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      To David, for getting me into this,


      and Janine, for getting me through it.

      


   

“Age looks with anger on the temerity of youth, and youth with contempt on the scrupulosity of age.”


Samuel Johnson


“Let your nuts hang!”


Fab Five pregame chant




PROLOGUE


Traffic is at a standstill. Horns honk. Music blares. People line around the block, and beefy security guards in white T-shirts

that read “Panther Protection Service,” are holding back the mob. Something huge is happening inside the State Theatre on

Woodward Avenue in downtown Detroit, June 30, 1993. It must be huge, because you don’t get this many people out on a Wednesday

night, not even in the summer.




“LET US IN!”


“CHRIS INVITED ME!”


“I’M ON THE LIST. YO, MAN. CHECK THE LIST.”


Such commotion! And such women! It’s as if every black female in the city aged 18 to 25 has shown up in a tight dress, plunging

neckline, gold jewelry, poufed hair. The men respond in olive and maroon suits, with neat gold tiepins, and shoes that shine.

Together they form a hurricane that swarms the theater, engulfing it, like one of those early rock-and-roll concerts in the

1950s.




The marquee reads, “CHRIS WEBBER DRAFT CELEBRATION.”


The front panel says, “The Best Party in the Free World.”


And here comes the man of the hour.


“IT’S CHRIS!”


“YOU THE MAN, CHRIS!”


“CONGRATULATIONS, CHRIS!”


Chris Webber, 20 years old, who grew up a few miles from here and as late as a week ago didn’t have enough money in his pocket

to buy a full tank of gas, now steps out from a new vehicle in a fine Italian camel-colored suit, with a rust handkerchief

peeking out the front pocket. His shirt is tailored. His tie is silk. On his shaved head is a cap reading, “Golden State Warriors,”

the team that will make him rich. He waves at the crowd and hears it roar back at him.




“WHOOO, CHRIS!”


“ON YOUR WAY, CHRIS!”


Four hours earlier, before a nationwide TV audience, Webber was selected No. 1 in the NBA draft, meaning, at the very least,

a $ 35-million contract, endorsement deals, an appearance on The Arse-nio Hall Show. His father cried. His mother cupped his face when he kissed her. Chris, who still looks a lot like his fourth-grade picture—

soft features, big eyes, and a winner’s smile—had rented this theater in advance, because he felt sure something good was

going to happen to him. Something good always happens.




Now, surrounded by an entourage, he eases through the lobby, parting the crowd like a shark fin.


“GOIN’ TO THE LEAGUE, CHRIS!”


“DON’T FORGET TO HOOK ME UP, CHRIS!”


“WHASSUP, CHRIS?”


Flashbulbs explode. Everyone wants a hug. He stops to talk to a TV camera, the hot light blinding him momentarily.


“How’s it feel?” a reporter asks.


“It’s my dream,” he says.


He moves to the staircase marked, “VIP Section, Passes Required,” where two Panther Protection people grant him immediate

passage. Up the stairs now, gawkers pointing, his entourage behind him like a bridal train. He’s here! He’s here! Music is thumping from the main room, rap, R&B, party music. A girl in a low-cut, red sequined dress sidles up to him, whispers

“Hi.” He says “Whassup?” and smiles.




“CHRIS! CHRIS!”


The mob, many of whom have never met Webber, is cheering now, urging him forward—“GO ON IN, CHRIS!”—and as he steps into the

balcony that overlooks the already packed main floor, a king above his subjects, every eye in the place turns to spy him,

the dancers, the drinkers, the videoids who’ve been watching a wall of TV sets replaying his brief but brilliant college career:

Chris slamming a dunk, Chris blocking a shot, Chris going the length of the floor in his bright yellow Michigan uniform, baggy

shorts, black shoes.




The DJ on the microphone can barely contain himself.


“The MAN is IN the HOUSE! The MAN is IN the—”


From the corner of his eye, Chris spots them. They stand out, taller than the rest. There’s Jimmy, in a pale blue sports coat,

and Juwan in a silk shirt, and Jalen in some kind of turquoise suit, the kind of suit only Jalen could wear, with his bald

head and his earring. Only Ray is missing—he couldn’t get a plane up from Texas—but Chris thinks of Ray when he thinks of

them all, and when the others see him, their eyes lock in that group telepathy, and for a moment, all the noise in the theater

swirls into the background, a seashell pressed against their ears. It’s the same noise they heard when they were center of

the storm in the national championship games, those huge domed stadiums, the whole world watching, and there they were, the

young guns, the Shock the World boys, their throats dry, their nerves jangling, but somehow still tossing alley-oop passes

and slam-dunking and hanging on the rims, the crowd going “ A A A A AHHHHHHH!”




“Chris?” somebody asks, but he ignores it. He is moving toward them now as if no one else exists, and they are moving toward

him, the smiles bursting—“You made it, boy!” one of them yells, and the others join in, “You made it! You made it!”—and they

hug like soldiers on the plane ride home. Chris hugs Jalen. Chris hugs Jimmy. Chris hugs Juwan.




The DJ’s voice echoes in their ears.


“The MAN is IN the HOUSE! How about it for CHRIS and the boys from the FAB FIVE!”


At the same time, not far away, in a small, single-level house on Bramell Avenue in Northwest Detroit, Michael Talley flops

on his mother’s couch. His droopy eyes are only half-open. The pop bottles are empty. The potato chip bags are down to crumbs.

His friends from the neighborhood have gone, and his wife is off at her mother’s place. She’ll take care of the baby tonight,

which is good; Mike doesn’t feel like dealing with that crying right now. He is staring at the TV set, which flashes quietly.




“Damn,” he says to himself. He had been hoping to hear his name from that box during the NBA draft tonight, hoping to hear

some team say, “We want Michael Talley, we want the senior guard from the University of Michigan.” Deep down, he knew it was

a pipe dream. He had no agent. He’d gotten no calls. Unlike other seniors in college basketball, his playing time went down

in his final year, because, well, the Fab Five needed their minutes, right? Now the league was looking right through him,

an invisible commodity, him, Mike T, of all people, the kid they’d recruited out of high school so desperately you’d have

thought he was the Messiah.




Tonight, with each passing pick, his friends told him, “Aw, you’re better than that guy, Mike.” “They’re screwing you, Mike.”

He watched Chris Webber get drafted first, watched him take those long strides down that red-carpeted walkway, raising his

fist like an Olympic hero. Sure, Talley thought, Chris gets his. And Talley had helped recruit Webber in the first place! Took him around on his campus visit. Said, “Come to school here,

we’ll both get a championship ring.”




But Mike was two years older, and he was there first. He keeps saying that to himself. I was there first. I was there first. He grows angrier with each recital. He was once a hot recruit, he was once voted best high school player in the state, same

as Webber. Why didn’t things go in order, same as they always had? / was there first!


He remembers how his life changed when those kids showed up in the autumn of ‘91, Chris, Jalen, Juwan, Jimmy, Ray, how everything

changed when they showed up, the coaches, the media, his career, everything. The Fab Five. Give us the Fab Five! Fab Five

Fab Five Fab Five Fab Fi—




The hell with the Fab Five, he figures.


He reaches for the remote control, flicks off the set, walks up to his childhood room, and goes to sleep.


This is a story about extremes, city meeting suburbs, veterans meeting rookies, white meeting black, noise meeting quiet.

It’s a story about the Greatest Class Ever Recruited in college basketball, the Fab Five, and how a group like them will never

come along again.




It’s about youth, fame, basketball, media, ego, trash talk, and shocking the world.


But mostly it’s about what happens when everyone’s dream shows up at the same time.


And there’s only one ball.




I


THE GREATEST CLASS EVER
RECRUITED
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Rinnnng! Rinnnng!


