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FOREWORD 
by Karen Hunter


I remember the first time I laid eyes on Luther Wright up close. I remember saying to myself, “That’s the largest human being I have ever seen.”

He was sixteen years old and already more than seven feet tall.

Luther was a junior at Elizabeth High School in New Jersey, and I was an up-and-coming sportswriter with the New York Daily News. High school sports was my beat at the time, and Luther Wright was one of the biggest names in basketball in the tristate area.

I covered his team for two straight seasons as they battled St. Anthony High School of Jersey City, which was one of the best high school teams in the entire nation.

I used to hate to have to interview Luther. As a reporter, one of the worst things in the world is to interview a one-word-answer subject. Luther was the king of the one-word answer—no matter what you asked him. Even when I would say, “Can you elaborate?” he would only say, “You know.”

He finally warmed up to me a bit and would give me better quotes than he gave most. But it felt as though I were trying to break through this enormous wall. There were rumors that Luther was “slow.” I often wondered if anyone was home.

But I later learned that Luther was very present. He was present, but he was mostly inside, hiding, looking for a place to be at peace.

On the outside, he sometimes seemed like a zombie. Even on the court, he appeared to be simply going through the motions. He had so much talent, so much potential. It wasn’t just that he was seven feet two inches tall; he also had an athletic frame, nice moves around the basket, and a silky touch. He could dunk and shoot the ten-foot jump shot, but he did it all with little emotion.

That’s why I was shocked the year he cried after his Elizabeth team won the Tournament of Champions—New Jersey’s version of the Final Four, where the best teams from every division came together to settle who was indeed the best in the state. He cried like a baby.

I didn’t know it at the time, but so much was behind those tears.

Like many who covered him, I had my opinions about him. I had him all pegged. Like many who covered him (and many who hung around him), I was wrong.

When he went to Seton Hall and I moved on to covering crime for the News, I would still keep an eye on him. I liked him. Something in his smile, which he didn’t give too often, held more than I could imagine.

I once asked Luther, whom I would see with one of several girlfriends after a game over the couple of years I covered him, why he always went out with such short girls. His girlfriends would all hover around the five-foot mark.

“I don’t want my kids to be big,” he said.

That was a clue. This young man, for whom the entire world seemed to be waiting to shower with fame and fortune, didn’t want that for a child of his own. This seven-foot-two-inch frame came with a burden that all of those who envied him could not see. When he told me that, I understood. For the first time I looked at him—beyond the height and the basketball glory—and I saw a young man who wasn’t happy. I saw someone who seemed trapped in this huge body that everybody seemed to want a piece of—from college coaches and potential agents, from girls to guys who wanted to be popular just by being around him.

Still, it was in basketball, with its accolades, cheering fans, groupies, and “love,” where Luther found stability and a home. But in 1996 it was all taken away. Actually, in a wave of self-destruction, Luther Wright threw it away. He was cut from the Utah Jazz, where he might have made a tremendous impact playing alongside Karl Malone and John Stockton. Luther went on a rampage that landed him in a mental hospital. His life spiraled into a wave of escapism. It started, even before his being drafted into the National Basketball Association, with marijuana and alcohol and women, then progressed under the pressures of being in the NBA to cocaine and then crack, leading to his release from the Utah Jazz in 1996.

I didn’t hear about Luther Wright again until 2007, when an article appeared in the Star-Ledger.

The story began, Luther Wright lay on an operating table and listened to the sounds of a surgeon cutting two frostbitten toes off his right foot.

On the operating table that day, he lost two digits, but gained his soul. In that moment, as he heard pieces of his body being amputated, Luther Wright made a decision to change his life.

This is Luther’s journey from growing up on the mean streets of Jersey City, never quite fitting in with peers, and sometimes even his family, to being a household name in his hometown with a multimillion-dollar NBA contract . . . to losing it all. His journey from a mansion in Utah to homelessness, feeding a crack addiction in Newark, New Jersey, is one for the ages.

But his overcoming it all is even more incredible.

Inspiring? Understatement.



Prologue

Ping. Ping.

It seemed to happen so quickly. I was on this gurney in an operating room of UMDNJ (University of Medicine and Dentistry Hospital in Newark, New Jersey). They had me numbed from the waist down and I was shot full of painkillers. But I was fully awake. I couldn’t feel a thing as they cut off the toe next to my big toe on my right foot. I only felt a little pressure. And I didn’t feel any pain when they cut off the toe next to that one, right down to the last knuckle. But the sound those toes made hitting the metal pan will haunt me forever.

Ping. Ping.

That was a part of me that I will never get back.

How had I let it get this bad?

