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This is where I was born.


          This is where she died.


          I can close my eyes and still see it.


      It’s cold outside. There are no leaves on the trees.


      The concrete is cracked and broken.


      Cathy has to take the bus.


      She doesn’t know where Joe is.


      The bedroom is empty.


      I am alone.


      I am Lamar Joseph Odom.


      And I am alive.





[image: ]


I was born in the autumn of her twenty-third year. She had always wanted a child. A boy who would grow to be handsome and tall. When she got pregnant, she was living with her mother in an upstairs bedroom and working for the New York City Department of Transportation in Queens.


Joseph Odom was a charismatic Vietnam War vet who worked as a janitor in the Woodside Houses projects in Queens. My mother was visiting a friend there when Joe first noticed her and won her over with his good looks and an easy brand of charm. She liked his smile; he liked her round, pretty eyes. He was twenty-three. She was twenty-one and just finding her way in the world.


Shortly after their first encounter, Cathy Mercer, tall, lithe, and beautiful, was walking by Woodside when Joe saw her again. He was cutting the grass, and his boots were stained green. He shut off the mower and met her at the sidewalk.


“What’s up, Slim?” he said. That’s what he would call her. A cute nickname to break the ice and set him apart from the other guys.


“Nothing, just trying to get home,” Cathy replied. “But I don’t have a token.” She needed to jump on the 7 train. Joe had but one subway token in his pocket. He needed it to get home.


“Take mine,” he said. He reached in his pocket and placed the token in her palm. Cathy smiled and gave him her number.


“You gonna call me, right?” she asked.


“I got the number memorized.”


My father walked the seventy-two blocks home. He repeated her phone number the whole way. That token, something so small yet quintessentially New York, is the beginning of my story.
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Joe grew up in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, long before the hipsters invaded.


“We was on the block,” my dad told me, years later. “We had to do for ourselves. It wasn’t pretty like it is now. We had drugs and temptation. We were young and innocent. Our lives were at stake.”


My dad first tasted marijuana at fourteen. From there he dove headfirst into hard drugs. He hustled on the block. He dealt to pimps, gangsters, and bangers. He’d get a fix from a neighborhood dealer with the promise of more to come if he could sell on the street.


He often found himself holed up in an abandoned building getting high. His parents were furious when he dropped out of high school his sophomore year. When Joe finally told his father, he ordered Joe into the family car, a 1968 Cadillac Eldorado. They drove for two hours, talking about repercussions and dreams and where Joe’s life was headed.


Back in the driveway, my grandfather put the car in park. They sat in silence for ten minutes. He looked at Joe and saw himself in the youngest of his five children. This boy, who was bright and tall and strong, began to cry.


“I’m a drug addict,” Joe said.


“I know, son,” said his father.


The next day my dad enlisted in the army. There was a recruitment office near their apartment. Two weeks later he was shipped to Fort Dix in New Jersey to begin his military training. Shortly after, he was deployed to Saigon. He reached the rank of E-4 Specialist and trained with M16s.


The experiences in a foreign land traumatized him.


He returned to Brooklyn a broken man. He was introduced to heroin in Vietnam. Many soldiers used it to deal with the stress of taking human life. It was how they coped. They were made to kill people they didn’t know. They pulled the triggers and stood there as the bodies dropped. It destroyed my father psychologically. Any empathy he had evaporated.


Joe moved back into his parents’ apartment. He was twenty-two and paranoid, depressed, anxious, and without direction. He looked over his shoulder on the rare occasions he left the apartment. And he only left in search of a fix. Within the year, Joe contacted a Veterans Affairs administrator who had one arm and an addiction of his own. He helped my father get back on his feet. That’s how Joe got the job at the Woodside Houses.
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Cathy and Joe didn’t know each other very well, and in many ways, they never would. But Joe said they would give birth to a prince.


The things a man will tell a woman.


So, love blossomed in the ghetto. Concrete gave way to something softer. Joe loved her. Cathy would tell her friends about this guy from Woodside. She wanted a husband and a son and a home. They had started something that could not be undone. Their lives would take disparate paths, but ones that would forever be bound by me . . . the only thing they truly had in common.


I weighed seven pounds, fourteen ounces when I came into the world. “Man, he is long,” said Joe at St. John’s Hospital just past noon on the first Tuesday of November. “And he looks just like me. We done good, babe.”