Steve Fisher, the head coach of the Michigan Wolverines, held the phone to his ear. His eyes darted nervously. Let’s hope

the kid is home, he thought. Rinnnng! Come on. Be home. At least the phone was ringing. Sometimes you got a busy signal all night. That was when mother or father

got fed up and took the phone off the hook, or when the jealous younger brother pulled the cord out of the wall, or when the

star recruit had his girlfriend over and didn’t need to hear any sweet talk from coaches, not when he could get it from her.




Or maybe it was another school stealing the kid away?


Rinnnng.




Come on!


Around the corner from Fisher, in the other Michigan basketball offices, Brian Dutcher, the assistant coach, was also on the

phone talking to a recruit, and Mike Boyd, another assistant coach, was also on the phone talking to a recruit, and Jay Smith,

the youngest assistant coach, was also on the phone talking to a recruit. Their desks were stacked with brochures and tip

sheets. As they spoke they made notes and checked 3 by 5 cards for references. Their voices all had the too-interested tone

of someone trying to sell you something. If you eavesdropped from room to room, it sounded like a time-share pitch for condominiums

…




“We sure would love to have you.”


“This could be a great place for you/’


“You’ll love it here, the others do.”


… or insurance salesmen …


“If you have a problem, we’ll be therefor you.”


“A lot of the others promise you this and that, but can you trust them?”


… or political canvassing …


“Ask yourself, do you want to go four years under that guy?”


“The only reason they’re bad-mouthing us is because they’re jealous of our program.”


It was, of course, none of this. It was simply another black-coffee night in the Great Recruiting Chase, the method by which

college sports teams replenish their stock. Each fall and spring, they go to the well. And there was a sense of desperation

in the empty buckets of the Michigan basketball team in the early fall of 1990. Last year’s team did not win a conference

title or go very far in the NCAA tournament. The current team did not look good. And while every program has a dip now and

then, if you dip too low or too long, suddenly they’re taking your name off the office door.




Back in Fisher’s office, a breakthrough.


“Hello?” the voice said, answering the phone.


“Hello, Chris?” Fisher said, leaning forward.


Success!


“Coach Fisher here, Chris. Just calling to see how you’re doing? … Uh-huh … Getting ready for the season? … That’s good …

How’s school going? … Uh-huh … Talked to your dad last week, told him how much we wanted to have you here, I guess you know

that … So are you still thinking about signing early? … Yeah … Well, I know this is the place for you, Chris, I know it, I

just have to convince you of it … Uh-huh … Well, you’re a special kid, Chris, and we all think that here, me, Coach Boyd,

Coach Dutcher, Coach Smith, we were talking about you just this afternoon …”




Fisher rubbed his jowls and did his best to sound upbeat. Never let them hear your frustration. Never sound too desperate.

As he listened to his latest recruiting fantasy speak, he happened to glance at the wall, a picture of the greatest basketball

night of his life, the 1989 national championship. There he was, holding his blond-haired sons, Mark and Jonathan, and standing

next to his wife, Angie. His own hair was sweaty, his smile was a mile wide. The picture was so real that when he looked at

it, he almost heard noise coming from the background …




“THIS IS IT! THIS IS FOR THENATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP!”


Here was Steve Fisher, eighteen months earlier, inside the Seattle Kingdome, in front of 64,000 people, sipping water to calm

his nerves. It was overtime in the national title game, the place roaring with noise, Fisher’s own heart thumping so hard

it was ready to burst through his rib cage. He stood on the sidelines, with that cup of water, as his point guard, Rumeal

Robinson, launched a free throw that would tie the game.




Up … and … GOOD!


Fisher clapped. Robinson raised a fist, then went back to the line and shot another—up … and … GOOD!


Michigan had a one-point lead.


And three seconds left on the clock.


Seton Hall threw the ball in bounds. They tried a desperation shot. It was a high arching jumper and as it fell toward the

basket, Fisher thought it was going to kill him, he thought it was going in. Had it gone in, his whole life would have been

different. He might never have become famous. Might never have become rich. Might never have the job he has.




A whole life, riding on the arch of a basketball …


It missed.


“MICHIGAN WINS THE NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP! MICHIGAN WINS THE NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP!”


Fisher turned to the stands, still holding the water cup, and looked for his wife. He shook a fist in the air as if banging

on a bomb shelter door. They’d won! They’d won! He spun back to the court, the dancing players, the camera lights, and suddenly

Steve Fisher, in only his sixth game as a head coach, was hit with this rush, this euphoria, a tingling he had never felt

before.




There is no feeling like it. It is a drug. The purest high in sports. Ultimate victory. Champions of the world. For one moment,

you face the best on the planet and you leave them behind.




Coaches would die for this feeling. And to taste it once is to want it forever. Fisher bathed in it all night long, when his

players hugged him, when Angie kissed him, when his children leapt into his arms, when Brent Musburger from CBS patted him

on the back and asked, in front of a worldwide audience, how the rookie coach felt.




“Brent, I am the happiest man alive,” the rookie coach replied.


The happiest man alive. Oh, if Steve Fisher could live forever in the snapshot from that drizzly Monday night, April 3, 1989,

devoted husband, loving father, and, let’s not forget, the winner, the champion, the best in the business.




What could be better than this? Today he was perfect.


Then came tomorrow.


Fisher hung up the phone and rubbed his neck.


“How we doin’?” he asked back in the office.


Dutcher, the assistant and recruiting specialist, gave the thumbs-up sign. “Good conversation. Juwan’s still looking strong,

Fish.”




“Good,” Fisher said. “Hey, Mike, how we doin’?”


“Spoke to Ray Jackson. Still trying to get the King kid on the phone,” Mike said.


“I can’t believe we have a chance with Jimmy King.”


“Trust me, we do. How’d it go with Chris Webber?”


Fisher shrugged and looked at him, with a long silent gaze, the way he often looked at people with a long silent gaze. In

this case, he didn’t need to say what he was thinking. They needed these kids. They needed players desperately. The coffeepot

was empty and the junk-food bags were tossed in the corner. Entries had been made in the recruiting logs—




Called Ray Jackson … Spoke with him, spoke with father … Father had a cold … Mother’s birthday coming up …


Jay Smith came over with an artistic creation, a photo of Chris Webber, the No. 1 player in the country, overlaid on the Michigan

emblem. He was thinking of sending it to Chris, maybe get his attention a little bit.




“What do you think?” Smith asked.


“If it works,” Fisher said, “I love it.”


He went back to his office and dialed another number.


Understand that Fisher never would have gotten his magic night in Seattle if his boss, Bill Frieder, hadn’t been fired just

before the tournament.




Frieder had been an eccentric and somewhat suspicious basketball coach at Michigan, who liked to write recruits as early as

eighth grade. A jumpy guy by nature, Frieder was getting even jumpier with the new athletic director, Bo Schembechler—the

football coaching legend—who would pound his fist and holler, “GOD DAMN IT! I WANT A SQUEAKY-CLEAN BASKETBALL PROGRAM. IS

THAT UNDERSTOOD?”




Frieder understood. Bo didn’t trust him. Although Frieder had never been found to have committed any violation, he liked to

run a loose ship, let the kids be kids, let the boosters be boosters. He felt Bo’s stare on the back of his neck like a laser.




A job opened at Arizona State, sunshine, easier academic standards, great money, big fat contract.


And no Bo.


Frieder grabbed it.


Unfortunately he grabbed it two days before the start of the 1989 NCAA tournament, which, for many teams, is the only part

of the season that really matters. Frieder flew to Phoenix, accepted the job, then telephoned back to Ann Arbor to inform

Schembechler.




“Now, don’t worry,” Frieder told him, “I’m on my way back. I’ll coach the team through the end of the tournament.”


