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To the people from my neighborhood, Sobrante Park in East Oakland, and every ’hood like it in this country, who believed strongly enough and worked hard enough to excel despite the shackles and trauma of poverty you inherited. What you pulled off was indeed amazing.



INTRODUCTION

KEVIN DURANT’S SIGNIFICANCE had reached a ceiling.

While he had as much name recognition as any current player outside of LeBron James, his connectivity to the NBA fan base always had a limitation. Durant was a good guy, and good guys don’t always move the needle so strongly. His physical frame seemed to stretch to the heavens but the packaging of his personality came off as inconsequential. Even though he was from Chocolate City, having spent most of his time in the spotlight in midtier markets—specifically Austin, Texas, and Oklahoma City—Durant was lacquered in small-town sauce.

He was birthed by a metropolis, a product of the D.C. area, and was no doubt a phenom of a player. His game was a gift, with fluidity and drive that paired perfectly with his gangly frame. Durant entered the league at a time when the celebrity of NBA players was peaking. Allen Iverson’s career was winding down, Kobe Bryant was in his prime, and LeBron James was the obvious next star on deck. The three of them took the baton from Michael Jordan and carried NBA superstardom further into mainstream culture. Their lives, their personalities, their dramas became as much a part of the packaging as their dominance on the court. Durant had the game, but he didn’t have the illustriousness to draw fervent loyalty from the masses. He had the personality of a midrange jumper—respectable, effective, reliable even, but so unremarkable as to be negligible.

But overnight that changed, and he became the source of historic drama and a lightning rod after making one of the most controversial free-agent decisions in the history of the NBA. His next era would be defined by new polarizing heights of fame.

Durant had played eight seasons in Oklahoma City, nine seasons with the franchise all told, including his rookie year in Seattle before the Sonics were moved to Oklahoma. That was the same amount of time LeBron James had put in with Cleveland the first time around. Durant signed his rookie contract extension in 2010, for five years and $89 million, without even testing the free agency market. He’d given the Thunder more than enough. Six weeks after the Golden State Warriors knocked Oklahoma City out of the 2016 playoffs, Durant joined them. And overnight he went from humble superstar to a controversial figure who the league is still trying to figure out.

“I’m just not built like that,” former Boston Celtics star and future Hall of Famer Paul Pierce said on the ESPN television show The Jump. “I’m not a guy who goes into the neighborhood, gets beat up by the bully’s gang, and then now I want to join your gang. That’s just not me. I want to fight. Let’s go. I’m gonna stand up for myself.”

Watching Durant, it was always clear he was something special: a point guard on stilts, a center with the fluidity of a shooting guard, the essence of a 1970s scorer in the body of a 2000s stretch-five. Still, his aw-shucks veneer presented him as too simple to investigate. He was harmless, immensely likable, yet lacking the texture that inspired fervor. But when he decided to leave OKC and sign with Golden State, all that was stripped away and the world saw the real KD. Still a once-in-a-generation player, but hungry, passionate, and very human.

Long gone was the media adulation and admiration that wrapped its arms around Durant as he spoke lovingly about his mother being the “real MVP.” He lost his glow as the antithesis to the entitled, diva athlete. With one decision he was exponentially more significant. And Durant had to exist in his new skin. A skin that would need to thicken overnight.

Hall of Famer Charles Barkley on Durant: “Kevin is a terrific player, he’s a good kid. But [I’m] just disappointed with the fact that he weakened another team and he’s gonna kind of gravy train on a terrific Warriors team. Just disappointed from a competitive standpoint. Because just like it meant more to LeBron to win one in Cleveland, it would mean more to Kevin to win one in Oklahoma than it would be in Golden State.”

Stephen A. Smith, the popular ESPN analyst who hosts the First Take debate show athletes watch faithfully, called it the weakest move he’s ever seen from a superstar: “Kevin Durant is one of the top three players in the world. And he ran away from the challenge that he faces in order to jump on the bandwagon of a team that’s a little bit better.”

Durant was no longer the humble superstar.

He announced his free agency plan to join the Warriors via a letter he wrote on the Players’ Tribune. It featured a now-famous black-and-white image of Durant in a sleeveless white T-shirt surrounded by trees, the most serene of expressions on his face. The headline read: “My Next Chapter,” and he looked like one who was at peace with his move. But the ensuing days brought only agony as his decision set off a national controversy.

Durant’s first time addressing the media since his earlier decision to join the Warriors was at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, where he was taking part in the Team USA training camp in preparation for the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro. He was still processing the sports world’s reaction.

“The two days after I didn’t leave my bed because if I walk outside somebody might try to hit me with their car or say anything negative to me. I thought people would react to me a little differently. I never had this much attention,” Durant told reporters. “I just stayed in and tried to process it all. I wanted to be around family and positive support. It felt different, obviously. I had been somewhere for so long and made a change no one saw coming and didn’t think I would do. Of course I didn’t know how it would be received afterward. But at some point I said, ‘Life goes on, and I can’t hide forever.’ So I had to face it.”

Durant was now on the other side of the initial storm. His vibe was so smooth and unbothered that he’d even gotten a tattoo during the camp.