I would be at once precious and tormented. Cherished and forgotten.
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My grandmother Mildred Mercer was born to a family of sharecroppers and former slaves in rural Athens, Georgia, in 1934. When she was in her twenties, after scraping together twenty-nine dollars for a seat on the Greyhound, where she was relegated to the back of the bus with no air-conditioning, she and her sister moved to a tough working-class neighborhood in the Bronx in search of jobs and with designs on settling down and starting families of their own.


When Mildred had her first daughter, Cathy Celestine Mercer, they moved to a modest two-bedroom house on 131st Street and Linden Boulevard in South Ozone Park, Queens, just north of John F. Kennedy International Airport. My grandparents plopped down $250 for the down payment. The small abode was Queens through and through with its black gate and awning-covered porch, which was fronted by a row of tidy bushes. Their neighbors were bus drivers and toll workers and street sweepers and clerks in local government offices. They had found their heaven in the middle of New York’s biggest and most Italian borough.


I grew up in Grandma Mildred’s house, and it was always the center of neighborhood activity on 131st Street. Whenever there was a major life milestone or tragedy, our family and close neighbors gathered at the house. Graduations, birthdays, wakes, and new jobs were all reasons to get together over a barbecue in the backyard to either celebrate or commiserate.


My grandmother was the matriarch, setting house rules and curfews, and making certain that bellies were always full of her turkey wings, cabbage, fried chicken, and dumplings. I lived in this house growing up, except for a short time right after Joe and Cathy got married.


It was 1985, and I was six years old. And for the brief time Joe and Cathy were married, we lived in an apartment near the beach in Far Rockaway, Queens. I was part of a complete family.


But the tranquility and good times were short-lived. I have to search deep in my mind to find happy moments from my childhood. And I still have to convince myself that they actually happened. The only memories that come forth easily involve fear, pain, and anxiety. The smell of Mildred’s meals starts to fade and my mother’s angelic smile blurs in my memory. All that’s left is a frightened, powerless ten-year-old boy.
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It took less than a year for my parents’ arguments to grow louder and more frequent—setting off a period of angst, uncertainty, and turmoil that would shape my life indelibly. That’s when the violence started. Even though I couldn’t understand the source of the arguments and why my parents just couldn’t get along, I knew what it felt like to see my father hit my mother. Her screams and then muffled cries made me feel powerless as I hid from my father’s anger.


It scared me. What’s worse, it scarred me. I’m still recovering from the trauma of being unable to protect my mother from the noise, from the pain, from the arguments. And one day, my mother screamed “Enough!”


And in a flash, my father was gone, leaving behind his seven-year-old son. Less than a year after my parents married, my father returned to the streets where to me he became as much a rumor as a mystery. He loved my mother once. Very deeply. A long time ago when my eyes were young. But he left, and my heart filled with hate. And yet I wanted him to love me more than I hated him. He always had the benefit of the doubt . . . his weakness more powerful than my greatest strength.


My hate for him burned. But I sought his junkie approval above all things.


Mom and I moved back into Grandma Mildred’s house on 131st Street. Along with my mother’s sister, JaNean, we tried to salvage our family and insulate ourselves from the harshness of everyday life. I shared an upstairs bedroom with Mom. It was the first door on the left and had been my mother’s alone before I was born. She moved another twin bed in and cleared out some closet space. Each and every night we talked to each other until one of us fell asleep. I always seemed to fall asleep first.


Soon she got a new job as a corrections officer at Rikers Island, one of the most notorious prisons in America . . . where there was no assurance its staff would make it home after they clocked in. Most people assumed that because she had such a dangerous job, she was some tough-as-nails broad. But she wasn’t. Now, she didn’t take any mess from anyone, but she wasn’t hardened. That place couldn’t rob her of being a mother or a daughter. Her humanity was more resilient than the concrete walls and razor wire that housed hopelessness and despair.


In my young eyes, she was soft and angelic. Beautiful. Her delicate voice a song on the wind. Even at five feet nine she never seemed imposing to me. More of a protector who would rather love than quarrel. And all her love was for her little Mookah. That’s what she called me.


Once we settled in at Grandma Mildred’s house, my life started to return to some semblance of normalcy. The sounds of my mother’s favorite artists, Anita Baker and El DeBarge, filled the house. She sang along to Anita’s “Giving You the Best That I Got” as Grandma Mildred fried chicken in the kitchen on a Saturday night.