“The hell you will!” Schembechler snarled, the blood rising in his temples. “No Arizona State man is going to coach this team.

A Michigan man will coach this team.”




Exit Bill Frieder.


And enter Fisher, the 44-year-old assistant, an apple-cheeked fellow with thinning brown hair, gentle eyes, and a Barney Fife

voice, who took his son to school in the morning and went to church on Sundays and who had never been a college head coach

in his life. Fisher had grown up in a small town in southern Illinois, learned basketball the old-fashioned way, from his

dad. And as a coach, he taught with the passion of a father working with his son in the driveway.




Had Frieder stayed, Fisher probably would have left for a small Division I school somewhere, tried to build a program.


But now Schembechler was handing Steve Fisher the Michigan Wolverines, one of the premier college basketball teams in America.


Temporarily, of course.


“Here,” Bo said, “coach the tournament. Do the best you can.”


Well. In the first weekend, the Wolverines beat Xavier and eased past South Alabama. They came back the following weekend

to outlast North Carolina and blow out Virginia. They came back a week later at the Final Four and stunned Illinois with a

last-second basket, then beat Seton Hall in overtime on those Rumeal Robinson free throws.




And they cut down the nets.


National champions.


“MICHIGAN—KING OF THE COURT,” read the cover of Sports Illustrated. The Wolverines were everybody’s favorite underdog. They went to the White House, shook hands with the President. Fisher appeared

on Good Morning America, ESPN, CBS. He was hailed as a breath of fresh air, an anathema to thejoyless businessmen many college coaches had become.




After a brief waiting period, Schembechler did what most people expected: he gave Fisher the job full-time.


“You did a hell of a thing in that tournament, Steve,” Bo told him. “You’ve earned the position. I’m raising your salary from

$ 42,000 to $ 95,000. You’ll have a shoe deal, a summer camp deal, and a TV and radio deal, which I will negotiate, if you

like. The whole package should be worth between $ 300,000 and $ 400,000. That OK?”




OK? Was he kidding? The new head coach at Michigan? With six games on his resume? Fisher was dizzy. Nothing like this had

ever happened to him before, and he tried to approach it with his typical steady, even-gazed approach. But that was like capping

an oil well. Head coach? National champions? Six games?




President Bush invited Steve Fisher and Angie back to the White House. Fisher even phoned his alma mater, Illinois State—who

had been interested in him as a coach—from the back of a Secret Service limo. “Sorry, I really appreciate the offer, but I’m going to take this little job here at Michigan …” The back of a Secret Service limo?




Fisher got a six-figure shoe contract from Nike, and was invited to their annual party weekend in Newport Beach, California.

Here he was strolling in the cool sunshine, chatting with Michael Jordan and Charles Barkley, getting the star treatment from

hotshot Nike execs.




Back in Ann Arbor, Fisher got a nice car to drive, and he bought a beautiful house with his suddenly large income. People

slapped his back, said, “Hi, coach.”




What a life.


All he had to do was live up to his legend.


Which, of course, was impossible. He learned that the next year. The Wolverines lost the first game of the season, and they

lost the last game of the season, and six more in between. They were eliminated in the second round of the 1990 tournament

by a little-known, hotshot team named Loyola-Mary mount.




And Fisher, like a pageant queen who surrenders her crown, was suddenly in search of an identity. He was no longer the Best

in the Business. He was just another coach trying to get there.




The exodus of players began. Three seniors, Robinson—the hero from the championship game—plus big men Terry Mills and Loy

Vaught went off to the NBA. And junior Sean Higgins, whom Fisher sorely needed to return, jumped to the NBA as well.




Suddenly Michigan had craters in its lineup. What made matters worse, the Wolverines most-desired high school recruit, a 7-foot

scoring machine named Eric Montross, whose father went to Michigan and whose grandfather went to Michigan and who was supposed

to be in the bag for Fisher, chose North Carolina instead. Some said it was unavoidable, that the kid was under too much pressure.

Others said Fisher blew it.




Whatever. It worried Fisher. A veteran head coach knows the ups and downs of his damnable life. He has a swig of whiskey,

chews a Maalox, bites the bullet. But Fisher had just had the rainbow in his lap, and now it was gone. He saw how quickly

glory could evaporate. He went to the Nike affair, but the attitude was different: he was just one of the masses. And around

Ann Arbor, he could hear whispers: “We made a mistake. He can’t recruit like Frieder. See what happened with Montross? Without talent, he’s nothing, just a dressed-up

assistant coach.”


Fisher may be, in his own words, “pure white bread,” but he isn’t dumb. He was scared. With a year-to-year contract—Michigan

has never given any coach a long-term deal—and with a weak team coming back, he knew that patience was not something he could

count on. There is only one way to improve your lot in college basketball: improve your personnel. And so there was one thing

and one thing only that could save Fisher, get him back to the nirvana of the 1989 snapshot.




The best recruiting year anyone could imagine.


The Greatest Class Ever Recruited.


“We’re focusing on one thing next year,” Fisher had told his staff earlier in the summer. “Recruiting. Everyone is gonna work.

Everyone is gonna push. We’re gonna stay up late, we’re gonna make all the calls, make all the visits. This is our emphasis,

our No. 1 priority. This is what we need.




“We need players.”


Players.


Players.


Players.


And the most important would be the first.





STAR SKETCHES


of Top Fifty High School Senior Basketball Players


JUWAN HOWARD C/F 6–10 230


Hometown: Chicago, 111.


“Jammin’ Juwan” is rated the #1 prospect in the Windy City, and he was the most impressive senior player at last summer’s

prestigious Nike/ABCD Basketball Camp in Princeton, N.J. Yet another of the many outstanding power forwards in this class,

Howard has the size and heft to successfully play on the block at the collegiate level. He is an excellent inside-outside

scorer, and has a soft, accurate shooting touch with true three-point range. He is very mobile and runs the court extremely

well. According to Coach Richard Cook, “Juwan takes great pride in his game and always plays very hard.” He is a solid student

and plans to study business management or radio-TV communications in college. He serves as president of the Senior Boys’ Council

at Vocational High. Howard narrowed his long list of colleges to Michigan, Arizona State, Pittsburgh, DePaul, Illinois, and

Dayton.




—from Bob Gibbons’ All Star Sports newsletter, 1990–91,
a tip sheet for college recruiters
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“These look good, Ms. Howard,” Brian Dutcher said, staring at his plate. He had a smile plastered on his face, the Official

Recruiting Smile, and even though the plate was full of watery greens with a rather pungent smell, you couldn’t wipe that

smile off with sandpaper.




“Collard greens,” Jannie Mae Howard said, chomping her cigarette. “You mean you ain’t never had no greens before?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Well, you gonna have some tonight.”


She laughed, and so he laughed, and they all laughed—Dutcher, Steve Fisher, Mike Boyd, Lois Howard (Juwan Howard’s aunt),

Richard Cook (Juwan’s high school coach), Donnie Kirksey (his high school assistant coach), Juwan himself, and most important,

Jannie Mae Howard, his grandmother, the woman in charge, the woman who could Sway the Decision. In recruiting, there was always

one person who could Sway the Decision, and without that person, you were dead.




“Yeah, coach, you gonna have some greens tonight.”


“Coach Dutch gonna have him some soul food.”




Dutcher, a devoted member of Fisher’s staff, with Kurt Russell looks and boundless energy when it came to recruiting, laughed

again and took his seat at the table. His plate was packed with pork roast, spaghetti, corn bread, and, of course, the greens.

He pawed a forkful, chewed, and made a happy face, like out of a soup commercial.




“Hey, these are great.”


“He likes them greens, Grandma.”


“Course he like ‘em.”


“Really, these are great.”


