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A Foreword by Spike Lee

Dilemma. I’m directing my original screenplay He Got Game, which is about the best basketball player in These United States. The baller is Jesus Shuttlesworth, small forward for the Abraham Lincoln Railsplitters from Coney Island in Da Republic of Brooklyn.

It had been my observation that there was a plethora of basketball movies where their players’ skills were too weak to be believable. My numero uno priority with my film was to cast a true baller who looked young enough to be a high school senior. Henceforth and whatnot, I made a list of candidates, college ballers who would be getting drafted into Da League or ballers who were already in Da League.

I auditioned a lot of ballers, but the gem was Ray Allen of the Milwaukee Bucks, my 1st and only choice. As I look back on this joint, at Ray’s performance, it still amazes me.

Peep this: not only had Ray never acted before, but he had to go up against Da Majestic, Da Mighty, and Da Magnificent Mr. Denzel Washington. That’s like goin’ up against Jordan, Magic, and Barkley combined. That is a terrifying task for a 1st-time actor and, as you might have witnessed, Ray Allen was not scared. Ray went in. Ray dove into this strained father-and-son relationship with all the heart and soul that he displayed throughout his entire career. I want to thank Ray for making He Got Game look very good and for bringing Jesus Shuttlesworth to life.

Spike Lee

Da Republic of Brooklyn

NYU Grad Film Tenured Film Professor
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The Shot of a Lifetime

No one could save us now.

The three-pointer LeBron James missed with 10 seconds to go meant that, barring a miracle, the San Antonio Spurs only had to secure one final rebound to be the champions, while the Miami Heat, the team I was on, with the Big Three of LeBron, Dwyane Wade, and Chris Bosh, would lose in the NBA Finals for the second time in three years.

The writers would soon be swarming all over us like vultures. This is what happens when you say that you will capture one championship after another—“not two, not three, not four . . .,” LeBron said when he joined the Heat in 2010—and then don’t.

The fans in South Beach wouldn’t be any more forgiving. Many, as a matter of fact, had headed for the exits on that June evening in 2013, which pissed my teammates and me off big-time. We busted our butts, night after night, during the grueling 82-game season, and two months of playoffs, and the team had given the city a title the year before.

Others figured the game was over as well. The yellow rope that would seal an area for Commissioner David Stern to award the Larry O’Brien Championship Trophy had already been placed around the perimeter of the court. Only the identity of the series MVP was yet to come.

The Spurs were having their way with us—that much was obvious—grabbing a five-point lead with 28.2 seconds to go.

We were always nervous facing them; no team in the NBA was more efficient. Every player had the potential to hit the three or break his man off the dribble. The magic word was trust. Their coach, Gregg Popovich, trusted his guys. A lot of coaches don’t. They leave their players in the same limited roles, from game 1 to game 82. How do you get better if you’re not given larger responsibilities? How do you become more valuable to the team?

At the same time, we were making it easier for the Spurs, with turnovers in three straight possessions, two from LeBron! After the third one, and a foul from me that sent Manu Ginobili to the line for two free throws—good thing he made just one—our coach, Erik Spoelstra, called time.

“It’s not supposed to go down like this,” said Norris Cole, one of our backups. No, Norris, it isn’t.

Yet there was no despair in the huddle, and I had been in huddles where players bitched at one another so loudly you could not hear a word the coach was saying. Glancing at the faces, and the body language, I could tell everyone still believed. Without that, you don’t stand a chance.

When play resumed, Mike Miller, our veteran guard, inbounded to LeBron, who missed a three from the wing, but Mike secured the loose ball and threw it back to him. LeBron made this one. The lead was cut to two. The Spurs’ Kawhi Leonard was then fouled with 19.4 seconds left, but fortunately, he also made only one of his two free throws.

Spurs 95, Heat 92.

Anything could still happen. This is a sport where the ball can take some strange bounces, and I’d seen my share since I joined the league in 1996. Bounces that almost made you believe there were other forces at work.

Besides, we had one clear advantage during those waning seconds. We had Chris Bosh.

At six-foot-eleven, CB, as we called him, was the tallest player on the floor. That’s because Tim Duncan, the face of the San Antonio franchise, was on the bench. Popovich had replaced him with another big, Boris Diaw, for quickness to chase us on the perimeter in a pick-and-roll, a smart move by a smart coach.

