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I dedicate this book to my beautiful children and family.





He who angers you, owns you.

—KG






A

“Anything Is Possible!” / Arm Wrestling / Arrival / Atlanta / Red Auerbach





“Anything Is Possible!”

It was 2008, and after thirteen seasons, I had finally won the muthafuckin’ finals and helped bring the Celtics their first championship in more than twenty years.

When the horn went off and the game was over, time froze. My mind froze. I had halfway been expecting a buzzer-beater; but it was a blowout. We beat down the Lakers by thirty-nine points. Confetti was coming down as I was going up. I’d never been that high or felt so hyped.

I was in the bliss: people grabbing at me, hugging, kissing, crying. I looked over at my wife, saw my kids, my family, my friends, my fans, and then, like a movie, my brain went on rewind, replaying scenes, rushing at me at once: hooping in Billy’s driveway when I barely knew how to shoot; waking up the neighborhood at five in the Carolina morning cause I couldn’t stop working on my dribbling; a country kid, then a teenager trying to download those badass Chicago streets; wins, losses, bumps, bruises, a million memories, a million hours on the grind, hacking, scraping, clawing to get where I needed to go; and there I was at last. Reporter Michele Tafoya holding up a mic in front of my face. The Boston crowd wildin’ out. She gotta shout for me to hear.

“League MVP. Defensive Player of the Year. Now it’s time to add NBA champion to your résumé. How does that sound?”

I put my hand to the fresh-out-the-box championship hat on my head.

“Man, I’m so hyped right now.”

I take a second to gather myself.

Another rush of images flashing in front of me: sitting at Ruth’s Chris Steak House during a family dinner; watching D-Wade playing Chauncey in the Eastern finals; my struggles in Greenville, AAU tournaments, endless games in endless parks in endless neighborhoods, going, growing, never stopping, learning, burning with an energy that gets more intense year by year, wanting this thing, wanting it for all my twelve years in Minneapolis, wanting it for the T-Wolves fans, wanting it for the Celtics fans, wanting this ultimate win, this championship that I’ve desired more than anything—more than money or fame or sex. And now the reality clicks in my brain, runs down my spine, enters my soul, and I’m taking off my hat and tilting my head straight back and screaming like a madman.

“Anything is possible!”

    A few moments later, I add, “Made it, Ma! Top of the world! I’m fucking certified! I’m muthafuckin’ certified!”

I’m yelling so loud that my voice can be heard beyond those sixteen—soon to be seventeen—championship banners hanging from the rafters all the way up to heaven. Yellin’ up there to Malik Sealy and Eldrick Leamon and everyone I loved and lost. Everyone who got me to this moment.

In the middle of the mad scramble I see Kobean. I call him “Kobean” or “Bean” cause his dad is Jellybean. Bean knows what I was going through. I’d been chasing him, been chasing Shaq, been chasing Timmy, been chasing all the legacies, and now the moment is mine.

“Congratulations, man,” says Bean. “Enjoy this, cause there ain’t gonna be too many more. I’ll see yo bitch ass next year.”

I have to get in my blows, have to say, “We activated now. This ain’t that Minnesota shit.”

“We’ll see.”

“Say hi to Vanessa and the kids,” I say. “Love you, my brotha.”

“Love you too, dawg.”

Then I give him one of those gorilla hugs around the neck and ask, “Bean, y’all out tonight?”

“Hell, yes,” said Kob, “we getting the fuck outta this bitch.”

It’s beautiful because I know how pissed he is—Bean hates losing more than anyone—but I also know that he has to be a little happy for his OG.

Like me, Bean believes in the unstoppable human spirit. It’s that spirit that makes anything possible. Those words come from my heart, from my guts, from the life I’ve lived. Those words apply to right now, this very second, because here I am, a dude who has ADD and ADHD, and as a result doesn’t read a lot of books, sitting down to write my own book. Ain’t that a trip?

Attention deficit disorder and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. I got ’em both. I also have dyslexia, meaning I see shit backwards. I see things in vision. For a long time, I was believing that I was mentally disabled, until a great friend of mine—shout-out to Torey Austin—said, “Hey, man, maybe that means you have superpowers.” Torey’s words arrived right on time. Before that, I was dealing with feelings of heavy inferiority, cause my teachers were on me for not reading right. The formal diagnosis happened later in life when I was already an adult. As a country kid in South Carolina, I didn’t have access to sophisticated professionals who could figure out what was wrong. I struggled with words on the page.

Yet here I am, writing words on a page.

That’s one of the reasons I decided to structure the book this way, like an encyclopedia, with little bite-sized entries. Because of my reading problems and my limited attention span, I’m not the kind of dude who’s gonna kick back on the couch with a book for an hour or two. I’m gonna pick up a book, read a page or two, and then bounce. So I wanna write the kind of book that I’d wanna read. I want to change it up, do it differently. I’ve never been much of a rule follower. I didn’t follow the rules when I skipped college and went straight to the draft. Didn’t follow the rules when I negotiated what was at the time the biggest contract in professional sports. Didn’t follow the rules when I’d bring up the ball or play on the wing rather than plant myself down low like every other big man. So I sure as hell ain’t gonna follow the rules here. I’m writing a book that, like hoop, is filled with suspense, surprises, high drama, and big fun.
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There are a bunch of words and names and phrases that start with the letter “A” that have been important in my life and come before “Anything Is Possible!” Like “AAU” or “Alpha” or “AI.” Trust me, we’ll get into all that eventually. But I have to start with “Anything Is Possible!” because that’s the most important. That’s what everything you’re gonna read about adds up to. Here’s one more: “Agenda.” Let me say it straight-up: my agenda is to show you how negatives can turn into positives and how positives can change your life for the better. And the only way I’m gonna be able to do that is if I’m fully honest about those negatives. About the mistakes I’ve made. About the hardship I’ve experienced. About the pain. I know being honest isn’t always comfortable. This is the first time I’ve ever said anything about my learning disabilities. I never even told the Kobean story before because I know he was dyslexic. And if I’m really being honest, then I also have to say that right now I’m wondering if this is such a good idea. I’m starting to feel doubt creep in.

