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    Author’s Note
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Dear Reader,

When the I PROMISE School opened its doors in 2018 in my hometown of Akron, Ohio, it was one of the best days of my life. I will never forget walking those halls, feeling the excitement in every single classroom and seeing kids smiling from ear to ear, so happy just to be at school. It is easily one of my proudest achievements, and something I will continue my commitment to forever.

Since even before I entered the NBA, I’ve always wanted to give back to my community and create positive change in any way I can. I want to inspire and empower the youth and their families by offering them the kinds of educational and everyday supports I wish I’d had access to when I was growing up. Because I know these kids. I know their lives and challenges. I was them not all that long ago. Being blessed with the platform I have, I feel a responsibility to do everything I can to give them a fighting chance to realize their dreams and achieve everything I know they’re capable of.

Through this story, I hope you and everyone who reads it knows that nothing is impossible if you put your mind to it.

We Are Family.
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—LeBron James




Dedication
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To my wife, Savannah; Bronny; Bryce; and Zhuri, and to my mother, Gloria, everything I do is for you.

—LeBron James

To all in search of family, and hope: may you find it in abundance.

—Andrea Williams
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Chapter 1

JAYDEN CARR IS RESTLESS. He’s always restless, always anxious and stirring, always unsettled in body and mind. It has been this way all his life, or at least as long as he can remember. But today? Today is different. Today is Jayden’s first day of seventh grade at Carter Middle School, and for Jayden—a kid with D-I dreams, NBA fantasies, and a silky-smooth jumper he prays will get him there—the first day of school can mean only one thing.

Hoop Group

It is 4:57, not even five a.m., but Jayden is wide awake, unable to sleep but pretending to, careful not to let Grams know that he’s up before the sun once again. He lies perfectly still. Even a slight shift on the saggy twin-sized mattress that’s been pushed into the smallest room of his grandma’s two-bedroom house could wake her. The walls are too thin, the bed too old, and the softest creak or groan would send Grams right into Jayden’s room. She would stand over him then, hands on hips, tongue tsk-tsking behind tight lips. And then she would fuss. She would chastise Jayden for going back on his word, but she would do it in a sort of whisper-yell, careful not to wake his mother sleeping up front on the living room couch.

Jayden closes his eyes tight, squeezes them so hard it feels like his head might explode. More than trying to fall back asleep, he wants to empty his mind of the guilt that greets him every morning. No matter the strength of the mental fortresses he erects, how high the walls may stand around the perimeter of his thoughts, the shame of sleeping in a bed when his mother cannot sneaks in like particles of dust. They are invisible until they’re not. They are harmless until they’re not, until they come in with such force that it becomes hard to breathe.

Jayden is only twelve, but he is smart enough to know that it isn’t really his fault that his mom has to fold her legs onto Grams’s tiny love seat each night, making herself into a human pretzel just to sleep. The problem is, Jayden’s not really sure who is at fault.

Jayden’s mom found out she was pregnant right before his dad was supposed to leave on his first tour of duty, but she never told him. She didn’t want her boyfriend to worry about his unborn child while trying to keep himself alive in some foreign land, so she decided to carry the weight of the pregnancy alone. She quietly dropped out of law school to take care of Jayden and figured she’d tell Jevon he was going to be a father when he got back to Ohio—once he was home again, safe again.

Jayden was only three when Jevon returned to their tiny apartment. He was too young to remember how his father’s face crumpled into confusion, then outrage, when he came face-to-face with the toddler who looked oddly like him. Jayden doesn’t remember the yelling and the crying, either. He doesn’t remember how angry his dad was that his mom had kept such a big secret, or how angry his mom was that his dad could be anything but thrilled to find out that he had a son.

It wasn’t until Jayden was in the second grade that his mom finally told him what happened, that Jevon had disappeared the very next day after meeting his son for the first time.

Jayden was still a baby then, but now he understands that that’s when everything started to fall apart. And now that he’s older, he knows that he can’t blame everything on his dad, no matter how much Grams and his mom try to. His dad might have left, but he wasn’t responsible for the whole town changing and leaving so many families in a bind. It wasn’t Jevon’s fault that all but one of Lorain’s plastic plants closed, that all those health and beauty companies opted to get their spray bottles and lotion pumps on the cheap overseas. Jayden remembers the day Greymont, the last factory standing, finally closed its own doors. He remembers how all those hardworking men and women—friends and neighbors and even his own mother, who was working at Greymont as a corporate paralegal—were suddenly out of jobs.

Once Greymont closed, hardship settled over the city like a December fog. Like so many other families, Jayden and his mom had to learn to make do with a lot less. For them, that meant making themselves at home with Grams, moving into a neighborhood that was long past its best days. They were grateful to have that option, honestly, and soon, Grams’s house became Jayden’s home. It was the only one he’d ever really known.

