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To my wife, my greatest tangible proof that God loves me and wants the best for me. I am perennially at a loss for the words to express what you mean to me.

Thank you, Dawn.

•  •  •

Daddy,

You are still, and forever, my favorite reader. I wrote this missing you and your big nose.



INTRODUCTION

The Bay Area is a vibrant basketball town, maybe even underrated. Oakland’s had a long history with hoop, producing Hall of Famers like Bill Russell, Jason Kidd, and Gary Payton, and other noteworthy NBA names like Paul Silas, Antonio Davis, Brian Shaw, J.R. Rider, and now Damian Lillard. This area’s relationship with basketball is why the NBA is beloved in these parts. Even when the Warriors were bad, they still drew well, much better than several good teams draw now. Especially since the early 2000s, the Warriors have had a steady base of hardcore fans who have lived and died with the franchise. Mostly died.

Worse than being bad, worse than being onto something and blowing it on the biggest stage, the Warriors were irrelevant. Fans suffered in obscurity. Being tucked way out West in an East Coast–dominated sports media, California teams not named the Lakers have to do something spectacular to draw national attention. For the Warriors, that was usually something like Latrell Sprewell choking the coach. Or trading Chris Webber.

Unlike with the Chicago Cubs, who played day games on a nationally syndicated channel, few outside the Bay Area got to watch the Warriors enough to develop an affinity through sympathy and childhood memories. The Warriors’ franchise, and its fans, was terrible and invisible. Every longtime Warriors fan has a story of coming across a non-Californian who didn’t even know the city in which the Golden State Warriors played. No one cared enough to attach a curse to their decades-long plight, turn it into history worth following.

The Warriors always felt so far from a championship that was never even the goal. Fans just wanted them to go to the playoffs and put a scare into a really good team. Get some respect. Though lofty, relevance was more realistic than a ring. It would have been parade worthy if the Warriors made it to the level of the Sonics or the Blazers or the Jazz—good enough to lose to the Michael Jordan–led Chicago Bulls in the Finals.

Stephen Curry changed all that.

Before James delivered Cleveland’s first championship in fifty-four years, before the Cubs won the World Series for the first time in more than a hundred years, Golden State was the doomed franchise to break its title drought. It wasn’t the national love story it was for those other teams, or for the Boston Red Sox when they finally broke through. Part of that was because the Bay Area had produced several champions in the meantime: the A’s, the 49ers, and the San Francisco Giants. It’s hard to throw some of that sympathy out this way.

And now, after just two magical years, the newness and freshness of the Warriors has already rubbed off in the national picture. There is already such a thing as Warriors fatigue. In a span of a few years, the Warriors went from a cute start-up, the trendy watch for those in the know, to champion, to despised favorite whose fall is celebrated. Meanwhile, in the Bay Area, people’s heads are still spinning. Many fans are just getting settled in their championship skin, and already their beloved Warriors are national villains.

Nobody knew it at the time, but this all began on June 25, 2009. The future of the Warriors changed with the No. 7 pick. They got the cornerstone in the rebuilding of the franchise, the piece that would make them a power. It took three years to even see the possibility of the Warriors being a contender. Another two to build on it. And before it could be expected, they were blowing through the NBA like a sports car on an empty highway. And Curry was the epicenter. He delivered everything for which Warriors fans had been pining.

He was a talent special enough to draw in respect from outside the Bay Area. Relevance from a national perspective had always been on the wish list of Warriors fans, and of most fans whose team is not in the regular SportsCenter rotation. Curry’s highlights and feats made the sports shows, and forced experts and analysts to talk about the Warriors positively. Such was an acceptable consolation prize for a franchise so far from a championship.

Curry was good enough to compete with other credible stars. He was somebody they had to worry about, somebody who could land a couple of haymakers. The Warriors stars rarely stacked up with the game’s elite. That is why they went sixteen years without an all-star. Their players were good enough to become fan favorites to desperate followers. But usually once they faced the league’s best, they were exposed as in over their head. Those that were good enough to challenge the league’s best didn’t stay with the Warriors long. But Curry had even the elite worried. He was giving the business to the best teams, going blow for blow with the best players.

Curry brought wins. A playoff upset. Then fifty-one wins. Then sixty-seven wins. A championship. Then seventy-three wins. Another Finals appearance. He wasn’t alone, by any means. But history will define this as Curry’s era of Warriors basketball, just like it was Rick Barry’s in the seventies, and Curry produced winning like these parts had never imagined.

It is fitting that it’s a little guard who led the Warriors to big things. Dubs fans have always fallen in love with the small, productive guards. There is a reason they are so popular—they reflect the spirit of Warriors fans.

For decades, as the NBA bloomed into a popular and profitable league, the Warriors wallowed in the shadows. At their core, the Warriors have a self-made fan base, forged against the grain, in violation of the populace. It is a contingent of diehards that embraced their underdog status and savored the chance to dethrone giants.

That’s what the productive small guard does in the NBA—welcomes an existence of being slighted and relishes the pursuit of respect. That same mindset is why the Bay Area has produced so many guards with giant-sized talent. That’s why those who come here and carry that spirit become legend.

Curry embodies all of the little guys Warriors fans have adored over the years, but with a software upgrade.

