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Praise for
    
ON THESE COURTS

“Penny is a superstar on the court and an even bigger superstar for giving back and helping the youth of Memphis.”

—Earvin “Magic” Johnson

“I’ve known Penny Hardaway since he was 16, and even at that age you could see there was something different  about this skinny, lanky kid with game out if this world. You could sense there was more to him than what he was currently being called for..... ‘On These Courts’ gives insight to the man through  the spirit of his Grandmother, friends, his hometown Memphis, and the kids (just like us) he didn’t forget  about!”

—Chris Webber
        
 “The story of former NBA star Anfernee. There are genuinely touching moments, and it’s always uplifting to see a wealthy superstar give more than just money to help his community. A feel-good story that begs for a where-are-they-now follow-up in 10 years.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Recommended not just to NBA fans but to fans of uplifting sports stories and those who cling to the belief that social change really can be effected, even if only a little at a time.”

—Library Journal 

“A made-for-Hollywood story.”

—Booklist

“Fantastic.”

—NBA.com
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For Malcolm, Macio, and Arvin




Binghampton, stand up!





  PROLOGUE  



The Run


The crowd, a mix of pimps, dealers, moms, middle school teachers, and neighborhood kids, followed the white Cadillac Escalade along Carpenter Street. All wanting to congratulate the boy who had returned a man and brought some actual good news to Binghampton. A place known more for killings and drive-bys than feel-good news stories. Residents joke that the local TV stations use a red dot—for blood—to locate their neighborhood on maps.


Out of the SUV stepped Coach Penny.


The No. 3 pick in the NBA in 1993, Penny handed boxes from the back of the Escalade to Coach Dez and Penny’s cousin LaMarcus Golden. Inside the boxes were pens and pads of paper for the dozen boys waiting in the Lester locker room. The Lester Lions had lost two consecutive games over Christmas break, a losing streak that threatened to ruin the season. The team responded with two quick wins. Yet in the recent wins, Lester showed dominance early on but a lack of leadership in clutch time.


With the team now holding a respectable 13-3 record, Penny reminded them that a middle school team from Memphis had never won the small division championship. He pointed at the players sitting before him, told them they had the talent to conquer the title. Focus on that larger goal. That’s what you do in life—move beyond a hiccup and collect yourself.


“Y’all have an opportunity to make history right now,” Penny began. “We’re not gonna let you mess up.”


His voice echoed off the yellow cinder-block walls. In the room with the boys was perhaps the most talented staff ever to coach middle school. Joining the former NBA all-star and Coach Dez, who had been a standout player himself, was Penny’s cousin LaMarcus, a University of Tennessee star who played professionally overseas and for the Harlem Globetrotters. These were ballers, now turned coaches, determined to make a difference.


Penny apologized to players who didn’t get as much playing time over the holidays. The games had tightened. Lester was no longer routing teams by 50 points. The starters carried the load. Coach Penny sought to calm any tensions.


“We’ve got your back. We don’t want you to be unhappy. We want you to be a part of the team. But you’ve gotta know the plays, you gotta know what to do in every situation.


“From the last person on the team to the first person,” Penny said, “we need everybody. Everybody!”


The other boys nodded their heads. Coach Dez did, too. Penny might’ve dazzled on the court as a player, but he was even more electrifying as a coach. His speech had just enough tenacity, mixed with inspiration, to grab the boys by the collar, to make them want to do better.


“When I go home at night and y’all chill,” Penny continued, “I sit at home and figure out ways for us to win. We don’t just leave here and say forget the team. I go home and I do homework on you, because I am trying to figure out how we can win. We’re trying to win the state. Now, what are our weaknesses?”


Not a single voice spoke up.


“You can’t think of a weakness?” he asked.


To understand what it takes to be a champion, Penny declared, you have to first understand yourself. The team must know “what we’re good at and what we’re bad at. Once you understand that, then we can teach you what we want to work on.”


Nick Merriweather bobbed his head. The egos on the team had grown bigger and bigger with each early win. When they played Penny’s former high school team, Treadwell (now a Memphis middle school), Lester beat them by more than 60 points. Players and fans alike laughed at the beating.


But the consecutive losses over the holidays put a challenge to the team. They’d been humbled. Yes, Lester had rebounded with two wins. It was time to seize on that momentum. Put the pedal to the metal. Don’t let up. Make Binghampton proud.


