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Praise for Michael Ray Richardson

“Michael Ray Richardson deserves to have his flowers as one of the great guards to ever play in the NBA. That’s what George Gervin says about it.”

—George Gervin, NBA Top 75 player

“Pressure makes pipes explode. But pressure also makes diamonds. And Michael Ray Richardson is a diamond.”

—Nancy Lieberman, Basketball Hall of Famer

“He was like a Magic Johnson but with a better outside shot.”

—Spencer Haywood, Basketball Hall of Famer

“Michael was just a hell of a player, in the NBA and in Italy. He had the best hands, getting all these steals. Defensively, he was just awesome.”

—Bob McAdoo, NBA Top 75 player

“Michael was fearless. He would go into the other team’s locker room before the game. No lie. Whether it was Magic Johnson, whether it was Isiah Thomas, he’d go into the locker room and tell them, ‘I’m going to bust your ass tonight!’”

—Otis Birdsong, four-time NBA All-Star

“Intimidation is part of being a successful basketball player and Sugar was the best.”

—Michael Cooper, Basketball Hall of Famer

“What I remember most about Sugar Ray is that the level of trash-talking between him, Larry Bird and Kevin McHale always elevated the competition.”

—Robert Parish, NBA Top 75 player

“A great player and a good man!”

—Tyrone “Muggsy” Bogues, NBA icon

“Michael Ray Richardson captured my imagination as a young person. He was ahead of his time on the court and his story demands to be heard. It’s not a happy story, in the traditional sense, but it contains the joy of someone who found himself when others believed him to be lost.”

—Dave Zirin, sports editor, The Nation
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For my mother and my family

—Michael

For Coco and Emi

—Jake


FOREWORD




BY GEORGE “ICEMAN” GERVIN

WHEN I was with the San Antonio Spurs, and we played New York, Michael Ray and Ray Williams were with the Knicks. They were two dogs, man. You had to come ready for them to play hard. They were both tough to deal with on the defensive end—Mike especially. He would challenge you every time. He had good anticipation and he’d reach for the ball and take it from you if you weren’t on your game. It was fun playing against him, in a way, because he was so tough—especially at the Garden.

Mike, with his size, was one of them special guys back then. He was that good size. He was six-five, six-six and was just as quick and could move like a six-one, six-two guard. Of course, you had to have a big guard to play me! I’m six-eight. So when we played against one another, he won some and I won some. I was known as a scorer then, but Mike made me work really hard, even if I wound up and got my numbers on those nights.

Walt Frazier, Pearl Monroe, those guys played in New York, too, but Mike was three or four inches taller than them. To be that tall and play that position is really special. A lot of us, and I’m including Mike, don’t get our due today for what we were able to accomplish back then. But if you talk to people like me and other greats from that era, all we talk about is each other. It’s a respect we keep for that time in our lives.

The NBA has to sell the game today, I understand that, but when you start looking at analytics—you can’t take the numbers away. You start putting ours into the computers and you quickly see that our era was filled with greatness. If you compared us with guys from today, you’d find yourself talking more and more about us. As veterans, we have to be comfortable with what we did in our yesterdays, because if we harp on it too much, we’d go blue in the face!

But on the defensive side, there aren’t a whole lot of guys who could play like Mike. He could guard anybody, including all the greats. Mike is part of that greatness, too. Trust me. I’m one of the best scorers of all time, and I’m telling you he’s part of that greatness, especially when you talk defensively. I always mention him because of how hard he played me. But Mike could shoot the ball, too. He could score. I’m a Mike fan, man—and we ain’t talking MJ!

When people bring up Michael Ray being banned from the NBA—you know, life is tough. And sometimes we get on the wrong road and we get stuck. But as long as we’re able to get off that road and tell our story—that’s the point. That’s part of Mike’s greatness. We all know what it’s like in some way or another. We all had our issues—who hasn’t? But look at the great career he had even before leaving the NBA. Four All-Stars and leading the league in steals and assists.

Mike’s ups and downs are something to mention, but they ain’t nothing to talk about, if you know what I mean. Because who would be the one to cast the first stone? That’s how I look at it. That’s what I love about Mike as a man . . . even though he could never really hold a sentence together because of his stutter! He always pushed through every day. That’s what makes him special to a guy like me.

If you’re reading this, you’ve chosen the right guy and the right story. If you want to know about one of the great players from his era, someone who was capable of doing what he did at the size that he was, the specialness and excitement he brought to the game, then keep reading Michael Ray’s book. It’s a story about redemption. And that’s everything! Because we all get knocked down. Tell me somebody who ain’t been knocked down? It’s about getting up.

