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A book like this owes much to many people. Though there are too many to thank by name, I want to mention a few.

First, my parents, who blessed me with love and discipline and great expectations. My childhood friends, guys like Boogie and Marcus and George, and my brother, Victor, who all stuck with me in good times and bad. My coaches, especially Paul “Doc” Nicelli, Bob Oliva, Lou Carnesecca, Ron Rutledge, Butch Beard, Paul Silas, and Clifford Ray, teachers who helped turn a troubled kid into a man. The scores of men and women in the media who taught me about the power of the press and the rewards of straight talk—particularly Don Imus and Rocky Allen, men I count as friends. My longtime friend and lawyer Oscar Holt, a steady guide through the fast money and fleeting fame of professional basketball.

Finally, in a book about the NBA, the people I want to thank most are the guys in the league—the coaches, refs, and, especially, the players. These are the men I bang, foul, grab, and try to beat eighty-two nights a year, while they bang, foul, grab, and try to beat me. Without these guys—my opponents, teammates, friends, and occasional enemies—this book could never have been written. So, to the guys who provided me with my best and funniest material, thanks.

And, especially to you power forwards, muscly centers, and other sensitive big men, no offense intended. Really.
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[image: image]This is how it works when you’re an NBA veteran who can think:

I’m guarding Patrick Ewing. I’m pushing him, he’s pushing me, and we’re both watching Charlie Ward—one of the Knicks’ point guards—bring the ball up the court.

I say, “Yo, Patrick, you guys need a point guard who can get the ball up the court faster.”

Patrick doesn’t say anything, just keeps muscling and pushing and shoving.

Then I say, “Man, your point guards, Charlie and Chris Childs, by the time they get you the ball, you ain’t got much time to make your shot.”

Maybe he still won’t say anything, but now he’s not pushing me so hard.

Then I say, “Gee, they’re freezing you out, Patrick, they done made you into a rebounder. How do you like that? You’re a role player now. You’re making a hundred million, and you’re a damn role player. Man, I don’t know many role players who get those nice sneaker contracts, who do those nice Pepsi commercials. I don’t think you’ll be doing no Pepsi commercials if your point guard keeps going like this.”

Then Patrick’s muttering. Then he’s saying, “Damn, man. Jay, you know, you’re right. Damn.”

Next time-out I look over at the Knicks’ bench, and Patrick is yelling at his point guards to get him the ball.

When the game starts again, I start again. And now I’m all sympathetic. And I’ll tell you something about a lot of guys in the NBA. You give ’em a sympathetic ear, they lose their minds they’re so happy. A lot of guys, by the end of the game, they’re unloading all their problems on me. Sometimes it’s about a teammate, how “he’s spoiled, he’s selfish, he don’t pass me the ball.” Sometimes it’s about how mean their coach is.

Before you know it, with a lot of centers (and I’m not talking about Patrick here), you know what his girlfriend’s favorite color is or what his wife’s going to be wearing that night. And then he’s telling you about his money problems. When a guy you’re guarding starts talking about what he did that pissed his girlfriend off, or how he just lost a big chunk of change on something stupid, then you know that your sympathetic conversation has worked just perfect.

 

This is how it works when you’re a young man with a lot of money and not a lot of sense:

Springtime of 1991, and the Philadelphia 76ers are in the play-offs. I might be a dumb, bench-warming rookie, but I’m smart enough to see that we’re not going to make it very far. So I ask Charles Barkley, my drinking buddy and teammate, how much extra money we’ll be earning if we lose in the first round. Because I’m thinking about summer vacation.

“Fifty-five,” he says.

“Whoa!” I say.

The day we lose I go down to the neighborhood and I get seventeen kids I grew up with and I tell everybody to go and pack for a week—we’re getting out of here. I hire limousines to pick everybody up in front of their buildings. I got the whole first-class section of the airplane. Put it all on my American Express. We fly down to Puerto Rico, get seven suites. After a week it’s time to come back and we’re all sitting in the first-class cabin again. I notice that everybody has alcohol. Everybody’s drinking from those little bottles of liquor they serve on the plane, but I don’t see any stewardess and these guys are holding bottles by the hundreds. Bags of bottles. I’m thinking, “What’s going on here?” I ask some of the guys, “Hey, man, how’d you get all that alcohol already? I didn’t see no stewardess come by.”

And one of my pals says, “Hey, Jay, check this out. Would you believe it? Every time we would clean out the refrigerator and leave the hotel and go down to the beach, I mean every time, we’d come back and they’d filled it back up. We were doing this like three or four times a day.”

“Nooooo!” I say. “No, please, say you didn’t.” But sure enough, they did. They had been cleaning out the fridge three times a day, in seven rooms, including the $300 bottles of champagne. I felt sick. I must have drunk twenty of those bottles on the way back to New York. Just trying to ease the pain.

At the time, my father was paying all my bills. I gave him my money, he paid my bills. So a few days after I get back, my father comes knocking on the door upstairs in my house. He’s yelling.

“Jayson, wake up, wake up!”

“What’s the matter, Daddy?” I say. “What’s the matter?”

“Somebody stole your American Express card,” he says. “The idiot just took seventeen people to Puerto Rico. But don’t worry. I’m gonna call the police and the credit card company. We’ll nail that boy who stole from you. You’re not gonna have to pay for that low-down dog’s crime.”

He keeps going, keeps yelling, and I say, “No, no, Dad. Dad, that was me.”

He stops.

“You make five hundred thousand dollars a year,” he says, “and you go to Puerto Rico, take seventeen people, spend forty-one thousand dollars on your friends in seven days?”

We’re all in the kitchen now. My mom’s up now, too, making coffee. I don’t know what to say. He looks over at my mother, says, “Barbara, your boy must be on drugs.”

I try to ease my dad’s concern a little. I tell him, “Don’t worry about it. I’m getting fifty-five thousand for the play-offs.”

He says, “Jay, I don’t care. You can’t be spending that kind of money in one week. That’s almost one-tenth of your regular paycheck, son.”

He’s pissed off. He’s disappointed in me. Working hard and saving money have always been important to my dad. He doesn’t speak to me for three weeks. We eat breakfast every morning, he doesn’t even look at me he’s so pissed off. Finally the check comes for the play-offs. And here comes my dad knocking on the door. This time it’s six o’clock in the morning and at first he’s all soft and cheerful. He says, “Your check is here, Mr. World Traveler.” Then he starts yelling, real loud. “And it ain’t fifty-five thousand, it’s fifty-five hundred, you dumb s.o.b.”

The next day I go see Charles Barkley.

“Charles,” I say, “I thought you told me the play-off check was fifty-five thousand.”

He says, “That’s a damn lie. I told you it was fifty-five. I thought even you would know it was fifty-five hundred. As much as you played, you should have got fifty-five dollars.”

 

And this is how it works when you’re on the road, trying to relax:

The New Jersey Nets are playing the SuperSonics in Seattle, probably the whitest city in America. Two of my friends on the Nets, Armen Gilliam and P. J. Brown, and I are going to see Pulp Fiction. The Ham—that’s what we call Armen, which is short for Hammer, as in Arm & Hammer—is real proud, pretending he’s a Harvard kind of guy even though he went to UNLV. Armen would never listen to rap music. And don’t even think about using the n-word around him. There are about a hundred people in the movie and three blacks—me, Armen, and P. J. And as soon as that part comes on where the one guy blows the other guy’s brains out in the car—it was an accident, you know—Armen stands up, yelling, “Senseless violence! This is just senseless. It makes no sense . . . That guy didn’t have to die . . . These are the movies that are ruining America!”

And all the white people just turn around and look at Ham and they must have been thinking, Oh, my goodness!

Armen walks out. Then he calms down, he comes back in, and this is the part when the black guy is getting bucked by another guy in the movie. Ham walks back in about two minutes before that part. And when that comes on, he stands up again.

“Oh, my Lord,” he says. “This is disgusting! This is despicable!”

He gets to the aisle, and he’s walking out again, and this old white lady is walking behind him—and the whole movie theater is pissed off at the Ham by now. Ham sees the lady coming behind him and tries to open the door for her.

“You’re leaving, too?” he says, all polite.