He has the toughness of Tim Hardaway, the never-back-down mindset that inwardly hopes someone will try to challenge him. Curry is a gamer like Sleepy Floyd, but even better at taking over games and more often than not rising to the occasion. He has the energy of Keith “Mister” Jennings, infusing games with frenzy and excitement. He has the reliable touch of Earl Boykins, the quiet fury of Monta Ellis, the star power of Baron Davis.

No one saw this coming back in 2009. Not even Curry’s own mother, who during the draft process asked Steve Kerr, then the general manager of the Phoenix Suns, if he thought Curry could make it in the league. Not even she saw a first-team all-NBA point guard and two-time MVP. Not even she saw her son putting a woeful franchise on his back and lifting it to heights it had never imagined, let alone seen.

But with the No. 7 pick, the Warriors selected a preadolescent-looking kid out of Davidson College. And he turned out to be golden.



Baby Faced Assassin

°  °  °

“I never seen anything like this in my life. I was a certified serial killer. But this dude has it all. Gawd, maaaan. This dude right here is unreal.”

—Allen Iverson



CHAPTER 1

It would be a safe bet that the Spurs had Stephen Curry in mind when they signed Jonathon Simmons, a prototype of an NBA player from the late 1990s, early 2000s. Simmons is six-foot-six, 195 pounds. He’s a super-athlete who explodes off the floor. He’s got a wiry strength, which combined with his height and wingspan makes him a versatile defender. He couldn’t shoot well and his ball-handling needed work coming out of the University of Houston. But he made it to the big leagues because of his potential to disrupt offenses. He was a first-team selection for the NBA Development League’s 2015 all-defensive squad.

In the past, San Antonio had used point guard Cory Joseph off the bench to pester Curry, who usually had his way with Spurs all-star point guard Tony Parker. Joseph was small and quick, the perfect attributes for staying on Curry’s hip. Curry thrives in space and Joseph was great at taking it away. And playing for a loaded Spurs squad, Joseph could focus on his primary job: pressuring the ball-handler. He did it well enough to earn a free agent contract from the Toronto Raptors in the 2015 off-season.

When the Warriors hosted the Spurs on January 25, 2016, the first showdown between two teams that had already separated themselves from the rest of the NBA, it was Simmons’s first opportunity to shadow Curry.

What better way to make his mark? Curry had the Warriors off to a 40–4 start. And the Spurs, at 38–6, were right on the Warriors’ tail. No two teams had ever faced off before with such a high combined winning percentage. And it was the first meeting between the West’s top contenders. Everybody was watching. Shutting down Curry was the kind of performance that could catapult Simmons’s career.

And for the first thirty-one minutes of the game, neither Parker, his backup Patty Mills, nor Kawhi Leonard, the reigning Defensive Player of the Year, had much luck slowing Curry.

Following a pair of free throws the previous possession, putting the Warriors up by 14, Curry broke LaMarcus Aldridge down with a crossover and dropped in a floater. The next time down, he quickly pulled up from twenty-eight feet while the defense was relaxed. And then with Leonard stalking him, Curry curled off a screen and dropped in another three. His ten straight points helped push the Warriors’ lead to 20.

Curry galloped down court smiling. That’s how he gets when he’s feeling it. His playfulness geysers up and produces an awkward celebration. That’s when he’s having fun.

The lead was still 20 points when Simmons finally got his chance, with just under five minutes left in the third quarter. The eager defender jumped on Curry as soon as the Warriors guard received the next inbounds pass. It was as if this was what Simmons had been waiting for, and his eagerness was obvious as he smothered Curry down the sidelines.

Curry crossed over from right to left, then whipped it around his back to his right hand. The move didn’t lose Simmons. “I hate when people pick me up full-court,” Curry said. “It’s disrespectful.” He took two more dribbles, and Simmons was still crowding him, pestering him, as he crossed half-court. This was about the time Curry probably should have backed it out and reset. He could have lured Simmons out toward half-court and passed the ball to a teammate, to take advantage of the space. Or Curry could’ve signaled for a screen to get Simmons off him.

Instead, Curry took one more dribble and powered through the chest bumping of Simmons, then pulled up for a floater as the whistle blew. Off the glass. Plus the foul.

Once he saw the shot go in, Curry let off a right hook in the air and screamed “LET’S GO!” several times, so vociferously that spit flew out of his mouth. The happy-go-lucky player who was just smiling and skipping minutes ago had disappeared. Surfaced was the stubborn, angry player with a drive to obliterate.

Simmons was officially a victim of the Baby Faced Assassin. He had brought out another side of Curry, fashioned from years of dealing with players doing exactly what Simmons was doing—treating Curry like he was a weakling.

Off the court, there is a legion of people who vouch for Curry’s authenticity as a stand-up guy. His next-door-neighbor humility shines as he looks people in the eye and converses with them as if they are the star. He remembers details no one would ever expect a superstar to remember, asks questions like one who is genuinely interested. He has an uncanny ability to make people walk away from a Curry interaction feeling like they have a new friend who is really good at basketball.

“Don’t get fooled by that smile,” LeBron James said.

On the court he can be a completely different guy. His kindness tends to morph into aggressiveness. The gentleness that marks his personality off the court is replaced by vengeance. It’s his survival mechanism.

The reason Curry despises being defended full-court is because he sees it as an indictment. It makes him feel like prey. To pressure a player the entire court is to deem him a non-threat. Against good players, smart defenders retreat on defense and get set up with the rest of the team, because that help will be needed. But to leave the pack to defend a player on an island is announcing help isn’t needed. That’s what bigger players do to smaller ones, what good players do to scrubs. The message Curry receives from that defensive posture is “all you have to do is put pressure on him and he’ll fold.”