Dutcher was thrilled. Things were going well. Juwan Howard, the tall, neatly dressed kid with the thick eyebrows and the goatee,

well, he could be The One! The big name Michigan signed to get the ball rolling! He was 6 foot 10, with a deep voice and a

sweet jump shot, and was ranked the No. 1 high school center in the country. Lots of schools were after him. But Michigan

had been following him longer than most. Dutcher had spotted Howard as a sophomore in a Chicago summer league, had watched

the way he moved without the ball, none of the awkwardness you usually see in young kids his size.




“Steve, this kid can play,” Dutcher reported.




Those are the magic words.


The pursuit began. Letters. Phone calls. Dutcher called almost every day during Juwan’s junior year, just to say hello, talk

about life, school, girls, whatever.




“Michigan would love to have you, Juwan.”


“You could do great things here.”


“We can’t wait for you to visit.”


Dutcher also mailed Juwan at least two handwritten notes per week. He sent articles that spoke of Michigan’s excellent academic

reputation—“Thought your grandmother would like to see this”—and he cut up make-believe headlines on mock USA Today sports sections.




HOWARD SIGNS WITH MICHIGAN


Go Blue!


Coach Dutcher


Still, the biggest thing, the most important element of the Great Recruiting Chase—at least according to Dutcher—was to let

them see you. So, during the 30-day visitation period in the summer of 1990, Dutcher had watched Juwan play 28 days in a row—and he wasn’t even allowed to speak to him. Those are the NCAA rules. Lookee, but no talkee. The NCAA has rules about everything.




So here was Dutcher, in his shorts and very noticeable Michigan T-shirt, standing like a sentinel on the side of the court,

watching Juwan, smiling at Juwan, never saying a word, but making sure nobody else got to say a word either.




Twenty-eight days?


“Hey, that’s the way the game is played,” Dutcher would say in his snappy, salesmanlike voice. Every major college coaching

staff has at least one guy like Dutcher, the “recruiting expert,” the guy who specializes in throwing his net into the water

and coming up with a catch. As the son of former Minnesota coach Jim Dutcher, Brian had spent hours as a boy in the Gophers’

basketball office, listening to his father’s assistants deal with recruits. He had learned the lessons well. In fact, he claimed

to have a whole system now for body language when he went to see a recruit play. If the kid waved, it was a good sign. A smile

was even better. Two smiles meant you had him.




The Nod and Wink Show!


“Don’t waste time on kids who don’t want you,” Dutcher would declare, as if reciting the Scouts Oath, “and don’t waste time

on kids who don’t have the grades to make your school. But if you find a kid who can play, and he wants you, and you want

him …”




Go after him like a bloodhound.


And know his biggest influence.


For Juwan Howard, the report read, “Grandmother.”


“You think I could have some more of these, um … greens, Ms. Howard?” Dutcher said now, holding out his plate.


“Coach,” she said, laughing, “you like ‘em so much, you go on and help yourself.”


Jannie Mae Howard, the daughter of sharecroppers in Belzoni, Mississippi, had four babies by her nineteenth birthday, so she

knew about motherhood, particularly young motherhood. When her teenage daughter Helena came home one night complaining about

nausea, Jannie Mae sighed.




“It’s that food down at the restaurant where I’m working, Mama,” Helena said. “The smell of it makes me sick.”


“It ain’t the food, Helena. You’re pregnant.”


The doctors confirmed it. Helena quickly married the father, Leroy Watson, Jr., a phone company worker who had just come back

from the army. And they lived for a while in the upstairs room at Jannie Mae’s place on Chicago’s South Side. But when Juwan

was born, it was obvious the responsibility was too much for them. Helena was only 17, a junior in high school. When she brought

the child home from the hospital, they didn’t even have a crib for him. Jannie Mae told them to use the chest upstairs, open

it up, get a pillow and a blanket, make sure it was sturdy.




For the first week of his life, Juwan Howard slept in a drawer.


Over the years, although his mother visited, Jannie Mae raised Juwan as her own. And he adored her. He sat by the kitchen

table and watched her cook. He curled on the couch and fell asleep in her lap. She would tap her leg just enough to rock him

to sleep, then light another cigarette and rub his head. She called him “Nookie,” no one is sure why, but when she called,

he listened.




“Nookie, go get me some cigarettes from Red’s store.”


“Aw, Grandma, I don’t feel like—”


“What you say, boy?”


“Yes, Grandma.”


They lived in several low-income projects, all on the South Side. At one point, they lived above a barbecue place, and they

went to bed each night to the smell of the sauce. When Juwan came home one day with a homemade tattoo on his shoulder—“Dr.

J,” it read, after the basketball star—Jannie Mae let him have it, said he was too young to be scarring himself like that.

And when the South Side gangs started calling, Jannie Mae locked the door, putting a sundown curfew on her grandson.




Jannie Mae Howard saved Juwan from an otherwise desperate street life, and she did it with love. For his grandma, Juwan went

to school. For his grandma, he worked at his game. Jannie Mae was Juwan’s guiding light.




And if she liked a college, Juwan liked a college.


Brian Dutcher knew this.


Not everyone was so smart. When Lute Olson and the Arizona staff came to Chicago to recruit Juwan, they mistakenly thought

he and his coach were the only important people in the room. They directed the conversation toward the men. Jannie Mae, feeling

ignored, went out on the porch and smoked cigarettes until they finished. On their way out, Olson asked if she had any questions.




“What the hell you asking me now for?” she said, blowing a cloud of smoke. “You ain’t asked me a damn thing the whole night.”


Their mouths fell.


They were dead.


Jannie Mae wasn’t Juwan’s only influence, however. There was also a fast-talking, round-headed marketing major named Donnie

Kirksey, and getting him on your side took more than smacking your lips at his cooking. An opportunist from his loafers to

his cellular phone, Kirksey had attached himself to Juwan early, joining the staff at Chicago Vocational High School, as an

unpaid assistant coach, and befriending young Howard when he was a freshman. Kirksey had been a player at CVS, too, back in

the early ‘80s. But he never had Juwan’s kind of talent.




“You gotta be smart, Juwan,” he would say. “You got a chance to get out of this neighborhood. You can’t mess with no bad influences.”


Donnie decided that he was a good influence, and so, in addition to coaching Juwan, he let Juwan stay at his house, which

was close to the school. And when Juwan got a driver’s license, he let him use his car. For a kid like Juwan, coming from

the disciplined poverty of his grandmother’s place, this was big stuff. Here, at Donnie’s house, he could act all grown-up,

have girls visit, stay up late. Donnie took him to a friend’s summer cottage. Donnie took him to Bulls games.




The two of them grew close, and when recruiting heated up, word went out that Donnie Kirksey was the contact for Juwan Howard.

He took many of the calls. He intercepted most of the letters. When recruiters came to CVS to see practice, Donnie let them

know, “You talk to me about Juwan.”




One school, Kirksey claims, offered him $ 25,000 to get Juwan to commit and $ 10,000 for every month he stayed enrolled.


“He’s not for sale,” Donnie told them. And that was true: it was more like the barter system. Donnie hoped that steering Juwan

to the right school would help him achieve his own dream: getting on a major college coaching staff. Was he qualified? No. But stranger things had happened. Juwan, after all,

was a prize recruit.




This goes on all over America, outsiders attaching themselves to high school basketball talent, hoping to ride their coattails

to the big time. After all, most of the top prospects dream of playing in the NBA, and some of them make it, with rookie contracts

worth anywhere from $ 1 million to $ 40 million. If a buddy, a confidant, or a favorite homeboy just happens to be around

when the rainbow ends, well, there’s no telling what might spill into his lap.




“Kirksey is really influential,” Dutcher had warned Fisher. “We need to have him on our side.”