I’m going to say it: there are fools out there who try to make his addiction and ban from the NBA the main story of his career. But they’re wrong. Today, Mike is on his own two feet. He’s happy, he’s got family. And he’s able to tell you his story. Nobody will tell you his story better than he can. That’s the beauty of it. Now, if he wasn’t here because of some of the choices he made, then that’s different.

But if you want to hear the story about what happened in his life, it’s all here. Michael Ray Richardson deserves to have his flowers as one of the great guards to ever play in the NBA. That’s what George Gervin says about it.

—George Gervin, NBA Top 75 player

(Gervin and Richardson faced each other in 19 regular-season games.)
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BY NANCY LIEBERMAN

MICHAEL and I first met in 1986. I was at home in Dallas, wondering if I’d ever get to play again, because the women’s league (WABA) had just folded. I was working out and playing when I got a phone call from this guy, Andy Eckman, who said, “Would you like to play in the USBL? It’s a men’s league.” And I said yes. So I go up there and my first year is fantastic. I had such a great time. In my second, my team, the Springfield Fame, had folded, and so I ended up playing for Dean Meminger and the Long Island Knights. My teammate there was Michael Ray Richardson.

Everyone knows, I’m a big Knicks fan. I’m a New York basketball fan. So I knew Michael had the three-strike rule with Commissioner Stern. Today, Michael and I are like a married couple, and I’m sure our stories will vary, but how I remember it is Dean Meminger said, “Nancy, you need to room with him.” And I’m like, “What?” They were testing me. And I was like, “Okay, I don’t really care.” Michael and I became roommates on the road. I remember being in the lobby of hotels and girls would be waiting for him. I’d say, “He came with me, he’s leaving with me.”

We’d go up to our room and I just loved being around him. We hit it off right away. I was very protective of him. Michael is a very, very special guy. You know his talent on the court. He was a four-time NBA All-Star. But I remember one game we were playing at home and the 5-foot-3 Tyrone Bogues was on the other team. Geoff Huston and Michael were in the huddle and Dean goes, “Okay Sugar, you’re guarding Bogues.” And Michael goes, “I ain’t guarding him!” But I was listening—nobody wanted to guard Muggsy, he was so quick and talented.

I looked at the coach and said, “I’ll guard him.” Dean put me in the game. I looked at Geoff Huston and said, “If you don’t want to play, I’ll play. I don’t care who I play against!” And Michael supported me. Michael is very, very loyal. A couple times that year, people on the other teams would try to mess with me. There was this guy who threw an elbow in my chest, as if to say, Why are you even here? It was Othell Wilson, who played at Virginia with Ralph Sampson. It was on a side out of bounds play. He did that to me, so I just started throwing my hands.

Then everybody jumped in. But Michael jumped in front and knocked Othell down. Michael had his forearm under his chin on his chest, saying, “Don’t touch my baby. You leave her alone.” While I’m behind all the guys, like, “Yeah! Don’t touch me! Michael is going to kick your ass!” At the time, we were probably two of the most prominent names in the league. I’d had a crappy childhood and so I identify with people who got into trouble. I’m like Big Mike from The Blind Side. I have protective instincts.

For Michael, I had protective instincts. I wasn’t going to let some chick waltz into his life just because of who he was or that he might have had some money. That’s who I am as a person. I was like that with Sugar. I was like that with Muhammad Ali. And Kobe. And I’m like that with Deion Sanders. I was very protective of other people who I love and respect. Some people say, “That’s my dog.” But I’m not anybody’s dog. I’m a wolf. And wolves eat dogs. I’m a wolf and I don’t want anybody to hurt my guys!

I’m a tough little girl from New York and I wanted to learn the game from Michael. Like I said, I didn’t have a place to play. People were saying I was the best basketball player in the world, yet I couldn’t show my hard work or my skillset. I’d get by somebody in the USBL and a seven-footer would block my shot. I needed Michael to teach me what I didn’t know. Because he was such an elite player and that was very, very important to me. Michael was willing to share what he knew. We would go into the gym and he would teach me what I needed to know.

But my job, as far as I saw it, was to get Sugar back to the league. The NBA. In my eyes, this guy didn’t belong in the USBL, sitting next to me. Everybody thought, “Oh my god, this guy was a drug addict.” But he wasn’t like that. Michael is such a great human being and that’s why David Stern loved him. That’s why everybody you know doesn’t have a bad thing to say about Michael Ray Richardson. We all go through stuff in life, and he paid the piper. And look how long he played. Then his coaching career! Michael has excelled at everything he’s ever wanted to do.

