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UNGUARDED





CHAPTER ONE


ON MY DESK, there’s a picture of my father.


He’s a man I never really knew, yet a man who feels very much a part of me today. The man staring at me is always about thirty-five, always in the prime of life, dark-skinned, strong, healthy. He’s the father I wished was there when my team in Seattle won the 1979 NBA title, the father I wanted with me when I was inducted in the Basketball Hall of Fame. When I puffed that cigar to celebrate breaking Red Auerbach’s record for the most career victories by any NBA coach, I wanted my father there. He’s the father I wished could see my children and meet my wife, Marilyn.


He will always be my father, and he will always live in my head because he died when I was only five years old.


His name was Leonard. I’m really Leonard R. Wilkens, Jr. Few people know that about me. Few people know very much about me, even though I’ve been in the public eye seemingly forever, as an NBA player and/or coach since 1960. That’s a long time, forty years in pro basketball. No one has survived the NBA storm longer. No one has appeared in more games when you combine all the years that I’ve played and coached. And here am I, at the age of sixty-two. I’ve coached for twenty-seven years, and I still love it. I really do.


I just wish that my father had been there for some of it.


Seeing other kids with fathers made me miss my father. There would be functions at school, and other children would have both parents there. I’d have my mother, assuming she could get off from work. Sometimes, no one was there. Later, as I achieved some things, I wondered what my father would have made of it all: graduating from college. Playing in the NBA. Making All-Star teams. Coaching some wonderful teams, coaching in the 1996 Olympics.


Sometimes I’d ask myself, “What would my father have thought of me? Would he be proud of me?”


There’s no real answer to that because he’s been gone for so long.


After my father died, my mother spent a lot of time telling all her children how much our father loved us. She wanted us to know that our father didn’t want to leave us, that he would have loved to have been with us, but God just called him. I never really understood why he was gone, but I knew it wasn’t his fault. He didn’t run off; he died.


I missed him then, and I always will.


Those who knew my father say that I’m a lot like him. They say if you look at my hands, you see his hands. That’s what I’ve heard over and over again from those who knew my father—that I have my father’s hands, strong, with long, purposeful fingers. I look at my hands and try to imagine my father’s hands, then I wonder if he was an athlete. I don’t even know if he was a sports fan. Relatives have told me that sometimes I walk like him, or that I gesture like him. I don’t know what to say to that, because the more I think about my father, the less I realize I know.


I do have one memory of him: I’m sitting in a high chair at the dinner table. I’m not much more than an infant. My father takes a piece of bacon, ties it to a string from something above my head. That bacon attached to a string hangs down, dangling right in front of me. With my little hands, I bang around the bacon, and that keeps me occupied as my parents eat breakfast.


That was my father, a man who knew how to make a toy for a toddler out of a piece of bacon and a string.


And he baked.


I don’t remember seeing him bake, but I remember the smells. Fresh bread. Cakes. The warm aromas filling our brownstone apartment in the Bedford Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn. I can close my eyes and see my sister and myself sitting on a bench. My father is in the kitchen. I don’t see him in the kitchen, I just know he’s in there, baking.


I can still smell it.


This time, it was a cake. He’s baking a white cake with chocolate frosting. With my eyes closed and my memory in high gear, I still don’t see him, but I can see the cake. I see my sister Connie and me eating that cake. I know he baked it. But I still don’t see him, and I wish I did—just once more, even in my memory. I just know that my father loved to bake: He did all the baking in the house, and forever in my head are the memories of that white cake with the chocolate frosting.


And the bacon on a string.


And the funeral.


My father died of a bleeding ulcer, that much I’ve been told. He was rushed to a hospital in Brooklyn, which was not far from the brownstone apartment where we lived. The doctors said my father had something called “a locked bowel.” They decided the best way to treat him was with an enema.


Actually, it was the one thing they never should have done.


It killed him.


My mother didn’t know anything about malpractice. Besides, this was in 1943, a time when you just didn’t sue doctors. It was a time when you were glad to have a doctor treat you, a time when doctors seemed like miracle men. And miracle men many of them were—and still are.


But in the case of this doctor and my father, I can’t help but think that the man killed my father. I didn’t hear this story of my father’s death until I was in college. I wanted to do something, but what? Find the doctor? Sue the hospital for something that happened so long ago? Besides, how do you put a price tag on a young family deprived of a father? No amount of money can repay my mother for all the anguish she had to endure as she raised us, a woman alone with four kids all under the age of seven when she lost her husband.


When my father died, they put the casket in the living room. The custom back then was to hold a wake in the home. There was a huge lamp on each side of the casket. Behind the coffin were these black drapes. I can still see the room. It’s so dark, it’s eerie. The casket is a shiny wooden box, reflecting the light from the two lamps. People are crying. I remember a nun holding me on her lap: She was a friend of my mother’s from Holy Rosary Church. My mother’s family were staunch Roman Catholics. My father converted to Catholicism to marry my mother. I spent the entire funeral in the arms of that nun. People cried and cried. I clung to that nun.


The casket was open. My father was in there. He wore his best suit and tie. There was no question that it was my father, and no question that he was dead. I just remember that I didn’t want to be in that room alone with the casket.


When the wake was over, one of my aunts came up to me. She took me in her arms and said, “Well, you’re going to be the man of the family now.”


I stared at her. I was five years old. How was I supposed to know what it meant to be the man of the house? But I was the man of that house. I had an older sister, Connie, who was six. My brother, Larry, was three. And there was two-year-old Mary.


Four kids, no father.


I was only five years old, but that aunt’s words stuck to me. I was the man of the family. I had no idea what it meant, I just knew that on the day my father died, everything had changed—and more was expected of me. I was his son, and I’ll always be his son. That much I know. And his absence had a far more profound impact on me that his presence, because his being gone meant that I had to grow up, and grow up quick. But his being my father also left me a legacy. Because my father was an African-American, so am I. At least that’s how the world sees me.


A priest once asked me, “What’s it like to have a foot in both worlds?”