This was the best time of my young life. My mother was happy. I felt safe. I was a regular kid.
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In 1991, I turned twelve and made the Lynvet Jets, a youth football squad for eleven- to fourteen-year-olds. My mother came to nearly every game she could when she wasn’t working. During one of our Saturday afternoon games, while playing quarterback (I dubbed myself a young Randall Cunningham), I rolled out to the right and got hit pretty hard by a much bigger kid.


As I writhed on the ground, the only thing worse than the pain in my knee was my complete embarrassment as Mom dashed onto the field to take care of her only son.


“Ma, what are you doing?” I screamed as my teammates laughed.


At Christmastime, presents under the tree were sparse. Birthdays usually yielded just as little. Sometimes it was a piece of athletic equipment or a Nintendo cartridge, but it didn’t matter because I knew she tried. One particular Christmas I kind of wish she hadn’t. She worked extra shifts at Rikers for a month to get me a new, fancy mountain bike with rugged tires and racing stripes. The only problem was that it had these weird, old-timey U-shaped handlebars. When I rode it down the street, I had to awkwardly steer it as my knees popped up to my shoulders while pedaling. It was way too hard to look cool on it in the hood, so I parked it behind the house and hoped my mother wouldn’t notice I had stopped riding it.
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I was seven when I first dribbled a basketball at P.S. 155, an elementary school that was a block away if you hung a right out of my front gate. Little kids gathered there after school and on weekends to thrash around the asphalt imitating basketball gods such as Rod Strickland, Mark Jackson, or Pearl Washington, heaving the ball toward the rim with both hands.


As I hit middle school, I turned my sights toward Lincoln Park, the neighborhood proving ground where physicality and artistry clashed on a daily basis. The park had an unforgiving asphalt court with rims with no nets in the shadow of the Van Wyck Expressway. It’s where everything went down, and you had to bring it or go home. It didn’t hurt that by eighth grade I had sprouted to six feet even. I always played with guys who were older, quicker, and stronger than me. When I was thirteen, I told them I was fifteen so they’d let me in games. The running joke in my neighborhood was when I would actually tell the truth about my age, someone would say, “Damn, you’ve been fifteen for two years.”


My game developed rapidly during the educationally brutal runs at Lincoln Park. I insisted I was Magic Johnson reborn. I loved the way the six-foot-nine point guard could bring a crowd to its feet with the flip of a no-look pass and how his teammates loved to play with someone who could get the ball to them in just about any situation. I discovered early on that while my mind wandered in the classroom or during a test, I could figure things out easily on a basketball court.


I became a problem solver. Where other kids forced shots up, I drew defenders and made the extra pass. I saw the value in surveying the entire concrete court to make plays instead of pounding the ball into the pavement with my head down. I wasn’t exactly bucket-getter Bernard King, but I was unusually tall for my age and not without skills . . . to the point where the local tournament announcers began to invite me to play at Lincoln Park.
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Around this time I’d see my father about once a month. He’d stop by to give me some money or maybe a pair of shoes. I still had a tremendous amount of animosity toward him. The gulf between us was flooded with unanswered questions: Why did you leave us? Why did you hit my mother? Why did you choose drugs? Why did you try to destroy our home? Why didn’t you love me?


I was just a fucking kid.


I imagine those conversations were just as hard for him as they were for me. But he was the adult. He ran and hid and refused to deal with things, leaving me to fall deeper down the hole of confusion and regret. Accountability was a concept that never occurred to him. Getting high was easier. He thought he could just show up and press twenty dollars in my hand and everything would be okay. I didn’t know it at the time, but he was handing me a blueprint to follow, and the things I hated him for . . . I would become.
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The only thing I knew about cancer when I was a kid was that you could die from it. Adults always explained cancer away as God’s will. I never had to meet it face-to-face and didn’t know it could touch the ones closest to me. Until it did. I was too young to feel anything when my dad’s father died from it about six years before my mother got sick in the summer of 1991. I remember my mother slowing down and not laughing as much. She had a cough that wouldn’t go away, and her energy decreased more and more by the month.


After a stay in the hospital for exhaustion, the doctors gave us the words we dreaded. “Cathy, you have colon cancer.”


I didn’t even know where on the body that was. I thought my mother would get better even if things might not be the same. I tried to do everything I could to make her feel happy while deeply burying my own fears. I thought that if I could make her laugh it would ease her pain, but I never knew how much pain she was in because she hid it from me.