So they recruited Kirksey as well. They phoned him. They encouraged his dreams of getting into the business. In the summer

between Juwan’s junior and senior years, Fisher actually hired Donnie Kirksey to work at his summer basketball camp in Ann

Arbor, and paid him well. Would he have hired a volunteer assistant coach from Chicago under other circumstances? Of course

not. But there was a plus with hiring Kirksey.




He brought Juwan with him.


The Michigan staff had wanted desperately to get Juwan to that camp, because, once he was there, they could spend time talking

to him without violating the NCAA rule that allows only one official recruiting visit to campus.




Problem was, they weren’t allowed to pay Juwan’s camp fee, which was around $ 300, and Juwan didn’t have the money, let alone

a plane ticket.




Donnie had the idea.


“I could come work at the camp, be a speaker, or a teacher,” he said. “You could pay me, and …”


And what he did with the money was his business, right? If, let’s say, he wanted to pay for Juwan to attend, and maybe give

him a ride in from Chicago?




The deal was made. Kirksey, whose entire coaching experience consisted of two years as an unpaid high school assistant, was

brought in as an “expert” at Fisher’s camp. And with him came a 6-foot-10 kid with a goatee and a beautiful turn-around bank

shot.




This is not illegal—it has been done before—but it shows how far coaches will go in pursuit of the Next Great Recruit. Maybe

years back, Fisher would have frowned on this practice. But that was before the Monday night in Seattle, 1989, when his whole

life changed, when he drank from the Holy Grail, and when people began expecting him to do it again, real soon.




It isn’t breaking the rules, schools do it all the time, he told himself.




And they needed this kid so badly!


The plan worked to perfection. Donnie was paid handsomely for three and a half days’ work at the camp (his tasks included

speaking to the kids about, ironically, “the dangers of the streets”). And Juwan had a great time in Ann Arbor, doing the

camp, walking along the treelined campus, checking out the music stores and cafes, admiring the girls. This was a far cry

from the noisy streets of South Chicago. And Fisher, Dutcher, and crew made Juwan feel like the most important kid in the

world. Juwan was so likable, an only child who yearned for the closeness of a family.




One night Dutcher brought his wife and two baby daughters with him.


“This is your family, Juwan,” Dutcher promised, putting his kids on Juwan’s lap. “Think of my daughters as your baby sisters.

You come here, you’ll watch them grow.”




Juwan ate it up.


When Juwan took his “official” recruiting visit to Michigan in the fall of his senior year—his second actual stay—he was already

quite fond of the maize and blue. On that same weekend, Fisher brought in Jimmy King, the star guard from Texas. He had the

two of them stay together, go to the football game together, party on campus together. This was a smart move by Fisher. Because,

when all is said and done, getting teenage basketball players to pick a school is very much like getting teenagers to go to

a party: “Who else is going? If he’s going, I’ll go.”


And much to Fisher’s pleasure, Juwan and Jimmy got along well, Juwan making jokes, Jimmy laughing and shrugging in his shy

Texas way. They’d even talked about rooming together if both became Wolverines.




Dare he think about getting both of them?


No. First Juwan. Juwan! Juwan! Fisher and Dutcher wanted him most of all. They continued to indulge Kirksey, who was calling

all the time now. When an opening occurred on Fisher’s staff, Kirksey phoned and asked to be interviewed as a candidate. And

even though Kirksey had a resume that wouldn’t get him in the door of any other major college coaching program, Fisher agreed

to interview him, and paid for him to come to Ann Arbor—the same weekend Juwan and Jimmy made their visits.




This was a joke, a clear indulgence of a guy who had a star recruit wrapped around his finger. But this is the way the game

is played—and it was awfully close to signing day, so Kirksey interviewed with Fisher, he interviewed with Jack Weidenbach,

the U-M athletic director, he got the full treatment, even though, without his connection to Juwan, Donnie Kirksey was, in

essence, useless to Michigan.




Fisher even tried to get Kirksey a job with Nike, through his friendship with Sonny Vaccaro, their top impresario.


And all this helped Michigan get closer to reeling in the big one. Juwan! He could make any program an instant contender.

And on top of that, he was a great kid, polite, neatly dressed, with good study habits, a love of children, and a charming

way with people




(always good for the media relations!). Oh, if he would only commit!


“Juwan, you know how much we want you here at Michigan,” Fisher had told him at the end of his weekend. “You could have an

immediate impact.”




“Thanks, coach,” Juwan said. “I’m pretty sure I’m coming. I’m supposed to take some other visits, but you guys are my first

choice.”




“Well, we’d love to have you.”


“OK.”


“We’ll be in touch.”


“All right, then.”


“Take care.”


They said goodbye.


Fisher looked at Dutcher.


“What other visits?”




“Wake up, Nookie, you don’t wanna be late.”


This was the day. November 14, 1991. Time for Juwan to make his announcement. His grandma woke him, as she always did. He’d

never used an alarm clock.




“And wear somethin’ nice today,” she added. “You gonna talk to those reporters, remember.”


“OK, Grandma.”


Juwan got dressed, choosing a rayon shirt and tan slacks. He ironed them, as he always did, and fussed with his hair until

it was just right. He thought about all the colleges that wanted him, Illinois, Arizona, Arizona State, DePaul, Dayton, maybe

a hundred others, and then he thought about Michigan, his choice. He felt confident. He felt good. He would tell the press

today, and that would be the beginning of the end of this no-money life. He smelled his grandma’s breakfast, mixed with her

cigarette smoke.




“When I make the NBA one day,” he told himself, looking in the mirror, “I’m gonna take care of Grandma. Buy a big house in

the suburbs.”




He came downstairs, gulped breakfast, kissed her goodbye.


“I love you, Grandma.”


“Hmmm-mmm. Go on now.”


He and Jannie Mae had signed the letter of intent this morning, so everything was legit. He felt good, he felt relieved. At

school, he met with reporters and told them his decision.




“I think Michigan is a great school, and I’ll be able to contribute to their program.”


At practice, he ran through drills with an excited sense of purpose. And afterward, he clowned around with his buddies, feeling

good, his life in order, time to kill now.




When he returned to 135th Street, the streetlamps were on. He parked his car and saw several people outside his apartment,

which was strange. He recognized one woman. Friend of the family’s. She seemed upset. He rolled down the window.




“Oh, Juwan, I’m so sorry for you.”


“What do you mean?”


“You don’t know?”


She looked shocked. “I, um, I shouldn’t be the one to tell you.”


“Tell me what?”


“You should find out in ther—”


“Tell me what?”


The woman began to cry. “I’m sorry, Juwan. Your grandmother … she …”


Juwan shivered. A hurt began to rise from a part of his belly he never knew he had. It lifted him from the car and up the

steps.




“Naw,” he said, looking in. “NAW!”


He burst through the door, and the weeping faces told him it was true. Jannie Mae Howard had collapsed in the kitchen that

afternoon while talking to her daughter about Juwan’s future. A heart attack, they said, massive. She was dead by the time

she reached the hospital. Lois was crying. His mother was crying. They hugged Juwan. They said, “Mama’s gone.” Juwan felt

like he was falling into a deep hole. He stumbled to his room and pounded the walls. She couldn’t be gone! Not today! Not

now! She was all he had! What about the future? He could still smell her cigarettes. He could still feel her leg shaking as

he fell asleep in her lap. She couldn’t be gone! How could she be gone?




“NAWWWWWWWWW!”


At the funeral, he wore a dark suit, and watched the stream of mourners walk past the coffin. He felt more alone than ever.

From the corner of his eye, he spotted two white men, coming down the aisle. Coach Fisher. Coach Dutcher. They’d come to pay

respects. Juwan felt an inexplicable tug in their direction.




“Look, Grandma,” he whispered, the first of a million conversations with her spirit. “Look who came. They really do want me.

I made the right choice, huh?”