He knew I came from a mixed-blood family. My father was African-American, my mother was Irish. But I never hesitated when they asked me to list my race on a form—I’d write I was African-American. There is a racist theory that has always existed in this country, that if you have a drop of black blood in you, then you’re an African-American.


One drop of blood is all it takes to define you as black.


Why is that?


If a person is part Irish and part Italian and a little Scottish, we don’t say that person is Scottish—to the exclusion of all else—because he has a bit of Scottish blood in him. But if that same person had a drop of black blood? Well, forget about the Italian, the Irish, the Scottish, or any other roots—you’re black, period. This was done primarily to keep black people down, to deprive people of opportunity, to keep a bigger slice of the American pie for white people, because for much of our history, being considered black immediately relegated you to second-class status.


The truth is that I’m as much Irish as I’m black, but I’ve never heard anyone say, “Lenny is Irish.” Today, it’s illegal to ask for a person’s race, but once that was common on most job applications and other forms. If I really wanted to be accurate, I should have listed myself as “African-Irish-American,” and then watch what they would have made of that.


Then again, when former NBA coach Cotton Fitzsimmons first met me, he thought I was Puerto Rican!


We used to say America was a melting pot. It was in all my history books, stories of how people came from all over the world to find a home in the United States. I took that literally. They told us that we were all created equal, right?


Then why ask about someone’s race?


Why define a person by wanting to know, “Do you have any black blood?”


What is the purpose? Where is the justice?


There have been light-skinned people who have “passed” as white, but I was never into that. I never wanted to put myself in a position of trying to be something I was not. I had a cousin who did, but that was his hangup; I never had a problem with being considered a black man. I am proud of my father, of my African-American roots. I know that when I was in college, some of my professors were shocked when I did well in certain courses. A black person, especially a black athlete, just wasn’t expected to achieve in the classroom. Sometimes, I wanted to speak out. I knew what they were thinking, how wrong and racist it was… but I just didn’t want to give people the idea that I had a chip on my shoulder or that I wasn’t proud of being black. Most of the time, I just glared at them. I wanted them to be as uncomfortable as they made me, and for some reason, I just knew that eventually I’d find a way to prove them wrong.


I never heard exactly how my mother and father met. I know that he was a chauffeur, and he often drove around the neighborhood. He got to know a lot of people, and one of them was my mother.


And they were married, which is all I know.


That was in April of 1935, when mixed marriages certainly were rare in most parts of America, but there were more than a few in Brooklyn. The Bedford Stuyvesant of my youth was a true melting pot. On my street was a German deli, a Jewish grocery, an Italian market. Within a few streets were all kinds of people from blacks to Puerto Ricans to Jews to Eastern Europeans. Sure, people were aware of the racial and ethnic differences, but most of us learned to live together and get along. We had no choice, because we saw each other all the time on the streets, on the subways, at stores, and at church. Only later did I come to realize how unique this situation was, and how it affected my life: I never doubted that people from different races could work with each other and be friends, because I saw it every day of my life while growing up.


Granted, there were problems. Some members of my mother’s family weren’t thrilled about the marriage. My mother had six sisters and two brothers. The brothers were always very consumed with their jobs and families, so they were seldom around. Most of the other members of the family were friendly, but my mother’s oldest sister played favorites. She was the oldest and didn’t have any children. I felt like this sister and her husband liked my cousins better than us, and my cousins were part-Chinese. My mother’s sister had married a Chinese man, and that was OK with some of the family—but my mother was considered an outcast by this sister because she had married a black man. I know this had to be hard on my mother, but she rarely talked about it. Nor do I ever recall her saying anything about what her family thought of her marriage to my father. I imagine there was some initial resistance to an Irish-Catholic woman marrying a black man. I’d hear some comments secondhand, never to our face; I just knew some of the relatives weren’t thrilled with our “mixed” family.


You have to understand the times and our family. I was born in 1937, which means I grew up at the end of the Depression, through World War II and then into the Korean War. This was not an era when people had the luxury to become caught up in introspection. Over and over, it was drilled into us, “Don’t feel sorry for yourself.” We had to work. We were fighting to survive. People knew what it was to be hungry. They still talked about “bread lines” and “going to the poorhouse.” They knew what it was to have their husbands and fathers killed on the other side of the world, to see people become instant widows, to see children weeping at a cemetery while clinging to their mother’s skirt as their father is buried, to see flags in the windows of apartments and houses of men who had died in the war.


It’s not like the affluent times of today, where people look at all the details of their lives, sometimes to the point of distraction. They dig through the fields of their past, turning the same dirt over and over and over, searching for clues to who they are and why they act the way they do. If some of my relatives didn’t love us, so what? Shake it off. We were too busy taking care of ourselves, and we didn’t really expect anyone to help us. We were taught to be thankful for the people who did care about us, rather than to dwell on those who didn’t. Maybe that sounds simplistic, but what other choice did we have? I see too many people today who walk around captives of their past, who have jailed their own hearts with bitterness and regrets about what happened when they grew up, about slights from relatives, parents who somehow failed, money that wasn’t there. That can paralyze you.


My mother spent most of her time trying to get us to concentrate on what we did have, not moaning about what was missing. For example, two of my mother’s sisters were terrific. They were my favorite aunts because they were so down to earth, they just loved us. Like my mother, they were Irish Catholics, and they quickly embraced her children. It wouldn’t have mattered to them if we were purple: We were family to those two aunts. My father’s family was also great. He had three sisters, and they accepted us as their own—no questions asked, no hesitation. My father’s youngest sister was a loving woman who bought me my first suit when I was in high school. We seemed to spend more time with my father’s family. As I mentioned, two of my mother’s sisters were outstanding, but all of my father’s family was that way; with them, I always felt like “family.”


Yes, outside the home, some kids called me “half-breed.”


