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Preface


I leave the house early in the morning while my kids are still asleep. It’s July, so the school parking lot is empty when I drive in, but I know the code to let myself into the gym. This high-school gym is on the short list of courts I can use in the summers without anybody knowing. The key to these summer workouts, as in most things in life, is getting started before everyone else’s day begins.


Usually, I meet my trainer Brandon Payne here and we focus on the technical details of a particular shot that’s on my mind. We practice not until I get the shot right, but until I can’t get it wrong.


But today, it’s going to be just you and me.


With one switch, four lines of fluorescent ceiling lights flicker to life and hum over the hardwood. I give the ball a hard dribble, because even here in the practice gym, intensity and intention are important. Warming up, I look out at the five empty rows of blue pull-out bleachers that line the court—as a kid in an empty gym like this one, I would picture a crowd filling those seats.


It was just this sort of atmosphere—a small gym, away from crowds and distractions—where I put in most of the hours I spent learning the game as a young player. A few years into my career as a Golden State Warrior, I realized these gyms were still where I was most comfortable. Being here now grounds me in the memory of my earliest lessons. No matter how good I feel like I’ve gotten, I always come back to the basics.


I was never the most gifted athlete—not the highest jumper or the fastest runner or the tallest player on the court. In college, I looked like a middle-schooler trying to age himself up with a mustache so thin it seemed drawn on. Depending on my haircut, I’m still only 6'3" in a league where the average is 6'6".


But the work carried me through. I fell in love with the grind. You have to. With the sacrifices that it takes to be great, you have to find joy in the work you do when no one else is around. I hate when coaches or trainers on the internet talk about “the unseen hours” that go into being successful, because it makes that sort of preparation sound mysterious and secretive. But when I talk about “the grind,” I’m simply describing the most important hours in any pursuit, the ones we invest in ourselves. I do this work in the gym in isolation—there’s no defense, no live action—but, even alone, I practice with a shot-ready mentality, training as if the stakes are high and the clock is low, so that I can rehearse finding balance in the midst of great intensity. Even in a high-school gym like this one, I can re-create the feeling of a tied NBA game with seconds to go by conjuring the scenario in my imagination and playing through it. I spend so much time practicing in this feeling so that even under the bright lights and crushing pressure of a real game, I can easily fall into an unconscious flow and execute my training. Of course, I’ll still feel all the nerves, but I don’t let them linger. Instead, they pass right through me. What is left behind is a calm that allows my training to kick in. And then I deliver.


Being shot ready requires practice, training, and repetition, but it rewards that work with an unmatchable feeling of transcendence. My peak experience of joy is when I can lose myself in the poetry and rhythm of a fast-paced game—when there’s no time to think, and there are nine other guys flying around me, but I have the ball in my hands and somehow know exactly where it is going to go. This joy is only possible because of what I do in this gym, the hours I invest in practice and watching film. And then when the moment of truth arrives, I can let go. It is the ultimate freedom.


Playing at the heightened level of the NBA for 82 games puts me in a state of sustained, concentrated intensity for seven or eight months every year. When the season’s over and I come back to a small gym like this, I refresh and return to my basic love of the game. And a key part of that love of the game—my love of play—is the pleasure I get in finding ways to play better.


When I’m putting in hours to boost my performance, I don’t know exactly how and when it’s going to pay off, but I have faith that it will. Even after all these years in the league, I still have these aha moments in the middle of a game: I’ll see an action or match-up or game situation developing and think, Oh yeah, back in July we gamed out this exact scenario. Now I have an advantage. In the crucial seconds that follow, everything slows down for me as my nervous system reacts. I feel a rush of adrenaline, but it’s targeted for precision work instead of just flooding my system. My airways open up, adding more oxygen to my blood, because my lungs are already supercharged for efficiency from the breathwork I’ve practiced. My heart doesn’t pound, it simply quickens its beat to pump more of that oxygenated blood through my body. The adrenaline even goes to my eyes, which dilate to see every possibility. My brain processes visual information faster than the speed of thought and sets my muscles into motion, following a ready, proven plan. And I just fly. I might do a double behind-the-back crossover, feel the crowd’s anticipation, see the guys on my bench rise as I pull up, and then focus for a split second on the rim as I take a high-pressure shot. The confidence I’ve gained from my practice keeps me in control. I stay in the moment—in a state of alert calm, intensity, and joy.


