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For Elizabeth, the love of my life, and for my son, Jarek, who’s honest and caring and tough as nails


And in memory of Nicholas "Nicky" Mann, a big-hearted kid and passionate basketball fan, whom illness took far too young


(John Valenti)




“It’s one thing to tell a man he must lift himself by his bootstraps. It’s another thing to tell a bootless man he must lift himself by his bootstraps.”


—Martin Luther King, Jr.


“A man got to survive. When you ain’t got no money and you need clothes and food to eat, you don’t think about it. You got to survive. Got to survive, got to eat, got to have sneakers.”


—Lloyd Daniels, Jr.





Author’s Note


It’s hard to believe more than a quarter century has elapsed since Swee’pea and Other Playground Legends was first released, in November 1990.


Issued by a small, independent New York City publisher, we thought it a good story and felt like the luckiest guys in the world when it went into print.


This was the era before cell phones and home computers were common; before the invention of the World Wide Web, let alone Facebook and Twitter, blogging, email, and YouTube. Before e-books. Hard-core basketball fans, sports fans, had heard of Lloyd “Swee’pea” Daniels, a prodigy from the playgrounds of New York. But, more often than not, they’d heard just the basics: the rumor, the legend. Nothing more.


If you hadn’t seen him play in person—and only a select few had—or caught some mention in one of the basketball or sports magazines, maybe an item in the local newspaper, much of his story remained unknown. As were the stories of players he’d played against. As were the stories of the environment they’d survived.


The telling proved incredible. Interest spread like wildfire. More than a hundred newspapers, magazines, and journals wrote about the book. It received praise from the New York Times Sunday Book Review. People and Sports Illustrated wrote about Lloyd. There were radio and television appearances coast-to-coast, including one on Good Morning America with Charles Gibson, Joan Lunden, and Spencer Christian. Lloyd’s grandmother appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show.


Other authors cited Swee’pea, the book, in their books.


A young father with daughters who were rising tennis players in Compton, in inner-city Los Angeles, mentioned the influence of the book in a national article.


The feature by Sonja Steptoe about Venus Williams, ten, and her sister, Serena, nine, appeared in Sports Illustrated on June 10, 1991. Near the end was a paragraph about Richard Williams teaching his daughters not only about tennis but about life.


“He opens a desk drawer in his living room and pulls out Swee’pea and Other Playground Legends, a book detailing the troubled basketball career of Lloyd Daniels, a former New York City playground star,” Steptoe wrote. “ ‘They said he was Magic [Johnson] with a jump shot, but he didn’t go to class and then drugs took him,’ says Richard. ‘That will never happen with my kids. Venus has already read this book.’ ”


Word from other readers who’d been moved by Swee’pea came to us more directly: navy man ABF-2 James D. Martinez wrote to share how the book kept him tied to home aboard the aircraft carrier USS John F. Kennedy in the Persian Gulf during Operation Desert Storm. A fan from Florence, Italy, sent a handwritten note to say he was reading Swee’pea for the second time—in a month. New York State prison inmate Joe Hammond, a legend known as the Destroyer on the fabled blacktop of Rucker Park, mailed me a letter, inspired to offer a bunch of stories I might not have known.


Might not have believed, had it not come from the force’s mouth.


Then there was Kevin Ross, the former Creighton University star, who’d ignited a national controversy when he’d returned to elementary school once his college eligibility to play for the Bluejays had been exhausted in 1982—admitting he was a functional illiterate. I’d only seen a newspaper photograph of Ross squeezed into a child’s school desk before all six-foot-nine, near three hundred pounds of him, a dog-eared copy of Swee’pea in hand, came walking into the studio at WGN Chicago, where I was to appear on a radio show.


First adult book he’d ever read, he told me. Loved it, too.


All that said, we—Ron Naclerio and I—were moved when Todd Hunter, an editor at Simon & Schuster imprint Atria Books, told us the publishing house wanted to reissue Swee’pea. The story of Lloyd Daniels, of the players he’d played against, of the streets they’d come from, of the world that had shaped them, remained a good one, Todd said; a compelling one. One that still held value for the readers of a new generation.


This generation, to which the stories remained largely unknown.


What we have done, then, is to update Swee’pea while working hard to leave the manuscript as untouched and original as possible. That is, we’ve included new text in an effort to add to the telling without altering the flow and feel of the book. We wanted to keep the original as original as possible, to let it remain a period piece, a slice of historical reference, a testament to a time that no longer exists. From back when basketball could be as pure as the streets and playgrounds were impure; when word on the street was spread via word of mouth, not by text or tweeting or hashtag this. That is, from back in the day.


To do so—and we hope we’ve succeeded—we’ve held some developments since the book was first published until the Epilogue, specially added for this new edition. It helps answer questions unanswered where the original manuscript left off.


The story of Swee’pea has age behind it now; however, that doesn’t mean its message is old. A quarter century later it remains a cautionary tale, its lessons invaluable. The need for education; for dedication and perseverance. The need to know when to walk away. For your own good; for the good of yourself. The need to choose your friends well.


We kindly thank our literary agent, Monika A. Taga, for believing and for bringing this project back to life; Todd Hunter for believing, too. I also want to thank the love of my life, Elizabeth, Beth, for her support—not to mention for putting up with me—and my parents, John and Dot, for teaching me and my brothers, Jim and Rob, well. My son, Jarek, was born the day I got the first contract for this book, back in 1989. He’s done me and his late mother proud. Of course, there’s my best friend, Tony Mills, Antone, who’s been there through thick and thin, and Newsday cohort Neil Best, who first proofread Swee’pea as a favor more than twenty-five years ago. He said it was “good.” High praise, if you know Neil. Thanks to Benjamin May, who’s crafted a documentary about the life of Lloyd Daniels titled The Legend of Swee’pea, and to Matt Caputo, a regular Queens guy and gifted writer, editor, and filmmaker, who’s worked for the Daily News and SLAM, and who once hunted me down on a street in Elmhurst just to tell me Swee’pea was his favorite book of all time—begging me, then pushing me, to get it back into print.


I’m thankful to know that our original editor, Kent Oswald, proved right when he told me all those years ago, “Twenty years from now, you’ll pick this up and read it again—and it’ll still be a good book.” I didn’t believe him; I’m touched to find others agreed with his assessment. I only wish our first publisher, good friend Michael Kesend of Michael Kesend Publishing, Ltd., were alive to see the day. He believed in Swee’pea and first made it possible. A character of the first order, he would have loved this.


Then he would have said, simply: Talk on you soon.


—John Valenti
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Three-Shot Barrage


Blood was everywhere.


It had drained, crimson, into the corners of the torn and tattered shirt, as if it were trying to forever change the complexion of the fabric it had soaked through. Matted on the cloth and on the skin, it caked and congealed, gummy to the touch, and gave an eerie, surrealistic aura to the patient stretched out on the hospital gurney in the whitewashed emergency room.


It was two thirty in the morning and by now Dr. Daniel L. Picard had been up to his elbows in one mess or another for hours. Director of surgery at Mary Immaculate Hospital in Jamaica, Queens, he had been the primary surgeon on call for the better part of the night. And, in an area of New York City where treating the results of early-morning, drug-related street violence had long been as normal as the bandaging of minor cuts and wounds, nights were seldom quiet at Mary Immaculate.


Called to emergency fresh from working on another patient, Picard took little time disrobing, getting scrubbed, and exchanging his sweat-drenched, bloodstained outfit for a clean gown. Here was yet one more serious problem on his hands.


On a stretcher lay the six-foot, seven-inch victim, his size-thirteen feet dangling over one end of the emergency room hospital cart as if hovering at the edge of a precipice; eyes wide open, panic-stricken, like a mortally wounded fawn in search of some miraculous last-second reprieve from near-certain death.


Blood stained his coffee-chocolate skin. There was a bullet hole in the left side of his neck, just shy of the jugular. There were two bullet wounds in his chest: one just wide of his heart, the force of the other so sure, so brutal, that it had ripped its way across the distance of the cavity, exiting through a nasty opening in his back.


In its wake, the spent lead had left untold damage.


Picard caught his breath, drawing in hard as he considered the situation.


A major thoracic wound, he thought to himself as the fresh droplets of blood began to spatter his pristine gown. Tenuous red streams flowed across his surgical gloves. He had no idea who the patient was. Nor did he care. He knew just one thing.


“It’s extensive.” When you get shot, it always is.


On the table, twenty-one-year-old Lloyd Daniels, Jr.—the person countless basketball scouts had once called the best professional prospect from New York City since Kareem Abdul-Jabbar was known simply as Lew Alcindor—clung to life by a thread ever so much thinner than the strand of a well-worn playground net.


