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			For the young’uns who aren’t supposed to make it

			And, of course, for Whitney

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Allen Iverson was thirsty the night before the test that would determine how often he saw his five children, but more than that he was restless.

			His six-bedroom mansion in northwest Atlanta was a prison now: an empty, 7,800-square-foot jailhouse with one inmate, and Iverson could not stand the silence. It was late December 2012, and months earlier his estranged wife had moved out, renting an apartment in nearby Suwanee and taking the kids with her. She kept saying she wanted a divorce, but this was not the first time she had said that. Wasn’t even the first time she had filed. Iverson told himself she would be back, because no matter how drunk or belligerent or violent he got, no matter the hour or condition he staggered home, Tawanna had always come back, filling these walls with life and sound—just the way Iverson liked it.

			Now, though, it was silent. Uncomfortably so. Iverson had not played in the National Basketball Association in nearly three years, and his last game of any kind had been an exhibition in China two months earlier—a quick paycheck to keep the lights on and the creditors quiet. The house carried a second mortgage now, and in less than two months it would be foreclosed and later sold at auction. But for now, it was home, even if it no longer felt much like it. The previous day had been Christmas, songs and voices filling the air, but now on this Wednesday evening, it was quiet again, and Iverson was stirring. Maybe he would go out for a while. He liked the bar at P.F. Chang’s because it was familiar and close, five miles from his house, and there was valet parking and cold Corona.

			One drink wouldn’t hurt, would it? Just to take the edge off. Maybe two.

			•   •   •

THE NEXT AFTERNOON, he walked toward the doctor’s office near Hartsfield airport, assuming he had sobered up enough to beat the test. Iverson had more than a drink or two the night before, but it was four in the afternoon now, plenty of time for the alcohol to pass through his system. The problem was, Iverson had always underestimated his own metabolism, even before he was thirty-seven years old. His face was puffier now, his midsection and arms softer than they had been when he was named most valuable player of the NBA in 2001, when he led the Philadelphia 76ers to the NBA Finals and Iverson’s determined play announced to the world that an athlete and man cannot be judged on appearance alone.

			Back then, he could stay out until the wee hours, a friend helping him into his Atlantic City hotel room after a marathon night of gambling or Tawanna leading him up the stairs and into the bed, and still function well enough to make it to the arena in time to drop forty points, breaking some fool’s ankles with his crossover dribble and then slashing toward the basket as he bounced off bodies almost twice his size. But he was pushing forty, and the years had been unkind. He drank more now, and the hangovers were less eager to loosen their grip. The booze made him edgy, more impatient and profane, and sometimes he would piss on the floor in front of the kids or, if Tawanna looked at him sideways, drag his high school sweetheart up the stairs by her hair or dig the toe of his Timberland into the top of her bare foot, grinding like he was putting out a cigarette. Sometimes he reminded her of his connections and how inexpensive it would be to have her killed; Iverson estimated her life was worth maybe $5,000.

			She believed he was an alcoholic, and no manner of plea or threat would keep him home and sober. Tawanna spoke to his mother, Ann Iverson, begging her to talk sense into her son. She hounded Gary Moore, Iverson’s childhood mentor and now his personal manager, asking him to say something because he might not listen to most people, Gary, but you know he’ll listen to you. She cried and asked gently and, when that did not work, she showed her teeth and asked angrily, slinging a champagne bottle against the wall and threatening to take the kids and the rest of his money if he did not stop drinking and throwing their future away. He told her he could stop any time he wanted, but he would not be told to do anything; that was never the way to get Iverson to do anything. And so she did as she said, filing for divorce in 2010 before baiting Iverson into signing a lopsided postnuptial agreement before she moved back in one last time. She filed again in 2012 and hired a high-profile divorce attorney, telling him that she did not trust Iverson around their children. Not when they had been newborns, when he had blown off major events because he was too drunk—including the birth of his first son—and certainly not now that things had worsened. One of the court’s first rulings was to order a substance abuse evaluation and gauge how severe the problem really was. The assessment by the substance abuse doctor, Michael Fishman, would go a long way in determining custody and visitation for the children.

			The test was simple, and all Iverson had to do was not have alcohol in his system for one day. He had scheduled the appointment carefully, factoring in his hatred of mornings, and asked for a window late in the afternoon. Four o’clock it was, and now he entered the office and greeted the workers, two of whom could still smell alcohol on his breath from the night before. A while later, Fishman swabbed the inside of Iverson’s mouth, and his saliva showed that even now, so many hours after that final drink, his blood-alcohol content was between .06 and .08, the latter number indicating that, according to Georgia law, Iverson was still too drunk to even drive himself here. Then Iverson filled a cup with urine, and at 6 p.m., he still had enough booze in his system that the test showed his BAC was .05, suggesting to Fishman that on a most important day, with alcohol as the matter in question, Iverson had either gotten himself so shit-faced the night before that he was still drunk as afternoon turned to evening, or he had kept on drinking that afternoon.

			Iverson’s test results made Fishman’s assessment easy, and when Iverson finally met with the case’s guardian ad litem, a court-appointed investigator and mediator, at the Fulton County Superior Courthouse—he had blown off their first appointment and called at the last minute to reschedule the second—she noted that Iverson “smelled remarkably of alcohol.” A different doctor had also smelled alcohol on Iverson’s breath during yet another evaluation.

			In February 2013, about six weeks after his substance abuse test, Dawn Smith, the guardian ad litem, took the witness stand. She had interviewed Iverson several times by now, and during her testimony she pointed out that a man whose penchant for dramatic plays at dramatic moments had made him one of America’s most famous athletes was now wilting in his personal life—a time when, more than ever, he needed to be clutch. “People, in my experience, when you’ve got a guardian doing an investigation,” Smith told the court, “they try to, you know, act their best, do their best job at parenting. So in the midst of this, he still wasn’t able to step up despite the scrutiny.”

			•   •   •

DURING THE MONTHS that followed, friends and teammates from Iverson’s life as a basketball icon tried to separate fact from fiction. How could he fall so far, so fast?

