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THE ART OF A BEAUTIFUL GAME




Introduction


Some years ago I had the unenviable task of guarding Mark Aguirre in a pickup game. I’d like to say I held my ground as he posted me up, absorbing each of the bargelike blows he delivered with his hips and prodigious backside, holding strong against the Nor’easter of Ass he unleashed upon me. But I did not. Like so many opponents during Aguirre’s NBA days, I slid and stumbled and shuffled backward until he was essentially standing under the basket and I out-of-bounds. At which point he could merely reach up and lay the ball into the basket.

How I came to be guarding Aguirre was a matter of circumstance. I was in Indianapolis writing a story for Sports Illustrated and had wandered over to a local health club looking for a run. Aguirre, then an assistant coach for the Indiana Pacers, arrived a half hour later. My teammates, kind souls that they were, agreed that I should be the one to guard Aguirre.

This was what an NBA coach might refer to as “a matchup problem.” Aguirre was a 6’ 6”, 230-pound NBA legend who averaged 20 points during his 13-year career with the Mavericks and the Pistons, and even at 43 years old, he was still in remarkably good shape. I, on the other hand, was a 6’ 1”, 175-pound former small-college player who had a difficult enough time defending the guys in my local rec league.

For the most part Aguirre took it easy on me in the post, backing me down only a handful of times. Not that it mattered; he turned out to be just as adept on the perimeter. At one point I was guarding him on the wing and he fooled me so completely, using a ball fake together with a subtle push on my leg and hip, that I actually turned around to try to beat him to the baseline. In mid-sprint I heard Aguirre chuckle behind me. He was standing in the same spot, having not moved an inch, and calmly fired up and swished a three-pointer. (He was a much better outside shooter than I recalled.) “What in the world,” I asked him, “did you just do?”

He only smiled. Mark Aguirre did not get where he was by giving away his secrets to random dudes he meets at the gym.

That night I saw him at Conseco Fieldhouse, before the Pacers game, and his face lit up with recognition—and amusement. “Hey, still waiting for that baseline drive?” he asked.

I laughed, then asked if I might pick his brain at some point, this time in the name of journalism. “Check back with me after the game,” he said.

I did, and he was true to his word. That night, after a Pacers win, Aguirre spent nearly 45 minutes in a back corridor of Conseco showing me the secrets of his post moves: how to leverage a defender, which arm to use to swim past an opponent, how to “lock in” an opposing big man on a lob pass and, best of all, how to “push the refrigerator” (that is, use your outside leg to drive into a defender, as if he were a Frigidaire).

As Aguirre talked, I realized that in all those years of watching him play, I’d never fully appreciated what he was doing. I just figured . . . well, I don’t know what I figured. That he just used his butt to move guys out of the way? That he’d been born a little quicker and trickier around the basket than the rest of us?

Unmistakably, though, there was an art to what he was doing, one honed over years, one only certain players have mastered, one only certain players can master, for it requires a rare combination of dedication, talent and intuition. To appreciate it, you need only watch one of those young, springy big men who enter the league each year. You know the type—long-limbed, imposing, throwing down monster dunks. These players may be freakishly athletic, but their post moves are so rudimentary as to be nonexistent. Pump fake? Never. Freeze fake? What’s that? Moving the refrigerator? They’re not even good at moving their feet.

Still, it is the resplendent jams of these high-flyers that we see on the highlights, and that 10-year-old boys mimic on Nerf hoops. And there’s nothing wrong with that—I admire the dunk as much as anyone—but it is a shame that few fans are privy to a true craftsman like Aguirre breaking down his art.

Instead, we often hear about how the pro game is flawed, full of remarkable athletes who boast unremarkable skills. As a writer who covers the NBA, I run into this mind-set on occasion: “No one plays defense, no one passes and it’s all about getting paid,” some people say. “How can you enjoy watching that?”

In response I’ll usually mumble something about Chris Paul and drop steps and bank shots, but that’s not much of a comeback. What I should say is, Sure, there’s a lot about the pro game that’s messed up, like guys who can hit their head on the rim but can’t dribble with their left hand, and, yes, there are some lackadaisical millionaires; but it’s still a beautiful, complicated game, the best ever invented in my opinion, and there are plenty of guys who treat it as such.

Then I could explain why that’s true. I could describe the way Ray Allen squares up on his jump shot so perfectly that, were he on sand, he would spring up and, upon returning to earth, land precisely in his own footprints. I could talk about underhand scoop shots that rise like helium balloons. I could describe nine seconds left, the floor spread and the arena roaring like a 747 as Kobe Bryant holds the ball at the top of the key, about to break thousands of hearts.

I could talk about reverse layups with so much spin they hit the backboard and then shoot sideways as if yanked on a leash. I could evoke the ka-smack of the one-handed rebound and the ka-thunk of a three-pointer from the top of the key that sinks off the back of the rim as it drops in.

I could mention The Noooooo!-then-Yesssss! Shot and the way bench guys in the NBA hold each other back, as if saving one another from oncoming traffic, because that last play was just too damn exciting. I could relate how, after 40 years of pulling out a little pump fake to the right before shooting a jump hook, my 70-year-old father still employs it every time he plays, not because it works (though occasionally it does) but because it’s like catching up with an old friend.

I could describe shots so pure the net snaps up and has to be untangled from the rim, and the way an NBA three-pointer arcs so high it looks as if it was shot from the moon, and seeing a play on Sunday afternoon on NBC, then seeing it again a few hours later down at the playground, reenacted a hundred different ways. I could talk about back picks you can practically hear through the TV, especially when they result in alley-oop dunks, and how the only thing better is when a help-side defender comes flying over to block that alley-oop.