Doubt will trip you up, turn you back, have you quit. The only thing holding us back from charting new territory is doubt. Gotta understand that doubt. Just can’t delete it by wishing it away. Gotta work with it. We all do. We gotta talk to the muthafucka. Gotta say, “I see you, Mr. Doubt. I hear you, Mr. Doubt. I know you wanna keep me from doing what I was meant to do. But I also know that, while you’re part of me, I do not intend to allow you to become all of me. Because I got no choice, I’m gonna tolerate you. And because I know it’s a smart move, I’m gonna try and understand you. The more I understand you, Mr. Doubt, the less you’re gonna have to say. So I’m gonna get you out of the driver’s seat and put your ass in the back of this car. I know you’re gonna try and backseat drive. I know you’re gonna tell me I’m moving in the wrong direction, that I’ll never reach my destination. So please keep it down back there. Even though that chatter might go on forever, I’m now the one with my hands on the wheel. I’m doing the driving. And I’m taking myself to where I need to go.”

These words I write represent a triumph over doubt. Going at a challenge is the only way I know of meeting that challenge—and beating that challenge. I’m opening up about Kevin Garnett, the man, the player, the person—and what it took to build that human being. Growing up, it was difficult to find love. Maybe that difficulty is part of the reason why a beast emerged. That beast got all over me. Sometimes it looked like the beast would self-destruct. But I thank Jehovah God that at an early age I saw that intensity could be put to purpose. Had to be put to purpose. Had to be used as a tool. Had to be deployed strategically. Intelligently. The beast is an energy that requires refinement and focus. And energy is what rocks the world. Energy is what rocks this book.

Warning: my energy is different. Hard to contain. Impossible to suppress. My energy doesn’t move in predictable patterns. I’m all over the place, and it ain’t just ADHD. It’s something greater than that. Something deeper. Holier. Call it my essence. My spirit. I have a zigzagging spirit. That’s how I’ve lived my whole life. And so this book is gonna zigzag too. That’s another reason for this nonlinear approach. It’s not only the way I live my life, but it is the way I remember and reflect on my life. I don’t see a single straight narrative from start to finish. I see flashes, bursts, eruptions, explosions. Just like that night we won the title, when all those memories flooded through my mind. If my story is a ball, the ball is always moving. I’m dribbling, I’m passing, I’m head-faking, I’m lobbing, I’m dunking. One moment I’m thinking about shit that happened ten years ago, the next I’m thinking about what happened ten seconds ago. Yet for all the jumping ahead and laying back in the cut, if you read closely, you’ll see that the dots connect.

So let’s go on a trip where we break down doubt and bust through obstacles. Let’s go where they’re telling us we can’t go. Let’s do what they’re telling us we can’t do. Let’s explode our creativity.

Arm Wrestling

see Glen Davis

Arrival

I was born in Greenville, South Carolina, May 19, 1976. Born with excess energy that needed to be expressed in the worst way.

Moms was my main connection to the outside world.

Shirley Garnett. Resourceful. Smart. Not a hugging mom, not big on holding your hand, but big on you-gotta-learn-to-do-it-for-yourself. Discipline. Determination. Devotion to the Jehovah’s Witnesses teachings. Structure. Extreme work ethic. You will go to the Kingdom Hall. You will do your chores. You will do as you’re told, or else. “Or else” was too scary to think about. So I did what I was told.

Moms was a lioness who made me a lion.

A few fundamental facts:

I’m a country kid. Carolina is deep country.

I’m a boy in a household of girls. Moms, two sisters—older one is Sonya, younger is Ashley—and me.

I had Moms’s work ethic before I was five. Mowing grass. Chopping wood. No bike, so I’m walking and running everywhere, through the woods, jumping over creeks, finding my footing. Clean the house every day. Very tidy. Everything in its place. So orderly and neat that I have a compulsive disorder without even knowing it. Even to this day, come to my house and you’ll see every single object in its place. No dust anywhere. No dirty dishes in the sink.

Me and my sisters scrubbing the floors but not minding cause Moms had Stephanie Mills on the radio singing “Put Your Body In It” and “You Can Get Over.” Teddy Pendergrass was telling us “Wake Up Everybody,” McFadden & Whitehead were shouting “Ain’t No Stopping Us Now.” Old-school soul music pushing us through those tasks, giving the grind a groove.

Moms teaching me manners. Say “yes, ma’am” and “yes, sir.”

Moms working all sorts of jobs. She’s working at the 3M plant Monday through Friday and cleaning people’s houses on weekends. At another time, she’s working the graveyard shift at a hotel—6 p.m. to 6 a.m.—but still has enough energy to come home and get us ready for school. I give Moms big props for getting us through.

Moms’s love was tough love. Because she was hard, she brought me up hard. For example: I got in a fight when some bigger dudes jumped me. I ran like hell. Seeing I was running, Moms caught me, grabbed me, and broke a stick over my head.