More than two toes were being cut off that day. As I lay on that gurney, listening to them amputate my toes, high on whatever they gave me, I was more sober than I had been in years. This was the first time in a long time that I wanted to do something different with my life. For the past two years, I had been roaming the streets, homeless, getting high every single day or hustling to get money to get high. I didn’t care about anything or anybody. I didn’t want to hear from anybody. I just wanted to get high.

But as I lay on that gurney, listening to my body parts being cut off, I started to care about me. I was angry with myself for letting it get this bad.

When I thought about everything I had—money, a nice home, cars, women—and how I just let it all go . . . I didn’t want those things back. I wanted me back.

With the eighteenth pick in the 1993 NBA draft, the Utah Jazz select Luther Wright. . . .

I was sitting in the Palace of Detroit, the home of the Pistons. I was sitting at a table with my mother, my stepfather, my agent (Sal DiFazio), and one of my boys from around my way. I was one of the few, the select few, invited to the draft. They only invited those expected to go at the top of the first round, and for those, like me, the NBA paid for them and their families to fly out. The NBA puts us up, fed us, and treated us like royalty.

It was a crazy draft. This was the year that most of Michigan’s Fab 5, which made it to the NCAA Finals (when Chris Webber called that time-out), were coming out. Chris went No. 1 to the Orlando Magic, then was traded to the Golden State Warriors for Penny Hardaway, who went at No. 3. Shawn Bradley, who was bigger than I was at seven feet six inches (I never thought I would be looking up to anyone like that), went to Philly with the No. 2 pick. Also going in the first round were my boys Terry Dehere (No. 13 to the Clippers) and Bobby Hurley (No. 7 to Sacramento).

We made history that year. Terry, Bobby, and I were all from Jersey City. We all went to the same high school (St. Anthony) for one year. We all played on the same AAU team. And we were all drafted in the first round of the NBA in the same year. That had never happened before and has never happened since.

It was exciting sitting there. I didn’t even mind that I was the last one of my crew to get picked. I was just happy to be there.

I was in the NBA.

When David Stern called my name, I jumped up. Kissed my mother, hugged my stepfather, gave a pound to Sal and my boy, and marched up to the stage to get my hat.

“Welcome to the NBA. Congratulations,” Stern said.

But I’m sure he says that to every player drafted. I smiled for my photo with the commish and I met up with my family to celebrate.

That night Chris Webber threw a big party at the Fox. I took my man Christopher Garland, aka Sabree, and we drank and smoked and hung out with the girlies. I was on top of the world.

I had it all. I was excited about what was about to happen to me. At the same time, I was oblivious. I had no idea what was coming.

I went home and packed my stuff, and a day later I was on a plane to Utah with Sal to sign my contract and get ready for rookie camp. I had never been to Utah before. I couldn’t even tell you where it was on the map. I had no idea and I didn’t really care. All I knew was that I was going to play in the NBA.

When they called my name, I can’t say that I wasn’t disappointed. I thought I was going to be drafted by the New Jersey Nets. I just knew it. I had worked out for New Jersey. Willis Reed, the NBA great who was the general manager of the Nets, came in personally to watch me work out. I had a workout with Charles Shackleford and Jayson Williams—two of their star big men. I was all ready to suit up for the Nets and play for my home crowd, my fans, the same people who had supported me when I was playing for St. Anthony, Elizabeth High School, my AAU team, and Seton Hall University. Why wouldn’t Jersey take me? It was a no-brainer.

But with the No. 16 pick, New Jersey took Rex Walters, a guard from Kansas. That summer, the Nets lost their star guard, Drazen Petrovic, in Germany in a car accident in which he was decapitated. So they needed a shooting guard and Rex Walters fit the bill.

I was told that Utah needed me. Their center Mark Eaton was gone, and I would be that final piece for Stockton and Malone to finally win a championship.

I had never really followed Utah or Stockton and Malone. I knew who they were, but I wasn’t a fan and I couldn’t tell you anything about them outside of their names. But here I was going to play with them.

As we were landing in Utah, I looked out of my window and could see snow-covered mountains. This was in the summer but they had snow. I thought that was cool. The whole city just looked clean and nice.

Then reality set in: “You have to live here!”

I had never lived anywhere but Jersey and was never more than ten minutes away from my mother’s home.

In the hotel lobby, I noticed that I didn’t see any black people, just whites and Mexicans. I started thinking, What a country-ass town. I saw people with cowboy hats and cowboy boots. Where am I? Utah. I found out it was run by the Mormons and they had their own set of rules. Rules I had no intention of following.

