It would be a travesty to allow the Lakers to acquire Chris Paul in the apparent trade being discussed,” Cavaliers owner Dan Gilbert wrote in an email to Stern after news of the trade leaked.[*7] “I cannot remember ever seeing a trade where a team got by far the best player in the trade and saved over $40 million in the process.”[*8]

			Less than a week later, the Hornets found a different way to send Paul to Los Angeles. Except this trade was with the Clippers, a team that over the previous fourteen years had won just one playoff series. That Paul, a star entering the final year of his contract and therefore in control of his own future, was willing to sign off on a deal to play for LA’s second-class team was a slap in the face to the Lakers and a signal of how far they’d fallen.

			“Chris could have made it very clear that he’d opt out of his deal and leave if we traded for him, and, if he did, we never could have done that,” a then–Clippers executive said. “This was the first time the Lakers wanted something and everyone else wasn’t scared off and didn’t just fall in line.” The Lakers finished the 2011–12 season with the third-most wins in the Western Conference but were once again run off the floor in the second round of the playoffs, this time by the young and ascendant Oklahoma City Thunder. If it wasn’t clear before, it was now: The title window for this Kobe-led core had closed.

			“David Stern’s decision fucked the franchise over the next ten years,” a former Lakers executive said.

			The second straight early postseason exit left Jim feeling desperate. Dr. Buss was still in the hospital at the time, living out the final months of his life, and making it clear to his kids how badly he wanted to see his Lakers win another title—matching the Celtics’ record of seventeen—before he died. So in the offseason, Jim took two more big swings, bringing in Steve Nash, a two-time MVP point guard, via a sign-and-trade,[*9] and Dwight Howard, a six-time All-Star center and three-time Defensive Player of the Year who was widely considered one of the five best players in the league.[*10]

			Once again, it looked like Jim was on the verge of restoring the Lakers to glory. Sports Illustrated put a picture of Howard and Nash on the cover of its season-preview issue. “Now This Is Going to Be Fun” was the cover line.

			Once again, the Lakers endured one of the most disappointing seasons in franchise history.

			Nash missed 32 games. Howard, who had undergone back surgery the previous April, was limited during the offseason and training camp. Both players struggled acclimating to their surroundings. Nash was best when running the offense, which was difficult to do alongside Kobe. Howard was great rolling to the rim, which was difficult to do alongside Gasol. In addition to all that, Jim’s choice at head coach had proven to be a disaster.

			“I think Mike was in over his head,” forward Matt Barnes later said.

			Worried that the season was going off the rails, the Lakers fired Brown after a 1–4 start. Later that afternoon, a Friday, Jim called Linda Rambis, a Lakers business executive and one of Jeanie’s closest friends. Linda’s older sister was a Playboy Playmate who dated Dr. Buss in the ’70s. He later gave Linda a sales job at the Forum, and she and Jeanie became close.

			Where’s Jeanie? Jim asked.

			Linda told him that she was in her office.

			I’ll be right over, he said.

			Jeanie knew what this meant. A few minutes later, Jim walked in. He apologized for hiring Brown and costing the team money. Then came the real reason he was there.

			Do you think Phil would come back? Jeanie recalled him asking. Also, Jim wanted to know, did Jeanie think he and Jackson could work together?

			Jeanie said she wasn’t sure how to answer those questions, that Jim had to ask Phil himself, that all she knew was that Phil was feeling great, that his prostate cancer was gone, that he’d recovered from knee replacement surgery, that he was in a great place.

			Jim said he understood.

			Jeanie felt better about her relationship with her brother than she had in years.

			“I thought things would be different,” she recalled. “Jim would want to hear what I had to say. And I, in turn, could support him.”

			That night, during the Lakers’ blowout win over the Golden State Warriors, a “We want Phil!” chant broke out in Staples Center. The next morning, Jim called Jackson to set up a meeting. Later that day, he and Mitch Kupchak, the team’s general manager, arrived at Jackson’s Marina del Rey house. Jeanie left with her dog, a ten-pound Maltese named Princess Cujo, so the group could talk freely. They did so for ninety minutes, breaking down the roster. Jim told Phil that they were also considering Mike D’Antoni, a former Coach of the Year who’d previously coached Nash in Phoenix, and Mike Dunleavy Sr., an NBA lifer who’d coached the Lakers from 1990 to 1992 and was coming off a seven-year run with the Clippers. Jackson understood. Money was never discussed.