I could confess that I can spend an hour talking to someone at a dinner party and never make the kind of real, true connection that comes from running one seamless give-and-go with a stranger during a pickup game. I could talk about the most compelling moment in sports—one second on the clock, down two, first of two free throws— and how it has made men’s careers as well as ruined them.

I could explain how the pick-and-roll can be the oldest play in the book, or even the only play in the book, and people still can’t stop it. And I could pull out tape of an old Princeton game to illustrate what is perhaps the most beautiful play in sports, a perfectly executed backdoor cut.

But I don’t say any of that, of course. Instead, what I’ve done is write this book. And while it’s not necessarily about all the aforementioned things, it is a celebration of the game and those who play it at the highest level, the players for whom it truly is both an art and a science.

Because while the majority of what we read and hear about the NBA may be the day-to-day drama—who wins, who loses, who might get traded, who threw whom under which bus—this doesn’t mean that NBA stars don’t adore the game in all its myriad intricacies.

All you have to do is ask one. Not in vague generalities, but speaking his language. Ask LeBron James for the umpteenth time about his impending free agency, or his friendly rivalry with Dwyane Wade, and he will likely say one of the same things he’s said the umpteen other times he’s been asked. But sit down with James and watch film and ask him to dissect a pick-and-roll, or how he draws a weakside defender’s attention, and it’s amazing what happens. He leans forward, he gets excited, he talks quickly. He becomes a teacher, eager to explain. Gone are the marketing catchphrases and one-game-at-a-time clichés, replaced by staccato observations. He becomes like anyone else talking about something he loves: passionate.

This book is about passionate players. It is not about one season or the inner workings of a team or the “genius” of a coach, but rather about the beauty of basketball, because even the “ugly” aspects—like, say, defense and rebounding—become beautiful in the hands of the masters.

The material herein comes from research conducted over the course of nearly three years, some of it while working on stories for SI. I gathered much in league arenas and locker rooms, but just as often my work was done over beers (as with Rockets forward Shane Battier, who graciously broke down his approach to perimeter defense while sipping pale ales at a bar in Portland), or in a coffee shop in Washington, D.C. (as with Idan Ravin, the NBA trainer known as “the hoops whisperer”), or in the case of Steve Kerr, while shooting jumpers together at AmericaWest Arena.

But no matter what my method, for a week or two after researching each chapter, almost without fail, I became obsessed with whichever aspect of the game I’d just explored. And because of that, I’d like to publicly thank the noon hoops crew at the Berkeley YMCA for putting up with these obsessions. For no sooner had I returned from reporting on, say, rebounding, than I was suddenly trying to grab every weak-side board at the Y by jumping laterally, the way Ben Wallace does. Three weeks later I’d be trying out Kobe’s jab-step-fake-and-go, even though a simple rocker step would have worked fine. And, of course, I preached to all who would listen. I became the Deepak Chopra of the drop step, a Mormon missionary of the motion offense.

It is my hope that, in writing this book, I might inspire some of you to feel similarly: to see the game from a different perspective (or a dozen different ones), to gain a renewed appreciation for the at-times misunderstood giants who roam our nation’s arenas and, above all, to revel in the art of what is truly a beautiful game. 
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Killer Instinct: Why Kobe Bryant Wants to Beat You at Everything

Consider the following hypothetical situation. Let’s say you are playing for your high school basketball team and have persuaded one of the team’s bench warmers to stay afterward to play one-on-one. Let’s also stipulate that you are much, much better than this bench warmer, who, for our purposes, we shall call Rob.

Now let’s say the two of you are playing a game to 100 points, with each basket worth one point, winner’s outs after a made shot, and you are having your way with poor Rob, backing him down and driving by him and pulling up for jumpers. Pretty soon you’ve built an almost embarrassing lead—say, 40 baskets to none. Now, in this situation, do you:

a) begin to feel bad for Rob, who is, after all, doing you a favor by staying late, and perhaps ease up a bit so he can at least score a few baskets?

b) continue playing hard but maybe start taking only outside jumpers, so that Rob might have a fighting chance, thus making it more competitive?

c) never let up for a second, hounding Rob on defense and punishing him on offense, because the only way to win is to do so absolutely and completely, and only the weak relent, even for a moment?

If you answered “c,” congratulations. You share a mind-set with Kobe Bryant, the most competitive life-form on the planet.

Bryant, in fact, lived the above scenario while at Lower Merion High in Pennsylvania—and did so more than once. Only Bryant didn’t just get up 40–0. Sometimes he would take an 80–0 lead on Rob Schwartz, a good-natured, if undersized, junior guard. Think about that: 80 baskets to none. Can you imagine the focus, the ruthlessness, required to score 80 times on someone before they score once? Kobe can. To Kobe, this is just what you do. It is how you play.

“You’d think he’d have a tendency to ease back, but he doesn’t have that in him,” remembers Schwartz, who now works as a strength-and-conditioning coach near Philadelphia. “I think the best I ever did was to lose 100–12.” Naturally, Bryant doesn’t want to concede that Schwartz had even that much success. “I think he’s lying about that,” Bryant says when I tell him of Schwartz’s recollection. “I told Rob that too. We were talking about it, and I said, ‘You never got 12. I never let you get double digits. Most you got was five.’” Bryant is smiling when he says this, but it’s a forced grin. He really does want to set the record straight. Because God forbid any of us think for a moment that this Schwartz kid got double digits on Kobe Bryant.