Already he had lost six pints of blood. He was almost dead.


The night had begun in rather unceremonious fashion. It had rained, poured actually, and Lloyd, bored and with nothing to do, had called one of his longtime friends and advisors, Ron Naclerio. A recovering addict, Lloyd was struggling to stay out of trouble, stay clean. Already he had been through inpatient and outpatient rehabilitation three times in an effort to beat an alcohol and drug addiction that had cost him a possible basketball scholarship to the University of Nevada–Las Vegas, as well as jobs as a pro with the Topeka Sizzlers in the minor-league Continental Basketball Association and a team called Waitemata in Auckland, New Zealand.


He had attended four high schools in three states before quitting his junior year at Andrew Jackson High School in Cambria Heights, Queens, without a diploma. His troubled academic past had caused teams to bypass him in the 1988 National Basketball Association Draft—despite not-so-subtle hints from a handful of general managers that he might be a first-round selection.


Although word suggested Lloyd had been blackballed by the league, folks who had seen him play understood if only he might prove he could be responsible for his actions, if only he could stay clean long enough to at least earn an invitation to free agent–rookie camp . . . a job was all but his. Rules were often bent for stars.


“Yo, Ron,” Lloyd asked Naclerio, “want to play some ball?”


A junior high school teacher, as well as the basketball coach at Cardozo High School in Bayside, Queens, Ron had known Lloyd for more than five years. He was a de facto guardian, someone who spent time with Lloyd, went to games with him. They’d play ball, talk the talk. Ron, a basketball junkie barely in his thirties, was tuned in to the streets and to their kids. He had been an athlete, an all-America baseball player at St. John’s University, where his team made the 1978 College World Series. He roomed with future major-league star relief pitcher John Franco.


“Two-thirds of the world is covered by water,” the former center fielder would tell anyone who’d give him a listen. “The other third is covered by Ron Naclerio.”


He could be raw, coarse. But he understood an athlete’s mentality; knew how to deal with them and with their problems. In college, he’d once led the nation in stolen bases and was a minor-league outfielder with the Chicago White Sox organization before a string of ankle injuries sidelined his career. Lloyd’s relatives had grown so accustomed to him and respected him so much, in fact, they’d even given him a nickname. Lloyd’s white brother, they called him.


“Nah, I’m watchin’ the game,” Ron told Lloyd. “I don’t want to go.”


“C’mon, Ron,” Lloyd said, prodding. “Let’s go work out.”


Another time, another place, Ron would have gone. But he suspected Lloyd was again using drugs and they had fought just two days before, during a confrontation over those suspicions. Ron screamed at Lloyd and had come close to laying him out. He wanted to make it clear he would not tolerate such failure. Like so many others before him, he’d finally reached his breaking point. If Lloyd really wanted to succeed, if he really wanted to prove to the world he could turn his life around, he’d have to take the long-overdue first step. He’d have to prove he really could stand on his own.


“I’m tired,” Ron said. “I’m stayin’ home.”


A short while later, Lloyd left home for a gym on Long Island.


It was Wednesday, May 10, 1989. The NBA Draft was almost two months away; rookie summer camps, little more than three.





Lloyd wasn’t thinking about the NBA by the time he returned home to the green, single-family row house his grandmother owned on 203rd Street in Hollis, Queens.


His workout against a handful of locals had been relaxed—they hadn’t offered much competition—and, bored, Lloyd was still looking for something to do.


On the surface, it was a quiet, residential neighborhood. A neighborhood that, over the course of generations, had given life to the dreams of a host of notables—from 60 Minutes correspondent Andy Rooney, political humorist Art Buchwald, and political activist Rev. Al Sharpton to future FUBU founder Daymond John, Def Jam founder Russell Simmons, hip-hop megastar LL Cool J, and Reverend Run and his fellow members of Run-D.M.C. The fifty-fourth governor of New York, Mario Cuomo, and his son, Andrew, who would become its fifty-sixth governor, at one time lived in Hollis. So did the former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations Andrew Young. Brooklyn native Mark Jackson, who went on to become an all-America point guard at St. John’s and the 1987–88 NBA Rookie of the Year with the New York Knicks, had ties to the neighborhood.


Still, when Lloyd was growing up there in the 1980s, Hollis and nearby St. Albans was an area with a more sinister, much less visible side.


For years Hollis had been a neighborhood in transition, one that day by day, block by block, was falling prey to drugs and to drug-related violence that skewed the community and disembodied lives. It was a crack neighborhood, crack cocaine being the latest inner-city scourge of the times. A neighborhood where dealers sometimes dealt from street corners down near Jamaica Avenue, Hollis Avenue, or Francis Lewis Boulevard; where dealers sometimes dealt from the very house next door.


A neighborhood where the quiet of any given night might be shattered at the unlikeliest of moments, gunfire erupting in the middle of an otherwise quiet street.


Lloyd Daniels was about to become its next victim.





Outside, it continued to rain.


Lloyd and his aunt Sherry, herself only in her twenties, settled down in the kitchen with a deck of cards, a bottle of champagne, and some quart cans of O.E.—Olde English malt liquor. It was hardly a good start to a long night for a man with an alcohol problem.


For about an hour, the game went on. Hands were dealt, jokes were told. Laughter filled the room, alcohol was consumed. Soon Lloyd, feeling good, feeling that old feel, walked out to the living room. The clock was nearing midnight.


“Grandma,” he said, “let me have one of them posters you got.”


His grandmother, in her late fifties, hardworking, looked him in the eye.


The posters, made when Lloyd was in Topeka, were an ad for Gaines Cycle Dog Food. They pictured Lloyd in a Sizzlers uniform and, at the bottom, he lay stretched out amid a gathering of sad-eyed puppies and their dog food bowls.


Around the neighborhood, where Lloyd was a folk hero due to his ability, where he was known simply by his nickname, “Swee’pea,” they were like gold.


“I’m not giving you any posters,” his grandmother, Lulia Hendley, said. “You’re gonna sell them to buy crack, you are.”


Lloyd protested. “No, Grandma. Grandma, I’m not.”


“Don’t con me,” she said. “I know what you’re doin’.”


“I ain’t, Grandma. I just want one.”


“Junior,” she said, sharply, warning the grandchild she’d always called Junior after his father, her eldest son, “if you don’t stop it, stop doin’ those drugs, you’re gonna get busted in the ass. You know that? You’ll get busted in the ass, the cops will pick you up, put you in Rikers Island, and you know you can’t deal with no Rikers Island.


“And you know you’re gonna be dead if you get shot.”


“Grandma,” Lloyd said. “Grandma, I ain’t doin’ that stuff no more.”


“You’d better not be,” she said. But Lloyd, hardly interested in her learned, sage advice, had already turned his back on her—headed out to the kitchen.


He still had that hunger. And, facing the temptation and feeling weak as any recovering addict could possibly feel surrounded by a neighborhood filled with the bad stuff, Lloyd picked up the phone around midnight and paged his friend Moe.


The next day, the newspapers and police were rampant in their speculation about Moe, whose name and pager number were found on a slip of paper in Lloyd’s bedroom after the shooting. In the days before cell phones became commonplace, pagers—used to alert someone to call you as soon as they could find a pay phone or landline—were carried primarily by folks who needed to be reached in emergency situations.


Doctors carried pagers. So did cops.


But in areas like Hollis, drug dealers and criminals carried pagers. They were their lifelines to their business clientele.





It turned out the number belonged to Kevin Barry, a man as far removed from the bad stuff as could be. Barry was almost forty. Still, it often seemed like he was from another time, back when life was far simpler. He believed in people. He believed they owed something to each other. And he believed in lending a helping hand.


Like countless others before him, he also believed in Lloyd.


He had met Lloyd not a month before. Ron introduced them. Immediately Barry offered support. He ran a small, independent school bus company. Lloyd called his bus, his ride, the Yellow Stretch. A man who had been friends with legendary boxing trainer Cus D’Amato, having met Mike Tyson when the future heavyweight champion was just thirteen and having seen what D’Amato had done for him, Barry had been inspired to found a nonprofit organization called the Give a Kid a Chance Foundation. He ran neighborhood basketball games, took underprivileged kids to the movies. He taught them there was a way other than what they saw on the streets of New York.


He taught them that they had a future.


Barry took Lloyd to his house in Brooklyn. He moved out of his bedroom, gave it to Lloyd, hung a sign on the door that said, “Lloyd’s Room.” Slept on the couch. He bought clothes for Lloyd, found him a trainer to get him into playing shape. He and his sons shared meals with their new housemate. They shared their lives. Their hearts.