But “half-breed” never bothered me much, because I always had a sense of who I was. Besides, we all were just kids back then, and there weren’t the same racial hangups we have today. Kids talked about each other being Jews, Poles, Irish, whatever. It wasn’t a putdown, just a statement of fact. Besides, my mother never talked about race. Not at all. She refused to make it an issue.


She would just say, “You can be as good as you want to be.”


Or she’d say, “Don’t make excuses, you can accomplish whatever you set your mind to, you’re just as good as the next person.”


I believed her. I didn’t let other people define me or limit me. In our immediate family, we didn’t worry about race. She was the mother; we were the kids. She refused to feel sorry for herself, and she expected the same from us. But when we went to the store, people would stare at us.


My mother was an Irish woman. My brother and one of my sisters are light-skinned, much as I am. And my sister Connie is a beautiful brown-skinned woman; she favored my father.


Sometimes, people rudely glared. They wondered what that black girl was doing with that white woman, who was obviously her mother. And they stared harder at the rest of the kids. Were we white? Or black? Or what?


My mother would catch them staring and she’d confront them: “Just what are you looking at?”


Of course, those people were gutless. They’d never say a word. They’d just look away. Meanwhile, we children were mortified at what my mother would say, how her Irish temper would bubble up, then blow, like a volcano. In these rare instances, she had the vocabulary of a sailor. I couldn’t believe my own mother was saying some of those words! When that happened, we kids wanted to disappear. We really didn’t know why some people stared at us, we just saw that it upset our mother—and that bothered us.


I still remember a Thanksgiving dinner at one of our aunt’s homes. The aunt was married to this white guy who was a grouch most of the time.


As I walked in the door, he growled, “And what do you want?”


I said, “I don’t want anything.”


Then I turned around and walked right out the door. My mother and aunt tried to get me to go back in there, but I refused. I would not go into that place, because I knew that man didn’t want me there. I wasn’t sure why; I guessed it was because I was black or he was just being a smartass, but I didn’t know, I just wanted no part of that man or his Thanksgiving dinner. I was twelve years old at the time. Finally, my mother gave up. I told her that I wanted her to stay and have dinner, that I’d be all right. Then I went home.


Things like that, they really had to hurt my mother. But she never complained about it, at least not that her children heard.


“You’re a human being,” she’d tell me. “You’re accountable for who you are. Be proud of who you are.”


Yet there were nights when I heard my mother cry. Things just got to be too much, and she broke down. It wasn’t in front of us, but we’d hear her crying. I wanted to do something. I was supposed to be the man of the house. But what could I do? There was nothing I could say, nothing I could do that would bring my father back.


After a while, she’d stop.


Then she’d pray.


No woman ever prayed as much as Henrietta Wilkens. Even before my father died, she prayed: Mass every morning, or at least a Novena. Pray at meals. Pray the rosary at night. I always tell people that I’m living proof that prayer works, because no one ever prayed harder for her children than my mother did. Some people would have pulled away from God after losing a husband as she did, but it just made my mother’s faith stronger. And she never cared about me identifying myself as an African-American. She always insisted skin color didn’t matter, but your heart and your faith did. To her, what counted was that I had embraced Roman Catholicism. That was the most important thing. Her faith was her lifeblood, her source of hope, her comfort in times of despair. She couldn’t imagine living without it, and to her, faith was far more important than race. I think if I had turned my back on the Catholic Church, that would have devastated her. As it was, our life and poverty were piling up on her, the stress taking a toll. She was five-foot-five, but there were days when she just seemed smaller, when her whole body sagged. Everything just wore her down. Before my father died, she was a housewife. She had a good man who provided everything from baked bread to a reliable paycheck. Suddenly, all that was gone.


I know what it means to be on welfare.


I know what it means to have a stranger in the house, snooping around, checking to see if you’re hiding something. I know the caseworker was just doing his job, and I know some people did cheat on welfare—but it’s still demeaning.


I know what it was like to wait for the welfare check to come so we could buy groceries, or anything else we needed for the house. I know what it’s like to be in high school where clothes are important, a mark of status, and to have only one shirt, a shirt I dyed a different color every week to make it seem like I had different shirts.


When I was in elementary school, right before lunchtime they’d sell one-cent candy. Those of us who didn’t have a penny would put our heads down on top of our desks while the others bought the candy; no one said a word, but we were embarrassed not to have a penny for candy. I never said a word about it to my mother. Hearing that would have killed her.


And, yes, I know what it’s like to work.


After my father’s death, my mother took a part-time job at a candy factory. She packed the candies into boxes, which were shipped all over the country. She wore a uniform, an apron, a bonnet. I can close my eyes and see her in the apron, her bonnet holding up her long, fine, light-brown hair. I can see her sitting at the kitchen table, all of the air seemingly wrung out of her. Her body just looks smaller, sagging from sheer exhaustion. She has just come home from the candy factory, and she has to cook for four kids. She has to make sure we do our homework. She has to clean the house, which was a job itself with four kids.


No matter how hard she worked, there was never enough money, enough time, enough energy. After a while, my mother couldn’t keep up with the rent on the brownstone apartment on Pacific Street.


That’s when I realized we were poor. My mother had to fend for herself; no one on either side of the family had any extra money. I’m sure our relatives helped out a little here and there, maybe with some old clothes or a few extra dollars, but they didn’t help us much because they couldn’t. We always seemed to be wearing the same clothes longer than the other kids in school. My mother was constantly sewing and patching things together, and the boys had to wait longer for new clothes, because she believed it was more important for the girls to look nice; if the boys were a little ragged, that was OK. That never bothered me. I didn’t worry a lot about clothes.


My mother often told us, “God doesn’t look at your clothes. He looks at the person inside the clothes.” She said that with such conviction that, after a while, I believed it.


But shoes were a different story.


My mother could afford only one new pair of tennis shoes a year for each of us, and I’d wear those out in a month or so playing in the streets and at the playground. Then I’d play baseball and basketball in my dress shoes, which didn’t thrill my mother—but she didn’t stop me, either.


Then, we started moving.