———————

Call it what you will: killer instinct, competitive fire, hatred of losing or, as Sam Cassell once said, “that Jordan thing.” No one in the NBA embodies it like Bryant. It is at once one of the most valuable skills and the hardest to teach. Sports psychologist Jim McGee, quoted in Michael Clarkson’s book Competitive Fire, describes elite athletes such as Bryant as “neurological freaks,” positing that they have a different hormonal and neurological makeup than the rest of us.

It manifests itself in various ways. Some, like Magic Johnson, competed with an ever-present grin. Others, like Larry Bird, would rather cut off a finger than be congenial to an opponent. When Bird first met Michael Jordan, the two men were warming up for an exhibition game—NBA stars versus collegiate Olympians—on opposite ends of the court. When Jordan’s ball rolled to where Bird was shooting, Bird picked it up, looked at Jordan and proceeded to punt the ball over Jordan’s head. Welcome to the show, kid.

Jordan, of course, was himself famous for berating teammates in practice and for befriending opponents only to crush them later (once prompting coach Jeff Van Gundy to call him a “con man,” whereupon, the next night, Jordan scored 51 points against Van Gundy’s Knicks). Jordan so loathed losing that when he once dropped three consecutive games of pool to then-assistant Roy Williams while at North Carolina, Jordan refused to talk to him the next day. Asked to provide a one-word summation of Jordan, former Bulls center Luc Longley chose “predator.” Yet, during his pro career, Jordan somehow managed to come off as lovable—just your friendly neighborhood athletic superhero who stars in underwear commercials and cartoons.

Because Kobe is Kobe, however, he cannot conceal his mentality the way Jordan did, behind a who-would-have-thunk-it smirk or an endorsariffic smile. With Bryant, his competitive fire manifests itself during practice, during games, during summer workouts, during conversation. When he dreams, Bryant is probably kicking someone’s ass at something, perhaps swatting Bill Russell’s hook into the third row. “He can’t turn it off, even if he tried,” says veteran swingman Devean George, one of a handful of NBA players who are relatively close to Bryant. And for that Kobe has often been pilloried—by fans, by the media, even by fellow players. But is that really fair? “Kobe wants it so badly that he rubs an awful lot of people the wrong way,” says Lakers basketball consultant Tex Winter, guru of the triangle offense, who has known Bryant since 1999. “But they’re not willing to understand what’s inside the guy.”

O.K. then, let’s try. First, though, it’s necessary to put aside any preconceived notions about Bryant. Maybe you love him, which is fine. But you may look at Kobe and think of Shaq. Or Phil Jackson. Or Nike. Or Colorado. Or his, um, considerable self-regard. While most players understand that it is their role to play well and the role of others—media, teammates, coaches—to point out that they’ve played well, Bryant prefers to multitask on this front. After scoring 25 points in the second half against the Spurs in Game 1 of the 2008 Western Conference finals, Bryant explained his performance to the media by saying, “I can get off”—that is, score at will—“at any time. In the second half I did that.”

Granted, Bryant was merely being honest, but even so, tact dictates that he let us say such things about him. As you’ve probably noticed, however, Bryant has never been big on tact. Time and again over the years he has announced to us the particulars of his awesomeness. As teammate Luke Walton puts it, in succinct understatement, “Kobe does not lack for confidence.”

Even as this bravado has irked some—O.K., many—over the last decade or so, it’s also what makes it so mesmerizing to watch Bryant when he does go off. Because, like the man himself, it’s never subtle. Spurs defensive specialist Bruce Bowen, Bryant’s foil these many years, claims there’s no indicator of an impending detonation, joking that you can’t tell what’s coming “by the way he chews his gum or something,” but that’s not true at all. Rather it’s almost comically evident. George, the former teammate, describes it as “that Kobe face where he starts looking around all pissed off.” His high school coach Gregg Downer says he can recognize it even watching on TV. In these moments Bryant reverts to his younger persona, the one that used to flummox Del Harris when he was Lakers coach during Bryant’s first two years in the league, in 1996–97. “Kobe would put it on the floor and start going between his legs, back and forth, back and forth,” says Harris, “and only then would he decide what to do.”

So there was Kobe in that ’08 conference finals game against the Spurs, with the Lakers down 20 in the third quarter, whipping the ball between his legs and shaking his noggin at Bowen like some enormous, ticked-off bobblehead. What followed seemed, in retrospect, inevitable: the jump shots, the twisting drives, the scowls and, finally, a cold-blooded Bryant jumper in the lane with 20-odd seconds left to seal a comeback win.

Watching Bryant in such moments can be electrifying, but it doesn’t make it any easier to understand him. After all, how does one get inside the mind of a man that single-minded, a player who, in a one-on-one contest, feels compelled to go up 80–0?

Perhaps the answer is to start at the beginning, examining Bryant’s life moment by basketball moment.

———————

It’s 1985, and Bryant is seven years old, living in Italy, where his father, Joe Bryant, is playing professional basketball. During Joe’s afternoon practice, Kobe stands in the corner shooting baskets. During halftime at games, Kobe runs on the court and starts hoisting 15-footers, much to the delight of the Italian spectators. On weekends Joe and Kobe sit and watch videos of NBA games that Kobe’s grandparents dutifully mail over from the States. Young Kobe studies the tapes over and over and over, the way most children do a Disney movie, until he knows what each player will do next, when Magic Johnson will fake and when he will pass. “As far back as I can remember,” Bryant says, “I had this desire to understand the game.”