Barry was trying to teach Lloyd to read, was teaching him responsibility. Lloyd called him Moe, mainly because Barry liked to watch The Three Stooges.


Then, one night, Lloyd showed up at a club game at St. John’s. High.


“He was with a drug dealer,” Barry said, later. “He was zonked out of his mind. Ron read him the riot act. I told him, ‘You’re fucked up. You’re an asshole.’ . . . We had a big fight. I went home, put a poster of Len Bias on the wall”—Bias being a star at the University of Maryland who had died of “cocaine intoxication” just two days after the Boston Celtics had taken him second overall in the 1986 NBA Draft.


As Barry said, “When Lloyd got home, I pointed at that picture. I said, ‘Am I gonna be coming to visit you in a casket? Is that how this ends?’ ”


“He said, ‘No, Kev. I’m goin’ to make it.’ ”


Barry didn’t believe him, threw him out. That was Monday, May 8.





Kevin Barry was out of the house when Lloyd called the pager number that Wednesday. But he was in a forgiving mood and, deep down, he knew Lloyd needed him. So, when he got the message, he called Lloyd back as soon as he could.


“C’mon an’ get me,” Lloyd said. “I got to get out of here.”


“But I’m in Albany,” Barry said, trying hard to sound serious.


“How far’s that?” Lloyd asked.


“About four hours,” Barry said.


“Okay,” Lloyd said. “Can you come by and pick me up in twenty minutes?”


This time, Barry laughed. Even if Barry had been in Albany, Lloyd never did have a realistic conception of time. And even though it was somewhere around 1 a.m., Barry knew Lloyd needed him. Really needed him. So, without hesitation, without complaint, he hopped in the yellow stretch and drove from Manhattan to Queens.


For a while, Lloyd waited. But he had the urge. And so, when Kevin Barry arrived in Hollis little more than an hour later, Lloyd was nowhere to be found.


He searched the neighborhood in vain. Lloyd was gone.


As best as anyone could tell, Lloyd had remained in the house and continued to fight his temptation until near 2 a.m., when finally he decided to give in and wandered down to the corner of Hollis Avenue. There, according to relatives, he visited a local “businessman” who worked the corner. From him, relatives later told police, Lloyd picked up a little rock, the street name for crack—the smokable derivative of cocaine.


For years friends had told Lloyd drugs might someday be his downfall.


But as one acquaintance said, “With him it always seemed to be a case of where the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”


So, when Lloyd returned to the house owned by his grandmother, he had the rock as well as the kind of company no man wants for friends, let alone enemies. Because no sooner had he closed the door than a white sedan arrived out front.


Two men got out of the car and stood at the front gate. Seeing them, Lloyd, who’d run inside to hide his crack vials, hide the rock, stepped outside to talk.


“Yo,” one man yelled as Lloyd stepped onto the lawn. “Gimme my stuff.”


“Ain’t got your stuff,” Lloyd yelled back. “Get out of here.”


“Yo,” the man said, again. “Gimme my stuff or the money. Don’t play.”


“I told you, man,” Lloyd said. “Ain’t got your stuff.”


Unsure of what caused the confrontation, relatives described to police a scenario that would later prove somewhat incorrect. They said Lloyd, streetwise and king of the street con, had slipped the man, described only as a black male in his late teens or early twenties, two one-dollar bills—instead of the two fives required to buy the rock, sold on the streets by the vial. Now the dealer, finding he’d been ripped off, wanted his cash. Getting no satisfaction, he signaled for his friend, who’d gone back to the car.


With accuracy, though, witnesses told police how that second man had pulled a gun, pointed it at Lloyd. With no money and too far from the door to make a safe run for it, Lloyd made yet another bad decision in a life filled with bad decisions.


He reached for the gun.


Bam! And his body recoiled with the shot.


Bam! And, again, his body recoiled with the shot.


Four or five times, no one seemed sure, the gun went off.


Three times, for certain, its bullets struck Lloyd.


Have you ever seen a man get shot? It is almost mystical. Fire spews out the gun barrel. Skin tears, lead explodes. Shrapnel splinters and punctures organs as surely as spilled acid eats its way through metal. Powder residue hangs in the air: warm, moist, yet chilling. Its stench is powerful, spectacular even—like that of rotten eggs. Everything moves in slow motion. The body tumbles as if in instant replay. Blood shoots forth as if to replicate the motion of an oversize rock dropped into a pool of water; first, droplets splatter outward to reach escape velocity, then follows a steady stream. Screams, if there be, echo inside the brain until, finally, in agony, they hit home. Register.


And then the man falls, his innermost possessions most likely no longer locked away in secrecy. Body and earth, fused by violence, momentarily one.


“I looked out the window and I said, ‘This joker’s gonna shoot Junior,’ ” Lulia Hendley recalled, later on. “I gets to the door, I heard the shooting. And Junior grabs him, grabs the guy. One shot hit Junior; then two more.”


“I was getting in the shower and my mother said, ‘Lloyd, there are two people out there for you,’ ” Gary Hendley, an uncle who also lived in the house, said.


By the time Gary Hendley reached the lawn after the shots, Lloyd was sprawled out, writhing in agonizing pain, his lean, lanky body folded and contorted.


The two men and the car, going. Gone.


“I heard four shots,” he said. “I ran outside and saw Swee’pea lying on the ground. I didn’t even see the bullet holes at first. I said, ‘Swee’pea, they ruined you.’ ”


Built like a bull and with shoulders like an NFL linebacker, Gary Hendley, with all the strength he could muster, pulled his nephew, already a bloody mess, down the driveway and in through a side door. He laid his broken body down in the hallway.


“My mom and my sister called the police and an ambulance,” he said.


“I was like, ‘Oh God, he’s shot,’ ” Lulia Hendley recalled of the moment, days later. Then, she said, she yelled, “He’s gonna die. Junior’s gonna die!”


As they loaded him onto the stretcher, still conscious, the hundred-dollar sweatsuit Kevin Barry bought him having been torn apart, its turquoise fabric soaked almost pure scarlet red, Lloyd looked at anxious relatives and then at another uncle, J. C. Daniels.


“I don’t want to die, J.C.,” he pleaded. “Don’t let me die.”





New York City is known for the strange twists and turns it puts on life and the awkward, sometimes bizarre angles it brings to the fates, and this day certainly was no different. By the following nightfall, across the river in Manhattan, the crowd would be letting loose with a deafening roar as Mark Jackson and the New York Knicks met Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls in a playoff game at Madison Square Garden. But now, back in the operating room at Mary Immaculate, where the trauma team had assembled, Dr. Picard and his crew worked in virtual silence, save for the clattering of instruments and tools, as they fought to save the life of Lloyd Daniels.


There was a chance.


But honestly, Picard figured, it was a miracle his patient was still alive at all.


The average body has ten pints of blood and already Lloyd had lost 60 percent of that. His pulse was weakening, his breathing erratic. A bullet had punctured and collapsed his right lung. Another had barely missed his heart and embedded itself in his posterior chest wall. All around, blood spurted and seeped into the chest cavity.


This would be touch-and-go.


Around 6 a.m., as people in the neighborhood awoke, Lulia Hendley went outside to tear down the yellow police crime-scene tape drawn across her lawn from fence to house. She was angry. She couldn’t stand it any longer. When she finally regained her composure, she went back inside and called Ron Naclerio. Bad news, she said.


Momentarily, Ron wrestled with his emotions, fought back his tears. Then he called Kevin Barry and Tom Rome, the Manhattan attorney who represented Lloyd.


Just the night before, Ron and Tom had talked about Lloyd’s future.


They’d joked about the professional career waiting out there for him, waiting to be grabbed like a brass ring on some childhood merry-go-round. They’d joked about the movie that could be made about Lloyd’s life. A soap opera, they’d called it.


“All we need is one of two things to happen,” Ron told Tom Rome that night, amid laughter. “All he has to do is get killed or make the NBA.”


When Rome answered the phone that morning, Ron tried his best to salve his guilt by putting the best face he could on what had happened to his troubled friend.


“Well, Tom,” he said, “it looks like we can finally make the movie.”
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The Legend of Swee’pea


Lloyd seemed to be unconscious and, as far as anyone could tell, had been for the better part of the past half hour. Around him uniformed bodies raced with an almost nonsensical sense of urgency, their actions spasmodic and haphazard and brought forth with random precision; the result of their motions, in reality, was little more than energy wasted. He had viewed the scenario as if at half speed, watched it and visualized it as slow as sap runs from the cut bark. This was the biggest game of his life, he thought. He couldn’t have someone else screw it up. Not after he had fought so hard.