And the lady says, “I’m not leaving, square-ass! I’m going to the bathroom!”

 

I love basketball. I love the competition and the teamwork and, yes, the chance to perform at the highest level and to get paid well for it. But I love other things about the game, too. The mind games. The nutty rivalries—sometimes even between teammates. Some pregame routines that would make your eyes pop. The crazy characters. People and things I might not have believed if I hadn’t seen them, and lived them, since I entered this league ten years ago.

If you’re reading this book, you probably love basketball, too, but even if you watch forty games a week on TV—maybe especially if you watch forty games a week on TV—there’s a lot about the NBA you have never noticed.

When you see a team shooting layups, loosening up for a game in midseason, you probably don’t notice some of the players looking into the stands, picking out the best-looking women, deciding which ones they’ll send the ball boy over to with an invitation to meet outside the locker room after the game.

When you see a European player make a spin move to the basket, and his defender kind of stumble away from him, you don’t notice that guy kind of gagging because the European guy stinks so bad. (At least until he’s been here a while and learns about the American custom of using deodorant.)

When you see teammates ignoring each other on the court, you definitely don’t notice that one player threatened to kick the other’s butt the day before, until that other player pulled out the machete he’s carried since he was a kid and ended the discussion.

When you see 580-degree spin moves and reverse dunks and a bunch of tall millionaries hugging and high-fiving, you’re probably not noticing the groupies and the feuds and backbiting in the league. And when you see those “I Love This Game” television spots and the smooth sneaker commercials, you don’t notice how tough, immature, mean, worried, funny, pissed off, scared, and downright insane some of the players in this league really are.

I notice because I’m one of them. I’ve been one of them for ten years. Ten years, and a lot of beers and barroom brawls, and some scrapes with the law and too many fights, and some yelling matches with coaches, and a bunch of headlines. Ten years, and three teams and too many coaches, and a bunch of interviews and one All-Star Game (as I write this) and a seven-year, $100-million contract.

These days a lot of people think I’m a funny, quotable, hardworking, community-minded team leader—all true, and all reasons I got that nice contract. Before that, a lot of people thought I was a loudmouth, bench-warming, hard-drinking attitude problem—also all true, and all of which probably helps explain the three teams.

But what a lot of people don’t know is that my mom’s white and my dad’s black; that when I was twelve years old, my oldest sister, Linda, was attacked by a guy with a knife and got AIDS from the blood transfusion afterward; that she gave the virus to my other sister, Laura, and that both died; that each had a little child, and I adopted both; and when they had kids, I became a grandfather when I was twenty-seven years old; that I went to high school with a bunch of tough Italian guys who helped me cheat on the SATs, and that the FBI tried (and failed) to get me to rat out my friends; that I quit the St. John’s basketball team twelve times; that I’ve been fighting since I was about six years old; that I first broke my thumb in a barroom brawl that Charles Barkley got me mixed up in (he got me mixed up in a lot of stuff); and that I worry so much about my family that I call my mom and my dad both at least a few times a day, and if they don’t answer, I get anxiety attacks and can’t breathe.

I’m going to tell you all about all of that, too, in addition to the little head games and sneaky tricks NBA players use, and which players hate each other, and who the best coaches are, and why some guys won’t pass to other guys, and who the toughest guys in the league are, and the cheapest and dumbest and craziest. And smelliest. I’m no better than any of them. But while I might not be as famous as Larry Bird or Magic Johnson or Black Jesus in Sneakers himself, Michael Jordan, and while I’m not as crazy as Dennis Rodman or as well dressed as Pat Riley or as smart as Phil Jackson or as rich as Patrick Ewing, one thing I am, and anyone who knows me will tell you this, is honest. And I don’t think anyone else has ever been completely honest about life in the NBA.
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[image: image]The only thing I knew about Phoenix when I came out of college was it was hot and it had a lot of pickup trucks. So when the Suns drafted me out of St. John’s in 1990, and when the guy at the podium said, “Going to the Suns is Jayson Williams,” I said, “Oh, no, I’m not. No, I’m not.” Actually I didn’t just say it. I yelled it.

Unfortunately, the TV cameras happened to be focusing on me at that moment, scowling and waving my arms, yelling, “Oh, no, I’m not.” I don’t think that helped me with the Phoenix fans.

I waited two months before going out there. The night before the trip, I went to a party at Tunnel, a New York City nightclub. I had my last drink at 5:30 A.M. The plane left a little after 6:00 A.M. Then I was drinking on the plane, and when I got to Phoenix, I had some drinks from the minibar in the hotel room. Then I passed out. And you know how sometimes when you wake up in a hotel room, you don’t know where you’re at? That was what it was like, but worse. I look outside and there’s nothing but desert. And as far as I knew I was still in New York. I had forgotten all about the plane ride. So I look outside and there was nothing but desert, and the heat just smacked me. It was 122 degrees that day. And the heat just knocked me down. I get up and there’s the desert again. I think I’m still in New York and all I see is desert.

“Holy smokes,” I say, “they dropped the bomb.”

Now I’m all bug-eyed, trying to call the front desk, ask what the emergency evacuation plans are, who bombed the city, are the phone lines down, can I get in touch with my parents? And I hear a loud knock on the door. I answer it in my underwear. It’s Jerry Colangelo, owner of the Phoenix Suns. I’m sweating—stinking, I’m sure, like a distillery. I can feel the alcohol coming out of my pores.

Jerry looks at me.

“Jayson?” he says.

But I’m still in New York. At least I think I’m in New York.

“What happened?” I yell. “They dropped the bomb on us. Where am I? I need to get in touch with my parents to make sure they didn’t get hit by the bomb. Can you get me a phone line?”

Jerry’s still looking at me.

“Oh, my,” he says. “We’ve got a problem.”

When Big Daddy Lost His Voice

A few weeks later they call me to the office, Jerry Colangelo and his boys. I’m overweight, out of shape, and I hadn’t played basketball in a while, because I had a broken foot my senior year of college. Also, I’m continuing to hate Phoenix. Jerry tells me I have an attitude problem. Then he insults St. John’s, my alma mater. I think Jerry’s trying to piss me off.

“Screw you!” I say. Then I knock everything off Jerry’s desk. Tell him I’m going home.

He says he’ll meet me at the hotel, we can work things out, we have to work things out. But I don’t even go to the hotel. I just go straight to the airport, then fly home, to my father.

I figure he’ll be happy to see me, so when I knock on his door and he opens it, I’m all smiles.

“Dad,” I say, “I’m home!”

“What the hell are you doing here?” he says. “You’re supposed to be in Phoenix.”

“Dad, they were treating me real bad out there. They’re calling me ‘boy.’ ”

Now I’m crying.

“They’re talking down to me, yelling at me, criticizing me, saying I’m the worst player in camp.”

My dad puts his hand on my shoulder.

“Jay,” he says, “let me tell you something. You’re my son, and I don’t care what, you ain’t never got to do something you don’t want to do. You don’t want to go out to Phoenix, you ain’t got to go.”

As soon as he says that, briiing! briiing!

I pick up the phone and it’s Jerry Colangelo.

My dad’s asking who it is, and I’m telling him don’t worry, I’ll handle it. And Jerry’s yelling at me. He’s saying, “Son, you don’t come to Phoenix, we’re going to give you the minimum, a hundred and fifty thousand. And you’re never going to make more than that in this league.”

My father sees my face and he says, “Let me speak to him. Let me have him.”

“Dad,” I say, “don’t worry about it, man. I got him.”

But my dad says, “Boy, I told you. You ain’t gotta do nothing you don’t want to do. Now, let me talk to him.”

So I give my father the phone.

“Yeah, this is Big Daddy,” he says, all belligerent. That’s my father’s nickname, Big Daddy. “What do you want?”

Then there’s quiet.

“Oh, yeah?” he says again, but not so belligerent.

More quiet.

“Oh, yeah?” Real quiet now. “Ohh. Oh, man. Okay. Okay, thank you.”

My dad hangs up the phone. Then he says, “Son, you’ve got to get your butt on the next plane back to Phoenix.”