Eventually, she stopped going to work. The physical demands and stress of her job at Rikers were far too much to bear. She began to have difficulty using the bathroom and climbing the stairs. Her appetite diminished almost to the point of nothing, and she had trouble digesting the food she did manage to eat. With my mother’s reality becoming bleak, Dad began showing up to help out around the house.


By April 1992, she could no longer be cared for at home and was admitted to St. John’s Hospital’s cancer ward. There she continued to wither away, like she was disappearing right in front of me . . . literally being erased from my life.


The thing that hurt the most was that she was barely able to speak. Her beautiful voice had been stolen from her, and she could only offer a whisper. It didn’t sound like Cathy; it was as if I were speaking to a stranger.


In the last few days of her life, I visited her nearly every day, and she tried to talk to me as much as she could. I could tell it was important for her. Sometimes she just whispered my childhood nickname over and over: “Mookah . . . Mookah . . . Mookah.” She did her best to muster every last bit of strength from her tired body.


One day near the end I was sitting on her hospital bed as she clutched my hand. It startled me because her grip was tighter than it had been in a while. She opened her eyes halfway and spoke. “Be nice to everyone, Mookah.”


My aunt and I got up and left the room so she could rest. I would never hear my mother speak again.


“She might be gone before we get home,” said Aunt JaNean, after talking with the doctors.


We drove home in silence. I could see the world pass by outside the car window. It was silent and cold to me. I felt so small and alone. I was afraid. What would I do? Where would I go? When we got home the phone rang as we climbed the stairs to the front door. Grandma Mildred rushed to answer it. She sat down in the kitchen, talking quietly. She hung up the phone. I stood in the doorway, looking at her with a blank face. “She’s gone,” Grandma said quietly. She began to pray.


I went upstairs, numb to everything around me, and sat on my bed. I picked up my basketball and left the house without anyone knowing. I sprinted up 131st, dribbling the whole way, the ball an extension of my hands. I got to the court and began to shoot. I took each shot desperately, as if each release of the basketball would somehow hold back the wave of pain and sadness that was heading my way.


I took shot after shot. The ball left my hand and floated, hanging there as if time didn’t matter, before falling through the rim. The same hand my mother had held for the last time just hours before. Another shot. Then another. I’d been there for an hour when word began to circulate through the neighborhood that Miss Cathy had gone away.


Then a strange thing happened. Slowly, people began showing up at the court. At first, they just watched. They were classmates, neighbors, and old hoopers who had never even spoken to me before. Then they began to join in one by one, most never speaking so much as a single word. There were hugs and embraces, but few words. I could feel everything they never said.


We got you. We are here with you, Mookah.
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My mother’s funeral was a blur. I stared at the floor the entire time. I tried to block out the low sobs that cascaded from the first pew to the back row. I had been to funerals before where people were wailing and falling to their knees because a loved one had been taken too soon by the anger of the streets or the unforgiving finality of an anonymous bullet. But no one cried out at Mom’s funeral. No one asked God why. Except me, although I dared not say it out loud.


Death was a cage for me, but it was a release for my mother. It was simply God’s will. I guess didn’t need an adult to tell me that.


We got you. We are here with you, Mookah.


The neighborhood had my back. Queens had my back. For the first time in my life, basketball had saved me. I could feel it lift me off the ground.


If only for a moment.
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My mother was gone, but so was I. It felt like I had disappeared from my own life. I couldn’t get her out of my mind. Every time the phone rang or the front door opened, I thought it was her. I couldn’t sleep. I forgot the taste of the foods I loved. I couldn’t remember the sound of my voice. It had been so long since I heard my own laughter. It felt like all of my emotions were just stuck, frozen in a time I longed to escape. I couldn’t move. The world began to pass me by.


There’s only one way I made it through: that damn basketball. I went to Lincoln Park nearly every day for two years. I poured every bit of energy I had into basketball, whether it was a pickup game, an organized tournament, or one-on-one. My handle became second nature as there was rarely a moment that worn-out basketball wasn’t in my hands. I crashed the boards with abandon, using my height and leaping ability to smash opposing players’ shots into the fence. I was determined to beat people off the dribble as if my life depended on it. And in truth, maybe it did.


My court vision, which would ultimately become the key to my game, began to sharpen. I could see passing angles even most adults couldn’t. I thrived when it came to setting up my teammates. Touch passes, crosscourt finds, no looks. Every type of behind-the-back setup. I was getting pretty good, but I loved to play with the New York flash like the ballplayers who came up on these streets before me. To me it just felt like the natural thing to do.