Fisher and Dutcher nodded solemnly. Under the strangest of conditions, they had gotten their man.


Juwan Howard was a Michigan Wolverine.


And suddenly he needed them as much as they needed him.





STAR SKETCHES


of Top Fifty High School Senior Basketball Players


JIMMY KING 2G 6–4 185


Hometown: Piano, Tex.


King is our pick as the #1 player in the Lone Star State, and the nation’s premier off-guard prospect. At John Farrell’s huge

80-team bonanza, the Nike/Las Vegas Invitational Tournament, King was the most outstanding senior backcourt player. In Vegas

he literally did it all, hitting clutch three-pointers, rebounding, passing, stealing the ball, and thrilling the crowd with

a spectacular “Michael Jordan imitation” unlimited hang time “grandslam dunk.” When asked about his future, King said, “I

just let things fall into place. I try not to play to impress college scouts … that’s not my style.” Style is exactly what

this youngster has, along with great talent, and a brilliant future. He is a good student and a first-class young man. His

final colleges are Notre Dame, Kansas, Michigan, and Georgetown.




—from Bob Gibbons’ All Star Sports newsletter, 1990–91,
a tip sheet for college recruiters
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      The same week Juwan saw his life change in Chicago, Jimmy King was wrestling with his own dilemma down in Piano, Texas. He

         flopped on his bed. He turned over and sighed. This college stuff was making him crazy. He wasn’t talking to his father, they

         were fighting again, they passed in the hallways like feuding children. Same with his mother. They barely spoke—and all because

         of this recruiting business. Dad wanted Notre 	Dame. Mom wanted Michigan. Jimmy wanted Kansas. Everybody wanted something.

         The phone never stopped ringing. The answering machine was completely jammed. Recruiting letters came by the bundle—not that

         Jimmy even read them anymore.

      


      This shit is crazy, he thought. He burrowed into a pillow, the way he used to do when he was a kid. Jimmy’s face hadn’t changed

         that much since those days. He still had the gap between his teeth, the high ears, and the mischievous eyes that narrowed

         when he smiled. But his basketball sure had changed, and that made all the difference.

      


      A shooting guard, Jimmy King, like Juwan Howard, was the No. 1 rated high school recruit at his position. He was, in Steve

         Fisher’s mind, nearly a fantasy. A guy this good would go all the way from Texas to Michigan to play? It was almost too much

         to imagine! At the Nike tournament over the summer, with 80 teams from around the country taking part, Jimmy King was easily

         the dominant backcourt player, stealing the ball, passing, rebounding, three-point shooting, and, of course, dunking. He was

         great at dunking, a leaping gnome, soaring, twisting, windmilling, making the drop. As a kid, he practiced on an eight-foot

         rim, watching tapes of Michael Jordan and imitating his exact moves, having his friends take Polaroid snapshots of him to

         make sure he was getting it right. Jimmy was a stickler for details.

      


      So when he sprouted to 6 foot 4 and could dunk for real, it already felt natural. His friends used to challenge him. “Betcha

         can’t dunk from here.” They’d put a foot down somewhere on the court, and Jimmy would run, take off from wherever the foot

         was, and slam it.

      


      Ca-bannng!


      If only this college decision were that simple. There were just a few days before early signing period began. He’d have 10

         days to put his name on a letter of intent; otherwise, he’d have to wait until spring, and right now, waiting until spring

         seemed like asking for an extra year in prison. His head was spinning! The Kings had agreed to 14 home visits from 14 different

         schools. Neighbors took to hanging around the front of their house, just waiting to see who’d emerge from the limo or the

         rent-a-car, maybe Jerry Tarkanian from UNLV, or Rick Pitino from Kentucky, or Fisher from Michigan. So many famous coaches

         came, showed their videos, made their speeches about how great Jimmy was and how great Jimmy would fit in and blah, blah,

         blah, that, quite honestly, Jimmy had a hard time keeping track of who said what. While John Thompson from Georgetown was

         visiting, a woman whom the Kings had never met knocked on the door. She acted like a friend, walked in, asked Thompson for

         an autograph, got it, and left. No one even knew her name.

      


      Jimmy thought about the phone call the other day from Juwan Howard, the Chicago prep star he’d befriended on his visit to

         Michigan.

      


      “Hey, roommate,” Juwan had called him, telling him he’d chosen U-M. “I did it, now you gotta do it.”


      “I’m thinking about it.”


      “C’mon, man. I need a roommate. Pick Michigan.”


      “I’m thinking.”


      “Don’t let me down, boy.”


      Jimmy liked Juwan. That was a plus for Michigan. And he liked Fisher, who was always calling, saying how at home Jimmy would

         feel, even though Ann Arbor was far away. He knew Michigan was recruiting Chris Webber, the No. 1 player in the country. It

         might be fun to play with him.

      


      But Jimmy liked Kansas, too. On his visit there, Roy Williams, the coach, walked him into the pitch-black locker room, and

         when he flicked on the lights, there was a Jayhawks uniform with Jimmy’s name and number hanging in a locker, with the shorts,

         the sneakers, the locker name tag. There were spotlights on it, too, so it looked like something out of a trophy case. You

         half expected angels to sing!

      


      Jimmy thought that was cool.


      His mom thought it was show biz. She sat on the living room couch while her son tossed and turned inside his room. Such pressure!

         And Piano, Texas, was not a place where you took pressure lightly. Unlike Juwan Howard’s South Side of Chicago, where not

         making it was the plague, here in Piano, a blossoming Dallas suburb with a median income of $ 57,000, not making it fast enough

         was the enemy. A few years back, there had been a rash of teen suicides blamed on the town’s undue emphasis on achievement.

         Eight teenagers killed themselves in a year. One Texas newspaper ran the headline “Piano: Where Suicide Is Preppy.”

      


      And even though the King family was not on the corporate fast track—Jimmy Sr. worked as a technician for the phone company,

         Nyoka was an analyst for Blue Cross/Blue Shield—and even though the town was 95 percent white and they were black, just the

         same, pressure was pressure, be it basketball or books. Nyoka worried as she leafed through the college material she had already

         leafed through so many nights.

      


      “What do you think?” she asked her husband, who was watching the big-screen TV.


      “I think he wants Kansas,” he said. “You know, he got all caught up in that uniform thing. And then they sent him that box

         of rubber bands, remember, when they found out he liked to wear ‘em on his wrists? That whole big box full, with his name

         on every one?”

      


      “That’s so unimportant. Why should that impress him?”


      “Why?” He laughed. “Because he’s 17 years old, that’s why. He’s just a kid.”


      She sighed. He was just a kid. A special kid, she thought. She remembered the time he came home and announced he was going

         on a diet. He was 7 years old.

      


      And the night they found him, as a grade schooler, reading articles about basketball camps in his bedroom.


      “What are you doing?” Jimmy Sr. had asked.


      “This is the Five Star camp,” young Jimmy said, showing them a picture. “It’s the best one. It’s the one I’m going to one

         day.”

      


      His voice hadn’t even changed yet!


      So Jimmy usually knew what he wanted. But this decision! It was shaking up the family! Nyoka prayed for a speedy conclusion.


      Inside his bedroom, Jimmy ran through the pros and cons one last time. He made a cut. Forget Notre Dame. When was the last

         time they were in a Final Four?

      


      No, it was between Kansas and Michigan. He put his head in the pillow, squeezed his eyes shut, and went back and forth like

         a paddleball: Kansas, Michigan, Kansas, Michigan, Kansas, Michigan …

      


      His parents looked up when they heard the door open.


      “I made up my mind,” Jimmy announced, much the way he had when he told them of his childhood diet. “It’s Michigan. I’m going

         to Michigan.”

      


      His mother jumped in happiness. His father smiled and congratulated him.


      “We’re very proud of you,” Nyoka said.