That’s the lesson I want to share with you in this book. You can get better at whatever you want. I’m inviting you to stretch your imagination as you think about what that means to you. What do you want? It might be your life’s equivalent of layups and free-throws, or you can dream big about hitting game-winners from the logo. But I firmly believe that success is not an accident. Success may not always look the way you expect, but it’s attainable for all of us when the rigor of our preparation and the depth of our belief meet the urgency of the moment. That’s what it means to be shot ready.


In the league, I’m known as someone players can come to for advice. Rookies come to me looking for the secret to consistency, rising stars ask me how to adjust from phenom to leader, and veterans talk to me all the time about how to sustain high levels of performance so we can stretch our prime.


After I gave one young player advice on his workouts, seven months later he was beating me in Game 4 of a playoff series. People outside the league don’t understand why I would risk giving my competition an edge, but players get it. We love the game and want to see it evolve. We’re always bouncing back and forth a little bit of wisdom or perspective. Now, I’m not trying to give them everything, but I’ll give them something they can use—better players make for better games. But at the end of the day, we are still competitors. NBA players are good about balancing those two impulses: I can be boys with you and go to dinner the night before the game, but still kill you the next day.


My instinct to share is also the Sonya Curry in me. My mom founded and ran the Montessori elementary school I attended, so while I learned the art of basketball watching my pops play 16 seasons in the NBA, from my mother I learned about learning. I’ve watched as she’s lovingly tailored lessons to help students live out a potential they didn’t even see for themselves. From her, I inherited a desire to use my story to connect with people of different backgrounds and help them solve the puzzle of their own potential. Life is intense—and not just in the NBA. How do we make sure we are prepared, motivated, resilient, and calm in the midst of chaos? How do we tap into the root of joy, meaning, and blissful transcendence that makes it all worthwhile? How can we be shot ready in everything we do?


Wherever you’re at in life, I’m glad you’re in this gym with me now. I’m passing the ball to you. Let’s go.


[image: Stephen wears a pair of headphones.]


[image: The back of Stephen in his basketball vest, holding a basketball under his arm. Text on the vest reads, ‘Stephen. 30.’]









Part 1


Rookie









Rise Into Your Shot


We all have an off-season, a time to retreat for a while from the main action of our lives. It might be your whole summer if you’re still in school, or a stolen weekend if you’re an adult. It may be five minutes of meditation or prayer in the car before work or after you drop the kids off at school. However we get it—or take it—this gift of time offers us the chance to either stay where we are or create new possibilities for the next season of life.


In my off-season I put myself in a quiet gym and break my game down to its basics. Working on fundamentals allows me to see—with clarity and honesty—where I need to grow. In this time away from the world, I expand my possibilities.


Welcome to my practice session.


[image: Stephen Curry bends forward and stretches by pulling a resistance band.]


There are two related concepts that guide me at every practice: grounding and growth.


[image: Stephen stands to the side of a basketball loop and throws a ball high up in the air. His teammates look at the ball.]


Grounding means returning to the fundamentals of the game, which is important whatever your game is. If you don’t master and remaster the basics, you’ll always be wasting time compensating for fundamental flaws. That doesn’t mean you can’t succeed. Maybe you’ll get by. Maybe instead of preparing, you wing it and let adrenaline push you through. Maybe instead of learning to delegate, you take on every burden yourself and muddle through. Even if those things work for a little while, the inefficiency of working harder for the same result will keep you from growing to the next level.


Growth is the ultimate objective, but it emerges from grounding. Without mastering the fundamental principles of success, you can still struggle through, but at best you’ll be meeting your challenges instead of growing from them.


[image: Stephen has his arms raised. His hands are bent at the wrist.]


Let’s begin.


I have two skills coaches who are drastically different in their approaches to training.