			They read the reports in the newspapers and on gossip websites. Could Iverson really be broke, only a few years removed from a career that earned him more than $150 million in playing salary alone? Was it true that he and Tawanna, Iverson’s high school sweetheart and that gentle soul they had come to know as the woman who had tamed the NBA’s bad boy, really split up? Had his spending and gambling and drinking—especially the drinking—really gotten this far out of hand, that it seemed to now be on the verge of ruining Iverson’s life? “Nobody can save Allen at this point except Allen,” said Henry “Que” Gaskins, who in 1996 had been assigned by Reebok to help shepherd Iverson into adulthood and superstardom. “He’s got to first admit that he needs to be saved. I don’t even know that he feels like that’s the case.”

			After the divorce was final, with the judge convinced enough of Iverson’s instability that she granted Tawanna everything she had asked for, Iverson continued his desperate attempt to return to the NBA. He waited for the phone to ring day after day, assuming a franchise would come to its senses and bring back a former star who believed he still had something to offer. Iverson, for so long seen as an athlete who refused to accept his own limitations, was now nothing more than a sad and broken man unwilling to accept the truth—a truth many of those closest to Iverson had known and tried to ignore for years: Basketball had been the only thing holding Iverson’s life together, and now basketball was gone. “God gave him this great gift,” said Pat Croce, the former Sixers team president and the man who oversaw Iverson’s selection as the NBA’s top overall draft pick in 1996. “But you knew one day, He was going to take it away.”

			The days became weeks and then months, and the silence ate away at Iverson. The phone did not ring. Tawanna did not return. Friends did not come around. The divorce judge had decreed that Iverson avoid alcohol for a year, an attempt at returning a once-dazzling life to the rails. A life addicted to noise and stimulation had gone quiet, and so three or four nights a week he drove to Cumberland Mall in northwest Atlanta, parking on the shopping center’s north side.

			He walked past the fountain, through the revolving door at P.F. Chang’s, and past the host’s station. Along either side of the aisle were tables with families and laughing friends, and straight ahead was the crescent-shaped bar, where a pair of televisions were usually tuned to sports highlights. Comfort waited only a few strides away.

			Sometimes diners recognized him, and Iverson occasionally smiled as a stranger snapped a photograph. Other times he wore a floppy hat and sunglasses, taking his normal seat and ordering the night’s first Corona, his eyes finding highlights that no longer included him, tipping the clear glass bottle upward and trying like hell to hide from an unsympathetic world.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			

STREET’S DISCIPLE

			There he went, house to house, hoping he would find the little shit. It was Sunday evening, the sun setting in coastal Virginia, and Mike Bailey’s patience was eroding by the second. He should have known better. No doubt about it now.

			Nope, Coach, he’s not here. 

			Sorry, Coach, you just missed him. 

			Bailey was the basketball coach at Bethel High School in Hampton, Virginia, a city on a peninsula that juts into the Atlantic Ocean, and after two decades he was familiar with the maze of teenage psychology. Now he was seething, played like a fool by a kid. These were the kinds of things that made him distrust Iverson, Bailey thought to himself, practicing what he would say when he finally found him. This was why the kid’s word wasn’t worth a damn.

			Three days earlier, Iverson had asked to go home. Just one weekend, Coach. He wanted to see his mother and his friends. Bailey had gotten to know Iverson’s delicate family situation, and he knew the kid had a chance to do something amazing. Two years earlier, the coach first watched the eighth-grade point guard on the junior varsity team. He was so fast, driving to the basket with such ease. The kid was a blur, and the other boys could not move fast enough to get in front of him or put a hand in his face, and damn, there he went again. Iverson would have a chance at a college scholarship, Bailey just knew it, a rare opportunity to lift himself and his family out of here. But there was so much work to be done, a total construction job, and the first time he had met Iverson they argued about school absences. Ten of them, the policy went, led to sports ineligibility. Bailey told Iverson he had missed seventy-six days of classes. Nah, Coach, the kid corrected proudly, it was only sixty-nine.

			After Iverson’s freshman year, Bailey had fallen for Iverson and his future enough that he and Janet, Bailey’s wife, had gone all-in: paying for Iverson to attend summer school, allowing him to live with them, and walking the high-wire act of Iverson enrolled in a session in which one absence meant failure and sports ineligibility—a high-powered train coming off the tracks. Now, with Bailey kicking himself for allowing himself to become so enchanted, the kid was nowhere to be found.

			He searched, one house and then the next, his eyes scanning the sidewalks and playgrounds and alleyways.

			Yeah, Coach, we just saw him.

			Bailey turned his car toward home, and the next morning he walked into the school and saw Iverson sitting in class. Later that day, he noticed Iverson walking alone.

			“Come here,” the coach demanded.

			Iverson walked over, and Bailey pulled him into a dimly lit room, grabbing the kid by the throat.

			“If you mess this thing up,” Bailey said, “I’ll kill you.”

			•   •   •

SHE MOVED INTO Hampton’s Aberdeen district when she was still pregnant, fifteen years old, and a live wire. Look at her go, running through the neighborhood, which decades earlier had been part of resettlement legislation for some of the Virginia Peninsula’s black residents, and now it was a kind of community within a community. The neighbors appreciated the quiet, but here she came, bursting from her grandmother’s doorway yet again.

			Her voice carried down the streets and through the windows, that round belly pulling up her basketball jersey. Ann Iverson kept running in the months after she celebrated her fifteenth birthday by going all the way with Allen Broughton, the boy she had met three years earlier in Hartford, Connecticut, the boy who seemed to never keep his distance from trouble, the boy Ann just could not resist. They had talked about it: first love, first kiss, first fuck—it all went together, didn’t it, and so when she felt she was old enough, he would tap on her grandmother’s back window at midnight of her birthday, and then they would go down to the basement.

			Broughton had played basketball and earned the respect of men much older than him. Ann loved him, would fight for him, would do anything—and then he was just gone, not coming around anymore, even after the basketball trainer told Ann that her physical revealed she was two months pregnant. That would not stop her, though, from slamming doors and playing ball and bothering the neighbors. Then Ann’s mama died, and her grandmother, Ethel Mitchell, moved the family to the Virginia coast, quieter environs, the old woman hoped, for a granddaughter known around the streets as “Juicy.”

