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Prologue: Six Days Later

June 25, 2016

IT HAS BEEN SIX DAYS and nights since the Cavaliers shocked the world and won the NBA Finals on Sunday night, June 19. It was Father’s Day, and the Cavaliers gave every father in Northeast Ohio the greatest gift they possibly could. In so many ways it still seems all so surreal, almost as if it were a dream, but it wasn’t and the joy is real, very real!

The Cavaliers ended Cleveland’s fifty-two-year drought without a championship on the heels of one of the most dramatic and controversial seasons ever. They ran though the playoffs, losing only twice in the first three rounds, before dropping three of their first four games against 73-win Golden State before finally catching fire and destiny. The Cavaliers played as if they had nothing to lose, and there was no stopping them as they found their stride and confidence over the final three games of the finals.

So here we are, six days later, and I couldn’t be more proud of this great city we call home on the shores of Lake Erie. We have survived every kind of sports pain one could imagine, but it was all worth it, all a part of our destiny. We had LeBron James, basketball’s best player, join our team straight from high school, a hometown boy who was seen as the savior. He broke our hearts by leaving us in July of 2010. But in many ways, that may have just been the greatest thing ever to happen to Cleveland sports.

By James leaving, it allowed the Cavaliers to draft first only one year later. That draft pick was Kyrie Irving, the same man who hit the championship-winning shot over league MVP Stephen Curry. A few years later when the Cavaliers were still rebuilding, they were blessed to draft first two years in a row, selecting Anthony Bennett and then Andrew Wiggins. Those four years of hell were worth it, as those two draft picks, Bennett and Wiggins, were used as trade bait to acquire Kevin Love—the same Kevin Love who defended brilliantly against Steph Curry in the waning seconds of Game Seven, not allowing him a clean look at a game-tying three-pointer.

If LeBron James doesn’t leave Cleveland, there isn’t any Kevin Love to make the stop. If LeBron James doesn’t leave Cleveland, there isn’t Kyrie Irving to hit the championship-clinching, drought-ending, curse-stomping three-pointer! If LeBron James doesn’t leave Cleveland, then there aren’t 1.3 million people attending an all-day-long championship parade and rally.

You see, Cleveland, a wise man once said, is “hell” getting to “heaven.” You have lived it firsthand, and now in a matter of thirty days you have seen a UFC Heavyweight Champion in Stipe Miocic. You have seen an AHL Calder Cup championship team in the Lake Erie Monsters. And now, perhaps the sweetest gift of all from the basketball gods, the Cleveland Cavaliers have won the 2016 NBA championship. Celebrate this championship like you have the last six days for the rest of your life. For this championship isn’t just for the players, it is for you, too! It is for every blue-collar worker who goes through forty hours of hell each week to put food on the table for his family. This championship is for every person who ever believed in miracles. This championship is for you!


Introduction

THE CAVALIERS HAD BEEN IN basketball hell for four consecutive seasons from 2010 to 2014. On July 10, 2010, their “Chosen One,” LeBron James, had left the city on national television during a live interview with Jim Gray on ESPN for his infamous “Decision.” This caused a nationwide backlash against James, causing him to go from one of the most beloved athletes in sports, to one of the most hated in the blink of an eye. After failing to win a championship while playing for the Cavaliers, he chose to leave Cleveland and form a super team in Miami with fellow 2003 draft All Stars and close friends, Dwyane Wade and Chris Bosh.

Broadcast from the Boys and Girls Club of Greenwich, Connecticut, on ESPN, the program started at 9:00 p.m., but it wasn’t until twenty-eight minutes into the show that James finally announced his decision to play for the Miami Heat and join fellow All-Stars Wade and Bosh. Cleveland fans were shocked and devastated.

The Cavaliers endured four horrible seasons and failed to attract any big-name free agents. The general feeling was that players would not want to play for Cleveland owner Dan Gilbert because of the way he spoke out against James’s leaving. It was unheard of for an owner to speak his mind and reflect the emotions of the long-suffering fans in the egocentric superstar world of the NBA. Gilbert might have been correct to do so, but he would eventually pay for it.

The promise of a title would eventually come true for James in his second season in Miami, as the Heat would win back-to-back titles against the Oklahoma City Thunder in 2012 and the San Antonio Spurs in 2013. James arguably had his best two seasons as a pro during those campaigns and garnered his third and fourth NBA MVP awards in the process, along with being voted MVP of the Finals both times. He was playing the best basketball of his life, but he wasn’t doing it in Northeast Ohio.