Jayden is still staring at the ceiling above his bed when, finally, he hears it: Grams is rustling in the kitchen, making her first cup of coffee for the day. He smiles. Like the buzzer at tip-off, the sound is the permission he has been waiting for, and, within minutes, he is dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. After a quick dip in the bathroom to brush his teeth and wash his face, Jayden is standing at the entrance to the kitchen, basketball in hand.

“That sure was fast,” Grams says, without ever turning away from the coffeepot on the kitchen counter. “You make sure you got all the sleep outta your eyes?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jayden says, even as he instinctively wipes the corners of his eyes, just to be sure. He never understood how Grams could see without seeing, how she always knew where Jayden was and what he was doing. They say moms have eyes in the backs of their heads, but grandmas must have an extra set of eyes completely detached from their bodies, floating through space and hovering above their grandchildren’s heads like the thought bubbles you see in comic books.

Jayden watches as Grams heaps two spoonfuls of sugar into her mug and waits for the green light. “Okay, but don’t be out too long, now. Get your shots in and get on back so you can get ready for school.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jayden crosses the small kitchen and gives Grams a quick kiss on the cheek. He then tiptoes through the adjoining living room, passes his mother still sleeping on the couch, and quietly heads out the front door.

It’s their everyday routine, this conversation between Grams and Jayden. Grams knows how much Jayden loves to play basketball, how he sees it as his ticket out of Lorain and the 1,400-square-foot bungalow on the corner of Marsh and Seventeenth Street. During his waking hours, after the shame of darkness has passed, any guilt that Jayden carries about his family’s circumstances is replaced by responsibility—a responsibility that he believes he can best fulfill on the basketball court.

So at the beginning of sixth grade, Jayden and Grams made a deal: Grams would keep an eye out in the early mornings so Jayden could hit the Blocks while his mother slept, but only if Jayden took care of his other obligations first. He had to have all his homework done the night before, no scrambling to finish math problems or science lessons at the breakfast table. And he would have to get up early, really early. Basketball was fine—good, even—but it was not to get in the way of Jayden’s studies or the rest of the household. Grams made that super clear.

The agreement was easy enough for Jayden, since he never slept much anyway. How could he when his mom never really did? How could he rest knowing that her job working crazy hours for the lawyer with the neon-colored billboard along Route 70—We Don’t Get Paid Unless YOU DO!—barely paid enough to make ends meet? He couldn’t, really, so every morning Jayden got up when Grams did, always by 5:30 but often even earlier. And every morning he walked down to the Blocks, the neighborhood court where legends were built and cowards were broken.

Each day Jayden’s workout was the same: fifty layups from the left and fifty from the right, a hundred free throws, a hundred jump shots. There is a method to this madness, of course. Jayden is a two guard, a solid catch-and-shooter who can penetrate if he needs to but prefers to pull up and drain the mid-range bucket. For this reason, he works his shot, over and over again, until muscle memory kicks in and he can make the net swish with his eyes closed.

Over the summer, Jayden began to finally see the fruits of his labor when he started spending both mornings and afternoons hooping at the Blocks. Mom was busy working, which left Grams in charge, but as long as Jayden was home by dark, Grams didn’t care how many hours he spent on the court. Come nightfall, everyone knows that the Blocks get sketchy. But at midday, especially when the sun is cooking, the Blocks are about the safest place in the world. No one but the most dedicated of ballers are out then, and those are the guys Jayden loves to play against.

A lot of the guys Jayden went up against were high schoolers, sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds rocking full mustaches and size-14 shoes. Still, Jayden showed up every day—sneaks laced, muscles stretched, and, most of the time, holding his own. He was smaller (and slower) than the other guys, so he couldn’t speed past them, couldn’t shoot over them in man-to-man. But in a zone, if he could swivel around a defender and get free, all he needed was a moment. He knew his shot was money, that he only needed enough time for the pads of his fingers to graze the rock before he let it fly. And in those moments, when the net popped as the basketball whipped through and the crowd oohed and aahed over the little kid with the big game, Jayden also knew that those before-dawn workouts had been worth it.

As Jayden takes his first couple of dribbles on the morning of the first day of seventh grade, his chest swells with pride at the memory of his ability to hang with some of the guys from Carter High’s varsity team. It’s not long, though, before that familiar anxiety takes over, before the imaginary opposition appears on the court, arms outstretched, knees bent, ready to stop Jayden mid-stride.