In the summer, there’s Brandon Payne, who focuses on precision shooting mechanics. Brandon understands that when you drill, it’s not just about the virtue of repetition but also the value of creating a deep understanding of how your body works. Brandon constantly reminds me that great shooting emerges from one fluid movement that starts in the toes and ends in the fingertips. The feet are the source of the shot’s power and precision, so it’s critical to maintain all of your weight on the insides of your feet—“playing between your arches,” Brandon calls it. Just by looking at the arc of my shot, he can tell how much I’m grounding myself in power. There’s that word again. It all begins with grounding.


Brandon can cue me down to the millimeter. He will see a shot go slightly left and call me out for putting weight on my fifth metatarsal—my pinky toe. Because that one little toe out of alignment creates a disturbance in the chain of action that ends with the ball’s release. Compensating for that small misalignment means I’ll have to twist a hip to try to rebalance, and soon everything I do above my waist is compensating to correct the imbalance in my pinky toe. The shot might still go in, but I’ve reduced my odds for success.


[image: Stephen sits on a bench with a towel.]


If you are stuck at a certain level and can’t quite break through to the next one, look at your fundamentals. Are you grounded in power? What habits have you developed that create a chain reaction of compensating actions? Slow down to examine what you’re doing, starting from the smallest variable—whatever your equivalent of the fifth metatarsal is—because being disciplined about small details, and taking joy in the work of getting them right until they’re second nature, is how you build consistent success.


[image: Stephen prepares to catch a tennis ball being thrown at him.]


[image: Stephen and his teammates practise dribbling basketball in a court with both their hands.]


I’ve learned over the years that challenges are the most efficient teachers, so I don’t run from them. You need to get used to doing difficult things, so you’re not living in fear of things going wrong.


In my summer practices, we don’t just passively shoot around. Instead, Brandon invents game situations where I’m shooting against a score number or against the clock. To reinforce my shot-ready mindset, we also try to keep my heart rate at the level it reaches during a game. This adds tremendous value to workouts: First, it allows me to feel the stakes of the game in my body, even while we’re practicing, but it also allows me to practice controlling my heart rate. In other words, this method is not just about getting used to the feeling of a faster heart rate; it’s about learning how to get it to go down again. I’ve practiced enough breath control that even in the middle of a game, I can calm my heart to a resting rate in one 90-second timeout. Learning recovery is part of any practice. We all need it. Whatever your equivalent of a 90-second timeout might be—a day off, a break between meetings, a drive from one work site to another—is downtime you can use for recovery. But believe it or not, you have to practice that kind of productive rest.


[image: Stephen holds a basketball and trains with a practice partner.]


That’s why Brandon runs drills like “Full Court Star,” where I sprint from one side of the court to the other, taking shots from different points behind the arc. At the end of this exhausting drill, I lie down on the court and Brandon places a sandbag on my belly, just under my rib cage. With the weight of the bag pushing down on me, my diaphragm has to work harder to get air, forcing me to take stronger, more efficient breaths. Now when I’m in a game, and there’s no sandbag, I can still recall this breathing technique, which calms my mind and speeds physical recovery. The drill is a shooting practice, of course, but also it teaches me to make the most of short bursts of downtime. I am training myself in the art of recovery.


[image: Stephen holds a basketball and trains with a practice partner.]


Another skill we add to the toolbox focuses on neurocognitive efficiency: We overload my sensory system so my brain processes information quicker. For instance, Brandon sometimes sets up a system of lights where each light corresponds to a ballhandling move. As the lights flash, I have to interpret the light’s meaning, make the ballhandling move, and then touch the light to move on to the next one. An actual game presents a flood of variables that have to be processed at lightning speed. We overload our workouts with split-second decisions so the game slows down for me in the real world.


[image: Stephen holds a basketball and trains with a practice partner.]


It boils down to this: Making life harder in practice makes things easier in life. Staying shot ready does not have the asterisk of “under ideal circumstances.” In the off-season, expand what you can endure so that when the stakes are real, you’ll rise to bigger challenges. Brandon is my off-season trainer, but during the season I’ve got Q.


Bruce “Q” Fraser is the man in the field—one of the assistant coaches on the Warriors—and a master storyteller who keeps me thinking about game situations and flow. He also makes sure that I remember to have fun.