Curry has been dealing with this all of his basketball life. He has always been relatively short on the court. He has always had an appearance that looks more innocent than intimidating. And because of it, Curry has always been under attack. He was perennially dismissed by his opponents. But constantly having players try to physically dominate him over the years has given Curry something of a complex on the court.

That’s what Simmons had tapped into. That’s the killer he’d awakened. Curry scored 37 points in twenty-eight minutes of action against the Spurs that night. He watched the entire fourth quarter from the bench as the Warriors beat the Spurs by 30, ending all suspense in the hyped matchup.

“As gifted and skilled as he is, I think one of his greatest attributes is his competitive fire,” Steve Kerr said. “A lot of people don’t know that because of his demeanor. But he’s an incredible competitor.”

Kerr played with Michael Jordan. Even got a black eye from an altercation with Jordan in practice. He knows how to spot maniacal competitors.

Jordan is revered for his killer instinct, the way he ripped the hearts out of his opponents. He was merciless, finding joy in their frustration as he repeatedly squashed his foes. The bigger the game, the larger the moment, the more Jordan was driven to own it. So many Hall of Famers don’t have a championship—Charles Barkley, Patrick Ewing, John Stockton and Karl Malone, Reggie Miller—because Jordan refused to let them win one.

And Jordan did it with a flair that embarrassed his victims. He looked so good doing it. They weren’t just losing, they were antagonists in his performance. Making it worse, Jordan talked trash the whole time. He destroyed with his game and belittled with his tongue.

Kobe Bryant followed in Jordan’s footsteps with his insane desire to dominate. He attacked relentlessly, until his opponent wilted under his barrage. Bryant even feuded with teammates who didn’t share his approach to domination. He gave himself a nickname to personify his ultracompetitiveness: Black Mamba. Like Jordan, Bryant is praised for that element of his game.

Allen Iverson was a special athlete who made up for his lack of size by disregarding it. He, too, was as competitive as they come, honed on the streets of Hampton, Virginia. Iverson used his quickness and leaping ability to work his way inside the lane, where the giants dwelled, where he was not supposed to exist. His resilience was in embracing the physicality, scaling the trees. He was little in stature but proved big in heart and toughness. He became iconic for it.

Larry Bird said he hated when opposing teams would put white players on him. He saw it as a sign of disrespect. He believed he was good enough to be defended by the best. He took a white defender on him as a slap in the face. He saw it as his opponent saying “Larry Bird isn’t much of a threat.” So Bird would make it his mission to destroy the white guy defending him, mercilessly abusing him to force the other team to make a switch. They had better put their best athlete on Bird.

Curry has that same spirit, an edge groomed from life as a miniature in a sport of Goliaths. It’s not unique that Curry is so competitive. Many little guys have been. But his antagonism is different because of how it plays out. His retaliation is exerted in a way that we’ve never seen. His competitiveness produces the same results. It’s just so jarring because of his framework.

Curry doesn’t prove he belongs by tapping into an unbecoming strength. He is stronger than he looks, but that’s not how he evens the field.

Instead, Curry belittles strength. He mocks size. He negates physical stature. And his slingshot is the 3-pointer, the equalizer compensating for the size he lacks. With his impressive aim, he delivers shot after shot after shot. And the Baby Faced Assassin isn’t satisfied with winning, but appeased only by overwhelming destruction. His goal is to dominate in such a way that his supremacy can’t be questioned.

In that way, Curry is like the giants. His conquering spirit wreaked havoc on the NBA, and that spirit was developed in a constant fight to not be conquered. He can transform into a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

The earliest stories of this alter ego in Curry date as far back as the early 2000s in Toronto. His mother, Sonya, had moved the whole family, including Steph, his younger brother, Seth, and sister, Sydel, up to Canada to spend the year with their father, Dell Curry, as he played his final NBA season with the Toronto Raptors.

Sonya couldn’t find a Montessori school in Toronto, so she opted for one of the only Christian schools nearby, Queensway Christian College. A tiny school in the Etobicoke district of Toronto, about fourteen kilometers up the Gardiner Expressway from the Air Canada Centre. Oddly enough, a strip club and the Toronto headquarters for Hells Angels were across the street. The school was basically a few classrooms in the back of a church on the Queensway, plus an adjacent portable and decrepit gymnasium that housed all the physical education activities during the thick Toronto winters.

“Soft-spoken,” James Lackey, the Queensway Christian College basketball coach, said of Steph during his time there. “Few words. Real quiet. Friendly. Personal.”

Steph attended as an eighth grader. He played floor hockey, indoor soccer, and volleyball, and then basketball season rolled around.

There were no tryouts at Queensway. The school was so small, everyone who wanted to play was on the team. And usually the same athletes played all the sports.

Lackey started the first practice by rolling out the balls and telling the players to warm up. He really wanted to get a first look at the two NBA player sons, Stephen and Seth, to see what he was working with.

The eldest Curry stood out immediately. As is the case before every NBA game now, Steph’s warm-up was a show. Crossovers, net-splashing jumpers, advanced footwork as he practiced certain shots.

“After about five minutes,” Lackey said, “I went over to him and said, ‘Can you teach me some of those things for my men’s league tonight? I want to use some of those moves on the guys.’ He was doing stuff at age twelve that I’ve never seen before.”