Lo and behold, when LeBron missed a three, CB grabbed a rebound Duncan might have gotten. Nine seconds to go.

Of course, we still needed the three ball. Desperately. From someone. Anyone.

I wanted that someone to be me. As a kid, I played out these exact types of late-game scenarios over and over in my head when I was on the court, alone with the ball, and in my dreams:

Five seconds to go and the ball goes to Allen, his team down by one. He dribbles to the free-throw line, gets by his man. He takes a jumper. It’s good! It’s good! The crowd goes wild. Ray Allen is carried off by his teammates as they win the NBA title.

I wasn’t different, I suppose, from any kid growing up in the 1980s who loved basketball and wanted to be like Michael Jordan. I knew it when I was 14 and saw him on television for the first time in a game against the New York Knicks. How he ran up and down the floor and soared over everyone in his path. I thought to myself: I want to float in the air the way he does!

Only, much to my surprise, first in college, and then in the NBA, I found out that a lot of players, even the best players, don’t necessarily relish the opportunity to be like Mike, not when it matters most.

Sure, they are fearless for most of the game—talking trash, making shots from every conceivable angle—but when it comes down to the precious few seconds when legends are made, they are nowhere to be found. They fear they will always be known as the guy who missed the big shot at the end. Get them the ball, and even if they have a good look at the basket, they get rid of it so fast your head will spin.

I approached these situations from the opposite viewpoint: I imagined the rewards that would come if I were to make the big shot. And, God forbid, if I were to miss, at least I would have proven I had the courage to take it and put my reputation on the line. That’s 50 percent of the battle, if not more.

To be fair, quite a few embrace the chance to be the hero. Except they too often take the wrong shot, the shot the defender wants them to take—maybe a fadeaway or an off-balanced runner—instead of the one they’d want, the one more suited to their particular skills.

And to be ready for the challenge isn’t some complicated mystery. It requires what success has always required:

Commitment. Day after day. Year after year.

The second I saw the ball in CB’s hands, there was only one place for me to go: behind the three-point line.

Which meant backpedaling three steps, maybe four, toward the right corner of the court. Granted, it wasn’t the most ideal way to get in rhythm, but for as long as I could remember, in gyms from one end of the country to the other, I had prepared for this very moment.

During practices in Milwaukee, my first stop in the league, I came up with a drill where I would start on my knees, jump, catch the ball, and fire away. Or I’d start on my back or stomach and go through the same sequence. The point was to develop the muscle memory of getting off a good shot when there’s chaos around you.

Few moments in basketball are as chaotic as an elimination game in the NBA Finals, your team trailing by three, the clock the enemy as well as your opponent. You need something stable to fall back on so your body won’t go into shock. You have to feel as if you have been there before even if you haven’t.

CB saw where I was, thank goodness, and got me the ball. Now it was my turn. First, I needed to avoid stepping on the out-of-bounds line, which sneaks up on you in the corner of the court. No easy feat, let me tell you. I played in Milwaukee with a guy, Tim Thomas, who could shoot lights out, as long as he stayed in bounds. His first move was to take a step back, which often resulted in a turnover. That drove our coach, George Karl, crazy.

“Timmy, you got to know where you are!” George would yell.

Spacing is everything in basketball. That is why I went toward the lane as soon as I saw LeBron launch the three.

Doesn’t make sense, does it? Shouldn’t I have stayed where I was, close to the three-point line, so I would be ready to shoot a quick three if CB, or another teammate, pulled down the rebound? Two points, remember, wouldn’t do us much good.

Not really. Because I moved in, Danny Green, the man guarding me, went in too, and wasn’t in the best defensive position when CB threw the pass. If I had remained on the perimeter, Green would have been right on me. He had probably assumed: Ray is not going to shoot a three. I don’t have to worry about him.

Of course, there was still the matter of making the shot, and that was going to be tough. I had not been an integral part of the offense the entire night. Spoelstra believed the bigger the game, the more he needed to rely on the Big Three. Of our 92 points, LeBron, CB, and D-Wade had 52. Meanwhile, I had made just one basket, and that didn’t come until midway in the fourth quarter, after I missed my first four shots. Let’s just say I’d had better nights.