“Boy,” she demanded, “go back out there and fight.” I had no choice. Learned to slap box. Learned to wrestle. Learned to fight in many forms.

Moms, one of nine kids, fought her way through life and saw me doing the same. That attitude might be cold, but Moms was right.

Moms could also be wrong. Once I cut my inner leg real bad trying to jump a gate. Moms cleaned up the wound but got all up in my face. “You can’t be doing stuff like that.” But I knew it happened only because I misjudged the jump. Next day I was there, studying the situation and refining my jump. I cleared the gate by two inches. I could be doing stuff like that.
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We were crammed into a little two-bedroom in a small, quaint section of Greenville called Nicholtown. I had G.I. Joes. I had He-Mans. Transformers. Those figures talked to me. I made up stories. Always roaming through the woods behind our apartment building, where make-believe adventures came to life. I could envision, conjure up characters. I could entertain myself. My imagination was wild.

Atlanta

Some weekends, Moms would put us in the car and drive two hours down to Atlanta so we could see things we never saw. Moms was like that. We stayed at the Days Inn, but that didn’t keep her from driving through Buckhead. “We going house hunting,” she said. We couldn’t begin to afford anything in that fancy neighborhood with lawns as big as baseball fields.

“See that house on the hill there?” she asked.

“I see it.”

“See how they planted all the pretty flowers? See all those tall trees? See that beautiful landscaping?”

“I do.”

Moms liked painting the picture for us. But for all her fanciful talk, Moms was about finance.

“What do you think it’s worth, son?”

“Don’t know.”

“Least a million dollars. Maybe more. Work hard enough, get smart enough, and you can have a house like that.”

She went on to say that Black people lived in a lot of those houses. The world of comfort and luxury wasn’t restricted to whites. For all her sternness, Moms was a dreamer. She got me to start dreaming.

Red Auerbach

see Doc
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Ball Boys / Charles Barkley / Beauty / Chauncey B-B-B-B-Billups / Larry Bird / Black and Proud / Blocks / Blue Chips / The Bold and the Beautiful / The Book of Job / Booray / Break Dancing / British Knights / James Brown / Brown Paper Bag / Bug / Bye





Ball Boys

They call ’em ball kids now, but when I came into the league they were only boys, running around, piling up the towels, getting us water, doing all the dirty shit no one else wanted to do. Most of ’em were happy cause they got to see behind the scenes.

These kids fascinated me. I saw how they loved getting hats and shoes, loved rebounding the ball for the players. I also saw how helpful and willing they were to make life easier for us.

I’d ask them a million questions.

“Yo, where you from?”

“How old are you?”

“Where’d you get the job?”

Answer was usually something like, “My dad owns the team” or “My aunt dates the GM.”

In Minneapolis, Clayton, the equipment manager, would see me in the locker room talking to nine ball boys and want to know why.

“They’re cool kids,” I said. “They got interesting stories.”

In New York, Portland, Salt Lake City, Houston, Dallas, Miami, I’m still asking these kids all sorts of questions.

The ball boys got great energy. Positive energy. You can always use positive energy. Look for positive energy. Use positive energy. Sometimes positive energy comes from places you’d never expect. That’s why you can’t look down on no one or feel superior. You’ll miss a chance to get energized.

At first, I saw there wasn’t much diversity. As time went by, that got challenged. And slowly but surely you had teams setting up programs with the local school systems. Good attendance and good grades might get you the gig. That motivated kids to get to school and do well. Soon I was seeing ball kids in all colors from all walks of life. That made me happy. Diversity always makes me happy.

Charles Barkley

Love Chuck. One of my favorite people in the world. Extremely smart dude. And also one of the great teachers.

I relate to Chuck cause he’s a southern boy like me—coming out of little Leeds, Alabama. Loved watching him play for the Sixers in those shorty-shorts. He was a new kind of player. He could take the ball coast to coast. He could hit the three. And he was physical as hell. Brotha could bang down low. He was one of the few players who seemed to express the energy I had inside me—one of the few star players, I mean. There had been plenty of superstrong players in the league, but they were role players—guys like Maurice Lucas, Rick Mahorn, and Bill Laimbeer. “Enforcers,” they were called. They were hoop’s equivalent of the hockey goon. I liked watching them. I admired their fearlessness. But I saw their job for what it was—riling things up and throwing opposing players off their game. There wasn’t a lot more expected of ’em than that. If they fouled out or got thrown out, that was fine—and even better if they got a player on the other team thrown out.

Chuck was the first player I saw who’d mix it up like that yet also be the best player on the court. Like the one time the Sixers were playing the Pistons and he and Laimbeer got into a nasty brawl in the last seconds of the game. After he was done scrapping, Chuck went to the locker room and took out the rest of his anger on a toilet. Broke the damn seat. Craziest thing to me about all that, though, was Chuck had thirty-six points and fifteen rebounds!
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When he was asked about his physical style of play, he said: “As long as you don’t get arrested for it, it’s all right.” Other players with that mentality weren’t just role guys, they were looked at as villains—the players that fans loved to hate. Not Chuck. Fans loved him. He was so good that you couldn’t not love him. He was one of the two best trash-talkers I ever played against—him and Gary Payton—but no matter how much trash Chuck talked, he made sure his game had the last word. I looked up to him for that.

Chuck, Shaq, and Hakeem were probably the most dominant post men I played against. And that’s no slack against Karl Malone or Timmy Duncan.