These middle school warm-ups were small potatoes for Curry. He’d been in practice with his father, having shootouts with NBA players. He’d give Toronto point guard Mark Jackson all he could handle in shooting competitions. When Sonya allowed him and Seth to attend Raptors games, they’d spend most of the evening facing off on the Raptors practice court—which was across the concourse from a concession stand. Curry would constantly beat his younger brother, swishing jumpers in full-court games of one-on-one. When the fourth quarter began, or when they heard an uproar from the crowd, they’d scamper across the concourse to the tunnels overlooking the court, to see what amazingness Vince Carter had pulled off. After witnessing the replay, they’d run back to the practice court and finish going at it.

They had done the same in Charlotte, when their dad played for the Hornets. Steph and Seth groomed their game against each other in backyard one-on-ones. Steph spent quite a bit of time at NBA practices with his dad, in the Hornets locker rooms, and perfecting his shot on NBA courts. The boys didn’t play AAU ball. The first six years of their schooling was at the Christian Montessori School of Lake Norman, where their mother is founder and principal.

When Curry hit the seventh grade, he transferred to Charlotte Christian. He played for the middle school team. That’s when Shonn Brown, the high school coach, first saw him.

“He could shoot the ball, but he was really small,” Brown said. “The way he handled the ball. The way he moved on the court. The way he shot it. You could just tell he had been around basketball.”

So what Lackey saw as amazing was merely a Tuesday for Curry.

As a small Christian college, Queensway’s schedule consisted of playing other similar schools. It wasn’t great basketball by any means, a bunch of short players tossing the ball around, learning the intangibles of teamwork and adversity more than honing their hoop skills. But with Curry on the team, Queensway was suddenly winning by 40 and 50 points each game.

Lackey, for the spirit of competition, started scheduling games against big high schools from the city. Curry torched them, too.

As legend has it, one of the big high schools had enough of Curry—who played shooting guard while his brother ran the point—and decided to get physical with him. Lackey got the sense that the opposing coach told them to bump Curry around.

Lackey tried everything he could to free up Curry, to get some scoring on this bigger, physical team. He put Curry at point guard. He ran him off screens. He used Curry as a decoy. He pulled out fancy plays they hadn’t really practiced.

With about a minute left, Lackey was resigned to their perfect season being over. They were down 6 points, which at this level of hoops meant you were done. It typically takes four or five trips for a middle school team to score 6 points, as each trip requires time-consuming plays to get a good shot. He ran out of ideas.

Lackey called a timeout because he wanted to prepare his team for the inevitable loss, use it as a teaching moment about how to handle losing properly. He told them to finish out the game strong, to hold their heads up because they’d played hard against a team they had no business being on the court against.

Lackey, though, did have one move left. He just didn’t know it until Curry spoke up.

Curry saying anything in the huddle was a surprise. He barely talked. Normally, he would just listen to the play, say OK, then go run the play. But something had been triggered in Curry.

“That’s when Steph got serious,” Lackey recalled. “He just said, ‘We’re not losing this game. Give me the ball.’ That’s exactly what he said. So I said give the ball to Steph. That’s the play.”

What happened over the next minute was a stunning takeover. Two quick 3-pointers by Curry rattled the opponent and changed the whole tenor of the game. The Queensway Saints won by 6.

The Baby Faced Assassin was born that day. The alter ego that would turn the kindest, cutest kid around into a vindictive, explosive predator on the court. The Baby Faced Assassin would eventually come out more often, grow stronger and more determined as his basketball career evolved.

Now it is a switch he can flip on and off. Curry is one of the most positive stars the NBA has ever seen. But once he flips that switch, he becomes as mean as it gets on the court. He is merciless in his pursuit of respect. He seeks validation through conquests. He is unconcerned about embarrassing his foe.

The Baby Faced Assassin usually surfaces when opponents are attempting to bully him. But anytime he’s doubted, anytime he gets the sense he’s being sized up, when he bumps against the limitations being placed on him, Curry goes into that zone. When his name is on the line, when he needs to extract respect, his alter ego comes out.

After Dell Curry retired from the NBA in 2002, the family moved back to Charlotte. Curry and Seth, and their cousin Willie Wade, who moved in with the Currys, would hunt for pick-up games in Charlotte. That usually led them to the YMCA in the city.

Inevitably, other players would look at the Curry brothers and think nothing of them. Or they would recognize they were the offspring of an NBA player and look to make an example of them. So many times, they’d leave the court having made believers of their doubters. On several occasions, Curry would enrage his opponent with his shot-making. They couldn’t stop him, so they’d want to fight. But the Currys had an enforcer with them in the older Wade.

“My cousin, he was huge,” Seth said. “He was rough. One of them real country-boy enforcers. They didn’t want none with him. We used to run them out the gym. They would get so mad. Maybe it was because of our looks or whatever.”

It was more of the same when Curry got to high school. He landed in another small, intimate setting at Charlotte Christian School. Before the goatee and the muscles, Curry was a giant toddler with his uniform draped off him. He looked more like a kid dressed up as a basketball player for Halloween than an actual player.

But, my, was he good. He dribbled with an impressive command. He could shoot with a range that contradicted his biceps. He passed with a level of instinct most high schoolers don’t have. He was exceptional at changing direction, manipulating angles, and maximizing his short-area quickness, though his end-to-end speed trailed most point guards. Curry was an obvious prodigy. Obvious.

