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For my father, who encouraged my love of sports, taught me about writing, and always gave me great books to read.


For my mother, wonderfully original, whose unique voice, collaborative spirit, and example still inspire.


For my younger brother, the most talented person I know, who consistently reminds me what it means to honor a craft.


For my grandfather, who remains quick-witted at ninety-eight, twenty years after helping construct a city kid’s suburban refuge: a basketball court.


And for anyone else who has nurtured my dreams.





Author’s Note



To a young adolescent, there’s nothing like sleepaway camp. The drudgery of school is replaced with a few great friends and a new world. Organized days revolve around subpar food but a consistent schedule, interrupted by philosophical conversation with international counselors, candy purchases at the canteen (or a bunk), and campers giving other campers haircuts. Youngsters play amid the trees while teenage awkwardness and sugar-fueled dance parties provide more than enough energy to burnish everlasting memories if you’re into that sort of thing. Friends and mentors help nurture a developing identity, be it kid with a wicked jump shot or girl with Hollywood aspirations. If the kid with the wicked jump shot is lucky enough, he gets to kiss the girl with Hollywood aspirations.


For two summers, I joined my cousin Aaron at sleepaway camp. Aaron wowed our camp friends with tales about the spontaneous ass-kickings that took place on Brooklyn playgrounds. Our second summer together, Aaron brought his lifelong friend Greg. Greg was the only black male teenage camper around for a few weeks. He lived a life of serene routine and enjoyed the change of pace.


He described the feeling as, “I’m here. I don’t care what you say. I’m allowed to be here.”


To many in a group of adolescents well versed in the cloistered torture of the suburbs, the volatility of Brooklyn in the nineties—what was projected as the Brooklyn brand—came off as intoxicatingly cool. Building on the death of the Notorious B.I.G. (his funeral had erupted into a wild block party complete with a motorcade and a casket)—and a rising force named Jay-Z—Brooklyn’s cultural identity became a touchstone of the decade. On his last day, one of the many foreign counselors bet Greg that he couldn’t dunk a miniature basketball. Not yet fifteen, or even six feet tall, Greg, looking like an urban construction worker, crammed the ball through the hoop in a pair of Lugz boots. His parting gift was a case or two of soda.


Yet Greg didn’t mind the black-kid-can-jump stereotype in the least. He was—and is—happier around the gentrification that changed Park Slope and many other Brooklyn neighborhoods.


“Absolutely,” he said. “Absolutely. Less crack cocaine. Less fiends on the avenue. It’s . . .”


He paused. “It’s not a hood anymore. It’s more of a neighborhood . . . avenue might smell bad once in a blue, but it’s still a good area.”


Greg took the subway to John Dewey High School, where he couldn’t play basketball because there was no team. Dewey was near fabled Abraham Lincoln High School in Coney Island, and students would meet underground at Thirty-Sixth Street in Brooklyn to decide if they wanted to take the F train and witness early-morning danger (robberies, kids getting roughed up) or catch some sleep on the B train, which didn’t stop near Lincoln. “It’s eight in the fucking morning,” Greg said, remembering. “Why are you robbing somebody?”


My cousin Aaron wasn’t particularly pleased with new Brooklyn.


“There’s no real concrete way to describe it,” he said. “It’s just silly. Silly place now. People who move here don’t know anything about what it was before and they act like they have any idea what used to take place or how things looked.”


At camp, Greg and Aaron brought a style that wouldn’t have otherwise made its way to a sleepy little town near the New York/Massachusetts border. “He’s from Brooklyn” was a thing giggling girls said.


Born in the East Village and growing up in West Nyack, New York, I have been the outsider observing Brooklyn from Greg and Aaron’s perspective. Both lived in Brooklyn during the Nets’ inaugural season. One went to games and promoted a picture of three fists resting on Brooklyn Nets coffee mugs from the team store, the other seethes when thinking about Barclays Center. They are two sides of the same Brooklyn coin, a microcosm of an enormous borough with wide-ranging cultural reach where neighbors often exist as the embodiment of a friendship/disagreement hybrid lifestyle, something like the urban version of the eternal Homer Simpson/Ned Flanders archetype.


Justin Bieber was throwing a concert on the night I interviewed Greg and Aaron on a bench outside of a bar mere feet from where the movies Clockers and Lotto Land were shot. The bar promoted the Brooklyn Cyclones, the New York Mets, Boca Juniors, and a library-styled magazine rack. Earlier in the day, I passed under the Barclays Center Oculus, weaving through a sea of Beliebers, while listening to the lyrically dense rapper Ghostface Killah’s “One” through my earbuds. While I was interviewing Greg a few Bieber fans walked past, a strange juxtaposition against earlier sounds of motorcycles passing down Fifth Avenue. “Bieber tweeters,” Greg said.


Aaron couldn’t really be bothered with popular culture or NBA basketball and went on an epic rant a little while later that included: “So you take these kids that are good at ball and you take them out of this bad neighborhood and all of a sudden they’re like these demigods to people and you leave everybody else behind and they have shit lives and you gotta work at McDonald’s and shit. Why did this person get taken out of the hood? Because they can shoot a basketball. They can dribble well. They got these talents and they worked on them. Okay. But these other people that they left behind, they gotta live in their fucking shit, you know. And this person becomes like a multimillionaire, into sellin’ Pepsi, makin’ kids fat, and shit. For what? You can dunk a basketball because you can drink a Five-Hour Energy or drink some Sprite. It’s nonsense. It’s a way to distract us.”