The one thing I did have going for me was that my head was totally in the game. That wasn’t always the case very early in my career. There were times, I confess, when sitting on the bench, I felt my mind wander just a bit and I would notice people in the crowd, like my family or friends or a rowdy fan, instead of paying attention to what was taking place on the court. I probably didn’t realize it. Chalk it up, I suppose, to youth and inexperience. Fortunately, I learned quickly to tune out those distractions and focus 100 percent on the game.

After all, such a lapse in concentration, even for an instant, can cost you and your team severely. At any moment—an injury, a need to match up against the player the other team put in, a hunch . . . anything—the coach might call your number, and if your head isn’t in the game, there’s a lot you’ll have missed:

Who’s hot, and who isn’t?

How has your opponent been defending the pick-and-roll?

Are the refs calling a bunch of cheap fouls, or are they allowing the guys to play?

Needless to say, this being Game 6 of the NBA Finals, my mind wouldn’t be anywhere else. I had earned just one ring in 16 previous seasons, with the Boston Celtics in 2008, and at the age of 37, there was no telling if this might be the last chance I ever got.

Which brings us back to that final possession, LeBron missing the three, CB grabbing the ball, throwing it to me near the corner, the game, and the season, hanging in the balance. I jumped straight up, as if I were in a phone booth, and let it go.

Whether the ball would find the bottom of the net—and we would find new life—I didn’t have a clue. At least I knew I had done everything I could to be prepared. That day alone, I must have taken close to 200 jump shots at practice before the game. From the top of the key, the elbow, the right corner, the left corner. I took shots from everywhere.

I took more shots than usual at the half, too, knowing I would be receiving fewer minutes of playing time to get loose, and always aware the moment might come when there would be one shot I would have to make.

Or else.

Now that the moment was indeed here, the ball—and our fate—out of my hands, I feared the worst.

I didn’t jump high enough. I didn’t get the ball up enough. This isn’t close to going in.

Just then, I saw what everyone else saw: swish! The game, suddenly, remarkably, was tied at 95.

Was it for sure? As chaotic as it was in the corner, I had no idea whether my feet were behind the line when I let go of the ball. The officials, looking at a replay on the monitor, would let us know.

When I got to the sidelines, I saw the concerned look on Mike Miller’s face.

“Was my foot on the line?” I asked.

“It looked good to me,” Mike said.

Except he couldn’t be certain. No one could.

Everything depended on a measly few inches. If any part of either foot was on that line, we would still be trailing, 95–94, with the Spurs having the ball and just 5.2 seconds to go. We’d need a steal, or to commit a quick foul, and then pray we’d get off another shot.

There was nothing to fear. I was well behind the line. The fans, those who hadn’t given up on us, went nuts. People in the parking lot, I found out later, tried to get back in but couldn’t.

From then on, we took advantage, stopping the Spurs on their final possession—Tony Parker missed a fadeaway—and outscoring them 8–5 in overtime to win, 103–100. No one was happier than LeBron.

“Thank you, Jesus,” he said. “Thank you, Jesus.” He was referring to Jesus Shuttlesworth, the character I played in Spike Lee’s film He Got Game, back in the late ’90s.

“I’m just glad I could play my part,” I told him.

Two nights later, in the deciding Game 7, we survived another close one, 95–88, LeBron leading the way with 37 points, including five threes, and 12 rebounds. Shane Battier, our backup forward, also came up big, nailing six of eight threes. I didn’t score a single point but couldn’t have cared less. I scored the three points we had to have in Game 6, and we were the world champions.

Was I thrilled to win a second ring? Absolutely. Is there any better feeling in sports? Hell no.

Yet, as rewarding as it felt to be in the locker room after Game 7—the champagne and tears flowing, the deep sigh of relief—the real victory didn’t come that night. The victory came on other nights, one after another, when there were no fans or cameras.

Just me and the ball.

When I ran into Mark Cuban, the Dallas Mavericks owner, in 2016, he paid me a wonderful compliment.

Mark didn’t bring up how many threes I made or how many records I set. He said that when the team I was on came to Dallas, he would walk into the gym a few hours before the game to watch me go through my routine. That, he told me, is what he’ll cherish most about my career. That is what I’ll cherish most too.