Instantly, Jayden’s game turns on. He drives into the lane with his right hand. Then he crosses to his left, sinking a hook shot just as magical as any of the ones Magic ever hit. Next, he dribbles around the perimeter, imagines a defender with a hand in his face, and leaps off both feet to hit a long two at the top of the key.

Jayden can feel the sweat starting to gather on his forehead and across the bridge of his nose, but there is no stopping him, especially not now, not this year. Hoop Group is the best youth basketball program in the state, the same program that gave Lorain’s own Kendrick King—Mr. Triple Double—his start. Jayden’s game is nothing like Kendrick’s, but he has big respect for him. He also knows that if Kendrick King can go from Hoop Group all the way to the League, Jayden can, too.

Winded, Jayden bends forward, pulling the hem of his shorts taut over his kneecaps and drawing in two long, deep breaths. On his third, as Jayden tries to slow the racing thoughts in his mind, the air catches in his throat and his heartbeat starts to pick up speed. Jayden had thought he was the only one on the court, but now, as he gets a glimpse of the far baseline in his periphery, he realizes that he wasn’t alone after all.

Someone has been standing by, watching.
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Chapter 2

JAYDEN IS STILL CATCHING HIS BREATH when the stranger starts walking toward him. With each step the man grows bigger and bigger, his massive frame blocking the just-rising sun.

“What’s good, li’l homey?” the man says once he is close enough to extend his hand to Jayden in a casual greeting.

With the man now directly in front of him, Jayden is still struck by the size of the him—he must be at least 6'8", 275—but Jayden is no longer nervous about his strangeness. Deep, soft creases form around the man’s eyes when he smiles, making him seem nice. Friendly, even. Jayden extends his own hand, and they dap, reaching muscled arms behind the other’s back in that universal embrace of Black men old and not so old.

“I’ve been checking you out,” the man continues. “You got skills. How long you been hooping?”

Jayden’s breathing and heart rate have finally slowed to comfortable. He smiles at the compliment. “I started playing seriously when I was seven, so like five years.”

The man nods, stroking his goateed chin, and Jayden senses something familiar about him, like maybe he isn’t a stranger after all. “I can tell you been putting in work,” the man says. “But you don’t always come out this early, do you?”

“Well, during the school year I do.” Jayden picks up the ball, crouches low, and starts passing it back and forth between his hands before moving it between his legs in an effortless figure eight. “I hooped down here during the summer, but mostly in the afternoons.”

“Ah, gotcha. That explains it, then. I started coming out in June to get some shots in—nothing serious—but I always come early when I can have the court to myself. I thought I woulda noticed you before.”

“Oh, you ball?” Jayden asks.

“Nah. Not for real. Used to, though. Now I’m just trying to stay in shape.” The man chuckles, pats a midsection that’s not exactly firm but is far from fat. Then he stops short, as if suddenly remembering that he’d left the oven on, or the garage door up. “My bad, dude. I’m Roddy. Roddy Buckner. I grew up around here and used to play at Willow Brook back in the day.”

Jayden nods, returns the introduction, and, all at once, remembers. He doesn’t know Roddy, but he knows of him. Everybody in Lorain does. Roddy played high school ball with Kendrick, and, together, they were considered the best inside-out prep duo in the country. Mr. Triple Double probably would have been Mr. Double Double if he didn’t have Roddy to dish to. Meanwhile, Roddy earned the nickname Buckets because he just hung out beneath the basket, banking every pass or offensive rebound that came his way, too big and too dominant for anyone to stop him. He graduated from Willow Brook Academy the same year as Kendrick and was a lock for Kentucky or Kansas, or even to follow in MJ’s footsteps at North Carolina. But then, just as it was taking off, his career was suddenly over.

“So tell me,” Roddy says, interrupting Jayden’s thoughts, “what makes you wanna get up so early to work when all the other kids your age are probably still turning over in their beds?”

Jayden shifts from the figure eights to a dribbling drill. One-two-three dribbles on the left, one-two-three dribbles on the right, one-two-three . . . “I’m getting ready for Hoop Group,” he says, his brows knitted in concentration. “I played last year, but I’m in seventh grade this year, and—”

“This is the year that counts,” Roddy says, finishing his sentence.

Jayden nods. He doesn’t have to mention that seventh grade is the year when the people who matter start paying attention, when kids start getting scouted by local private schools and the best ones are offered scholarships for eighth grade. For those kids, eighth-grade ball leads to one of the top high school teams in the area, to the teams that provide the training and the platform necessary to play Division I basketball and, eventually, go pro. Most important for Jayden, landing a spot on one of those teams will be the first step to ensuring that his mom never has to sleep on the couch again. No matter what may have happened to Lorain when all the jobs left, basketball was still a way out. And for kids like Jayden, it all starts with Hoop Group.