Maybe it was heart; maybe just survival instinct. But inside something told him he couldn’t go down without more of a fight. So he yelled, yelled like only a man who has an understanding of such grave nature can yell; calling hard and loud to be heard above the din, but trying his best not to sound like a man of desperation.


“Yo, c’mon!” he screamed. For emphasis, he clapped his hands twice in quick succession. “Ain’t I said, ‘C’mon’? Get me the motherfuckin’ ball!”





The game was close, on the line. That Andrew Jackson still led was, in itself, nothing short of a miracle. A late run by Wyandanch had trimmed a 57–44 lead—a lead that once seemed near insurmountable—to one fragile point, 59–58. In that span, Lloyd actually had missed two straight shots from the field and a jam off an offensive rebound. Now, with little more than five minutes left, the crowd that had gathered on January 12, 1986, to watch the final of four consecutive games in the Martin Luther King Classic at Nassau Coliseum in Uniondale, Long Island, had grown anxious, frenetic.


Most stood, awaiting the next move.


More than likely those in the crowd of about 8,500 had read accounts of his ability in the four New York daily newspapers and had heard what sounded to be tall tales of the skill possessed by this teenage all-America candidate from the streets of New York City. Stories, they thought, that must surely be pure exaggeration.


Yet, here before their very eyes was Lloyd Daniels, the player known simply as Swee’pea, his vast ability mocking the best efforts of the players around him.


A hush settled over the crowd as the pass came to Lloyd.


He had never played in front of so many before. And there were more than a few college scouts in the stands. Still, Lloyd took the ball near the top of the key, faked a pass, juked his man, spun off him—and posted up. From eight feet he let it ride with the smoothness of a seasoned con man putting the touch on an easy mark. In a move that was pure playground he laughed at his man as he did, trash-talking him.


“Real fine!” someone in the stands yelled from a few rows back as he let go the shot, banking it in easy off the backboard. Jackson led, 61–58.


Over the course of the next few minutes, when the game would be won and lost, when his inexperienced teammates appeared on the verge of panic before the raucous crowd who’d gathered for the most prestigious of all local regular-season metro-area high school basketball tournaments, Lloyd took control. He seemed oblivious to everything going on around him, except what was important. The game.


He zeroed in, focused on his mission. He never once lost his poise, never once let his concentration wander. He laid passes on all the right fingertips.


Down the stretch, he made all his shots.


Double-teamed—no, triple-teamed—he buried a pull-up twelve-footer in traffic to make it 66–60, then hit a clutch ten-foot banker to keep Jackson ahead, 68–65, after the lead had again been cut to just one. He sent home a short-range jumper—for him, child’s play, really—with fifty-one seconds left to give Jackson a 70–67 advantage.


He followed it with passes that put two teammates in position to be fouled in the waning seconds, all of which gave Andrew Jackson a hard-fought 72–71 win, the score made close only on an insignificant basket at the buzzer by the team from Long Island.


“We knew we wouldn’t be able to stop him,” longtime Wyandanch coach Carl Gainey said, shaking his head, when it was over. “He had too much size, too much ability. We just tried to slow him down a little. . . . We couldn’t even do that.”


Unconscious?


By the time all was said and done, Lloyd had gone 17-for-26 from the field, as he scored a tournament-high thirty-six points, grabbed a tournament-high seventeen rebounds and blocked two shots—leaving those in the crowd, as well as most of his opponents, also shaking their heads in amazement. It was estimated he had also totaled at least ten assists, though it turned out no one had thought to keep track.


Named the tournament’s outstanding player, he had played the unlikeliest of floor combinations: center on defense and point guard on offense.


“One hell of a player,” Wyandanch point guard Sean Ramos said.


“That’s why,” Andrew Jackson coach Chuck Granby said of his junior all-America candidate after the game, “he’s Lloyd Daniels.”


The ironic part was that those who’d watched Lloyd in the parks and on the playgrounds, on the basketball courts in a host of bandbox gymnasiums throughout New York City, understood one thing: the game had hardly been his best.





There was this litany of 1980s TV commercials. Spike Lee talking about legends, the bill of his baseball cap flipped up to reveal the word “Brooklyn.”


“Yo,” Lee said in one. “Mars Blackmon in the house talkin’ ’bout my main man Money. Here’s action photos of Money slammin’ in Detroit.”


All you’d see was a rim and sneaker-clad feet.


“In L.A.” More feet.


“Boston.” More feet. “Hmm. Must be Bird’s-eye view,” Lee, in his full-blown Mars character said, the reference to Boston Celtics all-time great Larry Bird.


“Denver.” Feet and mountains.


“Some serious hang time. Must be the mountain air.”


“The other L.A.” (Meaning, the Clippers.)


“Paris. Oui, oui!”


Walla Walla. Budapest. The Sea of Tranquility. Yeah, the Moon.


Or, there was Spike Lee as some parkie, on the stoop of a brownstone, talking to a bunch of kids about Lamar Mundane, the old-time park legend known as Rain Man or Money. “Money!” What he yelled at opponents as he rained thirty-footers down on them like layups. Burying them from each and every conceivable angle, nothing but net.


Like some god. Some playground basketball god.


You know the success stories, the guys who made it. Most every fan does.


They’re the guys you hear about on radio sports-talk shows, on TV; that you read about in the papers. That you read about, nowadays, in the blogs and on the Web.


Back in the day, they were Larry Bird and Magic Johnson. Julius Erving, Bernard King. Then Patrick Ewing, Isiah Thomas, and Dominique Wilkins. Or Michael Jordan, Scottie Pippen, Dennis Rodman, Karl Malone, Moses Malone, and Hakeem Olajuwon. Later, Kobe Bryant and Tim Duncan and, not so long ago, Shaquille O’Neal.


In the here and now? That’d be Steph Curry, King James.


LeBron James. Of course.


And, of course, there are the exploits of those who came before, the ones most fans have only heard about in tellings down through the generations, in stories of the greatest who ever played. These are tales of Bill Russell and Pistol Pete Maravich, of Bob Cousy and the Big O—Oscar Robertson. Of Walt Frazier and Elgin Baylor, Jerry West and Earl “the Pearl” Monroe, known on the streets of Philadelphia as Thomas Edison—a nickname, legend has it, bestowed by the awestruck for his illimitable inventiveness.


Best known on the playgrounds of New York as Black Jesus.


Just because.


These are stories about Wilt “the Stilt” Chamberlain, who millions of old-timers swear they “remember” seeing score a hundred points in a game, though almost no one saw that game that night in Hershey, Pennsylvania, back on March 2, 1962. Didn’t see it because it wasn’t televised; because it wasn’t even filmed.


All of which often is the case of those other guys, the purest of playground guys; the ones with no records, no statistics, no film or movies or video to prove who they were, what they were. The ones who, without chronicles—without, ironically, concrete evidence—almost always have only word of mouth as testament to their careers. Their lives. Lives forever mythical, mystical, renditions of both the real and imagined.


Nowadays, if you’re really lucky, you might be able to reference them online on ESPN or Sports Illustrated, on Wikipedia or on a handful of major metropolitan newspaper websites. In a book. Sometimes you might even find a few minutes of rare footage on YouTube. All of which is, in all honesty, about as close as most of you—as anyone who didn’t see them in the flesh, with their own eyes—are ever going to get to knowing just what they were; just how great they were or might have been.


Every region has them. Hot Sauce Champion in Atlanta; Piggy Johnson and Electric Eye Robinson in Chicago. Bubbles Hawkins and Chain Williams in Detroit; Hook Mitchell, Worm Killum, and old-timer Wondrous Willie Wise in Cali; Chink Scott, Munchy Mason, City Lights Warrick, Sad Eye Watson, and Lionel “Train” Simmons in Philly. Pick a city, a neighborhood, a block. A playground. You’ll get some localized version. Sleepy, Poodle, Drawers. Trouble, the Answer. Homicide, Bone Collector, One and Only, Killer Cross, Jeremiah “Carnival” King, Skip to My Lou, Ice Cream.


Yeah, Ice Cream. Fucking Ice Cream.