The games are beyond my control, which isn’t the case when I’m by myself. In these moments, I’m in control of the shots I’ll take, of the moves I’ll try, of how much I’ll run. I’m never more at peace.

It reminds me of the days I spent a lifetime ago in the small town of Dalzell, South Carolina, when basketball was a sign of light and hope in a dark and confusing world.
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Go South, Young Man

Growing up, I never felt as if I truly belonged.

How could I? My dad, Walter Allen, served as a metal technician in the United States Air Force, which meant we moved a lot—from Northern California, where I was born on July 20, 1975, to Germany to Oklahoma to England to Southern California to, in the fall of 1988, Dalzell, roughly 40 miles from Columbia, the state capital. It was no surprise that, by the time I made it to the NBA in the mid-1990s, I was used to life on the road.

I couldn’t be more grateful for that kind of life. I was able to visit places most of us never see, and it helped me understand that, as proud as I am to be an American, we don’t have a monopoly on the right way to think and live. The British have their own perspective, as do the Germans, as do dozens of other societies across the globe. This may be difficult for some back home to comprehend, but the world doesn’t revolve around the United States of America.

On the other hand, there are serious downsides to such a nomadic existence, even if you end up in the most beautiful locations. For me, the saddest part was feeling as if I was always letting go of something I deeply valued. What would be the point of committing to anything? It would soon be gone anyway.

I tried to get along with the other kids, hoping they would realize I was no different than anybody else, but even when we bonded, the moment would come every two or three years for me, or them, to move on to the next posting. You could say I was traded over and over and over by the same general manager, Uncle Sam, and wherever he ordered us to go, I would have to start from scratch. It hit me hard every time.

Never did I feel as much an outsider as when we set foot for the first time in South Carolina . . . the South.

The state was the first to secede from the Union in late 1860, leading to the Civil War—the war that some, more than 120 years after Lee surrendered to Grant, were still fighting, with words if not weapons.

It was difficult enough to be plopped down in a part of the nation I knew little about, but it was also a couple of months after the school year had gotten under way. Those months made a huge difference. The cliques had been formed, the judgments, even if rash, made. Now here comes this new kid from somewhere out west. Seriously, what chance did I have to fit in?

I wasn’t the only one in the Allen household who had trouble making the adjustment this time.

When my mother dropped me off on my first day of eighth grade at Ebenezer Junior High, she burst into tears as she noticed how run-down and dirty the school was and that it was across the street from a cemetery.

Driving a little farther down the block, you ran into farms, one after another, and woods. We were living in the country, no getting around it, and in some ways, it felt like living in the past. Nothing against the country—there were a lot of wonderful people in those parts—but it was a very tough transition for us, and while we were there to serve, my mom felt guilty, as any parent would.

To give you a sense of what we had to deal with, the drinking water in the fountains at Ebenezer came out orange at first because of the rusty pipes. You drank it anyway. Unless you wanted to go thirsty for the rest of the day.

Even so, my siblings and I didn’t complain. That’s probably because, from the time I could first remember, we didn’t have very much. The government paid for our housing, but every other expense was left to us.

Other families in Dalzell, to be fair, had it just as bad, but because there were five kids in our family—I was the middle child—there was less of everything to go around. I walked with holes in my shoes and put clothes on layaway. On occasion, I wore stuff handed down from my brother, John, who was three years older, but I grew so fast, nothing fit for long. All of us knew every two weeks when it was payday; it meant there would be groceries, which we stretched out for as many days as we could.

You found a way to get by, simple as that, which had also been the case when we lived in California. Back then, though, there was one time I let our situation get to me and made a terrible mistake. I was 11 or 12 years old when I went into the grocery store on the base and stole a box of licorice. I was hungry and knew better than to ask my mom for money we didn’t have. I carefully hid the licorice in the sleeve of my jacket and walked to the door, thinking I was so damn clever.

I was an idiot. The clerk behind the counter was in my face quicker than Gary Payton. The police soon arrived and put me in the back of a cruiser to take me to the station.

Before I knew it, I was sitting on a chair in a small room that didn’t have any windows. The minutes felt like hours. I was scared to death. All for a lousy box of licorice.