Now it’s 1989, and Kobe is 11 years old, no longer content to be the kid shooting in the corner at his father’s practices. He keeps bugging Brian Shaw, then a star player in Europe, to play him one-on-one. Eventually Shaw relents, and the two play H-O-R-S-E. “To this day, Kobe claims he beat me,” says Shaw. “I’m like, right, an 11-year-old kid, but he’s serious.” Even back then, Shaw saw something different. “His dad was a good player, but he was the opposite of Kobe, real laid-back,” says Shaw. “Kobe was out there challenging grown men to play one-on-one, and he really thought he could win.”

Now Kobe is 13 years old and an eighth-grader in the suburbs of Philadelphia, skinny as a paper clip. He is scrimmaging against varsity players at Lower Merion High in an informal practice. They are taken aback. “Here’s this kid, and he has no fear of us at all,” says Doug Young, then a sophomore on the team. “He’s throwing elbows, setting hard screens.” Bryant was not the best player on the floor that day— not yet—but he was close.

Now it’s 1995. Kobe is the senior leader on the Lower Merion team, and he is obsessed with winning a state championship. He comes to the gym at 5 a.m. to work out before school, stays until 7 p.m. afterward. It’s all part of the plan; when Lower Merion lost in the playoffs the previous spring, Kobe stood up in the locker room, interrupting the seniors as they hugged each other in an attempt at closure, and guaranteed a state title, adding, “The work starts now.” (To this day, Bryant remains so amped about his old high school league that when he taped a video message for the Lower Merion team a few years ago, it contained none of the usual platitudes; instead it was Bryant reeling off a string of expletives and exhorting the boys to “take care of fucking business!”)

During the Kobe Era at Lower Merion no moment was inconsequential, no drill unworthy of ultimate concentration. During one practice, “just a random Tuesday,” as Coach Downer recalls, Bryant was engaged in a three-on-three drill in a game to 10. One of his teammates was Schwartz, then a 5’ 7” junior bench warmer. With the game tied 9–9, Schwartz had an opening and drove to the basket but missed, allowing the other team to grab the rebound, after which they scored to win the game. “Now, most kids go to the water fountain and move on,” says Downer. Not Kobe. “What do you think you’re doing taking the last shot?” he demanded of Schwartz. The younger player looked at Bryant, amazed. “Dude,” Schwartz said, “It’s a three-on-three drill. It doesn’t matter that much.”

It was, Schwartz should have known, the wrong thing to say. He headed into the hallway to get a drink of water, but Kobe raced after him and berated him, and they nearly came to blows. It didn’t stop with a reprimand either. “Ever get the feeling someone is staring at you—you don’t have to look at them, but you know it?” says Schwartz. “I felt his eyes on me for the next 20 minutes. It was like by losing that drill, I’d lost us the state championship.”

Now it’s 1996 and the Lakers call in Bryant, fresh off his senior prom—he took the singer Brandy as you may recall—for a predraft workout. He flies in to Los Angeles and heads to the Inglewood High gym. In attendance are Lakers G.M. Jerry West and two members of the L.A. media-relations team, John Black and Raymond Ridder. Bryant, now 17, is to play one-on-one against Michael Cooper, the former Lakers guard and one of the premier defenders in NBA history. Cooper is 40 years old but still in great shape, wiry and long and much stronger than the teenage Bryant. The game is not even close. “It was like Cooper was mesmerized by him,” says Ridder, now the Warriors’ director of media relations. After 10 minutes, West stands up. “That’s it, I’ve seen enough,” he says. “He’s better than anyone we’ve got on the team right now. Let’s go.”

It would be a pattern: Bryant bearing down on players he’d once idolized. There was the time down in Orlando at Magic Johnson’s summer benefit game in 1998 that Bryant went after Penny Hardaway so hard—in a charity game—that Hardaway spent the fall telling people he couldn’t wait to play the Lakers so he could go back at Bryant. And, more famously, there was his attempt to go one-on-one against Michael Jordan during the 1998 All-Star Game, waving off a screen from Karl Malone. Take your pick-and-rolling ass out of here. I’ve got Jordan iso-ed. That one didn’t go over so well either.

In Bryant’s mind no one was unbeatable. As a rookie with the Lakers, despite missing all of training camp with a broken hand and being only a few months removed from high school, he approached Harris, the head coach. According to Harris, “He said, ‘Coach, if you just give me the ball and clear out, I can beat anybody in this league.’” When that didn’t fly, Bryant went to Harris again. “He’d say, ‘Coach, I can post up anybody who’s guarding me. If you just get me in there and clear it out, I can post up anybody.’” Harris chuckles. “I said, ‘Kobe, I know you can, but right now you can’t do it at a high enough rate for the team we have, and I’m not going to tell Shaquille O’Neal to get out of the way so you can do this.’ Kobe didn’t like it. He understood it, but in his heart he didn’t accept it.”

Now it’s 1999, and Bryant is coming off a season in which he averaged 19.9 points. At this juncture, already accomplished, most 21-year-olds might see fit to spend part of their summer screwing around. Bryant, however, spends his downtime fine-tuning his game. He watches boxes of videotape, pores over Dean Smith’s Basketball: Multiple Offense and Defense and practices relentlessly. By himself. In a gym with chairs set up to simulate defenders. He is driven by the doubters, like the reporter who wonders if he’ll burn out and fade away like another Harold Miner. “People didn’t know that I was getting up at six and going to the gym and working for eight hours,” Bryant says. “They didn’t realize that I wasn’t planning on going anywhere. I’d worked too hard.” Shaw, who played for the Lakers from 1999 to 2003 and is now an assistant coach, tries to explain the mind-set. “It was like he was put on earth to be a great basketball player, and everything that he does is dedicated to becoming that,” he says. “The only other guy I’ve been around with that kind of work ethic is Larry Bird.”