My mother never explained the moves, we just went from one apartment to another to another. The apartments became smaller, even though her children were growing larger. Our last place was what I’ll always remember as our “coldwater flat.” There was no heat: You’d light the stove in the kitchen to warm the apartment—well, the kitchen and bedroom next to it anyway. The living room was too far away, so it was freezing in the winter. We’d wrap ourselves up in lots of blankets to keep warm. The worst of that changed during my sophomore year, when it became law that all apartments had to be heated, and the landlord installed steam heat.


What I also remember is cleanliness.


Our place was immaculate. The dishes were done, the clothes were picked up, the furniture dusted, the floors shiny. My mother did much of the work, but we all pitched in. My job was washing and waxing the floors; I also took out the garbage, and I took turns washing and drying the dishes with the other kids. Like my mother, I like a clean house. I can really clean a house. When we were first married, my wife was shocked at how orderly I kept things, and how I could throw myself into a room and scrub and dust it like a pro. In fact, my first job was cleaning a two-story brownstone owned by a lady who was a friend of my cousin’s: Every Saturday, I’d start at the top floor and work my way down—washing windows, waxing floors, dusting, picking up trash.


I was nine years old, and that was my job, every Saturday.


Then I went to work at a market where my cousin also had a job. People would order groceries, and I had to deliver them to their houses. The store had a wagon, and they’d really load it up. I’d drag that wagon behind me, struggling with the huge bags and boxes of groceries. At least they seemed enormous to me, because I was only ten.


My pay? Strictly tips.


By the time I was in high school, I worked virtually every day after school at another grocery store; I was a stock boy, a bagger, part of the clean-up crew. Eventually, I was put in charge of the vegetable department, making sure that the food looked nice so people would want to buy it. I loved working at the grocery store, partly because it meant so much to my mother, and partly because we got a discount on the groceries. I gave nearly all the money I made to her, but I was still able to keep a dollar or two for myself—and that was a big deal to me, to actually have some money in my pocket.


I was learning what it really meant to be the man of the house. I never told my brothers and sisters that I gave my mother anything—at least not for a long time: I wanted to keep it between us, and I thought my brothers and sisters just didn’t need to know. My brother Larry also started working when he was about twelve, delivering newspapers and other odd jobs. All the kids worked at some point to help our mother, although I always felt a little more responsible than the rest of them because I was the oldest son. People sometimes hear these stories and think that I should be angry, that I somehow lost my childhood, but I liked most of my jobs. They made me feel important, and I wanted to help my mother and my family. Besides, I always found time to play ball in the street, or just hang out with friends. Working at a young age gave me confidence; I knew that if I had to take care of myself, I could.


All through high school, I thought little about basketball, and never about pro sports as a career. I didn’t follow it closely. It wasn’t until my senior year that we convinced our mother to buy a TV set: We found that you could do it on a monthly payment plan, and it didn’t take a lot of money to start. It seemed like everyone in the neighborhood had a TV but us, so she gave in and bought one. Turned out that I hardly ever watched it, because I was so busy with school, working, and playing basketball at the Boys Club. Maybe that’s why, to this day, I don’t watch much TV. I’d rather read.


At an early age, I had learned that the only way most people got anywhere in the world is by making their own way. You had to work. You had to understand there were going to be roadblocks, setbacks, and even heartbreaks. I’m not saying I ever liked any of those things, but I understood that they didn’t have to defeat me. Some people act as if responsibility is a dirty word. But it was a big part of my life, and I grew to like it. I enjoyed the independence and satisfaction that came from earning money to buy my own basketball shoes, which is virtually unheard of today when young players just expect their coaches, schools, and summer teams to supply several pairs of $150 shoes for free. I appreciated my new shoes, because I’d earned them. What’s wrong with asking young people to work for things, to contribute to the family’s budget, especially if the family is poor? I grew up without a father, as a member of a minority, in a family that was sometimes on welfare. Some people might say those circumstances doomed me to failure; others act as if being poor entitles you to special privileges. You can either allow your circumstances to be a trap and ensnare you for the rest of your life, or you can use them to learn what it takes to succeed in a world where things won’t always go your way. I had a friend who ended up in jail; he came to us and wanted us to help him break into a candy store, and a few of us refused. We knew it was wrong, and maybe we were more afraid of our parents than any peer pressure he could apply. We didn’t think that being poor gave us the right to steal from someone else, so we didn’t.


It almost seemed like all the adults in the neighborhood tried to help us stay straight. If you were in a fight with another kid and you saw an adult walking by, the fight would just stop. The kids would stand straight, look at the adult as if nothing was happening and say, “Nice to see you, Mrs. Smith.” Priests, policemen, teachers, parents—almost any adult demanded and received your respect.


Today, there isn’t the same sense of community: Ask yourself how many of your neighbors do you even know, I mean where you know their first and last names and the names of all their kids? Families are often scattered across the country: How many of your aunts, uncles, cousins, parents, or grandparents live in your immediate neighborhood? Probably not many. But I had a lot of relatives very close by as a kid in Brooklyn. You had the feeling that either someone from your family or someone from church was watching you. I remember once sneaking onto a trolley car for a free ride; I was sure no one saw me, until I got home—where my mother was waiting, fuming. My uncle had spotted me and told her. My mother didn’t spank me often, but she did that day. There was no debate. I was guilty until proven innocent, and I was given no chance to present any sort of defense. And I didn’t have any. I think it’s good that she held me accountable for my actions.


In today’s society with so many broken families, and so many families where both parents work long hours and their kids are in daycare or left alone after school, it’s no surprise that kids get into more trouble than we did. Who’s watching? Who holds them accountable? When both parents are working and are dedicated more to their jobs than their families, they often feel guilty about not watching their kids as they should—so they spoil their children and excuse behavior that ought to be punished. I see the same thing with some single mothers who feel completely overwhelmed: They simply don’t have the energy to discipline and demand excellence from their children.