Car Trouble

When I’m back in Phoenix, because I’m the team’s first-round draft pick, the team gives me a Pontiac Grand Prix. The second-round pick gets a Cadillac. I’m pissed off about that. So I take that Grand Prix and I drive into the parking lot and crash into every pole I can see, then I gave the car back to them.

So the owners tell me—they’re being real cute—“You know, that car we gave you might have been too little. So we’re gonna give you a big ol’ Grand Marquis.”

But I crash that one up, too. So finally they give me an LTD. Real Barnaby Jones model.

The day I get the car I have to go to the airport to pick up my brother Victor. I get there early, so I have a few drinks. For some reason I get drunker drinking at airports and Yankee games than anywhere else in the world. So when Vic finally arrives, I’m a little drunk, but we get in the LTD anyway, and I drive him back to the hotel.

One thing Arizona has, in addition to a lot of desert and pickup trucks, is these wide roads. Not just highways, but regular roads. I mean, eight lanes wide! My advice to anyone visiting Arizona is, if you’re going to make a left and the light says yellow, don’t do it.

I go to make a left turn on a yellow light and I’m halfway across the road and here comes a pickup truck from the other direction going eighty. I can see he’s going to hit us, right on the passenger side. I hold on tight, tell Vic, “You gotta take this one for the team, bro.”

Knocks us right into a telephone pole and knocks Victor right out. And before the ambulance gets there, I hear this creeeeeeeeak noise, and then Victor wakes up. And he’s up about two seconds and then Booooom! The telephone pole drops right down on top of the LTD, right on Victor’s side, hits him right on the head. Victor’s gotta get sixty stitches; they gotta shave half his head.

So the owners see Victor, they see the LTD they gave me, they see me, and they say that’s enough, we’re shipping you out to Philadelphia.

A Game of Inches

Before signing me up, the Sixers’ top guys meet with me in a Midtown hotel in New York City. They had heard I was fat, out of shape. They were worried about the broken foot, too. It was Harold Katz, then the owner, and Gene Shue, then the general manager. They wanted me to run up and down in the hotel ballroom. They thought I might be damaged goods. I told ’em I understood their concerns, but I had a better idea. Instead of running up and down in a damn ballroom, why didn’t I run up and down on a basketball court for them? I said, “We can go to a park by my house.” They thought that was a great idea and we agreed to go on down there.

Harold and Gene didn’t know it, but the park we were going to was down on the Lower East Side, right next to the school I went to, P.S. 137. And before we drove down there, I called the principal, and I told him what’s happening.

So when we get to the park, he’s let the whole school out early, and there’s nine hundred kids in the park, surrounding the court, hanging on the chain-link fence, screaming and yelling and cheering, “Williams! Williams! Williams! Williams!”

And I’m running and dunking and jumping, up and down and up and down. I’m flying! It’s like one of those bad made-for-TV movies. I mean, I’m two feet above the rim, scraping my elbows on metal. And the kids are screaming and Harold and Gene are happy about the whole thing. They’re talking to each other.

“Holy smokes!” they’re saying. “We got a steal with this guy!”

Harold and Gene spent the next two years watching me miss layups, stumble around, saying, “What the heck happened at that park? Was that an optical illusion or what?”

They told Charles Barkley they were confused, because they’d seen me playing about two feet above the rim.

Charlie says, “You seen who? Doing what? When?”

What Harold and Gene and Charlie didn’t know is that the basket at that park is only nine feet high.

The View from the Bench

My years with Philadelphia, I wasn’t a factor at all. Off the court, I was hanging with Charlie, who was taking years off my life in bars and on the court—well, I was on the bench, not the court. And what I learned on the Sixers was that it’s not the first seven guys on the team it’s important to motivate, to get to buy into the team. They’re going to be motivated anyway, playing all those minutes, being in the rotation. The critical players to motivate on any pro team are the last five. If the last five guys on the team buy into what the coach is trying to do, they’re going to push the first seven guys. If the seventh guy’s not playing well, and the twelfth guy is always trying hard, the seventh guy will play harder, because he doesn’t want that twelfth guy to come in—he doesn’t want to be like Wally Pipp was for Lou Gehrig.

I learned this with the Sixers, because that’s not the way it was there. The last three or four guys on the team knew we weren’t going to play, so we didn’t care that much. And when we went to the play-offs that year, in ’91, the first thing that was on a lot of the guys’ minds—the guys who never played—was, “Let’s get the hell out of here. You know we’re not going to the championship, so let’s get the hell out of here. Let’s lose in the first round and get the hell out and start summer vacation.”

How Mr. Magoo Cheated Death

Dogs hate cats. Gorillas hate tigers. I guess some parakeets even want to kick some canaries’ asses. You know how it is. Well, Charles Barkley had it out for Armen Gilliam. I mean, it was like a cobra and a mongoose or something. When we all played for the Sixers, Charlie would stay out all night drinking and carrying on, and he’d be talking about Armen, what he was going to do to him in practice the next day. He’d be out with Rick Mahorn, who didn’t drink but who also had a thing for Armen. And I was there, too. They’d be talking stuff about Armen. “I’m gonna take that freak’s head off, I’m gonna kill that guy,” stuff like that. And I’d say, “Yeah, Charlie, yeah,” or “Uh-huh, Horn, you bet,” while Charlie and I ordered some more cranberry juice and Absolut.

Then at practice the next day, they’d be chasing Armen around, trying to set a blind-side pick on him, get him with an elbow, and you know what? Charlie and Rick were so tired they couldn’t even catch him—Armen never drank—and the Ham was bouncing around the court like Mr. Frigging Magoo, just boing, boing, boing. I don’t think Armen ever knew Charlie and Rick were trying to kill him. To this day I don’t think he knows.

Breakfast of Champions

Charles Barkley might have been one of the twenty greatest players of all time, and he might get quoted the most, but the man had some strange habits. A lot of days, when Charlie was too hungover to practice, or injured, or just tired, everyone would be running up and down the court, going hard in a scrimmage, except Charlie. While we all sprinted and sweated, Charlie would be sitting on his stationary bike—always the same one—pedaling at about one mile an hour, watching us and eating. Eating! And always the same thing. Every morning on the way to practice Charlie would stop at McDonald’s and buy two big orders of pancakes and two big orders of sausage. After a while, he had the Sixers build a special tray on his favorite stationary bike to hold his pancakes and sausages, which he ate while he watched the rest of the team practice.

One day we’re running the floor extra hard, because we’d lost the night before, and there’s Charlie, sitting on his bike stuffing pancakes in his big mouth. Didn’t even use a fork—just folded a sausage in between a couple pancakes with his hands and crammed it in. He’s yelling. He’s yelling mostly at Armen Gilliam.

“C’mon, Ham,” he’s yelling, “start running the floor.” And pancake bits are flying out of Charlie’s mouth while he’s yelling, and juice is dribbling down his chin.

And Armen Gilliam, who never cursed at anybody, hears Charlie, and he turns to me while we’re running. “Can you believe this sonofabitch?” Armen says. “He’s telling me to run the floor and he’s got pancakes flying out of his mouth!”

Killers

On the 76ers everybody used to call me Al Capone. I was a tough kid, and the other players thought I was a little street, a little slick. I’d gone to Christ the King High School in Middle Village, Queens, and that’s where some tough kids, from tough families, went, and I became friends with them. I mean tough. When you read in the papers about the “prominent New York crime families,” that’s these guys’ dads. And these guys were all named Sal and Vinnie and Frankie. And the guys on the 76ers knew that. I used to give these tough guys and some of my other high school buddies tickets to the games. One night they were sitting next to Charles Barkley’s wife, Maureen, in the stands. Charlie saw that, and he told Harold Katz, the Sixers’ owner, that I had killers sitting near his wife.

And that pissed me off because all these guys—my friends—were doing was minding their own business. They probably didn’t say eight words the whole time. Didn’t bother her one bit. I even asked Maureen about it. She said nobody bothered her. But Charlie went and told Harold Katz about these “killers.”

So when we played the New York Knicks a few days later, in New York, I had Charles Barkley come down to the Manhattan bar I owned, Big Daddy’s. I brought him over, showed him around, introduced him to everybody. And then I said, “Charlie, I want you to meet some of my high school friends. Charlie, these are the guys who were sitting near your wife last week who you called killers. This is so-and-so and this is so-and-so.”