He had worn blue sleeves over his calves for two days at camp, an accessory also worn by Carmelo Anthony and a few others. But on Day 4 of camp, Durant’s legs were bare beneath a pair of gray shorts. A sheet of plastic clung to the left side of his left leg, on the expanse between his knee and his ankle. Beneath the Saran wrap was a glimpse into the depth that was before hidden. Durant could have worn pants to this practice. Even with the heat, Nike assuredly had some Dri-Fit sweats to keep him cool yet covered. Instead, Durant wanted to reveal his new tattoo, or at least wasn’t interested in hiding it. And with the peek at his new artwork, a portrait of slain rapper and actor 2Pac, Durant gave a glimpse behind the veneer of himself.

In hindsight, as Durant’s layers have been peeled back, the artwork depicting the late rapper makes sense. Sure, 2Pac’s music career took off in the Bay Area, and that was where Durant was headed. Even the image inked on Durant’s leg was a photo taken during the filming of 2Pac’s “Brenda’s Got a Baby” video by Gary Reyes of the Oakland Tribune, the former flagship newspaper where Durant would be playing his home games. But the connection was even deeper, much more spiritual than geographical. He didn’t have Steve Wiebe, the celebrity tattoo artist who does ink for numerous players, engrave the West Coast hip-hop legend on his leg to announce a regional allegiance.

“To be so young and say the things he said,” Durant explained. “Who is thinking like that at that age?”

It is reasonable Durant would be drawn to such a figure. Bingeing on Tupac Shakur’s catalog is like hearing the mind of an artist with undiagnosed dissociative identity disorder. He is one of the most celebrated rappers in the history of the art form. He sold more than 75 million albums worldwide—at a time when people bought CDs. In a music career that spanned five years in earnest, 2Pac released five albums, the last one coming shortly after his death. Another five albums were released posthumously, curated from unreleased tracks, remixes, and remastered classics. His work ethic was stuff of lore. He was known for cranking out song after song in studio sessions. He had so much to get off his chest, so many thoughts and feelings.

He was also a conscious artist during the height of the gangsta rap era, championing the causes of political prisoners such as Geronimo Pratt; Mumia Abu-Jamal; and his father, Mutulu Shakur; while espousing Black empowerment and encouraging the youth. Some of his most famous songs are uplifting women or shining a light on women’s issues. “Keep Ya Head Up” and “Dear Mama” and “Brenda’s Got a Baby” are hip-hop classics. But 2Pac also had songs filled with rage and revenge. He had the arrogance to taunt and ridicule rappers by name. The braggadocio dripped off his words like sweat from a brow as he aggrandized being shot five times in New York in 1994 and surviving. The same man also had the humility to discuss his own mortality and reflect on his regrettable behaviors and appeal for forgiveness from women, from fans, from God.

The secret ingredient to 2Pac was his passion. He is not mentioned among the greatest rappers of all time simply because of his lyrical skills or the millions of records he sold. He remains preeminent because of how much he poured himself into his music. He made you believe in him. He had a way of making the listener feel what he was saying no matter the topic. His artistic range allowed him to tug on heartstrings with touching songs, yet he was just as adept at tapping into machismo and promoting rowdy aggressiveness. He could provoke thought and contemplation as easily as he could intoxicating fun and violent rage. That’s because 2Pac was all heart. Whatever emotion or affection he shared was turned up all the way, be it contemplating the afterlife or boasting about his sexual exploits.

“Tupac was known for being woke, being politically incorrect, having a voice, and standing up for himself, standing up for what he believes is right,” Durant explained to the Mercury News. “He expressed that in his music. He expressed that in interviews. He expressed that through his movies, through his artistic work. It’s way bigger than him being an artist or making a hot-ass song or having a No. 1 record. It’s that at that age, for you to be thinking about the stuff you were thinking about, at 22, 23 years old, and he died at 25, like . . . young people don’t think like that. So for him to have that type of mindset at that age . . . today [he] would’ve been like Gandhi, you know what I’m saying? Or like Nelson Mandela–type intelligence for our culture, our people, our voice as being from the neighborhood. He meant so much to having me just think a different way.”

Durant and 2Pac are relatable in both the intensity of their feelings and the diversity of them. Durant’s decision to join the Warriors started the tearing down of his facade and the revealing of the complex and varied personality beneath. Like 2Pac, KD is one who experiences the gamut of emotions, whose assorted feelings and perspectives are like strong currents swaying him in multiple directions. Perhaps Durant wanted to exercise the same freedom as 2Pac to be controversial, mimic the moxie to take criticism and smile, mimic the audacity to do things his own way. His lyrics must have appealed to Durant as he wrestled with his own history. The language and stories of hip-hop have long been a bible for generations of inner-city youth. Many have used the music to process what was happening within them and around them.

It makes sense Durant would be moved by 2Pac’s storytelling in songs like “So Many Tears,” the clashing of spiritual overtones and carnal vigor in “Hail Mary,” the rebellion of “Ambitionz Az a Ridah,” and the affection and repentance of “Letter 2 My Unborn.”

Durant’s been through so much. It makes sense that, like 2Pac, he also comes across as having multiple personalities, a divulging unearthed by his departure from Oklahoma City. He spent years developing and managing his one-note persona. His absence of complication made him unlike other stars. He took pride in being different from typical household NBA names. He bandied Jesus’ name around in interviews, kept his mother close and up front, endeared himself to the community, avoided run-ins with the law. Durant was simple. Down home.