“He was as skilled as he is now,” said Oklahoma City guard Anthony Morrow, who starred at Charlotte Latin School and has played against Curry since they were kids. “He was a late bloomer. But you could never leave him open. He never missed open shots. He had everything. He was always a guy you had to make sure you knew where he was.”

The book on Curry was to swarm him. Morrow remembers his team’s plan was to spring traps on Curry. They would fall back on defense, then, when he was bringing the ball up court, they’d suddenly blitz him with a double-team. They screamed and waved their arms wildly, hoping to rattle him into a turnover. They knew they had to do something because once Curry got into the half-court set, it was over. He would break down the defense or get freed by a screen and hit the 3.

When Curry finally made it to the state championship game his senior season, Greensboro Day used a strategy the NBA would eventually adopt. Johnny Thomas—a junior small forward who was six-foot-six and boasted the kind of athleticism Curry lacked—drew the assignment of defending Curry. Greensboro Day was more than one hundred miles northwest of Charlotte Christian. But the buzz beat Curry to the North Carolina Independent Schools Athletic Association 3A Championships. And the Bengals had a plan.

Thomas shadowed Curry everywhere, denying him the ball and using his size to frustrate the Charlotte Christian star. Curry had just 8 points as Greensboro Day pulled out the championship. Curry didn’t have the strength then. But Thomas got to know the fight trapped inside Curry’s underdeveloped body.

“He was tough,” said Thomas, now a Harlem Globetrotter dubbed Hawk. “He didn’t back down. He came at us all game. We handled him pretty well. He was just too small. I got the best of him that day.”

This has been Curry’s hoop existence, being too small in stature and that being used against him on the court. And his response has always been the same—make sure there is a price to pay. Attack in a way that makes underestimating him become untenable. He likes to make examples out of foes.

One Curry legend comes from the Pro-Am Tournament at Charlotte. At the time it was run by NBA point guard Jeff McInnis, a former Tar Heel who hailed from West Charlotte High.

The Pro-Am was some of the best basketball in Charlotte, which has an underrated hoop scene. Bismack Biyombo, Hassan Whiteside, P. J. Hairston, Ish Smith, Morrow, and the Curry brothers are all NBA players with Charlotte Pro-Am appearances under their belt. And those who grew up in that scene could probably tell you about one night at the Grady Cole Center in downtown Charlotte.

“I remember that,” Curry said. “It was after my freshman year at Davidson.”

Curry playing was an event. He was the well-known son of an NBA player. And he was still slight enough for other players to doubt the hype he received.

They went after Curry that game. It’s not that they were talking trash. But it was obvious to everyone watching that the intensity thrown his way was heightened. The way they defended him. The way they tried to score on him. The way they fouled him. A whole team of players were trying to build their reputation on him.

Curry felt what was happening. After halftime, the Baby Faced Assassin came out. He made an example out of the players who were looking to make a name at his expense.

“He came back and had like 40 in the second half,” said Morrow, who watched from the stands after his team had just played. “And it was 40 just like how it looks now. They were trying to pick him up full-court. I remember his dad went up to him afterwards like, ‘You need to play like that from now on. Don’t worry about missing, don’t worry about what nobody says.’ Everybody remembers that. If you know basketball and you come to the Pro-Am, you remember that game.”

If there is a difficulty in having this switch to flip, it is knowing when to flip it. It has taken experience for Curry to master this, and it is still a work in progress. He takes pride in being a point guard. He wants to be known as one who plays the game the right way, unselfish and cerebral. But then there is a part of him that wants to nuke the enemy.

In that way, Curry is a dichotomy on the court, both of his personalities fighting over how to use his considerable talent. It’s as if he gets pulled in two directions.

On one hand, his shooting ability and ball-handling can be used for good. The threat of his 3-pointer spaces the floor and opens up driving lanes. A simple pump fake or mere hesitancy prompts the defense to react. His ball-handling also allows him to penetrate without having to use speed, creating angles for him to pass by his defender and space for him to get his shot. All of those contribute to the purest ideas of basketball. Sharing the rock, making his teammates better, and every other cliché that makes coaches smile.

It’s one of the reasons the Warriors’ motion offense works so well. It is predicated on motion and passing. And the best thing going for it is that Curry buys in, using his gravitational pull to draw the defense toward him and open up the floor for his teammates. It is part of what attracted Kevin Durant, an offense that values diverse skills and feeds off players’ unselfishness.

On the other hand, the Baby Faced Assassin in Curry wants to use those same skills for evil. They are tools for revenge, to announce his superiority. His range is payback for trying to put bigger players on him. His handles exact punishment for attempts to pressure him.

And the jaw-dropping way in which he wields them both is designed to strike fear. It can be ball-hogging. There is an arrogance to his game, taking shots that for anyone else would be ill-advised, and making them leaves defenses demoralized.

The trick for Curry has been growing the latter while maintaining the former. He is an all-time great because of his ability to be both. But first he had to get comfortable in his skin as the Baby Faced Assassin.

That persona grew in the 2008 NCAA tournament. As a sophomore, Curry took over in the second half of a first-round game against seventh-seeded Gonzaga. He scored 30 of his 40 points to lead No. 10 Davidson in the upset. He hit the game-winning 3 with a minute left and pointed to his parents in the crowd as he backpedaled on defense.

