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      “Every NBA player, if not every pro athlete, should be required to read The Punch, John Feinstein’s chilling book about how a 1977 fight in a Lakers-Rockets game changed the lives of Kermit Washington and
         Rudy Tomjanovich. If current NBA players read this book, maybe they’ll realize the potential physical and psychological consequences
         of the fights that occur in NBA games every so often between these huge, powerful athletes. Maybe they’ll realize that they
         could be haunted for the rest of their lives by one punch, as Washington and Tomjanovich have been.… Maybe if enough NBA players
         read The Punch, there won’t be another punch like it.”
      

      —Dave Anderson, New York Times

      “Just when you think John Feinstein couldn’t possibly top himself, he goes and does just that. In The Punch, Feinstein offers a behind-the-scenes look at how one of the most infamous fights in modern professional sports annals affected
         the lives of the combatants, onlookers, teammates, and ultimately the National Basketball Association.”
      

      —Steve Goode, Hartford Courant

      
         “The Punch delivers an incisive look at a critical moment in sports history.”
      

      —Rodney Price, Rocky Mountain News

      “Feinstein has carefully documented one of the key events that helped civilize professional basketball.… He spends the first
         chapter setting the stage and then delivering a literary punch of his own with a captivating account of the incident. The
         story, already compelling on its own, sinks its hooks deep into the reader with the author’s wonderful fast-paced narrative.…
         The tale is rich with quotes and impressions from many who were present at the fight…. Expertly telling the story of two men,
         Feinstein is also chewing up a good bite of NBA history that offers insights into how the league handles on-court conflict
         to this day. The Punch will probably race up sales charts and find a wide audience among those who love sports, but those who don’t share that passion
         will find the book equally engrossing. Feinstein hasn’t delivered a ‘sports book’ but rather has used sports as a way to examine
         the human experience in what is truly a fascinating read.”
      

      —Larry Curtis, Salt Lake Deseret News

      “Feinstein is a fluent, facile writer. For the most part the pages go by quickly…. Feinstein is one of the country’s most
         respected sports journalists.”
      

      —Fritz Lanham, Houston Chronicle

      “Exhaustively researched and straightforwardly written.”

      —John Powers, Boston Globe

      “Instructive and likeable…. Feinstein, who intuitively understands the bonds of teammates, skillfully draws the repercussions
         of the Punch.”
      

      —Kirkus Reviews

      
         “It remains the touchstone for any discussion of violence in professional sports…. Feinstein captures not just the immediate
         aftermath of Washington’s thundering punch but also the years of pain, anger, and sideways glances that each man endured because
         of the episode….In an odd way, it may be Feinstein’s thoughtful, detailed examination of each man’s life—before and after
         the punch—that finally gives Washington and Tomjanovich the peace they both deserve.”
      

      —Mark Luce, San Francisco Chronicle

      “The Punch is a story of how men build and rebuild their lives in the spotlight’s glare…. It’s about how bad things happen to good people….
         Feinstein tells a television-age fable of how, in a split second, two strangers became linked in a way that’s possible only
         when that moment is captured on videotape.”
      

      —Allen St. John, Washington Post

      “The Punch has all the hallmarks of a John Feinstein special—the candid interviews, the touching nuances that personalize public people,
         the friendships and feuds that fuel the inner workings of a team.”
      

      —Katherine Pushkar, Newsday

      “Feinstein’s approach is utterly thorough regarding the event and painstakingly fair to both parties involved….He convincingly
         proves his point that one punch in 1977 changed things for the men and the NBA.”
      

      —Susan Ellis, Memphis Flyer

      “A compelling, detailed account of a terrifying incident…. Feinstein is a reporter at heart and this, his 13th book, is a
         fine display of his curiosity and tenacity.”
      

      —John Wilkens, San Diego Union-Tribune

      
         “If you like sports, you’ll love this book. If you like psychological studies, or great character development and strong subplots,
         you’ll love this book.”
      

      —John Burr, Florida Times-Union

      “With his superb reportorial skills and layered insight, Feinstein has reigned as one of our nation’s top sports storytellers
         for nearly two decades.”
      

      —David Davis, Jewish Daily Forward

      “The Punch is a wonderful piece of reporting that is required reading for anyone who loves sports, or sports history.”
      

      —Mike Lupica, New York Daily News

      “Feinstein does a respectable job of reporting the details of the punch and presents competing evidence conscientiously… The
         biographies of Washington and Tomjanovich are the most interesting sections of the book….Washington’s story is particularly
         engrossing.”
      

      —Hugo Lindgren, New York Times Book Review

      “An excellent and engaging book.… Feinstein’s latest tears the scab off one of the deepest wounds in the history of professional
         sports…. He tells a moving story…. His research is sharp, and his time line jumps around effortlessly, like a good Quentin
         Tarantino film…. His portrait of each man is compelling.”
      

      —Publishers Weekly (starred review)
      

      “The Punch chronicles how this single, horrifying event forever changed the lives of the two men most directly involved. It also sheds
         light on how the NBA—and, indeed, all professional sports— has been affected as a result…. The Punch is more than a ‘sports book’; it raises questions about race, violence, and, ultimately, redemption. Gruesome at times, but
         always engaging, Feinstein’s latest book is a knockout.”
      

      —Todd Tobias, IMM
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         This is for Dick Hall and David Sattler
      

      Neither is a relative by blood

      Both are brothers in my heart

   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         
         It was a comfortable June afternoon and I was in my car en route to a meeting in downtown Washington, D.C. I was listening
         to my friend Jim Rome’s syndicated radio show when I heard him introducing Kermit Washington.
      

      Like anyone who follows sports, I knew the name well, and as with most people, the instant I heard his name one image came
         into my mind: The Punch. I don’t know how many times I had seen it on tape, but it was right there in my mind’s eye, Washington
         turning and punching Rudy Tomjanovich with such force that Tomjanovich appeared to fly backward through the air.
      

      The date was December 9, 1977, the place was the Los Angeles Forum. Washington was in his fifth year with the Los Angeles
         Lakers at the time. Tomjanovich, a four-time All-Star, was in his eighth season with the Houston Rockets.
      

      I probably knew a little more about Washington than most people, even though I had never met him. He was a graduate of American
         University, and a number of people I had worked with at the Washington Post knew him well. Mike Trilling, the Post’s late assistant sports editor, had worked with him at AU, and a number 
         of the guys I had worked with at the paper had written about him through the years, since he was a local hero in the early
         1970s. All said the same thing about him: “Sweetheart of a guy.”
      

      As Rome introduced Washington, talking about his accomplishments—two-time academic All-American; last player to average 20
         points and 20 rebounds in a college season (1973); nine years in the NBA; charity work in Africa—and then brought up The Punch,
         I remembered reading a piece in the New York Times a few weeks earlier written by Washington, about how the night of the Tomjanovich punch still haunted him. I also remembered
         interviewing Tomjanovich on the subject for the Post during the 1981 NBA playoffs. He was very polite, but it was clear he didn’t want to talk about what had happened. Who could
         blame him?
      

      Rome had read the same piece in the Times, which led him to book Washington for the show. He began walking Washington through what led up to the fight and then the
         fight itself. As he talked, two things were apparent to me about Washington: he had done this before, and he was still in
         a lot of pain. By the end of the first segment, I had reached my destination and parked my car. I was a few minutes early,
         so I stayed in the car and listened to the second segment. When I heard Rome saying he was going to keep Washington for a
         third segment, I was surprised but not surprised. Rome almost never keeps a guest two segments, much less three. But there
         was clearly more to ask, and he knew it. By now, I was late for my meeting. I stayed in the car.
      