But his move to the Warriors yanked back the covering and revealed an entanglement of characters. He had been exposed by making the most stunning decision. Through it all, the revelation of Durant is still how “regular” he actually is. His normalness was once epitomized by the simplicity of his persona. Now it is his complexity that makes him ordinary.

Yes, he is a down-to-earth guy who appreciates the priceless elements of life: friendship, laughter, generosity, community. He also has a larger-than-life chip on his shoulder that demands elite status and recognition. Yes, he is thoughtful and compassionate, connects with people, and cares about people. He is also aggressive and vengeful, willingly confrontational and inclined to fire back at anyone who wants smoke. Yes, he has stratospheric confidence, which drives this pursuit of his to be the best basketball player in the world. He is also acutely sensitive to criticism and admonishment, which is typically a by-product of insecurity and self-esteem issues.

These diverse attributes underline a truth about Durant, one that draws a kinship to the author of Thug Life: Durant feels. Deeply. Enough to break down in tears in front of the cameras when Thunder assistant coach Monty Williams lost his wife in a car accident, and all he could say was how much he loved Williams. Enough to really be warmed by hearty moments and allow the stinging ones to linger longer than would be advised. Enough to invest heavily in communities across the land, much of it without fanfare.

Months after winning his first championship, Durant had a new version of his Nike KD 10 signature shoe released. It was called “Finals MVP”—a royal-blue sneaker with gold accents. The unique feature was inside the shoes.

The blue insoles had messaging on them, all in handwritten fonts. On the left insole it read “16-1” and “2017 CHAMPS” in yellow, the Warriors’ postseason record en route to the first title with KD. On the right insole, also in yellow, were Durant’s statistical averages from the five games in the NBA Finals with the words “FINALS MOST VALUABLE PLAYER” on the heel. In black writing on both insoles, underneath the yellow, was a list of the insults that had been hurled at Durant. “Lame.” “Quitter.” “Follower.” “Snake.” “Soft.” “Arrogant.” “Pathetic.” “Cursed.” “Undeserving.” “Traitor.” In total, thirty-one insults were listed.

This shoe was Durant stepping on his haters.

One fan commented on Durant’s YouTube page, which featured a video of the new sneaker. The commentator declared Durant shouldn’t be worried about what other people say. His status as an NBA star and champion should make him immune to such taunts. Durant, though, responded by defending his ordinariness. His reply in the comments was from one who didn’t want to surrender his regularity to his popularity.

“I play basketball. I got acne. I grew up with nothing. I’m still figuring myself out in my late 20s. I slide in DMs. I make fun of my friends. I drink beers and play Xbox. I’m closer to you than you think.”

•  •  •

Durant is now a champion. He grinded his way from the Seat Pleasant Activity Center, the gym in his hometown where he learned to play, to the upper echelon of NBA greats. He has transformed from a lanky kid with the strength of a fawn into arguably the greatest natural scorer the league has ever known and, inarguably, one of the most dominant players in the game today. He is on pace to become the eighth NBA player to reach 30,000 points, a mark he should hit in the next five years. He already has as many NBA Finals MVP awards as Kobe Bryant, Larry Bird, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and Durant is still in the prime of his career.

It has been quite the road to get here. He has survived poverty and a broken home. He wore six uniforms in six years at one point, before Oklahoma City became home. But Durant has made it. He has long been a prodigy destined for these levels. His package of height, shooting, and ball handling have long left scouts and analysts salivating. His combination of skills seemed to make NBA success only a formality. However, these things don’t happen automatically. Potential isn’t always realized. And it wasn’t enough to just be an All-Star: he wanted to be the greatest.

His relentless pursuit of that greatness forced him to realign and reckon with his personality. Yet Durant’s status hasn’t transformed him into a commercial presentation of superstardom.

When athletes get to this level, they are often public relations concoctions. They are molded, groomed, and polished by corporate interests and mogul motivations. Their true thoughts get choked out, their blemishes Photoshopped away. They become choreographed brands beholden to investors. Image is everything and must be procured and protected like priceless works of art. Perception is reality and therefore is relentlessly manipulated.

But Durant refuses to acquiesce. Perhaps he is unable. The grander his fame has grown, inevitably exposing him to more criticism and attacks, the more he has chosen to lean in to his true self. Superstars are taught to have thick skin, to brush off insults and quips like dandruff. Durant, though, spurns the idea that he doesn’t get to feel anymore, that normal human reactions don’t apply to him, that he must fold up the totality of him to fit in a marketable package. He clings to his unalienable right to bite back, to question the status quo, to have flaws—all privileges granted to noncelebrities.

Four days after officially re-signing with the Warriors—his third straight two-year contract with an opt-out after one year—Durant was browsing Instagram. He came across a post from an account dubbed @Bucketscenter. It was run by Kalyb Champion, an aspiring sports media member. It featured a photo of Durant, Kawhi Leonard, and Anthony Davis with the following analysis: “Three elite two-way players but don’t elevate a team quite like LeBron and Steph due to their playmaking/leadership deficiencies.”