Now it’s 2000, and Bryant is an All-Star and a franchise player. Still, when guard Isaiah Rider is signed as a free agent by the Lakers, Bryant forces Rider to repeatedly play one-on-one after practice to house-break this newest potential alpha male. (Bryant wins, of course.) When Mitch Richmond arrives the next year, it’s the same. “He was the man, and he wanted us to know it,” says Richmond. “He was never mean or personal about it; it’s just how he was.”

Not that Bryant always wins these one-on-one games—he says he’s “lost games before but never a series”—but beat him at your own risk. Decline a rematch and, well, you can’t. “If you scored on him in practice or did something to embarrass him, he would just keep on challenging you and challenging you until you stayed after and played him so he could put his will on you and dominate you,” says Shaw. This included not allowing players to leave the court. Literally. “He’d stand in our way and say, ‘Nah, nah, we gonna play, we gonna play. I want you to do that move again,’” says Shaw. “And you might be tired and say, ‘Nah, I did it in practice.’ But he was just relentless and persistent until finally you’d go play, and he’d go at you.”

And, just as he once did with Rob Schwartz, Bryant now kept NBA teammates after practice as guinea pigs. “He was notorious for asking me to stay late to work on a move,” says George, who played for L.A. from 1999 to 2006. “He’d say, ‘Stand there for a minute. I want to try something.’” And then Bryant would unveil a spin move, or a crossover, or something else he’d picked up watching tape, and do it over and over and over. “The crazy thing about it is, he has the ability to put new elements in his game overnight,” says George. “Like, for example, he might say, ‘Stay after and guard this move. Let me try it on you,’ and he’ll do it the next day in the game.” George pauses to let this sink in. “Most of us, we’ll try it alone, then we’ll try it in practice, then in a scrimmage, and only then will we bring it out for a seven o’clock game. He’d do it the next day—and it would work.”

This is how Bryant sees it—the game as laboratory. I first witnessed it in 2002, while I was interviewing him for a Sports Illustrated story. We were in an empty room at the Lakers practice facility and, when the conversation turned to dribble-drive moves, Bryant started getting worked up. He described to me a variation on a traditional move: a jab step-and-pause, where you sink deep, hesitate to let the defender relax and, instead of bringing the jab foot back, push off it. Soon enough, Bryant was out of his chair and positioning me as a “defender” on the carpeted floor.

“O.K., when I go here,” he said, lunging forward, “now I just hesitate for a second and then”—and here Bryant pretended to exhale deeply—“Bam! I’m by you.”

He stepped aside and, not content with the lesson, motioned for me to catch the imaginary ball he was holding. “You try it.”

I jabbed, hesitantly.

Kobe shook his head. “Sell it man, really sell it!”

And so I did. And as we jabbed and relaxed and jabbed, it occurred to me that, deep down, Kobe Bryant is a total nerd. It’s just that, while some people are Star Wars nerds, Bryant is a basketball nerd. “I think Kobe’s actually a little bit embarrassed by his love of basketball,” says Downer, the high school coach. “People called him a loner, but it’s just that basketball is all he wants to focus on. I think he’s part of a dying breed that loves the game that way.”

If you doubt this, just listen to how he personalizes the game when talking about it. This is what he said when I asked whether he misses life before the NBA. “Sometimes I think back to going to school in Lower Merion, waking up in the morning, having all the snow on the ground, and going to school at five o’clock in the morning to work out before school even started. I remember how nobody knew who I was, how pure the game was, and the dreams that I had of playing at this level and the hunger that I had. I miss that. Sometimes you miss the baby steps. You hear parents say all the time, ‘My daughter is 15 now; I wish I could just shrink her back down to when she was only one.’ I feel that way sometimes. Because you miss those early steps. Because it was so much fun, and it was so much mystery, and you didn’t know what was going to happen.”

It is this affection for the game that gets Bryant so excited about meeting kindred souls. Asked about Spurs coach Gregg Popovich during the 2008 playoffs, Kobe’s face lit up as he recalled his chance to play for him in an All-Star Game. “I was really hoping he’d run us through one of those rigorous practices he does,” said Bryant. When he got his wish, he deemed it “fun.”

Now it’s the summer of 2008, and Bryant is an Olympian on a team that will go on to win the gold medal. When around U.S. teammates, he refers to himself as “the old dog,” as in, when Magic center Dwight Howard is being called to the bus as the team departs from a practice, “Don’t worry, those motherfuckers aren’t going anywhere without me. Stick with the old dog, and you’ll be fine.” (Howard does, and he is). It’s a role Kobe’s been waiting to play his whole career. Now, finally, he can be the alpha dog—all the time.

It is not easy to coach an alpha dog, of course. Especially one like Bryant, who not only knows the game chapter and verse but also understands both his own limitations and those of his teammates. As such, he is at times given to making, shall we say, executive decisions. “He’s sure got a grasp of the game,” says Tex Winter, the Lakers’ assistant. “He understands the game. But—and don’t misinterpret this—he understands it a lot better than he plays it.”

O.K., Tex, so as not to misinterpret: Are you saying that he knows the right thing to do but sometimes chooses not to do it?