But facing Chuck was different. It was like playing chess. There was a mental aspect to it. The more I studied him, the more I was influenced by his psyche.

I also looked up to him because he said I shouldn’t look up to him. “I am not your role model,” he announced in that famous Nike commercial. Damn, that shit was dope! Black-and-white and there wasn’t no music. Just Chuck looking into the camera and speaking his truth. It was such a contrast from the happy, smiley “Be Like Mike” Gatorade commercial. That Gatorade commercial wasn’t my reality. Chuck’s reality and mine were the same.

The commercial was Chuck’s idea. He brought it to Nike. Said he was inspired from when he’d go give speeches to schools. He’d go to a mostly white school and ask how many kids wanted to play in the NBA. Only a few would raise their hands. Most of the kids would say they wanted to be doctors or lawyers or firemen. Then he’d go to a mostly Black school and ask the same question, and nearly all the kids wanted to play in the NBA. He got frustrated by the fact that Black kids saw their only career options as athletes or entertainers, and he wanted that commercial to start a conversation about how to change that.

When I played against Chuck, he didn’t want no conversation with me—about anything. Chuck denies it, but he didn’t like me when I first came up. He was in Phoenix and had been in the league over ten years. He was NBA royalty. And here I come, young brotha eager to prove myself. It was kind of like the dog who’s been in the house for a while and then this new puppy runs in and gets all up in the big dog’s face, yippin’ and snappin’ and whippin’ his tail. A lot of players back then would come into the league actin’ all sheepish and reserved and keepin’ their heads down. Not me. I was ready to go. I don’t think Chuck was feelin’ it. Not at first. But he grew to love me.

We got even tighter when I had my Area 21 show on TNT. He and I were always bantering, always talking shit. I’d clown him for falling asleep on the air, and he’d rag on me for my skinny jeans—which I still wear unapologetically.

In 2016, North Carolina passed its garbage “bathroom bill,” which discriminated against transgender people. The upcoming NBA All-Star Game was in Charlotte, and Chuck said publicly he thought the game should be moved to another city because of the bill. He told his bosses at TNT that if the game wasn’t moved, he was going to sit it out. Thanks in large part to Chuck’s pressure, the game did get moved, to New Orleans. As Chuck said in an interview with Ellen DeGeneres, “Anytime you’re Black, you got to stand up for other people. Cause Black people know what discrimination is like. And if you’re in a position of power, you got to always stand up against discrimination. I’m never gonna sit back and let discrimination happen on my watch.”

Despite what Charles Barkley says, he most definitely is a role model.

Beauty

The thing about those drives to Atlanta is that they weren’t all that necessary. That craving of what I couldn’t see wasn’t something that Moms taught me. It was something I already felt. I saw beauty early. I saw beauty in a strange way. I saw beauty that washed over my mind and soul and transformed my very being. Ain’t talking about a vision of God, but a human vision. I knew it was beauty because it changed how I viewed the world. I knew it when I was a young kid.

Out back of the apartments where we lived is this big, rollin’-ass hill. Before you get to the hill, there are rows of clotheslines where folks be hanging out their laundry. Socks and undies and brassieres flapping in the breeze. Sun burning down from the blazing blue sky. Birds chirping. Wildflowers giving off heady perfume. A mutt chasing a tomcat behind the garbage can. Squirrels scurrying up trees. Sounds of music—maybe Kool & the Gang’s “Celebration,” maybe Stevie Wonder’s “Master Blaster”—coming from radios and turntables inside the apartments.

Walk past the clotheslines and keep looking at that hill that’s probably two acres. At the bottom is a creek. Beyond the creek are trees. Almost like a forest. Except the trees are cut off on top. Looks like someone has trimmed them so perfect I can see beyond them, into the distance where there is a road, a highway, with cars racing in both directions.

The clotheslines, the creek, the hill, the trees, and the moving cars on the roadway: the whole scene hits me as the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I can’t tell you why, but something stirs deep inside me. It was a painting, a picture I’ll never forget. Looking back at it now, I can see what it represented: the wideness of the world. Even as a know-nothing kid, I knew that the projects didn’t define me. I could walk outside and see this expanse, this space, this openness. I could see that in their cars people were going places. That meant I could go places. I couldn’t say it then—I didn’t have the words or the understanding—but I can say it now: beauty means movement.

The beauty of that scene captivated me to the point where I stood for a full hour just breathing it in. When I was through, I looked up at the sun, staring at that yellow glow of amazing light. I felt lit.

Then I felt Moms’s slap.

“Boy,” she said, “what you doing staring at the sun? Don’t you know it’ll burn your eyes to cinders?”

“I like looking at the sun,” I said. “It changes all the colors around me to green and black. Everything looks beautiful when I stare at the sun. When I stare at the sun, I feel like I’m in a dream.”

“Better to bow your head and talk to Jehovah God.”

The minute Moms walked away, I went back to staring at the sun. But this time, I prayed.

“Lord Jehovah God, watch over me. Watch over my mom and sisters. Please protect us. And Lord, please bless me to get out of here someday. Put me in a better place.”

I kept staring, kept seeing yellow and green and black, kept feeling the warm glow of light. When staring time was over, I blinked my eyes and looked away. The world came back into focus. That scene remained. The cars in the distance. Me in one of those cars. The beauty of going from one place to another.

Chauncey B-B-B-B-Billups

That’s how the Pistons’ amped-up announcer John Mason introduced my man in the D. “B-B-B-B-Billups.”