Durant took exception: “Bruh go sweep ya dorm room, u don’t know hoops. Stop tagging me in this trash.”

The account responded by calling Durant “insecure.” Two posts later, the account posted screenshots of private messages with Durant. In the exchange, Durant called him a “Middle school/knock off Stephen A” in reference to the ESPN analyst and debate specialist Stephen A. Smith.

Champion rebutted: “You know it’s true. That’s why your insecure ass responded to me. Why don’t you actually prove you can LEAD a team to a championship? Not even in the same galaxy as LeBron.”

Durant apologized for the dorm room and fake Stephen A. retort. But he voiced his disagreement with the analysis and made sure to point out he had given the guy what he wanted.

“You took it real personal,” Durant responded. “Relax bud, it’s just basketball. You’ve been tagging me in posts for months. I respond and you finally speak your mind. Nice.”

This exchange embodied the clash of Durant’s status with his person. He makes $30 million a year from Nike, nearly as much annually from his NBA salary, and untold amounts in his investment portfolio. Yet he is willing to argue with teenagers on Instagram.

Yes, Champion was 17 at the time of their spat, which only made Durant’s engagement that much more unfavorable. But Durant feels the stings no matter who throws the dart. They come from everywhere, every day. He can’t appease these away, can’t redirect them by turning up the humility. Especially in the social media age, where anonymity has created an impersonal audacity, Durant can’t perform enough good acts to quench the bloodthirst of cyberbullies.

His adaptation has been to nix pretenses. He is resolved to just be himself, to rip away the facade and be the unadulterated version of Kevin Durant. The parts people love. The parts people can’t stand. The parts that inspire. The parts that irritate.

Perhaps the most interesting part about the diversity of Durant’s feelings and his governing of them is how it has crystallized the constant in his life. Ultimately, there is one refuge where he can escape being swallowed by his increased significance, one retort he can issue to all naysayers and trolls, one reward for all his supporters who rode with him to this rarified air. Dominance.

If 2Pac poured his heart and soul on wax, working out his multiplicity of emotions and passions through music, Durant does the same on the court. He pours his all into the game. Basketball is the sacred realm. Not the money or the fame, not even his behavior. Basketball.

Which is why his decision to join the Warriors has elevated Durant’s game to new heights. There is no denying that playing alongside three other All-Stars is an ideal way to maximize his performance. Durant enjoys space unparalleled in his career. His attack is as versatile as it has ever been because of the talent he gets to play with on the Warriors. He’s with a collection of veteran players who are as cerebral as they are physically gifted. He looks to be a better passer because his teammates know how to get open and finish. He looks to be a better defender because he’s part of a unit on a string and a lighter offensive burden reserves energy to invest on defense. All of his talents are taken advantage of in Golden State coach Steve Kerr’s system, which employs a philosophy of body movement and ball movement as a way of engaging all of the options on the court.

But the pressure on Durant wasn’t lessened by his decision to join the Warriors, even if the obstacles in his way were. For the first time in his life, failure was not an option. Being really good was not satisfactory. He had to be great. That required evolving as a player. It required being willing to adapt. That, Durant did.

He seized the moment. The rung of NBA superiority was right there for the reaching. And, man, did he leap to it. He made the jump from incredible scorer to incredible player. He matured from unstoppable to unbeatable. His minutes dropped to the lowest averages of his career with the Warriors, so his numbers aren’t as gaudy as they were with the Thunder. But in his first two seasons with Golden State, Durant set career highs in field goal percentage, rebound rate, blocked shots, postseason 3-point percentage, and postseason offensive rating. He became known for his defensive abilities, even garnering Defensive Player of the Year talk for the first time in his career.

But the most notable improvements came in the postseason, when Durant shifted to another gear. He never looked more like the best player on the planet than during the championship runs in 2017 and 2018. It had the aura of a destiny being fulfilled, a basketball prodigy earning his knighthood. The Warriors are arguably one of the best teams the NBA has ever seen. And in the postseason, in the Finals especially, under the most pressure and against the best opponents, Durant has risen above all others. During the regular season and even at the core of their union, the perception is that Durant has been lifted to these heights by the Warriors. He joined a team that won a record 73 games and was two shots from winning back-to-back championships.

But in the biggest moments it has undeniably looked as if Durant was the one lifting the Warriors. He proved that when he is on his game, when his focus is maximized and his talents are fully exploited, he deserves mention among the all-time greats.

Now he has the hardware to prove it. The player who once was defined by scoring titles and his 2014 regular season MVP award now has the résumé that validates his greatness: two Finals MVPs and two championship rings. It took him a long time to get there, seated among the legends of the game. But the skinny Maryland kid—Durant, not 2Pac, who lived in Baltimore for two years of high school—with a textured life and a warm heart finally made it to the place destiny had carved for him. It took him surviving and growing. It took admirable discipline and a work ethic that matched his talent. It took everything he was and everything he had to be: The Rose That Grew from Concrete.
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LEN BIAS BELONGED TO PRINCE George’s County through and through. He hailed from Landover, Maryland, and learned how to play basketball there at the Columbia Park Recreation Center. It was his city before the Washington Redskins moved to town in what is now FedExField.