Things would begin to change in 2014 as the Heat once again took on the San Antonio Spurs in the NBA Finals. Suddenly, Wade was hurt, the Heat looked old and slow, and James was a one-man show with little to no help. That was the same reason he had left Cleveland four seasons prior. It was clear that James had come full circle, and after the Spurs knocked off the Heat four games to one, James was at a crossroads in his career.

LeBron James had an option in his contract to opt out of it and become a free agent. When asked in the post-series press conference about his plans for the offseason and if he would opt out of his contract early, he was noncommittal and simply stated that he needed to spend time with his family. Rumors would begin to fly, some believing he might leave, most believing he would stay. James answered all the questions himself on July 11 in an essay with Sports Illustrated columnist Lee Jenkins, making the official announcement that the King was coming home, and a new era of basketball in Cleveland was set to begin.

LeBron would be coming home, and the Cavaliers would strive to build a dream team around him once again. Would it happen, could they really win it all? As we all know in life, nothing is guaranteed, and the city of Cleveland would find that out firsthand as one of the most epic and hard-fought runs to a title was set to begin.


CHAPTER 1

A Look Back

ON THE MORNING OF JULY 12, 2014, virtually every sports fan in Cleveland woke up and immediately pinched themselves. Did it really happen the day before, did the chosen one really decide to come back home? It almost seemed too good to be true. The Cavaliers and their fans had just survived four brutal years of hell, while also watching LeBron James, the kid who grew up in front of their eyes only to bolt for Miami, win two NBA Championships and appear in four straight NBA Finals.

Suddenly, the prodigal son had returned and all of the hate for him disappeared. Within hours of the announcement of James coming home to Cleveland, season tickets sold out at Quicken Loans Arena. There was no denying the excitement of Cavaliers fans. It appeared that all was forgiven, and the rebuilding of a Cleveland dynasty was now in place.

LeBron James would be joining up with one of the best young players in the NBA, point guard Kyrie Irving, who was about to enter his fourth season with the Cavaliers. The one-two punch of James and Irving already had fans dreaming of a championship and salivating at the thought of this dream team starting to take instant shape. Perhaps they could even add a third superstar member and hand Cleveland a Big Three of their own.

General manager David Griffin would take on the same task as Danny Ferry had years before him of building a championship-caliber team around his star player, LeBron James. He knew the dynamic duo of James and Irving would be potent, but the NBA was in the era of the “Big Three,” and he would have to keep his eyes open for the last important piece, or so he thought.

Griffin was no stranger to the sport, and people close to him would confirm that he lived and breathed basketball. He got his first taste at the pro level in the early 1990s, when he became the tournament director for the Nike Desert Classic pre-draft camp. He also spent time on the bench as a coach, serving as an assistant at Scottsdale Community College.

He came to the Cavs with seventeen years of experience with the Phoenix Suns. He began his front office career with the Suns as an intern in 1993. Griffin showed that hard work and loyalty can pay off when he was named senior vice president of basketball operations for Phoenix in 2007. He joined the Cavaliers before the 2010–11 season as vice president of basketball operations before being named general manager in February of 2014. Sometimes a GM or president is only as good as his coach, and Griffin would have to go to the dance with a rookie on the bench.

The man in charge of the hefty task of controlling and coaching the new dream roster was David Blatt. Griffin had decided to fire the previous coach, Mike Brown, at the close of the prior season. Griffin felt that the team needed an offensive-minded coach that could mold the Cavaliers to play more like the Lenny Wilkens–led teams of the late-’80s and early-’90s that were known for their ball movement. He interviewed several candidates including former players Mark Price, Tyronn Lue, and Alvin Gentry before finding his man in David Blatt.

Blatt was a head coaching icon in the Euroleague for many years and was offered a reported four-year deal worth a whopping $20 million to coach the Cavaliers and pass up an assistant coaching position with the Golden State Warriors. Blatt, fifty-five, was the first coach to make the leap from Europe to the NBA as a head coach. Gilbert and general manager David Griffin chose Blatt over Lue, an assistant with the Los Angeles Clippers. It was a decision that would eventually haunt all three men for a long time.