The crazy thing is, the cops didn’t scare me. My parents did. I would rather have been arrested than have to deal with them.

First Mom, who, whenever I’d acted up before, didn’t hesitate to use a belt. She didn’t have to say much this time. The look of disappointment she gave me was enough.

“I can’t believe you did this,” she told me. “I can’t wait until your dad comes home.”

That’s where I lucked out. Dad was serving in South Korea on a one-year tour. Come to think of it, that might very well be why I also took the risk in the first place. He couldn’t spank me with a belt, his typical form of punishment, from 7,000 miles away.

Yell at me, that he could do, and I couldn’t blame him. Because of what I had done, there was a chance he would lose one of his stripes, and stripes meant everything in the armed forces.

Thank God he didn’t. I would never have forgiven myself. By the time he came home two months later, all was forgotten. All except the lesson I learned: don’t ever take anything that doesn’t belong to you.

There were other lessons growing up, some just as painful.

Once in South Carolina a friend told me I could borrow a pair of his shorts, which he would bring over to my house the night before school. I needed them badly. For weeks, I had been going back and forth between the same two pairs of jeans. The other kids noticed and didn’t hesitate to let me hear about it. I’d show them. I would walk down the halls of Ebenezer Junior High wearing my new shorts, and no one would be able to make fun of me.

I sat by the window that night and waited for my friend, and waited . . . and waited.

He never showed up. Whatever his excuse was, I don’t remember. All I remember is how determined I was that the day would come, sooner rather than later, when I wouldn’t have to depend on anyone ever again, for anything. That included my parents, especially my father. As tight as money was in our house, he could have helped out more.

Countless mornings, around five o’clock, I was awoken when he pulled into the driveway after being out with his friends all night. I was constantly amazed how he’d still be ready to go to work a few hours later, as if he’d been asleep the whole time. Even so, the money he spent meant there would be none left for me to buy food in the school cafeteria.

“Why don’t you have lunch?” the other kids used to ask.

“I’m not hungry,” I said.

I thought it was better to lie—to them and, I suppose, to myself—than to put up with more humiliation; I was still getting my share from wearing the same two pairs of jeans.

My father, it needs to be pointed out, was respected by everyone at work, and the men he supervised learned a great deal from him. Nonetheless, as smart as he was, he didn’t advance in his career as far as he could have. I made a promise to myself right then and there: whatever job I get when I grow up, I’ll work as hard as I can. No matter how I felt about some of the choices he made, he was my father, and I loved him.

Mom, on the other hand, wasn’t always as understanding, and one time she paid for it. She and my father were having an argument when he got a little physical with her. I tried to force my way between them, but he was rough with me as well. I was 13 years old. I didn’t stand a chance.

Why did my mother stay with him? Well, they did separate, a couple of times. When my father went off to Korea, on two separate tours, the reason that we didn’t go with him, my siblings and I suspected, was because he and Mom wanted to determine if the time away from each other might do the marriage some good. Whether it did or not, I have no clue. I don’t recall any changes in how they treated each other when he got back, but I was hardly the best judge.

Our financial situation, I have to believe, played a role in her trying to patch things up. Whatever he did with his evenings, he brought home a paycheck every two weeks, and with so many mouths to feed, that was not to be taken lightly.

Even with her other responsibilities Mom somehow found time to work two jobs: as a cashier at a gas station, and cleaning homes on the base after the residents had moved out. She went through every inch of the place: scrubbing the toilets, walls, and floors, and washing the baseboards, the rest of the family pitching in. The extra cash she brought in made a huge difference.

She was no stranger to hard work, that’s for sure. Growing up in rural Arkansas during the late ’50s, she used to rush out to the fields to help her parents and siblings pick cotton as soon as she got home from school.

Earlier, in California, I made some money of my own, by mowing lawns.

That was a big deal at Edwards Air Force Base, with the inspections they held every Thursday. You weren’t allowed to let the grass grow on the sidewalks, through the cracks, or you’d get written up. From walking around the neighborhood, I kept track of which folks cut their grass and which ones paid someone to do it.

Needless to say, I wasn’t the only kid on the base with this brilliant idea, which meant I would have to stand out from everyone else. So each Wednesday afternoon, on my way to knock on people’s doors, I rehearsed precisely what I was going to say.