Some of my earliest memories are of watching the NBA on an old television in a Nolita apartment before it was a Nolita apartment, James Worthy, the Lakers’ goggle-wearing small forward, catching my eye. I was one of many eighties kids obsessively bouncing balls off of walls under the influence of siren sounds, raw New York conversations (with oneself or another), and pure youthful inspiration.


“I should be in the fucking NBA right now,” Greg said.
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After getting cut from the freshman team at my public high school, I briefly joined Aaron on a team in Park Slope. I remember how the game was different, raw and improvisational. The energy inside the gym was unique, like you were playing in front of a party. People weren’t watching you as much as they were almost out there with you. The baggy clothes that the kids in the suburbs emulated via music videos and magazines—kids in Brooklyn oozed that as if it was a birthright.


This imbued in me, between sleepaway camp summers, a teenage revenge fantasy that played out as a recurring daydream while I walked home from school: I would bring my Brooklyn team back to the suburbs and we would wipe the floor with the freshman team that cut me. Sadly, between the facts that physically I was fourteen going on twelve and that Brooklyn was a good hour away—traffic depending—my initial foray into Brooklyn basketball didn’t last. Still, it was good to get a bit more acquainted with the area.


With the league in Brooklyn off-limits, I needed to intensify my focus on a distraction. Lucky for me, the 1997–98 New Jersey Nets were perhaps the most interesting average basketball team in the history of interesting average basketball teams. I had been a diehard Knicks fan as a kid. The tears flowed every year from ’93 to ’97, released from faucets of frustration. April showers bring May flowers, May flowers bring you’ve gotta be shitting me.


At some point I realized that there needed to be something more than projected passion. I wanted to try to understand adults playing the game; athletes had to be more than just idols in localized tribal colors. The ’98 Nets proved that, and their individual personalities shined through.


My journey as a freelance sportswriter observing Nets point guards has ebbed and flowed—from Stephon Marbury (high school sportswriting project) to Jason Kidd (SLAM) to Devin Harris (NBA.com) to Deron Williams (the New York Times)—but the Nets have remained pretty consistent in my life. The idea of rooting for them like a fan faded a long time ago, but the nostalgia for that ’98 team, eliminated by the Chicago Bulls as Michael Jordan began his final championship quest, lingers: Sam Cassell bringing the ball up the court, backing into his man, talking trash; Kerry Kittles running the court like a gazelle; high-flier Kendall Gill, the greatest onetime Nickelodeon guest star of all time, asked about ice cream by an actor playing a Charlotte, North Carolina, sportswriter; Keith Van Horn, the great white hope, justifying much of the hype, averaging just a shade under 20 points per game as a rookie; and Jayson Williams, a jokester off the court, picking rebounds out of the air with a comedian’s timing.


Fifteen years ago, I began to try to understand Brooklyn and I began to try to understand the Nets. This book represents another beginning, for both a franchise and an adult.





Pinnacle Is Prologue



The pinnacle of the Nets’ first season in Brooklyn came on April 20, 2013, a party inside their plush new pad, the billion-dollar Barclays Center, in which almost every seat is a good seat and even the macaroni and cheese is deluxe. Served with Jamaican Jerk chicken, pineapple slices, and coconut shavings mixed into it, it’s delicious, but your palate has absolutely no idea what’s going on.


The Nets are introducing Brooklyn to playoff basketball, and reintroducing the franchise to high-stakes postseason play after a six-year absence. They will not trail in game 1 against the Chicago Bulls, a stellar performance punctuated by a reverse dunk from a franchise player, Deron Williams, who, one month earlier, was still having trouble levitating.


The franchise is foisting a thorough rebranding on its fans even though the team was rebranded at the beginning of the season with the catchy #HelloBrooklyn slogan, an improvement over their previous tagline “Jersey Strong, Brooklyn Ready.”


The night has been branded as the Blackout in Brooklyn, so the Nets wear their sleek black road uniforms after getting special permission from the NBA. Fans receive free black T-shirts. Per usual, “Public Service Announcement” off of Jay-Z’s Black Album blares over the arena loudspeakers during warm-ups. The song features the most resonant lyric of all: “allow me to reintroduce myself.” It also frequently sounds off when a player scores for the first time in a while.


From his customary courtside seat next to the Nets’ bench, Jay-Z is reintroducing himself too, this time as a sports agent affiliated with Creative Artists Agency. You could probably technically say that Jay-Z was allowing himself to reintroduce himself, and that’s pretty much the point. If you reintroduce yourself enough, people will remember who you are, and that’s what the Nets are trying to accomplish: settling into a massive borough after a nomadic past, they want you—non-diehard NBA fan—to remember who they are.


Jay-Z has returned from a controversial vacation in Cuba, a trip that managed to get the attention of the White House, having sold his reported $350,000 stake in the Nets late in the season. That’s right, a $350,000 stake, .0015 percent of the Nets, but he still controls the cool. He was to the Nets what a mole was to Cindy Crawford in her early modeling days: almost nothing, the key to everything, and the chance at an identity. He still has his microphone, but he just signed Robinson Cano, a baseball player named after Jackie Robinson. Jackie Robinson broke baseball’s color barrier in Brooklyn sixty-six years earlier. There’s even a movie out about Jackie Robinson (42), and Jay-Z is on the sound track. Ubiquity is the gospel when you’re a rapper who can call himself GOD MC in front of the unblinking masses.