Bias also starred at Northwestern High School in Hyattsville, then played college ball a mile away in College Park at the University of Maryland. When he wanted to get away from the pressures of the Atlantic Coast Conference, he’d walk the mile or so to Northwestern to work out at his old stomping grounds or see his childhood coach, Robert Wagner. The kids knew him for encouraging them to stay in school. Blacktop hoopers knew him for getting up shots on the outside courts at Columbia Park. Everybody knew him as Frosty.

So, when Bias was drafted in 1986 by the Boston Celtics, all of PG County won—especially the rougher parts where victories don’t come so often. He turned an area known for being a hoops hotbed into a basketball blaze. The Washington, D.C., area has produced some basketball legends, such as Dave Bing, Elgin Baylor, and Adrian Dantley. PG County, specifically, took pride in producing greats on its own even though it blends with the basketball scene of the neighboring metropolis. DeMatha High, with one of the most renowned high school basketball programs in the country, is in Hyattsville about two miles south of Northwestern High. Some real talent has come through those parts, but none had been as touted as Bias. He was slated to be the NBA’s next star. The NBA belonged to the likes of Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, and Isiah Thomas. Michael Jordan had just finished his second season. Even though he missed 64 games with a broken foot, he was clearly a budding superstar after scoring 49 points and 63 points in back-to-back playoff games against Boston. Bias was expected to join Jordan as a flag bearer of the new era of the NBA, and Bias was PG County’s own in every sense.

For parts of the county that had been written off, that knew struggle, Bias was a point of pride. He was an inspiration for kids who walked the same streets he walked. He was evidence for the generation before him that the future had hope. Not since boxing legend Sugar Ray Leonard, who grew up in Palmer Park, had PG County produced a star who shined as brightly as Bias was going to shine. So when he died—on June 19, 1986, from a cocaine overdose, two days after being selected No. 2 overall in the NBA Draft—it was a gut punch for the whole region. He was supposed to carry the banner for PG County across the nation. He was going to be an All-Star, an MVP, a champion, and his people would be as well, right along with him. That was taken away in a dorm room in Washington Hall at the University of Maryland.

“I can’t see why we would lose someone like this, someone so important to us,” Wharton Lee Madkins, then-director of the Columbia Park Recreation Center and one of Bias’s earliest coaches, told the Washington Post.

Bias’s friend, Brian Tribble, who was with Bias when he died, was accused of supplying the cocaine and charged with drug possession and distribution. That set off a trial and an ensuing circus. Bias remained in the media cycle. Politicians got involved, ramping up the rhetoric and the stakes. For a year the residents of PG County grieved in the background of a national court drama. The fallen hero they had been certain would become legendary wound up a cautionary tale in a public discourse about drugs and crime.

In June of 1987, Tribble was acquitted of all charges. But it wasn’t the end of Bias’s time in the public eye. In November 1988, Congress passed into law the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988. It was an extension of the act first passed in October 1986 as part of the War on Drugs, which created mandatory minimums for drug offenses. When Bias died, the initial rumors spread like wildfire that he died smoking crack cocaine. At the center of the War on Drugs was the crack epidemic taking over inner-city neighborhoods, like the ones in PG County. Crack was being blamed for rampant crime and violence. It wasn’t long after Bias died that it was learned his overdose was on powder cocaine, the more expensive form of the drug used primarily by people with means. But the initial rumors had already fanned the roaring flames about crack and the need to get it under control. With the 1988 presidential election in full swing, crack was back on center stage. One of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act amendments made crack, already the most harshly penalized of drugs, the only substance with a mandatory minimum penalty for a first offense of simple possession. It was dubbed the Len Bias Law. Two years after his death ripped the hearts out of the people of PG County, Bias was still the focal point of a political war. Worse than that, he was being used as a poster child for what was wrong with their community.

But amid the grieving, a birth would represent PG County’s resilience. Before Bias’s star had completely faded from view, another star was being forged.

Like Bias, he would be their very own. Their culture would shape him. Their environment would mold him. Their struggles would engrain in him their brand of toughness. Their people would uplift him. They would be able to touch him, to know him.

Like Bias, he would reach incredible heights in basketball and leave jaws dropped because of his unique collection of skills. Eventually, PG County would get its basketball icon, its very own superstar who would raise the bar of what’s possible. He would be mesmerizing. But he would do what Bias wasn’t able to do—grow into a figure renowned enough to remove the lid from the dreams of children.

Like Bias, he would be imperfect. But that wouldn’t diminish his value to home; instead it would validate his tangibility. Like parts of PG County itself, he would be rough around the edges, gruff in appearance, yet unquestionably good and worthy at the core. His foibles would make him more real, more human, which matters to those who have been routinely dehumanized.

It’s rare to get two global superstars harvested from the same locale. If Bias was groomed and destined to be that superstar, perhaps it was too much to expect another. Shooting stars don’t appear so close together. But PG County would indeed get the ultimate reprieve.

On September 29, 1988, Kevin Wayne Durant was born.

•  •  •

Decades before he was a load to deal with on basketball court, he was a load to his mother: 8 pounds, 3 ounces, 22.5 inches. Her first son, Anthony Durant, had been born two and a half years earlier, and six months before Bias died. Kevin was her second child.