			Beyond that, everyone has a different recollection of the meeting.

			According to Jim and Kupchak, Jackson was willing to return, but it seemed like his heart wasn’t in it. “He told us he didn’t want to coach, but if we needed help to get through the year, he’d do it,” Kupchak recalled. “We weren’t looking for a coach to get through the season. I mean, that [didn’t] help us.” Jim would later say that Jackson told them he wanted to coach only home games.

			Jackson, on the other hand, thought the meeting went great. He called Jeanie, telling her as much, and spent the weekend talking to his doctors about whether he could coach, to his family about whether he should coach, and to his friend and former assistant coach Kurt Rambis about how he would coach. He received sign-off from everybody, and on Sunday he told his agent to book a red-eye so they could meet the Lakers in LA on Monday. That evening, before cooking dinner for himself and Jeanie, he put on a Lakers-branded Hawaiian shirt that he’d often worn when he worked for the team.

			“It was clear to me he was getting mentally ready to return,” Jeanie recalled.

			Jackson went to sleep that night thinking that the next day he’d be accepting an offer to return to his old job. Then, at 11:30 p.m., he was awoken by the phone ringing.

			Hello, Jeanie heard him say. Then, just four words: Okay. All right. Okay.

			He hung up and turned to Jeanie. It was Kupchak, he told her. The Lakers were hiring D’Antoni.

			Jeanie was devastated. She felt played. And betrayed. And even more so when reports smearing Jackson began trickling out, claiming that he wanted an ownership stake, control over personnel decisions, and the freedom to skip some road games.

			“I wonder where all that came from?” Jeanie sarcastically asked a reporter a few years later.

			D’Antoni failed to revive the Lakers. The back surgery had sapped Howard’s athleticism, the bedrock of his dominance, and left him out of shape. His lackadaisical style and off-court immaturity (he was known for his locker room farts[*11] and eating the equivalent of twenty-four chocolate bars every day) clashed with Kobe’s maniacal approach. Nash, meanwhile, fractured a bone in his leg in the second game of the season and never looked like himself again.

			The Lakers hung in the playoff race by riding Kobe down the stretch. He moved to point guard, started guarding the opponents’ best perimeter scorers, and rarely came out of games. The approach was working until an early April matchup with the Warriors when, with just over three minutes left in the game, he collapsed on the floor.

			“Did you kick me?” he asked Matt Barnes, who was then playing for Golden State.

			“No,” Barnes replied.

			“Fuck!” Kobe yelled as he clutched his left heel and played around with his shoe. It felt like his calf had slid down to his ankle.

			A foul had been called. Kobe drilled two free throws. He then hobbled off the court to a standing ovation. The next day, the Lakers confirmed what Kobe had suspected: He had a torn Achilles, one of the most devastating injuries an athlete can suffer. His season was over. No one knew if he’d ever return.

			The Lakers squeezed into the playoffs but were discarded by the San Antonio Spurs in four games. It was a disappointing end to what was supposed to be an exciting season, but all wasn’t lost. As long as they re-signed Howard, who was set to become a free agent that offseason, they’d still be in good shape.

			In the lead-up to free agency, the Lakers put up several billboards throughout the city featuring the hashtag #StayD12, hoping that the message would go viral on social media, and wrangled celebrities for a video pitch, despite the responses being—in the words of a person involved in the process—“lukewarm.” They then had both Nash and Kobe join for the in-person pitch at the Beverly Hills office of Howard’s agent, Dan Fegan. Nash showed up in a crisp shirt and, after hearing Howard ask why his teammates had allowed him to become the scapegoat for the Lakers’ failures the previous season, apologized.

			Kobe, who arrived in basketball shorts and a T-shirt, took a different approach.

			You have to learn how it’s done, he told Howard. He spent most of the meeting chastising him.

			The Lakers were still optimistic. Because NBA rules were designed so that players were incentivized to re-sign with their incumbent teams, they were able to offer Howard five years and $118 million, while others were limited to four years and $88 million. And yet, a few days after their meeting, Howard decided to sign with the Rockets. He was so desperate to leave the Lakers that he was willing to leave $30 million on the table.

			It was an embarrassing outcome for the franchise, one that many Lakers fans believed would never have occurred if Dr. Buss was still running the team. Jeanie felt the same way. “They would’ve probably had a better relationship if my dad hadn’t been sick,” she said in a radio interview a month later. “When it came time to try to convince Dwight to stay, we lost the best closer in the business in Dr. Buss.”