And, not least important, by the time I was fourteen, I had grown to be six two, just one inch shorter than my father. I was ready for the next level: New York City high school basketball. I told myself that’s where I would make my name.


In the fall of 1993, I enrolled at Christ the King Regional High School in Queens, about ten miles from my house. I was thirteen and ready to make new friends and leave my pain as far behind me as I could. Even though I was an average student and didn’t care for structure or homework, high school seemed as good an adventure as any.


CTK had a multicultural student body with a strong academic standing, and as a member of its thirty-first incoming freshman class, my grandmother liked the idea of me being surrounded by academically inclined students. Its basketball team was a powerhouse in the best high school basketball league in the country: New York City’s Catholic High School Athletic Association (CHSAA).
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Students were assigned to homerooms alphabetically by last name. That was my first stroke of luck. I didn’t know it, but that policy would ultimately affect me for the rest of my life.


The school day started at 8:15 AM with a twenty-minute homeroom, which was just an excuse for my friends and me to clown each other. Nothing was off-limits: the outfit you wore two days in a row, personal hygiene, or whether you were in dire need of a shape-up. Well, that’s what happened when I didn’t show up late, anyway. I almost always showed up late.


But during that very first homeroom, I sat down in the middle of the classroom several rows over from a pretty Puerto Rican girl named Liza Morales. She looked away when I made eye contact. I flashed a little smile, and she returned it with an embarrassed grin. I knew I had to talk to her. Maybe I was going to like high school after all. The teacher was jabbering on about some important announcement, but I already had my head in the clouds.


One morning, before homeroom, I was standing at my locker, running late as usual, brushing my teeth.


“Why are you brushing your teeth in the hallway?” Liza asked me. “Don’t you have a home?”


“You know I gotta be fresh for the ladies.”


“Oh, please.”


I started flirting with her. She always rolled her eyes, which I took as a sign she was interested. She never shut me down completely, and she punctuated her quips with a cute little laugh. I really didn’t like going to school, but she gave me a reason to show up.


“You talk to too many girls,” she would say. “Why you always talking to those chicken heads?”


“Don’t worry about them. We were meant to be together.”


But the truth was, we were complete opposites. She was always early. I moved like I didn’t own a watch. Her locker was as neat as could be. Mine looked like a proving ground for tornadoes. Her grades and attendance were perfect. I rarely did homework, and I was absent so often my existence was merely a rumor. She wasn’t into sports, ran with a totally different crowd, and thought I was only interested in one thing. Well, I was interested in that, but the truth is, no matter how different we were, I really liked her.


So, I started going to homeroom on time. Every day I sat one desk closer to her. I’d throw balled-up pieces of paper at her to get her attention. But when I did, she’d turn to look at me, and I had no idea what to do next. What could I say? I was fourteen, and I had never talked to anyone the way I wanted to talk to Liza.


Liza grew up in Woodhaven and took the Q11 bus up Woodhaven Boulevard and transferred to the Q54 to get to school. I’d usually get on the Q54 a few stops before her. I’d sit in the back of the bus trying to sneak looks at her, maybe get a smile and think of something funny to say by the time we got to homeroom.


I loved the ladies and they loved me, which is probably why Liza kept her distance. It was a little too much for her, being a good Catholic girl and all. Though sometimes I would gently take her hand and say with a flirty smile, “When are we going to hang out?”


“When you stop running around with all those other girls,” she’d reply.


“I’m waiting for you and you alone.”


She smiled.
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High school had gotten off to a great start, but basketball tryouts couldn’t come fast enough. Even though my mom wasn’t there to offer her usual encouragement, I told myself that everything I did on the court would be for her. I made the freshman team, and after some strong games, the head coach, Bob Oliva, moved me up to varsity. Even though I felt I could compete, I didn’t get a ton of run because the team was just so stacked.


There was a skinny freshman from the rugged Farragut Houses projects in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, named Erick Barkley, who I knew from the neighborhood. He was lightning quick and had the kind of maturity on the basketball court that college coaches were already starting to notice. Once he scored forty-eight on the future NBA star Stephon Marbury, who’d go on to win Mr. New York Basketball my freshman season. But Steph did give him forty-four in return. Oh, I forgot to mention that this epic showdown happened when Erick was nine and Steph was eleven. As an only child, I was always fascinated that Erick was the youngest of nine children. I think that’s one reason why I gravitated toward him.