      “It’s a good school,” Jimmy Sr. said.


      “And we have a lot of family up in South Bend, and that’s only a few hours away, so they can come see you.”


      They insisted he call all the other coaches immediately. Tell them. Make it official. It was the adult thing to do, they said.

         So, one by one Jimmy dialed the numbers, and one by one he broke the news. Even Coach Williams. That hurt Jimmy the most.

         So long, Kansas uniform.

      


      Finally, all that was left was to call in his acceptance. He dialed Steve Fisher’s house. Fisher’s wife, Angie, said her husband

         was in the car, with the other coaches, but don’t worry, please, stay put, he’ll call right back on the car phone.

      


      Riiinnng.

      


      “Jimmy? Coach Fisher here.”


      “How you doin’?”


      “Fine. Just great. My wife said you called.”


      “Well, I made up my mind. I’m coming.”


      “… Really?”


      “Yup.”


      “YEEEEE! Wwooooeeee! Yoooowhooo! … YES! YES!”


      Jimmy looked at the phone. He couldn’t believe it. His big, mature, adult decision, and the coaches were screaming like kids

         in the backseat of the car.

      


      Shit’s crazy, he thought.
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Texas, Steve Fisher marveled. How’d we ever end up in Texas? He remembered the first time he’d even thought about recruiting

in the Lone Star State, when he was still working for Frieder. Mike Boyd, the other assistant, had said in a meeting, “We

should branch out to Texas. The top players there are willing to leave, because the local schools pay too much attention to

football.”




Fisher hadn’t thought much about it at the time. But now? Well, now Texas could be part of his salvation. Jimmy King? The

guard that made coaches drool? Fisher never thought Michigan could get Jimmy King. But Michigan got him. That made two top-rated

players at their positions, Juwan and Jimmy, a center and a shooting guard. Bringing them to visit school together had been

a small stroke of genius. And it was only November!




For most coaches in most recruiting years—Fisher included—a pair of blue-chippers would be cause enough for celebration. But

Fisher still nourished hopes for The Prize, the No. 1 player in the country, Chris Webber, who had excited the whole Michigan

staff by telling the press after the signing of Juwan Howard, “I guess that means Steve Fisher can recruit, huh?”




When Chris Webber spoke, people listened—even if he was 17 years old.


Meanwhile, Boyd wasn’t done in Texas. He had another kid on the line, about to commit.


Ray Jackson.


And how lucky was that?


Although Ray Jackson would one day become an integral part of Michigan basketball, Fisher’s staff didn’t even know who he

was when they found him. Boyd had been in Texas for the Great Houston Shoot Out—a tournament for high school players—scouting

another Jackson, Lukie Jackson, son of Luke Jackson, the former Philadelphia 76er. And a guy came up to Boyd, out of the blue,

started talking.




“You with Michigan?”


“Uh-huh,” Boyd said.


“Here to see Jackson?”


“Yep.”


 “Well, you’re gonna see one hell of a player.”


“Yeah.”


“That kid can really play.”


“I know.”


“Personally, I think Ray Jackson may be the best player we got around here.”


“Ye … uh … Ray Jackson?”




Boyd flipped through his lineup list. Sure enough, on another team was another Jackson. Ray, not Lukie. Boyd closed his eyes.

Hadn’t he gotten a phone call about a Ray Jackson from a former Michigan player not too long ago? Must be fate, he figured.




He went early to watch the game.


And—lookie here—this kid was outstanding. A thickly built player whose shirt just seemed to naturally pull from his shorts.

He had silky moves and a quickness that was deceptive. He rebounded, played defense, scored inside, scored outside. He was

laughing, relaxed, naturally athletic: you could see it in his easy stride and his fluid motion. He had 12 points in the first

five minutes.




Boyd shook his head.


The things you find out.


“What’d I tell you about Jackson?” that same guy said after the game was over.


“You were right,” Boyd said.


Thank God you mentioned his first name, he was thinking.


The next day, Boyd came to the gym and got his second surprise. Turns out Ray Jackson had been a Michigan fan all his life.

He was now wearing a Michigan hat. And when he saw Boyd, he waved.




He waved? On his own?


Brian Dutcher would have fainted.


Ray Jackson could be catch No. 3.


And Fisher might have to start wearing cowboy hats.





TEXAS HIGH SCHOOL BASKETBALL SCOUTING REPORT


“It Makes Good Court Sense”


6–5 plus RAY JACKSON Austin L.BJ.


Can go out on the floor and hit the three. SAT 840. Parents are in education. Solid family. Ray went to summer school and

did well. Should make it. Lots of heavy letters coming in. Claims he wants to leave, but U.T. is hard to beat IF and WHEN

they decide to go after a local kid. Plays hard and is very unselfish with good passing skills. High Div. I 3-man. Bright

future.




—from Texas High School Scouting Report, a tip sheet for college recruiters
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Ray Jackson was conceived in a prayer.


“Please, Lord, give me a son,” his father had whispered back in the winter of 1973, when his own athletic dreams were about

to die. Ray Sr. had been a star defensive lineman at Southwest Texas State, an honorable mention Ail-American, good enough,

he felt, to be drafted by the NFL. When he wasn’t, it crushed him. He let himself go. Drank beer. Fell out of shape. A few

months later, he got a letter from the Green Bay Packers, asking if he’d like to try out. He looked at his flabby body and

he almost cried.




He never went. And he never heard from another NFL team. He was depressed. He sulked. He felt his lone shot at the big time

was gone. So he closed his eyes and asked God for a son, an heir to his dreams. As he was a religious man, accustomed to quoting

the Bible and praying at every meal, he was not surprised when, a few weeks later, his wife, Gladys, who had already borne

him two daughters, told him the strangest thing: despite their efforts at birth control, she was pregnant again. Could he

believe that?




And they had a son.


So young Ray Jackson came to earth with a purpose, and the purpose was sports. And sure enough, despite a chubby childhood

and an easygoing, almost sleepy demeanor, Ray was a star at every sport he tried. He could play football, and run fast enough

to set track records in junior high school. When he started basketball, the leaping came so naturally that his first dunk

took place in an informal morning pickup game at the high school where his father worked. Ray, who was maybe 12 years old,

was wearing jeans and loafers. He jumped.




Slam!


Jeans and loafers?


By the time he reached Lyndon Baines Johnson High School in


Austin, he was a star just waiting for a uniform. He made varsity as a freshman, and by the end of the season, Ray was a starter.

He was athletic enough to throw a ball off the wall, catch it on the bounce, and slam it through the rim. The following year,

when recruiters came to check out an older player, Mike McShane, Ray’s coach, said to them, “You oughta watch this kid Ray

Jackson. You’re gonna love him.”




They watched him shoot. Watched him drive the lane and twist in midair. They nodded.


“How old is he?” they asked.


McShane thought for a minute. He realized he didn’t know.


“Hey, Ray. How old are you?”


“I’m 14,” he said.


McShane blinked. “C’mon. Stop lying. You’re a sophomore.”


“Coach, for real, I’m 14.”


The recruiters took out their notepads.


From that point on, McShane took a special interest in developing Ray at every position. He played him at small forward, power

forward, shooting guard, and point guard, just so Ray would be ready for when the colleges came calling. And they did come

calling. Letters flooded the office. The gym phone became the Ray Jackson Hot Line. Oklahoma. Georgetown. Colorado. Houston.

Texas. Texas A&M.




And Michigan.


Ray had always loved Michigan. First he loved their colorful football helmets and then he loved their basketball team, when

it won the 1989 national championship. He wore Michigan shirts and hats as part of his wardrobe. “Those are my boys,” he would

drawl, pointing to the maize and blue “M.”