These guys represent the basic premise of what a playground legend like Lloyd “Swee’pea” Daniels was back then and still is today. The idea that people are remembered, are honored and talked about, on the streets and in the playgrounds, the way folks talk about Old West gunfighters like Billy the Kid and Jesse James; about old Prohibition-era gangsters like Al Capone, Baby Face Nelson, Pretty Boy Floyd, John Dillinger, and Bonnie and Clyde. The way they talk about old Negro League, Caribbean Winter League, and Cuban League baseball players, whose lives and careers often went undocumented. The way they talk about those old professional sports stars, whose careers—whose best moments in the game—often were hidden in plain sight.


Unfilmed. Unseen.


Those playground legends did—and, more often than not, still do—represent more, because you know a character like Money could have been any real street legend if only he’d gotten his shot at the big time. At the NBA. Because Lamar Mundane is the stark reality of the streets. Talked about only by those few who still remember.


Still, something about those legends was never explained; there was something about the real playground basketball legends that even a guy like Mars Blackmon never told us. Then. Or now. It was the part about why those guys never were able to escape the playgrounds, despite vast abilities. Why they never made it to the big time, too.


It was the part about how they are, how they were, real men in the real world. Real men with real problems, real concerns. Real flaws. Real men, not heroes.


Humans, not gods.





In legend, they are Swee’pea, the Goat, Red, and the Animal. They are folks like 88 James, so called because he had just eight fingers—four on each hand. They are Bullethead, Band-Aid, Boo, Booger, Bug, Future. The Terminator. The Truth. They are old-time folks like Fly, Helicopter, Pee Wee, and the Destroyer—Joe Hammond, aka an inmate identification number in some long-forgotten NYPD file somewhere.


Often, no one is quite sure how they came to be legends, whether it was a move or just a moment. In the end, it didn’t matter. Doesn’t matter. That they are remembered, that their nicknames alone still seem to evoke respect and regard, is enough.


Especially in the boroughs of a make-it-or-break-it place like New York City, a place where reputation alone can lift a man above the din. Especially here, in the Mecca of basketball, the place where the city game became The City Game. Refuse, and all.


In reality, they were folks like Lloyd Daniels and Earl Manigault, Tony Bruin and Richie Adams; men whose frailties meant they could never quite live up to their street status. Men who, despite some brief, shining moment, might not have been as good as the folks who made the NBA. Men who, in some cases, despite their downside, might have been better than the best who ever played the game. Ever.


Anytime, anywhere.


They were, and remain, men who became legends because, despite their talents, they weren’t much different from the folks who came to watch them: the locals and the parkies, the addicts and the small-time entrepreneurs. They were just like them.


In some cases, they were them.


Joe Hammond once dropped twenty-five in a half against the good doctor, Dr. J, Julius Erving, and once scored seventy-three in a cable television game in the Rucker Pros, the famed summer tournament in Harlem. But he turned down a contract offer from the Los Angeles Lakers because it lacked a no-cut clause and, when a scout came to see him on the streets, Hammond told him to wait.


He was busy shooting dice.


And so Hammond blew his chance, turned to drugs, and wound up in Rikers Island, the New York City jail in the East River not far from LaGuardia Airport.


Later, he went upstate—to the state prison at Dannemora.


Pee Wee Kirkland had better things to do, too, than worry about the NBA. But in New York, his head-to-head battles with Tiny Archibald remain the stuff of legend.


“Pee Wee was a guard, Norfolk State. Got drafted by the Chicago Bulls,” Archibald, who came out of a Bronx housing project to star in fourteen seasons in the NBA with the Boston Celtics, Cincinnati Royals, Kansas City–Omaha Kings, New Jersey Nets, and Milwaukee Bucks, recalled. “I used to go against him on the streets and in the playgrounds. . . . One of the best there ever was. His problem was he wasn’t just an educated guy, but a street person, too. When Chicago offered him a contract, he laughed in their face and said, ‘Hey, I could make more money in a couple of days out on the street.’ ” He was right, though as Archibald said, “He ended up in the federal pen.”


James “Fly” Williams, the man from the ’Ville, Brownsville, Brooklyn, once set the NCAA major-college scoring record for freshmen, averaging 29.4 points per game at Austin Peay State University—a mark that stood from 1973 until the 1988–89 season, when it finally was broken by Chris Jackson of Louisiana State University.


His game was so spectacular, so full of flash, that it sparked the creation of what may be the most memorable of all college cheers: “Fly is Open, Let’s Go Peay!”


Later, when he wasn’t in Rikers, Fly, the man who once dropped sixty-three on future NBA great Moses Malone at the Dapper Dan Tournament, a high school all-star game, could often be found hanging around the Noble Drew Ali Plaza in Brownsville with half his lungs and a massive scar on the left side of his back—the result of an ill-fated robbery attempt that ended with a shotgun blast that nearly killed him.


Despite their shortcomings, they were also men who, on the playgrounds, brought pride to their neighborhoods. Men who played for honor and self-respect. Men who played because they had nothing better to do. Because they loved the game, nothing more. That they eventually fell hard, fell through the cracks in the concrete dream—failing in life, failing in their quest for success, failing to live up to the expectations, the hype; failing themselves—was, in fact, immaterial to what they accomplished.


After all, they couldn’t do well in everything.


They were only human.


Legends, despite the lore that precedes them, are in fact just human. Men who start life, live life, and sometimes—actually, more than just sometimes—end up like Lloyd Daniels. Losing their way, and sometimes even losing it all.





Sheets of tin and aluminum covered the building where its windows had once been, their glass having long ago been knocked clean away in the name of burglary, vandalism, and simple, honest old age. It was as if bandages had been placed on the running sores of a wound, and for all the protection they afforded against the elements, both natural and man-made, they had allowed it to become gangrenous.


Just a shell, the structure that remained served as a soulful, if tired, reminder of what had once been, standing among a line of ancient, beaten, and battered sentinels on this long-ago discarded block in East New York known as New Jersey Avenue.


Looking around, it was difficult to imagine this place had ever been beautiful, had ever been new or even clean. Everything about it, about this section of Brooklyn, in fact, painted a harsh picture of abject poverty. Just a block north, in an abandoned, weeded lot at the corner of Belmont and Jersey, old tires formed a mountain almost one-story high and bags of uncollected garbage sat decaying on the sidewalk, along a street lined with long-silenced doorways. On the streets walked the living dead, corpses who didn’t know they were corpses, skeletons searching for salvation in the form of needles and nods and schemer’s dreams. Reality here often came in the form of rat-infested hallways, roach-infested kitchens, and lice- and bedbug-infested bedrooms.


Here families often sat huddled in winter coats in heat-starved buildings in the frigid dead of winter, and were forced to broil in undershirts in congested, sweat-filled brick row apartments in the stifling, humid heat of summer—unable even to slip onto their fire escapes for relief, so powerful was the fear they, too, might become innocent victims of stray bullets from random shootings on the streets below.


Even the honorable folks—folks who, for lack of a better way but not for lack of pride, worked dead-end jobs, cleaning their cars, sweeping their sidewalks—remained stuck, as if by fate, in the middle of what had become a god-forsaken hell on earth.


It was here, on the first floor of a dilapidated walk-up among the boarded-up buildings that lined this stretch of New Jersey Avenue between Dumont and Blake, that Lloyd first came to be introduced to the world and to its nuances. It was a difficult way to start life. From here, it seemed, things almost never got better.


Usually, they only got worse.





Judy Stephens was a woman of considerable good looks, light-skinned and fine-featured.


She had been born in Brooklyn in a different time, before Brownsville and East New York had first gone to crack; back when people like her could live in those neighborhoods and work and go about their honest business in relative safety.


She had met Lloyd Daniels, Sr., while in high school. He was lean, a little bit over six foot tall, with a rich, even-toned coffee complexion, a handsome man with a knack for a good line. Even the gap between his front teeth lent to his appearance. She found herself attracted. The two soon fell in love and became an item in the neighborhood.


Lloyd had come to Brooklyn years earlier with his mother, Lulia, who had been born in Cordele, Georgia, a back-roads town about sixty miles south of Macon. He had been sheltered by family, his mother one of sixteen children—eleven of them girls—on a farm where they shucked corn, milked cows, and raised hogs and chickens.


Where they picked cotton.


In her teens, Lulia met a man named Walter Daniels. And in 1948, when she was just eighteen, the two of them had Lloyd, the first of six children. But Lulia was a strong-headed woman who, as she described it, “had ambition.” Soon she grew tired of that farm in Cordele. “I wanted to better myself, make a better life for myself,” she said.


So, in 1959, Lulia took her children and headed north. When Walter declined to go with her, she said, “I walked.” As she defined it, “I’m a survivor.”


Nothing would stand in her way, not even a man.