Erick was getting recruitment letters from St. John’s and was a tough cover for anyone. We’d play one-on-one before and after practice and just throw everything we had at each other. Going against Erick, even more so than the games I played, helped develop my ability to dribble against pressure and get shots off against tough defenders. It was a crash course in becoming a tough New York City guard and I was only fourteen.


Then there was sophomore Speedy Claxton, a blur of a point guard from Hempstead who even might have been faster than Erick. And much like Erick, Speedy was from a large family of seven brothers and sisters. The team was so tight that Erick moved in with Speedy’s family during his senior year.


We all were just family. That Christ the King team my freshman year included three future NBA players in Speedy, Erick, and me. But we were still kids. Speedy and Erick were both more accomplished than I was, and it wouldn’t be until the following season that the course of my life and career would change drastically.
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In 1994, the summer between my freshman and sophomore years, I had the great fortune of sprouting seven inches. Now, not only was I six nine, but my coordination and agility had no problem keeping up with my height. Being at Christ the King was great for my visibility, but I was still very much an unknown prospect. Over the summer my game began to blossom exponentially, largely due to playing in the Riverside Hawks Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) program, which assembled some of the best AAU teams of all time, with several of its alumni going on to success in the NBA.


I started playing with Riverside that summer, which is when I first met a rambunctious, six-foot-six, do-it-all wing from Queensbridge named Ron Artest. His energy and effort on the court were like nothing I’d ever seen. He could handle the ball, shoot, and play the finesse game all while running you over like a bulldozer. His mood could fluctuate wildly, but we all just thought he was wild by nature.


One of the best big men in the country, Elton Brand, a soft-spoken, pensive six-foot-ten behemoth, anchored the middle. Oh, and we also had Erick Barkley to run the point. We would go around to all the big-time tournaments in New York and steamroll the other teams. If Erick didn’t have the ball, it was in my hands. I’d push it up the floor and direct traffic and dazzle the crowd with an array of passes.


That’s when my profile started to rise locally, and I first began to get comparisons to Magic Johnson. Recruitment letters started trickling in from local colleges like Hofstra, Manhattan, and Fordham. Other AAU coaches also picked up on my emerging talent and became interested in my services.
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My sophomore season at Christ the King started out on a high note, especially on the defensive end. I was just erasing people’s shots. In an early season game in December, I recorded seven blocks. One for each inch I had grown over the summer.


By January, I was fully blossoming on the basketball court, averaging fifteen points, eleven rebounds, six assists, and four blocks. I was more than halfway to breaking Christ the King’s record for blocks in a season with ninety-five. We were 11–1 and climbing up the CHSAA rankings.


That same month we played Bishop Ford in their gym in Brooklyn. It’s a game that stands out in my mind because it was one of the first times that I felt truly unguardable. I got into the lane with ease. I beat double teams with my dribble and the pass. It felt like I was flying on the break. The stands were packed, and I felt like a star. I notched my first triple-double, something that would become a staple of my career, with seventeen points, fourteen rebounds, and ten assists. Ford had Trevor Diggs, who was one of the best players in the city and would go on to play at UNLV. He put forty on us, but after the game all eyes were on me.


The opposing coach came up to me and shook my hand but didn’t say a word. I had left him speechless! I didn’t know it, but two people in the stands that night would affect the course of my career and life for the next few years. Gary Charles was one of the biggest AAU coaches in the country. His team, the Long Island Panthers, was one of the first dominant AAU programs on the East Coast. If you played for the Panthers, you were legit.


Gary was there to scout me, and he brought along one of his players, his de facto right-hand man, a five-foot-ten junior point guard from Queens named Greg Nunn. They called him the General.


“This kid is a monster,” said Greg. “How are we gonna get him?”


“Don’t worry about it,” replied Gary. “I have a plan.”


“But he plays for Riverside. They don’t just let players get away that easily.”


“His grandmother wants him to play for a Black coach.”


Gary always knew little bits of inside information like that. Having your ear to the street is what makes an AAU coach successful. He knew every angle, every hustle. Riverside put bomb-squad rosters together every year. The team that I played for was no joke. Riverside’s head coach, Ernie Lorch, was old and white. Gary was young and Black. That was Gary’s play.