Man, Charlie turned into a stuttering freak. He sounded like Daffy Duck. “Uh-buh, uh-buh, uh-buh, no, I never said that. I never said that.” One time in my life I remember Charlie shutting up, that was it.

T-t-t-t-talking the Talk

A lot of the Sixers didn’t like each other those years. Charles Barkley and Rick Mahorn had their thing for Armen, and Charlie also had a problem with Charles Shackleford, and nobody liked the owner, Harold Katz. Katz had something in common with Shack, which is they both stuttered. And when they got mad, they really stuttered. And when those two were arguing about something, you couldn’t believe it. If you were watching, you didn’t hear nothing, because they couldn’t finish a word. All you saw was saliva going all over the room.

Shack was a funny guy, and he came from South Carolina, so of course he had issues. I was born in South Carolina, and I never met a person from that state who didn’t have issues. He was sensitive, and he had the stuttering thing, and he didn’t ever want to fight anyone, but watch out if he got really mad. One time in practice he threw the ball into Armen Gilliam in the post, and like always, Armen didn’t throw it back to him. Hammer was only one nickname we had for Armen. The other was Black Hole, because once a ball got into him, it disappeared, just like things do in real black holes in outer space.

This time, though, Shack said something. Then Armen said something, and Shack cursed at him.

Then Armen said, “Don’t talk to me like that.”

One thing you never do to Armen Gilliam is you never curse him. He did not like to be cursed at. He got really personal with that.

So Shack said, “Uh, uh, uh, uh, fu-fu-fu-fu . . .”

And Armen said, “Didn’t I tell you don’t curse me? You cursed me for the last time.”

Later in the locker room Shack had his head down and he was tying his shoes. But Armen was ready to go. He wanted to fight. He walked over and said, “Let’s go, fella. We’re going to go back in the boiler room, and I’m going to lock the door. And there’s only one man coming out of there.”

Armen didn’t curse or drink, but he would punch you four times before you knew what hit you. He was tough. But, like I said, Charles Shackleford was from South Carolina, and you know what that means. Issues.

So even though Shackleford didn’t want to fight, he had no choice. So he said, “Okay, no problem.”

Armen went in the boiler room, and then a couple minutes later Shack followed him, and he was carrying a big old black duffel bag.

The door closed and we were all standing outside, because now we all knew there was going to be a fight. The boiler room was right across from our locker room. Everybody was waiting and watching the door.

And after about a minute Armen Gilliam just about rips that door off its hinges and he comes running out, hollering, “He’s crazy, he’s crazy!” I’ve never seen Hammer run so fast.

Charles Shackleford had a big machete knife with him in that duffel bag. A big machete knife with holes in it, the kind they use to cut sugarcane in South Carolina, the kind he used when he cut cane with his father. That knife must have been two feet long, with holes in it. Those holes cut down the wind resistance in the sugarcane fields.

Shack walks out of that door with his machete, and he sees us all looking at him. He says, “Da-da-da-da-dat boy has to be m-m-m-more careful who he’s messing with.”

Now, Shack would never, ever actually use that thing on anybody. I know that. He knows that. He’s told me that. But Armen didn’t know it. And Armen never messed with him again.

What Did You Call Me?

Teammates get into it with each other sometimes. Sometimes they even yell at each other on the court. But the Philadelphia 76ers is the only team I’ve ever seen where two players started physically fighting with each other during a game. I was one of them.

We were playing the Houston Rockets in a preseason game. I was guarding Otis Thorpe, and Manute Bol was guarding Hakeem Olajuwon. And Otis and I were arguing about something or another, and it was getting pretty heated.

So while Otis and I were having words, Otis set a pick on Hakeem’s man, Manute, and Hakeem ran down the lane for an alley-oop pass. I was supposed to switch with Manute on that play and push Hakeem away from the basket. But I was too busy arguing with Otis. In fact, we were wrestling with each other then, and I had my hands around his neck.

So Hakeem runs to the basket and Manute tries to recover, and Hakeem dunks on him. And Manute looks bad and gives me a look. He says, “Don’t let that happen again.”

And the next play they do the same thing, because Otis and I are still wrestling around. And Manute looks at me again, and he says, “You are the world’s most toofus American.” He was trying to say “most stupid,” but he had trouble with the language.

I say, “Don’t call me a stupid American no more, Manute.”

But he does. “You are a toofus American,” he says.

So I jump up on his neck, because he was so tall, seven feet six inches, and I wrestle him down like a big anaconda. We’re on the floor, and I’m choking him. And Dick Bavetta, the ref, is blowing the whistle, but he doesn’t know what to do, because we’re on the same team.

Someone on our team calls time out, and I go out of the game. I don’t play any more that night. Manute stays in, though. But he never called me a toofus American after that.

When the Sixers traded me at the beginning of the 1992 season, I thought I’d never play with a crazier bunch of guys again in my life.

Then I arrived in New Jersey.
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[image: image]You don’t need me to tell you who the greatest scorer is in the NBA, or the best free-throw shooter, or the player with the most assists or steals or double doubles or triple doubles. All you need for that is a newspaper or a computer or a TV.

What I can tell you about are the players other players fear most in the final minutes of a game, the strongest players, the funniest players, the rudest players, the most irritating cheaters, and the biggest hypocrites.

Cheapest

Armen Gilliam was frugal. Nah, frugal isn’t the word. This boy was damn cheap. He had short arms and deep pockets. He was a special kind of guy. When I played for the Sixers, he lived next door to me, in a $400,000 condo. But his lights were never on. So I never believed Armen had lights. And he used to store food in the snow. Especially his cranberry juice. It was always in the snow; I guess he was saving on the cost of a refrigerator. I can still see that big five-gallon bottle of cranberry juice in the snow. And then one day he had company, because I heard people over there, and I go outside to look, and I see he does have lights. And then I trip over something, and I see Armen’s whole apartment going dark. I had tripped over an extension cord that he had run under my patio and was stealing my lights. That boy was more than frugal.

Most Imaginative Approach to Fan Relations

The Nets are playing the Lakers a couple years ago in the Meadowlands. And before the game, Nick Van Exel comes over to me, and he gives me one of his jerseys and says, “Here, man, give this to your kid.”

“Whoa, thanks, man,” I say. “I have a grandson and I’ll give it to him.” I thought that was real nice of Nick. You know, he’s got the bad rep—little wild man from that tough Cincinnati program, bumping refs, bad temper, all that—and here he is giving me one of his jerseys for little Alex.

So the game starts, and this one fan, this fat white guy, he keeps hollering at me. The whole damn quarter he won’t shut up. I can’t hear what he’s saying, just that he’s hollering. And he’s yelling at Nick, too, just won’t let up. So after the first quarter I yell up to him.

“What?” I yell.

He yells back. “That’s my goddamned jersey.”

I yell, “What jersey?”

He yells, “My jersey.”

So I walk up a few steps to him to try to straighten things out.

“What the hell you yelling about?” I say.

The fat guy points at the Nick Van Exel jersey sitting on my chair, where I put it.

“Nick Van Exel took that jersey from me,” he says. “I asked him to sign it, and he snatched it out of my hand.”

So I say, “Well, why are you yelling at me and cursing me?”

He says, “That’s my jersey.”

I say, “Oh, yeah? If it was—now it’s mine.”

I’m thinking, This guy’s crazy. Nick might be a little off, but there’s no way he’d steal some fan’s jersey before a game.

So midway through the fourth quarter, right before a free throw, I say to Nick, “Nick, who did you get that jersey from?”

He says, “The guy right there,” and he points to the fat guy. “Dude kept yelling at me to hurry up and sign it, and I got ticked off. That’s when I gave it to you.”

Nick’s got something to learn about fan relations. But I’ll tell you what: My little grandson loves his Nick Van Exel jersey.

Most Chutzpah

Sam Cassell is a point guard who looks to shoot first and pass second. But his teammates don’t mind, because he’s a great shooter and a great scorer. He always wants the ball when the game’s on the line. Sam says, “As long as they’re talking about me, I’m still around. You know, good or bad.”