Penny knew a championship wouldn’t be given to them, that their opponents would not gift-wrap the title. For now, the team needed to refocus and get back to the basics. He also knew championships can slip away. For all his accomplishments in basketball, Penny had never won that big trophy. He’d come up short in high school, college, and the NBA. In 1996, he’d worn a gold medal around his neck at the Summer Olympics in Atlanta as a member of what was known as Dream Team III. As glorious as it was to win the gold medal, it offered a mere taste of the championships he hoped to win. Penny was just three years into his pro career. He had loftier ambitions: multiple NBA titles. Yet they never came.


Now, in front of the Lester boys, Penny took out a piece of chalk and wrote WEAKNESSES. “I’ve got nine.”


Penny went down the list like it was groceries:


1. Ballhandling


2. IQ of the game


3. Free throws


“When we get on you, it’s not because we don’t love y’all,” he said. “This is how you find out about yourself. This is how you find out about how your teammates think. This is how you find out how your coaching staff thinks.”


4. Turnovers


5. Size: We’re small


6. One-on-one defense


Penny turned directly to Reggie Green and Robert Washington. It’s a difficult task to manage players as a coach, and when you have two middle schoolers hoping to become the next legend of Binghampton, it gets exponentially more difficult. Both Reggie and Robert competed more among themselves than they did against the opposing team. Penny felt they had slacked off over Christmas break. They might be the team’s biggest stars, but they weren’t giving everything they had—a failure that Penny admitted reflected poorly on the coaching staff. At 6-foot-3 and 6-foot-4, they should rule every trip up court.


“We need to teach you to play more than a quarter,” Penny said. “You play hard. It’s just that we want more. We want the best of the best. We want to be fair about that as coaches. But we want you to be the best you can be.”


7. Speed: We’re slower than most teams


8. Team help on defense


9. Pressure denying the ball


“The best you can be.” Those words settled among the lockers.


“Guess how many strengths I got?”


“Three,” called guard Kobe Freeman.


“One,” Penny replied. “I’ve got one strength and nine weaknesses. What’s that tell y’all?”


He didn’t wait for a response. “We’re not reaching our potential. We’ve beaten teams because we got better players than they do, we got more players than they do. That’s why we beat them.


“We gotta teach y’all what we want.”


On the board, he wrote STRENGTHS, followed by only one example:


We pass the ball well.


By now the speech had lasted fifteen minutes. The players started to drift, almost as if they were in math class.


“We’re not done yet. I wanna keep talking,” Penny said.


At 6-foot-7, Penny towered over the boys, even the stars. “Who wants to win the state?” he asked.


One by one, Reggie, Robert, Nick—and everyone else in the locker room—raised their hands. “That’s good to know,” Penny said.


He spoke of staying composed, of containing their emotions when rough times hit. In the games Lester lost, Penny noted, there was too much hollering among teammates.


“There’s gonna be ups and downs. We’re so used to beating everybody—we jump on everybody,” he said. “But once we got down ten points, we just started giving up. Y’all started arguing. We can’t do that.


“Stay together! We’re the only ones who can stop us. What do we say every time? We say, ‘Play hard and play smart.’ ”


Binghampton hadn’t seen a team this talented since the Reagan administration. “Been twenty-seven years,” Coach Dez said. And even then, the school didn’t win the championship.


“Do you know how big that is?” Penny said, smiling. “Y’all might get free Burger King if we win this thing.”


Finally, he finished talking. The boys huddled around. They placed their hands on top of one another. The team was led in their chant by the Lion’s hype man, Kobe.


“One, two, three!” they shouted. “One for all, all for one, all for Lester!”


Two final words—THE RUN—stared down from the chalkboard.





   CHAPTER 1   



The Curse of the Assassination


The skinny 6-foot-2 kid looked like the basketball version of a beanpole. He was rail thin, maybe 160 pounds, still baby-faced with a fade haircut. But he had mad skills. He drained three-pointers. He used a crossover to free space and then stepped back to shoot fallaway jumpers over older players. He took the big guys inside and faced them up.


I was watching from the sidelines of Memorial Coliseum, the vaunted arena along the Avenue of Champions in Lexington, Kentucky. The mecca of college basketball, where the University of Kentucky’s Adolph Rupp once roamed the sidelines in suit and tie, a scowl like a rattlesnake across his face. On this floor, Kentucky won two national titles. The Wildcats compiled an incredible 307–28 record in the gym over twenty-six seasons, beginning in 1950. It was here where legends were made.