“I remember it. Exactly. And I had natural birth with him,” Wanda Durant said in the documentary Still KD. She closed her eyes and shook her head. Just thinking of that birth caused a chill. “Woooo.”

The boys were given the surname of their great-grandfather, Troy Durant, from whom Wanda gets her maiden name and from whom her oldest son, Anthony, gets his middle name. Kevin’s middle name is that of his biological father, Wayne Pratt.

Wanda, twenty-one, and Wayne, twenty-two, had two young boys and were starting a family together in the shadows of the White House as the Ronald Reagan administration was ending.

Prince George’s County, the suburbs of D.C., was in the middle of interesting times when Durant was born. It was really two worlds colliding. The county is the second largest in Maryland. In the 1970s, Blacks migrated to PG County, many of them with government jobs in D.C. Blockbusting—real estate agents selling to one race and using the fear of that race taking over the neighborhood to get others to sell—opened up whole neighborhoods. The Blacks who were moving into PG County were affluent and educated. Between 1970 and 1990, the median household income in the county grew to more than $30,000. In 2014, Atlanta Black Star listed five neighborhoods from Prince George’s County among the richest Black communities in America.

But in the ’80s, as with many other inner-city neighborhoods, the crack epidemic robbed the county of its innocence and affluence in several areas. Crime rates shot up and once-scenic neighborhoods were rampant with poverty, a primary contributor to crime and violence. Seat Pleasant was one of the cities especially ravaged. Affluent parts still existed, but PG County suddenly had other-side-of-the-tracks neighborhoods.

“The train tracks in this case was the Beltway,” said NFL front office analyst Jimmy Halsell, who grew up in Clinton, in PG County, just south of Andrews Air Force Base, and worked as a salary cap guru for the Redskins. “Outside of the Beltway, subdivision neighborhoods in Fort Washington, Upper Marlboro, Bowie, and Mitchellville represented the fact that PG was the most affluent, predominantly Black county in the nation at the time. While inside the Beltway, in neighborhoods like Seat Pleasant, Fairmount Heights, and District Heights, Blacks endured many of the same criminal and economic challenges as their neighbors in the District. Drive any five-mile stretch of PG and you could see the full range of the Black socioeconomic spectrum. From Huxtable-like economic and professional success to disenfranchisement and violence. It was all there for one to experience in PG.”

Data from the police department shows a 62.8 percent increase in crime between 1984 and 2004. In 1985, 43 homicides were committed in PG County. By 1989, there were 120. By 1991, the count was up to 134. Some parts were still beacons of the middle class: the family, the kids, the stable jobs and owned homes. Other parts were impoverished and rife with drug addiction and broken families. Unlike some of the roughest ’hoods in America, PG County wasn’t a compilation of dilapidated high-rises. These were houses and duplexes of hardworking people who had forged a good life but their homes had deteriorated into distress.

Crack hit the entire Metropolitan D.C. area hard. The nation’s capital’s homicide total rose to 369 in 1988, 60 percent of which were estimated to be drug related. It jumped to 434 in 1989 and 483 in 1990. Even the mayor was arrested for drug possession. Marion Barry was a civil rights activist who transitioned to big-time politics. He gave the nomination speech for Jesse Jackson in 1984. But in 1988 he was caught buying crack from a former D.C. employee, Charles Lewis, at a Ramada Inn. A 1989 sting by the FBI and Metropolitan Police Department, with cooperation from Lewis, caught the mayor on video smoking crack at the Vista Hotel. Barry had served three terms running D.C. He ended up serving six months in a federal prison for his crack habit.

It was around this time that it was essentially determined on which side of the tracks Durant would exist. He would end up part of the struggle side. When Durant was about a year old, his father walked out. Wayne Pratt left Wanda a single mother with two baby boys. Wayne didn’t go far. He was in the vicinity, working in D.C., hanging out in PG County, still in his same circles. He just didn’t want to be the head of this particular household, leaving Wanda to assume that role.

“I felt like I was immature, selfish, I was young,” Pratt told the Washington Post in a 2012 interview. “I didn’t know what I was getting myself into.”

So Wanda did what so many Black women have done: she made it happen. She also did what many other Black women have done: leaned on their own mothers.

Barbara Davis—one of sixteen children by Troy and Esther Durant, who migrated to the D.C. area from Sumter, South Carolina—was the life raft Wanda needed. Her home became the epicenter of Durant’s life, tucked at the dead end of Quire Avenue, a nondescript four-block stretch in Capitol Heights. Positioned on a hill, only the top half of the house was visible from the entrance on Quire Ave. The front porch, covered in a carpet resembling a putting green, didn’t have any steps, as it was level with the street. There was always a place to sit on the porch—a rocking chair, a worn couch—and the largest tree on the block, driven right through the center of the front yard like a stake, made for perpetual shade. The years and the weathering chipped away at the luster this single-family home once had. The banana-yellow vinyl siding didn’t glow as much anymore against the brown trim of the windows. The white screen doors, gutters, and decorative rods holding up the roof of the porch were tinted with the grime of life. But this little house had character in its grooves. It had a soul, concocted by family arguments and Sunday dinners, by celebration, by death. It was the home base for the family. Where uncles and aunts and cousins and family friends could crash while they got on their feet. Where cousins played with each other. Where hard conversations were had and tears were shed. Where kids were schooled in banter by smooth talk and catchphrases dished from adults. Where emotional wounds and gaping issues were sutured with fervent prayers. Durant used to run down the hill on the side of the house, where the descending grass revealed the mint brick that made up the bottom half of the house.