Some called him Mr. Big Shot. I shortened it to Shot. He was one of those hoopers I’d heard about growing up. Wasn’t no social media or YouTube mixtapes, but all the hot prospects heard about each other. Shot, Vince Carter, Paul Pierce, Shareef Abdur-Rahim, Jelani McCoy, Robert Traylor. They all had reps. I finally got to see what they could do in person in April of ’95 at the McDonald’s All-American Game in St. Louis. That shit was crazy. Started even before the game, at the Slam Dunk Contest, when Vince brought down the house. Contest should’ve been over after the first round. Vince did a nasty 360, a foul-line dunk where he finished crouched in a Bruce Lee pose, and a through-the-legs piece that brought all of us onto the floor to mob him.
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Dunking in the McDonald’s All-American Game and receiving the John R. Wooden Most Valuable Player Award from the legendary coach himself, April 1995.



In the game, though, I wasn’t tryin’ to be friends with nobody. I was there to prove myself against the greatest high school players in the nation. And like any game I ever played in, I was there to win. Wasn’t gonna be easy. The East roster was loaded: Vince and Shareef, plus dudes like Antawn Jamison and Ron Mercer, who both would have long careers in the league. The West had me, Paul, Jelani, and Tractor Traylor. Shot was there but didn’t play cause of a hurt shoulder.

Didn’t matter. Me and P straight tore it up. I knew P from playing with him earlier in AAU, so we already had chemistry on the court. And that game was an early sign of what could happen—what twelve years later would happen—when you put us two on the same team. The West won 126 to 115. P led all scorers with twenty-eight—which was just two points shy of the scoring record Jordan set in 1980. I got me eighteen points, eleven rebounds, and the MVP award. But P should have won it.

Maybe the sweetest part of that whole weekend happened when Shot and I got to talking at the airport on our way home. I know he thought I was crazy after seeing how hyped I was during the game, but our talk was much more chill. And deep. We were fantasizing about the future. Where would we go to college? Where would we play in the NBA? Kids dreaming. But Shot was a different kind of kid. Already mature. And not just interested in his own story. He wanted to know mine.

Over the years, we got tighter. Came to love him. Big heart. Generous soul. Family man. Shot and his wife, Piper, had kids early. I’m the godfather to Ciara, one of their daughters. When we’d all go on vacations together, Piper would rent a huge suite at a hotel to accommodate everyone. That’s why when I established myself in Minneapolis and added a big extension to my house, I called it the Billups Suite.

Shot learned early in his career that basketball was a business. He’d been picked by the Celtics third overall in the 1997 draft. Then, halfway through the season, he was traded to Toronto. There was a lot of pressure on Boston’s coach, Rick Pitino, to make the playoffs that year, and he thought he’d have a better chance with a veteran point guard. So Shot got shipped to the Raptors for Kenny Anderson. I know it was hard on him. I know he was hurt and felt betrayed. But it was a valuable lesson. Ain’t no loyalty in the business of basketball. Loyalty among players, absolutely. But not when it comes to owners and the bottom line. I didn’t learn that till later in my career. Most players don’t. So it was actually a good thing for Shot to get that reality check early on.

The next couple years didn’t get any easier for him. He got traded to Denver. Mike D’Antoni was the coach. He moved Shot to shooting guard. This was another of those blessings in disguise. Some in the media marked it as a demotion—moving Shot off the ball. But it helped him further develop his stroke—develop that deadly accuracy. In Denver, he was back home where he’d grown up. Shot showed his love for Colorado off the court as well as on it, like the time he visited one of the survivors of the Columbine massacre in the hospital. He wasn’t home for long, though. After a couple of seasons, he was traded to Orlando, where he sat out the season with a shoulder injury.

By that point, there was a lot of talk that Shot was a draft bust, but that was bullshit. I told him, “Get your ass to Minnesota. Let’s get that chance to play together we didn’t get in St. Louis. Only thing is, you won’t be starting. We got Terrell Brandon running point. TB is one of the smartest point guards in the league. I’ve learned a lot playing with him, and you will too.”

Shot didn’t get hung up on ego. He saw this as an opportunity to improve his game and help our team. And that’s what happened. TB mentored Shot. Shot downloaded TB. And when TB went out with a knee injury, he told Shot, “It’s your turn.” Very few dudes in the NBA would’ve been supportive in that situation—rooting for Shot to succeed instead of seeing him as a threat. Props to TB.

Having Shot in Minnie was beautiful. His dad and mom were real people, his brother, Hot Rod, was a real brotha. Their family adopted me. I loved being around them, eating at their table, having them eat at mine. Shot and I did everything together, including putting on Santa outfits and doing Christmas shopping for charity.

I remember a quote from Shot that made an impression. “Just because someone doesn’t play with the same fire as KG, it doesn’t mean they’re soft,” he said. “It also doesn’t mean they don’t care. But in KG’s raving, crazy mind, that’s how he sees it. If he sees something one time, that’s what he believes in, no matter what. That’s not always great for a leader… but that’s who he is.”

I could take criticism from someone like Shot cause he knew me inside and out.

In the summer of 2002, Kevin McHale, the T-Wolves’ Vice President of Basketball Operations, told Shot that although he could offer him a long-term deal, he still couldn’t start him. He’d still be backup for TB. Shot thought about it until Detroit made an offer he couldn’t refuse. He’d start for the Pistons. It was another mountain for him to climb. Broke my heart to see him go, but my heart was also happy for his new opportunity.