The next game, he exploded in the second half to take down No. 2 Georgetown. Curry wasn’t being personally attacked. But the same doubt hovered over him as part of his underdog team. He was a small school guard going against a college basketball power. He was one of the top scorers in the country, who most believed had skewed stats against weaker competition. It was symbolic of the fight he’s been in all of his basketball life.

So, fittingly, Curry put up 25 in the second half to erase a 17-point deficit and advance to the Sweet 16.

“Curry was known to be a good player, but I had no idea he was that good,” said Barker Davis, who covered Georgetown and was the first to label Curry as the “baby-faced assassin” in print. “GU had a kid named Jessie Sapp who was an all–Big East level defender and he couldn’t stay in the same area code as Curry. Then they doubled him with Sapp and six-foot-eight Patrick Ewing Jr., who is now a GU assistant and was a great athlete, and the two of them still couldn’t contain this scrawny little runt from Davidson. It was just an awesome display.”

Curry scored 33 more points, Davidson smacked No. 3 Wisconsin, and it was on to the Elite Eight. The Wildcats almost won that, too, over No. 1 Kansas. Curry struggled shooting all game but had the ball, down 2, with a chance to hit the game-winner. Double-teamed, he passed the ball and the game-winning 3 was missed, ending Davidson’s chance at a Final Four bid. He didn’t flip the switch, but instead made the smart play, and it cost the Wildcats.

But the nation now knew about the Baby Faced Assassin.

The next season, Curry and Thomas met again. Curry was a junior star at Davidson. Thomas, a year behind Curry, was a sophomore at North Carolina State.

Rehabbing from a knee injury, Thomas didn’t get to defend Curry this time. He watched from the bench in street clothes. The game was a big enough deal to be played in the NBA stadium in downtown Charlotte, big enough for LeBron James to come to the arena and sit courtside hours before his Cavaliers played the then-Bobcats.

North Carolina State was coming off a rough season, finishing last in the ACC. But the Wolfpack were 4–0 to start the 2008–9 season. And they were a major conference team with a lesson to teach the mid-major star. They were going to rough him up, shut him down.

Thomas tried to warn his teammates. He’d seen Curry’s body start to match his fight within. He knew Curry was going to be a handful. Roughing him up wasn’t going to be enough. They would have to play smart and execute, be focused. They needed to be on point.

The game plan did not call for trapping Curry. Instead, they played him straight up. And Curry went through defender after defender.

The Wolfpack became part of Curry’s growing legend that day, with James gesturing in disbelief on the sidelines. And Thomas, who would later transfer to Marshall, couldn’t help but laugh and shake his head while on the bench.

“I remember he was at the free throw line and boooooy he was letting us have it,” Thomas said. “He was laughing and talking to me. ‘You better tell ’em, Johnny! You better tell ’em!’ He put on a show. He was always a real humble guy. Real down to earth. Carried himself well. But he will let you have it on the court.”

Curry dropped 44. He missed ten of his fourteen 3s but lit up North Carolina State with an array of mid-range runners and bank shots. The biggest shot of the night was a thirty-footer he hit with just over a minute left, a dagger he followed by staring at LeBron James and then pointing.

These kinds of moments are peppered throughout Curry’s career. In high school, college, and the pros, there are stories about him shifting gears and destroying his foe. Of him responding to doubt with dominance and slights with something sensational.

The entire 2015–16 NBA season, in a sense, was one big response. Because even though Curry won the 2014–15 MVP, and went on to win the championship, the slights didn’t stop. They came even more relentlessly, at his team and at him.

And they fueled Curry. He’s always had something to prove. That he should have been recruited by high-level Division I. That he deserved to be drafted No. 7 overall. That he wasn’t too small and weak to play point guard in the NBA. That his ankle injuries wouldn’t be his undoing. That he could lead a team to the playoffs. That he was an elite NBA player.

One of the most driven players around was given new motivation. Even though he’d passed every test, accomplished what no one thought he could, Curry found himself in the same spot: having to prove himself. He was once again in pursuit of validation.

The first shot fired came from the NBA players’ union. In April of 2015, at the height of the national debate about who should win MVP—Curry or Houston Rockets guard James Harden—the NBPA announced it would be having its own awards show. In protest of the media selecting the annual awards, the union came up with the Players’ Choice Awards.

A month later it was announced by the NBA, which has used media voting since 1981, that Curry had won the league MVP. The players’ union over the summer picked Harden as their MVP.

Curry’s teammates expected that to happen. The scuttlebutt all season during the Warriors’ run, especially behind the scenes in the inner circle of past and present NBA players, was that the Warriors were flukey jump shooters, and Curry was being propped up by a loaded roster and a free-flowing system. The Warriors players heard the talk, and they knew what was coming, so they refused to participate and did not vote for that award.

Curry won the Players’ Choice “Hardest to Guard” award and “Clutch Performer.” But the most coveted prize among his peers, the one that establishes a player as one of the all-time greats, they didn’t think Curry deserved it. And that was all Curry needed to hear.

The Baby Faced Assassin stopped making momentary appearances and hung out for the whole season. And the continued slights, veiled as some were, made sure the alter ego didn’t disappear.