      By the time Rome finished, I was convinced there was a book to be written about Kermit Washington and Rudy Tomjanovich. Clearly
         this moment had changed Washington’s life and, I was willing to bet, Tomjanovich’s life too. Clearly it was a watershed moment
         in sports, because it has become the symbol of what can happen when fights break out among very strong, very athletic young men.
      

      “What this event told us,” NBA commissioner David Stern told me later, “was that we could not, under any circumstances, allow
         
         men this big and this strong to square off and swing at one another. We sometimes get criticized for the rules we have, especially
         when we have to suspend players for wandering off the bench during a fight in the playoffs [see New York–Miami, 1998]. But
         I would rather have that happen than have bench-clearing brawls that lead to serious injuries.
      

      “People forget, that was a tough time in the league. This was a monumental event when it occurred, because it appeared to
         symbolize everything people were saying about us. And it got so much attention at the time, which only made it more difficult for everyone.”
      

      I was fairly convinced that Washington would talk to me, given that the piece in the Times and the Rome interview both made it clear that he felt people did not understand what really happened that night or who the
         real Kermit Washington was. Tomjanovich, I believed, would be more difficult, and in my mind there would be no book without
         his cooperation. For better or worse, the two men were entwined in each other’s lives forever.
      

      With the help of Travis Rogers, Rome’s radio producer, I tracked Washington down at his restaurant outside Portland, Oregon.
         I explained that I thought there might be a book in his and Tomjanovich’s story if both would cooperate. “I’ll do it,” he
         said, “but I think you’ll have a tough time with Rudy. I know he doesn’t like to talk about it.”
      

      Tomjanovich had come back from the punch, after going through five surgeries, to play again in 1978–79. He had retired after
         the 1981 season and had been with the Rockets ever since as a scout, assistant coach, and, since 1992, the head coach. He
         had become a coaching star, winning back-to-back NBA titles in 1994 and 1995, and was about to coach the 2000 U.S. Olympic
         men’s basketball team, which would win the gold medal in Sydney.
      

      At that moment I had a contract with my publisher to do a golf book during 2001. My feeling was that I would take a shot at
         
         Tomjanovich, and if he didn’t want to do it, that would be that. I would be disappointed, because I really believed there
         was a good book to be done, but I would move on. I contacted Tim Frank, who was then the Rockets’ public relations director.
      

      If there is an unsung hero in this book, it is Tim Frank, if only because the one person who has put more time into seeing
         it reach completion is me. By the time I reached the finish line, Tim, who now works for the NBA, had taken to answering my
         phone calls by saying, “What’d you forget now?” Or, “Whose number did you lose this time?”
      

      I told Tim what I was hoping to do. His answer was direct: How can I help? At that moment, all I wanted was a guarantee that
         the letter I was going to write to Rudy telling him why I wanted to do the book would get to him, not end up in the trash
         next to a secretary’s desk. “Send it to me,” Tim said. “I’ll put it in his hands myself.”
      

      He did. The return phone call was, I thought, not surprising. “He just doesn’t feel like he wants to go through it all again,”
         Tim said when he called back. I understood. I thanked him for trying. Then Tim said one more thing: “John, I wouldn’t want
         to lead you down the wrong road here, but I honestly believe if you ever sat him down alone, face-to-face, the answer might
         be different. No guarantees. I could be nuts. But he didn’t just blow it off as if it was crazy.”
      

      I kept that in mind. Maybe down the road. I had a golf book to write. In January I began the research. The book, which I may
         go back to someday, was supposed to be about players who go through the PGA’s Qualifying School and what the next year of
         their lives is like. I put together my group of players and went to Tucson to start the year. Something was nagging at me
         while I was there. I liked the guys I was working with. I love golf. But it didn’t feel right. Maybe the idea was too similar
         to A Good Walk Spoiled. Maybe it was just too much travel with two little kids at home. Something wasn’t working.
      

      
         Two weeks later I was supposed to continue my research in San Diego. Now, San Diego in early February is not exactly a daunting
         assignment, especially when it is snowing and 25 degrees in Washington. San Diego is the best West Coast tournament to go
         to as a reporter: no pro-ams to deal with, great working conditions at the golf course, and the hotel is across the street
         from an excellent swimming pool. Perfect. I had plans to spend time with three of my golfers.
      

      And I didn’t want to get on the plane. My gut was telling me something. I sat back and pictured myself not doing the book.
         Immediately I felt better. I had been back and forth for weeks with this notion, but I decided to go with my gut feeling.
         I called Esther Newberg, my agent-for-life, and told her what I was feeling. I was prepared for some serious moaning and groaning.
         “If that’s the way you feel, then don’t do it,” she said. “You’re allowed to do this at this point in your life.”
      

      I took a deep breath, relieved. “Do you want me to call Michael?” she asked, referring to Michael Pietsch, my editor at Little,
         Brown. “Absolutely not,” I said. This was something I felt I had to go and tell him in person.
      

      The next day I drove to New York, which I find much easier than flying most of the time. In the car I was flipping radio stations
         as I crossed the Delaware Memorial Bridge, when I picked up a Philadelphia radio station. “And tomorrow,” a voice was saying,
         “the Sixers host the Houston Rockets in the First Union Center.”
      

      My eyes widened. Coincidence? Or karma? My meeting in New York went better than I could have hoped for. Michael Pietsch is,
         as my mother used to say, a mensch. He could have pointed out that I had a signed contract for this book and that he had willingly
         gone along with my off-the-wall idea to do a book on Patriot League basketball a year earlier and that I owed him this golf
         book. He did none of that. “You’re doing the right thing,” he 
         said. “If your heart isn’t in it, you shouldn’t do the book. When you’ve got another idea, we’ll talk.”
      

      I said nothing about the outside possibility that I might have another idea in forty-eight hours. That night I tracked down
         Tim Frank in Philadelphia. Any chance, I asked, that Rudy would see me tomorrow? “I’ll get back to you,” Tim said. An hour
         later he did: “We’re shooting in the arena from twelve to one,” he said. “Rudy says you should meet us there.”
      

      Back in the car the next morning, on my way to Philly, I put together a Letterman’s list of the ten reasons why Rudy should
         cooperate for the book. I was going to give it my best shot. I knew this was a book I wanted to do. Whenever an idea truly
         excites me, I get hyper and can’t stop thinking about it. That was the way I felt turning into the parking lot at the First
         Union Center. I figured my odds were about 10-to-1 against.
      

      Often, as a reporter, when you are meeting someone at practice, they will wait until the last possible moment to talk to you
         and then say something like, “Can we talk on the way to the bus?” I walked onto the court at twelve-thirty. Five minutes later
         Rudy walked over, put out his hand, and said, “I heard you wanted to talk to me.” No stalling or rushing here. At least I
         would get the chance to make my pitch.
      

      We sat down in a corner of the almost-empty building. I told him about hearing Kermit on the radio, and about Bill Buckner.
         I was at Shea Stadium on that October night in 1986 when Mookie Wilson’s ground ball bounced under Buckner’s glove. I had
         never forgotten being in the Red Sox clubhouse and watching Buckner deal with wave after wave of writers, never once snapping,
         never once saying, “I already answered that question.”
      