So when Ray saw Mike Boyd at the Houston Shoot Out, he made sure to acknowledge him. He had no reason to be coy. He wasn’t

like that, anyhow. If Ray liked you, he let you know. He said “Whassup?” and he smiled that easy smile that seemed to pour

from his lips like syrup. Ray knew Michigan was looking at Jimmy King, the Piano kid everyone said was the best player in

the state. Ray had never met Jimmy, but he certainly knew about him. Who in Texas didn’t?




If Michigan wanted Jimmy King at guard, then Ray could play forward. That’s what Ray figured. Ray was blessed with the ability

to adjust, to take life at the languid pace that the Texas heat often demanded. Like his father, he had an infectious laugh,

first deep, then high-pitched, his eyes squeezing shut as his mouth opened wide, a huge laugh, you couldn’t help but laugh

with him. Sometimes he had to stand up he was laughing so hard. He’d get out of the chair, slap it a few times, and plop back

in it.




So the anxiety that Jimmy King felt in Piano was not matched in the small bedroom in the ranch house on Starstreak Road in

Austin, behind the 7-Eleven and across from the Precision Tune Up Shop.




He knew what he wanted.


He wanted to go to Michigan.


There were people at his school who doubted he could make it. People who said a kid like him, from a predominantly black,

lower-middle-class Texas high school, couldn’t hack it at a huge, northern, mostly white campus. They also whispered that

he wasn’t smart enough to handle the academics. Ray took that personally and vowed to show them all.




But Ray didn’t change for anyone. He once listed his hobby as “sleeping,” and sure enough, when Steve Fisher and Mike Boyd

arrived a little early for their in-home recruiting visit, Ray’s mother, Gladys, had to knock on her son’s bedroom door.




“Ray, wake up quick, the people from Michigan are here.”


“Mnnnn … nnn … huh?” Ray said.


He’d been napping.


A month later, Ray Jackson, Jr., fulfilled his father’s vision by accepting an athletic scholarship to Michigan, during the

early signing period.




Their coaches had never seen him play a regular high school game.


“You’ll show ‘em,” his father said. “God will lead the way.”


And Ray felt good, because, after all, his father had been right about everything else.
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Silence can indeed be golden, at least when the silence means your critics are choking on their words. Steve Fisher read the

newspaper accounts of his early-signing-period success and had to keep from gloating. All those people who said he couldn’t

recruit—Look at what happened with Montross!—where were they now? Silence! Why, even the major scouting services were rating his recruiting catch of Juwan Howard, Jimmy

King, and Ray Jackson as fifth-best incoming class in the country. And he wasn’t done yet! There was still the big prize,

Chris Webber, 6 feet 9 inches of titanic basketball talent, right down the road, in downtown Detroit. Fisher knew his chief

competition on Webber was his archrival, Michigan State, but he’d also heard rumors about Kentucky, Duke, Minnesota, even

the University of Detroit Mercy. And since Webber hadn’t signed with anyone in the early period, he was in the stew for four

more months. The school that got Chris Webber would be the envy of all the others. Fisher made sure his Michigan staff stayed

relentless. Writing letters. Making the phone calls:




“Michigan is where you belong, Chris … And I know you’re a family-loving person, right? … Well, this way your family can come

and see you every game … So how’s your schoolwork coming?”


There were others besides Webber. And they were just as close and just as convenient. Jalen Rose and Voshon Lenard were star

guards from Detroit, they went to the same high school, and both were ranked in the top 25 in the nation. Michigan was on

their shortlists.




A good year to be in this state, Fisher thought.


“Steve, we gotta focus on our backyard now, just focus on our backyard,” Dutcher suggested, sounding like a field sergeant

looking through binoculars. “We did our job out of state. Now we focus on our backyard. We can get those kids. We can get

Webber and Rose and Lenard.”




“Do they want to come to games?” Fisher asked.


“Heck, yeah.”


“Let’s make sure they get tickets whenever they want.”


“They will.”


“Get ‘em up here, where we can talk to them.”


“Exactly.”


Fisher sighed. “I just hope we win when they’re watching.”


It was a major concern. People forget that while coaches are out shopping for next year’s class, they still have to be running

this year’s team. Or is it the other way around?




Whatever. Fisher’s future roster was looking better than his current one every day. The Wolverines were heading toward a miserable

season, at least by Michigan standards. Led by 6-foot-l guard Demetrius Calip—and when you’re led by a 6-foot-l guard, it

doesn’t bode well—they lost three games during the preconference season, then dropped four straight to open the Big Ten. They

were out of the running before it even got started. Michigan State, their archrival, beat them in the conference opener by

15 points in East Lansing. Ohio State, another archrival, beat them by 10 in Ann Arbor. So thin was the Michigan talent that

Fisher ended up starting a bald-headed forward named Freddie Hunter, who the year before was playing in the intramural leagues,

on a team called “Freddie and the Seven Dwarfs.”




On top of that, Fisher was now working short-handed. Mike Boyd had left the staff at the end of September, to take the head

coaching job at Cleveland State. Boyd had always felt a little jilted that Fisher got the big office when Frieder left. Fisher

knew that. Mike would make a fine head coach, he thought, and he deserved the chance somewhere, and besides, he certainly

had done enough, recruiting-wise, for Michigan, being the main guy on Jimmy and Ray. Even after Boyd quit, he called those

two, just to tell them, “I still think you should go to Michigan. I meant it before, and I mean it now. It’s the best place

for you.”




That was nice. But now, with Boyd gone, Fisher had a gap. More than just a missing assistant coach, Fisher didn’t have anyone

black on his staff, and in recruiting, that can be death. College basketball is a racially charged sport, with a tinderbox

balance. You often have predominantly black teams at predominantly white universities, where predominantly white head coaches

construct staffs that have at least one black assistant coach. This, as ridiculous as it sounds, is to keep at least some

slight mirror image between those Who play and those who coach them. Is it tokenism? Of course. It is also considered a recruiting

imperative. Without at least one black coach on the staff, other schools may quickly suggest, to black recruits, that you

are a racist school, or that the last guy left because the head coach “had a problem with blacks.” It didn’t have to be true.

It never had to be true. All you needed was the appearance of something. And the fact was, Fisher now had a staff of three

white assistants.




But he had a plan.


Indiana came to town and beat the Wolverines. And Illinois came to town and beat the Wolverines. It seemed like everybody

beat the Wolverines. Fisher was enduring more defeat halfway through this season than he’d endured in his entire head coaching

career.




One night, as the season wound down, several players were sitting around “study table,” which is a private area in the West

Engineering Building where U-M athletes go to study and get academic assistance (it has also been described as a place for

jocks to hang out, with desks). Anyhow, these players—including sophomore forward Tony Tolbert, freshman center Rich Mclver,

freshman forward Sam Mitchell, and sophomore center Eric Riley—were talking about the much ballyhooed incoming class. The

famous Juwan Howard, the famous Jimmy King, the less famous Ray Jackson, and who knows, in the next few weeks, maybe the nation’s

No. 1 prep player, Chris Webber, and his buddy Jalen Rose.




“What does that mean for us?” one of them said.


Tolbert, the team comedian, grabbed a piece of paper and motioned for the others to gather round. He wrote their names down.


“Let’s see,” he said, “what does it mean for us? Well, there’s 200 minutes a game, right? So if Chris Webber comes here, he’s

getting 40 or 39, you know that. So Sam”—scratch—“that leaves you one minute a game.”




Sam laughed. It was nervous laughter.


“And Rich, baby, you with the wrong team”—scratch—“you ain’t gonna play at all. You barely playin’ now.”




More laughter.


“Eric, I hear they promised Juwan Howard the starting center job, so”—scratch—“maybe 10 minutes a game for you.”




Hahaha.


“And let’s see. Me. Tony … hmmm …”


He drew the letters big enough for all of them to see.
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