“Yup, that’s it,” says Tex.

———————

Now it’s the fall of 2008 and Bryant is finally where he wants to be. He’s an MVP playing on his team, without any behemoth Hall of Famers to get in the way of post-ups. His team made the Finals in June of 2008 and is in good position to do so again. He is also by most accounts, the best player of his era. “Only two guys should be mentioned in the same breath, and those are Oscar Robertson and Michael Jordan,” says one Western Conference scout. “I know people—like our coach—who think he’s better than Jordan.”

Better?

“Mike couldn’t handle the ball like Kobe and had nowhere near his range,” says the scout, aware he’s trafficking in basketball blasphemy. “Defensively, he’s just as good. Not as strong as Michael, but he has faster feet.”

The scout has other things to say about Bryant. For example, on his weaknesses: “Um, let me think. . . . [Long pause.] No, I don’t think he has any.” On his athleticism: “There are probably 10 better in the league”—he names Andre Iguodala, LeBron James, Josh Smith, Dwight Howard and J.R. Smith as examples—“but no one uses it as well as Kobe. Just watch his footwork sometime.” And on his focus: “There’s a difference between loving basketball and liking basketball. There are only about 30 guys in the league who love it, who play year-round. Iverson loves to play when the lights come on. Kobe loves doing the shit before the lights come on.”

This thing, this freakish compulsion, is the element of the game most difficult to quantify. There are no plus-minus stats or fancy equations to measure a player’s ruthlessness, that desire to beat you so badly you need therapy and a six-pack to recover. One thing’s for sure: You can’t teach it. If so, Eddy Curry would be a six-time MVP, and Derrick Coleman would be getting ready for his Hall of Fame induction. But people know it when they see it. Ask around the league—G.M.’s, scouts and coaches—and only a few names get mentioned alongside Bryant’s: Tim Duncan, Kevin Garnett, Deron Williams, Steve Nash, Chris Paul and Manu Ginobili. (“I love Manu,” says Bryant. “He plays exactly the way I play, balls to the wall.”) None are considered in the same league as Bryant, though. In a Sports Illustrated poll in 2008, for example, Bryant was a runaway winner when NBA players were asked which player they feared most. Kobe got 35% of the vote—no one else was close.

What players like Paul, Bryant and Ginobili have in common is that they see pressure not as most of us do—Oh, crap, I better perform— but as an opportunity. Says Ginobili, “It’s the most fun part of the game when you have all that adrenaline, all that responsibility.”

Even some of the great ones lacked the fire. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar says that when he was young, rather than challenging everyone who crossed his path, as Kobe does, he “just wanted peace.” Says Abdul-Jabbar, “I think it’s a quirk of personality. Some of us are like Napoleon, and some are Walter Mitty.” Bill Russell, the dominant Celtics center, saw it as a necessity of the game. “You got to have the killer instinct,” Russell told SI in 1965. “If you do not have it, forget about basketball and go into social psychology or something. If you sometimes wonder if you’ve got it, you ain’t got it. No pussycats, please.”

Idan Ravin is a basketball trainer who works with Paul, Elton Brand, Gilbert Arenas and Carmelo Anthony and is known by some in the league as “the hoops whisperer” for his effect on players (Chapter 9). Ravin has gone so far as to break killer instinct down into components. (He’s a former lawyer, so this is the kind of stuff he does.) They are: love of the game, ambition, obsessive/compulsive behavior, arrogance/confidence, selfishness and nonculpability. He sees them all in Bryant.

“If he’s a ruthless s.o.b., I kind of respect that,” says Ravin. “He has, what, maybe 15 or 16 years in the league? Why should he be passing up opportunities now? Why pass the ball to a guy who doesn’t work as hard, who doesn’t want it like you do?”

The story about Schwartz, and 80–0, may be the most instructive as to how Kobe’s brain works. How many of us can imagine thinking that way? How do you maintain focus when you’re beating someone 79–0? How do you say, O.K., this point matters every bit as much as the previous 79 even when it clearly doesn’t? I ask Bryant this question, and he shrugs. “I don’t know, man,” he says. “I just do it, to be honest. It’s nothing for me. It’s just what I do. I just keep going.”

But, Kobe, what’s the benefit? How does that make you better?

Bryant grins his Nike grin, the one that’s designed to mask his intensity but usually fails. “I’d try to control him,” he says. “So when I played Rob, I always worked on something different. I challenged myself to say, O.K., can I manipulate him defensively to do this, so maybe I can work on going left, so I can do that.”

I can’t help but ask: “Didn’t you at any point feel like an asshole?”

“Nope, not at all,” Bryant says. “To me, I enjoy doing it. I enjoy beating guys and beating them and beating them. If you’re going to beat somebody, you have to beat them to a pulp. To see what happens, to see what they’re made of.”

That’s why, even now, as an MVP, every little challenge matters to him. Here’s a telling snapshot of Bryant from the 2008 playoffs. At the end of practice on the day before the Lakers learned who their Western Conference finals opponent was going to be, each member of the team had to shoot one free throw with the caveat that the team had to make a certain cumulative number or they’d all run sprints. As it turned out, everybody hit their free throw except Bryant, who rimmed one out. The only shooter left was Derek Fisher, he of the 81.4% lifetime percentage. The team had already met its mark, so even if Fisher missed it, there would be no sprints. But Bryant didn’t care about the running; he cared about keeping score. So he stood to the side of the basket, fidgeting. As Fisher’s shot arced toward the rim, Bryant suddenly took two quick steps and leaped up to goaltend the shot, smacking it away. “Of course,” Lakers forward Lamar Odom explained later, “he couldn’t be the only one to miss.”