Inspired by old subway stations and the grittiness of a Brooklyn that feels like a historical footnote, black and white, the Nets’ new colors (at the behest of Jay-Z), also appear in tandem throughout the arena. In the media room: black-and-white M&Ms, black-and-white lollipops, and #HelloPlayoffs black-and-white cookies. Yes, the Nets hash-tagged cookies.1


There are black-and-white drums during a performance on the court when play stops and a black-and-white television on the big screen during the Nets’ player introduction makeover. Williams, superimposed inside the graphic of the black-and-white television on the JumboTron, taps on the fake glass and asks, “Is anybody here? Is this thing on?”


The media are even served black-and-white ravioli on black plates that say Playoffs on them (as if we might otherwise forget). Before a dispiriting game 7 against the Bulls, the Nets continued to look to the pasta, rolling out trays of black-and-white tortellini, to no avail.


The black-and-white color scheme perfectly represented the paradox that was the first rendition of the Brooklyn Nets. They were the most improved team in the NBA in 2013, but they lost game 7 at home to a battered Bulls team missing three of its best players, mainstream woofing about gutlessness, and a lack of heart echoing down the hallway as they readied for the year-two reload. The Nets had scorers who struggled with rebounding, and rebounders who rarely scored. They were branded as the cool kids, but when they threw an alley-oop, it was rare; reporters acted as if a comet had just streaked past. They were laconic big-money stars forcefully marketed to the masses, and gregarious fellas fighting for bigger roles. They had the best road record in franchise history as they adjusted to their new home.


By traditional statistical metrics (points scored and allowed), the Nets, out of thirty teams, had the seventeenth-best offense and sixth-best defense. By advanced metrics (points scored/allowed per possession), they had the eighth-best offense and eighteenth-best defense. The latter felt a little bit more accurate. The Nets played basketball at a snail’s pace but were an efficient offensive team. You didn’t need to refocus as often when you watched the Brooklyn Nets run their sets—offensive rebounds and an acceptance of late shot clock opportunities kept the ball in their half with great frequency. Just stare and it was sort of an optical illusion; your eyes strained at the sight of success. Especially against inferior competition, it worked. On defense, they were perpetually one stop, one great stand away from something to call Mom about.


Deron Williams, the epicenter of every move made to build the team, spent from mid-February on reintroducing himself in preparation for the playoffs. It was only nine weeks earlier when he was playing as if weighed down by invisible snowshoes. Now, after three cortisone shots, a juice cleanse, and platelet-rich plasma therapy, in which his own blood was spun around in a centrifuge and reintroduced into his ankles, he dropped fifteen to twenty pounds and was playing like an MVP candidate, the star one might logically build a franchise around. Williams is the leader of the team, the point guard of the paradox, a franchise player who stalks through the locker room with the presence of a storm cloud. He was originally acquired with the hope that he could be paired with the attention-seeking center Dwight Howard. But Howard waived the early-termination option in his contract in March 2012, essentially vetoing his ability to force the Orlando Magic to trade him to the Nets, and was dealt to the Lakers in the off-season, leaving Williams alone on Franchise Player Island. In his introductory press conference after being acquired from the Utah Jazz in February 2011, there was an extended sequence during which Williams and a Nets public relations official clarified how to pronounce his first name—Dare-wren, not Duh-ron or Der-rin—but that didn’t exactly get the message out. Jay-Z rapped about “Duh-ron” onstage at the first concert at Barclays Center with Williams and his teammates present in the luxury box that Williams and his family received as part of his contract when he re-signed with the Nets. The hosts of the BET show 106 & Park introduced “Duh-ron” to a live studio audience, only to come back from a commercial and apologize. When Williams was on the cusp of tying an NBA record for three-pointers in a game against the Washington Wizards, amped-up fans went absolutely apeshit at reserve swingman Keith Bogans because he didn’t get the ball to “Duh-ron” for a cheeky attempt at history.


Williams loathed when people mispronounced his name, just as he loathed many of the trappings of being an NBA superstar. He valued space, whether reveling in the open expanse of a golf course or chiding reporters waiting for him well after a game had ended, for crossing what must have been a small, invisible moat surrounding his locker. He appreciated your concern for his health, in that his appreciation of your concern for his health was a snarky stock answer he gave to queries about how he was feeling.


In business, popularity was work if you weren’t already popular, as the Nets’ branding efforts revealed. Both to his credit and to his detriment, Williams didn’t want to do the work to be popular like so many upper-echelon NBA players. The result was a double-edged sword. He came off as a bit more real, a little bit more honest than most of his peers, but he definitely didn’t dress up as a long-lost mustachioed twin during postseason commercials. SLAM labeled him “your favorite point guard’s favorite point guard.”


“With Deron Williams running the show, it’s always about what opportunities present themselves,” Julius “Dr. J” Erving said. “He’s such a dynamic guard.”


The candor and perspective from an intelligent player such as Williams were refreshing. The acid wasn’t. Williams has a tattoo of a panther on his right arm and a tattoo of a coiled snake on his left. For the foreseeable future, the Nets will go only as far as Snake-Panther will lead them.