      Classy as he was, as good a ballplayer as he was (almost 2,800 hits), most baseball fans remember Buckner for that one moment.
         In fact, most people, including many who watched the game or were in the ballpark, believe that Buckner’s error cost the Red
         Sox 
         the Series, that if he had made the play Boston would have won. The truth is, the score was already tied when he made the
         error. If he had made the play, the game would have gone to the eleventh inning, tied. There is no guarantee at all that the
         Red Sox would have won.
      

      But in the lore of the game, Buckner’s boot cost the Red Sox the Series. When you point this out to Boston fans—Esther, for
         example—they turn their noses up and say something like, “Don’t defend him.” He lives in their minds as the goat, and they
         don’t want anyone using facts to dissuade them from that belief.
      

      I told Rudy that I thought he and Kermit were like Buckner in that each had accomplished so many other things and yet, when
         people thought of them, they thought of this. I wondered how he had put it behind him and gone on with his life; who had helped him do that; what he thought now, all
         these years later, when it still came up over and over again.
      

      Rudy looked straight across the court at the empty seats. “Someone once told me,” he said, “that hating Kermit would be like
         taking poison and hoping someone else died. I’ve always tried to remember that.”
      

      I let those words hang in the air for a moment and then prepared to move on with my list. Before I could, though, Rudy looked
         at me and said, “Okay, let’s do it.”
      

      I was stunned. Heck, I had about eight reasons left. Later he told me that something in his gut told him this was the right
         thing to do, that he believed he could trust me to tell the story properly. I will be forever grateful to him for that. We
         talked logistics for a couple minutes, then shook hands and he went back on the court. I walked over to Tim. He had a sheepish
         look on his face.
      

      “I was really upset,” he said later. “I thought Rudy would give you more than ten minutes before he turned you down.”

      Before Tim could say anything, I said, “He said yes.”

      Tim’s answer was direct: “He said what?”
      

      
         And so, this book was born.
      

      It was different from any book I’ve ever done because I had to track down clips, locate people, and try to piece together
         events that took place almost twenty-five years before. I was amazed at how different the story was from what I first perceived
         it to be. I had no idea how seriously Rudy was hurt that night or what he went through emotionally long after the worst of
         the physical pain had subsided. I could not possibly have realized how traumatic the event was for the other players on the
         court, for the coaches, even for the referees, and for all of basketball. There had never been anything quite like it before
         in the sport. Thank God there has never been anything quite like it since.
      

      One of the first people I spoke to during my research was Jerry West, who was coaching the Lakers the night the incident took
         place. West candidly admitted that just talking about it again, even after all these years, was upsetting. I could tell by
         the quaver in his voice that he meant what he was saying.
      

      “The worst part of it all,” he said, “is that these were two very good men. In different ways, they’re both victims of that
         night. I don’t think either one of them has ever been able to find closure with this. And I’m not sure they ever will.”
      

      I have now spent hours and hours with both of them, talking about that night and their lives before and since. As a reporter,
         I would be lying if I didn’t say I found the story fascinating, the notion that one moment, a matter of just a few seconds,
         can so radically change lives. As a friend, and I now consider both of them my friends, I sincerely hope that all the time
         they spent talking about what occurred, and now reading what follows, will give them some kind of closure.
      

      They both deserve it.

   
      1

      What Hit Me?

       
         
         
         December 9, 1977

      He had always worried about the scoreboards. That morning, during shootaround, Rudy Tomjanovich caught himself staring up at
         the scoreboard in the Los Angeles Forum, wondering if the thing was really safe.
      

      “I always thought about it in the empty arenas,” he said. “For some reason, I worried that one day one of the damn things
         would break and it would come crashing down on us during a game.”
      

      Now it had. At least that’s what he thought when he came to, lying flat on his back, that night in the opening minute of the
         third quarter. The Houston Rockets and Los Angeles Lakers had been tied 55–55 at halftime, and he was having a great shooting
         night: 9-for-14 from the field. His jumper, one of the NBA’s sweetest, felt perfect every time he released the ball. The only
         surprise was that he had actually missed five times.
      

      The Rockets had gone up 57–55 to start the second half. There was a missed jump shot at the other end, and Kevin Kunnert,
         the Rockets’ 7-foot center, grabbed the rebound. Tomjanovich began sprinting down the right side of the court, knowing that
         Kunnert 
         would feed the ball to John Lucas, his team’s point guard, and there would be a chance to beat the L.A. defense down the court.
         He was on the right wing, looking to see if Lucas was going to feed him the ball, when he heard a whistle behind the play.
      

      He turned and saw Kunnert, who had made it to midcourt, being wrestled from behind by Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Another Laker,
         Tomjanovich wasn’t sure at that moment who it was, had his back to Tomjanovich and was throwing a punch at Kunnert. Tomjanovich
         saw Kunnert sag to one knee as the punch landed, and he started running in the direction of the fight. “All I knew,” he later
         said, “was one of my guys was in trouble. I just ran toward the fight, not sure what I would do when I got there.”
      

      He sprinted toward the skirmish, arms down, thinking he would perhaps wrap up the Laker who had hit Kunnert and pull him away,
         just as Abdul-Jabbar appeared to be doing with Kunnert. That’s the way most NBA fights began and ended: an elbow or a profanity
         thrown; a square-off; a punch, maybe two; and then cooler heads prevailing. Tomjanovich was always one of the cooler heads.
         Calvin Murphy, his 5-foot-10-inch roommate, was not. Murphy was also running back in the direction of the fight. Somewhere,
         in the deep recesses of his mind, Tomjanovich knew that if Murphy arrived before he did, it would not be as a peacemaker.
         He was at full speed as he approached center court.
      

      That was when the scoreboard fell on him.

      “Tricky, what happened?”

      He was lying in a pool of blood, Tomjanovich knew that. He could see Dick Vandervoort, the Rockets’ trainer, leaning over
         him, holding a towel to try to stanch the blood gushing from his nose.
      

      “Lie still, Rudy,” Vandervoort—Tricky to all the Houston players—was telling him.

      Still dazed, Tomjanovich sat up just a little bit, and the first person he saw was Walter Matthau, the actor, who was sitting
         in a 
         front-row seat. He repeated his original question. “What happened, Trick, did the scoreboard fall on me?”
      

      “Kermit hit you.”

      Kermit Washington was the Lakers’ 6-foot-8-inch power forward. He was listed in the media guide as weighing 240 pounds, all
         of it rock-hard muscle from years of weight lifting. On that night Washington’s weight was down to 222, the result of hours
         of tireless off-season rehab work he had done after undergoing knee surgery the previous season. At any weight Washington
         was one of the league’s strongest men, a self-made player who used strength, intensity, and work ethic to make up for a lack
         of offensive skills.
      

      Washington often joked about his shooting ability. “I would always say to the referees, ‘Hey, I’m being fouled, call a foul,’”
         he said. “And they would look at me and say, ‘Kermit, if we call the foul, you’re just going to miss free throws and embarrass
         yourself. Keep playing.’”
      

      So he played. Very hard. He was part of a generation of enforcers, players whose job it was to protect their team’s star.
         Abdul-Jabbar was the Lakers’ star. Washington was his protection. That meant he did the dirty work defensively and on the
         boards, and if any kind of skirmish broke out, it was his job to make sure nothing happened to Abdul-Jabbar. There were limits
         to what he could do. On opening night in October, Abdul-Jabbar, frustrated by the physical play of Milwaukee Bucks rookie
         center Kent Benson, had hauled off and slugged Benson, breaking his hand. He had missed 20 games and the Lakers had struggled
         to a 9–14 start.
      