			Just three years earlier, Magic Johnson had stood at center court to celebrate a Lakers title and boasted about them having the NBA’s best owner, best player, and best coach. Now that owner was dead, that coach was gone, and that player’s future was in jeopardy. Forget laying the groundwork to lure LeBron James—these Lakers couldn’t even keep their own star center from leaving town.

			In all the thirty-three years that Dr. Buss had owned the Lakers, things had never felt this bleak.

			And it was all about to get worse.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Through a representative, the Lakers described this quote, which was originally published in a July 2018 Los Angeles Times story, as “ridiculously phony” and an “outrageous smear of Dr. Buss, falsely making it appear that this legendary and highly respected team owner would intentionally engage in illegal tampering.”

			

			
				*2 Hollinger would later become an executive for the Memphis Grizzlies.

			

			
				*3 Marie, who after being adopted was named Lee Klose, reached out to Jeanie in December 2018. Jeanie invited her to meet her and her siblings soon after. Dr. Buss had died five years earlier, but Lee did get to meet her birth mother. JoAnn died six months later.

			

			
				*4 Though, to be fair, his father might have played a role in that by trading Fromholtz to the Indiana Loves. And yes, you read that correctly. Dr. Buss traded his son’s LA-based girlfriend to a team two thousand miles away.

			

			
				*5 Whom she later dated for six months.

			

			
				*6 The Lakers got Paul, and Gasol went to the Houston Rockets. The Rockets sent Luis Scola, Kevin Martin, Goran Dragić, and their 2012 first-round pick to the Hornets, who also got Odom.

			

			
				*7 Nobody loves a strongly written letter more than Dan Gilbert.

			

			
				*8 Gilbert noted that the Paul trade would have saved the Lakers $20 million in salaries over the next three years, and because of that, an additional $21 million in luxury-tax payments (which are distributed to non-taxpaying teams like the Cavs). It’s worth pointing out here that, at that time, Dan Gilbert had a net worth of around $1.5 billion.

			

			
				*9 The Lakers gave up first-round picks in 2013 and 2015 and second-round picks in 2013 and 2014.

			

			
				*10 A four-team deal involving the Denver Nuggets, Orlando Magic, and Philadelphia 76ers. The Lakers sent All-Star center Andrew Bynum—whose career would be derailed by injuries—to Philly; the Sixers also got Jason Richardson. The Nuggets received Andre Iguodala. The Magic received Arron Afflalo, Al Harrington, Nikola Vučević, Moe Harkless, Josh McRoberts, Christian Eyenga, three first-round picks (one from the Lakers), and two second-round picks, one of which was conditional, from the Lakers.

			

			
				*11 When Howard’s Magic teammate Glen Davis was asked in 2012 what the team would miss most about Howard, his reply was, “A great farter. He can fart. He can fart loud—the loudest farts. Silent farts.”
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			Klutch Time

			Even in his earliest days as a pro, LeBron had his sights set on horizons beyond basketball. He never wanted to be just an athlete, and his plan was to empower those around him not only to execute his vision but to climb their own respective mountains.

			The process started in 2005, when, at twenty years old, he fired his first NBA agent. Soon after, he set up a holding company, King James Inc., to take better control of his off-court business. In 2006, he launched the management company LRMR and put his close friend Maverick Carter in charge. One year later, LeBron and Carter formed a production venture, SpringHill Company, named after the housing complex in which LeBron grew up. Over time, LeBron and his inner circle collected a group of mentors who wouldn’t look out of place as keynote speakers at Davos. Industry icons like music executive Jimmy Iovine. Renowned entrepreneurs like Marquis Jet CEO Jesse Itzler. Investment experts like Paul Wachter, whose client list included Arnold Schwarzenegger and Red Sox part-owner Tom Werner. Even Warren Buffett considered LeBron a friend.

			“He tells me what socks to buy,” Buffett said of LeBron in 2007, “and I tell him what stocks to pick.”

			By 2010, seven years into his NBA career, LeBron had two MVP awards, multiple seven-figure sponsorship deals (with prestigious companies like Coca-Cola and Upper Deck), and several signature Nike shoes. And, thanks to a strategy of seeking marketing deals that included equity, he was on a path toward becoming a billionaire. What he didn’t have, though, was an NBA title, which was why, in the summer of 2010, he signed with the Heat. Miami was offering him the chance to play alongside fellow All-Stars Dwyane Wade and Chris Bosh. This, LeBron thought, was a way to guarantee himself multiple titles and a spot on the sport’s Mount Rushmore.