Like Williams, Gerald Wallace was looking to reintroduce himself after a disjointed, often disappointing, regular season. Wallace was nicknamed Crash because of his penchant for turning courtside patrons into bowling pins with his tenacious hustle. His streaky jump shot and inability to finish at the rim mitigated his positive contributions on defense during the regular season, his play adding a small mountain of dandruff to the head-scratching four-year $40 million contract that the Nets signed him to in the off-season. Still, if you plunked down a few grand for courtside seats, there was a small but very real chance that Wallace would make a beeline for a loose ball headed in your general vicinity.


Wallace was the most consistently accessible and emotionally available member of the team’s four leading men—branded as the “Core Four”—a man who usually spoke out about needing to take responsibility, whether personal or collective. It was always reassuring to know that Crash was legitimately pissed off after losses. His nasal inflection seemed to slow time down as he spoke; there were even rare instances when he was too upset to talk. Wallace was forever a warrior midgrimace. When it wasn’t his sore foot, it was his lower leg contusion, or his banged-up heel, or his bruised rib, or his bruised knee, or his sprained ankle. On the wrong side of thirty after a career that has seen a partially punctured lung and a concussion so severe an NFL team was consulted, Crash was a man at war with himself, his physical gifts deteriorating, his pride on the line every night.


Wallace often tried to recenter conversations with the press on whatever his “main thing” was at any given moment. For as much as Wallace would share his honesty, if we could circle back to his “main thing”—whether it was honor, hustle, or a belief in oneself—at some point during a group interview, it felt like an offering to the basketball gods, as if everything would end up being all right if Wallace’s foremost focus was acknowledged. Wallace even admitted late in April that he had lost all confidence in his shot.


“My whole concept is just that you can’t come out of the game if you’re not missing shots,” he told the New York Post.


Brook Lopez made the All-Star team after an injury-marred 2012 campaign and was about to make his playoff debut. Lopez’s work ethic was off the charts during his first Brooklyn season. Arrive super early at Barclays Center and the sight of Lopez working on his midrange jumper hours before tip-off—with arena employees still socializing on the concourse awaiting orders—was common.


Lopez generally strayed from the distractions that come with the NBA lifestyle. A cross section of nifty shots and automated behavior, he seemed to exist in a different realm. He hated talking about basketball and—it would blatantly seem—was intentionally dull during interviews, injecting the words “you know” into almost every sentence.


The press generally chalked up Lopez—a twin born on April 1, 1988—as a horrible quote and everybody moved on, even though Lopez is the future of the franchise. It was actually pretty savvy: Lopez created no new drama and succeeded at maintaining the compartmentalized life that he wanted to lead. By the time the bulging New York media gathered around Williams’s locker waiting for answers, Lopez was usually well on his way home. It seems remarkable that someone can work so hard at his craft, only to have the game vanish from his mind when the buzzer sounds.


Lopez sounds like your friendly neighborhood surfer dude. He is dorky and easy to relate to when not talking about basketball, though he still comes off kind of like a seven-foot version of Tom Hanks in Big: an overgrown, comic-book-loving kid whose wish from the Zoltar machine was a unique combination of height and skill on the basketball court and for people to just leave him alone off of it. Asked about his opinion of the Knicks, Lopez once responded, “I’m probably the wrong guy to ask about watching basketball.”


Power forward Reggie Evans and Lopez made a fascinating inside tandem, one of the NBA’s most bizarre odd couples. When Evans burst on to the scene in late November, he started calling Lopez “Brookzilla.” During the Nets’ final practice before the playoffs, it was just “Lo.” Evans has a rose gold chain honoring his nickname: “The Joker.” Lopez loves Batman. Evans became more physical in his appreciation of Lopez, giving him semi bear hugs before games. Lopez is very private and organized; Evans’s beard might exist in two different area codes, and he says whatever pops into his head.


Like: “I love watching NBA games, but ain’t gonna get caught up in the whole business of the NBA. ‘Oh, they just traded me. Oh, they did this.’ Man, man, please. This is a business. This is nothing, strictly business, nothing personal. People trying to win. . . . Why are they so emotional? Some players like females, they take stuff too emotional. ‘Oh, they just traded me. Oh, they just traded me to this team. Oh, I don’t want to be here.’ Man, there’s a million more people who would love to be where you are.”


It was the best season of Evans’s career. Not bad for the Core Four’s fifth wheel.


Of the Nets’ Core Four—the starters promoted on the front of the arena, near a running ticker that proudly noted Brooklyn was home to the first ATM, in 1967—only Joe Johnson, the $123 million shooting guard, is taking his time reintroducing himself. But Johnson is a chameleon on and off the court, a scorer in perpetual but graceful slow motion. Johnson can score over anyone at any time—degree of difficulty be damned. Johnson’s late-game exploits provided many of the signature moments in the Nets’ inaugural season.
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It’s a little after five o’clock before game 1 against the Bulls and on the TV in the media room, the Knicks were taking the lead against the Celtics behind former Nets Jason Kidd and Kenyon Martin, leaders of the Nets’ back-to-back NBA Finals runs a decade ago. Fifteen minutes later, Kidd’s hustle yields a chant in his honor at Madison Square Garden. Kidd is the greatest player in the Nets’ NBA history. Kidd is Williams’s favorite player and they have the same agent. Kidd is, leadershipwise, what the consistently inconsistent Nets need. Kevin Garnett, Paul Pierce, and Jason Terry of the Celtics are on or near Kidd on the floor, and next season they will join Kidd in Brooklyn.