			She went into labor in early June, and when her son came out she noticed the length of his arms. He was going to be a basketball player, she thought almost immediately, or at least that was what she would tell people she thought. She named him Allen after his daddy and her first love, but she would call him Bubba Chuck, combining two uncles’ names.

			Ann found stimulation even in Aberdeen, and other times she brought the party to Miss Ethel’s house, the old woman trying to keep young Allen asleep or at least shielded from the ruckus in the other room. Bubba Chuck grew, and like his mother he liked to go fast, jumping on a ten-speed at four and five years old, roughhousing with his uncles Greg and Stevie in the backyard as Miss Ethel screamed for them to stop, for God’s sake, y’all gonna break that boy in two!

			“They would sling the hell out of his little ass up against the house or something,” said Butch Harper, who lived next door. “He would take the hardest damn hit, and he’d pop right back up.”

			Ann worked evenings at the shipyard, taking on daytime jobs as a typist and a forklift driver. Miss Ethel was looking after the kids, Ann and her siblings included, and it was up to Ann to keep the lights on. She worked most times, and even when she was off, she was not home—­another party to attend, even if the fun came back to Aberdeen or, later, their home in Newport News, a few miles northeast on the Peninsula. Often there was a man with her, Michael Freeman, who did mysterious things to make ends meet. Before they disappeared for the night or a few days, they put a ball in Bubba Chuck’s hand and watched him go, and when he was nine Ann called Harper, her old neighbor, and begged him to waive the rule that kids had to live in Hampton to play in Hampton, where Harper oversaw the Deen Ball Sports league. Ann was so excited about it, telling the other mamas and daddies at work about how her son was so good, he was going to play in the NBA, just wait.

			One of those people in earshot heard the commotion one day, the enthusiasm common but the details intriguing. Gary Moore was a coach for Harper, working with football players, and he liked what he was hearing. He wanted to take a look at this little dynamo, and so he put nine-year-old Bubba on the field with eleven- and twelve-year-olds, pushing the ball between his arms, and—hot damn, look at him go! “He was kicking so much ass, man, it was ridiculous,” Harper would recall more than two decades later.

			Moore vowed to Ann that he would do more than coach her son. He would look after him, protect him, shield him from the sharks that would forever circle him. He would see to it that he would be challenged and disciplined and sheltered. The way Moore looked at it, a kid with Bubba Chuck’s gifts needed to be nurtured and strengthened, mentally and physically, built from the ground up like a house meant to stand for all time. My word, Moore told Ann, just picture what that finished product would look like, and she smiled and hooted and shook her head, thanking God for giving her this baby, this gift who would use those long arms to lift them all up and carry them toward a much better place.

			•   •   •

THEY ROLLED THE balls out at the Aberdeen gym, and off Iverson went during warm-ups, toward the basket, draining long-range shots from the wing, flying past the kids trying to guard him. Then it was time for practice to start, and Bob Barefield announced they were going to spend the next hour working on drills. A few workouts to teach proper mechanics and footwork, and when Barefield started the lesson, there went Bubba Chuck walking out the door.

			Basketball was fun, not work, and practice to him felt a hell of a lot like work. So no thanks, he told the coach, and if this was what it meant to play for the youth league, then they could keep the damn youth league. Barefield was stunned, but he tried to be patient as he monitored a kid who needed constant stimulation. Barefield talked Iverson into taking a leap of faith with him, and the kid obliged. But Iverson saw himself not only as an athlete but as a multitalented youngster with more than just his speed and jump shot to offer the world. He liked football better anyway, and besides, he was going to be an artist or a rapper. He met Rahsaan Langford, a kid from the east side of town. Everyone called him Ra. He could freestyle with the best of them, turning everyday thoughts and dusty old memories into a stream of rhymes, spitting them on stoops and street corners and playgrounds, the words lightning fast like Bubba Chuck was with the basketball. Maybe for the first time in Iverson’s young life, he was jealous.

			Ra was talented, the same as his new friend, and together they were going to make it out of Newport Bad Newz, they came to call it. Langford was quiet around strangers, but when he felt comfortable, he would brighten the room or the corner, keeping Iverson and the rest of their group laughing. And like Iverson, Langford and several other friends never wanted to go home. That was where Ann’s parties were, where drinking and drug use packed the hours, and Iverson would develop a habit that would later come to haunt him: Rather than spend the nighttime hours sleeping, he would stay awake, finding fulfillment or entertainment in other ways. Sometimes Ann would ask Bubba Chuck to run an errand for the group, and off he would go, once knocking on the door of a drug house and walking in as a police surveillance unit watched from out front. One of the officers, a former athlete at Bethel, called up Dennis Kozlowski, the high school’s football coach and athletic director, tipping him off that Iverson had entered a house filled with unsavory characters and had left with his hands full. The cops cut him a break, maybe the first time but hardly the last time an authority figure would look the other way, and Iverson walked home and delivered the package.

			He spent his hours dreaming of a different kind of life and putting his imagination on paper—sometimes using whatever else was available when there was no paper within reach. Iverson once used the inside of his bedroom door as a canvas, sketching an image from above as Michael Jordan, his idol, glided through the air, the Chicago Bulls’ star flying toward the basket and his jersey flapping like a flag in the wind. Other times he would grab a ball, the noise in the other rooms too much, and dribble it up the sidewalks. Occasionally there were other boys on the playground, even in the wee hours, and other nights he would stand there alone, taking shot after shot by himself.

			Other times he and Ra and Eric “E” Jackson and Marlon Moore, the young men Iverson would later identify as his all-important “Day-one friends,” would sit on a stoop or take a long walk. They were in it together, calling themselves “Cru Thik,” born and raised on the hard streets of coastal Virginia, but by God they would not die here, young and unfulfilled and, worst of all, poor. They passed the hours and made a pact: If any of them ever made it big, whether it was through rap or sports or something else, the group would never dissolve.

			If one made it out, then they all would.