      It was Washington whom Tomjanovich had seen throw the punch at Kunnert. As Kunnert’s knees buckled and Abdul-Jabbar, who had
         been trying to separate Kunnert from Washington, swung him away, Washington became aware of someone approaching from behind.
      

      “I saw a blur of red,” he said. “I grew up in the streets. You learn there that if you’re in a fight and someone is coming
         up from behind you, you swing first and ask questions later.”
      

      
         He turned and swung, a straight right hand that landed just under Tomjanovich’s nose. At the very last instant, as Washington
         turned and faced him, Tomjanovich sensed danger. He tried to throw his hands up to protect himself, but it was too late.
      

      “I don’t have any memory of throwing my hands up,” Tomjanovich said. “The only reason I know I did is because I saw it on
         the tape. The last thing I remember is running toward the fight. Then I looked up and saw Tricky. There’s nothing in between.”
      

      In between was a punch that landed with devastating force. It was thrown by a very strong man, pumped up on adrenaline from
         being in a fight, at a man running full speed right into the punch, completely unprotected. Describing what happened later,
         doctors likened the collision of Washington’s fist and Tomjanovich’s face to a collision between two locomotives traveling
         at full speed. The doctor who worked on Tomjanovich later that night, a specialist in head and neck trauma, said the injuries
         Tomjanovich suffered were not unlike those suffered by someone thrown through the windshield of a car traveling 50 miles per
         hour.
      

      “I’ll never forget that sound,” Abdul-Jabbar said. “I had turned Kunnert away from Kermit, and suddenly I heard this crack, like a melon landing on concrete. It’s twenty-four years ago, but I can still hear it.”
      

      The punch knocked Tomjanovich straight backward, and he landed on the back of his head, out cold within a second. Every person
         on the court and almost every person in the Forum that night remembers the next few minutes as if they were played out in
         slow motion.
      

      Upstairs in the press box, the writers looked at each other almost as soon as the punch landed and then began heading downstairs—almost
         unheard of in the middle of a game.
      

      “It was the sound,” Thomas Bonk, then the Rockets’ beat writer for the Houston Post, remembered. “No one had ever heard a punch that sounded like that. Even from where we were, all the 
         way upstairs, the sound resonated. Punches aren’t supposed to do that. It was frightening.
      

      “We were used to fights. Back then, fights broke out in the NBA every night. When Kermit and Kunnert squared off, your first
         response was, ‘Oh look, another stupid NBA fight, what else is new?’ And then in an instant it all changed and it became terrifying.”
      

      While most of the writers used the stairs behind the seating area that would take them directly to the hallway where the team
         locker rooms were, Ted Green of the Los Angeles Times bolted out of his chair and ran directly down the center aisle of seats to get courtside.
      

      “The first thing that was stunning was that you could actually hear the punch from where we were,” he said. “None of us had
         ever heard a punch from where we sat. The second thing was the blood. It started spreading around Rudy’s head almost as soon
         as he hit the floor. I’d never seen anyone shot in the head, but if I had, that’s what I imagined it would look like.”
      

      Green estimates that it took him about forty-five seconds to sprint from his seat to courtside. He got to within twenty-five
         or thirty feet of Tomjanovich and saw him lying there, blood all over him and the court, while players milled around in shock
         and Vandervoort worked on him.
      

      “He wasn’t moving,” Green said. “He probably didn’t move for a total of two minutes, maybe three. But it felt like hours while
         I was standing there. I remember thinking, ‘He’s dead. My God, he’s dead. How could this happen? How could this possibly happen?’
         It was completely out of context, this whole scene I was looking at, and it was absolutely horrifying all at once.”
      

      No one was more horrified than Jerry West. A Hall of Fame player in his second year as the Lakers’ coach, he had seen his
         share of fights. But never anything like this. “I was in shock when I saw it,” he said. “Absolute, complete shock. It was
         an awful feeling. I felt sick to my stomach.”
      

      Abdul-Jabbar felt the same sensations. “There was just so much blood,” he said. “I kept thinking, ‘How can there be so much
         blood 
         from one punch? Something is wrong here.’ The only thing that kept me from panicking completely was that his legs were moving
         a little. Otherwise I would have been worried that he was dead. It looked that bad.”
      

      The whistle Tomjanovich had heard had been blown by Bob Rakel, the referee trailing the play. Rakel had seen Kunnert and Washington
         square off, and when Washington threw the punch at Kunnert he blew his whistle, in part to call a punching foul, in part to
         try to get the players to back off. Ed Middleton was the other official, and he had been in full sprint trying to get to the
         other end of the court to pick up the completion of the Rockets’ fast break. He was almost at the baseline when he heard his
         partner’s whistle and turned to see what had happened. When he saw the melee at midcourt, he turned and followed Tomjanovich
         in the direction of the fight. The next thing he knew, Washington had spun around and thrown the punch and Tomjanovich was
         on the floor.
      

      At that moment, everything stopped. No one on either team had any desire to fight anymore. While Rakel was telling Washington
         he was ejected from the game, Middleton stood behind Vandervoort, who had raced off the bench the minute Tomjanovich went
         down. “I remember telling someone we were going to need more towels to mop up all the blood,” Middleton said. “Then I looked
         down and got a good look at Rudy’s face. I had to go over to the scorer’s table and lean over to get my breath back. I was
         afraid I was going to be sick.”
      

      Calvin Murphy, the little guard whom no one in the NBA wanted to fight, had raced past Washington to get to Kunnert, who was
         staggering in Abdul-Jabbar’s arms. When he heard the punch and saw Tomjanovich go down, he left Kunnert and reached his best
         friend’s side no more than a second or two before Vandervoort. Washington was a few feet away, being ejected by Rakel. Murphy
         stood rooted to the spot, staring first at his unconscious teammate, then at Washington.
      

      
         “My first thought was, ‘I’m going to kill the sonofabitch,’” Murphy said. “There was no question in my mind about it. I couldn’t
         believe what I was looking at. I couldn’t believe he had done that to Rudy. I saw the security people starting to take him
         off, and I took a step toward him, because I was going to kill him. That was absolutely my intent: kill the sonofabitch who
         had done that to my buddy.”
      

      But when Murphy tried to put one foot in front of the other, he found he couldn’t move. His legs were rubbery. It certainly
         wasn’t fear. Murphy was one of the league’s smallest men, but he was every bit the enforcer that Washington was. He had been
         a Golden Gloves boxer as a teenager, and unlike most of the league’s players, he actually knew how to fight. Unofficially he had been in seventeen full-fledged fights during eight years in the league and had never lost.
         The fight that people remembered most was one against Sidney Wicks, then of the Boston Celtics. Like Washington, Wicks was
         6-8 and about 225. Murphy had jumped into the air, grabbed Wicks by his Afro, pulled him down to his level, and punched him
         into submission.
      

      Now he stood frozen as Washington left the court. “It was an act of God,” Murphy said years later. “It had to be. On any other
         night I would have killed him. But something happened and kept me there, right where I was. It had to be an act of God. There’s
         no other explanation.”
      