I remember when Cassell signed with the Nets. We’re practicing and I’ve got an open fifteen-footer and I’m about to shoot, and here’s Sam, yelling, “Shoot, man, you’ll make it. Don’t worry, shoot that ball. Shoot that ball.”

And I remember saying, “Sam, you’re darned right I’m going to shoot that ball. You know, you just got here one day, and you’re already telling me to shoot that ball? I’ll shoot the ball when I have a shot. Don’t worry. I’ve been here seven years, you know?”

Least Patience

A lot of people think Hakeem Olajuwon is real easygoing because they don’t see him yelling much and because of that nice-sounding Nigerian accent. But Hakeem has a temper. At practice one day, when the Rockets were supposed to be working on free throws, Hakeem takes the ball and starts shooting jumpers. So one of his teammates, a rookie then, he takes the ball from the net after Hakeem hits a jumper and he walks to the free-throw line to work on his free throws, like he’s supposed to.

“Give the Dream his change,” Hakeem says, which means give him the ball, ’cause he made the shot.

“But, dude,” the rookie says, “we’re supposed to be working on free throws.”

Hakeem walks over to him and slaps him across the face. Whop! He said, “You don’t do that! You must always give the Dream back his change!”

So yeah, the Dream does have a temper.

Worst Command of the English Language (Tie)

Let me explain about Yinka Dare. Yinka is from Nigeria, and there are some things Yinka just doesn’t understand. The Nets were playing Minnesota in 1996, when they had Christian Laettner. I came out of the game, and Yinka, who was on the bench, asked me, “Jay-son”—he always called me Jay-son, like it was two words—“what does the ‘C’ on Christian Laettner’s jersey stand for?”

I’m thinking, Damn, Yinka Dare should know what the “C” on Christian Laettner’s jersey stands for—it’s for “Captain,” anybody knows that. But I didn’t say anything. I just looked over at him and thought, Let me figure this brother out.

So I say, “Yinka, what do you think the ‘C’ on Christian Laettner’s jersey stands for?”

He looks over at Laettner, who’s a white guy, and he looks back at me, and Yinka goes, “ ‘Caucasian’?”

We’re losing, so I can’t be laughing on the bench. I put my head down, got a towel over my face. And then Benoit Benjamin, another NBA genius on the Nets’ bench, looks over at me and he says, “Woooo, child. That Yinka Dare sure is silly, isn’t he? Everybody knows ‘caucasian’ starts with a ‘k’.”

Hungriest

When Adrian Caldwell played with the Nets, management always gave him a hard time because he was so heavy. They were going to cut him because he ate too many donuts. His weight clause said he had to be 270 or less, or he’d get cut. And he’d been up around 285 at the time. John Calipari, the coach then, told Adrian if he caught him eating any more donuts, he’d get cut. So one day—it was over Thanksgiving—a bunch of Nets are serving food to the homeless in downtown Newark. While we were serving food there, Adrian was coming out with six plates for the homeless, but only serving five people. I believe that joker was eating the other plate of food. He put on eight pounds while we were feeding the homeless. And he got cut, which was a shame, because donuts or no donuts, he was a good player and the Nets could have used him that year.

Greatest Patron of the Arts

One night after a game in Portland, Chris Morris and I walk into a bar and a guy’s playing the piano. Bar music, you know, nothing fancy.

Chris says to the guy, “Hey, can’t you play some Picasso?”

You know, there aren’t a lot of rocket scientists in the NBA.

Second Hungriest

Rick Mahorn did things his own way. When we were both playing for the 76ers, I saw him eating a hot dog on the bench, then right when he finished, he shoveled another one down. “Damn, man,” I said, “what are you doing?”

He looks at me, takes a bite, says, “I got an upset stomach, man. This helps settle it.”

I think, I don’t want to know what he ate the night before.

He ended up getting fined $2,500 for eating on the bench, but he said it was worth it, that it cured him.

Smelliest

Most fans think the one thing most European players have in common is they’re good jump shooters, but don’t have much of a street game. I’ll tell you what European players really have in common, and it’s something all the guys in the league realize.

You can tell when you have a foreign player on your team when you get into a real closed space with him. That’s when you know who’s foreign and who’s not. It’s not that they smell bad naturally. But these guys, when they first get to the U.S., it takes them a while to adopt American customs, like deodorant. Anyway, a few years ago, when Chuck Daly was my coach with the Nets, during a time we weren’t getting along, there were about five minutes left in a game and Chuck put me in to guard this European center who was seven foot something. I was pissed off at Chuck, and the game was out of reach, so I figured I’m going to let the big fella score a couple, you know? Let him get some confidence.

I let him score one, but I get caught up under one of his armpits. It smells like possum nuts! (Which, like I said, wasn’t really his fault. Any NBA player who didn’t use deodorant would smell bad. At least to the guys who did use it.) Well, I had high hair back then, an Afro, and I swear it made my hair stick out sideways. I get caught in his armpit, with this thick funk, and I’m looking like Alfalfa!

I say, “Damn!” and I gag and run back upcourt. The next time we’re on defense, they throw the ball into the big fella in the post and he drop-steps and dunks. And Chuck is screaming at me, saying, “Can’t you stop him?”

And I’m yelling back, “Hell no! I ain’t gonna stop him. Let this sonofabitch get in the shower, then maybe I’ll stop him. But for now, he’s gonna score thirty in the next two minutes, ’cause I ain’t going under them armpits again.”

He ended up with about 14 points, and he scored them real fast.

Most Closeted

Armen Gilliam’s father was a preacher. I remember going to watch his father give a sermon one time, and his father was saying how he didn’t like anything that was on TV. And he said the stuff that was on TV was just bad, and he took the TV away from his family; he didn’t want anybody in his family watching TV no more. And he threw it in the closet. I was sitting next to Armen’s mom, the preacher’s wife. And when he said that about throwing the TV in the closet, she said, “Oh, and it gets mighty crowded in that closet.” Turns out she would take the family in there to watch TV.

Air Apparent

People want to know who the next Michael Jordan is. There was a player a few years ago, Harold Miner, people nicknamed him Baby Jordan. Now other people are saying Kobe Bryant is the next Jordan. What people still don’t understand is there will never be another Michael Jordan. It’s like if Jesus just made a mistake and made two great ballplayers into one. Like Michael’s supposed to have a twin, but Jesus took all his energies and talents and stuff and put it into him, Michael.

Best Bad Dresser

Michael Jordan was the number one dresser. Scottie Pippen learned from Michael, so he was a good dresser. Kevin Willis always looks pretty sharp. I’ll tell you who are the worst dressers—the white guys. They invented the grunge look about fifteen years ago. Guys like Jon Koncak. He’d be making $3 million a year back then and he’d step off the team plane like he just got off the surfboard.

The sharpest dresser and the worst dresser are the same person—Charles Oakley. He’s got nice suits, but they’re always purple and yellow and stuff. He got the best suits but the worst colors. But he’s 6ʹ10ʹʹ, 265, so nobody tells him about it.

Biggest Animal Lover

When Armen Gilliam and I lived next door to each other in ’92, I bought my son—really my late sister’s son, who I adopted—a little dalmatian. And on the second day the dalmatian disappeared. My son cried for about a whole day and a half. He was twelve years old then. We went to sleep and he comes into my room—he called me Uncle Jay—yelling, “Uncle Jay, Uncle Jay, I hear the dog, I hear the dog.” So we go down to the basement, I hear the dog, “Woof! Woof!” But it’s coming from next door. It’s coming from Armen’s house. So I knock on Armen’s door, and my dog comes running out.

I say, “Armen, what the hell are you doing with my son’s dog? You kidnapped my son’s dog.”

And he says, “I opened the door and the dog ran in.”

I say, “Gee, Armen, you could’ve opened the door and let the dog run back out. My son’s been crying for two days.”

Jim McMahon used to live next door to us, too, on the other side. And I told Jim McMahon about Armen kidnapping my dog. And after that, every time Armen came home from practice, Jim McMahon’s two little boys would be playing in the yard and McMahon would come out—I’d never noticed before that McMahon was cross-eyed without those sunglasses on—and get his sons. He’d just run out without his glasses on. You know, you’d never see Jim without his glasses on; that’s how nervous he was. He thought Armen was going to kidnap his kids, so he used to make his kids come in the house when Armen came home. He didn’t want his kids playing in the yard. He didn’t want them to be locked down in Armen’s basement.