It was June 1987 and I was an equally skinny kid with a tight buzz cut, less focused on the history of the place and more focused on who would make the best player on my Eddie Sutton basketball camp team. As soon as I saw those moves I desperately wanted to get him on my team. I was able to zero in on the gifted shooter amid the packed auditorium of kids with flattops and ludicrously tight 1980s basketball shorts from around Kentucky, Tennessee, and other states.


I need that guy on my team.


At fifteen, I was entering my sophomore season of high school. I was no slouch, having averaged 25 points a game as an eighth grader, which got me a tour of the campus of the University of Arkansas, a trip that ended with me standing at the center of Barnhill Arena, an assistant coach at my side, his arm draped over my shoulder. “Imagine this place packed with ten thousand people,” said Mike Anderson, the right-hand man of head coach Nolan Richardson. “The game is on the line. Everyone standing, chanting, ‘Drash! Drash! Drash!’ ” I hoped to be the white guy on the 40 Minutes of Hell team.


Yet my freshman year—marked by a move to a new town and a lousy season—promptly reined in my basketball expectations. I came to Lexington to try to restore my game, to get back my confidence.


The instructors split the dozens of Wildcat wannabes into teams of five. I was given the task of writing the names of my four teammates on a sheet of paper and turning in the roster. I scribbled down the forgettable names of the three other guys. Rounding out the roster was the camper I wanted.


“What’s your name?” I asked.


“Anfernee Hardaway,” the fifteen-year-old said.


What the hell kind of name is that? I thought.


“I don’t think I can pronounce that,” I responded. “You got a nickname, like Anfy or something?”


With a touch of southern politeness, he smiled. Most likely he’d heard that line before. He then spelled out his name: A-N-F-E-R-N-E-E.


“Oh, sorry. I can do that,” I replied.


My team was set. We lacked a true big man, but I got my guy. I liked our chances.


He was also heading into his sophomore season of high school. He told me he was from Memphis and playing for Treadwell. I perked up. I had moved from Memphis two years earlier—first to coastal Alabama and then to a blue-collar town in middle Tennessee. I missed home.


Anfernee and I played together that week—two fifteen-year-olds leading a team against more seasoned upperclassmen. He averaged about 18 points a game. I had a decent camp, scoring about 14 points a game. Our team competed well, even without a true center manning the post. We won about 4 out of every 5 games. One time, we trailed by 1 as the clock wound down. Anfernee held the ball for the last shot. The seconds ticked away . . . 6, 5, 4 . . .


He faked right at the free throw line and spun to his left, stretching his arm out with a soft touch. The opposing center emphatically swatted the ball—Get that weak stuff outta here! The ball squirted out to me at the top of the key. I fired a three-pointer at the buzzer. Swish! Anfernee raced toward me and we had one of those great triumphant sports hugs.


It was an incredible moment, one that’s stuck with me ever since.


That shot earned me an invite to his dorm room. When he said pizzas showed up out of the blue, I realized then he wasn’t just another camper. Coach Eddie Sutton wasn’t having Meat Lover’s Delight delivered to my room. Anfernee’s room was just like the rest of the camper’s, barren cinder-block walls with twin beds. But there was one exception: He had stacks of Air Jordans and other fresh sneakers piled nearly to the ceiling. I was like dang, I had to search every mall for my Jordans and dude’s got like twenty pair.


We talked about Memphis State basketball—how Keith Lee, William Bedford, and Baskerville Holmes tore up the Mid-South Coliseum. How much it hurt to see the Tigers lose to Villanova in the Final Four two years earlier, in 1985. Anfernee said his favorite NBA player was George “Iceman” Gervin, followed by Magic Johnson. Mine were Keith Lee, Larry Bird, and Michael Jordan.


Anfernee became a boon for the freshmen and sophomores at camp—we loved seeing him take some of the upperclassmen to school. The camp featured a slam dunk contest. We all crowded around, wanting to see how the youngest guy would compete. Anfernee awed everyone in the gym, even University of Kentucky standout Rex Chapman, with a rattling one-handed double-pump dunk.


Anfernee was there on a special invite. He had started his freshman year as a center at Treadwell High in Memphis on a team led by Elliot Perry, the most sought after guard in the nation, with lightning-quick speed and socks up to his knees and goggles on his face. Kentucky scouts lingered in the Treadwell gym, trying to entice the bespectacled senior sensation to Lexington. He was headed to play for the Wildcats, but his scholarship was given to Eddie Sutton’s son, Sean. Elliot wound up with the hometown Memphis State Tigers, where he had a spectacular career before heading to the NBA.