I didn’t make a fortune—10 bucks a lawn—but I could usually finish in a half-hour or so and get to five houses before it got dark. That was 50 bucks, an honest day’s work, which was enough to buy candy and other goodies at the store.

Prior to South Carolina, in the States or abroad, my siblings and I went to the schools on the base, where there were basketball courts, tennis courts, and plenty of other amenities. You almost felt you were on a college campus. With the Defense Department paying for everything, you would expect nothing less than spotless in the classrooms and hallways. They gave us the best of everything: the best programs, the best textbooks, and, most important, the best teachers. These teachers, well paid and highly respected, cared a lot about their students, doing whatever they could to get them ready for the challenges ahead.

That wasn’t the situation at Ebenezer, or at Hillcrest High, a few miles down the road, where I went afterward.

The teachers were not well paid and didn’t have anywhere near the same resources. They cared about us, although some would flunk you without giving it a second thought. I often think of what some of those kids might have done with their lives, if only someone had believed in them instead of giving up on them. That goes for a few of the coaches as well.

Take my brother, John. He was one of the state’s top running backs his senior year, and this was, remember, the South, where football was, and always will be, a religion. His grades weren’t the best, but John was a very bright kid. Yet, instead of waiting to see if he could bring those grades up, one of the coaches spread the word that John wouldn’t graduate with his class. He had no way of knowing that. The recruiters stopped checking in on him, and my brother never did make it to college, which has changed the course of his life. For the record, he graduated on time.

The teachers at Ebenezer had a lot to deal with, though. To this day, I’ve never heard as many four-letter words as I did from the kids in junior high, and being around the game of basketball for as long as I was, with the pushing and shoving and constant challenges to one’s manhood, I was exposed to plenty of profane language.

Then there was the drinking and the drugs and the sex—and to think, we weren’t in high school yet, when the hormones would kick in even more. One girl in my eighth-grade class was pregnant, and yet no one appeared to think it was out of the ordinary. I suppose that says a lot about the times we were living in.

Despite needing to adjust to a new culture, I did my best to learn as much as I could, even if some of what I learned was quite disturbing.

Exhibit A: American History.

In history classes I took in California, I learned about Abraham Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, John Kennedy, and other leaders from our country’s past, and I expected more of the same at Ebenezer. Instead, I learned about leaders from South Carolina’s past, men who could never be leaders to me, and a lot of black folks.

They included John C. Calhoun, the former senator and vice president from the 1800s . . . and slave owner! No, the teachers did not tell us about that John C. Calhoun; I would discover the truth on my own later. Still, I didn’t complain to anyone at school or say a word to my parents. They had enough to deal with without me adding to their burdens.

Far from being ashamed of the state’s racist past—and present, you could argue—the teachers glorified it, no matter how much agony the institution of slavery caused to so many, for so long. What could you expect, I suppose, from a place that kept electing Senator Strom Thurmond, a fierce opponent of integration, into his nineties? Where the Confederate flag hung from the top of the statehouse?

Just a couple of blocks from our home, as a matter of fact, stood a large housing development known as Oakland Plantation. The actual plantation home was still intact, including the shackles hanging on the walls. It was creepy, but we were too young to fully grasp what it meant. I get chills every time I think about those shackles now. After what took place in Charlottesville in 2017, we’ve come to see how important it is to take down these symbols of oppression, wherever they might stand. Better late than never.

Back then, for me, it wasn’t just black versus white. Some of the black people looked down on me too, and it wasn’t merely because I was the new kid. I also made the mistake of speaking the wrong way.

“You talk like a white boy,” they kept telling me.

White boy?

That was something I had not heard before, and it made me upset and confused. I was speaking the way I had always spoken. I had no idea what black people were supposed to sound like. Wherever we were posted, I never thought of color in how I identified myself or those I hung around with. We served with other Americans. Not white or black Americans.

Naturally, kids being kids, they could be incredibly insensitive at times, and because I didn’t know anyone in South Carolina and, as usual, hoped to fit in, I was susceptible to any criticism from peers. For the first time, I began to question my very being: Was there something wrong with me? Should I be like them?

Speaking in a different way wasn’t my only crime. So was having the nerve to be friends with white boys and girls, even if they happened to live right next door, which never made sense to me. Just because I played hide-and-seek with a white kid didn’t mean I was white.