Back in Brooklyn, Williams chats courtside with Nets general manager Billy King. He traded for Wallace and Johnson to convince Williams to stay, but, more accurately, to preserve his job. King’s nickname at Duke when he played basketball in the ’80s was Senator. He had extensive prior relationships that greased the wheels for the Williams and Johnson trades. Workers affix a playoff decal near the midcourt sideline, and the future is bright. King is a few days away from a contract extension. The symbolism is pretty simple. After a second helping of black-and-white ravioli, it’s back to the court for the pregame festivities. Nets forward Jerry Stackhouse sings the national anthem. Aside from an early hitch, Stackhouse gets better and better and it’s the first time a national anthem at Barclays Center has felt like a celebration inside a club. The performance is another small victory for Stackhouse, an eighteen-year veteran, in a season of small victories.


The lights go off for Nets intros, and the arena looks like a planetarium. The BrooklyKnight, the Nets’ superhero new mascot, descends from the rafters. Johnson, Evans, Lopez, Wallace, and Williams are introduced—in that order.


The team’s owner, Mikhail Prokhorov, the fourth-richest owner in professional sports according to Forbes, stands just outside center court and greets the fans.


“I heard there is a blackout here in Brooklyn,” Prokhorov says. “I came—”


There is a huge roar from the crowd. “And I came to keep the lights on.”


The Nets take the court and proceed to throttle the Bulls in front of the most energetic home crowd they played in front of during the first season in Brooklyn. Lopez and Williams score 16 of the Nets’ first 17 points. Wallace is a difference-maker on defense and puts up his best offensive numbers in a month. Johnson comes alive late. Reserves hop off the bench and hit timely shots. The Nets take care of the ball. It’s what an $83 million roster is supposed to look like in action. In the postgame press conference, reporters are asked to identify themselves before asking questions. Nets interim coach P. J. Carlesimo, a man with basketball ties to all five boroughs, New Jersey, and most of the country, finds the request for a reintroduction silly. He begins to answer a question, but then, in jest, returns serve.


“No, I’m sorry. P. J. Carlesimo, Brooklyn Nets.”


And yet, five months earlier, Carlesimo at the podium, speaking his name into the microphone, seemed absurd.





1. My most fun experience playing basketball thus far came when I played on a team featuring a black backcourt and a white frontcourt. Our coach dubbed the five of us “Cookies and Cream.” The roster composition flipped the traditional and somewhat racist basketball narrative of black size versus white teamwork on its head, as our coach, K-Boy, would hoot and holler when we pressed the other team into submission, yelling, “I got cookies. Woo! I got cookies!” And indeed, more often than not, K-Boy and his players had cookies.





CHAPTER 1



There’s No Place Like Away


No franchise mixed failure with folly quite like the one that began as the American Basketball Association’s New Jersey Americans in 1967. That season ended with the Americans forfeiting a playoff game against the Kentucky Colonels because the circus had booked the Teaneck Armory and the Americans’ backup home-court in Commack, Long Island, was in disrepair, with large holes in the floor and baskets off center. Still, the franchise moved to Commack the next year and became the Nets. And so, set to the backdrop of relative anonymity, a mostly infamous history—weaving absurdity, mediocrity, heartbreak, humor, and frequent relocation—was born.


The Nets sold the closest thing the seventies had to Michael Jordan in order to pay the NBA entrance fee. Their catalyst and rising star of the eighties was banned from the league for repeated substance abuse violations. Their catalyst and rising star of the nineties died in a tragic car accident on the German Autobahn. There was the small forward who made it known that he wanted out by writing “Trade Me” on his sneakers, not to be outdone by the franchise point guard who expressed his dismay by writing “All Alone 33” on his ankle tape.


But maybe it’s the way the team succeeded that defines its head-scratching, sad-sack history. Nets failure went hand in hand with epic storytelling and laughingstock status while Nets success always seemed to partner fleeting happiness with the lingering bitterness of what could have been.


Consider arguably the biggest home game of the Nets’ first decade in the NBA—Easter Sunday, 1984—and its buildup. The Nets were bounced from the playoffs the previous season by the Knicks, in large part because a talented young team fell apart when coach Larry Brown left late in the season. Brown was fired when ownership found out that he had flown to interview at the University of Kansas.


Said Don Unger, a member of the team’s ownership group at the time, in reflection, “Whether you’re Paterson, Passaic, or Bayonne, Jersey guys—like Christie said . . . ‘Tell the truth, keep your word, promise something, deliver it.’ And I think that resonates in Jersey. It was a sad day.”


Brown, a master basketball tactician and teacher, was so close to some of his younger players that they openly wept at Brown’s good-bye gathering. Power forward Buck Williams, whose jersey was retired by the Nets in 1999, could not even bring himself to attend.


“We kind of cherished the fact that Larry spent so much time with us,” Williams said nearly thirty years later. “We felt a little bit betrayed, but I think what it really did, it made us realize as young players that it was a business and you had to do what was in your best interest.”