But the play of the skinny freshman also raised the scouts’ eyebrows: Could Anfernee be the next great player out of Memphis?


The Wildcats told one of his coaches, Michael Toney, to get him to Lexington for the summer camp. Toney revved up the engine of his Chrysler LeBaron, Anfernee’s long legs stretching across the backseat, for the 422-mile journey.


Basketball is bigger than the Kentucky Derby. The Blue in the Bluegrass State might as well stand for the blue-and-white of the Kentucky Wildcats. It’s the most storied program in the nation, although fans at the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill would argue otherwise.


In Kentucky, the Cats put on a full-court press. The governor and mayor of Lexington had kids at the camp. But the two power players went out of their way to introduce themselves to Anfernee, another sign there was something different about the kid from Memphis. Let’s just say, the governor didn’t rush over to shake my hand. During the day, Anfernee played on my team; at night, he moved inside to play with the big boys—the Kentucky Wildcats. At just fifteen, he hung with Rex Chapman, Eric Manuel, and LeRoy Ellis. Even Kenny “Sky” Walker—picked fifth overall in the 1986 draft by the New York Knicks—stopped in to play. The Kentucky stars were off-limits to everyone else. We saw them only from afar. The closest we got to Sky Walker was when he hosted an autograph session downtown: He charged twenty bucks.


Even the nighttime games were closed to regular campers. I would sneak into the gym just to see how Anfernee competed with the nation’s best college players.


Anfernee wasn’t the best player at the camp. But as a budding high school sophomore, he learned he could play with anyone, even an NBA star.


The camp was a pivotal moment—Anfernee’s coming-out party outside the borders of Memphis.


While I had a sense that he was a special player and was bound for bigger courts, I had no clue about what he’d lived through to get to this point.


We were two kids from very different sides of Memphis—a symbol of how the game of basketball bridged the divide of the racially charged city we called home. It was odd but fitting, I guess, that we met more than four hundred miles from Memphis. Anfernee and I grew up just three miles apart. But there might as well have been a concrete barrier topped with razor wire along Walnut Grove, one of the main streets running east and west, to keep us separated.


Memphis was like that in the decade following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968, at the Lorraine Motel downtown.


The assassination tore the city apart, and, it seems clear in retrospect, made Memphis a sort of social laboratory. While the actual signs of segregation were gone and the “Colored” water fountains were removed, the city and its citizens had much to work out.


King’s assassination was a catalyst for whites to migrate to the suburbs. The gunshot was heard in every Piggly Wiggly, in every church, in every school. Whites abandoned the public school system and formed one of the most intricate private school systems in the nation in what became East Memphis. Many private schools were founded before 1968, but with the assassination and the integration of the public schools, whites—even working-class families—figured out ways to fork out thousands for tuition.


In his “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, King said he hoped “the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit together at the table of brotherhood.” But in Memphis, for the first generation of kids growing up after the killing of the civil rights icon, there was a complete and utter separation of races—not by law, but by design. We never interacted, never spoke. The main thoroughfare, Poplar Avenue, kept stretching eastward, making suburban homebuilders rich men. The neighborhoods weren’t ritzy; mostly it was a bunch of cheesy Brady Bunch ranch homes. But there were no blacks.


From 1970 to 1980, nearly 50,000 whites fled the city center—an abandonment that changed the city from nearly 61 percent white to 51 percent white, in just ten years. And they kept running. By 2010, the city was 63 percent black; whites made up just 29 percent. Today, one in four people in the city live below poverty. The eight-county metro area ranks as the most impoverished in the nation.


Memphis always was divided. There was a reason King came to the city in April 1968 to defend workers’ rights—because the city power players didn’t think blacks deserved equal pay. The city on the bluff overlooking the mighty Mississippi River had flourished on the cotton trade—and those roots were firmly planted like a southern oak. The city’s burgeoning black population had fled the cotton plantations of Mississippi, Arkansas, and Tennessee. As the black community grew, blues, jazz, the strains of soul music resonated from Beale Street, down Main Street, across Union Avenue, and beyond. Slow-cooked ribs and pulled-pork sandwiches, topped with cole slaw, became culinary treasures.