Curry took twelve 3-pointers in the 2015–16 opener. He took fourteen while scoring 53 in the third game of the season, a road game in New Orleans. In Game No. 6, he took sixteen 3-pointers. This was the Curry who refused to lose in the eighth grade, the Curry who shot Davidson to the Elite Eight, the Curry who went ballistic in the second half of a pro-am game. Curry was going for the kill with his greatest weapon.

He had nine 40-point games over the first six years of his career. He had seven from the start of the season to Christmas 2015.

For years, Curry was bent on proving he could play point guard in the NBA. Enamored with his shooting, and turned off by his propensity for turnovers, analysts and critics labeled him a shooting guard playing out of position. Curry didn’t like it. He’d always been more than a shooter, and he took to proving it on the court. He would flex his underrated passing skills and impressive vision, and make the extra effort to run the offense and get his teammates involved. He resisted scoring binges unless they were needed.

But this was a new gear. He shook off the unselfishness and sought to dominate. He blitzed the league with scoring explosions and deep shooting that made him the NBA’s must-watch player. It was largely because Curry let his alter ego be his guide.

And the fuel kept coming. In January 2016, ESPN ranked their top 100 players of all time. They ranked Curry as the No. 4 guard on their list, ahead of Detroit Pistons great Isiah Thomas. Magic Johnson, selected as the best point guard ever, immediately denounced the idea of Curry being better than Thomas. Grant Hill and Dennis Rodman echoed Magic’s sentiments.

More fuel.

Then Cleveland really irritated Curry on January 18. The Warriors were making their first appearance in Quicken Loans Arena since they clinched the championship. Curry was asked about his feelings returning to the scene of his greatest basketball moment. His reply: “Hopefully, it still smells a little bit like champagne.”

That set off a firestorm in The Land. Several Cavaliers players and coaches and fans took offense at Curry’s comments. Being cast as the villain, arrogant and disrespectful, prompted Curry to be arrogant and disrespectful on the court.

He had 38 points in twenty-eight minutes. The Warriors won by 34.

Later in the season, Curry was stuck in a slump. Over three games, he averaged 16.7 points on 37.8 percent shooting—well below the rampage he’d been on all year. It came after he and the Warriors destroyed San Antonio, the only real competition remaining for them.

He then disappointed in his return to New York. Curry usually has something special for Madison Square Garden. That was where he unofficially announced his NBA stardom with 54 points in 2013. Curry loves playing in the Garden. It’s where he was hoping to land in the 2009 draft.

So when he managed just 13 points on seventeen shots in his latest trip to New York, it was clear something was up. Tired. Uninspired. Slumping. Whatever the reason, he looked listless on the court.

In hindsight, it was predictable he would explode in the next game, February 3 at Washington. He and his buddy John Wall, co-endorsers of Degree deodorant, usually put on a show when they face off. Plus, the defending champion Warriors were set to visit the White House.

So Curry blitzed the Wizards from the outset, turning the visiting crowd into his cheerleaders. He scored 25 in the first quarter. He made his first five 3-pointers and missed just one of his 10 shots over the opening twelve minutes.

After a Draymond Green layup put the Warriors up 13, Curry knocked the ball away from Wall before he could get past half-court. Curry chased the loose ball toward the sidelines. Wizards forward Jared Dudley dove for it, sliding across Curry’s path. Dudley’s foot kicked the ball up to Curry, who was facing the sidelines as he grabbed the ball out of the air. Curry turned and shot it right from where he stood, which was two steps behind the 3-point line on the left wing.

The crowd, which featured a strong Warriors contingent, erupted after it went in. Curry just stood still, taking a moment to soak it all in. Once he realized the Wizards had inbounded the ball and were bringing it up court, he turned to hustle back on defense. But a Washington timeout halted play, and the sound of the whistle stopped Curry before he could fully get going. The momentum spun him around, and so Curry went with it. With the arena abuzz in D.C., Curry hopped in a circle in place, like a boxer getting warmed.

“He was, to use slang . . .” President Barack Obama would say the next day during the Warriors’ visit, “he was clownin’.” The President even mimicked Curry’s hop.

The Baby Faced Assassin is known for clownin’. Both having fun and looking to show dominance. If he’s fouled and makes a 3-pointer, he celebrates by counting to four on his hand—guaranteeing he’ll make the free throw. The “shimmy” is a regular part of his celebration repertoire, beginning in February 2012 as an ode to his coach Mark Jackson, who was known for shimmying in his playing days.

Curry’s second MVP campaign was laced with “clownin’ ” moments, authored by his alter ego. He got fouled on a jumper in New Orleans in November and, while seated on the hardwood, danced to a beat in his head. A buzzer-beater from half-court against visiting Indiana was followed with Curry taking out his mouthpiece for a double-shimmy, each punctuated with him yelling “Boom!” as Oracle went nuts. Against the Hawks in February, he hit a 3-pointer from the corner and turned to shimmy in front of the home team’s bench, a taunt he said was directed at friend and former teammate Kent Bazemore.

But Curry’s trademark is the look-away. You can’t be a superstar in the NBA without a signature. Not after Michael Jordan—with his wagging tongue, baggy shorts, and fashionable sneakers—showed the world how to be a sports superstar.

The NBA is now full of routines, all aimed at producing the same kind of style points Jordan made popular. Dunks are followed with screams. Most 3-pointers are followed with some kind of gesture—holstering or shooting an imaginary gun, a three-finger salute, or keeping the follow-through pose held high. Three-point plays are punctuated with muscle flexes and scowls.

