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  FOREWORD

  Until 2003, the Cleveland Cavaliers had about as much fortune as a prizefighter who fractures his forearm in the first round. This franchise seemingly had more bad luck than any other team.

  Who can forget Jim Chones’s broken foot in 1976, the troubled times in the early ’80s, Michael Jordan’s dagger to the heart? There was Brad Daugherty’s career-ending back injury and, more recently, Z’s infamous foot problems. I, myself, broke a foot my rookie season, then had knee surgery three years later.

  But, most of all, it was the Cavaliers’ lousy fortune in the NBA Draft Lottery. Finally, though, at long last, we got a break. On the evening of May 22, 2003, the basketball gods looked down and said, “It’s Cleveland’s turn,” by allowing us to win the lottery to gain the rights to select LeBron James with the first pick in the upcoming draft.

  You couldn’t ask for a better shot in the arm. What happened was like a miracle. The first thing I thought was, “We finally beat the other cities, we finally are starting to head in the right direction.”

  That night, I was at Champps in nearby Valley View at the Cavaliers’ lottery party. It was an emotionally charged evening. There were a lot of people hugging others they didn’t even know! Complete strangers! There were some fans who were in tears, just like I was. It meant so much to the area, and the franchise, that it was overwhelming.

  I’ve lived in Cleveland now for more than 30 years, and this is my heart and soul, my livelihood, my whole existence, right here, the Cavaliers. Whatever my role with the team has been, anything that happens to this franchise affects me. And, for something like that to happen, it was a great feeling. We were finally lucky, like so many other teams have been, and used that luck to catapult us to the brink of the playoffs.

  After LeBron’s rookie season, momentum steadily built. The Cavs finished above .500 in 2004-05 and then made it to the playoffs in each of the next five seasons. We came close to winning it all in ’07 when we made it to The Finals.

  Yes, it was an exciting seven years when LeBron was here the first time. Leading up to “The Decision,” I actually had a good feeling because of how long it took LeBron to decide what he was going to do. I realize there are many Cavs fans out there who, at the time, said they’d never forgive LeBron for leaving, but I don’t hold anything against him. I mean, he’s not a slave. He can make his own decisions. That’s the beauty of the United States! I probably wouldn’t have done it the way he did it—on television—but I might’ve left, too, if I was still playing.

  As for LeBron’s decision to come back to the Cavs, that didn’t surprise me at all. I could just kind of feel it. It was suspenseful, but I could feel that he was leaning toward coming back home.

  I think, whoever we have in the starting lineup to go along with LeBron and Kyrie [Irving], I see the same scenario playing out here as did in Miami. It took them a year to really get themselves together, and then they won two titles in the next three years. It’ll take the Cavs awhile to gel because there are a lot of different parts you’ve got to put together plus a new coach.

  My message to Cavs fans? Just get ready for the ride and have a good time!

  —AUSTIN CARR

  • Analyst, Cavaliers Television Network

  • Director of Community and Business Development, Cleveland Cavaliers

  • Guard, Cleveland Cavaliers, 1971-80


  INTRODUCTION

  He’s back! Four years after taking his talents to South Beach, LeBron James has returned to . . . well . . . Euclid Beach.

  James announced on July 11, 2014, by way of a heartfelt letter on SI.com that he would return to the Cleveland Cavaliers after four seasons with the Miami Heat. Cavs fans rejoiced. Many shed tears of joy.

  The circumstances were much different on the evening of July 8, 2010, which will go down as one of the biggest tragedies . . . scratch that. Real tragedies are poverty, terrorism, war, and natural disasters. But, when it comes to sports tragedies—at least Cleveland sports tragedies—the King’s “Decision” on that fateful Thursday night certainly qualifies. James opted to leave the Cavaliers after seven memorable seasons to join forces with Dwyane Wade and Chris Bosh in Miami to win “. . . not one, not two, not three, not four, not five, not six, not seven . . .” titles.

  When James broke the news to Jim Gray on ESPN, most Cavs fans were shocked. They’d figured, “There’s no way LeBron will embarrass us—the city of Cleveland—on national television.”

  But he did.

  Cavaliers fans who watched that debacle of a TV show will forever have nightmares about red-and-white checkered shirts. Many fans cried. Some even burned LeBron’s No. 23 jersey in effigy. Although Cleveland has always been a football town first and foremost, then a baseball town, in a way James flying south for the winters was worse than previous departures of Cleveland athletes that left fans singing the blues.

  Rocky Colavito in 1960? Traded. Bernie Kosar in 1993? Released.