After I checked into the hotel, I decided to check out the local mall. Again, it was clean and peaceful. And again, very, very white. I don’t think I saw a single black person—not on my way to the mall and not inside the mall. I didn’t see my first black person until rookie camp. We had to do two-a-days—two full practices, one in the morning that focused on defense and one in the afternoon that focused on scrimmages—in rookie camp. That’s where I met Bryon Russell. He made me feel welcomed and as if I had a friend there.

I was working hard—harder than I’d ever before worked. They were really pushing me. It wasn’t the drills and the workouts. I was used to that. It was the intensity of the practices. It was the intensity of playing against guys who were either a little better than, a lot better than, or at least on the same level as I was. In high school, no one on my team could contend with me. In college, it was a little bit of a challenge but not much. I was still bigger and stronger than any other teammate in my position. But at this level, I was playing against Karl Malone and Felton Spencer every day.

I’d learned three things from my AAU coach, Sandy Pyonin, that helped me in the beginning: (1) Even though you worked hard today, you have to work even harder the next day because there is always someone else who is working on his game, and one day you will meet up with him. (2) You can’t just turn it on or off. You have to practice as hard as you play. (3) You’re either going to play hard or you’re going to get your ass busted.

Those lessons came in handy whenever I got discouraged about how hard it was in practice. I was okay with it because I wanted to play. I was used to playing, and if this is what it took to play, then I would work.

I signed this contract for millions of dollars and I wanted to show that I could earn it, that I deserved it. They kept telling me that I was a project and that I wasn’t really that good. I wanted to prove them wrong.

But I didn’t.



1 ) OPENING TAP

I weighed eleven pounds and twelve ounces when I was born. At my birth was the first time of many that I made the newspaper. The Jersey Journal had an article about me being the biggest baby born in Jersey City that year.

My size was no surprise to anyone in my family. My moms is about five-eleven. My dad was about six feet three and a half. I have a cousin, Calvin Tillman, who played at Upsala College in East Orange, New Jersey, played pro ball overseas, and got a tryout with the Detroit Pistons. He was six-nine and skinny. My grandfather was seven feet two inches, like me. All of my uncles and cousins on my mother’s side were tall. I have another cousin who is six-eleven. One of my female cousins, May, is six-three.

So the height wasn’t a big deal in my home. I never heard, “Wow, you’re so big!” among us. My family never harped on it. I never felt out of place in my home. But in public . . . once people found out how old I was, it was a big problem.

By the time I was three, I remember my mother getting into it with the bus driver because he didn’t believe my age and wouldn’t let me on the bus for the child’s price.

By the time I started school, I knew I was different. I was always at the back of the line, of course. As I moved into the third and fourth grades, I could barely fit into the desks. I used to sit there and lift the desk off the floor with my knees. By the fifth grade, I was taller than my teachers.

The hardest parts of being so tall were the stares and people making me feel different. I was a kid, but I looked a lot older, and people would expect me to act much older. But I was just a kid.

Adults were the ones who usually made me feel out of place. My friends never did. When we played together, it didn’t matter that I was a head or two taller than everyone else. You don’t even think about those things until someone brings it to your attention. And you know there’s always a wiseass in the bunch ready to pick on you.

Bigfoot. Lurch. Frankenstein. Goofy. Doofus. I heard it all. And it all hurt. I would come home some days crying and my mother would say, “Don’t worry about it, baby. Those are just words.”

They didn’t feel like just words. I was being teased for something I couldn’t really help.

“Look at those feet!”

I wore a size eight men’s shoe when I was eight. A nine when I turned nine. A ten when I was ten. When I turned fourteen, I graduated to a size sixteen shoe. Up until then, I was rocking the Hush Puppies, which went up to a size sixteen. But after I started wearing a seventeen in junior high school, my mother had to order shoes from Friedman’s Shoes in Atlanta, Georgia. I still shop there to this day. Then basketball came along and I was able to get all the free sneakers I could wear.

But before then, it wasn’t cool to be tall with big feet and big hands. Especially when I started going to public school. The kids were not only teasing me, but testing me. It was as if they wanted to see if I was as strong as I was big or as tough as I was big. I wasn’t tough. But I wasn’t a punk, and I wasn’t going to let anyone push me around. So I was fighting a lot.

I never started trouble, and I had to be really pushed into it. But once I was pushed, I finished it.

They would start in on me on Monday, and by Wednesday we would be fighting. Ironically, they weren’t cracking on me only because of my height. They also teased me because I didn’t have the right clothes or sneakers. While I was in Catholic school, I didn’t hear much about my clothes because that was easy. And my mother made sure that, although I was growing like a weed, I never wore high-waters and always looked presentable. But we didn’t have money for the latest fads and styles, so I got teased for not being with it.