[image: Image]
Christmas shopping with Chauncey Billups for kids in Minneapolis, 2001.



As the world knows, he crushed it in the D and wound up winning it all in 2004 by beating the Lakers in the finals 4–1. Shot won the finals MVP and, typical of him, said, “I wish I could cut this trophy into thirteen pieces and give a little bit to everybody.” He’d changed the Pistons’ culture. He’d taken everything he got from Terrell Brandon and multiplied it by four. His body got stronger, he further developed his three-point shot, he got good with his fade, he started slashing inside more. My brotha upgraded every aspect of the game.

Beyond hoop, when Obama started campaigning in Michigan, he asked Shot to introduce him. That’s the kind of respect people have for Shot. In my fantasy life, when I think of becoming a multibillionaire and buying an NBA team with my own bread, my co-owner is Chauncey Billups.

Larry Bird

see Isolation; “King Kunta”; Kobe

Black and Proud

“Jet-black skin,” Moms once said, “is beautiful skin. Lotion it up so it shines. Don’t come out here looking ashy. No son of mine is gonna buy into that lie that says lighter is brighter cause it’s closer to whiter. Ain’t nothing better than dark black. You hear me?”

I heard her. Her pride became my pride.

Blocks

I blocked over two thousand shots in my career. But just as important were the ones that didn’t count.

When I entered the league, I started noticing how players would get up a shot after the referees had whistled the ball dead. This was the kind of tactic that made me realize I was playing with the greatest hoopers in the world. That never happened in high school. But pros knew how important it was to find the rhythm of their shot. Sure, you can take shots during the game to find that rhythm, but each miss could mean another chance for the other team to score. And if you don’t find that rhythm soon, your ass is gonna be pulled out the game. So taking dead-ball shots was a risk-free way for players to get that stroke. Just seeing the ball go through the net once could give a player the confidence they needed to light it up the rest of the game.

Well, if they could get in a practice shot, that meant I could get in a practice block. When I saw those practice shots coming, my attitude was, Get the fuck outta here. Ain’t gonna let no one get any extra advantage. So I started ripping those dead-ball shots right out of the air, goaltending like a muthafucker. No easy shots. Not on my watch.

First time I did it was my rookie year in Minnesota. We were playing the Pacers and they had to stop the game for a few minutes to fix the shot clock. Reggie Miller thought he’d get up some shots while we waited. First one, I swatted against the backboard. He tried it a couple more times. Same thing. One of the refs came over and told us to cut it out. He took the ball and walked away. Which was all I cared about—keeping the rock out of Reggie’s hands and not giving him any chances to heat up.


[image: Image]
Rising up for a block against the Kings, 2006.



From that game on, I kept doing it. It ticked off a lot of players. Like I was going against some unwritten code. I remember Vince Carter saying that when guys figured out what I was doing, they started throwing up crazy shots that had no chance of going in, just to see how high I would jump for it. But now everybody in the league does it.

My life has always been about questioning rules, and blocking dead balls is one more example.

Blue Chips

see Shaquille O’Neal; Uncut Gems

The Bold and the Beautiful

Moms’s mom was Grandma Mil. She wasn’t much of a hugger and kisser. Also like Moms, she wasn’t too interested in cooking. She’d reheat leftovers in the microwave and serve up snacks. She lived on Watts Avenue, the hardest street in the hardest hood of Greenville.

“Ain’t moving to no posh neighborhood,” she said. “Ain’t going to no big house. Ain’t running from no one.”

Grandma Mil was a real woman. Her mother and her mother’s sisters had been enslaved. They’d been raped. Grandma Mil carried heavy history. That’s why she carried a strap. She went to the grocery store strapped. Wasn’t playing no games. Always on edge.

When I went to visit Grandma Mil, I had to be quiet from 1 to 4 p.m. That’s when she watched her soap operas. Days of Our Lives. Another World. Santa Barbara. The Bold and the Beautiful. Her focus was intense. She’d talk to the screen. “Don’t marry that man!” “Child, you makin’ a big mistake!” “Stay away from her if you know what’s good for you!” She could talk, but I couldn’t. During commercials, she might fix a real quick bologna sandwich. She’d cut that bitch in half, grab a glass of milk, and get me to heat up the pork and beans with butter on top. She taught me to make my first little meals.

Grandma Mil, like Moms, taught me to stand my ground.

Grandma Mil also taught me history. Through her, I learned about Nat King Cole. She said he was the best singer who ever sang. She also said he was singing what both Black and white people wanted. But he caught hell for breaking down boundaries. He got his own TV show only to have it canceled when white sponsors didn’t like how white chicks were grooving on his good looks. Long live King Nat Cole.

Grandma Mil also talked about how Elvis took his shit from cats like Chuck Berry and put a twist in it. She said that Elvis came out of Memphis funk. He studied Black musicians we ain’t ever heard of.

Through the older generation, I learned about James Brown. JB is taking it to a different place than Chuck Berry. He ain’t hiding who he is. He ain’t afraid of looking greasy, sounding greasy, singing greasy. When I get old enough, I see Bobby Brown the same way. He’s all the way Black.

The older generation also helped me through my fears. In Carolina, for example, storms can be scary. You’d see the flashes of lightnin’. You’d hear those huge booms of thunder. You’d think the world was coming to an end.

“Just go into the bedroom,” Grandma Mil would say, “and lie down. All that noise is just the Lord doing his work. He’s spraying the land with water. Making the plants grow. Giving us another day. Praise the Lord.”