      John Lucas had been in the lane when the whistle blew. He continued to the basket, put an uncontested layup through the hoop,
         and caught the ball as it came through the net. He turned and ran back to the scene with the ball still in his hands. “My
         first instinct was to turn and run,” he said. “I saw Rudy, I looked at Kermit, and I thought, ‘Oh my God, what has happened
         here?’” he said. “I remember I had the ball in my hands, and the first thing I thought was that I just wanted to get out of
         there. I just didn’t want to be at that place. It was too gruesome.”
      

      
         Tomjanovich knew none of this when he came to. He wasn’t in that much pain when Vandervoort got him into a sitting position,
         but he was confused. It hadn’t been the scoreboard; it had been Kermit Washington. “I was dazed and woozy, and Tricky was
         telling me Kermit hit me. All I could think was, ‘Why would he hit me? I wasn’t even fighting with him.’”
      

      It was several minutes before Tomjanovich could stand up. Nowadays, he wouldn’t have been allowed to move. He would have been
         told to stay down and a stretcher would have been brought out for him. But this was 1977. He got up slowly, aided by Vandervoort,
         with a towel over his face to try to stop the blood. Getting up, he looked right at West. It was then that he understood for
         the first time that this was more than a bloody nose.
      

      “He just had this look on his face,” Tomjanovich said. “It was the kind of look you see when someone can’t believe what they’re
         seeing. I remember thinking I must look pretty bad. But I had no idea how bad.”
      

      Tomjanovich had no idea how fortunate he was that Vandervoort had figured out very quickly that he had a serious injury. As
         he left the court with Vandervoort, Tomjanovich was trailed by Dr. Clarence Shields, one of the Lakers’ team doctors. Washington
         had already left, escorted by security and by Dr. Robert Kerlan, the Lakers’ senior team doctor, who went back to the locker
         room with him to examine his hand.
      

      As he walked off, Tomjanovich could hear a man directly over the tunnel leading to the dressing rooms screaming profanities
         at him. “He should have killed you, Tomjanovich,” the man yelled. “Should have killed you.”
      

      Standing in front of the man, eyes filled with tears, was a youngster Tomjanovich recognized as someone who had come to his
         basketball camp years earlier. Tomjanovich wasn’t sure whether the boy was crying because of what he looked like or because
         of what the man was yelling. Either way, he went from wobbly to furious in an instant.
      

      
         “Let’s get this done fast, Trick,” he said. “Put some gauze in my nose or whatever and get me back out there.”
      

      Vandervoort said nothing. Once they were out of the arena and in the hallway under the stands, they had to walk past the Lakers’
         dressing room and around a corner to where the visitors’ dressing room was located. The first person Tomjanovich saw in the
         hallway was Washington. By then the media was in the hallway—Bonk and George White from Houston and two of the three Lakers
         beat writers—Rich Levin of the Herald-Examiner and Mitch Chortkoff from the Orange County Register. Green was still on the court.
      

      “Kermit was still wound up,” Bonk said. “He was pacing up and down in the hallway, just all pumped up on adrenaline, when
         Rudy and Vandervoort got there.”
      

      Seeing Washington, Tomjanovich turned in his direction. “Why’d you hit me like that?” he demanded.

      “What?” Washington screamed back. “What? Hit you? Ask Kevin Kunnert. Ask him what happened.”

      “I’m asking you, you sonofabitch,” Tomjanovich yelled back, and he started toward Washington.

      He didn’t get far, though, because Vandervoort and the security people intervened. “Good thing,” Tomjanovich said later. “If
         I’d gotten near him, he probably would have killed me.”
      

      In fact he almost certainly would have killed him.

      Once it became apparent to Tomjanovich that he wasn’t going to get to Washington, he and Vandervoort proceeded to the locker
         room. Dr. Shields had already gone ahead and placed a call to the pager of Dr. Paul Toffel, a thirty-four-year-old who specialized
         in head trauma. Toffel was at a pre-Christmas fund-raiser for the University of Southern California Medical Center at a hotel
         not far from the arena. When he called Shields back, Shields told him there had been a fight during the game at the Forum.
         “I’ve got a guy here who appears to have a severely broken nose and other 
         facial injuries,” he said. Toffel told him he would meet the player in the emergency room at Centinela Hospital as soon as
         he could get there.
      

      “Do me a favor and tell them to get started right away on X rays,” he told Shields. “That way I can see what we’re dealing
         with as soon as I arrive.”
      

      At that moment Tomjanovich was sitting on a training table, with no intention of going to a hospital. He had a game to finish.
         “If my nose is broken, hook me up with a mask,” he told Vandervoort. Firmly, Vandervoort told him there would be no mask and
         no more basketball on this night.
      

      “There’s an ambulance outside,” he said.

      “Ambulance?” Tomjanovich said. “What the hell is that about?”

      A few minutes later he was in the ambulance. Then he was in the hospital and they were making X rays. He wondered what he
         must look like, because the looks he was getting from the people in the emergency room were not that different from what he
         had seen on the court from Jerry West. “And these were people who were used to seeing stuff,” he said.
      

      Dr. Toffel arrived a few minutes later, still in his tuxedo. When he was given the X rays, his eyes went wide. “Oh my God,”
         Toffel said to the emergency room doctor who had given him the X rays. “This isn’t a sinus injury. The posterior portion of
         his face is way out of alignment.” (Translation: the top part of his skull was actually about an inch off line from the lower
         portion.)
      

      “Who is this guy?” Toffel asked.

      “Rudy Tomjanovich. Plays for the Rockets.”

      Toffel knew the name, knew Tomjanovich was a very good player.

      Tomjanovich was wondering when he was going to get to call his wife back home in Houston when Toffel, now wearing scrubs over
         his tuxedo, walked in carrying X rays. He introduced himself, put a glove on one hand, and told Tomjanovich that he was going
         to see if he could move his upper jaw.
      

      
         “It moved very easily,” Toffel said later. “Which confirmed what the X rays had shown. I knew then this was a very serious
         situation.”
      

      Tomjanovich was still trying to figure out the quickest way to get out of the hospital. He asked Toffel if whatever he was
         going to do was going to take long and, more important, if he couldn’t play any more basketball that night, how soon would
         he be back? The Rockets had a game in Phoenix the next night. Could he play there?
      

      Toffel looked Tomjanovich in the eye. “No, Rudy, you can’t play tomorrow,” he said. “You aren’t going to play basketball for
         a while. You aren’t going to play any more this season.”
      

      Tomjanovich, whose eyes were already swelling shut, looked at Toffel as closely as he possibly could. Even though they were
         slits, his eyes told him that Toffel was completely serious. Any pain he was feeling disappeared, replaced by rage. “Not play
         this season?” he repeated. “Okay, look Doc, I know you gotta do what you gotta do, but give me an hour. I promise I’ll come
         right back. I need to go back and find the guy who did this to me.”
      

      In Tomjanovich’s mind at that moment, he was about to walk out of the emergency room, hail a cab, and go back to the Forum.
         Not play for the rest of the season? Now he really wanted to get Kermit Washington, regardless of the consequences. “I can’t
         ever remember being angrier than I was at that moment,” he said.
      

      Toffel’s face didn’t change expression. His voice was very soft. “Rudy, let me ask you a question,” he said. “Do you have
         any kind of funny taste in your mouth?”
      

      Tomjanovich’s eyes opened slightly. “Yeah, I do,” he said. “It doesn’t taste like blood either. It’s very bitter. What is
         it?”
      