It wasn’t like that in California.

Remember the film Stand by Me, starring River Phoenix and Corey Feldman, with the classic Ben E. King song from the early 1960s playing in the background? The boys I knew at Edwards, black and white, were just like those boys in the film.

We camped out in one another’s backyards; went fishing in the streams; played pool, ping-pong, and video games in the rec center at the base; and had sleepovers night after night without having to get permission from our parents. Those were wonderful times. We knew they couldn’t last forever—somebody’s dad was always being transferred—although it sure felt as if they would.

Now I was in South Carolina, where you were supposed to stick to your own kind. Oh, you might get away with spending time with white kids in your house, or even as you waited together at the bus stop, but the moment you could be seen by the rest of the kids at school, you were expected to choose sides. Never was the gap more apparent than in the cafeteria at lunchtime. The whites sat with the whites, the blacks with the blacks. You’d swear it was 1958, not 1988.

On my first day at Ebenezer, which was mostly black, I was walking by this one white kid when I heard him say, “Bo.” I kept walking. He can’t be talking to me, I thought.

He was, and he would not be the only white kid to call me that. Over time, I became resigned to hearing it and even convinced myself it was a sign of being accepted, sort of like being called “dude.”

How naive I was. Bo, I found out, was slang for “Boy.” In my opinion, that is almost as degrading as the n-word, and it didn’t make any difference that the blacks, as well as the whites, began to call me Bo. Because as much as some blacks might see it as an endearing way to address one another, the connotation of the word, said by a master to his slave, makes it too offensive to ever be used. I mentioned it to my father, who told me some guy at the base also called him Bo. It provided some comfort, I suppose, that I wasn’t the only one.

No matter. Bo it was, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. What was in my control was whether I would choose the black kids or the white kids when the bus pulled up each morning to the front door of Ebenezer.

I chose a third option: basketball. And whoever showed up to play with me—they could’ve been yellow or green, for all I cared—that’s who I’d be friends with.

I first fell in love with basketball when I was eight years old and we were living in Saxmundham, a town near Bentwaters Royal Air Force Base in England.

My parents played on semipro teams in the area that did quite well. Dad could shoot it from anywhere, with his left or right hand, while Mom, I kid you not, went by the nickname of “Truck.” She was like a bulldozer the way she ran over people, and she never hesitated to throw an elbow or two. Mom, whose real name was Flora—everyone called her Flo—could score and rebound. I played for a few teams later on that could have used her.

While people in the crowd were cheering them on, my attention was spent looking underneath the stands for change that might have fallen from anybody’s pockets. You’d be surprised how much I could collect in a couple of hours.

After one game, however, with my parents in the locker room and no one else around, I picked up a basketball for the first time and took a few shots. Then—and I don’t know what compelled me—I came up with a drill: three layups from the left side of the basket with my left hand, and three from the right side with my right hand. To complete the drill successfully, I had to make six layups without a miss. Nothing to it, I figured. Mom and Dad made shooting layups look easy.

Not for me, I failed.

I did what I usually did when events didn’t go my way. I started to cry. I could not understand why I didn’t make every shot. Not once did I consider that the baskets were 10 feet high and I was around half that size.

I didn’t pick up a ball again our entire time in England, though it had nothing to do with the missed layups. I was busy with other activities, and there was no playground or court close to our apartment. Not until about two years later did I give the game another chance. I joined a league at Edwards for sixth- and seventh-graders, and it wasn’t long before I figured out I was pretty good. Whenever I threw the ball in the vicinity of the hoop, more often than not it went in.

My form was not a sight to behold. I would cross my arms, tuck the ball under my chin, and let it go with two hands, all while jumping toward the basket. Yikes. How the ball ever dropped through the net is beyond me. Jeff Lensch, one of my coaches, took on the challenge of correcting these flaws. Brave man. He shot video of me, and watching the footage helped immensely. His advice was simple:

Jump straight up. Bring your elbows in. Put one hand under the ball, the other on the side. Point your toes at the basket. Bend your knees. And keep your eyes on the rim the whole time.

Jeff took me to my first NBA game. It was in March 1987, and the Los Angeles Lakers were
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