During a pregame warmup, Q will mimic the style of specific opponents. This laid-back, funny guy suddenly transforms into an extremely physical defender risking a foul to give me as little space as possible. He knows how to use that warmup time to put pressure on me and spark my killer instinct so I can lock into a game-speed mentality right away.


Q also understands the rhythm of the season’s schedule, so he can help me balance my workouts with my playing time in a way that allows me to sharpen my tools without exhausting myself.


[image: Stephen and another person bend forward and laugh on a basketball court. Stephen holds a basketball.]


Whenever I meet hoopers, they ask me to give them some advice on their shot.


I try to avoid going down the rabbit hole of every technique I’ve learned over the years—we don’t usually have that much time. So I try to give them the basics, the two big-ticket items that everybody needs to know.


The first thing I do is look at how their feet are planted when in a shooting position. Young players usually have their feet planted too far apart. It might feel comfortable to have a wide stance when you shoot, but don’t do it. Comfort isn’t everything.


I tell them to bring their feet in a bit toward each other to be shot ready, with all 10 toes pointed at the rim, no matter where you are on the court. That’s ideal because your hips and chest will follow the direction of your feet toward the basket, and therefore so will your shot. Now as it happens, when I shoot, my feet point 10 degrees off-center to the left. Every time. That’s what’s natural to me, but even then, I make sure my toes are pointing in the same direction. You’ll find your own balance, but start by practicing the textbook technique before you start adapting it.


If you fix the position of your feet, I know for certain you’ll shoot better right away. The greatest shooters use their feet and legs as the foundation for their shot—it’s the lower body that begins the shooter’s motion, and the rest follows. Plant those arches—knees bent behind those 10 toes pointing at the hoop, hips squared with your shoulders—and draw your power up so you explode off the ground and rise into your shot.


[image: Stephen bends his legs. One leg is forward and the other leg is behind him.]


[image: A view of Stephen’s legs. He is wearing socks and shoes.]




Visualization is the key to winning.





[image: A view of Stephen’s hands raised above his head. One of his wrists is bent forward.]


[image: A view of Stephen’s hands raised above his head. One of his wrists is bent downwards.]


If I have more time to coach you, I’ll move to the second big-ticket item: the guide hand. I see people using their less dominant hand way too much when they shoot. I’m a right-handed shooter, so my left hand’s only job is to keep the ball in my right hand. I’m really shooting one-handed, and my less dominant hand is just there so the ball doesn’t fall. It’s not doing anything. Some people will have their second hand moving around too much, putting pressure on the ball, inadvertently misguiding it. When you shoot the ball, every part of you—from your toes to your hips to your right and left hands—has a specific job to do. One job. If they’re doing too much, you’ll just be fighting against yourself.


Once you’ve mastered the mechanics of those two things—the placement of your feet and hands—you can figure out what your own degree of polarity is—that is, where you’re comfortable within the range of perfect form. I mentioned I’m 10 degrees off with my feet. I know that keeping your feet directly pointed at the rim is technically better, but my imperfect stance is what comes most naturally to me and it still works, in part because I do the same thing every single time I shoot.


Consistency is sometimes more powerful than technical perfection. Whether it’s from two feet or twenty feet, your shot position should always look exactly the same.


When you have mastered the right form—the technically correct way to shoot—then you can relax into your own specific way to do it. And then you need to stick with it.


[image: Three photos of Stephen holding a ball and bending his knees alternately as he moves on a basketball court.]


I’m often asked how it feels or what I’m thinking when I’m in the middle of a game. The truth is that when things are going well, when I have achieved that state of balance within intensity that I train for, I barely have to think or feel at all.


It doesn’t matter where my body is in space. I could be moving left, right, backward, forward—it doesn’t matter. Guys can be flying at me, hands up, or I could be standing wide open at the top of the arc. No difference. When I’m in balance, I simply let muscle memory and practiced mechanics take over. How do I feel? I feel like I’m never going to miss. What am I thinking? I’m thinking about getting a shot off, but never worrying if it’s a good one. It is.


[image: Three photos of Stephen jumping in the air and throwing a ball.]