      “Spinal fluid,” Toffel said. “You’re leaking spinal fluid from your brain. We’re going to get you up to ICU in a few minutes
         and we’re going to hope your brain capsule seals very soon. Do you know what the ICU is, Rudy?”
      

      Tomjanovich nodded. He knew what ICU stood for: intensive care unit. The rage was gone. It had been replaced by fear.

      
         “You’re in trouble, Rudy,” Toffel said. “We’re going to work very hard to get you through this. But you can’t be negative
         right now about anything or anyone. You have to work toward getting better, a little bit at a time. We don’t need any anger
         or anything negative. Do you understand?”
      

      Tomjanovich nodded again. By now he was in shock. Less than an hour ago, he had been a basketball player, doing what he loved
         and being paid a lot of money to do it. Now a doctor was telling him his life was hanging in the balance. He was twenty-nine
         years old, with a wife and two young children. At that moment all he wanted to do was see them again. Nothing else mattered.
      

      While Tomjanovich was being taken to the hospital, Kermit Washington sat on a table in the empty Lakers locker room as Dr.
         Kerlan put stitches in his hand. A few minutes later he showered, dressed, and went home. His wife, Pat, who was almost eight
         months pregnant, was there with their two-year-old daughter, Dana.
      

      He had been in fights before. In fact the previous season in Buffalo, he had decked John Shumate during a scuffle on court
         and then taken on most of the Braves’ bench. He had fought with Dave Cowens, the Boston Celtics’ star center, in another incident.
         But something told him this was different. Dr. Kerlan had said they were taking Tomjanovich to the hospital and that he had
         a badly broken nose and some facial injuries. He had seen the blood on the court, had felt the punch land. He wondered if
         he would be suspended by the NBA, which had passed new antifighting rules before the start of the season in response to a
         spate of fights in previous years.
      

      As he walked to his car he heard someone calling his name. It was the man who patrolled the players’ parking lot during games.
         He didn’t know the man’s name, but they always exchanged greetings before and after each game.
      

      
         “Kermit,” the man said as Washington opened his car. “I saw it. I saw what happened.”
      

      Washington nodded, not really eager to get into a conversation at that moment.

      “Kermit,” the man said, “you’re in a lot of trouble. Big trouble.”

      Washington’s stomach twisted into a knot. He wasn’t sure why, because at that moment he didn’t know how badly Tomjanovich
         was hurt, but something told him the man was right.
      

      He was in a lot of trouble.

   
      2

      An Overcast Friday

      
         As with most disasters, the day that would change the lives of Rudy Tomjanovich and Kermit Washington forever began routinely.
         It was an overcast Friday in Los Angeles, six weeks into the NBA season. Both the Rockets and the Lakers had gotten off to
         poor starts, especially given that each had arrived in training camp with high hopes.
      

      The Lakers had finished the 1976–77 regular season with the league’s best record, 53–29. But they hadn’t been the same team
         after Washington tore up his knee in the last game prior to the All-Star break, and when they faced the Portland Trail Blazers
         in the Western Conference finals—a team they had beaten three straight times when Washington was healthy—they were swept in
         four games. The Blazers, led by Bill Walton, went on to beat the Philadelphia 76ers in six games to win their only NBA championship.
      

      In Houston everyone connected to the Rockets firmly believed that the championship trophy sitting in Portland could easily
         have been in Houston instead. The Rockets had won a franchise record 49 games and had reached the conference final for the
         first time in 
         team history, where they faced the 76ers. The Sixers were loaded, the overwhelming favorites to win the title. They had returning
         All-Stars George McGinnis and Doug Collins, the massive young center Darryl Dawkins, and had added the extraordinary Julius
         Erving. Erving came from the financially strapped New York Nets, who virtually gave Erving’s contract away for $3 million
         in order to have enough cash to buy their way into the NBA along with three other teams from the now-defunct American Basketball
         Association.
      

      Trailing three games to one, the Rockets had won game five in Philadelphia. Back in Houston, game six had gone to the wire.
         In the waning seconds, with Philadelphia leading by 2, John Lucas had weaved his way through traffic to the basket and made
         what appeared to be a game-tying layup. But there was contact between Lucas and Collins on the play and a whistle blew. If
         the foul was on Collins, the basket would count and Lucas could win the game with a free throw. But Jake O’Donnell, one of
         the NBA’s most respected officials, called the foul on Lucas, wiping out the basket, and the 76ers hung on to win and advance.
      

      “At worst it should have been a no-call,” Tomjanovich said years later. “Doug was right under the basket. You can’t call a
         charge when the defender is under the basket like that.”
      

      “Jake made the call,” Lucas said years later. “But he could have gotten help from his partner on it.” O’Donnell’s partner
         that night was Joe Gushue. “Philly guy,” Lucas said. “He was from Philly.” He smiled. “Which means nothing, of course.”
      

      To a man, the Rockets were convinced that if they had forced a game seven, even playing in Philadelphia, the pressure on the
         76ers would have been overwhelming. If they had won that game, they would then have faced Portland, a team they had handled
         throughout the regular season, winning three of four games. “It was definitely right there,” Tomjanovich said. “That call
         was one of those you think about for a long time.” He smiled. “I still think about it.”
      

      
         The reason for the Lakers’ early-season struggle in 1977–78 was easy to pinpoint: no Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. In his ninth season
         in the league, Abdul-Jabbar was the most dominating offensive presence in the game. At a listed 7-foot-1 (most players insisted
         he was at least 7-3), he was unstoppable when he set up in the low post and unleashed his skyhook, a shot that was actually
         released above the rim. It couldn’t be blocked, and Abdul-Jabbar had made it into an art form. But his temper tantrum in the
         opening game put him on the sidelines for 20 games, and without him the Lakers were a shadow of themselves.
      

      The Rockets had had no major injuries. They just weren’t playing very well. Teams had adapted to playing against their big
         lineup—Kunnert at 7 feet, Moses Malone at 6-10, and Tomjanovich at 6-8—and were taking advantage of their lack of quickness
         on defense. Coach Tom Nissalke had taken to tinkering with the lineup to try to create more favorable matchups. After a 6–12
         start, Nissalke went to a starting lineup that included Malone, Tomjanovich, and rookie Robert Reid up front and Lucas and
         Calvin Murphy in the backcourt.
      

      One person the tinkering did not sit well with was guard Mike Newlin. He had been a starter for most of his seven-year NBA
         career. He was 6-foot-5, 220 pounds, and a good enough shooter to score from outside, strong enough to get to the basket if
         a defender came up to deny him his jump shot. But with Nissalke going with the smaller lineup, Newlin had seen his minutes
         dwindle. He had spent his entire pro career in Houston. In fact he had been the first player the team had signed to a contract
         in 1971 after the franchise relocated from San Diego. He liked to call himself “the original Houston Rocket.”
      

      The original Rocket was not pleased with his loss of playing time. A year before, he had heard rumors throughout the season
         that the Rockets were trying to trade him. But he had a clause in his contract that allowed him to be traded only to certain
         teams, 
         and he had made it clear to the Rockets that he didn’t want to be moved. Now he had decided enough was enough. He and Nissalke
         clashed often.
      

      “As much as I loved Houston and loved the guys I was playing with, I wanted out,” he said. “Especially if I could be traded
         to a good team.” After Nissalke changed the lineup Newlin asked team president and general manager Ray Patterson to see if
         he could make a deal for him. It was unusual for NBA general managers to go on the road with their teams, but Patterson, who
         had come to Houston from the Milwaukee Bucks five years earlier, was on the trip to Los Angeles because his daughter lived
         there.
      