			At first, the move looked like a massive mistake. It started with the decision to create The Decision, the one-hour TV special during which LeBron announced that he was dumping his hometown team. The show, which aired on July 8, 2010, would be remembered as one of the biggest PR blunders in sports history. Everything about it was a disaster, from the stilted back-and-forth between LeBron and host Jim Gray (eighteen questions leading up to the announcement, including “Are you still a nail biter?”), to the language LeBron used to announce his decision (“I’m taking my talents to South Beach”), to LeBron’s outfit (a purple gingham button-down with his undershirt peeking out).

			The event transformed LeBron into a national villain. Words like “traitor” and “fraud” were tossed around. Cavs fans burned his jersey. NBA legends, including the normally sequestered Michael Jordan, mocked him. “There’s no way, with hindsight, I would’ve ever called up Larry [Bird], called up Magic Johnson, and said, ‘Hey, look, let’s get together and play on one team,’ ” Jordan told reporters during a celebrity golf tournament a couple weeks later. Even New York Times opinion columnist Maureen Dowd got in on the action, using her space in the Gray Lady’s renowned pages to describe LeBron as “narcissistic.”

			LeBron spent his first season with the Heat being booed by opposing fans. Those boos turned into laughs when he and the heavily favored Heat fell to the Dallas Mavericks in the finals, one of the biggest upsets in NBA playoff history.

			And yet, despite all the off-court mockery and the on-court stumbles, LeBron had ushered in a new age, turning the tables on some of the most powerful people in the world.

			First he had forced the billionaires to pitch him. Then he made them all wait for his answer. Then, in an unprecedented move, he convinced ESPN to hand over full control of its airwaves for an entire hour. He picked the host and reviewed the questions and sold the ads and donated the revenue to the national office of the Boys & Girls Club, and as much as people said they despised the whole thing, The Decision still drew just under ten million viewers, to this day ESPN’s highest-rated studio program ever.

			In June 2012, LeBron led the Heat back to the finals. They dropped Game 1 but won the next four. LeBron spent the final minutes of Game 5 on the sidelines, hopping with glee. Even viewers at home could see the weight he’d been carrying melt away.

			“This right here is the happiest day of my life,” he proclaimed that night.

			He was no longer a punch line, no longer a heel. When appearing on David Letterman’s late-night show a week later, he received a loud and lengthy standing ovation.

			“Oh, wow,” he said as he soaked it all in, clearly surprised.

			With a title under his belt, LeBron was ready to think bigger. “When I’m done [playing] and I’m not around the media every day, I hope that somebody’s continuing to fight off the narrative: ‘You’re the athlete? Can’t have power, and can’t be in control,’ ” he’d tell Sports Illustrated years later. “Because you can.” What LeBron wanted was to take all that power he’d amassed and use it to reshape the power dynamics of professional sports. He was ready to break the system. And what better way to start than by leaving his Hollywood-based agency and handing over the reins of his NBA career to one of his closest friends?

			

			•  •  •

			It was the spring of 2002. LeBron, a junior in high school and just a few months removed from being billed “The Chosen One” by Sports Illustrated, was waiting to board a flight to Atlanta at Akron-Canton Airport when he spotted a man wearing a sky blue Houston Oilers jersey with Warren Moon’s No. 1 on the front. LeBron loved throwbacks. He went over to find out where the jersey was from. The answer was an apparel store in Atlanta. LeBron said he planned on checking it out. The man told him to use his name. It was Rich Paul.

			“The minute I met Rich, I knew he was different,” LeBron once recalled. “He understood me from the jump.” They both loved sports and music and fashion, but the connection ran deeper. Like LeBron, Paul grew up in a rough Northeast Ohio neighborhood. Like LeBron, Paul had attended a majority-white private school. Like LeBron, Paul was raised by just one parent.

			LeBron’s mom was sixteen when he was born; his dad was never in the picture. Paul’s dad was, but his mother, who battled a crack cocaine addiction throughout his childhood, sometimes disappeared for months. Rich Sr. was married with kids when he started seeing Paul’s mother, but he still took it upon himself to raise his son, setting up Paul and his mother in a two-bedroom apartment above the corner store he owned.