Lulia arrived in New York on a Sunday afternoon. By nightfall she had a job as a housemaid for a bed-ridden woman. Years later, she formally divorced Walter Daniels, married a man named James Hendley, and had five more children, the first three of them boys. Her second husband, she said, had a penchant for chasing women.


“So,” she said, “I threw him out of the house.”


Though on her own, Lulia worked hard to instill good values in her kids. She worked six days a week. Seven days a week she showered them with love and affection. She tried to understand their problems. All she ever asked in return was respect.


When she heard that Judy Stephens, then just sixteen years old, had become pregnant by her son, she went and paid her a visit.


“One day, I went to her work,” Lulia said. “I said, ‘You’re pregnant, aren’t you?’ She said, ‘How do you know? How do you know I’m pregnant?’ I said, ‘I know these things. I’m a mother. I can tell.’ She said, ‘Please don’t tell my mother.’ She was eight and a half months pregnant when she and Lloyd got married.”


Lulia allowed the teenage couple to hold the wedding reception at her home in Brooklyn. She loved them. What else could she do? Theirs was not the best life, Lloyd’s and Judy’s. Like many in the neighborhood, they lacked money. But they were young and in love and had their son, also named Lloyd and otherwise known as Junior, who had been born on September 4, 1967. Lulia liked to tell folks how, when she went to the hospital, the nurse didn’t even have to tell her which child was her grandson.


“The big, big baby,” she said. “The one who got some good looks from his mother and that sweet face from his father.”


But Junior was born while a tragedy was waiting to happen. Not long after his birth, Judy was diagnosed with uterine cancer. He was almost three when she died. It nearly destroyed his father, who, his mother said, in an effort to kill the pain, turned his attentions to alcohol. See, Lulia said, her son wanted to be strong, too. But like the rest of her children—who, despite Lulia’s best efforts, all seemed to be finding problems of their own on the streets of New York—he just didn’t know how.


“My son tried to commit suicide,” she said. “He started drinkin’, he started pickin’ fights and stuff. It was rough. He wanted to die with the mother. My son, Junior’s father, stayed drunk for two and a half years. I’m talkin’ about he started drinkin’ big. Then one day he fell out, right there on the avenue. I guess his blood pressure, whatever, it got so bad, that they had to put him in a straitjacket, because of the drinkin’, the seizures he was havin’. Junior used to say when he see his father that he was embarrassed. That’s why I figured Junior would never do drugs or drink. He was embarrassed to see his father. He’d say to me, ‘Ooh, if I ever do that stuff like that, Gran’ma, I’ll kill myself. I’ll commit suicide. I won’t never do no drugs or drink.’ ”


It was the first of many promises Junior wouldn’t keep.





It is said a hungry tiger hides all indications of an impending strike. That it stalks its prey with an illusive, elusive touch; insinuates itself on a situation with purposeful stealth in order to gain the best advantage. Then, and only then, does it make its move.


Bold and impudent.


Watch footage of Lloyd Daniels on a basketball court and you will see such presence, such purpose. There is self-assurance in his game, a certain court awareness, perception; instinct that seems to let him know when the time is right. Almost never does he attempt to force a situation. Almost never does he tip his hand too soon.


His passes all seem to have that touch. Watch as he looks off the man, sends the ball in the opposite direction, as if he knew, felt, where his man would be. You can see how they are timed; so that his man is in a position of advantage, ready to strike.


All his shots, whether they come from two feet or twenty-five, seem to be released with a precision that cannot be taught, the kind that is felt deep within a man’s bones.


In his soul.


Even rebounds are grabbed with just the right amount of authority; no wasted motion or effort, just what is needed to get the job done. To get his message across.


This is a man who understands the game of basketball the way Beethoven or Mozart understood music, the way Michelangelo understood painting. With a feel, a magic, that cannot accurately be described because, in reality, it is the stuff of legend.


Saul Lerner claimed he saw it the first time he ever watched Lloyd, back in the fall of 1983, when Lloyd was an eighth grader at Intermediate School 218 in Brooklyn. Lerner was a high school basketball coach who had spent three years as a pro player in Israel. He also headed the school’s special education program. Lloyd was a special ed student who played ball and, as Lerner told it, sometimes attended class.


“He had one thing in his life,” Lerner said. “Basketball.”


As Lerner recalled: “I remember the first time that I watched him. . . . You could see that he had a certain brilliance on the court, one that he shouldn’t have had because it was contradictory to everything he did in the classroom. Here was a kid who was on the pre-primer level in class—we’re talking stuff like C-A-T—who was on the major-college or professional level on the court. You don’t see kids graduating from college with the kind of on-court knowledge he had then. At that age, you’re happy when a kid can put it in the basket. But he had vision. He knew how to balance out the floor. He knew how to find a kid cutting through the middle. He was something else.”


Then again, Lloyd always seemed to be something else on the streets and playgrounds of New York, a place where the best often are known only by their calling card—a nickname, a moment, a move. Lloyd became known simply as Swee’pea. It was a nickname he acquired coming up in the Brownsville–East New York section of Brooklyn, where the locals—in particular, this guy named Yodel—noticed that his peculiar-shaped oval head, skipping-stone flat cheeks, high, receding hairline, and skintight hair gave him a curious resemblance to the baby-faced character from Popeye.


He was something else out on New Jersey Avenue, where, after his mother died, he lived with his maternal grandmother, Annie Sargeant Stephens, in that apartment a block from Thomas Jefferson High School and not far from where former heavyweight boxing champion Mike Tyson was born. And he was something else at Thomas Jefferson—Jeff—where, as a ninth grader, he broke his ankle playing ball and missed most of the regular season, then returned for the last seven games to lead a seven-man team into the playoffs and, after scoring twenty-nine points in a first-round upset of Tilden High School, netted thirty to almost single-handedly beat Abraham Lincoln.


Swee’pea owned Lafayette Gardens, a park that often showcased some of the best talent in Brooklyn. There he once scored fifty-four points to win a head-to-head battle with the brother of former Utah Jazz and Knicks forward Carey Scurry; Moses Scurry later went on to become a star for the 1990 NCAA national champion University of Nevada–Las Vegas Runnin’ Rebels. And Swee’pea owned Five-Star Camp, where, in 1985, he buried J. R. Reid, then the most highly touted player on the planet, one who would become an all-American at the University of North Carolina and fifth overall pick in the 1989 NBA Draft, taken by the original Charlotte Hornets.


Swee’pea was slick, refined. He was confident, but not cocky. In an era when, and in a neighborhood where, taking it to the hoop and jamming it home with thunder was considered to be the real deal—it was once written a New York City guard “will give up his gold and his girl before he’ll give up his dribble”—he was secure enough, knowledgeable enough, to lay off a pass or lay it in when the moment called for it. In one game he might control things with his passing, making no-look feeds or simple bounce passes, something rarely seen in an age of glitter and flash. In another he might dominate with scoring, firing jumper after jumper with consistency from twenty-five feet.


“He was born to play basketball,” East Coast recruiting expert Tom Konchalski said then. Konchalski, who for decades evaluated high school talent for many of the nation’s college coaches, first saw Lloyd play ball back in junior high school.


“He just had a special gift, almost a mystical grasp of the game. I don’t think it was anything he was even taught. He had a great instinctive feel for the game, such sophistication, such pedigree. Maybe the best way to describe it is to compare it to the Socratic ideal of knowledge as remembrance, almost as if he had inherited it as knowledge learned in a previous life. His biggest problem on the court was that he was such a sophisticate, had such an understanding of the game, that he had little tolerance for others who were not as sophisticated and so he easily became querulous with others who could not do what he could. But, aside from that, not many have ever possessed his ability to read the game, had his understanding of how to let the game come to him and of how to let the game dictate what he should do. He understood you could not predetermine what to do with the ball. No one saw the floor like Lloyd.”


The closest comparison?


“Maybe, Magic Johnson,” Konchalski said. “Maybe.” And, as Konchalski pointed out, not meaning to sound facetious, that was being kind to Magic.


As Larry Davis, who in 1984 briefly coached Lloyd on the prep school basketball team at Oak Hill Academy in rural Mouth of Wilson, Virginia, said: “God just said one day, ‘I’m going to laugh at the rest of the basketball world,’ and he made this kid.”





Of course, Swee’pea wasn’t without flaw. He didn’t care much for playing defense, didn’t like to lift weights, didn’t like working to stay in shape. He didn’t like practice and could be lackadaisical, sometimes so bored with the competition he didn’t give an honest effort. But those deficiencies were minor in comparison to his skills.