  James’s leaving was entirely of his own volition. Even when Jim Brown retired in the summer of 1966, it was triggered by Art Modell’s ultimatum. On top of that, James was virtually a hometown hero, born and raised in nearby Akron.

  Longtime Cleveland sports media personality Bruce Drennan was wrong when he professed on his television show “All Bets Are Off” that LeBron’s departure would set the Cavaliers back five years. Until LeBron returned, it looked like it was going to set them back an entire decade! Consider the fact that the Cavs won a grand total of 64 games during their first three LeBron-less seasons combined, only three more than they’d won in James’s last season in Cleveland alone! Furthermore, the Cavs kept losing despite garnering the No. 1 pick in the NBA Draft in 2011 and ’13 and the fourth pick in 2012!

  To make matters worse—at least for Cavaliers fans—the Heat played in four straight NBA Finals, winning two, in LeBron’s four seasons in Florida. It may not have been as many championships as James boastfully proclaimed the Heat would win at an elaborate “Welcome Party” the day after “The Decision,” but it was more than enough for Cavs fans to bear. Many of those same fans who vowed to loathe LeBron forever, and to never welcome him back to town, are rolling out the red carpet for him now. That’s what 50 years without a championship will do.

  It will be a huge moment on the night of the Cavaliers’ 2014-15 home opener, much different from Thursday night, December 2, 2010, when 20,000-plus Cavs fans unmercifully booed LeBron James of the Miami Heat in his first game in Quicken Loans Arena as a visitor (a 118-90 Heat rout in which James scored 38 points with 5 rebounds and 8 assists). This time, perhaps drowning out a few boo birds here and there, it will be mostly cheers.

  Speaking of cheers, in honor of his return, we thought we’d take a trip down memory lane and revisit LeBron’s rookie season of 2003-04. It was a season in which the Cavs finished 35-47, nearly qualifying for the playoffs, after having won just 17 games the year before. The huge improvement was mainly due to a teenage man-child who turned Northeast Ohio into a basketball nuthouse. Now nearing 30 years of age and in the prime of his career, the King hopes to bring that same excitement to the area once again.

  But this time with a parade down Euclid Avenue to top it off.


  PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

  W hen Cleveland Cavaliers fans think of the word “miracle,” a remarkable month-long stretch in the spring of 1976 usually comes to mind. That is when the six-year-old Cavs advanced to the Eastern Conference finals and were on the brink of an NBA championship. Included were three heart-pounding, last-second wins over the favored Washington Bullets in the conference semifinals. It came to be known as the “Miracle in Richfield.”

  What happened on the evening of May 22, 2003, though, might just bump the “Miracle in Richfield” to runner-up. The Cavaliers lucked out, got a break, finally found some fortune. The Cavs had been a laughingstock for much of their lousy past due to poor teams that were the result of inept management (Ted Stepien), bad coaches (Bill Musselman), poor draft picks (David Magley), horrible trades (take your pick from the Stepien ownership era when the team was known as the “Cadavers”), and just plain bad luck (Jim Chones’s broken foot that many believe cost the Cavs the ’76 NBA Championship).

  The Cavaliers wished upon a lucky star, and the heavens shone down on them for once. They won the NBA Draft Lottery, a ping-pong ball drawing held a month prior to the college player draft to determine the draft’s pecking order of NBA teams that fail to qualify for the postseason.

  The prize for the winning ticket? An 18-year-old kid just out of high school.

  LeBron James was his name, reviving the Cavs his game. James was unique. He was the first high school underclassman participating in a team sport to be featured on the cover of Sports Illustrated when he was heralded “The Chosen One” as a junior. He led Akron St. Vincent-St. Mary to three state titles. The only year the Irish failed to claim the crown was James’s junior year when they were runners-up. He also possessed a maturity level that bewildered everyone.

  James brought to the Cavaliers, and the city of Cleveland, instant stardom, instant notoriety. He did not bring immediate success on the court, but he did bring immediate improvement—by leaps and bounds. After an 0-5 start turned to 6-19 a week before Christmas, the Cavaliers, with help from two significant trades in a five-week period, began playing as a team, and found themselves in the thick of the Eastern Conference playoff race.

  An injury to point guard Jeff McInnis was a key factor in Cleveland barely missing the postseason. The young Cavs, though, got a taste of what NBA playoff basketball is all about, for the majority of their games down the stretch were do-or-die.

  When drafted by Cleveland, LeBron said he’d light up the town like Vegas. He’s off to a fine start, and the future does look mighty bright.