			•   •   •

IVERSON WAS IN ninth grade when Kozlowski’s wide receivers coach entered his boss’s office and closed the door. Iverson’s school absences had already become a problem, basketball coach Bailey arguing with Iverson over the precise number of the dozens of times he had missed school. Now, even when he did make it to campus, he rarely arrived before eleven in the morning. Even early in the school year, he had missed the assistant coach’s early morning history class nine times; one more, the coach told Kozlowski, and he would have no choice but to fail Iverson, making him ineligible to play for the Bruins. Hold on, Kozlowski told his assistant, he would get to the bottom of it.

			He called Iverson into his office, getting quickly to the point: “Allen,” the coach asked, “why the hell can’t you get to school on time?”

			The kid seemed to not even realize he had missed class so often, but he explained anyway. Ann and Freeman, the man she met at the shipyard and who had begun attracting attention for selling drugs, now had two younger daughters, Brandy and Iiesha, and after Ann moved out of Miss Ethel’s house, there was often no one around to look after them. Kozlowski had heard things were occasionally bad at home; the lights occasionally shut off and, for a while, a broken pipe pushed so much raw sewage up through the floor that Iverson wore boots while moving from one room to the next. What his coaches had not realized was that Iverson making it to school at any hour was, many times, a small miracle. He collected enough pennies to call a taxi, then asked friends for a lift home to his house on Jordan Avenue, and other times he called a coach at four thirty in the morning and asked for a ride.

			Even at age fifteen, he had grown used to waking up and being unable to find or awaken his mother, and if Brandy was to make it to school, it was up to him to get her there. But then if Iverson went to classes, who would watch Iiesha, who was born with a condition that afflicted her with seizures? Most mornings, Iverson saw Brandy onto the school bus and then sat with his baby sister until Ann came home, and only then would he wander to school himself.

			Christ, Kozlowski thought, and depending on perspective this was either giving a young and talented kid a second chance because of unusual challenges or just another time Iverson was insulated from responsibility because of his skills on a football field and basketball court. Nevertheless, Kozlowski instructed one of Bethel’s security workers, a former high-jumper on Kozlowski’s track team, to take Kozlowski’s car—the Buick Reliant wagon, the coach pointed out, with “KOZ” as the license plate—and each morning stop at Iverson’s house, gathering the three children. He would then drop Brandy off at her school and bring Iverson and Iiesha to the high school, where the baby would spend the hours in the care of Bethel’s home economics class.

			Iverson felt at home when the games began, the fields and courts the one place no one worried about him, and sometimes spent nights with friends, an attempt to find peace after the sun went down. One of Iverson’s mentors, a twenty-year-old former athlete named Tony Clark, allowed Iverson to stay with him some nights, imparting advice and wisdom into Iverson’s young mind. But then Clark’s girlfriend came over one night and stabbed Clark in the neck, Iverson running over and seeing his friend’s blood running in the street. Iverson watched as another boy took a bullet as they sat together on a porch, and it was said that in one summer, eight of his friends were shot to death.

			Many times Moore offered a spare room and a ride from here to there. Iverson came to trust Moore, who years earlier had played football for Kozlowski. He was already in his late thirties, older even than Ann Iverson, and Moore projected himself as wise and thoughtful, a fatherly aura that Iverson was immediately drawn to, and Moore was among those who believed greatness was in his protégé’s destiny.

			No matter the attempts at stability, Iverson moved around so often that he held precious the smallest reminders of comfort and peace. Before the family moved out of its house in Newport News, Iverson stared at the drawing he had done of Jordan, dreaming of someday controlling his own destiny, a gift that a professional athlete must surely take for granted. When they left the house, they gathered their meager belongings, packing them into trash bags and preparing for the next step—whatever it might look like. Iverson took a screwdriver to the hinge plate, pulling the door off its frame.

			Iverson’s biological father, Allen Broughton, was serving a prison term, the first of several—including one sentence in 1996 for stabbing an ex-girlfriend—and the first time Iverson met him, it was with guards watching. The boy asked his dad if there was any way he could help him get a new pair of sneakers, and Broughton told Iverson that there was no way, sending the boy home shattered. But Ann came up with an alternative plan: She used that month’s rent money to buy her young son the shoes before a summer-league trip to Lawrence, Kansas, where one of the men who would stop to watch Iverson was a college coach named Larry Brown.

			Ann maintained a relationship with Freeman, who attempted to be a father figure, but he also would spend most of the next two decades in prison, the investigations finally turning up enough evidence to convict him on drug charges. Iverson looked to Moore and his coaches as the stable men in his life, and when he and Bailey concluded their conversation about school absences, the basketball coach asked him a question whose answer was both revealing and heartbreaking, considering what Bailey had come to know about his young star: “What do you expect of me?” Bailey asked.

			Iverson thought about it before answering: “Will you always be there for me?”

			•   •   •

DURING SUMMERS, ANN Iverson trusted her son with Boo Williams, a former power forward at St. John’s who now ran his own Amateur Athletic Union team. Alonzo Mourning had come and gone through Williams’s system, moving on to Georgetown University and future stardom, and Iverson was his next project, a kid with so much talent and speed, and . . .

			My God, Allen, do you ever shut up? 

			Fourteen hours. That was how long he talked, from Hampton to Memphis, teammate and future University of Maryland star Joe Smith going to sleep to pass the time in some way other than listening to Iverson’s impressions and jokes and continual wisdom, but when he woke up, Iverson was still jabbering. He was going out to Tennessee, where the new arena was a damn pyramid—had they seen it?—and Iverson was going to help them christen that place. Watch how many points he scored, how easy it would be for him to get to the basket, how many shots in a row he would make, and anyway, did anybody want to bet? Just a buck or two, chump change, come on. Coaches learned early on that Iverson was an incentive-based organism: Ask him to do something, and he was just as likely to do it as tell you to go fuck yourself. But add five dollars to the equation or a pay-per-view movie in the hotel room or pizza instead of some bullshit boxed chicken, and now you had a damn machine, eager, ready to please.

			He bet on free throws and bowling and late-night Monopoly marathons, Iverson always the banker to see to it nobody would steal, always the one with the fat stack of phony money when the night was finished. But he had won, goddammit, and that was what mattered. Could he not dunk at age thirteen, flying through the air and going above the rim on a regulation goal? “We don’t play that YMCA shit,” Harper said much later. Had Iverson not scored thirty points three games in a row at the AAU nationals in Winston-Salem, North Carolina—not just in each game but by halftime, propelling him to the top of the national recruiting rankings? “What he did will never be done,” Williams would recall, “and I’ve been in this thirty-two years.”