I lived in a completely separate world in East Memphis. It was a strange existence—one that felt like we were guinea pigs in an experiment gone wrong. It was impossible not to notice, even as a boy. In the entire history of our country, I fit into that rare group of southerners—the first generation to be born without the law of segregation. Yet there were unwritten rules that everyone understood, but few ever talked about.


“We wanted our city to come to grips with the obvious fact that it is a biracial community that needs to deal with that reality,” the Memphis Press-Scimitar declared in its final edition on October 31, 1983. “We began that fight when the horror of lynching was still, if not in fashion, at least tolerated. We wanted our city to believe that its future lies basically in a good, viable public education system.”


The city’s white population didn’t.


Segregation might have ended, but racism hadn’t. Not by a long shot.


At Memphis University School, where preppy sons of cotton brokers, real estate developers, and doctors went to be trained for the Ivy League, the student body often erupted with a vile chant when their teams began losing to black schools: “That’s all right! That’s okay! You’re gonna work for us one day!” Whites mocked the MATA bus system—Moving Africans Through America! And one of the few public high schools that had a diverse student body in the early 1980s, White Station, was dubbed “Black Station” by the white kids of East Memphis.


I grew up in Memphis in the 1970s and early 1980s. I benefited from a free private school education because my father was a headmaster of a church school, Christ Methodist Day School. I played basketball and baseball in the leagues for white kids at the same time that Anfernee learned his game at the Lester Community Center in the projects of Binghampton, a blighted neighborhood a few minutes from my own.


But on their courts, it was a much different game. Not to sound too much like a preacher, but it was a game of life. Miss a shot and hustlers were out hundreds of dollars, and you’d have to pay the price. Drive to the lane and be prepared to have your face bashed in. Talk too much trash and get your ass whupped when you’re walking into the dark of night. In my basketball leagues, moms rushed to the sidelines with sliced oranges as soon as the buzzer sounded. Our dads were the coaches, constantly pushing us, telling us to do our best. Serving as our mentors. If our team got whomped, the only thing we feared after games was Mrs. Whitmire’s congealed green Jell-O salad at Fellowship Hall.


The very first time I ever interacted with a black kid was in fifth grade. My baseball team swept the title in our very white league and advanced to the city playoffs, where we played an all black team. They chanted in rhythm from their dugout, swaying and clapping in unison. “Rope it in the morning, rope it in the evening. Rope! Rope!” they chanted. It was a song they sang because they were hitting the ball with such ease it was as if the ball was on a rope and they were hammering it. They annihilated us, 22–1. The next two years, we repeated as league champs; we skipped the city playoffs.


The first time I played on the same team with blacks was sixth-grade YMCA football. I don’t remember conversations with my teammates. As a kid, I didn’t much notice. I was too busy trying to avoid getting my face smashed in by guys twice my size. But Memphis kids, no matter what background, who didn’t play sports could’ve gone their whole lives without encountering someone of another race. And this was a city of 600,000 with a nearly fifty-fifty breakdown between whites and blacks.


One of the few places where whites and blacks mixed was the Mid-South Coliseum, an arena that looked like the moon had fallen from the sky and been planted on earth. On game night, 11,200 whites and blacks jammed the arena for Memphis State basketball. It was here where Tiger basketball players, nearly all of them black, took center stage.


My personal love of Memphis hoops was forged during the 1980s, when the Tigers developed one of the best teams in the nation (although the wins would later be forfeited due to a slew of NCAA violations). I even tried to mimic Keith Lee’s giant afro by rubbing my mom’s mousse in my hair and replicating his most recent games.


It was tradition after Tiger games for kids to line up on the court and grab sweatbands off players’ wrists. The most prized possessions in my room were the sweatbands of Dwight Boyd and William Bedford; they went unwashed for years on my shelf. My own coaches wouldn’t have dared touch the sweatbands, a reflection of the time and era they were raised. Larry Finch, who later became the winningest coach in the history of Memphis State (now the University of Memphis), brought the city together across racial lines, for a brief moment, in 1973 when he led the Tigers to their first national title game, only to be overpowered by UCLA’s Bill Walton in one of the most epic individual performances in NCAA tournament history. And the same can be said in the decades since, with the Tigers becoming the rallying cry for the city’s disparate white and black population. From the era of All-American forward Keith Lee in the 1980s to coach John Calipari’s reign in the 2000s, Memphians have bled Tiger blue.