In our home, that was never a problem. My mother got tired, sure, but she had the help and support of an extended family, a community, and most important, the church—especially one young priest who played a big part in shaping my future.





CHAPTER TWO


HE WAS A BIG MAN in an enormous black robe. He wore a white collar. He had reddish-brown hair and penetrating blue eyes. They were the kind of eyes that bored deep into your soul, eyes that demanded you stand a little straighter—and no matter what, those eyes insisted that you tell the truth.


His name was Father Thomas Mannion.


I know now that he was only five-foot-eight with an average build, but he seemed much larger then. Maybe it was because he walked with such purpose, that long black robe trailing behind him. Or maybe it was his handshake: The man seemed to have hands of steel. Or maybe it’s that he came along at a time in my life when I needed a father. He arrived at Holy Rosary, our home parish, when I was in the fourth grade. As Father Mannion once said, “The first time I saw Lenny, he was no bigger than a basketball.” Because of my mother’s devotion to the Catholic Church, I already had tremendous respect for priests and nuns. She wouldn’t have it any other way. But Father Mannion was unique. He was special because he made me feel special by keeping an eye on me. I later learned that my mother had asked him to do just that.


I was an altar boy. I loved the Mass, the Catholic church service. The Mass back then was said in Latin. I learned the Latin; I took comfort in the words, which sounded strange to most Americans. I took it as a challenge to master something different, to be able to do more than just mumble the words of those Latin prayers. I loved putting on the black cassock and the white surplice, hanging it just right. The pleats in my outfit were just perfect; it was starched just right, thanks to my mother. I loved to wear that cassock and kneel at the side of the altar as Father Mannion said the Mass. I loved ringing the bells when the Host was raised during the consecration. I loved the smell of incense that filled the air during the High Mass. Holy Rosary was a relatively small church, but it seemed huge to me. The altar. The stained-glass windows. The crucifix. The statues of the Blessed Virgin Mary. It may as well have been the Vatican to me, or at least St. Patrick’s Cathedral. I loved the ceremony, the quiet contemplation, the public prayers. Nothing was better than being an altar boy when Father Mannion said the Mass. He seemed like a spiritual giant, a true man of God.


For an Irish-Catholic woman, there could be no greater blessing than for one of her sons to become a priest. My mother never told me that directly, but she’d say that Father Mannion was a great guy, and she’d talk about “the wonderful life” of the priests because “they help so many people.” The priests impressed me, too. I used to pretend to say Mass in our apartment. We’d set up a little altar on the sofa, and we had cups and saucers and water and a little bread to serve as the Communion. I said the Mass in Latin. I thought it was really neat.


There was a 7:00 A.M. Mass in the convent for the nuns, and I was the most requested altar boy for that service. Some of the nuns knew my mother, so they were happy to have me around. They also said I did a good job as the altar boy. Before I served Mass, my mother always made sure that my fingernails were clean. To her, it was a mortal sin to be an altar boy with dirty fingernails, especially in the convent where all the nuns would see me. But what I liked best was that after the Mass I could stay and eat breakfast with them. It might be anything from bacon and eggs to pancakes or waffles or all kinds of things I never had at home. I liked being an altar boy, and I felt special to be near the priest as the Mass was said—and those breakfasts were a real bonus. It was a welcome change from the oatmeal we had for breakfast every day at home.


Oatmeal. Oatmeal. And more oatmeal.


After a while, I hated oatmeal, and when I grew up, I didn’t eat oatmeal for nearly forty years. It was a reminder of how we had nothing else for breakfast, how oatmeal was all we could afford.


In Brooklyn of the 1940s, you identified your neighborhood by the nearest Catholic Church. You could tell someone, “I live by Holy Rosary…I live by St. Paul’s,” and people would know exactly where you meant. A church was more than a church; it was the center of the neighborhood for both blacks and whites, as about 30 percent of our parish was minority. This was before most homes had TVs, before computers, before most people had cars, and before anyone had ever heard of a shopping mall. It was a time when a bingo game or a fair with small games of chance and lots of baked treats were a real blessing. Pot luck dinners were common. So were dances for teenagers and basketball games in the gym. Father Mannion ran the gym and the dances. Today, he’d probably be said to be in charge of the youth ministry; back then, he was just a young priest who decided to work with the kids. No one assigned him the job, he just did it.


Because my mother went to Mass almost every day and because I attended Holy Rosary School, the church was a second home to us. It was where we found friends, where my mother felt secure because her children were being taught and cared for by nuns and priests. I know that some people hated going to Catholic schools, and claim to be still scarred by some of the nuns who taught them—but I firmly believe in Catholic education. Sure, some of the nuns would grab you by the ear and seem about ready to tear it off—but most of the time we deserved it. OK, once a nun jerked me so hard by the ear I swore I felt blood, and all because I had tried to sneak in front of another kid in line. I thought that was a little extreme, but I sure wasn’t going to say anything to her—or to my mother, who would just support the nun, and the nun would have given me worse punishment for mouthing off. So you kept quiet and took it and were grateful that your parents never found out about what happened. I remember sitting at my desk and turning around, talking to a kid behind me—and whap!—the nun cracked me across the hand with a ruler. I was whacked on the butt for talking in line. It really wasn’t a big deal. We all knew that the nuns usually liked the girls best; some of them were quick to spot us boys messing around, and then come roaring down the aisle of little wooden desks. They looked like enraged penguins. They’d tell us to stick out our hands and—whap! whap! whap!—you’d get up to five whaps across your hands with that ruler. And these were nuns from an order called Sisters of Mercy! But I liked most of the nuns back then, and I still have some nuns who are among my best friends today.


At Holy Rosary, we had to wear a uniform to school. That was fine with me, especially since we had so little money for clothes anyway. I had nothing against having to wear blue pants and a blue or white shirt to school every day. It sure beats the chaos we see in some schools today, where some kids are so fashion-conscious that they steal and even kill each other for jackets and shoes.