			Iverson was going to show them in Memphis, too, he kept telling them, the teammates and coaches in that little van feeling trapped inside a cloud of Iverson’s nonstop chatter. Damn, did the kid not sleep? Did his batteries never run low? Fuck nah, he replied, did Michael’s? Did Mike’s batteries ever run low? He hoped not, because he was ready to play Mike now, leave him in the dust.

			Whatever, Williams told him. Michael Evans was a solid player: Not just the best point guard in eastern Virginia but one of the best in America. Keep practicing, Allen, and maybe in a year or two you’ll . . .

			“I wasn’t talking about no Michael Evans,” Iverson crowed.

			“Who are you talking about, then?”

			“Shit, I’m talking about Michael Jordan!”

			They rolled their eyes, and when they finally rolled into Memphis and that pyramid, Iverson and the Boo Williams under-sixteen team tore through the competition—well, most of it—and finished second. Iverson was named most valuable player, and that was great and all, but that meant it was time to go home: another fourteen hours of Iverson Radio, all the hits from today and yesterday, and commercials for tomorrow. That was some bullshit, he said early in the drive, talking about the second-place trophy, threatening to throw the damn thing out the window as they plowed down Interstate 40.

			“Allen,” somebody said, “will you shut up if we stop somewhere for dinner?”

			He smiled, something in it for him now, and for a long time he did not say another word.

			•   •   •

BAILEY TOOK HIS hand off Iverson’s throat in that darkened back room, the kid’s eyes finally returning to their normal size. Bailey came to understand his star player’s challenges, or at least he tried to understand them, but he also made it clear he, Bailey, would not be played. More than that, he would not allow Iverson’s questionable support system—and the destructive lessons and twisted sense of normalcy he had come to accept throughout his upbringing—to derail such a promising future.

			Iverson saw toughness as strength, writing off those who took it easy on him as soft and a mark to take advantage of. The easier you took it on him, the harder he made life on you. So Bailey began taking inventory of all things Iverson, collecting intel from friendly teachers and monitoring Iverson’s grades as they were posted. At the end of his freshman year, he took a D and would need to attend summer school. Iverson’s mother, though, could not afford the tuition, and so Bailey made Iverson a deal: Live with Bailey and Janet, his wife, for those three weeks, sharpening his focus and completing his requirements, and the Baileys would pay for the summer session. Iverson liked an incentive, didn’t he, so here it was, like it or not.

			Iverson agreed, and the first four days had come and gone without incident. Then by Thursday evening, Iverson’s mind began to wander. No matter the actions and intentions of those surrounding him, those who had known him and believed in him since the beginning would always be dear. And no one was more precious than Ann, no matter her own bad behavior, because she had always seen greatness in her son. Iverson wanted to spend the weekend at home, but Bailey balked at the idea.

			“Allen,” he had said, “we had a deal.”

			The kid smiled, though, showing a kind of charm that would later make him into an international icon and charismatic pitchman. Beneath the toughness was a sweetness inside, one that prevented those who cared deeply for him from ever writing him off, and Iverson kept chirping at his coach. He reminded Bailey that one of his coaching principles was trust—trusting teammates to do their jobs, developing on-court trust that assignments would be completed, trusting coaches to put players in the best possible positions.

			“Why don’t you trust me?” Iverson had asked.

			The words ate at him, but Bailey held on, tired fingers gradually popping free of the ledge. Iverson was relentless. He caught his basketball coach walking around a corner. “Coach,” the kid said. “Trust.” He saw him in the kitchen and in hallways. “Trust,” he said, again and again, and fine, Bailey said, agreeing to allow Iverson to spend the weekend with his family—but only if he was back by Sunday.

			Then, of course, Sunday had come and gone, Iverson nowhere to be found and Bailey making his way through Hampton and having no luck. Then there he was, and Bailey snapped. “I’ll kill you,” he said, reaching deep into Iverson’s soul. For the next ten days, Iverson had perfect attendance at summer school. If Bailey spoke with Ann, she would align herself with the coach and not her son. No matter how she carried on, Ann rarely questioned the motives of those who made her son’s future a priority. And she had taught her son pride: While Iverson lived with the Baileys, they noticed him rise early and ask to borrow an iron. He worked the shirt’s creases and edges, draping it over his shoulders and turning to reveal a hole in the back. There was nothing he could do about the hole, he figured, but he refused to attend school with a wrinkled shirt. “Whatever he had,” Mike Bailey recalled, “he valued tremendously.”

			Iverson and his coaches still clashed occasionally, a look into the future, and Bailey threw him off the varsity team three times before the storms passed and Bailey sent him back into the lineup. Kozlowski required that all players wear a suit on game day, and when he learned that Iverson owned no suit, Kozlowski spent five hundred dollars for his quarterback to be outfitted in a two-piece; by the next year, one of Ann’s houseguests had stolen the suit from Iverson’s closet, and Koz­lowski bought him a replacement on the promise that Iverson would attend the Newport News Daily Press’s Athlete of the Year banquet on time. Iverson, with Moore as his chauffeur, arrived at seven fifteen for the six o’clock banquet.

			The day before Virginia’s Group AAA state championship football game during Iverson’s junior year at Bethel, he organized something of a walkout. Kozlowski had called for a practice, and it was cold and snowy, and Iverson did not feel like practicing in such weather. Iverson, the Bruins’ starting quarterback, approached Kozlowski. “Coach,” he said, “everybody’s sick. We shouldn’t be out here.”