  CAVS TIME LINE, 2003-04

  May 22, 2003

  —The Cavaliers win the NBA Draft Lottery, giving them the number-one pick in the draft the next month.

  June 26, 2003

  —The Cavaliers surprise no one by selecting LeBron James out of nearby Akron St. Vincent-St. Mary High School with the first pick in the NBA Draft.

  October 29, 2003

  —LeBron James scores 25 points, dishes out nine assists, and grabs six rebounds in his NBA debut. James’s point total marks the highest ever for a player straight out of high school in his first game in the NBA. The Cavaliers fall, 106-92, to the Kings in Sacramento.

  November 5, 2003

  —Cleveland makes its home debut before a sellout crowd at Gund Arena. The Cavaliers lose, 93-89, to the Denver Nuggets in the first game at the professional level between LeBron James and Carmelo Anthony.

  November 8, 2003

  —The Cavaliers win their first game of the season, 111-98 over the Wizards at Gund Arena. LeBron James scores 17 points to go along with eight rebounds and nine assists.

  December 3, 2003

  —Carlos Boozer sets a career high with 21 rebounds in Los Angeles against the Clippers. He also chips in 14 points in a 90-80 loss.

  December 15, 2003

  —The Cavaliers and Boston Celtics complete a six-player trade that sends Ricky Davis, Chris Mihm, Michael Stewart, and a future second-round draft pick to Boston in exchange for Tony Battie, Kedrick Brown, and Eric Williams.

  December 19, 2003

  —Cleveland snaps its 34-game road losing streak with an 88-81 win at Philadelphia. LeBron James sets a then-career high with 36 points. It is the Cavs’ first road win since January 12, 2003, at Seattle.

  December 20, 2003

  —Cleveland wins back-to-back road games for the first time since February 18-22, 2002, with a 95-87 win at Chicago. LeBron James scores 32 points and has 10 assists.

  December 25, 2003

  —The Cavaliers make their first appearance on Christmas Day since 1989. LeBron James scores 34 points, while Carlos Boozer adds 18 points and 19 rebounds, but the visiting Cavs fall in overtime to the Orlando Magic, 113-101.

  December 28, 2003

  —LeBron James just misses his first career triple-double with 32 points, 10 rebounds, and nine assists in the Cavaliers’ 86-74 win against Portland at Gund Arena.

  January 6, 2004

  —Dajuan Wagner makes his first appearance of the season after missing 33 games due to undergoing arthroscopic surgery of his right knee. Wagner plays eight minutes in the Cavaliers’ 107-96 win over the visiting New York Knicks.

  January 13, 2004

  —The Cavaliers gain their second straight win in Seattle by a 104-96 count. LeBron James posts 27 points, nine rebounds, and nine assists.

  January 17, 2004

  —Carlos Boozer scores a career high-tying 32 points, and grabs 18 rebounds, as the Cavaliers rally from a 14-point fourth-quarter deficit to overtake the Utah Jazz and post their first ever win at the Delta Center in Salt Lake City, 102-96 in overtime. LeBron James scores 29 points before spraining his right ankle with 2.3 seconds remaining in regulation.

  January 20, 2004

  —Carlos Boozer ties his career high from the game before with a 32-point effort, to go along with 18 rebounds, in the Cavaliers’ 99-94 win over the Seattle SuperSonics at Gund Arena. The win marks the first season series sweep of Seattle in franchise history. Boozer hits a career-high 14 of 15 from the line.

  January 21, 2004

  —The Cavaliers acquire Jeff McInnis and Ruben Boumtje Boumtje from the Portland Trail Blazers in exchange for Darius Miles.

  January 24, 2004

  —Jeff McInnis makes his debut in a Cavaliers uniform and leads the team to a 95-87 win over the Philadelphia 76ers at Gund Arena. McInnis scores nine points and dishes out six assists. The Cavs proceed to win 17 of their next 25 with McInnis in the lineup, including a seven-game winning streak from March 3-16.

  January 28, 2004

  —Dajuan Wagner hits a runner with 7.4 seconds left in the game to give the Cavaliers a 94-93 win over the Miami Heat at Gund Arena. Zydrunas Ilgauskas scores a then-season-high 30 points in the win, Cleveland’s third straight.

  February 1, 2004

  —LeBron James sets a career high with 38 points, and Zydrunas Ilgauskas blocks a season-high six shots, at Washington in the Cavaliers’ 104-100 win.