This flow state is the goal of all of the practice. It allows me to play with the kind of freedom that only comes from discipline. In flow, I can let joy and creativity take over. I block out all distractions, even the person guarding me. He can wave his arms and call me every name in the book, but I just smile and wait as the solution to the problem—how to get the ball into the basket—presents itself. When I reach that perfect state of flow, I’m not focused on thoughts or feelings. I’m just hooping.


[image: Stephen wears his basketball vest and is on a court. The crowd cheers him.]


Once you’ve reached that state of mind—that zone of complete balance within the intensity of the game—the joy of the experience will motivate you to do whatever it takes to get back there.


[image: Stephen holds a basketball and attempts to put it through the hoop.]


[image: Stephen lies on a couch and smiles.]


I keep talking about joy in the work for a reason.


There are 450 NBA players who suit up to play a regular season, every single one of them chasing the same thing: the championship trophy. We each take our own path to that goal, but there is a common oath the best of those players share: We will do our best to outwork everyone else.


When you’re playing at this level, when everyone is keeping that same promise to themselves, or trying to, what can set you apart is joy. The ups and downs of any job can steal joy from you—whether it’s a day-to-day pilfering or one big disappointment that leaves you wiped out. Protect your passion. It is joy that will sustain your commitment to greatness and the work it requires. But joy is more than a great motivator. It is both the means—the thing that drives your effort—and the end, the glorious payoff of all that work. If you look for it, you will see it as the thread that runs through and supercharges everything.


I learned joy early.


In the Toronto Raptors’ arena, there’s an elevator that takes you from the team locker room to the practice facility on the 300 level. But it’s not just an elevator to me: It’s a time machine. When I step into that elevator, suddenly I’m 13 again, excitedly ascending to the 300 level with my brother Seth, about to start the next session of our basketball education. Back when the Air Canada Centre was ours.


We’d recently moved from North Carolina to Toronto, where my pops was playing for the Raptors in his last year in the NBA. Dad played 16 years in the league: He was drafted in ’86 by Utah, where he played for one season, and then traded to Cleveland for the next; he then spent the next 10 years playing for Charlotte, which is where I grew up—I was born during his third season there. Now he was closing his career on a new team—and we were living in a new country.


My parents were extremely strict about me and my little brother Seth not going to my pops’s games on school nights. We’d watch the first half of most games at home until our bedtimes, and then wake up and read the box score in the paper the next morning. But on weekends, when we were lucky enough to go to Raptors games, the arena became our playground. As long as we stuck together—Seth is three years younger than me—we were free to roam. We didn’t know at the time that every usher and staff member was looking out for us, too.


[image: Stephen, as a boy, wears a Lakers vest and holds a basketball.]


If the game was at seven, we’d get there at around 4:30 with my dad. Me and Seth would sit by the bench while the Raptors were doing their pregame warmups. Sometimes we’d go out on the court and rebound for the players, occasionally sneaking off a shot of our own from the corner. About 20 minutes before the game began, the teams would go back into the locker rooms and they’d let us kids come onto the empty floor and shoot around. As fans began to fill the seats, Seth and I would be playing our own little game in front of a few thousand people.


Eventually we’d have to get off the court so the real game could begin. Right after the tip-off, Seth and I would run to the locker room and take the elevator up to the courts of the practice facility. We were basketball junkies, fiending to play. We’d be up there for the whole first half, getting shots up, playing one-on-one, and just working on our games. Chuck Swirsky’s play-by-play would be blasting through the court’s PA system, so we’d sometimes re-create the plays he was describing as best we could. Every game we’d pick a different player from the opposing team to mimic: Allen Iverson, Kobe, Shaq, or the Knicks’ Mark Jackson, who would eventually be my coach. Each had a patented move that Seth and I would simulate or defend against, living vicariously through these players—the best of the best. Just two spoiled little kids up there hooping.


[image: Stephen runs across the court with a basketball.]