After my week at Eddie Sutton basketball camp, I returned to Gallatin, a town of roughly twenty thousand people about twenty-five miles northeast of Nashville, where I played basketball at the public school. We had moved from the all-white area of East Memphis in 1984 because my father got a job with a small school in Gallatin. My brother attended college in Memphis, though, and would fill me in with reports of Anfernee’s latest feats—like an alley-oop to himself where he threw the ball off the backboard and nearly tore the rim off. Another time, he won the jump ball at tip-off and three seconds later he already had his first dunk of the game. Even as he rose to become Parade magazine’s top high school player in the nation, Memphis showed its true colors and I would often hear people making fun of his name and even his mom for choosing it.


Anfernee doesn’t take offense to that now. He even laughs about it. He was told by his mom that the name stems from one of her classmates at Lester. “That’s what was told to me, but I don’t know, bro. Where is this dude, Anfernee? I want to meet him,” Penny said to me jokingly.


I had never set foot in Binghampton, the very rough and dangerous subsidized-housing community Anfernee was from (that is, the Hood), as a kid. It was one of two places whites were told to stay away from—the other being Orange Mound, one of the first neighborhoods in America built by and for blacks, developed on what was once a plantation. The name Orange Mound stems from a hedge of osage oranges—best known in the South as horse apples—that lined the old plantation. The neighborhood, originally with 982 shotgun shacks that sold for less than a hundred bucks, bordered a KKK stronghold. Orange Mound became a hub of activity for the city’s blacks. But by the 1980s, the crack epidemic decimated both Orange Mound and Binghampton.


After thirty years of being away, I came back home for a story. I had been sent by CNN to visit Binghampton for the first time, to write about Anfernee “Penny” Hardaway’s having reportedly taken over coaching middle school duties for the Lester Lions. He had accepted the job as a favor to help his boyhood friend Desmond Merriweather, who was battling stage 4 cancer and could no longer commit to full-time coach.


Desmond’s and my paths had actually once crossed on the court, too. A summer after I met Penny, I guarded Desmond at a basketball camp at Middle Tennessee State University. A lefty with a quick first step and a nasty three-point shot, he lit me up for about 20 points.


It was a very surreal experience for me to be back in Memphis and yet to feel like a complete stranger. Binghampton was once separated from white Memphis by a railroad track, like so many areas of the South. Just across the tracks was a nicer area, bearing the same name but without the p, Binghamton. Whites could sip gin and tonics and dine on well-marbled ribeyes at the nearby Memphis Country Club while turning a blind eye to the existence of Binghampton, where the city’s poorest residents were crammed into a few square miles. As the years passed, the environment grew even more toxic. The crimes became black on black. Gangs ruled Binghampton—and still hold sway.


In Binghampton, the Lester Middle School and Lester Community Center anchor the neighborhood. Both facilities provide a ray of hope from the street life, as Crips, Bloods, Vice Lords, and Gangster Disciples stake their turf all around. Lester is a classic brick building that dates back to the days of segregation. There’s also a five-acre park and four outdoor basketball courts where the city’s best hone their skills. Along with fifties-style ranch homes and shotgun shacks, post–World War II homes with wood siding and front porches, made for telling tall tales and sipping sweet tea, surround the school. At the southern edge, two projects stand as a vestige of the past: Tillman Cove is a cluster of duplexes with broken windows where GDs and Vice Lords man the corners, their gang colors for all to see. Red Oak is a collection of Section 8 apartments where dozens of people, all living in poverty, crowd into a single apartment. Drugs are sold openly with turf constantly being scratched out by the Crips and Bloods. An empty guard gate welcomes visitors at Red Oak with a sign that says: “Notice to visitors, all persons entering this property should proceed directly to resident’s unit.” It’s so dangerous, the sign should read: “Notice to visitors: RUN WHILE YOU CAN!”


One might expect the middle school and the community center to be covered in graffiti. Yet there is none. Residents, even the most dangerous thugs, know the buildings are hallowed ground. A mural spanning the front of the community center depicts three girls holding hands while a father looks on smiling. The sun beams down on everyone. Another mural greets visitors with an image of whites and blacks playing basketball together on the same team—a good message, to be sure, but in Memphis it’s still far from reality.


Penny’s story is America in a microcosm, a lesson as to how basketball is an important example in bridging the racial divide, an example of one’s determination to succeed. To overcome. When we snarfed up Domino’s pizza in his dorm room in Kentucky all those years before, I had no clue of the squalor in which he dwelled at 201 Red Oak in Binghampton, nor did I know our paths would cross again.