An Officer and a Gentleman, but Not Much on Small Talk

When I was on the way to the rookie combine, where all the rookies show their stuff, I got to sit next to David Robinson. I thought it was the biggest thrill. Here was a guy who was a naval officer, straight-A student, gymnast, musician, and a great player. I grew up on the Lower East Side of New York City—not exactly the suburbs—so I figured we could learn things from each other.

I was thinking, This is going to be a great conversation. He said, “Are you going to the rookie combine?” I said, “I sure am, man.” I said, “David, I just want to tell you, I’m a big fan of yours.” And he said, “Thank you very much.” And I just looked away for a second, and I was getting set to ask him another question. And I turned around and he had on headphones and he had a piano keyboard in front of him. He played that damn keyboard for four hours. Didn’t say another word to me, except at the end of the flight. Then it was, “Good luck.”

Great player, great guy, doesn’t talk a hell of a lot.

Most Innovative Ideas About Grooming

I had a teammate with the 76ers named Mike Gminski. Mike helped me a lot in my game. He would sit down and say, “Hey, bro, you know, you’ve got to calm down a little bit.” Got me to focus.

One year, though, Mike grew a beard. And someone said, “Why did you grow a beard?” He said, “Black players think white players are better if they have beards.” And I told him, “Hey, Mike, in that case, you should grow an Afro, too. And while you’re at it, you should grow about another twenty inches on your vertical jump.”

Worst Memory

Hakeem Olajuwon will embarrass you. I remember playing against him a few years ago, and after, I heard him tell some radio guys, “That number 55 plays so physical and he’s going to be a very good player.” And people heard, and they told me, “Hakeem—he don’t even know your name.”

So the next time we’re in Houston, I grab a rebound in front of him, and I say, “You remember my name now?”

And he says, “I remember your name. You’re Jayson Wilson.”

Hakeem likes to embarrass people. He’ll do it with stuff like forgetting your name. But he also has the best feet in the league, from all that soccer, so when you lean on him one way, he’ll kick back and you fall down. He loves that. Hakeem has a very big ego that people don’t know about. Partly, that’s because what happens with foreigners when they come to this country is that they all think they know more than Americans. My father used to own a gas station in Harlem, and the West Indian guys used to come in there. And all they did was pump gas, but they knew more than my father, who owned the gas station for twenty years. Used to piss my father off.

“Ain’t that something?” he’d say. “He just got to this country, I’ve been here sixty-two years, and he’s telling me how to run my business after the second day of work.”

Best Actors

When I guard a guy, I don’t fall down. It’s me against him, man-to-man. But there are definitely floppers in the league. And I’m going to tell you the truth. The biggest floppers are mostly the white guys. It’s mostly the white guys who beat up their bodies. Except for Dennis Rodman, by far the biggest flopper around. Now, you just look at Dennis Rodman with 100,000 tattoos on him, an earring coming out of every hole in his body, right? And he’s supposed to be so strong. And as soon as you make a move, he flops. It’s like, “Why did you mess with poor old clean innocent Dennis?”

Most players hate that flopping. We’re like, “Stand up like a man and play this damn game.” You know? It pisses me off and a lot of other players. But Dennis used that technique better than anyone. And it worked. He wanted to get you hot, because he knew you can’t do anything angry.

Most Legendary, and Hardest to Love

Every day I wake up and give thanks to Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, Julius Erving, and, of course, Black Jesus in Sneakers himself, Michael Jordan. Those guys made it possible for me to make the kind of money I’m making. Which isn’t to say I necessarily loved them all that much on the court.

I remember the first time I played against Larry Bird. It was one of his last years, and Charles Barkley was already a star, but Larry was just killing Charlie. Then Armen took him, and he was killing Armen. I looked up from the Sixers’ bench and I said, “How the hell is he doing this, that skinny-assed white boy?” I said to Jim Lynam, “Put me in the game, Coach.”

He said, “You think you can handle him?”

I said, “Yeah, I can handle him.”

He put me in the game and the first thing Larry does is get the ball, look at me, and say, “Hey, rookie,” while he shoots a three-pointer in my face.

“Damn,” I say, “he ain’t gonna shoot the next one.”

The next time he gets the ball, he fakes and I jump about three feet off the ground and he dribbles around me and hits a layup. Then the next time I play it straight up, and he raises up and hits another jumper. He scores like 14 points in six minutes. He messed my mind up so much, I didn’t want to play basketball anymore. I just wanted to beat him up. I’d never been killed in a spurt that quickly.

So I’m back on the bench again and Charles Barkley is getting his ass ate up again. Jim Lynam looks down the bench at me and I just start staring up into the crowd. I have no eye contact with Jim. I do not want to go back in there and play Larry Bird again.

Magic was another player I didn’t get off to such a great start with.

The first time I met him, I was a high school sophomore in New York City. The Lakers came to have a pregame shootaround at our gym, and Pat Riley, the Lakers’ coach then, wouldn’t let us in to watch. This is winter, and we’re out there freezing our butts off, watching through the glass. When the shootaround was over, we all ran up to the Lakers. I asked Magic for his autograph. “Not now, kid, not now,” he said.

I went home and I said, “Screw Magic. I’m a Julius Erving fan now.” I threw away my Magic jersey and put on my Dr. J one.

Then a few years later, when I was playing against Magic for the first time, every time I got next to him under the boards, I knocked him down. And when there was about thirty seconds left in the game, he comes up to me, and he says, “Damn, Jay, why you beating me up like this?”

I said, “Do you remember you came over to practice at a high school in New York City one time?”

“No, I don’t remember,” he said.

And I said, “I asked you for your autograph and you didn’t give it to me.”

And he said, “What’s your mother’s name?”

I said, “First you ignore me when I’m just a kid and now you wanna start insulting my mom? Screw y—”

“Nah,” Magic says, “I want to try to make it up for you. I want to give you an autographed jersey for your mom. And if there’s anyone else you want one for, I’ll do that, too.”

So Magic gave me autographed jerseys for my mom and my son, and I went back to being a Magic fan again. (I still liked the Doc, of course. I never played against him, but he told me when I came into the league I should work on my fifteen-foot jump shot and learn to swim underwater, that it would help my conditioning.)

As for Black Jesus in Sneakers himself, all I can say is that for everything that’s been written and said about him, the fact is Michael Jordan was underrated. Not for his skills and athletic ability and what a great player he was, but for his coaching ability and his toughness. I mean, he was always telling the other Bulls what to do and making sure they did it. And as for toughness, Michael Jordan was by far the toughest player I ever saw in the NBA. You know, he does those commercials and he’ll be smiling for the TV cameras, knowing he’s going to make another $60 million off the court, but all the time he’s smiling, he’s mumbling something like, “If you foul me like that one more time I’m gonna rip your throat out.” I’ve heard him say that a lot of times. Michael understands the world. Michael understands that he can’t just go out there and rip somebody’s face off on the court, but he’ll catch you after the game and he’ll put you right on your back. Michael’s hard. He’s a hard guy.

And everyone knew it. I mean everyone. I heard Michael curse out a referee one time after a call he didn’t like. Michael cursed him out, then said, “Now, don’t do that again. You did that before.” And the referee said something, and Michael said, “Shut up, man, I don’t want to hear that no more. Now, don’t make that call again.” And the referee just walked away. And he didn’t make that call again.

And his teammates knew it, too. Scotty Burrell told me when he was with the Bulls, he’d practice hard every single day, I mean hard. I asked him why he was killing himself like that. He said Michael said he’d beat anyone up who didn’t practice hard. He said, “If I don’t go hard, Michael Jordan would have busted my ass.”

I said, “Scotty, ain’t you a grown man?”

He said, “Yeah, but it was Michael Jordan, and I believed him.”