They also cracked on me because they knew my father collected bottles and turned them in for money. He had a job, but he also hustled to make ends meet.

In the summers, he had a truck and he sold watermelons. My father was known as the Watermelon Man in Jersey City. He made me work on that truck. That was a source of teasing. He figured I was big enough to be put to work and so he did. I worked on his hot dog truck, too.

I also got teased for going to church. My moms had me in church two to three times a week, including just about all day on Sunday. They called me corny and church boy. So I felt that I had to beat the hell out of them for bothering me. I didn’t want to look like a punk.

It seemed as if I had a fight every day that first day of junior high. Looking back, I know I was ready and quick to fight not so much because of the teasing, but because I had a lot of anger and frustration building up inside that I needed to release.

A lot was going on in my life. My entire world got rocked when my parents split. I don’t know what happened or what led to the actual breakup. I just know my mother came to me one day and told me to pack my stuff, that we were leaving. I knew not to ask questions. My brother and I packed up and off we went to the projects. It was the opposite of The Jeffersons.

I went from having this normal family, living in a decent neighborhood, going to Catholic school, to living in the projects with my mother, my brother, and on occasion an aunt and a cousin or two, and my grandmother Geraldine McDonald.

I used to visit my grandmother a lot in the Booker T. Washington projects. I loved visiting her house because you know how your grandmother can always make you feel special, and you can get away with things with your grandmother that you could never get away with at home. Well, it was a different story living with her. You know the saying about its being a nice place to visit, but you wouldn’t want to live there . . .

Living with my grandmother, we had to live by her rules. It was harder on my mother than it was for me because my mother definitely didn’t want to live there, but she had no place to go after she left my father.

My grandmother was no-nonsense. She smoked Pall Mall and chewed Cannon Ball tobacco. From Wadesboro, North Carolina, she was Cherokee, about five-ten, and had some meat on her bones. She was also a gunslinger, known to pack a .22-caliber gun.

I loved my grandmother because she was a real person. She loved her family. She loved the Lord. But if you crossed her or crossed her family, she would deal with you. I heard stories about how she used to handle people back in the day. A bullet hole in the wall of her apartment marked when she allegedly shot at her husband.

He didn’t come home one night. The next night, he came to the dinner table expecting to eat as if nothing happened, and my grandmother came out and shot at him. The bullet grazed him. She kept that hole in the wall to remind him (and to remind the rest of us) of what she was capable of. If she raised her voice, you better duck. She had no problem getting the belt on any of us kids. If Mama McDonald told you to do something and you didn’t do it, you better know what was coming.

My grandmother was unique. She was hard, but had a soft spot for her family and for people. If she could help you, she would. She wouldn’t give you money, but she’d make you something to eat. She was known around the Booker T. Washington projects as that woman. If people had a problem, they would come to my grandmother and she would pray with them and feed them. She didn’t have much, but she taught my mother how to stretch what they had—flour, sugar, cornmeal, grits, salt, pepper. You could grab something and make a meal. My grandmother was resourceful.

She had a real soft spot for me. I was her boo-boo, which meant she rescued me on many occasions. Under her roof, she was the law. She overruled my mother in a lot of things, even when my mother wanted to whup my ass.

“You ain’t whupping that boy,” she would say.

•  •  •  

My grandmother had these rules, and they applied to everybody. We had to eat at a certain time. You couldn’t watch TV when you wanted. And you couldn’t watch what you wanted to watch.

I’d want to watch Benny Hill. But she wasn’t having it. She would have us watching some western or Dallas or one of her soap operas or the Six Million Dollar Man and Wonder Woman. I’d be in the middle of watching Popeye or Woody Woodpecker and here she’d come.

“Boy, turn to channel seven, my soaps are on!”

I’d have to turn to All My Children or One Life to Live or General Hospital. I got real acquainted with the Luke and Laura saga.

One show I did appreciate my grandmother making us watch—Roots. At first, I was like “Oh, come on!” (to myself, of course). But as I watched the miniseries, it changed the way I looked at a lot of things. Roots definitely added something to my life.

I enjoyed watching that.

Living with my grandmother was also hard for me because I no longer had my own space. I had to sleep on the couch in the living room. My grandmother didn’t have much room—only two bedrooms. Six, sometimes seven, of us shared those two bedrooms and one bathroom.

I missed my father, too. I missed hearing him say, “Junior, come here!” I missed his voice, his presence. That was my daddy. And no matter what, I loved him. During the first few years after he and my mom split up, I definitely missed him.

Outside of the ass whippings, he was a good guy. My father and I had a crazy relationship. I’m glad I got to know him when I got older and understand him and appreciate the things he did for us. I loved my pops. I missed him then and I miss him now.
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