      Shortly after the team returned from its game-day shootaround at the Forum, Newlin got a call from Patterson to come up to
         his room. “When I got up there, Ray told me they were about to make a deal,” Newlin said. “He asked me if I had a choice,
         would I prefer the Celtics or Lakers. I told him to let me think about it and tell him after the game. I went back to my room
         thinking I was probably about to play my last game as a Rocket that night.”
      

      Patterson has no recollection of that meeting, but Newlin’s memory is very specific. He made no bones then—and makes no bones
         now—about Nissalke. Even though he had spent his entire career—six-plus years—with the Rockets, the notion of going to the
         Celtics or the Lakers excited him. He said nothing to his teammates, knowing that nothing was final and the deal could still
         fall through.
      

      Newlin went back to his room to ponder his future. By then Tomjanovich was relaxing in his room and Washington was sitting
         down at his home in Palos Verdes with his wife and daughter to eat his pregame meal, which was almost always a plate of pasta.
      

      The referees assigned to the game had arrived in Los Angeles that morning and had checked into the Hacienda Hotel, a few miles
         from LAX. The Hacienda always gave NBA refs favorable rates, and often, if officials were assigned more than one West 
         Coast game on a trip, they would leave their things at the Hacienda for several days. “In those days the [San Francisco] Warriors
         played in the Cow Palace, which was right near SFO,” Bob Rakel said. “You could work a game up there and catch a late flight
         back to L.A. and not have to worry about checking out and checking into hotels. It made life simpler.”
      

      Rakel was forty-four and had been officiating in the NBA since 1968. He had grown up in Cincinnati with a refereeing pedigree—
         his father had been a referee, and his brother Ron was also a referee and had worked in the ABA for several years. Rakel had
         been a salesman for a garage door company when he got a last-minute call in the fall of 1967 to work an NBA exhibition game.
         The following summer he was invited to work at Kutcher’s Resort outside New York City in a series of exhibition games. That
         fall, Dolph Schayes, the league’s supervisor of officials, offered him a job.
      

      His partner that night was Ed Middleton, who had returned to the NBA the previous season after nine years in the ABA. Middleton
         was ten years younger than Rakel, one of a host of NBA officials who—like Joe Gushue—had come out of the Philadelphia area.
      

      The way officials worked in those days was entirely different from the way they work now. Today there are three officials
         assigned to every game, and they will usually have some kind of pregame meeting, if not in the hotel, then at the arena, to
         go over all the possible scenarios they may face in a given game. Then there were only two officials working; there was a
         lot less videotape available and a lot less communication from the league office.
      

      “We would always read the paper going into a given city to see if there had been anything brewing between the two teams,”
         Rakel said. “If one of us had worked a game between the teams and something had happened, we would discuss it, or if there
         had been a specific problem, the league might make us aware of it. But it wasn’t as extensive as it is now.”
      

      
         The NBA in 1977 was very different from what it is today. This was two years prior to the arrival of Larry Bird and Magic
         Johnson and seven years before Michael Jordan joined the two of them to form the triumvirate that turned the league around.
         These were what Commissioner David Stern, then the league’s outside counsel, called “the dark days.”
      

      “We were looked upon as a league that was too black, too violent, and too drug-involved during the late seventies,” he said.
         “The drug problem existed, though it was probably not as bad as it was sometimes portrayed. The violence was without question
         a major issue, something that had to be dealt with.”
      

      The previous season the league had seen forty-one fights that had led to at least one ejection. That didn’t count all the
         skirmishes that broke out and were stopped before someone had to be ejected. If there had been any doubt about the need for
         a crack-down, it had been wiped out during game two of the finals, when Darryl Dawkins and Portland’s enforcer, Maurice Lucas,
         had gotten into a frightening fight near the end of the game.
      

      “One thing was obvious,” Stern said. “You couldn’t allow men that big and that strong to go around throwing punches at each
         other.”
      

      Brent Musburger, who did the play-by-play on that game for CBS, remembers thinking when that fight broke out: “This is bad,
         very bad. Here we have the league’s showcase event and we’re looking at a near riot. I knew [NBA commissioner] Larry O’Brien
         had to be squirming watching that unfold.”
      

      The owners voted that summer to strengthen the rules governing fighting. Previously the commissioner could fine a player a
         maximum of $500 and suspend him for up to five days without pay for fighting. Under the new rules O’Brien had the authority
         to fine a player up to $10,000 and suspend him indefinitely. O’Brien had been given the opportunity to flex his new muscle
         right away when Abdul-Jabbar slugged Benson on opening night. The fine was 
         $5,000, but O’Brien opted not to suspend him since he had broken his hand and would be out for six weeks anyway.
      

      The owners had also discussed the idea of going to three-man officiating crews. The previous season there had been some experimentation
         with three-man crews, and the officials had thought it worked well. As the game got faster and the players stronger, it was
         more and more difficult for two men to control a game. But going to three-man crews would mean hiring a new wave of officials.
         Money was tight for most owners. They voted the change down.
      

      So it was Rakel and Middleton working that night in Los Angeles. The only player on either team whom either one of them had
         ever had trouble with was Abdul-Jabbar. Two years earlier, at the end of a frustrating loss in Boston, Abdul-Jabbar had yelled
         at Rakel that he was a racist as they left the court. Several writers heard the comment and wrote about it. The next time
         Rakel had a game in Los Angeles, Abdul-Jabbar approached him during warm-ups.
      

      “I owe you an apology,” he said. “I was out of line in Boston. I got frustrated and said something I shouldn’t have said.”

      “Apology accepted, Kareem,” Rakel said. “But I’d like you to do something for me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Get on the PA system and repeat what you just said, so as many people will know about the apology as know about the original
         statement.”
      

      Abdul-Jabbar shook his head. “I can’t do that, Bob.”

      “The strange thing is, I never had a problem with Kareem before that night in Boston or after that night,” Rakel said. “I
         wasn’t going to let it affect the way I worked his games. But obviously I remembered it.”
      

      The December 9 game was the first between the teams that season. They were scheduled to meet again the following Wednesday
         in Houston. The Lakers were 9–14 and had another game at home on Sunday night, against the Buffalo Braves. Then they 
         would fly to New Orleans to play the Jazz. The Rockets had a brutal weekend ahead. From L.A. they would fly first thing Saturday
         morning to Phoenix to play the Suns and then fly from there to a game in Seattle on Sunday. The Rockets had won three of four
         since Nissalke’s lineup changes but were still just 9–13.
      

      The Lakers would have 58 games left on their regular-season schedule after the game with the Rockets. The Rockets would have
         59 games left.
      

      In 1977 the Los Angeles Forum, modestly known as the Fabulous Forum and then, when the corporate pox took over arenas, as
         the Great Western Forum, was one of the NBA showplaces. It had opened in December of 1967, and Jack Kent Cooke, who owned
         both the Lakers and the Los Angeles Kings of the National Hockey League, had come up with the idea of moving the media, which
         traditionally sat courtside directly across from the team benches and the scorer’s table, upstairs. That allowed him to put
         in a row of seats that was practically inbounds. The seats were almost always occupied by celebrities and CEOs. Among the
         first to buy one was Doris Day.
      