One of the most successful European coaches of this era, Blatt resigned from his job as the championship coach of Maccabi Tel Aviv to pursue his longtime goal of coaching in the NBA. Blatt was born and raised in Massachusetts, playing his college basketball for Hall of Famer Pete Carill at Princeton before embarking on a hugely successful head coaching career overseas.

Blatt coached undermanned Macabbi Tel Aviv to a dramatic upset victory over Real Madrid for the Euroleague championship in 2014. Blatt had tremendous success across two decades overseas. He led the Russian national team to the 2007 Eurobasket championship and a bronze medal in the 2012 London Olympics. As impressive as his overseas coaching career was, in Cleveland he would still have to contend all year with reporters who called him a “rookie coach,” a term that angered Blatt every time he heard it. He was never hesitant to remind anyone of his time coaching overseas. He was brought to Cleveland at first thinking it would be a young, unproven team in need of growth that he would be coaching. Within weeks, things changed, and his low pressure job became pressure-packed.

Blatt would need to rely heavily on a strong relationship with Kyrie Irving, his new point guard, if the team was to have any success. Meanwhile, Griffin was about to pull the trigger on a deal to get him some help. Rumors had been flying since LeBron James came back to town that Cleveland would find a way to get Minnesota Timberwolves superstar forward Kevin Love. Soon the rumors would turn into reality.

As part of a three-team trade on August 23, the Cavaliers traded a 2015 first-round draft pick to the Philadelphia 76ers; they also traded Anthony Bennett, Andrew Wiggins, and a trade exception to the Minnesota Timberwolves for Kevin Love. Minnesota shipped Luc Mbah a Moute and Alexey Shved to Philadelphia; and Philadelphia sent Thaddeus Young to Minnesota.

The deal boiled down to Love for Wiggins, a 6'8" forward from Kansas who was the first overall selection in the 2014 NBA draft. It didn’t seem like the Timberwolves were willing to entertain trade talks until Love withdrew from the 2014 FIBA Basketball World Cup team because he knew a deal with the Cavaliers was suddenly possible after LeBron James returned. Love had been one of the most dominant power forwards in the Western Conference since being drafted by Minnesota in 2008 from UCLA with the fifth overall pick. A three-time all-star, he was seen as the final piece of the dream team that would give Cleveland its first major sports championship since 1954.

Kevin Love was named to the All-NBA Second Team twice (2012 and 2014), was voted the NBA’s Most Improved Player in 2011, and was an NBA All-Rookie Second Team selection in 2009. He was also won the NBA Three-Point Shootout in 2012 and led the league in rebounding in 2011. In college, he was Consensus first-team All-American and Pac-10 Player of the Year.

The reason for so much drama and surprise surrounding the Love trade was that he been quoted as saying numerous times that if the Cavaliers traded for him, he would opt out of his contract once he got the chance. Now that LeBron James was a Cavalier once again, the thought was that Love would re-sign with the team and not opt out of the contract, thus making the Cavaliers front office feel better about trading away Wiggins for him.

Love was coming off of his best season with the Timberwolves as he averaged 26 points and 12.5 rebounds a game. It was a risky move for the Cavaliers because they had to part with not only Wiggins, but also Bennett, the first overall pick from the previous season. The Cavaliers took the ultimate gamble getting rid of the top pick in the draft before he could even play a single game for them. They were “all in” with Kevin Love. They reasoned that Wiggins hadn’t played a single professional game yet and Bennett was a giant bust in his rookie season. It was a calculated risk but went with the win-now attitude they were taking on.

As the Cavaliers approached training camp with a near dream team, expectations were high for the first time in many years. They had their Big Three of James, Love, and Irving, and if they could mesh quickly and stay healthy, some pundits predicted they could win 70 games. They had their way with everyone they faced in preseason, even playing against James’s former team, the Miami Heat, in a preseason game held in Brazil. The simple fact, however, was that preseason basketball doesn’t mean anything and they would have to do it in the regular season on a nightly basis, or everyone would consider them a gigantic failure. They knew that the second something went wrong, people would be jumping off the bandwagon and looking to bury them. Little did anyone realize just how often that would end up happening and just how many steep challenges the Cavaliers would end up having to face.

The Cavaliers came in with a strong starting five but had little in the way of a bench, and that was the one thing that kept certain media outlets and publications from picking the Cavaliers to go all the way. Their opening night roster consisted of a starting backcourt of Kyrie Irving at point guard with Dion Waiters at shooting guard. Waiters played his best ball coming off the bench, but his ego demanded a starting spot on the “dream” roster. It wouldn’t last long. The forwards were LeBron James and Kevin Love, with Anderson Varejao in the middle.