  February 20, 2004

  —The Cavaliers rally from an eight-point deficit with 6:14 remaining in the game to upset the defending NBA champion San Antonio Spurs, 89-87, at Gund Arena. LeBron James scores 32 points and grabs 11 rebounds.

  February 22, 2004

  —Zydrunas Ilgauskas scores a season-high 31 points and grabs 15 rebounds to help the Cavs knock off the Knicks for the third time in 2003-04, 92-86, at Madison Square Garden. LeBron James scores 22 points in his New York debut.

  February 23, 2004

  —Jason Kapono scores 13 of his career-high 19 points in the second half as the Cavaliers rally for their biggest comeback win ever. New Orleans leads by 25 with 6:19 left in the second quarter before the Cavs fight back. Carlos Boozer adds 24 points and nine boards.

  March 3, 2004

  —On LeBron James Bobblehead Night at Gund Arena, James scores a game-high 24 points to lead the Cavaliers past the Atlanta Hawks, 112-80. It would begin a seven-game win streak, the Cavs’ longest since they won 10 straight from November 21-December 11, 1997. That same day, Cleveland waives J.R. Bremer and signs Lee Nailon to a 10-day contract.

  March 14, 2004

  —LeBron James scores 26 points and Jeff McInnis adds 16 and records 10 assists, as the Cavaliers topple the team with the league’s best record, the Indiana Pacers, in a thrilling 107-104 victory at Gund Arena.

  March 16, 2004

  —The Cavaliers defeat the Chicago Bulls, 111-87, at Gund Arena but suffer a major loss when Jeff McInnis bruises his shoulder and misses eight of the next nine games. It also is the Cavs’ last win in their seven-game win streak.

  March 27, 2004

  —LeBron James sets career highs with 41 points and 13 assists in the Cavaliers’ memorable 107-104 triumph over the New Jersey Nets at Gund Arena. Carlos Boozer and Zydrunas Ilgauskas add double-doubles as Cleveland snaps its four-game losing streak. Earlier in the day, the Cavs place Jeff McInnis on the Injured List with a right shoulder bone bruise.

  March 29, 2004

  —The Cavaliers sign point guard Mateen Cleaves to a 10-day contract. Cleaves, who led Michigan State to an NCAA championship in 2000, plays in four games (two starts) before being released eight days later.

  March 30, 2004

  —Four Cavaliers score more than 20 points for the first time since April 7, 1997. LeBron James (28), Zydrunas Ilgauskas (26), Carlos Boozer (23), and Lee Nailon (23) combine for 100 points, but it is not enough as the Cavs fall at Dallas, 126-109.

  April 6, 2004

  —The Cavaliers activate Jeff McInnis and release Mateen Cleaves. McInnis returns to the starting lineup and scores 16 points, plus has 10 assists, but the Cavs fall at home to the Toronto Raptors, 87-86.

  April 9, 2004

  —The Cavaliers’ faint playoff hopes are put to rest as they are outscored, 30-12, in the fourth quarter in a 106-91 loss at Miami.

  April 12, 2004

  —The Cavaliers close out the home portion of the schedule with a 93-89 win over the Milwaukee Bucks in front of the 16th sellout crowd of the season at Gund Arena. LeBron James leads the charge with 27 points, seven rebounds, and nine assists as the Cavs win for the 23rd time at home on the season—the most since the 1997-98 campaign.

  April 14, 2004

  —Cleveland ends the season with a 100-90 win at New York against the Knicks. The Cavaliers finish the season with a 35-47 record—the most wins by the team in six seasons. The Cavs finish one game [actually two games with the head-to-head tiebreaker] behind Boston for the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference.


  Chapter 1

  AND THE WINNER IS . . . CLEVELAND (FOR ONCE)

  SOMETIMES YOU NEED TO HIT ROCK BOTTOM

  The Cleveland Cavaliers of the mid- to late 1990s were a facsimile of what the National Basketball Association is all about. The NBA covets competitiveness across the board, from L.A. to Boston, Milwaukee to Miami, New Orleans to New York. The league prefers as many teams as feasible to stay in competition for a playoff berth for as long as possible. That is why, for each of the last 21 years, 16 teams have qualified for postseason play. That is more than half of all the teams! Parity is in.

  From the 1993-94 season through 1997-98, the Cavaliers won 47, 43, 47, 42, and 47 games—respectable, even admirable, totals—that qualified them for the playoffs in all but one of those seasons. They lost in the first round each time, winning just two games along the way. The Cavs had players talented enough for the team to post decent records, keep the fans coming and qualify for the playoffs, but not nearly good enough to do anything once it got there. It was a vicious cycle.