The Catholic Church was the answer to my mother’s prayers. It was a place where her children could receive extra discipline, a place where there were strong male role models—critical for kids being raised without a father. When I was about twelve, Father Mannion pulled me aside, putting what felt like an iron fist around my puny bicep. I thought he was going to squeeze all the blood right out of my arm. Usually, Father Mannion greeted me with a smile that made me feel like I was one of the most special people in the world. Not this time. He had a stern look, his eyes hard, prying. He said only that he wanted to talk to me in private, in his office. He sat behind his desk in that black robe, that white collar, that air of holy authority about him, and I feared the wrath of God was about to fall down on me.


“I don’t like some of the kids you’re hanging out with,” he said.


I said nothing.


He mentioned a few names. He told me that those kids were headed for trouble, and I’d be doing the same if I stayed with them.


I was shocked. I couldn’t figure out how he knew so much about me and my friends. Later, I learned that my mother had told him, and basically, this was an inside job designed to set me straight—which it did.


As I think back, I don’t remember Father Mannion telling me, “Don’t be friends with those kids any more.”


He didn’t have to. I knew what was on his mind. The meeting could not have lasted more than a minute, but I knew what had to be done.


I changed my friends.


It’s funny how these same themes are there for young people today. Bad company does corrupt good character, and as a coach, I’ve had this same discussion with players about their friends more than a few times, how they had to be careful whom they allow to get close to them. The last was with J. R. Rider in my final year as the coach of the Atlanta Hawks. Of course, that was only one of several problems we had with Rider. But some young NBA players worry more about looking like phonies or sellouts in front of their friends, and they don’t realize how easily they can end up in the wrong place at the wrong time doing the wrong thing—just as Father Manion warned me. That’s happened to a lot of athletes over the years. Just look at the football player Ray Lewis, who ended up involved in a murder trial because of the alleged actions of some of his friends. When I coached in Cleveland, we traded Ron Harper because ownership was worried about his friends. I talked to Harper about it several times, and he slowly was coming around, but teams sometimes fear that a player will be dragged down by his friends.


Among young people, you hear the phrase “Keep it real.” Of course you don’t just cut off everyone whom you grew up with, but you also don’t allow them to dictate your life. Is it phony to want to better yourself, not just financially, but in terms of your own character? Some people think it is. But to me, that’s the essence of life: making new friends, learning new things. It’s not disloyal to cut off someone who is constantly in trouble and doesn’t care if he gets you in trouble, too. That’s just common sense. When Father Mannion first had that discussion with me, I wasn’t happy about it. No one likes to be told what to do. But I also respected Father Mannion. I believed that he wasn’t just exercising his authority for the sake of it, he really cared about what happened to me. I listened to him because I was sure he had my best interest at heart


The word “respect” is tossed around a lot, but it’s not really understood. Some young people demand respect, even though they have no idea how to give it to anyone else—nor have they done anything to deserve it. They just believe that, somehow, they’re entitled to it. And when they run into any sort of authority, they rebel—be it against a teacher, a coach, or a policeman. A big reason for this is that so many young men have no older males in their lives who are worthy of respect. And they don’t have a Father Mannion, because churches have lost their importance in many families. Too often, the drug dealer or the gang leader seems like the only male who has any success or sense of himself, and these criminal types are romanticized in the music and movies that are so popular with young people. They’ve made going to prison or being gunned down in the street look like a noble cause, instead of a waste of a human life. This isn’t going to change until more adults get involved with kids, until children are active in churches and community centers where they can see the right kind of adult males who care about them. Would I have gotten in real trouble if there was no Father Mannion in my life? It’s hard to say. But I do know that I owe a lot of my success and my knowledge of what it takes to be a man to him.


In the Holy Rosary gym, we played a lot of basketball games. There was a CYO league, the Catholic Youth Organization, and the PAL, the Police Athletic League, and of course there were pickup games. On Sunday night there were two games, followed by a dance for teenagers. Father Mannion ran it and he loomed over it. A lot of kids came to those dances who didn’t belong to our parish, kids who would be considered gang members today. They liked to fight, liked to drink, and maybe tried drugs. But when they were at Holy Rosary, there was none of that: Father Mannion made sure of it. He demanded it. And he had such respect in the neighborhood, even from the kids who didn’t belong to the church, that they were afraid to test him—at least after they saw him grab a couple of kids by their jacket collars and drag them right out the gym door. Word spread: You didn’t mess with the young priest at Holy Rosary.


Those dances brought together kids from the parish, kids who were considered hoods, and kids we called “400s.” I don’t know why they were called 400s, but they’d be considered preppies today. They had nicer clothes than we did. Some of them drove cars. A lot of them were pretty smug, as if they thought they were better than us. Today, I fully appreciate what a presence Father Mannion was in that gym to create an atmosphere where kids from so many different backgrounds could gather.


When it came time to go to high school, I attended Boys High, which was a public school in Brooklyn. But Holy Rosary remained a big part of my life. In addition to Mass on Sunday, I attended the classes they had for religious instruction, classes designed for kids who attended public schools. After those classes, we’d go roller skating.


The church was a sanctuary. The streets were a different story.


When I was about twelve, I saw a policeman shoot a man. The guy was drunk and was playfully chasing us. The policeman stopped him, and the guy shoved the officer. The next thing I knew, the officer shot the man right in the chest. Blood splattered everywhere. The man lay on the street, twitching. He was dead before the ambulance arrived. I was surprised by what happened, but I wasn’t shocked. It wasn’t like people were killed every day in the streets of my neighborhood, but it did happen, and we all were aware of it.


On another occasion, I was playing a pickup basketball game at PS-35, Public School 35. Suddenly, the basketball court was surrounded by a bunch of guys, I mean guys with bicycle chains, sticks, and knives. They started shaking all of us down, taking our money. There was nothing we could do: There were more of them, and they had weapons. When they came to me, a guy shoved his hand in my pocket and pulled out a couple of Catholic rosaries, which I carried around with me. That stopped them for a moment, as they stared at the rosaries. Then one of the guys recognized me as “Myer’s cousin.”