It is Bryant’s blessing and his curse: There is no off switch on his drive. In the Lakers’ locker room there is a popular joke that Kobe, father of two preteen girls, will be the worst soccer dad ever, the guy going crazy on the sideline. But I doubt this is true. I think Bryant understands that his will to win is not a transitive property. It’s what makes the game both so easy for him (when he has the ball) and so frustrating (when he doesn’t). It’s also what it makes it so rewarding when he achieves his goals.

———————

Now it is June of 2009 and the Lakers are playing the Orlando Magic in the NBA Finals. It is Bryant’s second opportunity to win his inaugural title UBS (Unsullied By Shaq) and he is on a mission, trying to balance team leadership with his desire to destroy everything in his path. At the moment, late in the first half of Game 1 at Staples Center, it is safe to say he is focusing on the latter. He sticks one jumper, then another, then drops in an implausible fadeaway after stopping his dribble and pivoting, spinning and pivoting again, a move that causes the normally sedate LA crowd to roar and Bryant to bare his teeth like a feral animal. At times like these, Bryant says, he can sense the fear in his opponent, in this case 6’6” swingman Mickael Pietrus. “They get kind of nervous and are scared to touch you,” Bryant explains. “It’s no fun playing against players like that.” He prefers a confident opponent. “It becomes more fun for you,” he says, “because it becomes a challenge.”

This desire for challenges—and only Kobe would crave additional obstacles during the NBA Finals—is what Bryant has spent the past few seasons trying to harness. In recent years, at Jackson’s suggestion, he has turned to meditation. Bryant says he’s also coming to terms with the idea that it isn’t that his teammates don’t want to win as much he does (though this is true), but that they don’t have the capacity to want to win as much as he does. Says Downer, the high school coach, “As difficult as Kobe can be, as demanding as he is, I think [he and his teammates] all found some middle ground, a center.”

Part of that is Bryant allowing his teammates to succeed, something that is an ongoing struggle for him. Though he is the Lakers’ leading playmaker during the 2009 playoffs, often flirting with triple-doubles (something that is not easy to do), he still remains reluctant at times to make the right swing pass (something that is). “He likes to make the pass for the assist of the score,” explains Shaw. “We would like him to make the pass that would lead to the pass.”

Even so, it’s hard for the coaches to get too upset. “There’s a trust that we have because we know that he’s trying to win the game,” Shaw says. “There are a lot of times when Phil will call a play, but [Kobe] will have a feel for what’s going on out on the floor and say, ‘No, no, no. I already got something going.’ Phil trusts that.”

Now it is 2 a.m. on Thursday during the second week of the Finals and Kobe cannot sleep. The Lakers lead the Magic 2–1 but are recovering from a painful loss in which Bryant missed late-game free throws. So he sits in a high-backed leather chair in the lobby of the Ritz-Carlton in Orlando, surrounded by chandeliers and white orchids and gleaming white floors, in the company of friends—a group including his security guy, team employees and trainers—but alone. He says little, the hood of his sweatshirt pulled over his scalp, his eyes staring into the inky night, past the windows and the palm trees. He holds a Corona but rarely brings it to his lips. He looks like a man so tired he cannot sleep, a man nearing the end of a long journey. It is one that began well before November, when this season started, or even last June, when the Lakers fell to the Celtics in the Finals. As he will later explain in a quiet moment, he divides his career into two bodies of work: “the Shaquille era and the post-Shaquille era.” Since the post-Shaq era began in 2004, when the Lakers traded O’Neal to Miami, many have doubted, again and again, that Bryant would ever earn a ring on his own. And while he has dismissed those who classify his legacy as Shaq-dependent, calling them “idiotic,” he also knows how close he is to banishing that perception.

Minutes pass. Bryant stares and says nothing. He has waited this long. He can wait a little longer.

Now it is 5:30 in the morning after Game 4, and Bryant is headed to the gym. Only hours earlier the Lakers pulled out a dramatic 99–91 win to take a 3–1 series lead, and with three more chances to finish the series, the players could finally relax. There are two nights off before Game 5, and it was time to celebrate a bit, and Kobe did. For all of four hours. Now, before he goes to sleep, it is time to get in some work.

At the urging of his trainer, Tim Grover, Bryant heads to the fitness center at the Ritz-Carlton, where a couple of early-bird businessmen are shocked to share their treadmill time with an 11-time All-Star. For an hour and a half Grover takes Bryant through a series of exercises: weights, stretching, muscle-activation routines. Grover’s logic is that if Bryant gets his work in now, he can have a block of uninterrupted sleep and not disturb his rest pattern.

Bryant’s work ethic is renowned, but this season he has become even more obsessive. Unhappy with his physical stamina during the Finals a year ago, he asked Grover, with whom he’d worked during the off-season, to become, in essence, his personal trainer: travel with him, monitor his workouts. For Grover, who runs his business out of Chicago, and whose clients include Dwyane Wade (and, for many years, Michael Jordan), it was asking a lot. “There are only about three guys in the league I would have even considered doing this for,” says Grover. “With Kobe, I knew he’d take it very seriously.”