			It was a note Iverson would play many times throughout his NBA career, someone he cared about having come down with a mysterious and sudden illness. Then, a day or so later, it was gone and Iverson would return to practice, pulling on his green and gold. But this time Kozlowski swatted away his star player’s excuse, moving forward with the walk-through, a half-speed tune-up scheduled to last an hour. Punt team! Kozlowski called, and Iverson took his place as the return man. The kick went up, and the coverage team ran toward him, positioning their feet to close down the avenues the quick Iverson usually tried to exploit. But as they approached Iverson, he just stood there. One more time! called Kozlowski, growing annoyed now. The punt went up, then downward, then into Iverson’s arms, and he stood there again, refusing to return it. Kozlowski threatened to bench Iverson, going so far as to have the backup quarterback warm up and take a few snaps, but Iverson and Kozlowski both knew the old coach was not going to gamble away his chance to win a state championship to underscore a life lesson for his junior quarterback. In sports, the game results prevail, and years later, Kozlowski would show little regret for allowing Iverson to play, because on a wall near the bar in his home’s trophy room was a plaque from the Bruins’ 27–0 win against Lynchburg’s E. C. Glass High School.

			Iverson, naturally, scored one of Bethel’s touchdowns on a punt return. When a local reporter pushed a microphone into his face afterward, Iverson tugged at his stocking cap and smiled. “I’m gonna go get one in basketball now,” he said.

			•   •   •

TAWANNA TURNER ASKED Kim Woodard if she could come over that night and meet the boy who played football with Kim’s boyfriend, Tim Johnson. Was he the one on TV always running his mouth? Who did he think he was? Tawanna was hesitant to say it out loud, but she wanted to know.

			In fact, she did not say much of anything out loud. Tawanna was quiet, and he was brash. She kept to herself, and he always seemed to have his crew close by. He was an athlete at Bethel High, and she was the manager for the girls’ basketball team at Hampton’s Kecoughtan High, fetching water and towels for the players, some of whom were Tawanna’s friends. She was, as Iverson would later tease her for, a water girl. They could not have been more different. But they were both juniors. They were both sixteen. And opposites attract, don’t they, and besides, here they were because they were friends with some of the same people, Kim and Tim, wasn’t that funny?

			Kecoughtan had a half day of school, and Kim set it all up. Tim asked Iverson to come over and meet the girl with the hoop earrings and the quiet way. What the hell, Iverson thought; beats going home for the night. They talked for a while, Iverson quiet now and Tawanna chattering, talking about how her daddy called her by her first two initials, “TD,” like a touchdown, and insisting she had dated only one athlete before, and maybe she wanted to someday be a fashion designer or maybe an artist, leave this rat-hole town, and eventually Kim and Tim disappeared into the other room. Tawanna and Iverson talked for a little while longer, and then Iverson’s hands started working, and then their pants were off, and anyway, it happened fast. When it was over, Iverson smiled at Tawanna, who smiled back. Would she come see him play sometime? Would she cheer for him even when Kecoughtan played Bethel? Could he call her his little water girl?

			Iverson told Moore about her, the light-skinned girl from the other school. Moore listened as the puppy love unfolded, giving Iverson shit about it, but no, Gary, this was for real. Moore nodded and rolled his eyes, but then Iverson asked her to his junior prom, and when he stopped at Moore’s house before picking her up, he was a wreck. Was his bow tie straight? How about these shoes, are they okay? How was his hair and his breath and his tuxedo, and no shit, was Moore sure these shoes worked? Moore put his fingers on the bow tie, adjusting it. He looked Iverson in the eyes, telling the kid that everything was working just fine. This, he told him, was a match made in heaven.

			•   •   •

HIS BOYS SAT behind the bench at Bethel games, Langford and “E” and Marlon following him across town when the Bethel gymnasium could no longer accommodate the crowds. Kozlowski worked out an arrangement with Hampton University, which allowed the Bruins to play their home games at its 7,200-seat Convocation Center, though even before games against rival Hampton High, there were two thousand spectators turned away because entry would cause a fire hazard.

			“Coach, we’ve got a problem,” a police officer said to Kozlowski before a packed game, shortly before tip-off. Ann, in all her glory, and Iverson’s two sisters were outside, raising hell because they could not get in. Kozlowski kicked three fans out so Ann and the girls could enter, and they soon took their place behind the Bruins’ bench, too, the Bethel star’s mother telling anyone within earshot that her baby was gonna get rich and buy her a red Jaguar one day. Iverson had emerged as a full-fledged star, named by the talent scout Bob Gibbons as the nation’s top basketball prospect, sure to make his college choice among heavyweights Duke or Kentucky or Kansas or Maryland. But then again he loved football, too, and as a quarterback and defensive back, the recruiting analyst Tom Lemming suggested he and a New Orleans quarterback named Peyton Manning were the top two high school players in America.

			The town spilled into the Convocation Center, most everyone trying to catch a glimpse of Virginia’s newest favorite son. Moore, a Hampton University employee, pushed his way through the crowds, and Tawanna came to watch her new boyfriend, too—marveling then at how Iverson was more than just a talented player; he insisted on doing things his way. Iverson bickered with Bailey sometimes, usually if the coach tried to compel Iverson to pass the ball more often. “Coach, stop telling me how to play all the time!” Iverson shot toward Bailey during the game against Hampton High, and in exchange Bailey benched his star. The next game, Iverson refused to take a shot—nothing but passes. If Tony Rutland found him wide open near the wing, Iverson held the ball a moment and then passed it back. If he had a clear path through the lane, nope—he popped it to the outside, and the Bruins eventually trailed by twenty points. “Looking back,” Bailey said, “probably today coaching somebody like Allen, I wouldn’t say ‘pass the ball.’ ”

			In February 1992, Iverson and the Bruins were about to make good on Iverson’s vow to win the Virginia basketball championship. Bailey, despite his occasional frustration, believed that Iverson had learned from his past mistakes; that the risk of him messing up his future was now mostly behind him. Nonetheless, the coach stayed on him, pushing Iverson and checking in on him. But now that Iverson was a junior, Bailey saw a talented youngster not just finding his way out but pushing through so many barriers that had been placed in front of him.

			On a Thursday night, the evening before a game, Iverson was bored. Like usual, he did not feel like sleeping. A little before midnight he asked a few friends what they were in the mood for. One of them suggested they go bowling.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			

THE WAY BACK

			In February 2012, Gary Moore sent an email to Tawanna Iverson, the subject line’s capital letters indicating its urgency: “THE BLUEPRINT FOR IVERSON RETURN.” Moore’s role as Iverson’s manager, as much a paid friend and sounding board as anything, included making certain Iverson arrived at appointments on time and, years earlier, calling Larry Brown with an excuse when Iverson could not attend that morning’s practice. This time, Moore had been instructed to sound the alarm, beginning Iverson’s return to the NBA, where he was rich, famous, and coveted. That was where he belonged, not in the gymnasiums of Istanbul or the empty arenas of the NBA’s Development League.