When you were playing against Michael Jordan, you didn’t want to look him in the eye. Because if you looked at him in the eye, he took it as a challenge, somewhat like a Doberman pinscher would. So during the game, soon as he looked at me, I looked straight to the ground. He was looking for a reason, he was looking for any incentive to beat you. So what I’d do with Michael, especially in the play-offs, was come in and act like, “Uh, ho, ho-hum,” like this game doesn’t mean nothing to you, then you try to sneak up in the end and beat him. His eyes just look right through you, as if he could read your brain or what play you’re doing. He’s like Medusa that way.

You know, Michael Jordan said Charles Barkley would never win a championship because he doesn’t have the commitment to win. He’s a great player and a great guy, but I think you have to go out to every game and treat it like Jordan did, like every game’s going to be your last. I think Charlie’s one of the greatest players who ever played. But he doesn’t treat every game the last four, five years like it’s his last. And Charlie’s not the easiest guy in the world to get along with. He rubbed Clyde Drexler the wrong way, he rubbed another couple guys the wrong way. Me and Charlie get along so well because I learned from all of Charlie’s mistakes. I learned from all the good things he taught me, too. I’m just twice as smart as Charlie. I watched the good things he did and I put those into play, and I watched the bad things he did and I didn’t put those into play.

Forever Young

When Manute Bol and I played on the 76ers together, I think he was about fifty-seven. Seriously. I asked him one time how old he was. He said he wasn’t sure.

“Manute,” I said, “don’t you all have birthday parties in Africa?” He told me naw, what they do is put a little chop in the village tree each time one of the village kids gets a year older. So I said, “How many chops the last time you looked?

“I can’t remember,” he says. “They chopped the tree down, and that was a long time ago.”

Strangest Anatomy

They say Arvydas Sabonis, the big center for the Trail Blazers, was the greatest player ever in his prime, back when he was in Europe. He’s still the best passing big man in the game, by far. But back then, they say he was like Magic, but seven foot three inches. I’ll tell you what Sabonis has that no one else does. That’s a huge head. The human head is supposed to weigh about eight pounds. Well, Sabonis’ head weighs about eighty-six pounds. That’s the truth. That’s a fact. When he leans his head on you, there’s nothing you can do.

He’s not a real strong guy, it’s just that his head is so big. He’s Fred Flintstone squared, you know—to the third power.

Dirtiest

You hear a lot of players bitching about John Stockton’s hard picks and how he’s dirty. But John Stockton never seemed dirty to me. The only problem with John Stockton is he wears them little shorts. Someone should tell the man the ABA days are over.

There are other players, though, I didn’t respect and I never will. I never respected Bill Laimbeer. I give him credit for getting the most out of his ability, but he was dirty. No other player respects that. I’ll tell you another player who’s a dirty player, or who was a dirty player before we got him on our team, the Nets, in the 1997–98 season. Rony Seikaly is a holding guy. He isn’t dirty to hurt you. He’s dirty in that he knew all the little tricks. You go up for a rebound, he’d grab your hand, hold you. Things that would frustrate you.

You can’t tell who’s going to be dirty till you play them. I remember A. C. Green came over when I was with the Sixers and we were playing the Lakers and he asked me to sign an autograph for his niece, who he said loved me. So I signed it. Three plays into the game he elbowed me in the mouth, and me and him started fighting.

He’s real religious, right? Well, I’ll tell you, he might be religious, and he’s a good player, but he ain’t the cleanest player in the league, that’s for sure.

Most Pious

Just because you say your prayers don’t make you religious. You got to try to live the best you can. One player I knew was supposed to be a real Christian. He was supposed to be a really religious person, right? He’d been renting a house and the owners charged him $25,000 in damages when he was getting ready to leave. So he knocks on my door one night, asks me do I know Mafia people, can I go and have them burn that house down.

I told him to get out of my hotel room and don’t ever come back.

I was raised going to church. I’m a believer. But as long as I’m talking about religion, here’s a question: Why do more and more athletic teams have their little prayer sessions before and after games at half-court? Why pray in public? Why does everybody have to see you pray? I go visit sick kids ten o’clock at night but I don’t tell anybody. I go visit sick kids six o’clock in the morning and no one comes along. I pray every morning and every evening, but I don’t do it on Park Avenue. Why do you have to pray in front of everybody? Why don’t you do it in your locker room? Why pray in the most famous arena in the world, Madison Square Garden? What is that all about? I think it would be more real if you did it in private, for yourself.

If you’re going to pray before or after a game, at least include everyone, like the Charlotte Hornets do at home. Before every game there, they have a prayer, and everybody puts their heads down and prays. So do that in Madison Square Garden and I’ll feel that it’s more authentic. I’m not down on any of the Knicks, because all the Knicks that I know are good people. But it just seems like the praying they do is done for show more than it’s done for praising the Lord. If you’re going to praise the Lord, let everybody praise the Lord.

Undeserved Reputations

I think Rod Strickland’s one of the nicest guys in the league. Yeah, I know he’s got that bad-boy rep. Don’t we all, from New York? It comes with the territory. Like cheesecake. And Shawn Kemp, another bad boy, in addition to being an unbelievable athlete, is one of the nicest guys I ever met. Great sportsman. But all those on-court moves make fans think he’s got a big ego. He’s always moving or grooving. He dunks, he moves his hands, he makes a good shot, he does the shimmy thing. He’s got so much body language in everything he does, he’s really a pleasure to watch. But a lot of fans don’t think so.

I know he’s got a bad rep, but I have never heard Shawn Kemp say one bad thing about anybody. And Shawn Kemp came into this league when he was only eighteen, and he persevered. He persevered through a lot of stuff. He was raw, and people didn’t think he was going to make it. And he came in this league as a star, and he’s going to go out as a star.

Tired, Not Lazy

Another player who’s a little misunderstood is Derrick Coleman. Derrick and I got along from the day we met. That was in a classroom at a Dapper Dan tournament for the top high school players in the country. That night, I remember Derrick and I sneaking some beer, splitting a forty-ouncer, and Derrick passing out outside of my motel room, and me passing out right next to him.

We got along from that moment on. Now, Derrick played a lot of minutes his entire career. And I would say he’s not a lazy guy, but more a tired guy. Neither one of us, me or Derrick, got a lot of sleep when we were young. We liked to run and have fun and party. And Derrick’s line always was, “You want it now in practice, or you want it in the game? Which one do you want?” So Derrick comes into practice, he gets the shooting in, and then when contact drills start, he just does the first two or three plays. If scrimmage went to seven, he would just do the first 2 points, then let the younger guys, or the guys who don’t play as much, get in. Coaches didn’t like that too much. I can tell you Chuck Daly didn’t like it a bit when we were both with the Nets. But I would never say that Derrick Coleman was lazy, because he played a lot of minutes all the way through high school, he played every minute in his college, every minute in the NBA. I think Derrick was just tired, and reasonably so.

Most Underrated

Just like a lot of people think some of the NBA’s nicest guys are badasses, and some of the real bad dudes are upstanding citizens, they also have the wrong idea about talent. Partly this is because players get reps early, or because they don’t talk much, or they say the wrong things, or whatever. But there are some great players in this league who fans don’t appreciate.

I think P. J. Brown, who I played with in New Jersey and is now with the Miami Heat, is one of the most underrated players in the league. And he likes it that way. No one’s out gunning for him. I’d say Horace Grant is underrated, but he made $10 million a year for the last five years, so if he’s underrated, he sure ain’t underpaid. Tyrone Hill—fierce rebounder, always goes hard—he’s underrated. Nick Anderson with Sacramento is underrated. He’s an incredibly talented player. No one talks a lot about the Davis boys—Dale and Anthony—but if you play against those two guys, you know you’re in for a war. Those two guys, they play harder than anything, and they play all year long.

Now that Charles Oakley is out of New York, I’d say he’s underrated, because he’s a great player with a great heart. But you can’t be a Knick and underrated. You play with New York, and you have a big rep automatically. Sometimes maybe bigger than you deserve, though I’m not going to name any names here, as I have to play against these guys for another six years or so.

Hold the Milk, Pass the Beer

The most underrated player I have ever seen—and this might surprise a lot of people—is Shawn Bradley. Shawn must be one of the most astonishing athletes I’ve ever seen besides Michael Jordan. To be seven foot six and be so coordinated, so quick, a good athlete, so mobile—you know, he’s about a 95 or 90 on the golf course, good tennis player, was a great baseball player when he was young. I believe before Shawn leaves this game, he will be a Hall of Famer—he’ll put up some Hall of Fame numbers. I really believe that.