Then we’d watch the second half from the upper bowl of the arena. That’s where I began to understand how different players approached the game and moved through the action—their court awareness, anticipation, decision-making, and communication—the package of things we now refer to as basketball IQ. I didn’t just watch the players on the court. Being in the arena, in the practice gym, and sometimes even in the locker room, I picked up on the differences between the veterans and the rookies, how different players practiced, how they treated their teammates, coaches, the staff, the fans. What kind of energy did they have when they arrived? What kind of energy did they have in the locker room, in warmups? I would then track the results that their energy produced on the court.


My time in Toronto with my dad and brother was the beginning of my realization that so much of the game is mental. I noticed that every great player, whether they were a star or a brilliant role player, in their first season or in their tenth, showed the same mental commitment. No matter how long they’d been playing, the great ones had the confidence that they were the best, but they all wanted to get better.


What’s the one key ingredient that the greatest shooters have in common?


They all think they’re the greatest shooter ever.


To be great, you have to live on that tiny border between confidence and cockiness. But it’s your work ethic that earns you that real estate. You can have the most reckless confidence in the world, but if you haven’t done the work, it won’t mean a thing.


[image: Stephen looks at a basketball falling in front of him.]


Visualization is the key to winning. You can practice visualization. Do it with me now. Think of yourself taking a shot. At first, you might see yourself from behind, facing a basket. But you have to get closer. Home in. Don’t picture yourself on the court. No, get inside your imagined self, see through your eyes, and feel through your hands. Notice every detail of your mechanics as you go into a shot. Feel the ball spinning off the leave finger of your hand, feel your hand follow through in a gooseneck. Do it again. Make it perfect. Watch the arc of the ball as it goes exactly where you targeted it, as if the gooseneck of your shooting hand just dropped the ball right in.


[image: Stephen raises his arm and bends his wrist.]


[image: Stephen, as a teenager, poses for the camera with the members of his basketball team.]


My family moved to Toronto when I was in middle school, but before that I’d played AAU (Amateur Athletic Union) basketball in North Carolina for three years. Up in Toronto, the level of basketball competition was lower than in North Carolina—I wasn’t anywhere near the best player in North Carolina, but I was a star in my Queensway middle school. Our team was a Canadian middle-school basketball version of the Bad News Bears—we weren’t exactly a team of all-stars, but we bonded as friends. I was a fish out of water—new country, new school, people saying Grade 8 instead of the eighth grade—but basketball quickly connected me to this new world.


I was still pretty short and would shoot threes with a catapult technique, slinging shots from below my waist to get the ball high enough to arc into the basket. My release point was so low that any decent guard could knock my shots down. So, I relied on finesse and footwork to get space, moving fast to outrun and tire out defenders. It worked, almost too well. The games started to become middle-school spectacles, with big turnouts for road games in Canada’s pockets of basketball culture, Toronto suburbs like Mississauga, Etobicoke, and Scarborough. I started to get a weirdly outsized reputation in that little world: My dad’s friend Suresh came to one game where I dropped 60, and people in the crowd thought he was my driver.


That run in Canada ended pretty quickly—that June my dad retired, and we left Canada to go back to North Carolina before the school year even finished. Now that I was back home, I would have to play against tougher competition.


And despite my success in Canada, I had no confidence.


[image: Stephen speaks to a high school basketball team on a basketball court.]


At basketball camps these days I meet a lot of kids around the age of 13. As the parent of a child close to that age, I know the importance of instilling confidence in them at that transitional stage of life. You have to do more than just tell them what their strengths are. You also have to give them confidence to develop new strengths, to try new things and take chances.


I see the kids who come into camp at that age—and even later—and before anything even happens, they’re already having an emotional reaction to the new environment and a new learning curve. Sometimes they’re visibly apprehensive, already shriveling up, crawling into a shell. The kids I meet in the opening days of camp—boys and girls—have been thinking about this moment for months. I see them with a hand on one hip, then the other, shifting weight from their right leg to their left, heads down. The ones who get the most out of camp are the ones who may come in tense, but who don’t get stuck in that space because they’re afraid of messing up.


When I get out on the floor with them, I don’t pamper them or shy away from bringing competitive energy—it’s my way of signaling respect but also dislodging them from being stuck in their nerves. They might even laugh for a second as they realize “Curry is serious here.” The surprised delight of that moment is an opening.
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