			Paul’s father was caring but stern. He knew life was tough, especially in the Glenville neighborhood where he was raising his kids, and he wanted them to be prepared. He gave them cash when they brought home good grades—$20 for every A, $10 for every B, $5 for every C—but their true classroom was his shop on the corner of 125th Street and Edmonton Avenue.

			It was “way more than a store,” Paul recalled in his memoir. It was “also a credit union, food pantry, taxi stand, community center, and more. Parents knew their kids were safe there buying penny candy and dropping quarters into the Donkey Kong game. You could get some bread and eggs there a couple days before your paycheck arrived…Guys who got locked up would use their one call from jail to ring the store pay phone and tell my dad to tell their people to bail them out.”

			Watching his father in the store, Paul learned how he read different people and different situations. Every customer was unique. Some needed money, some had plenty to spend. Some were respectful; some tried taking advantage of Rich Sr.’s generosity, telling him they’d pay him later with no intention of following through. Sometimes Rich Sr. would cave, sometimes he’d stand firm.

			“He was a charmer, with a great sense of humor, but could instantly flip the switch if something went sideways,” Paul wrote.

			Paul spent most of his free hours working there. Otherwise, he was either gambling—his father ran a speakeasy in an apartment across from where Paul lived and taught Paul how to play dice when he was six—or obsessing over sports. Studying box scores. Staying up late to watch West Coast games. He was a good athlete, too, and played basketball for Benedictine, the private school across town that he attended.[*1]

			In 1999, during Paul’s freshman year of college, Rich Sr. died from bladder cancer. The loss left Paul reeling. “I felt more alone than I ever had in my whole life,” he recalled. By this point, Paul had started dealing drugs[*2] and making solid money. He liked spending that cash on clothes and, in 2001, he took a trip to New York City to go shopping. There, he visited the NBA Store, and, while waiting in the checkout line, a couple throwbacks caught his eye: a royal blue No. 22 Lakers jersey (Elgin Baylor) and a forest green No. 1 Milwaukee Bucks jersey (Oscar Robertson). Paul bought both. The outfits were a hit back home. Paul googled “Hardwood Classics,” the name on the labels, and found a store in Atlanta called Distant Replays. He dialed the listed number and placed an order with the store’s owner, Andy Hyman, a process he repeated every week for the next two months.

			Sensing a business opportunity, Paul asked Hyman if he could invest in the store. Hyman wasn’t interested in another partner, but he told Paul to come down to Atlanta. “No one had ever approached me like that or was ever as aggressive as him,” Hyman said. Paul was charming and inquisitive, and the two came up with a deal: If Paul worked in the store one weekend every month, Hyman would sell him jerseys at a rate just above wholesale, which Paul could then sell in Cleveland for profit.

			Paul was in. He’d bring twenty-five or so back with him every month. He made good money off the gear but was growing tired of the hustle. He had recently become a father and was looking for a way to give himself and his family a better

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•  •  •

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•  •  •

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
				
			

			
				
			

			
				
			

			
				
			

			
				
			

			
				
			

		

	OEBPS/9780385550253_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Yaron Weitzman


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Author’s Note


						Prologue


						Chapter 1: Too Many Buss Drivers


						Chapter 2: Klutch Time


						Chapter 3: The Mother of Dragons


						Chapter 4: Call the Lakers


						Chapter 5: “LeBron’s Gonna Trade You”


						Chapter 6: Can You Feel the Magic?


						Chapter 7: A Rob Pelinka–Type


						Chapter 8: A Lion’s Pride


						Chapter 9: Bubble Boys


						Chapter 10: Seventy-One Days


						Chapter 11: Russ Being Russ


						Chapter 12: The Pursuit of Happiness


						Chapter 13: ⌛


						Chapter 14: Mind the Game


						Chapter 15: Jr.


						Chapter 16: The Luka Lakers


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


						Sources


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						iii


						v


						vi


						ix


						vii


						xi


						xii


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						277


						278


						279


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


			


		
	






OEBPS/images/9780385550253_cover.jpg
%
ENDING

* THE DREAMS AND ~*
DRAMA OF THE

YARON WEITZMAN

aattior of TANKING TO THE TOP










OEBPS/images/9780385550253_title_page.jpg
A H[lllYWUl]I] ENI]INI]