After the mobs of newfound fans began to scatter, I saw Gary and Greg standing on the court. Gary was precise and to the point. He wanted me to play for the Panthers next summer. He introduced me to Greg. We exchanged a quick dap and nods of respect. No hugs or flattery . . . just a very quick New York greeting. I gave Gary my grandmother’s number so he could make his pitch to her, and I kept in touch with them during the school year.


Meanwhile, Christ the King had unfinished business to attend to. By the time the playoffs rolled around, we were a sterling 22–3 and one of the top-five ranked teams in New York City. On March 14, 1995, we headed to St. John’s University for the Catholic High School Athletic Association’s semifinal. I had nineteen points in a closely fought game against Harlem’s Rice High School. We won 70–61.


Four days later at Fordham University, we faced Bronx powerhouse St. Raymond High School for Boys for the title. We were amped up. Maybe a little too much. We were overaggressive, fouling unnecessarily. We turned the ball over and couldn’t seem to do much of anything. By the end of the first quarter they were up 22–6.


Then we settled down and I took over. I made play after play, setting people up for corner threes or swooping to my left to finish at the basket with thunderous lefty dunks. I blocked shots into the stands. Every time I touched the ball, the spectators moved closer to the edge of their seats. The roar of the crowd gave me strength. In the end, I would make New York City basketball history by setting the CHSAA record for points in a championship game, breaking the mark held by Power Memorial’s Lew Alcindor (who would later change his name to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar). I was named tournament MVP and finished with a game-high thirty-six points along with ten rebounds, five blocks, and four assists.


I became a star. I was on the covers of newspapers. Girls began to flock in herds. The guys from Big Willies, a local club, even invited me to party there, despite the fact I was five years away from being legally able to drink. Grandma Mildred’s phone wouldn’t stop ringing. College coaches I had seen for years on TV came to my games and tournaments.


I thought about the cold nights at Lincoln Park. I thought about what it would be like to shake NBA commissioner David Stern’s hand on draft night. I was somewhere in between the memory and the dream, but I was on my way toward fulfilling the dream.
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Several months after my initial meeting with Gary Charles, the Panthers met at Foster Laurie, a Police Athletic League gym in Queens. When I walked in, somebody shouted, “Damn, Gary got it done! He got Lamar!”


Playing for the Panthers would be my first taste of the bitter sneaker war brewing between Nike and Adidas as they fought for players, teams, territory, and pretty much global domination. Both Christ the King and Riverside were sponsored by Nike, so naturally I just wore my Air Jordan 8s to my first Panthers practice.


“Nah, you ain’t playing in them,” Gary said as he handed me an Adidas shoebox.


After warming up, I felt pretty good about my decision to play for the Panthers. Going into the summer before my junior year, I was ranked as one of the top-five high school players in the city, along with three other future NBAers: Elton Brand, Tim Thomas, and Ron Artest. Gary felt that if he could find another top-ranked player at any position, the Panthers could have a shot at winning every tournament they entered, including the granddaddy of the summer, the Adidas Big Time Tournament in Las Vegas, which included sixty-four teams.


That player was Khalid El-Amin from Minnesota. Fast and strong, he proved why he was the number-one-ranked point guard in the country every time he stepped on the floor. I felt like we could win a national championship with me and Khalid alone.


I also started to develop a natural chemistry with Greg Nunn, a less heralded but Queens-hardened point guard who always seemed to find me in my sweet spots and picked up my game and natural tendencies really quickly. He didn’t shoot much, but we complemented each other’s games in a nice way.


Greg and I bonded off the court as well. When the Panthers went on road trips and stayed at hotels, we usually slept four to a room, but Gary always assigned Greg and me our own room. I didn’t mind because with four guys crammed into a tiny hotel room, sleep and privacy were hard to come by.


Early that summer, we were at a tournament in New Jersey, and when we got back to our room after a game, Greg asked, “What’s the deal with you? You’re always so nonchalant and laid-back. You can’t be this relaxed about everything. On the court you’re a killer, but off it, you don’t seem to care about anything.”


OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Table of Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		My Journey Continues



		Picking Up the Pieces



		Big3



		Born Again



		New Love



		Kids



		Losing Kobe



		Reborn









		Acknowledgments



		About the Author













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Chapter 1


















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287














OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
BeNRBELLA





OEBPS/images/ball.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
DARKNESS
10 LIGHT

A MEMOIR

LAMAR ODOM

AND CHRIS PALMER

BENBELLA
BBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBB
aaaaaaaaa





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MMMMM

DARKNESS
10 LIGHT