  “In the NBA, generally the rule is you have to get really bad before you get really good,” said Akron Beacon Journal columnist and author, Terry Pluto. “The problem was, when they moved to the Gund [Arena] (after 24 seasons at the Coliseum in rural Richfield), they didn’t want to [get really bad] because they didn’t want to lose the fan base. [Former general manager] Wayne Embry was in favor of taking that type of dive, but ownership was not. So they wanted to be decent and hope to get lucky and that sort of thing.”

  Jim Paxson came aboard as general manager in 1998 and did a formidable job in a tough situation by cutting fat payroll, most notably that of Shawn Kemp, Trajan Langdon, and Andre Miller. And Paxson had enough pull in the organization to do what Embry had wanted to do.

  “To Paxson’s credit, they didn’t know they were going to win the lottery,” Pluto said, “but he was willing to take the dive to take a shot at not just LeBron but a Carmelo [Anthony], or just to get a higher pick. It finally got to be so bad after [former head coach] Mike Fratello left, I think they had to get there themselves.”

  UNTIMELY TRIUMPH

  “There’s losing, and there’s losing with a purpose, and the Cavs lost with a purpose in 2002-03,” Bill Livingston, sports columnist for The Plain Dealer in Cleveland, said. “It seems like a lot of crust to have asked people to come out to see that sorry product, but it paid off.”

  It got to the point, though, near the end of the season where fans feared the Cavaliers were going to blow the chance to secure LeBron James by winning too many games. And when they defeated the Toronto Raptors on the final day of the season, it was actually a bittersweet victory. A loss would have left them with a record of 16-66, one game worse than the Denver Nuggets’ 17-65 mark. But the victory dropped the Cavaliers into a tie with the Nuggets for the worst record in the league. Consequently, rather than having a 25 percent chance—the highest a team can have—of landing the number one pick, the Cavs had to settle for 22.5 percent odds, the same as Denver.

  “I wrote it was a ‘must-lose’ game,” Livingston said, “but of course they won.”

  “Fans were furious,” recalled Bob Karlovec, sports reporter for WKNR-AM 850 in Cleveland.

  The next day in The Plain Dealer it read, “Cavaliers Win and Lose.”

  “I think your team is always out there to win,” Cavs president Len Komoroski said. “You can never be in a situation where you tell your team not to compete. And in that case, we ended up competing, ended up winning.”

  THE RIGHT “FIX”

  There was a large contingent of fans and media members who were sure that LeBron James would wind up in a large market like New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago since the Knicks, Clippers, and Bulls were in the lottery. The infamous “bent envelope” incident that landed Patrick Ewing in The Big Apple in 1985 was being rehashed, and seemed fresh in everyone’s mind.

  “People were cursing the lottery,” Len Komoroski said, “and also the sense that it was fixed and ‘woe is us’ because the New York Knicks, the L.A. Clippers, and the Chicago Bulls—teams in the three largest markets in the United States—were in the lottery. And, of course, the sense was that the NBA was going to have it go so one of those teams would win the lottery. As much as you try to explain the integrity of the lottery, there were very few people who were buying that, and they felt it was inevitable that LeBron would end up going to a large market team.”

  One pessimistic media member was Kenny Roda, sports talk show host on WKNR-AM 850 in Cleveland.

  “I remember Kenny had been saying the lottery was fixed and there was no way it was going to work out for Cleveland,” recalled Jeff Sack, Metro Networks beat reporter. “I said to him at one point, ‘If the lottery was truly fixed, then they would fix it Cleveland’s way because, what better way to re-stimulate a market than to bring a hometown hero into it?’ Now, I don’t believe it’s fixed, but if it was, it couldn’t have worked out any better.”

  CROSS YOUR FINGERS

  On May 22, 2003, lottery day finally arrived. One ping-pong ball could change the entire identity of the Cleveland Cavaliers. Nervousness, excitement, worry, you name it, pervaded the Cleveland market. The Plain Dealer had close to a full-page shot of LeBron James with a Cavaliers uniform superimposed over the top of him with the phrase “Think LeBron” at the top.

  “You saw it everywhere in town,” Len Komoroski recalled, “and the whole mantra with it was to cut it out, hang it at your water cooler, hang it in your window at your place of business, put it in your cube—wherever you’re at—and just keep saying to yourself, ‘Think LeBron, think LeBron, think LeBron,’ over and over and over again until it becomes reality.”
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