Without their father figure, the young Nets regrouped in 1984 under the looser Stan Albeck, but few expected much of the team when they faced the defending champion Philadelphia 76ers in the first round. Yet the Nets stunned the Sixers in the first two games on the road, in the best-of-five series, and looked to close out the champs in game 3 after building a lead. The Nets had a chance to prove that they were resilient, that they were over the heartbreaking end of the previous season, that they were relevant.


And that’s when Duncan, the team’s dragon/swamp monster mascot, decided to get cute. With the Nets ahead in the fourth quarter, Duncan waved a broom—the universal sign for sweep—near the Sixers’ bench during a fourth-quarter time-out. The Sixers came back and won the game.


“It was the first time a team almost killed its mascot,” center Mike Gminski said, as quoted by Guy Kipp in From Julius to Jason.


In front of a capacity crowd in game 4, the Nets lost again, forcing a decisive game 5 in Philadelphia. Another season seemed lost, escape from the first round of the NBA playoffs still elusive. And then Julius “Dr. J” Erving, the Sixers’ forward and the greatest player in Nets franchise history up to that point, stepped up and did something as symbolically silly as Duncan prematurely waving a broom.


Erving criticized the Nets’ lack of experience and said the visitors winning all three games at the Philadelphia Spectrum was so improbable, “they might as well mail in the stats.”


“It just really motivated us,” Buck Williams said.


The Nets had nothing to lose anyway and, led by Micheal Ray Richardson, won game 5 in Philadelphia.


“There’s no place like away,” Gminski said.


One player whose jersey would hang from the rafters in New Jersey and Brooklyn taking a legacy hit (Erving) while another (Williams) cemented his place in Nets lore with a series win was a coincidence befitting the Nets.


Erving’s foot-in-mouth moment remains a minor blemish in an otherwise storied Hall-of-Fame career, and he remains a cornerstone figure in the growth of professional basketball. The year before Dr. J arrived, the Nets finished 30-54 and were last in the ABA in points. The Erving effect was similar to that of LeBron James getting drafted by the Cleveland Cavaliers, except with greater success on a smaller scale. Erving stuffed the stat sheet in the 1973–74 season with a league-leading 27.1 points per game piled high upon other impressive stats. Without him, his former team, the Virginia Squires, struggled their way into oblivion.


“It was like watching Baryshnikov in sneakers with a basketball,” longtime Nets scorekeeper Herb Turetzky said. “He was incredible. Every night, you’d see something different, something special. What Jordan did was different; it was more athletic. What Doc did was more graceful.”


Turetzky described Erving’s playing style as “balletic,” citing his especially long arms and fingers stretching out the classic red-white-and-blue ball, as he flew through the air, his Afro topping a figure that hovered over and around opponents like a shadow. The Nets were never particularly popular at home, but Dr. J made them a main attraction on the road.


“Wherever he went, whatever city the team went to, it was as if the Globetrotters or the Rolling Stones were coming into town,” Turetzky said. “Everyone wanted to see Doc. It was unbelievable, no matter where you went. Every city you went to had a press conference for Doc.”


Erving led the Nets to ABA championships in 1974, over the Utah Stars, and in 1976, over the Denver Nuggets. In between, the Nets set a franchise record for wins with 58, but lost in the playoffs to the Spirits of St. Louis. Throughout, the Doctor kept the Nets dominant.


When then coach Kevin Loughery would need his team to pick it up he would tell Erving, “Doc, I’m gonna get on your case a little bit in practice today.”


“And, you know, this is a guy who is the best player in the league,” Loughery said. “You get on his case, so that if you get on his case the other players will have to respond. . . . He’d go along with it.


“Of all the superstars I’ve been around, he was the best with people,” Loughery said.


The ABA folded in 1976, its last game a Nets victory over the Nuggets at Nassau Coliseum, and the Nets, Nuggets, Spurs, and Pacers were admitted into the NBA.


“What ended in ’76, started in ’67, what is looked at by many, as nine years in heaven,” Turetzky wrote in a poem about the ABA.


The Nets have yet to recapture that magic. They had to sell off Erving, a three-time ABA MVP, to pay for entrance into the NBA. Without their star, the Nets went from ABA platinum to NBA scrap metal in one summer. The Nets settled out of court with the Knicks for $4.8 million following an antitrust lawsuit in which the Knicks had charged the Nets with breaching an indemnification agreement for invading the area.


NBA rules gave the Knicks “territorial exclusivity” for a seventy-five-mile radius. Fashion entrepreneur Roy Boe, who had bought the Nets from trucking magnate Arthur Brown in 1969, attempted to get the Knicks to dissolve the indemnity fee in exchange for Erving. The Knicks balked, and the 76ers bought Erving for $3 million, as the Nets paid their way into the NBA with the recouped funds. Erving immediately helped the Sixers to the NBA Finals, where they were swept by the Portland Trail Blazers after going up 2-0. Of the Knicks, Nets, and Erving, only Erving has won a championship since his sale (with the 76ers in 1983).


Selling Dr. J has been thought of as the NBA’s version of the Red Sox selling Babe Ruth. New York Times sports columnist Dave Anderson compared Boe selling Erving to Walter O’Malley moving the Dodgers from Brooklyn to Los Angeles in the way it crushed a fan base.


On the court and the back pages, defeating Erving and the Sixers in 1984 provided the Nets only short-lived top-dog status. In game 5 against the Sixers, Albert King scored 9 of his 15 points in the fourth quarter to help propel the Nets into the next round in a game that wasn’t even shown live. King was a former ballyhooed prep prospect out of Brooklyn, rated higher than Magic Johnson in the high school class of 1979 and he did well on and off the court.