But only a few can forge signatures that really tout a unique prowess. At the height of his powers, Jordan would shoot a free throw with his eyes closed. It was the kind of bragging that added to his legend. It was skill-flexing that flaunted his work ethic as much as his natural talent.

LeBron James, he’s got the chase-down block. LeBron hunts fast-break layups like a lion does a cheetah, hiding out of sight then pouncing in a display of sheer power. Just when his opponent thinks he’s got an open layup, LeBron soars out of nowhere to swat it away. He punctuated the Cavaliers’ Game 7 win in the NBA Finals with the chase-down block of his life on Andre Iguodala.

Extraordinary leapers like Vince Carter and Blake Griffin get so high, they don’t even dunk it in the traditional sense. They just throw it down into the hoop, scarcely even touching the rim, if at all.

Allen Iverson, like Tim Hardaway before him, had the crossover move. But while Hardaway’s was founded on quickness, and he used it to get by his defender, Iverson’s was a deceptive drag designed to embarrass. It was more about making his defender look foolish, duped by Iverson’s magic.

And in twenty years, when Curry’s story is retold in barbershops and at picnics by ol’ heads who aren’t impressed by the latest up-and-coming stars, his look-away will be the point of emphasis. It will be the unbelievable part of the story that will force a fifteen-year-old to YouTube it for proof.

And they will see clips of Curry in the 2013 NBA Playoffs shoot a 3 from the corner and then tauntingly stare at the Denver Nuggets bench before the net splashes. They’ll see the highlight from March 2015—in the Warriors’ sleeved charcoal jerseys with red and yellow accents to celebrate Chinese New Year—when Curry took a 3-pointer from the left wing against Milwaukee and turned to let the crowd’s reaction tell him if it went in or not. They’ll see him pull up from 3 against Sacramento in January 2016, turning to stare at the Kings bench—which featured his brother Seth—as the shot went in.

Inevitably, they’ll come across the time he did it in the 2016 playoffs against Oklahoma City. In Game 2 of the Western Conference Finals, he pump-faked as Thunder forward Serge Ibaka flew by him. Curry reset, stepped in and took a 3-pointer, and turned to look at Ibaka while the ball was in the air.

It’s the height of NBA swagger, a taunt too difficult for most to mimic. Curry has such a mastery of shooting he can treat it with the monotony of a free throw. And the alter ego in him, the one born of constantly being the prey, is just fine returning the favor. Anyone who knows Curry finds him to be the opposite of brash. But on the court, when he is an assassin, he plays a style that is as cocky as they come.

The very type of shots he takes is arrogant, as only one with excess confidence would dare take. It’s like how Kobe Bryant would shoot over two defenders because he was convinced he had a better chance of making it than his wide-open teammate. Curry mocks the game with long-range bombs and the kind of ill-advised hoists that would get most other players benched.

That was the genesis behind his former coach, Mark Jackson, saying Curry was bad for basketball. It was a backhanded compliment to his former star and biggest supporter, and Curry didn’t like how it was worded even if he understood the point Jackson was trying to make.

But Jackson’s sentiment was pointing at the audacity of Curry’s alter ego. Jackson’s worry was that Curry inspires young players to pursue shots that are bad for mere mortals. He makes shooting look so easy, he normalizes attempts that are anything but. And gyms across the nation are full of players pulling up for 3s in transition and jacking up bombs while curling off screens.

The Baby Faced Assassin, though, is less concerned about setting examples for children than making examples out of his defenders. This personality is necessary for his success. It’s the drive that makes him conquer the limitations that are supposed to beset him. It’s the Buddy Love to his Sherman Klump. It’s how Curry rises to the challenge, beats the obstacles, silences his naysayers. And those never seem to stop coming, even at the heights he’s reached in the game.

On February 25, 2016, NBA legend Oscar Robertson gave Curry more fuel. At the time, Curry was averaging 31.9 points on 50.7 percent shooting—largely thanks to 4.9 3-pointers per game. But Robertson attributed part of Curry’s dominance to the softness of modern defense.

“He has shot well because of what’s going on in basketball today,” Robertson said on ESPN’s Mike & Mike radio show. “In basketball today, it’s almost like if you can dunk or make a 3-point shot, you’re the greatest thing since sliced bread . . . There have been some great shooters in the past . . . But here again, when I played, if you shot outside and hit it, the next time I’m going to be up on top of you. I’m going to pressure you with three-quarters, half-court defense. But now they don’t do that. These coaches do not understand the game of basketball, as far as I’m concerned.”

Robertson’s analysis suggested Curry’s success wasn’t because he was a revolutionary player; instead he was taking advantage of an inferior era. Robertson, a legend, became the typecasting for yesteryear stars throwing shade on the Warriors and their star.

That night, Curry put 51 on Orlando with eight assists and seven rebounds. And he did it all in thirty-four minutes of action. He laughed openly after a buzzer-beater just inside of half-court to end the third quarter. He said his reaction was from the craziness of the shot, which he didn’t expect to go in when he heaved it. But it banked in off the glass anyway. His laugh looked more like that of a villain who’d just revealed his evil plot to destroy the world.

“It’s starting to get a little annoying just because it’s kind of unwarranted from across the board,” Curry said after Robertson’s breakdown went viral. “For the most part, you don’t hear us talking about, you know, comparing ourselves to other great teams and ‘We could beat this team, we’re better than this team.’ We’re living in the moment.”
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