Beyond basketball, Penny has remained active in retirement. He still maintains his contract with Nike, raking in hundreds of thousands of dollars a year. He is the only retired NBA player, besides Michael Jordan, to maintain a shoe line with Nike. Some of his Foamposite shoes fetch two thousand dollars. He’s a business partner in a barbershop in downtown Memphis and a turf business in Miami. He also participates in charity golf events around the country and provides commentary for NBA games.


Penny made more than $200 million playing ball and from endorsements—rising to become one of the wealthiest men in Memphis history. He doesn’t need to do anything—let alone set foot in Binghampton again. Here is a guy who could so easily have turned his back on the neighborhood. Yet Binghampton needs him: It’s exactly where he needs to be.





   CHAPTER 2   



Millions to a Penny


The brick struck Louise’s pregnant belly, and she fell to the ground. The car with three white men sped off. She didn’t have time to react. She and her boys were picking flowers, not too far from Zion Cemetery, just along Highway 18 in the delta flats outside Blytheville, Arkansas. She was five months pregnant with her third child.


It was the summer of 1943, when whites terrorized blacks in the rural South, when killings and lynchings and beatings of blacks were rarely investigated, rarely prosecuted. They were roundly ignored.


Pain rocketed through her womb. Louise thought she would die in the parched grass along the highway’s shoulder. She lay bleeding and crying, not knowing if her baby would live or die. Between her tears, though, she found resolve. “Naw, hell, naw,” she said, as she rose to her feet.


When she told her husband, Sylvester, nicknamed Big Daddy, what had happened, he ran out of the family’s shotgun shack and pounded his fists into the trunk of a tree until they bled raw. The baby girl, however, would be born healthy a few months later. Louise chose the name Gloria, as in glory be to God the child survived. She’d have one more child, Fae.


Louise and Sylvester Hardaway worked in the cotton fields—along with their children—for seven more years as sharecroppers. Many nights during harvest were spent dipping their hands in turpentine to try to find relief from ten, twelve, fourteen hours of picking cotton, from sunup to sundown. They longed for a life away from the cotton fields.


They eventually struck out for Memphis, seventy miles to the south, just before the next planting season to avoid another year of servitude. They settled in Binghampton, a black section of Memphis, on New Year’s Day in 1950. Sylvester and Louise put $365 down on a small house at 2977 Forrest Avenue, a street named after Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, credited with being the first grand wizard of the KKK—and forever immortalized in Memphis with a city park, complete with a giant statue of him on horseback.


The walls in the Hardaway home consisted of tar paper. The toilet was a hole in the floor. The tiny house, with three rooms and a front porch, wasn’t much but it still beat the shack and the hell of picking cotton in the Arkansas delta.


Sylvester would soon leave, in 1956, but Louise managed to keep the family going by working as a nanny and maid for white families and eventually as a cook in the Memphis school system. She reared her four children, fifteen grandchildren, and more than a dozen cousins. Then, in 1976, when Louise was due for a well-earned break from child-rearing, her youngest grown daughter, Fae, announced that she was going on the road to follow her dream of being a singer. And she was taking her five-year-old son, Anfernee, along with her.


That same Naw, hell, naw was Louise’s argument-ending response. She wasn’t going to stand in the way of her daughter’s dreams, but with Anfernee’s father already out of his life, living somewhere in Chicago, she wasn’t about to have him lose even more of his family.


Raising another boy wasn’t what Louise had planned, yet she saw it as her duty. It was a lesson the boy would never forget: that you don’t give up on a child. “She took me in right as she was retiring,” he recounted years later. “She had worked her butt off all these years, had her home paid off and now was about to get a chance to relax. And then, I get dumped in her lap when I was five years old.”


A strict disciplinarian, Louise demanded excellence. She wasn’t going to have her grandson fall prey to neighborhood gangs. She taught him to love the Lord, to rise up when others failed. She coined the nickname Penny, because he was pretty as one. (She first called him “pretty,” but in her thick southern accent it morphed over the years into Penny.)


He said she would tell him about the struggle of the cotton fields and for him to never forget. “The work was forced upon her, but it did teach her how to fend for herself and how to not depend on anybody else. And that carried over. It scarred her in a lot of ways, but it also taught her how to work hard.”


His grandmother made certain her grandson feared making bad choices. “Anything I did wrong she would punish me for it, physically. Like we got whippings. We didn’t get time-outs,” Penny said. “When you did something wrong, here comes an extension cord, here comes a belt. You paid for it. So it made you afraid to do anything wrong, and she ruled with an iron fist. She was trying to inflict pain on me to make me afraid of doing anything wrong—and it worked.