To the surprise of everyone, things did not go as well as they hoped, and they got off to a shaky start. By Christmas, they were only 17–11 and already showing signs of cracking. Their woes really began on Christmas Day in Miami. They trailed the Heat throughout the game, and LeBron’s former teammates were out for blood. The Cavaliers lost, 101–91, in a game where James and Irving combined for 55 points, but no one else did nearly enough to help.

The real drama unfolded after the game when LeBron was caught on camera and microphone saying to Wade, “If this thing doesn’t work out, we’ll get back at it next year and do it better than ever next time.” That one quote sent the entire NBA world into a frenzy, and the city of Cleveland into a panic.

With paranoia at an all-time high about LeBron James once again possibly leaving, he did his best to quell worries and led the Cavaliers past the Orlando Magic the next night in Orlando, 98–89. The good feelings wouldn’t last long, however, as they went on to lose nine of their next ten games. General manager David Griffin did not panic; instead, he decided to pull the trigger on deals that would save the season.

On January 5, 2015, they acquired J. R. Smith in the hopes that his shooting range would return and his maturity level would increase with the move to a new city with less room to get in trouble. As part of a three-team trade, the Cavaliers traded Dion Waiters to the Oklahoma City Thunder; they also traded Louis Amundson, Alex Kirk, and a 2019 second-round draft pick to the New York Knicks. The Knicks traded Iman Shumpert and J. R. Smith to the Cleveland Cavaliers, and the Thunder traded their 2015 first-round draft pick to the Cavaliers and Lance Thomas to the New York Knicks.

It was a huge risk for the Cavaliers because they had put so much time into developing Waiters, but it was apparent he was not going to succeed in Blatt’s ball movement–style offense that LeBron excelled in. Waiters had shown flashes of skill but was considered a cancer in the locker room and couldn’t make a shot off the ball: he had to have the ball passed to him so he could set and shoot. The Cavs needed guys who create shots, not wait for the ball like Waiters had done so many times. It was clear that Waiters was not in the plans going forward. They felt that if they could get anything from Smith and Shumpert as far as an outside threat and increased defense went, the trade would be worth it.

The trade took place during part of a stretch with LeBron out on a minivacation to get his mind, body, and soul correct. By the time he returned on Tuesday, January 13, against the Phoenix Suns after missing eight games, the Cavaliers were 19–19 and in desperate need of a win. They wouldn’t get one, as the Suns ruined James’s first game back and put the Cavaliers away, 107–100. Cleveland dropped under .500 with their sixth consecutive loss and had everyone in the media and fans at home talking about the rumored dismissal of head coach David Blatt. General manager David Griffin would hear none of it and stood behind his coach. He was about to be rewarded for his faith.

With sixteen games left before the All Star break, the Cavs had a little over three weeks to get things turned around in the right direction. It was almost as if they realized play time was over and it was time to get serious as they began an epic run. Starting at Los Angeles against the Lakers on January 15, they won twelve straight games, an impressive run that featured several incredible performances. They beat both the Lakers and Clippers on the road to get it started. They followed that up with consecutive home wins against the Chicago Bulls, Utah Jazz, Charlotte Hornets, and Oklahoma City Thunder. They went into the Palace of Auburn Hills and beat the Detroit Pistons before heading back home to topple the Portland Trail Blazers in a game that saw Kyrie Irving score 55 points.

They remained hot in the second half of the season following the break and suddenly became one of the best teams in basketball, as they finished the 2014–15 regular season with a 53–29 record. It was a mark good enough for the second-best record in the Eastern Conference. Despite having a lesser record than the top-seeded Atlanta Hawks, the red-hot Cavaliers were the popular pick to reach the NBA Finals. Their talent was coming together and starting to mesh at the perfect time.

The Cavaliers were looking like a serious threat to win the NBA championship as they headed into the 2015 playoffs. The only questions were the lack of experience of so many key figures. Coach David Blatt had never coached in a NBA playoff game and two of their three best players, Love and Irving, had no postseason experience. Little did anyone know that playoff experience would be the least of their concerns, and the nation was about to see how much of an actual “team” this squad truly was.