			Moore had been honest with Iverson, out of shape and approaching age thirty-seven: It would not be easy. But he would try. In the email’s body, he listed bullet points, and the first one stood out: “No more drinking!” He included a link to an article about the delicate strategy of finding an intervention leader, and a different email promised to Tawanna that he would get Iverson into Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, asking if she knew of any gatherings near their home in suburban Atlanta. Iverson had recently promised Tawanna that he would quit drinking, one of many agreed-upon ultimatums that Iverson eventually broke. The possibility of returning to the NBA and the adulation he had once known was further reason—an incentive he could not pass up.

			Besides, Iverson needed the money. He still projected an image of wealth, spending thousands in a single night and traveling with an entourage, but the reality was far from it. Eleven months before Moore sent the email outlining Iverson’s return path to the league, Iverson’s five-bedroom, lakefront mansion in a Denver suburb had sunk into foreclosure—another cold reality about his financial situation.

			Moore began calling his contacts in the NBA—coaches, scouts, executives, players—asking for an opportunity. He reached out to Tim Grover, the personal basketball coach who had prepared Michael Jordan for his return to basketball after a brief retirement to play baseball in 1993, and Grover had worked with stars like Kobe Bryant, Dwyane Wade, and Gilbert Arenas. Grover had reached out to Iverson months earlier but heard nothing; as usual, Iverson and his inner circle believed they were better equipped to handle his career. But now he was desperate, and Moore made the call—albeit with unusual demands.

			Grover would need to travel from his headquarters in suburban Chicago to work with Iverson, Moore told him, whether that was in Atlanta or near Hampton. Grover had reservations about the arrangement: working with a player who had a strong reputation of avoiding or skipping workouts—to say nothing about what he had read about Iverson’s financial and emotional state. But he agreed to take on the project, dropping a sample workout in the mail, and asked Iverson to begin working, a kind of test to measure his coachability. The real work would begin in a few weeks.

			“My proposal,” Grover said later, “was to come down there for a couple weeks, make an assessment, see where he’s at, see how far we could push him, and be realistic about it and say: ‘Hey, is this possible?’ ”

			Grover spoke briefly with Iverson, asking him about his goals. He wanted to play again in the NBA, Iverson told the coach, and that was the long and short of it. “Saying all the right things,” Grover said. The coach made no guarantees, underscoring the many factors that play into an NBA comeback, especially one in which the player is aging and likely out of shape. Nevertheless, he designed a custom workout plan to strengthen Iverson’s legs and improve his conditioning. Sure enough, Iverson never bothered with the initial conditioning test or Grover’s program, and a nondescript video of Iverson was as close as Grover actually got to his would-be pupil. A few weeks after agreeing to oversee Iverson’s comeback attempt, Grover called Moore once again. “Allen needs somebody that, obviously, one, that he respects and somebody who can really dedicate the time,” Grover would recall. “This isn’t a one-hour, six-day-a-week process. This is literally—it’s like going back into training camp, two-a-days and changing everything.”

			Anyway, Grover told Moore, the job of rebuilding Allen Iverson was just too big. He wished Moore luck, but he was out.

			•   •   •

MOORE KEPT TRYING, hounding the Sixers and selling the idea that Iverson was a changed man. He was no longer interested in being the team’s centerpiece; he was at a point in his life that he would mentor the team’s youngsters. Secretly, Moore also lobbied the franchise for other roles for Iverson: something in the front office or as a kind of ambassador from the team to its fans. Philadelphia had traded Iverson in December 2006, ending more than a decade with the Sixers and leaving a sour taste in the organization’s mouth. He had been a pain in the team’s ass too often, seen at the time as a bad influence on the team’s young players, and was late for important functions one time too many. But, at Moore’s urging in late 2009, the Sixers were willing to bring Iverson back to Philadelphia. Now, after what had become yet another shit show a few months after his return, Moore had talked them into one last chance.

			The team invited Iverson to the Wells Fargo Center in 2012 for a Sixers playoff game, handing him a replica jersey with guard Lou Williams’s name stamped on the back. Someone put a basketball in his hands, and his job on this May evening was to walk the ball to referee Joey Crawford, the ceremonial start of the game. He waved to Sixers fans and then retreated to a luxury box, where he lobbied on national television for a roster spot somewhere—anywhere—in the NBA. “I want to play basketball so bad,” he said, refusing to so much as utter the word retire and insisting that he did not believe his NBA career was finished.

			Less than a year later, the Sixers held a bobblehead night for Iverson, distributing thousands of the dolls—basketball in the figure’s hands, white sleeve on his right elbow, cornrows and a headband on its oversized head—as fans passed through the turnstiles. This was another opportunity for Iverson to prove himself reliable, a word that rarely applied to him throughout his career. Moore had arranged it, and he impressed upon Iverson that he needed to be on his best behavior. But Iverson did not see it that way. As always, he was going to be himself, and that sometimes meant arriving at his destination on his own schedule. In his own mind, he was still the star of the show, and the show would not start without him.

			On this evening in late March, the game started at eight o’clock. About an hour before a ceremony, in which flames would shoot from canisters and a video would be aired of Iverson’s most memorable highlights, employees began whispering to each other that Iverson might have missed his flight to Philadelphia. As fans made their way into the arena, tension had gripped the staff. Adam Aron, the Sixers’ chief executive, smiled and made assurances that Iverson would be there. A woman scribbled in a rear corridor, passing the time nervously as Aaron McKie, a former Sixers player and one of Iverson’s closest friends, walked past. What had she heard? McKie asked her, and the woman glanced up. Not much, she said, only that he is supposedly on his way. McKie knew the stories well, and he also knew that he was probably among the only ones not worried. “He’s one of those guys, man, where you’re wondering: ‘Where is he?’ ” McKie said later. “And a cloud of smoke appears, and he’ll come running out.