It turned out that I had a cousin who was in that gang, and another cousin who was in a gang that was considered friendly. These guys began asking me about relatives and friends we had in common—then they gave me the money back, so I could return it to the kids who were playing with me.


While all this was going on, a girl spotted the gang moving in on us. She ran and told my mother, who called the police. Rumors flew that I had been stabbed. When I came home, my mother and aunt kept asking if I was OK. I told them that I was fine. They didn’t believe me, and they made me take off my shirt so they could check for knife wounds.


I was lucky because I had cousins in the gangs, and they made sure I was left alone. Or as Father Mannion said, “Lenny was smart enough to know how to stay just friendly enough with the gangs so he wouldn’t get his head knocked off.”


Some people say that I’ve spent much of my life walking between two worlds, between black and white, between the streets and the church. But I knew who and what I was—an African-American Roman Catholic. I knew I wanted something more than the streets, and I knew that hard work was the only way to get it.


That also was true of basketball.


My older cousins used to play pickup basketball at the Holy Rosary gym. They usually wouldn’t let me in their games—and when they did, I shot the ball every time. They started calling me “The Heaver.” I wasn’t a good player. No one would pick me to play on their team. So I had to call “Next,” and sometimes wait a couple of hours for a chance to play with four other guys who thought I stunk and didn’t want to play with me. When I did get on the court, they didn’t want to pass me the ball, because they figured I’d just mess up.


When I somehow did end up with the ball, the last thing I intended to do was to pass it to them! So I shot it, no matter how ridiculous the situation. I didn’t care where I was on the court, I was going to get off a shot. Naturally, my team lost. I would get angry because nothing was working out, and I really hated it when they started yelling “Heaver” at me, because I knew it made all the kids laugh at me.


Father Mannion didn’t have to be Red Auerbach to notice I wasn’t exactly on my way to an NBA career. In fact, he saw that I had no clue when it came to the fundamentals of basketball. I didn’t even own a basketball. I had only one pair of basketball shoes for each year: I’d wear a hole in them, then cut out a piece of linoleum to cover it. Father Mannion gave me a basketball, then he took me into the gym when he knew it would be empty. We brought ten chairs onto the court and he lined them up.


“What you need to do is dribble around the chairs,” he said.


I stared at him.


“You dribble around the chairs, switching hands,” he said. “You’re small. You’re going to have to be a guard, so you need to be able to handle the ball, to dribble the ball with both hands.”


I spent hours dribbling around those chairs. Left hand, right hand. Back and forth, from one end of the gym to the other. It was boring, but I kept at it, day after day. I liked the routine, the practicing alone in the gym. Left hand, right hand. Back and forth, over and over. Then came shooting: ten layups from the right side of the rim, ten from the left. I practiced jump shot after jump shot after jump shot. I shot until I developed a knack for getting the ball on my fingertips, then releasing it with a flip of the wrist, the ball rotating nicely in the air until it gently dropped through the rim. I loved to watch the ball swish through the net. In the same way that I was attracted to the ritual of serving Mass, I came to enjoy these solitary workouts. The drills, the chairs, the sweat, the echo of the ball bouncing in an empty gym—that became part of my life.


I suppose I also was so dedicated because Father Mannion was the one who taught me the drills. Here was an older man, an important man, paying attention to me. I was a kid without a father, a kid looking for a male influence. If he wanted me to dribble around chairs, I’d dribble around chairs. If he wanted me to shoot one hundred jumpers, I shot one hundred jumpers. I wanted to please him because I knew that he cared about me. I knew it not just because he took the time to talk with me, but because he did things like buy ice cream for a bunch of us. He didn’t have much money, but he knew that we usually didn’t have any. I wanted to be a good altar boy for him, and later, a good basketball player for him.


I was lefthanded, which was pretty unusual back then. I remember my third-grade teacher making me print with my right hand because she thought being lefthanded was strange, and no one should write with his left hand. The nun who taught my fourth-grade class was lefthanded, so I was saved—and not surprisingly, my penmanship really improved. This was a time when adults—especially teachers—represented authority. If a teacher said, “Print with your right hand,” you printed with your right hand. It didn’t matter if you were lefthanded—and your parents were going to back the teacher, not make a case that their son’s creativity was being stifled by writing with the wrong hand, and this would psychologically scar him for life. Parents would say, “You do what the teacher says, and you better not let me hear another word about it.”


While NBA guys who played against me said I “always went left,” that wasn’t true. I went left a lot, but I could drive right—and they knew that, which set up my lefthanded moves. I could dribble equally well with either hand, and I have Father Mannion and those chairs to thank for that. I smile as I think about those chairs, and I think about all the formal ballhandling drills the kids are doing today. They work fine, but no better than those chairs set up by Father Mannion. When I coached the Cavs and Steve Kerr wanted to improve his ballhandling skills over the summer, that’s what we did—we set up chairs for him to dribble around. Michael Jordan said he did the same thing after his rookie year: He knew he needed work on his dribbling, so he set up chairs in a gym—and went through the drills, alone.


I played on the eighth-grade team at Holy Rosary. Our coach had never coached basketball before. We wore black cloth Converse shoes, which was a real upgrade from the Keds we used to buy at a neighborhood store known as Cheap Charlie’s. The name fit the place, and the prices were the only ones that could squeeze into my mother’s tight budget.


Holy Rosary’s gym would look tiny to me today. At one end of the court was a basket with a balcony above it. At the other end was another basket—with a stage directly behind it. I remember taking the basketball, running off that stage, and jumping and dunking the ball. That was my first dunk, off that stage. The backboards were big wooden squares. There were only a few rows of wooden bleachers, and they crowded the floor.