But he’s going to have to change his approach to the game. First, he’s going to have to be less selfish. Now, I played with Shawn on the Nets, and I like him a lot, but I remember one game, a couple years ago, he looked at his box score—he had 18 points, eleven rebounds—and he was pretty happy. But the thing is, in that game every guy just came down the lane and dunked on him and did what they wanted to do. And he came out just being happy about his box score. Now, at the time it was early in the season, and people had been down on him for his bad stats, so it’s understandable. But what Shawn has to learn is that when people are coming down the lane and dunking on him, especially when you’re a so-called franchise player, then a box score with 18 and eleven doesn’t mean anything.

The other thing about Shawn is if he wasn’t so religious on the court, he’d be a better player. He should get to see some more of the outside elements to make him a little meaner.

It’s not like he’s Mr. Devout or anything anyway. I used to joke with him when we played golf. I’d say, “I don’t care how religious you are. I don’t care if you’re Jesus himself. When you go out on that golf course everybody cheats.” I’d ask him, “What’d you get, Shawn?”

“A six,” he’d say.

I knew damn well Shawn got about an 8 on that hole, but, hey, he’s seven foot six and got a six-foot-six driver. Who was I to argue with him?

A couple of beers wouldn’t hurt him, either. You know, he’ll put a couple of beers down and he’ll get big like everybody else. Gain some weight. Drinking a lot of milk ain’t helping him. And when you drink beer, a whole different character comes out in you. And sometimes you need to take that character and build from that. You take that character and say, “Wow, man, God, if I’m mean like this, why can’t I be mean on the court like this?”

So if Shawn gets less selfish and maybe a little less devout on the court, and more mean, and has a few beers, he’s going to be one of the all-time greats.

Of Fairy Tales and Fallaways

Now I’ll tell you the most overrated basketball players in the world. They’re the playground legends, the guys who built their reputations in the parks. Let me explain something about parks. Parks are like old ladies, and park stories are like old-lady stories. You sit down with some old ladies and play bridge, you know? At the first bridge table, one kid might have fallen down and got a splinter in his butt. By the time the story gets to that last table, that kid’s going in tomorrow for hemorrhoid surgery. And that’s how it is in the parks. I’ve played in parks—everybody blows everything out of proportion in parks.

Everyone in the NBA was a great park player. But when you get some kid who can dunk backward in the parks looking at an NBA game on TV, where it’s so spread out, it looks easy to him. It’s like a pretty good golfer watching the Masters, saying, “I can hit it further and straighter than that guy.” He can’t.

You have to understand, these park legends are playing with a thirty-five-year-old man on their team, and one of the guys on the other team is fifty years old.

That’s how these legends are built. How many park legends have made it in the NBA? You can’t count Connie Hawkins. He ain’t no park legend if he played college ball, and he did. The park legend is somebody who didn’t go to college, played in the park his whole life, and made it to the NBA. It’s like Bigfoot. Fun to read about and watch silly TV shows about. But it doesn’t exist.

Biggest Music Lover

Armen, who doesn’t like to pay for things when he can get them free, asked my brother Victor if he could help him move a couple pieces of furniture one day. Ham figures since I’m his teammate and Victor’s my brother, Victor will help for nothing. And he’s right.

When Victor shows up, he’s wondering why Armen has a twenty-four-foot-long U-Haul truck for just a “couple pieces of furniture.” But Victor’s a good guy. He spends all day helping Armen pack his stuff. Now, Armen plays a whole lot of instruments, and every time he picked one up to move it, he’d play a little something for my brother. If he picked up the bass, he played the bass. If he picked up the drums, he’d play the drums. The saxophone, same thing. My brother, he’s a real nice guy, he’s shy, he didn’t want to say, “Look, man, I want to get out of here. Enough with all the music hoo-ha.”

Victor keeps quiet until they both walk over to lift the piano. He’s thinking, Man, how in the world are two people going to move this thing? And while he’s thinking, Armen sits down at that piano, looks over at my brother, then hits a couple notes and starts singing from “Love on the Rocks.” “ ‘Pour me a drink,’ ” he sings, “ ‘and I’ll tell you some lies.’ ”

And my brother looks at Armen and says, “Aw, hell, that’s it. Man, I’m out of here. I’m not moving nothing else.” So Armen pretty much gets the picture that he was taking advantage of the situation.

My brother thinks he’s out and clear then. All he has to do is help Armen take the stuff to the new house—with no piano. They jump into this big U-Haul truck and they start driving, and Victor can see Armen is really enjoying driving this truck and really getting into shifting these gears. So they get on the highway, and all the while my brother is thinking, Man, I’m glad the music is over and I didn’t have to lift that damn piano.” And then Armen reaches into his shirt pocket and takes out this harmonica and starts playing something from Alabama.

Armen Gilliam, the truck-drivin’, piano-playin’, harmonica-blowin’ preacher’s son. Ain’t nobody in the league like him. Thank goodness.

Greatest Trash Talkers

Talking trash is part of the NBA, but not nearly as much as a lot of fans think. About half the players don’t say anything when they’re playing. A bunch of others—if they’re your friends—ask you what you’re doing that night, and then there are some guys who just make the funny comments. Antoine Carr always had a good sense of humor on the court. Once, after I dunked hard on Greg Ostertag, Antoine acted all scared and said, “Goddamn, big fellow, you like to kill him.” He’s always funny on the court with his little comments. I don’t know how much Ostertag was laughing, but everyone else thought it was pretty funny. And Patrick Ewing, who everyone thinks is this serious guy, he’s got a great sense of humor. Whenever I play him, he says, “Aw, man, you playing me again?” He says, “They going to put your wild butt on me? Please don’t hurt me.” You know, he thinks I play way too aggressive. But he’s a funny guy.

As for the trash talkers, there are a few in the league. Michael Jordan was always saying stuff. “You can’t stop me. I can do whatever I want against you.” And he was always right, too. Gary Payton is probably one of the big talkers now, and Vernon Maxwell, and of course Reggie Miller. Tim Hardaway is ruthless. He’ll be talking the whole game. I remember one game a couple years ago, fourth quarter, he says, “You all ain’t going to win this game. We’re about to tear it up right now.” And they did.

Alonzo Mourning talks some stuff. Nick Van Exel yaps a lot. And then you got some players, and I’m thinking of Shaquille O’Neal especially, who talk with their body language, playing the crowd. I think when people start playing the crowd, that bothers me more than anything else, because now they’re trying to embarrass you. They’re not talking to you, they’re embarrassing you. Shaq’s done that to me before, and we got into it. Took some swings at each other.

The Night Larry Made Doc Choke

As for really tormenting people, Larry Bird was about as good as anyone I ever encountered. And other players felt the same way. Remember when he first came into the league and he and Julius Erving were the big stars, and they were guarding each other one game and the refs threw Julius out because he was choking Larry? That picture must have been on every sports page in the country, and maybe some in China, too. Supposedly what happened was Larry had about 30 points going into the third quarter, and Doc had 8. And Larry, who had been talking smack all game, saying, “I’m gonna shoot now,” and “I’m gonna light you up with a hook now,” and then doing it, he starts with the really cruel stuff.

Whenever he gets close to Doc, he kinda whispers, “Thirty to eight, Doc, thirty to eight, Doc.” And Doc was proud, and he lost it. And I think Larry probably laughed the rest of the game.

Code of Conduct

No player talks about another player’s girlfriend or wife or mother, or anything like that.

There are some things we don’t cross the line with. You have to understand that in this league you’ve got a lot of kids who make a lot of money and can easily spend it. And these kids come from neighborhoods where other people—for not a lot of money—could easily do very great bodily harm to somebody. Some of these kids in the league now have friends who would hurt someone just to impress you, or just to get in your good graces. Imagine what a kid like that would do for $10,000. And an NBA player can take $10,000 and throw that in twenty minutes in a crap game.

You see this in the record business more than anything. Hey, you see it in all entertainment businesses. NBA players know it. They know that peace is very fragile, so we watch what we say and do.
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