			“That’s the unfortunate part about that baggage that you get. It’s just, that cloud follows you. Wherever he is, whatever he’s doing, he’s always going to be associated with that. If he has an appearance somewhere, there’s always going to be anxiety behind it: Is he really going to show up? Is he going to show up on time?”

			A few minutes before eight, a black SUV pulled into the players’ parking lot, idling near an entrance. At seven fifty-nine, the doors opened, and Iverson stepped out of the passenger seat, shouting profanity and wrapping his arms around Aron before being whisked through a tunnel and onto the floor, Iverson walking in, to the Sixers’ relief and annoyance, with only a few seconds to spare.

			•   •   •

THE SIXERS OFFERED Iverson no contract and no job. In an interview with Comcast SportsNet reporter Dei Lynam, a friendly face in the occasionally unfriendly Philadelphia media, she asked what lay next. “I put it in God’s hands,” Iverson told her, and his voice cracked as he said it. “I’ve accomplished a lot in the NBA, and if the road ends here, then it does. You know what I mean? And I’m not bitter about it. I don’t feel no type of way. I just understand that He helped me accomplish a lot of things in the NBA. I’ve done so many things that people thought that I couldn’t do, and the NBA has been great to me.

			“But at some point, it comes to an end. And regardless of however it comes—regardless if it’s retirement, injury, or whatever—at some point, it comes to an end.”

			He paused for a moment, smiling. “Now, if I get a chance to play again,” he said, “I would love the opportunity.”

			Iverson refused to give up on the possibility of returning to the NBA, returning peace and meaning to his life. Moore kept making calls, sending emails, working his connections. People around Iverson told him the ride was over, Bubba, time to move on. He would not hear of it, instructing Moore to keep trying. He turned down a contract to play for the Dallas Mavericks’ Development League team, posting on Twitter that “it is not the route for me.” As much as Iverson needed the money, he apparently felt his pride was more valuable. It did not hurt that Iverson was not alone in still seeing himself as a star: Moore, whose voice resonated loudest in Iverson’s ears, did, too, urging his man to keep waiting for the right deal and the perfect situation.

			Former teammates read the news reports, and Iverson’s denial had a corrosive effect on the respect they once had for him. Determination was one thing, an Iverson hallmark, but many now believed he was relentlessly chasing a part of his life that was gone. “He just needs to accept it,” former Sixers teammate Roshown McLeod said in spring 2013. “Now the league is all about potential, and his potential has passed, in the sense of he’s not going to get any taller, he’s not going to get any more athletic. It’s actually going to deteriorate. That’s an acceptance that he has to understand: His day has passed.”

			Others tried to understand Iverson’s point of view, an attempt at convincing themselves why he continued reaching to scratch a distant itch. “Finding his last chapter of his career never happened,” said George Karl, who coached Iverson with the Denver Nuggets. “I don’t know whose fault that was. Some of it was probably his fault, but some of it probably was how the game reacted to him.”

			The wait continued, and Iverson’s resolve began breaking down. When his eldest son was enrolled as a teenager in a private school in Pennsylvania, families were invited to several lectures and groups. Iverson skipped most of the sessions, and of those he attended, he usually said nothing, spacing out and allowing the other parents to ask questions and feed the conversation. Then during one of the final sessions, a group discussion with about ten other families, the speaker talked about success and what successful people like Donald Trump had done to achieve their goals. The words smacked Iverson, who had once been one of those success stories but now felt as if part of his identity had been stripped away. To the surprise of everyone in the group, Tawanna would later testify, he spoke up: “What are you supposed to do when, you know, they don’t want you anymore?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			

LANES NINE AND TEN

			The phone rang after midnight on February 14, 1993, jarring Dennis Kozlowski from his sleep. A former athlete at Bethel High was standing at a phone in the police station, another of Kozlowski’s informants, calling his old track and football coach.

			Something had happened, Kozlowski heard the young man say as the groggy coach tried to shake the cobwebs from his mind. Something about a brawl at Circle Lanes, a bowling alley near the highway, and a chair thrown and an injury to a young woman’s face. A man suffered a broken arm, a woman fractured a thumb; the scene was so violent that kids were hiding amid the bowling pins. Kozlowski heard his former player say something about white and black and that this could be only the beginning.

			Then he heard the caller say something about the three young men in police custody, all of them black, including one they all know. “Coach,” Kozlowski heard clearly. “They’re going after Iverson.”

			•   •   •

ON THE PENINSULA, where the Chesapeake Bay meets the James River, they tell stories. They travel through the generations, and as the decades and centuries pass, cultures are born and reshaped. Opinions are formed, and biases and belief systems take hold.

			The oldest of those stories is rooted in 1619, less than a decade after the town of Hampton was settled. A Dutch pirate ship called the White Lion sailed into the Gulf of Mexico and, after raiding a Portuguese slave ship, departed with more than thirty Angolan men and women. Now with their new cargo, the White Lion would return to an outpost on a horn of land where the river met the sea, in a British colony that would eventually be known as Virginia.

			The ship docked at Point Comfort, and the Angolans disembarked onto the sand, their toes sinking into the soft grains—the first steps by Africans onto this new land and the birth of American slavery. Two of those passengers had been given new names, forced to abandon their own pasts, and the white men who instructed them up the hill and away from the waves called them Antonio and Isabella. When they were assigned to work on the plantation of Point Comfort’s commander, William Tucker, they took on his last name.

			Centuries later, one of Antonio and Isabella’s direct descendants, a teacher named William Harper, stood in a classroom at Hampton’s Bethel High and sometimes told stories like this one—and how certain historical facts began pulling a slingshot of racial tension that grew tighter as time passed.

			The very soil Harper’s students walked on so carelessly had occasionally been a battleground. Long after the Tuckers had children and grandchildren, Virginia was a slave state and a states’ rights stronghold, becoming one of the leaders in southern defiance before the Civil War. White men in nearby Newport News lynched a black local in 1900, and though desegregation in the late 1960s had been intended to bring on equality, it led to the closures of black schools and a threatened way of life in African-American neighborhoods like Aberdeen. The bands of the slingshot had grown so tight that they were tense and cracking, ready to snap at any time.
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