I’d do it. I’d lie down, get quiet, listen to the storm, think of the power of nature, think that the world wasn’t coming to an end. The world was being replenished. I’m able to deal with the world because of women like Grandma Mil.

Moms also wanted me to know the world I came from.

It took her a while, but she located her long-lost father in LaGrange, Georgia, south of Atlanta, way back in the woods. She takes me and my sisters to visit him. This is red-clay, thick-swamp Georgia. They killing raccoons and squirrels and possums, they killing anything in the forest and cooking ’em up for dinner. My shoes are covered in mud. Take off the shoes and walk around barefooted. Swim in the water hole. Watch out for the snakes. Go there every other summer to hang with Grandpa Ed.

The Book of Job

Moms was devoted to Kingdom Hall. That’s where Jehovah’s Witnesses hold services. I had no choice but to attend. I wasn’t naturally drawn to religion. But it was out of the question to question anything we were taught. And though as soon as I left Carolina I didn’t attend Kingdom Hall anymore, some of the lessons learned there have lasted.

At the time, I didn’t realize it. What kid does? But looking back, I see that in every experience we go through, there’s something to absorb, something that helps get you over it. As I already said, it took me forever to learn that I had dyslexia and all those other disorders. That shit wasn’t diagnosed till the last years of my NBA career. As a kid, all I knew was that reading was tough and focusing was even tougher. Moms didn’t help, but, in a weird way, Kingdom Hall did. Here’s how I’d break it down:

My sisters were super A students. I wasn’t. I was seeing sentences backwards and didn’t know why. Moms would crack jokes about my inability to comprehend a book or read it right. That brought on shame and crushed my confidence. At the same time, I was a little genius at math. When my sister Sonya saw me using my fingers to count, she said, “No, put your hands down. See it. Envision it.”

I could! I caught on quickly. I could calculate, I could see numbers in my mind. They weren’t jumbled up. Words were.

Then came the moment when I had to put together the right words. At Kingdom Hall, every kid had to give a speech before the entire congregation. The speech had to be backed up by scripture. When it came time for me to give my speech, I was scared out of my mind. But I had no choice. Moms wouldn’t let me out of it. Kingdom Hall wouldn’t let me out of it. So I did it. I studied scripture and stood up explaining something that stuck with me forever: the Book of Job.

Understanding that portion of the Bible helped me in every chapter of my life. But the act of facing an audience also added to my confidence. I saw I could do it. In spite of my shyness, I could address a crowd of people. I didn’t cop out or run out or pass out. I stood and said what I was prepared to say.

Here’s my understanding of the Book of Job:

The Devil and God are in serious conversation. God gives his man Job props for devotion. Devil says Job is only devoted because his life is cool. Take away the cool and Job will curse God and start digging the Devil. God says, “Never.” Devil says, “Wanna bet? Let me at him and I’ll mess him up to where he’ll be calling you a dirty dog.” God agrees, as long as the Devil keeps Job alive.

Bet on. Devil kills Job’s animals, servants, and every one of his ten children. Job’s devastated, shaves his head, tears up his clothes, but still praises God.

Now the Devil’s doubly determined. Goes back to God for the okay to put more of a hurtin’ on Job. God is game. This time the Devil covers Job’s body with horrible sores. The pain’s unbearable. Even Job’s wife says it’s time to damn God.

But no sir, my man Job keeps up the praise. Four friends come over to commiserate. They’re silent for six days. On the seventh, they start chopping it up. Everyone, including Job, has his own interpretation of why God is messing with Job. But none of these explanations are good. Job thinks his friends’ reasoning is twisted. He goes off on his brothas and sends them packing. Job sees this is a matter between him and God.

The story switches up to where Job is challenging God. He wants to know why some good folk suffer while some bad folk live large. No answers are coming—God ain’t talking—but Job keeps asking. Finally, God shows up to say man can’t really understand him, but Job should know that his devotion will be rewarded. For standing strong, God gives his servant thousands of animals and ten new kids. Job lives to 140.

The point?

Patience. Fortitude. Faith.

Even when the pain is unbearable.

Patience. Fortitude. Faith.

Even when you know you’ve been scammed.

Patience. Fortitude. Faith.

Even if your own friends or family seem to be turning on you.

Patience. Fortitude. Faith.

Even when you’re tired of taking the lumps.

Patience. Fortitude. Faith.

Patience keeps you on your feet. Fortitude gives you the strength to move forward. Faith has you believing that there’s more to this fucked-up world than what we see with our eyes.

There’s a divine order that’s working undercover. Nothing is greater than spirit. Like Job, you can try to break it down with your friends and talk your head off until you turn blue in the face. But this spirit, this order, this goodness of God, can’t be explained. It just is. You accept it or you don’t. I believe if you do, you’ll get through. If you don’t, you’ll suffer even more.

Booray

Can also be spelled bourre. The most famous card game in the league. I didn’t learn booray till my rookie year. First thing I learned was can’t no broke brotha play booray. You gotta know what you’re doing. It’s cash money on the line. A variation of spades where the stakes get high in a hurry. Rajon Rondo is the king of booray. Can play two separate booray games at once—and be winning at both. He’s got him a booray-wired brain that can figure the shit out before anyone. Don’t play booray with Doe.