“Talent is our narcotic,” Al Menendez, who’d watched Lloyd often back when he scouted for the then–New Jersey Nets, said. “We are addicted to basketball. I’ve watched Lloyd play since he was a sophomore in high school. He’s as good as there is.”


“He is a tremendous talent,” longtime NBA team executive Donnie Walsh said back in the 1980s. “No doubt, he has the talent to play in our league.”


That ability made Lloyd a Parade Magazine all-American his junior year at Andrew Jackson, where he averaged 31.2 points, 12.3 rebounds, ten assists, and five blocks. It made him a much-sought-after player by college coaches, who were willing to overlook his well-documented academic deficiencies—including undiagnosed dyslexia, a third-grade reading level, and frequent truancy—for the chance to get him into their school’s uniform. It made him a hot commodity in Topeka, Kansas, where he averaged 16 points, 3.5 rebounds, and 4.7 assists as a twenty-year old rookie in the CBA.


It also made him a playground legend on the streets of New York, one often mentioned in the same breath as a pantheon of basketball gods.


“Sometimes, people talk . . . but, I seen him play,” Chris Brooks, an all-America candidate at West Virginia University who played with Lloyd on the New York Gauchos, an Amateur Athletic Union club team in the Bronx, said. “He can shoot, he can dribble, he can play defense when he wants to, and he’s [six foot seven]. They say he is the next Magic Johnson and I tell you what, I think he is. Is he the best I’ve ever seen? I don’t know. I like Michael Jordan. But, next to him, it’s Lloyd. Hands down.”


Basketball Hall of Fame inductee Nate “Tiny” Archibald said when he was young, playground stars like Joe Hammond and Earl Manigault were the best. But, he said, it turned out they had “no direction”—except when they were on the playgrounds.


Lloyd, he said, had those same shortcomings, a player who could be the next George Gervin, Gervin being an all-time NBA great known to millions as “the Iceman,” but who was just as likely to end up on the streets. A player who might’ve been.


The difference between the outcomes, between success and failure?


Reliability. That’s what Archibald said.


“He has the ability to play on the pro level,” Archibald said of Lloyd. “He has the talent to be great. But management—coaches and general managers—want someone who’s reliable, who will show up for practice and work, who will show up at a game and do his best. There are a bunch of guys in the NBA who are not as good as Lloyd. But they’re reliable.”





In his day Howie Garfinkel, the basketball superscout who also served as the director of Five-Star Basketball Camps, had seen too many superstar high school players come and go. He liked some, disliked others. Precious few did he hold in as high regard as he held Lloyd Daniels. Garfinkel first saw Lloyd back in the summer of 1985, when he broke onto the national scene as only the second high school junior-to-be in fifteen years to be named outstanding player at the weeklong camp in Pittsburgh.


Lloyd was a magician; Garfinkel was hypnotized.


So enamored was he that Garfinkel proclaimed to broadcaster and former star coach Al McGuire, “Lloyd Daniels is the best junior alive, dead or yet unborn.”


“The first time I saw him, I nearly fell out of my seat,” Garfinkel said. “He was just incredible back then. He was great. I remember one time where he was on a three-on-two break and, as he came down I thought, ‘Is he going to shoot, going to pass?’ He went to shoot, drew the defender. No one was free. At least, I didn’t see anyone. Then, all of a sudden, bingo! While he was in midair he hit someone for an easy layup. I was like, ‘How did he find that man?’ I hadn’t seen him. After a while, every time he touched the ball you would lean forward in your seat in anticipation of a great play.”


Seldom did Swee’pea fail to deliver.


“Calvin Murphy, inch for inch, pound for pound, shot for shot, was the greatest high school player I ever saw,” Garfinkel said, citing the Hall of Famer. “I saw him get thirty-four at the Dapper Dan on a Friday night, then score sixty-two in twenty-nine minutes the next at the Allentown [Pennsylvania] Classic. After that, you can choose between Connie Hawkins, Lew Alcindor, and Lloyd Daniels. It’s a pick ’em for second.


“I call Lloyd ‘Magic Johnson with a jump shot.’ ”


To which Stan Dinner, who coached now-closed Benjamin Franklin High School in Harlem, a team that one season fielded five NCAA Division I college stars in Kenny Hutchinson, Richie Adams, Gary Springer, Walter Berry, and Watkins “Boo” Singletary, said: “He is Magic Johnson with a jump shot, all right. Larry Bird’s jump shot. Lloyd Daniels can do everything with a basketball except one. . . . Autograph it.”


And that was a problem.
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School Daze


I.S. 218 sat on the corner of Fountain and Blake about twenty blocks from Lloyd’s home in the heart of East New York. It was a hazardous walk for a kid, even one as street-smart as Swee’pea. It was even more hazardous for those who weren’t as streetwise, for the kids who had to walk past the Cypress Houses, the Pink Houses, and Linden Plaza—housing projects once built in an effort to provide shelter for the poor and underprivileged, now all-but-forgotten worlds, seen but unseen. Left to the drug dealers and to their clientele. Left to the wind and the rain. To the fates.


The neighborhood had the highest murder rate in New York City, one of the highest in the nation. Over a span of little more than two years, the area, which measured just over six square miles, had seen more than a hundred murders, most of them drug related. As a takeoff on the local all-news radio station, 1010 WINS, whose motto was “You give us twenty-two minutes, we’ll give you the world,” New York Police Department officers from the embattled 75th Precinct often told visitors: “You give us twenty-two minutes, we’ll give you a homicide.” Real-world humor, they called it.


But there was nothing funny about East New York. Not if you were an adult, a lifetime of experience under your belt. Certainly, not if you were just a kid.


As the then–chief executive officer of the Local Development Corporation of East New York, Vivian Bright, told the New York Times in a January 5, 1989, article about the neighborhood fighting for its very life, “We have four main problems here—abandoned housing, sanitation, crack, and unemployment.” As the Times reporter Felicia R. Lee wrote in that article: “Statistics fail to convey the hopelessness of East New York.” She added: “No one can say definitively why East New York is such a murderous place, but crack gets much of the blame from police and residents.”


School provided a sort of safe haven in that turbulent world, one of the few places kids could learn skills that might help them escape the environment. Unlike some public schools in the city, where students had to walk through metal detectors and be searched for weapons by the school security guards just to enter the building for class each morning, I.S. 218 wasn’t as bad as imagined. It didn’t have a principal like Matthew Barnwell, who, while head of a public school in the Bronx, would be arrested for possession of crack. It didn’t have a substantial amount of hard-core, violent students—though, honestly, that was mostly because those kids almost never came to class.


“The school, I would say—considering its neighborhood, where it was—was not as bad a school as you might think,” Saul Lerner, head of the special education department at I.S. 218, said. “It was clean. It was relatively new. In many senses it was not a bad place. It was a shelter from the problems that surrounded the school.”


Trouble was, those problems seemed to undermine and overwhelm much of everything teachers and faculty were trying to accomplish inside the building.


“They’re not coming out of middle-class homes,” Lerner said of students in neighborhoods like East New York, noting some come from families where there isn’t even a book in the house. “And, as teachers, we can’t handle the social issue, only the academic and so, right off the bat, we start off failing these kids. It only gets worse from there. The kids who do get out, who simply make it through school and get out, are the ones who beat the system. They got out of school more than it could offer them. It’s a shame it has to be like that.”





The streets are no place for a kid. But, by the age of seven, Lloyd knew them, inside and out. He knew East New York. He knew neighboring Brownsville, knew Bedford-Stuyvesant. He knew how to panhandle money and how to take the train to the amusement park at Coney Island, where he would spend an afternoon alone by himself on the rides. Knew how to take the subways and buses to the Hollis–St. Albans section of Queens, where his grandmother Lulia had moved when he was still an infant.


He knew how to sneak out at night from the first-floor apartment on New Jersey Avenue, where he lived with his other grandmother, Annie Sargeant.


Back then, Lloyd would leave at midnight, basketball in hand, and head down the block to the local park. And after he slipped through a cut in the chain-link fence—“Soul in the Hole,” he called it; the Hole being the name of the playground—he’d stand in the darkness, stand amid the broken bottles and shavings of glass, amid the rocks and debris that would coat a man’s hands black with dirt just from dribbling the ball. He would shoot baskets for hours. Just a kid, alone in the world, an island unto himself, trying to make sense of his situation. Some afternoons he took time to watch the older kids on the playgrounds, where they’d go five-on-five, three-on-three, or just one-on-one—sometimes playing H-O-R-S-E, sometimes just getting in runs. But the rule in New York is that every player—no matter how good—has his age, his time. And unless you own the only ball on the block, you don’t get to play with the big boys until you’ve grown, paid your dues.