Basketball was hardly an obsession for me. I played a lot of sports, especially baseball, stickball, and softball with Tommy Davis, a good friend who later went on to be a fine hitter with the Los Angeles Dodgers and other teams. If you were a good athlete, it was expected that you’d play several sports. Wilt Chamberlain was a track star in high school, as was Bill Russell. Gene Conley, Ron Reed, and Dave DeBusschere played both big league baseball and NBA basketball. Willis Reed played flanker as a high-school football player, and also threw the shotput in track. John Havlicek played football, baseball, and basketball in high school. Pat Riley was a star high-school quarterback in addition to playing basketball. Not only was Phil Jackson a center on his high-school basketball team, he also played center in football! Coaches didn’t push you to specialize at an early age, to quit playing everything but the one sport where you supposedly showed the most ability. That’s very common today, especially when so many parents are obsessed with turning their children into pro athletes. They all want to stand on stage when junior is taken in the NBA draft—on national TV, naturally. There are a lot of problems with that approach. It leads to kids burning out on their sport, because they not only play and practice it during the season, they attend off-season camps, off-season conditioning, everything you can imagine, all aimed at excelling in that one sport. They almost turn these kids into twelve-year-old pros. I’m not saying every coach does it, but too many fall into that trap. And these kids are twelve, fourteen, and sixteen years old. They’re still kids. And a young man or woman might show a lot of talent in one sport at thirteen, then suddenly grow and be better at another sport at sixteen. Or he or she might stop growing at thirteen, and maybe would be better off playing a different sport. That’s why I encourage young people to play as many sports as they want, as long as they keep their grades up.


I’m a Hall of Fame point guard, but I never played high-school basketball until my senior year.


After eight years at Holy Rosary, I moved on to Boys High in Brooklyn. A mob of kids went out for the freshman team. I was nothing but skin and bones: all elbows and knees. The coach was Mickey Fisher, and he cut the team down to fifteen. I was on the list—the last name on the list, and that was no accident. Coach Fisher made it clear that he planned to play only eight kids per game. I could tell from the practices that I was the fifteenth kid out of the fifteen players. I was so far down at the end of the bench, the coach probably couldn’t find me even if he wanted to put me in the game.


My mother was still struggling to pay the bills, so I couldn’t justify sitting on the bench of the freshman team instead of working to help support the family. In the back of my mind, I never forgot that I was the “man of the family.” I may have only been fourteen, a freshman in high school, but I had to act as much like a man as I could, and I knew a man didn’t waste time sitting on the bench. That not only wasn’t any fun, it didn’t help my mother. So I quit the team and took that job at the grocery store instead, giving most of the money to my mother. The pay was a dollar an hour, which was very good for the time, and the discount was a big help.


I played a lot of pickup basketball in my spare time. I still remember winter days when the Holy Rosary gym was locked, and I’d shovel snow by the outdoor hoop just so I could play—often practicing by myself. I played in some amateur leagues. The more I played basketball, the more I liked it, especially as I sensed I was really learning how to play the game.


In my sophomore year at Boys High, I had a geometry teacher whom I really didn’t like. I started to cut the class, then I was tossed out of the class for missing it too many times. I was really discouraged with everything, and at sixteen, I figured I was a man.


“I’m going to join the Marines,” I told Father Mannion.


This led to a long talk with Father Mannion about life and school and my future.


“Just go back to the geometry teacher, apologize, and then stay in there and lick the class,” he said. “No reason you can’t do it.”


When Father Mannion told me to go back to geometry class, keep my mouth shut, and study hard, I did. I think I got a B in the course. Father Mannion also put me in charge of working with the girls basketball team at Holy Rosary. This was my first coaching job, and I took it as a test: Father Mannion wanted to see if I was grown up enough to coach some girls, most of whom had a limited idea of how to play. I didn’t know much about coaching, but I had them shoot layups, I called timeouts, made substitutions, and acted as much like a coach as I could at that age. I took it seriously because I didn’t want to let Father Mannion down. He gave me a job, and I did it. I think he also knew that I’d respond to the challenge, that I welcomed responsibility.


I’ve always been like that.


I still played a lot of pickup basketball, especially at lunchtime against the kids who were on the varsity team. At this point, I was able to play as well as most of them. Tommy Davis was on the basketball team, and he kept saying I should go out for the varsity. Tommy Davis later became a good major league baseball player.


During the summer, I sometimes had Saturday off at the grocery store. I used to play pickup games at the park with some of the local high-school players. One day, a college kid named Vinny Cohen showed up: He was a star at Syracuse, about six-foot-two and built like a rock, a very muscular guy—or at least he was compared to me, because I was only five-foot-ten and 140 pounds.


I was matched up with Cohen, and guarding him very close. I stole his dribble, made it hard for him to catch passes and get off his shot. I was much quicker, and I used my speed to frustrate him, to keep the ball out of his hands. Some people were watching the game, and they started to get on him: “Hey, All-American…you ain’t showing me much.” That kind of thing. Making it worse, he was being shut down by a kid who wasn’t even on his high-school team. Finally, he just blasted me with a forearm to the chest and began to shove me around. I played him a little softer, because I didn’t want to get into a fight.


But after that game, several guys told me that I had really improved, and maybe I should try out for the high-school team. Understand that the New York playground games of my era were much different from the playground games of today. The accent was on teamwork, on passing, on setting picks and working for a good shot. The idea was to win the game, especially since the winners stayed on the court. Older guys taught younger players the value of moving without the ball, of always keeping your eyes open for a pass. The pick-and-roll play, which remains one of the keys to scoring in the NBA, was considered an art form on the New York playgrounds of my youth. Now, you’re more likely to see a dinosaur wander across midcourt than to see kids use the pick-and-roll. So much of the playground game has disintegrated into one-on-one, guys trying to dunk in a guy’s face, or blocking his shot. The individual now rules where the team once did. TV has a lot to do with it, as many kids seem to be constantly auditioning for ESPN’s Sports-center, and they act like one in-your-face, rim-rattling dunk is worth ten layups off a finely executed pick-and-roll play. Today, playground ball can ruin good players; in my era, it made me a great player because it translated perfectly into organized basketball, although I wasn’t aware of that until much later.
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