      Today every NBA arena is set up this way, and sitting in the front row is a sign of having made it in most NBA cities. Front-row
         tickets in the Lakers’ current home, the Staples Center, now cost $1,200 a game, more during the playoffs, when people know
         that sitting there almost guarantees that you will be seen on national television.
      

      Back then the NBA wasn’t nearly the glitz-factory it is now. There was one national TV contract—with CBS—that called for a
         Sunday Game of the Week and very few other exposures. There were no national cable networks. Playoff ratings had been so low
         the past few seasons that CBS was on the verge of taking all playoff games—even the finals—out of prime time and airing them
         at 11:30 P.M. on videotape.
      

      
         The best players in the league were not exactly fan-friendly. One was Abdul-Jabbar, a reticent superstar who had converted
         to the Muslim faith and changed his name from Lew Alcindor in 1971, after he and the Milwaukee Bucks had won the NBA title
         in his second season in the league. His conversion did not sit particularly well with a public that, a year later, would overwhelmingly
         elect Richard Nixon to a second term as president. Bill Walton’s politics weren’t any more popular with most NBA fans than
         Abdul-Jabbar’s. He was considered a radical and had a number of friends, notably sports activist and counterculture figure
         Jack Scott, known for their leftwing positions on many issues, including the legalization of marijuana and other drugs.
      

      Walton and the Trail Blazers had won the NBA title in 1977 and were dominating the league again early in the 1977–78 season.
         The once-proud Boston Celtics, who had been led to titles in 1974 and 1976 by center Dave Cowens, were struggling. John Havlicek,
         the last star left from the Bill Russell era, was planning to retire at the end of the season. The great New York Knicks teams
         of the early 1970s were long gone, leaving the 76ers and the Washington Bullets, a solid but unexciting team, as the best
         teams in the east.
      

      Player salaries had escalated, but they hadn’t yet exploded. Rudy Tomjanovich, a four-time All-Star, was making $300,000 a
         year. Kermit Washington, in the final year of a five-year contract he had signed as the number five pick in the 1973 NBA draft,
         was making $120,000. Most coaches in the league made less than six figures. There was talk of franchises folding, especially
         when the league expanded by four teams in 1976, adding the Indiana Pacers, New York Nets, San Antonio Spurs, and Denver Nuggets
         from the ABA in order to make the ABA go away. That meant there were twenty-two teams, too many for a league where revenues
         were spiraling downward.
      

      The Lakers had come into the league as the Minneapolis Lakers—thus the name—in 1949 and had moved to Los Angeles in 1960.
         They had been a power in the league throughout the sixties, 
         led by Jerry West, Elgin Baylor, and later Wilt Chamberlain. But they couldn’t get over the mountain that was the Boston Celtics,
         losing to Bill Russell’s team four times in the finals. But in 1972, the year after Baylor retired, they became the league’s
         dominant team, winning a record 33 straight games en route to a 69–13 regular-season record. They then rolled through the
         playoffs, beating the Knicks in the finals in five games, avenging a wrenching seven-game defeat to New York in the 1970 finals.
         The Lakers made the finals again the following year, but this time the Knicks won in five games. Chamberlain, though still
         a dominant player, retired.
      

      Looking for help inside, the Lakers drafted Washington, who had averaged 20 points and 20 rebounds a game during his senior
         year at American University. Pete Newell was the Lakers’ general manager and Bill Sharman was the coach. Scouting in those
         days wasn’t nearly as sophisticated as it is now. “You depended a lot on the college coaches to tell you the truth about someone’s
         character,” Sharman said. “I remember when we were back east going to see Kermit play at American. Two things stood out—he
         was a very strong rebounder, but you could figure that out looking at a stat sheet. The second thing you had to see: he was
         great at turning to throw the outlet pass, and when he wanted to, he could throw the ball the length of the court as if it
         was a baseball. That got my attention.
      

      “Then, when we talked to the coaches about him, we heard he was a terrific youngster, good student, really good character.
         We knew we were going to be rebuilding. Elgin and Wilt were gone; Jerry was going to be gone soon. He seemed like a good block
         to put into place for a long time to come.”
      

      Newell had been a great college coach, leading the University of California to a national title in 1959 and the national championship
         game a year later before retiring at the age of forty-two. (“The pressure was too much,” he said. “I was smoking so much I
         was afraid I was going to burn the building down during practice.”) 
         He was also impressed with Washington’s strength, but what he liked most was his work ethic.
      

      “He wasn’t a smooth player by any means, and he certainly wasn’t a shooter,” he said. “But he was clearly someone who was
         going to work hard and get better. We figured anyone who could leap as quickly as he could and throw the outlet pass the way
         he did could learn to shoot the ball. That could be taught.”
      

      The Lakers took Washington with the fifth pick in the first round, a pick they had acquired in a trade with the woeful Cleveland
         Cavaliers. A year later West followed Baylor and Chamberlain into retirement. His departure was something of a relief to Washington,
         who was terrified of him. “I was completely intimidated by him in practice,” he said. “He was so competitive and so intense
         that I was scared to make a mistake. Since I was a rookie, I made them all the time. It was embarrassing.”
      

      After the Lakers had struggled during West’s final year and been worse the next year, Sharman and Newell knew they had to
         make some kind of major move to improve the team. Even though the Lakers had been to the finals five times in six years from
         1968 through 1973, Jack Kent Cooke was a demanding owner who wouldn’t put up with mediocrity for very long. Abdul-Jabbar was
         unhappy in Milwaukee, and the Bucks were looking to move him—but only in return for a lot of players.
      

      “Looking back, the deal seems like it would have been automatic from our point of view,” Sharman said. “But I had doubts,
         almost everyone on our staff had doubts. We were giving up a lot. The one who pushed for the deal was Pete. Thank goodness
         we listened to him in the end.”
      

      In the end Abdul-Jabbar came to the Lakers for four good players: Junior Bridgeman, Brian Winters, David Meyers, and Elmore
         Smith. No one was more thrilled with the deal than Washington. “All through college the person whose picture I had on my desk
         was Kareem,” he said. “He was my hero, the player I wanted to be 
         like most if I could. Now I was going to get a chance to play next to him. It was literally a dream come true.”
      

      How much he would actually get to play next to Abdul-Jabbar was a different question. Adjusting to the NBA had not been easy
         for Washington, specifically the part about moving from center to forward. In college he had been able to camp out in the
         low post and overpower people. If he missed a shot, he beat people to the boards with his quickness. But in the NBA he had
         to play farther from the basket, and at 6-8 he couldn’t just jump over people. He was a suspect shooter and teams knew that,
         making him an offensive liability.
      

      As a rookie he had only played in 45 of the Lakers’ 82 games, averaging less than 10 minutes per outing in the games he appeared
         in. It got a little better the next season: 55 games, almost 18 minutes a game. Most of his points came off offensive rebounds.
         The first year with Abdul-Jabbar, things got worse. He was fighting injuries, sore knees and a bad back, and played in only
         36 games. He wasn’t anywhere close to being the player either he or the Lakers had envisioned when he had been drafted. There
         were still two years left on his contract, but Washington was certain that if he didn’t show marked improvement in his fourth
         season, he would be long gone, since the fifth year was an option year. There was no salary cap at the time, and Jack Kent
         Cooke had plenty of money, but he wasn’t about to pay $120,000 to a player who was producing at the rate Washington had produced
         during his first three seasons in the league.
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