Break Dancing

Michael said Billie Jean was not his lover. I didn’t know what Michael was talkin’ ’bout, and I didn’t care. The groove got me. The moves made me move. My sisters and I watched the video on a little TV. We watched every Michael video, the old ones from the Jackson 5, the new ones from Thriller and Bad. I could do it all. I was agile. I was slippery. I was loose. I could do the wop. I could pop and lock. I could slip and slide. I could spin. I could flip. I had me my own bop. Had me some serious choreographic creativity. When it came to footwork, Michael was my coach.

I got hooked on break dancing. Would jump in dumpsters, pull out the boxes and spray-paint ’em. Then take ’em to Blythe Elementary, where I’d put ’em down in the yard and start break dancing. “It Takes Two” by Rob Base & DJ E-Z Rock was my go-to song. I’d have my little name on the back of my shirt, Members Only jacket, Airwalk high-tops. Airwalks were skateboarding shoes. I loved skateboarding too. It was a huge part of my life. Had me a Nash and rode it everywhere. Skating and dancing were similar in that they were both about footwork and balance. And the way the treads on those Airwalks were designed to help grip a skateboard also helped on the cardboard boxes.

I found basketball to be a lot easier just because the footwork was very similar to dancing. I’d mimic players’ footwork the same way I’d done with dancers. Footwork was always one of my great strengths. A lot of players have a hard time with footwork, especially in the post. I never had that issue.

British Knights

see Shoes

James Brown

see The Bold and the Beautiful; “King Kunta”; WNBA

Brown Paper Bag

“Get a job, boy,” Moms says, “and make some money.” I already got a job cutting grass—that’s how I paid for my Nash. Also worked the grill at Burger King. Bagged groceries at the supermarket. But Moms wants me to find a better-paying job and there ain’t no arguing with Moms. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll look for something else.”

I find me a dishwashing job at a local bar named after the TV show Cheers. (I never watched Cheers, by the way, but I loved MacGyver.)

“Son,” says the Cheers manager, “we’re paying you three bucks an hour. We need you here six p.m. to two a.m. Take it or leave it.”

I take it. I walk into a kitchen where all hell has broken loose. It’s mainly Mexican cats, but the brothas are up in there too. One brotha’s got his shirt off. He’s tatted and fresh out of prison, three gold chains hanging down his neck. He’s smoking a cigarette while cooking with one hand, the smell of cut-up onions so strong my eyes start tearing, pancakes flippin’, bacon fryin’, grease poppin’, water boilin’, coffee percolatin’, steaks sizzlin’, one cat bragging ’bout his pimping, another cat dealing weed. So many different voices, so many moving parts. But no time to think or slow down, cause in the midst of the madness I gotta get my groove on, I gotta get these dishes washed, scrub these pans, clean these knives, find my way into this system, because believe me, there is a system, and if any part of it breaks down, the whole joint collapses. I gotta slide into the mix, into a matrix I’ve never seen before, a matrix that’s always switching up because a party of ten has just arrived and is ordering everything on the menu. So break into double time, soap up those pots and wipe ’em down super fast, see how the brothas and Mexicans are picking up their game—the man at the grill, the man at the stove, the man at the cutting board, the man seasonin’ the meats, the vegetable man cutting carrots and sprinkling parsley. It goes on and on, faster and fiercer, cats get funnier, talkin’ much trash, having much fun, the grimiest and coolest people I’ve ever seen.

At the end of the night, drained as a muthafucka, I get handed a brown paper bag with twenty-four one-dollar bills stuffed inside. I’ll go on to learn to be a busboy and even a waiter. I’ll learn things about dealing with people that’ll last me a lifetime. The brown paper bag will get fatter.

One thing, though, I didn’t know then but know now is that the brown bag—and the kitchen where I sweated so hard to learn the system—was a true-life paradigm of things to come. Everywhere you go there’s a system you gotta download. A matrix you gotta learn. A mix you gotta slide into. Don’t matter if it’s the funky kitchen at Cheers or Boston Garden. There’s always a flow. Go with the flow and you’ll be fine. Fight the flow and you’ll be stuck. And if you’re stuck, that small brown paper bag is only gonna get smaller.

Bug

When I was a kid, we were always moving. Moving doesn’t always make for happy times. But there were happy times, especially when we lived at the Lake Shore apartments with another family. They had one bedroom, we had the other, and we all shared the living room, bathroom, and kitchen. I was three or four years old.

The other family was headed by Mr. James Peters. He had a beautiful wife named Pam and a son my age, Jamie, called Bug cause he was small and compact. Mr. and Mrs. Peters and Bug became my fantasy family.

Like Moms, Mr. Peters worked in a factory and was gone most of the time. On weekends, though, we’d watch him clean his prized possession—his Maxima. Me and Bug weren’t allowed to touch the car. All we could do was watch him wash it, wax it, clean the tires, vacuum the inside, and dry it like it was a precious jewel. It was Mr. Peters who got me to fall in love with cars. When I got into the NBA and Bug came along with me to Minneapolis, I bought twin Lexus GS 300s, one for Bug and one for me to drive around Greenville. When the second season began and I headed back to Minnie, I left my Lexus with Mr. Peters, who wound up driving it for years. Fact is, I believe he still is. I know he’s taking better care of that car than anyone.

Bug and I became brothas. That brotherhood helped keep me from going off the deep end during so many hard times. Bug was a thinker. The most supportive person in my life. I was ying to his yang. Big spirit. Big smile. Big spirit. Big brain. A quiet Gemini who kept to himself. Chess player. Always color-coordinated. Wore a Flintstones watch with a tan band. Loved that watch. Loved Bug.
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