This residence shaped Durant as much as any. It was a hub of his maternal family. Its comforts warmed his soul. Its shabbiness prompted his dreams. His grandmother’s sister, Pearl, lived there, too. But before it was all that, it was refuge for his childhood while his mother got her bearings.

Wanda eventually landed a job at a post office about a ten-minute drive south near the Suitland Federal Center. She started by loading mailbags onto trucks, making her best effort to get her and the boys a place of their own. When she was at work, Barbara filled in, picking the boys up from school and making their peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Durant also spent a lot of time with Aunt Pearl. They watched cartoons and movies together. She made his lunch sometimes and helped him with his homework.

Durant’s formative years were shaped by these three women: his mother, his grandmother, his grandaunt. Three unique kinds of love. The unconditional love of a mother, the spoiling of a grandmother, the companionship of an aunt. It’s why he had “Wanda” tattooed on his left pec, near his heart, and “Barbara” on his right. Aunt Pearl gets a pair of his signature shoes dedicated to her every year, often with a floral pattern as an ode to the robe she wore around the house.

Eventually, Wanda secured them their own apartment. The first one they moved into had no beds or furniture. Yet they were a joyous family of three. Durant would later call this one of his favorite memories, them hugging on the floor. In their minds, they’d made it. But not quite yet. They hopped around quite a bit in PG County. Often the money didn’t stretch enough for all three to eat, and Wanda would go to bed hungry.

Durant and his brother were boys, so they needed to play. They needed to be around men. Wanda needed something for them to do after school, so she enrolled them in the Boys & Girls Club in Capitol Heights. At age seven, Durant was the tallest kid there. He played football first, then switched to basketball when the season ended.

During basketball season, a grandmother of Durant’s teammate suggested he play for a man named Taras Brown. Everyone called him Stink. He was the coach of the PG Jaguars, an AAU team that practiced at the Seat Pleasant Activity Center. Wanda recognized the place. It wasn’t far from where her mother lived. Once she was taking the boys for haircuts and came across the Center again, so she signed them up.

Durant was eight when he first visited the Center. He described his first day walking through the doors as like entering an amusement park. Kids everywhere, running around, sounds of fun bouncing off the walls. The pattering of feet. The squeaky yells. Kids were free to be kids there. That’s when he met Charles Craig.

Known as “Big Chucky” or “Chucky,” he worked with Stink on the basketball team. Craig became Durant’s first coach and mentor. But he was also a real lifeline. He’d give Kevin and Tony money for snacks. He would pile them into his van and take them to the movies with other kids. He’d even take them to his mom’s house for some home cooking. Craig always made sure the youth got home safely. Like most youngsters, young Durant didn’t fully comprehend the aid he was getting from people like Craig.

Hindsight and maturity bring appreciation for the hard times. But a preadolescent tends to only feel the absence of comfort in his life. The peace that comes with a stable and consistent home, with a mother and a father working in unison—Durant noticed early on he didn’t have that.

•  •  •

“We moved so many different places growing up,” Durant said in his famous MVP speech. “It felt like a box. It felt like it was no getting out.”

Even his grandmother’s house represented the lack of stability in his life. Whenever he lived there, it was because life wasn’t working according to plan. When he wasn’t living there, it was a rest stop on his journey, wherever he was going, an always-available fortress. For all the love and life that happened in that house, it was also a reminder how he longed for a permanent tent and the traditional family structure to go with it. And even in that house, heartache would come.

When Durant was eleven, his aunt Pearl died. As detailed in an ESPN feature, the whole family was on Quire Avenue hanging out. Suddenly she started coughing up blood. It must have been terrifying for Kevin, but for the rest of the family it wasn’t so shocking, as she was home on hospice care. Breast cancer had ravaged her, but she didn’t want to spend her last days in a hospital. She wanted to be home.

“She didn’t want to pass away anywhere else,” Durant’s older brother told the Oklahoman. “She wanted to be there because that’s where all the memories that we had were. That’s where everything started. That’s the foundation of me and Kevin. We learned a lot of values in that house so it’s very important.”

When Aunt Pearl died, her body was cleaned and remained peacefully until the coroner arrived. Durant climbed in the bed next to her. He lay with her. He knew she was gone but he didn’t really understand. It was as surreal as it was sad. He knew death came knocking. It had showed up at the doors of several in his neighborhood. He had heard tales of lives suddenly ripped away. But what was he supposed to do now that death touched his family, hovering over the house that had been a safe space? Imagine what crossed the mind of the eleven-year-old as he cuddled with the lifeless body of his grandaunt. This preteen now had two significant voids to walk around with: Wayne and Aunt Pearl.