“Most people would say that’s abuse, but it’s really not to me. The old school would beat you for doing wrong, and you’d clean up your act and be afraid to do that again.”


Lester Middle School, along with the Lester Community Center, served as a sanctuary away from the rest of the neighborhood’s troubles. Penny could escape inside to the gym or play on one of the four outdoor basketball courts. Beyond the courts, though, pot and crack were sold in open view in adjacent Howze Park. Sirens and gunshots were part of the sound track of the neighborhood. Once a man with a sawed-off shotgun holed up in the park and opened fire on SWAT members who surrounded him. Another time, a man sprinted across the park as a car gave pursuit, a gunman spraying the hapless soul with bullets in plain sight of everyone on the basketball courts.


“That’s just what you see in the neighborhood,” Penny recalled. “You see murders, you see prostitution, you see gambling, you see alcohol abuse, you see drug abuse. You see the gangs. You see all that. You become numb to things that most people would go, ‘Oh my God.’ There’s no more ‘Oh my Gods’ in Binghampton. You’re just like, ‘That’s messed up.’ That’s really all you can say. It’s just the hardship of the neighborhood that brings you to tears or brings you to doing stupid things.”


Every night as darkness approached, though, Louise Hardaway’s voice rang out across the neighborhood. Her call for her grandson stretched from Forrest Avenue down Tillman Street to Poplar Avenue.


“PENNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNY!!!”


It didn’t matter where the boy was. He’d dart home with his basketball. She’d be standing on the front porch, keeping prowl until Penny got home. It was painful as a boy to come inside when most everyone else stayed out. But Louise knew that nothing good happened after nightfall.




[image: image]


The outdoor courts of Lester Community Center, where Penny learned his game, are still where neighborhood hustlers gather to place bets on half-court shots. The courts also offer a refuge from the gang warfare.





“I’d be standing at the door watching my friends play. I’d sit down and cry and I thought, ‘I hate this.’ She said, ‘When you grow up, you’ll thank me for this.’ Now, I’m thankful she kept me in the house. I probably could have started drinking or smoking like a lot of those kids,” Penny told the Commercial Appeal when he was eighteen. “I’ve never taken a drink. I’ve never smoked. Every time I see a kid with drugs, I say, ‘That could have been me.’ Every time I see my grandmother, I thank her.”


•   •   •


In Binghampton, the stories of the Duck are shared like the southern equivalent of Greek mythology, an untouchable Basketball God who ruled the Lester courts like Zeus. The tales so wild, so extraordinary, so legendary they’re like a hand-stitched quilt, well spun and beautiful. Any hopeful basketball player who came along in Binghampton from the 1980s to early 1990s had to go through one man, Mitchell Stephenson, nicknamed the Memphis Duck. He never made it to the big leagues, but he was considered the Michael Jordan of the neighborhood. At that time, Memphis was a bastion of basketball. Everyone in the city liked to brag that Memphis produced more Division I basketball players per capita than anywhere else in the country. Future NBA first-rounders Keith Lee and William Bedford starred at Memphis State; Todd Day played at the University of Arkansas; Tony Lewis shined at the University of Alabama–Birmingham; and Baskerville Holmes, Andre Turner, Dwight Boyd, and Elliot Perry all went on to play at Memphis State and in the pros.


But the best player was the Duck.


Dude would shout: I’m gonna shit pecans before I’m gonna lose to you. And he’d clean your ass out.


He would say, Everybody look out—off the glass, you know what it is. Cash!


The Duck wore ten, twelve, fourteen pairs of socks on each foot. Like for real.


On one of my first trips to Binghampton I went on a Duck hunt. I had to find the maniacal 5-foot-8 guard with a 44-inch vertical leap whom everyone talked about. What tales might he have of the young Penny?


At a house party at the boyhood home of Anthony Douglas, the big-bodied power forward who played with Penny at Memphis State, I chowed down on slow-cooked Memphis ribs and baked beans. Anthony’s mom served up her homemade caramel cake. With a wink, she confided that her secret ingredient was love. “We’re so poor love is all we got to give in Binghampton,” she said.
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“Penny Hardaway is a
superstar on the court and
an even higger superstar
for giving back and helping
the youth of Memphis.”

—EARVIN “MAGIC” JOHNSON