And so, being just a kid, Lloyd almost always practiced by himself out in the park at night, stopping only to run for cover when he heard gunfire on the block.


He taught himself how to dribble on those darkened, glass-strewn courts. Taught himself how to pass, bouncing the ball off the chain-link fences. Taught himself to shoot jumpers in the park, which had no lights, banking them home in the dark. He said it developed not only his eye for the basket, but his feel for it. He’d take a hundred shots. After a while, despite the darkness, he could make ninety-eight, ninety-nine.


“Nobody helped me,” Lloyd said. “I practiced myself. Shootin’, dribblin’, passin’ off the gate or the fence. Sometimes, twelve, one o’clock in the mornin’, I’d be out playin’ ball down the block. If I was lucky, I’d get to the lighted park on Thirty-Sixth Street in Manhattan right next to the mouth of the Queens–Midtown Tunnel.


“Usually, I stayed right in the neighborhood.”


“Lloyd would disappear for hours on end and just play basketball,” said Annie Sargeant, who’d simply let him go do what he did. “At first, I’d worry about him. But then I always figured I could find him down the block, shooting. About the only time I saw him was the weekends when we’d go shopping on Pitkin Avenue.”


Lloyd was, in effect, on his own. Annie Sargeant worked. When she left the house in the morning no one was around to watch Lloyd, who then went off and did what he wanted to do. Because of the trauma he had experienced, Annie was reluctant to punish Lloyd when he did do something wrong—like cut school or hang out with a crew that was headed for trouble. “What he found out,” one childhood friend said, “was that, when he got older, he had to take care of hisself. He didn’t have no choice. It was like people pushed him out into the world and said, ‘Okay, take care of biz. Take care of yourself.’ It was like he didn’t have no chance. . . . He was on his own.”


When Lloyd needed sneakers, he had to get them for himself. When he needed clothes, he had to find a way to come up with the cash. When he wanted to eat, he had to figure how to get food. It was a simple fact of life. Annie didn’t have much money. She had her own life to manage. She had her own kids to support, first and foremost. She did what she could for Lloyd, but she couldn’t do much. Lulia, knowing her own son had abandoned Lloyd, left him with Annie. She didn’t want to interfere. And Lloyd didn’t want to be a burden. So he did what he had to do. No questions asked.


“I had to support my own self,” he said. “That’s just the way it was. I had to buy my own clothes comin’ up, so some days I had to go to the grocery store and pack bags to make money. I’d go to Waldbaum’s and Key Food. I had to survive, man. My grandmother had it rough. My father wasn’t around, my mother died. I had to go there to pack bags. I had to buy me sneakers and some fancy clothes. The boy didn’t want to go to school with the same shit on every day. Some days, I had to work.


“Some days, I had to survive. ’Cause I was an only child,” Lloyd said, “my grandmother, she tried to spoil me. I didn’t have no mother, so she let me get over. I’d get a little hittin’, a little spankin’. But she’d punish me and I still would go out; sneak out the back door, walk out the front door. As soon as she’d go to sleep, I’m gone. Swee’pea down the block somewhere shootin’ ball. She’d let it slide.”


Annie let it slide and Lloyd soon learned that he could do as he pleased. When he didn’t know the rules of the game, when no one bothered to tell him what the rules were, he improvised. Made his own. If something was beneficial to him—be it legal or illegal, moral or immoral—he did it. No second thoughts, no questions asked. Like a scene straight off the storyboard for some inner-city remake of Lord of the Flies.


As one observer said, “People tell kids, ‘You should know better.’ But how? Children are born blank. How are they supposed to know if they are not told?”


Like his grandmother before him, Lloyd was a survivor, doing what it took to survive. Except, unlike her, he didn’t always do things by the book.


“I never stole shit,” he said. “I never stole shit. I never robbed, never stole.”


But one relative said that wasn’t quite true.


She said Lloyd was taught by other family members to shoplift. They would take him to the local stores and, while one family member occupied the cashier, Lloyd, in an oversize jacket, would tuck away the merchandise. It all made for quick cash.


Asked about that, Lloyd admitted, “I did what I could. I got into trouble, a lot of trouble.” But he also said he often seemed to have luck on his side. He seldom got caught, and, even if he did, unlike his friends, he was able to talk his way out of a situation. He had style. He had a rap. He was a smooth operator; sweetness. He made people laugh. He made people like him. Even folks he did wrong by.


After all, he was just a troubled kid trying to make it. So they’d give him the benefit of the doubt. They felt he deserved it.


Now, give a kid, any kid, an inch and he’ll take a mile. It’s the nature of the beast, the nature of growing up. Except, when you have responsible role models, they’ll put you in line when you step out. But Lloyd had no one. As he grew, Lloyd mastered an old trick: how to get over on folks. He became lord of the street con: begging money, talking folks into “lending” him things. He learned to play on sympathies and, due to his situation, he found those were many. What he also learned was that packing bags didn’t earn him much. If he was going to get by, he needed to find another way.


And, in the neighborhood, mostly what he saw was drugs.





It is a lesson learned early on in the harsh environs of just about any inner city. Take all you feel you’re entitled to, and expect nothing in return. Do what you can to survive. Figure you’ll have to look out for yourself, because everyone has their problems; no one has time to waste worrying about yours. Everyone knows only the strong survive.


It’s the law of the urban jungle, where tomorrow morning you may wake up to find you’re in a body bag. Which likely was why the ultimate put-down on the streets and in the playgrounds of eighties New York was the phrase “You’re weak.”


As in no muscle, no power. No survival instincts. No “juice.”


Juice was what then separated new-jacker dopeboys—hip-hop culture’s description of trendy, but lethal, new-wave, new-money drug dealers of the era—from the burger boys working the greasy golden-arch grills down at Mickey D’s. McDonald’s. It’s what separated cools who’d got a nice ride—as in BMWs, Benzes, Samurais, Maximas, and Jeeps—from bummyboys who took the bus or the subways. Who walked.


If it meant going illegal, so be it. The creed of the street was as pure and as simple as it was absolute: a man gotta do what a man gotta do.


It may sound hackneyed, stereotypical even. But more often than not it’s power that equals success on urban streets, and in turn, it equals survival, because it’s the strong who get to dictate the rules, who get to feel invincible, be invincible, even if it’s not for long. It’s the guiding force behind gangs, behind posses. Behind thug life.


Just as certainly, power is what separates class from mass on the playgrounds, where a 360-degree tomahawk dunk often means more than a lay-in; where a rejection is viewed as the ultimate insult to masculinity. It is why dissin’ someone—a term come to life in the mid-eighties to characterize treating a man with disrespect—often calls for retaliation. It is about macho, machismo. Reputation and regard.


In a societal setting where wearing finger-thick gold—being able to hang it all out front; dare someone to snatch it from you—was the ultimate sign of success and prowess. It was the reason you always had to show how much juice you had.


It is the same reason why, when you were on the playground back then and made a move that wasn’t strong—a move not geared toward declaration of your manhood, not geared toward survival—the chant would rain down on you.


“Runnin’ low on Tropicana!” the crowd might yell. Or, worse. “Word up!” they’d scream. The truth! “You’re weak!”


Except, when you’re not strong on the streets, when you don’t look out for number one, you don’t hear put-downs. Often, you just end up dead.





There were 184 days in an average school year in New York City. And, though no records were available for his first year at I.S. 218, which Lloyd entered as a thirteen-year-old seventh-grade student in September 1980, records for his subsequent years there paint the picture of a chronic truant.


For the 1981–82 school year, New York City Board of Education records indicated Lloyd was present just 62 days; absent, 122.


“And I don’t think he was there that often,” Lerner said, “because, what happens is you have your attendance taken in the morning and, after that, you could not attend any of your classes and still be considered in attendance. If I remember, we were lucky to see Lloyd two times a week, if at all. And that was good weeks.”


Records also showed Lloyd was marked present just 32 times during the 1982–83 school year, when he was absent a staggering 152 days.


Nevertheless, the next October, when Lloyd was a just-turned-sixteen-year-old student in eighth grade, he was “promoted” to Thomas Jefferson High School.


“Promoted is a bad word,” Lerner said. “Because he never really graduated, per se, but instead was kind of pushed on despite the fact that he probably was present fewer than a hundred days, in my opinion, over the course of three full school years. He was ‘pushed on’ because there was nothing else we could do with him. Here he was, sixteen years old, six foot seven, and almost too big for the desks. He could not read and he was in classes with twelve-year-old kids. What else were we supposed to do?”
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