Yet the day after King helped lead the Nets past the Sixers, his older brother Bernard scored 44 points to give the Knicks a thrilling series win over the Detroit Pistons. As the Knicks prepared for a premier series against Larry Bird and the Celtics, the Nets got set to take on the comparatively anonymous Milwaukee Bucks. Both area teams lost in the second round, but, as always, it seemed like the Knicks generated the everlasting memories. The Nets were always the second team, the light only occasionally breaking through the Knicks’ thundercloud.


Buck Williams finished his career playing for the Knicks at Madison Square Garden. “There’s a certain electricity when you walk into that building,” he said.


The Nets simply never had that—not in the Teaneck Armory, not in Long Island Arena (Commack, NY), not in Island Garden Arena (West Hempstead, NY), not in Nassau Coliseum (Uniondale, NY), not at the Rutgers Athletic Center (Piscataway, NJ), not at the Prudential Center (Newark, NJ), and especially not at the Meadowlands (East Rutherford, NJ), whether the arena was called Brendan Byrne Arena, Continental Airlines Arena, or the IZOD Center.


“You can talk about location,” Unger said, listing problems. “You can talk about the arena. You can talk about the record. You know, but the fact was they were all correct.”


He was talking about the Meadowlands, though one could argue that he was talking about almost all of the Nets’ comparatively undesirable locales. When Unger surveyed Brendan Byrne Arena, he would ask marketing employees from the cheap seats, “Who’s going to sit here?”


“If you didn’t presell, you were dead,” Unger said.


The Nets were swept out of the playoffs in 1985 and ’86, the latter marred by the expulsion of talented point guard Micheal “Sugar” Ray Richardson due to three substance abuse violations. Against the Sixers in the 1984 playoffs, Sugar averaged more than 20 points, 8 assists, and 5 rebounds.


“The timing was so poor based on what we were trying to accomplish and the momentum that we had as a team,” Williams said.


Known for carousing and erratic behavior when he was on the Knicks, Richardson’s issues were so apparent the Nets had what they called a Sugar Watch. Former Cleveland Indians great Larry Doby, who broke baseball’s color barrier in the American League months after Jackie Robinson debuted with the Brooklyn Dodgers, worked with the Nets in community relations and would often check up on Sugar.


“Great kid—just had the demons, you know?” longtime Nets broadcaster Bill Raftery said of Robinson.


[image: Images]


Drazen Petrovic did not perform or act as if anything—demons or otherwise—could stop him. The electric Croatian shooting guard was a pillar of work ethic, feistiness, and off-court kindness. Acquired from the Portland Trail Blazers in 1991, Petrovic sparked a team that brought competitiveness back to the Jersey swamp five years after Richardson’s banishment and an assortment of injuries sent the Nets into a prolonged funk.


“He was such a hard worker that guys like Kenny Anderson and Derrick Coleman, who weren’t hard workers, were embarrassed not to bust their tails,” Turetzky said.


“He was a pretty good woofer too,” Raftery said. “He didn’t mind chatting on the floor. We always talk about Michael and Reggie; Drazen could give it too. I don’t think they understood what he was saying sometimes.”


The Nets lost in the first round of the playoffs for three consecutive seasons (1992–94), the latter two under Hall-of-Fame coach Chuck Daly. Petrovic was killed in a tragic car accident in Germany after the 1993 season and, in the 1994 playoffs, despite the Nets’ taking three of four from the Knicks during the regular season, the Knicks reversed that score in the playoffs, Broadway’s team defeating a regional counterpart that practiced at an APA trucking facility.


“There are times when you have to accept that the gods are not with you,” Coleman said. “Every time we seemed ready to take the next step, something happened. We were putting those pieces in place to be a better team.”


The Knicks went to the Finals in 1994. The Nets waited four more years to return to the playoffs. Even when Petrovic was streaking down the sidelines looking for catch-and-shoot opportunities, those talented Nets teams couldn’t seem to catch a break. During a regular-season game in March 1993, the Knicks’ John Starks raked Anderson on a fast break, fracturing Anderson’s wrist and bruising his tailbone. Coleman copped to feeling residual anger toward Starks.


“About two plays later, Greg Anthony drove the lane and I drove his ass right into the back of the basket. I always had bitter feelings about it, and even when I see John Starks right now I get on him about it.”


Anderson missed the Nets’ hard-fought series loss to the Cleveland Cavaliers in 1993. Between Anderson’s wrist injury, squabbles between Anderson and coach Bill Fitch during the season, and Petrovic’s death in the summer of 1993, the Nets were never able to test out their version of a Big 3 during the playoffs.


Said Anderson of Petrovic: “He just wanted to fit in and let everybody know that ‘Hey, I’m an NBA player. I’m not just here. I can be one of the best.’ And he did that. I wish it would have been a little bit longer because he was a good dude, a good dude.”


The Nets dealt Coleman to the 76ers in 1995 and Anderson to the Hornets in 1996, ushering in another few years of losing, an era that then team president Jon Spoelstra, father of Heat coach Erik Spoelstra, said, “It was all convicts and criminals. One year we had six guys in jail. Not together, because that would have meant teamwork.”