That void explains why Durant spent so much time at the Center. After school, he would stop at his grandmother’s house and then make the hike to Seat Pleasant. He’d walk across Faye Street and up Sultan Avenue, taking a shortcut through the parking lot of the Capitol Heights Metro Station. He’d cross East Capitol Street to get to Southern Avenue and walk the street parallel to the border of D.C. and Maryland. He’d pass the Watts Branch baseball field, now the home of the $14 million Marvin Gaye Recreation Center, and venture into D.C. territory by veering left up Sixty-Third Street. He was back in Maryland with a right on MLK, putting him two blocks from the beginning of Addison Road, on the corner of which is the Center, sunken just below street level.

On weekends and in the summer, Durant was there more than the employees. The gym opened at 10:00 a.m. and closed at 5:00 p.m. for a break. Then at 7:00 the evening hours would begin. This was the premium time for Durant, who enjoyed the night basketball leagues and advanced-level pickup games. But he didn’t want to make the trip back to his grandmother’s house during the two-hour closing window. So he found a spot behind a curtain and sprawled on what amounted to a yoga mat. He’d sleep those two hours away. If he couldn’t sleep, he’d just lie there and think. Just about every day he spent at the Seat Pleasant Activity Center. Playing. Practicing. Escaping.

He didn’t know it yet, but he was building the foundation of a Hall of Fame career. With a couple boys to run with, Charlie Bell and Devonte Young, he would become a bona fide basketball junkie. He ran up and down the court as if his problems were chasing him. He took shot after shot, falling in love with the accomplishment of watching the ball go in, addicted to the swish of the net. Each shot made was a thrill, each bucket a victory. He stacked them up like cinder blocks, fortifying himself from the world.

At a Nike event in 2013, his mom told a story about him playing with a set of Hot Wheels. Every day he was playing with those cars, but not how they were meant to be enjoyed. He wasn’t on the floor vroom-vrooming with them like most boys. She couldn’t tell what he was doing, so she asked. His answer: coming up with basketball plays.

Basketball gave him friends, purpose. It also became the common ground for him and his father when his dad returned to his life.

Durant remembers a story from his childhood, the kind of tale that paints a picture of the psychological impact an absentee father leaves. According to an interview in GQ in 2015, he was in the car headed home one day. Wanda was driving. Durant casually surveyed his surroundings as they eased into a light. He looked at the car next to theirs. In it he saw his father with some friends. His dad saw him and didn’t say anything. He told his mom to look and pointed out the man whose face resembled his own. But Wanda had no interest in talking about it. First he had been abandoned by his father before he could understand he had one. Now he was fully aware who his father was, and that same person wouldn’t even acknowledge him.

Pratt said his sons always wanted him around. Their eagerness for him to be in their lives compelled him to return. But the reconciliation wasn’t smooth. Sometime after that moment at the intersection, Wayne started coming to Kevin’s AAU games and middle school games, establishing a consistent presence. The easy conclusion was that Pratt returned because he knew Durant was a basketball prodigy. He must have heard about how his son was starting to look like a future star on the court, and Durant was already taller than all the other middle school kids. In fact, he was so tall, his coaches had to carry his birth certificate because opposing parents always thought he was older. Yet the NBA hype didn’t really stick to Durant until high school. So the timing of Wayne’s return preceded the prodigy years.

“I didn’t think I would be in the NBA,” Durant said of his childhood thoughts in his documentary. “I didn’t know for sure. I didn’t plan on anything else since I was, like, nine. I was humble enough to know it may not happen, but I was arrogant enough to be, like, ‘I have no choice but to make it.’ ”

Either way, Wayne Pratt had a long road back into the lives of his sons after leaving them back in 1989. On top of that, Pratt had two other children, Rayvonne and Breana, while he was away. He was now a father of four children, working as a security officer at MedStar Health.

The pertinent question: Why would Durant allow him back? It would have been normal if his hurt feelings and young resolve had erected a steel wall around his heart. Many boys in his situation have sworn off their biological dads. The anger and the emptiness from being abandoned leaves a wound that doesn’t always heal. But Durant’s response tells a lot about him. He valued wholeness over hate. His desire for love, to appease the yearning he couldn’t shake, overwhelmed whatever anger he had from his dad leaving in the first place. Durant had the chance to reunite with his father, and he took it.

“Kevin, he is a loving, generous, kind person,” Wanda said in Durant’s documentary. “He’s the kind of person that believes that everyone is inherently good. Just how Kevin is.”

Durant wasn’t even in high school yet and he had already dealt with his fair share of trauma. The chance to have a father in his life had to be enticing. He got a dose of it initially. His dad started picking him up from school. Wayne and his boys would chill together and play video games. He would take them to eat before taking them home, winning them over with quality time and tasty grub. Durant didn’t have many friends. But for about a year and a half he relished having a cool dad.

•  •  •

But then all that stopped. Wayne disappeared again.

“I was really hurt,” Durant told GQ. “That was the first time I’d ever been hurt by anything. I’m always used to, like, keeping it inside, and it’d go away in a day. But I was like, ‘Damn, man, so we can’t play video games together no more? We can’t laugh at jokes? We can’t wrestle?’ We would wrestle every day in the living room and shit. It was the coolest thing. And then, like, when he left, it was just like, ‘Damn, we can’t do all that stuff no more?’ It’s boring now. Because I’m by myself.”
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