Their first-round opponent was the seventh-seeded Boston Celtics. Cleveland had struggled mightily against the men in green in past playoff matchups. The Celtics had knocked LeBron and the Cavaliers out of the playoffs twice during James’s first stint in Cleveland. This Celtics team was different, much younger and less talented than in the past. Gone were stars such as Ray Allen, Kevin Garnett, and Paul Pierce. This version was made up of young guns like forward Jeff Green, who averaged 17.6 points a game. The Celtics also had sharpshooter Evan Turner, whom many Cavaliers fans were very familiar with from his time playing at Ohio State. Another Boston player to keep an eye on would be point guard Isaiah Thomas, who was averaging a team-high 19 points a game to go along with 5.4 assists.

The Celtics finished at 41–41 and split the season series with the Cavaliers. The two games they won were highly forgettable, however, because they came in the final week of the season. One of the losses came in a game in which four of Cleveland’s regular starters did not play, and the other in which they only played a few minutes of the first half.

The Celtics had been pretty much left for dead after star point guard Rajon Rondo was traded away earlier in the season. But under the control of their visionary young head coach Brad Stevens, the Celtics never gave up and put together a late-season playoff push. Stevens had come into his own coaching college ball at Butler University. He led the Bulldogs to back-to-back NCAA championship games out of the lightly-regarded Horizon League conference. Stevens and the Bulldogs lost both title games, to Duke in 2010 and then UConn in 2011. In the summer of 2013, Stevens took the job with the Celtics, at the age of thirty-six, becoming one of the youngest head coaches in NBA history. The Celtics went 40–42 in their first season under Stevens, good enough to reach the playoffs as a seventh seed, before getting knocked off by LeBron James and the Miami Heat in convincing fashion. Despite how well Stevens had coached, his team would still be a heavy underdog against the Cavs.

Heading into the 2015 NBA playoffs, Kyrie Irving had always been a big money player, at his best when the lights were on the brightest. He had already won Most Valuable Player honors at the 2014 NBA All-Star Game and the 2014 FIBA World Cup. He also won the 2014 NBA All-Star Weekend Three-Point Shootout and continued to be one of the best point guards in the game. Some did question how well he would play in his first NBA playoff game, but Irving wasted no time quieting his critics by making his first five three-point attempts, scoring 20 points in 21 first-half minutes as the Celtics were desperate for answers on how to stop him. Irving would finish with 30 points, three rebounds, and two assists in Cleveland’s 113–100 victory.

LeBron James added 20 points, seven assists, six rebounds, two steals and a block in his return to playoff action with the Cleveland Cavaliers. His last playoff game with Cleveland back in 2010 was also against Boston and brought a bitter end to his first stay in Cleveland. Once he arrived in Miami, he learned how to beat the Celtics and led the Heat past them in three straight playoff seasons.

Kevin Love did his part to uphold his place in the Big Three, as he made his final three field-goal attempts and finished with 19 points, 12 rebounds, four assists, and a steal in 33 minutes in his first career playoff game. The postseason debuts for Love, Irving, and head coach David Blatt were successful ones. The same could be said for Sixth Man of the Year candidate Tristan Thompson, who also worked his tail off and pulled down six rebounds off the bench with 12 crucial points and an assist.

The Celtics hung tough all night and led for most of the first half before the Cavs found their playoff stride. Isaiah Thomas led the Celtics with 22 points off the bench and his sharpshooting kept them in it. To Stevens’s credit, the Celtics did not just roll over for the big bad Cavaliers. They showed right away that this would be a tough, hard-fought series.

Game Two was a back-and-forth affair for the entire first half and most of the second half. The Cavaliers did just enough to pull away from the Celtics and go up 2–0 in their first-round series with a 99–91 victory. LeBron led the way by scoring 30 points, pulling down nine rebounds, and dishing out seven assists. He had an incredible fourth quarter with 15 points to help the Cavaliers pull away with the win. During the game, he passed Jerry “The Logo” West on the all-time NBA playoff scoring list. He did have 11 turnovers in the two games, so he would have to clean that up as the series would go on the road.

Kyrie Irving, the star of the series opener, also had a big night with 26 points, six assists, and five rebounds. Timofey Mozgov did exactly what the Cavaliers traded for him to do, as he was a dominant presence all night long in the middle. Despite playing most of the game in foul trouble (he would eventually foul out), Mozgov was a monster on the boards, ripping down seven rebounds, and also had an incredible five blocked shots along with a career playoff high 16 points.
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