Grover’s modifications were small but important. Bryant had never been an advocate of cold tubs; Grover had him taking ice baths frequently for muscle recovery. He focused on strengthening Bryant’s ankles, wrists, hips—“areas that don’t make you look better in your jersey but can become nagging injuries,” Grover says. The result is that, despite having played for nearly three years straight due to his Olympic commitments, Bryant came into these Finals free of ankle braces, shoulder wraps and sleeves—although his right ring finger, dislocated earlier in the season, remained taped. He even wore low-top shoes. (Bryant believes they give him a greater range of motion, and Grover concurs.) When Bryant missed those free throws in Game 3, finishing 5 of 10 from the line, Grover had him show up early the next day and spend 40 minutes just shooting foul shots. “The superstars aren’t superstars just by accident,” says Grover. “Michael was Michael because of what he did on and off the court; it didn’t just happen. Same with Kobe. It’s because of the time and effort and the knowledge that he gains and his willingness to listen to people.” It is an interesting notion, that a man long criticized for not listening to people is succeeding now because he does.

Now it is half an hour before Game 5, and it seems as if every camera in Amway Arena is trained on Bryant. His eyes are hooded, his jaw is set. This is what he came for. When center Andrew Bynum says of Bryant, “Only he knows what motivates him,” well, that’s not really true at all. Don’t we all know what motivates Bryant? As Fisher says, “He wants to be the best player to have ever played this game. That’s what he works at every day.” Thus while it is often easy to question Bryant’s sincerity, it is hard to do so when the subject is his drive. “I push and push and push—that’s the only way I know,” Bryant says. A day earlier I had asked him about the future, when he’s in his mid-30s, and whether he could ever see himself being a third option on a team. “Third option?” he said, and then he paused. He frowned slightly, rolling the idea around in his head, entertaining an existence where he orbits others, not the other way around. He wrinkled his nose at the thought, then finally answered. “I don’t know; that’s tough to see,” he said. “One thing I’ve always been great at is scoring the ball. Even when I’m 35, I think I’ll be a bad motherfucker.” And with this, Bryant laughed. It must have felt good to tell the truth.

Now there is 1:12 left in Game 5, and the Lakers have both the ball and a 95–84 lead. Finally, the moment—his moment—is here. During the final Lakers timeout, Bryant heads back to the bench. He tries to lean back in his chair but cannot sit still. He attempts to control his breathing, which is quick and shallow. He bites his nails, shifts his eyes; he looks nervous, like a teenager about to ask a girl out on a first date. Then, finally, almost sweetly, he smiles. It is a genuine smile, oddly naked. It is a Bryant we rarely see.

Soon he will accept the MVP trophy and bring his daughters Natalia, 6, and Gianna, 3, onstage. Then he will run back to the locker room, slithering through the hallway crowd, shouting, “Oh! My! God!” and he will make sure to drench Jackson in champagne, and then he will sit before the media at a podium and grin goofily and talk about getting “a big old monkey off my back” and rest his cheeks in between his hands and say how it feels as if he’s dreaming and how he “can’t believe this moment is here.” And then he will head to the Ritz to celebrate, still wearing his champagne-soaked T-shirt and shorts, a cigar protruding from his mouth, punch-drunk and pleased to take photos with all comers, no longer the child prodigy, no longer the petulant sidekick, no longer the selfish ball hog, no longer the Michael Jordan wannabe, but just Kobe Bryant, champion. And he will revel in this for hours, if not days, before waking up one morning and deciding there’s been enough celebrating. Because, of course, there remains so much left to do. 

———————

So, add it all up and who is Kobe Bryant? He’s a guy who can break down in detail any Western Conference team’s plays and any star’s strengths and weaknesses. (For example, Bryant believes Tracy McGrady isn’t good at coming back to the ball once he’s given it up, making it easy to deny him.) He’s a guy who, according to former teammate Coby Karl, considers himself “an expert at fouling without getting called for it.” (Watch how Bryant uses the back of his hand, not the front, to push off on defenders, and a closed-fist forearm to exert leverage.) A guy who makes up to 500 jumpers a day during the off-season, usually shooting 80 to 90%.

A guy who, even at the height of his success, believes he can never let his guard down. (Example: When Dwight Howard allowed 5’9” Nate Robinson to leapfrog him in the dunk contest in February ’09, effectively ceding the dunk crown to Robinson and emasculating himself in one three-second span, Howard said it was all in fun, as did many others. Not Kobe. When I asked him whether he’d ever let someone dunk over him in a similar situation, he grimaced. “Fuck no!” he said. “Especially not to lose no goddam dunk contest!”)

He’s a guy who, according to Nike spokesperson Kejuan Wilkins, had the company shave a couple millimeters off the bottom of his shoe because “in his mind that gave him a hundredth of a second better reaction time.” A guy so intense he talks to himself during games. (“You’ll see him literally giving himself a pep talk,” says Downer.)
 
A guy who lit into teammate Andrew Bynum during a timeout when the 21-year-old center came out lackluster in Game 3 of the 2009 Finals, yelling, “Get your head in the fucking game!” loud enough that a sideline reporter could overhear. A guy who, at 30, has four championship rings (or one more than Michael Jordan at the same age), two scoring titles, an MVP award and now a Finals MVP award; who has won for six coaches and as part of starting lineups that included Travis Knight and Smush Parker, suffering but one losing season (and when it comes to Bryant, suffering really is the right term).

A guy who, lest we forget, played the better part of a year with a finger on his shooting hand in need of surgery. A guy who says of being guarded by Bruce Bowen, the Spurs’ exasperating pest/forward, “It’s fun,” and actually means it. A guy who, no matter what he does, will never get the chance to play the one game he’d die for: Bryant vs. Jordan, each in their prime.
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