Perhaps no singular figure typified the terrible karma around the Nets more than rebounding machine Jayson Williams, who went from feel-good-rags-to-riches story and genuine in-game force, to ex-player after breaking his leg in a freak in-game collision with Stephon Marbury. Williams is now perhaps best known for accidentally killing his limousine driver while playing with a shotgun as disadvantaged children and members of the Harlem Globetrotters were in the next room being given a tour of his mansion. Williams served eight months at Rikers Island for a DUI following an eighteen-month stint in a New Jersey prison tied to the incident with his limo driver.


Williams, now sober and out of prison, was not invited to the Nets’ final home game in New Jersey.


MANY POINT GUARDS


The Nets sent Pack, Bradley, Ed O’Bannon, and Rex Walters to Dallas for Sam Cassell, Jim Jackson, Chris Gatling, George McCloud, and Eric Montross on February 17, 1997. Calipari held a conference call from the team plane after a loss to the Cleveland Cavaliers.


“He probably thought he had to do something,” Pack told the New York Times. “It seems like just yesterday he was telling me, ‘Hey, you’re my guy.’ ”


The deal with the Dallas Mavericks began a process of wheeling and dealing point guards, a chain—call it Mavs Labyrinth—that would play a major part in shaping the team’s future. Cassell was dealt for the Coney Island prodigy Stephon Marbury of the Minnesota Timberwolves, in the process splitting up a promising partnership between Marbury and Kevin Garnett. Marbury was eventually traded to the Suns in a deal that sent back Jason Kidd. Kidd changed the fortunes of the franchise, but was later packaged back to the Mavericks, where he began his career, in a deal that yielded Devin Harris. Harris was sent to Utah with prospects in a deal that brought in Deron Williams. Continuing Mavs Labyrinth, Harris re-signed with the Mavericks after the 2013 season.1


Kidd, a pass-first leader with the court vision of a personified spookfish, brought change and winning ways to the Nets. Kidd was available in part because he was reportedly charged with domestic violence after an argument with his wife, Joumana, six months earlier.


Still, with his passing, his will, and his defensive acumen, Kidd improved his teammates drastically. Aside from lagging attendance, winning was a cure-all, as the pundits who laughed when Kidd said the Nets would be a .500 team marveled as they ascended to the top of the Eastern Conference, earning two trips to the NBA Finals, the first of which was clinched on the road in Boston in front of fans who chanted “Wife-beater!” at Kidd and sold T-shirts bearing the same message.


The Nets climbed over the Knicks during the Kidd era, at times through the air. On Friday, November 16, 2001, they improved to 7-1 and put their stamp on New York–area dominance for the next six years with a blowout win at the Meadowlands. Kidd erased lingering doubts in a first-quarter ambush when he tossed a perfect full-court bowling ball pass to a streaking teammate. The play was as awe-inspiring as it was unexpected, and it represented the kind of flair that the Ewing and Starks–era bully Knicks never had. There was a new sheriff on the outskirts of town.


For a few years the Nets were the best NBA show east of the Mississippi, highlighted by a criminally underrated defense. The offense, however, could not be ignored, led by Kidd’s precision passing—baseline alley-oop tosses off of Princeton-grade backdoor cuts—and spot-up 3-pointers from Keith Van Horn and Kerry Kittles; shots that, while airborne, gave a slower counter-rhythm to the fast breaks that created them. For all their success the Nets were twenty-sixth in attendance in ’01–’02, possibly owing to the fact that they played in an arena only accessible by highway.


The most exhilarating Meadowlands memory from that two-year stretch came in Kidd’s first playoff series with the Nets, a double-overtime victory over the Indiana Pacers in the deciding game 5. Twice, Reggie Miller sent the game to an extra session—first with a long, banked-in 3-pointer as regulation wound down, and then with an unexpected driving dunk in the first overtime. The Nets disposed of the Hornets next and came back from a 2-1 series deficit, which featured an epic Memorial Day collapse in Boston, to defeat the Celtics 4-2. In the Finals, the Nets were swept by a vastly superior Lakers team led by Kobe Bryant and Shaquille O’Neal.


As the basketball world waited with bated breath to see which NBA team would win the right to draft a phenom named LeBron James, the Nets shifted into another gear in the 2003 Eastern Conference playoffs, winning ten in a row against the Bucks, Celtics, and Pistons. The Nets had a chance in the Finals against the Spurs, but lost a game 3 slugfest at home and blew a double-digit lead late in game 6 in San Antonio. Bruce Ratner bought the team that summer, with the intention of moving it to Brooklyn, and quickly cut costs by trading Kenyon Martin and Kerry Kittles, two integral pieces to the Nets’ championship nucleus and the team hasn’t really been a championship contender since. The next season, when the Nets started 22-20, Kidd ran head coach Byron Scott out of town. Lawrence Frank guided the Nets to the second round of the playoffs. Led by a trio of Kidd, Vince Carter, and Richard Jefferson, the Nets made the playoffs in the next three seasons (2005–’07) before back-to-back thirty-four-win seasons ushered a rough three-year transition to Brooklyn. Records for futility fell in East Rutherford and the Nets finished out their time in Newark awkwardly, like a walk from Newark Penn Station to the Prudential Center when the stoplights never seemed to be in sync. Still, a bright future beckoned: a franchise point guard, a center named Brook Lopez, and a team on its way to Brooklyn.
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