“Well,” Roddy says, stealing the ball from Jayden with one quick swipe, “if you’re down, I can show you a couple of things.”

Jayden’s face goes bright like the July sun on a cloudless day. “Yeah! That would be dope!”

“Cool.” Roddy tosses the ball back to Jayden. “Let me see you drive to the basket.”

As Jayden dribbles back out, just beyond the three-point line, a calm washes over him. His arms and legs are loose, his eyes steady, his mind steeled. He considers doing a spin move—something he thinks will surely impress Roddy—but he changes his mind. He chooses the efficient over the extravagant and decides to cross from his right to his left hand, ending with a reverse layup.

Jayden goes out wide and picks up speed as he starts his drive. He’s coasting, pushing, just a few steps outside the lane. Then, at the last minute, he looks up to see Roddy slide into the paint, his wide shoulders forming an impenetrable wall just in front of the basket. Without hesitating, Jayden picks ups his dribble and stops in his tracks.

“What are you doing?” Roddy says.

“I—I was driving. I was doing what you said, but then I saw you . . . I saw you, and—”

“And what?”

“And I didn’t know you were gonna guard me.”

“So you’re saying you can’t drive if somebody’s guarding you?”

Jayden sighs, shifts his weight from his right leg to his left. “No. I didn’t say that. I just wasn’t expecting you to step in front of me like that. And you’re . . . big. Way bigger than me. Nobody I play against is gonna be that big.”

“Okay. Help me understand, then.” Roddy grabs the bill of his cap and slides it around to the back, freeing his face of the shadows that had been crisscrossing his deep brown skin. “I see somebody getting up when it’s still dark outside, putting in work while everybody else sleeps, and I assume he’s trying to ride this thing till the wheels fall off. Play D-I, make millions in the NBA, take care of his family.” He pauses, lets his expression go hard. “But maybe I got it all wrong.”

Jayden waits for Roddy to say something else, to ask a question, perhaps, but he says nothing. He only waits.

“That is what I want,” Jayden says finally. “I wanna make it to the League, and I wanna take care of my mom and my grandma. I wanna make it so my mom never has to work again. I mean, she’ll probably work anyway just ’cause I think she likes to stay busy, but I want her to work for fun. Not ’cause she has to.” Jayden stops talking then and lets his eyelids drop. He can feel it coming again, the stabbing sense that he’s not doing enough for the woman who’s done everything for him.

“Okay,” Roddy says. “That’s exactly what I thought. But let me ask you this: Do you think it’s gonna be easy to make all that happen?”

Jayden smirks and tries to hide his embarrassment. “Nah. I mean, of course it won’t be easy. I got a cousin that played at Wake Forest. We’re not close or anything, but I know how hard he had to go to play in the ACC. He was hitting the weight room first thing in the morning, then conditioning in the afternoon, going to practice, watching film—”

Roddy holds up a giant hand to cut off Jayden’s words, and the hand is all Jayden can see, as if the moon has eclipsed the sun. “That ain’t what I’m talkin ’bout. The gym? The weight room? That’s the easy part. It’s everything else in your life that’s gonna be hard.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Jayden says.

Once again, Roddy takes the ball from Jayden’s hands. “This right here?” he says, holding the brown orb high. “You got this. It’s in you. You’re a baller, and balling comes easy. But being able to hoop ain’t enough to get you to college or the League. Trust me on that.”

“What does it take, then?”

“The main thing,” Roddy says, “is that you gotta know how to see a challenge and keep driving to the goal anyway.”

There is a minute of silence before Jayden says quietly, “Like when you stepped into the lane, right? I stopped when I should have kept going and tried to score.”

“Exactly,” Roddy says. “All you knew was that I was bigger and stronger than you. But you didn’t know what woulda happened if you woulda actually went up against me. I coulda defended you close and forced a miss, or I coulda blocked your shot completely. But on the flip side, you coulda driven in, shot around me, and scored anyway. Or, most likely—and especially if I was a kid your age—I woulda fouled you and you’da been on the line.”

Roddy fires the ball back at Jayden, who catches it at his chest. “The point is that you can’t stop. No matter how big the dude in the paint is.”

Jayden nods, and with fire in his belly, he dribbles back outside the arc. “I’m ready now,” he says. “Watch.”

“I wish I could, li’l man,” Roddy says, glancing at his phone, “but I got a feeling you probably need to get ready for school.”

In an instant, Jayden’s stomach clenches tight like Grams’s teeth when she catches Jayden playing NBA 2K instead of studying. He’d completely forgotten about the time. Now Grams is going to kill him, and what a slow, torturous death it will be. He can hear her now: 
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