I’d like to close with this: Pressure makes pipes explode. But pressure also makes diamonds. And Michael Ray Richardson is a diamond.

—Nancy Lieberman, Basketball Hall of Famer


PREFACE




BY OTIS BIRDSONG

I FIRST met Michael when we played against each other when I was with the Kansas City Kings. He was in New York playing for the Knicks. He and Ray Williams were a heck of a backcourt. It was a great matchup going against them with my teammate Phil Ford, our starting point guard. I remember we had some good battles against Sugar and Ray. I don’t remember any trash talking when we played against each other, though, because Ray guarded me and Michael had Ford.

But Michael was blazing fast with the ball. He could really attack the basket. He had great hands and great anticipation on defense. He gambled a lot, but he always came up with the steal. He was great at help defense and was a great individual defender, too. Even though he didn’t guard me when I was in Kansas City, I still tease him all the time. My sons went and found our stats when we played against each other back then, so I show him when I had 30 or 35 points!

I tell him, “Michael, you must have been guarding me that night!” And he says, “N-no, no, no that was Ray guarding you!” We laugh about it all the time. When we were teammates in New Jersey, though, it was amazing. One of the New York–area magazines had us on the cover. They called us “Rhythm & Blues.” I guess because we made sweet music together. He was one of the greatest competitors I ever played with. He could have been in the Hall of Fame.

Michael was fearless. He would go into the other team’s locker room before the game. No lie. Whether it was Magic Johnson, whether it was Isiah Thomas, he’d go into the locker room and tell them, “I’m going to bust your ass tonight!” He was just fearless on the court. Michael didn’t fear anyone, and that’s very rare. He was respectful about it, I guess, but normally you don’t tell your opponent you’re going to bust his ass before the game . . . unless you’re Larry Bird!

The 1983–84 season was a great year for us. Stan Albeck did a tremendous job with the entire team. Our chemistry was so good. Buck Williams was playing out of his mind, as was Darryl Dawkins, Darwin Cook, and Mike Gminski. In the playoffs that year, we beat the defending champion Philadelphia 76ers. For some reason, Sugar and I always matched up well against Andrew Toney and Maurice Cheeks. Michael was just too big and too quick for Cheeks.

It was a nightmare matchup for Maurice guarding Michael. And I always played well against Andrew Toney. We just had a phenomenal series. We both played great. But Michael—I hate to use this word, but he really just destroyed Maurice Cheeks.* They had no answers for him. Michael had a tremendous series. I remember we won the first two games at their place, then they came to New Jersey and won the next two against us.

For the fifth game, Dr. J said in the newspaper that the Nets shouldn’t even make the two-hour trip up to Philly because no team would beat them three straight at home, especially in the playoffs. Ha! I remember Michael and I both had 24 points that night and we won the series. What was crazy though was that we beat the defending champions on a Thursday night, but we had to turn around and play a Sunday afternoon game in Milwaukee.

Because we were on such a high, though, we won that first game in Milwaukee. In the second game, we were close with about a minute left. But a bad call hurt us. A referee whistled Michael for traveling (a self-pass), saying he touched a loose ball when he didn’t. If not for that, we would have had the ball and they would have had to foul us, but they called traveling. We could have won those first two games in Milwaukee. Instead, we lost the series in six games.

When Michael was banned from the NBA, from a team perspective, it was devastating. You lose a talent like that, your point guard, your cog who makes everything go, that’s a big blow. He’s still my favorite point guard I played with. We had some good players to help fill in, but they were no Michael Ray Richardson. For me, as far as him being my friend and backcourt mate, it was crushing. He was my guy. We hung out together; we didn’t live that far from each other.

From a basketball perspective it was bad but, from a friendship perspective, it was tougher. He was banned from the league. I know he loved playing the game and he was good at it. For him not to be able to be in the NBA was hard. But he and I stayed in touch, even when he went overseas. He always told me that after he was banned, a lot of guys, a lot of his friends, they didn’t want to deal with him anymore. But we stayed in touch.

When Sugar came back from overseas, it was easy for us to pick up again. Today, he and I work closely together as business partners. He’s a hilarious guy! He works hard, too. But the key thing about Michael is his loyalty. He tells me all the time, if he has a nickel, half of it is mine. That’s the way we roll. We have a good time, but no clubbing! We’re not out in these streets! He doesn’t drink. Just good ol’ fashion fun.

The fascinating thing is, when Michael went to rehab or when he’d disappear while going on those binges, he didn’t ever contact me. He never called and said, “Bird, I need help. Bird, come get me. Bird, I’m doing this or that.” I can only imagine that he felt despondent, sad, because he let people down, let his family down. But he never contacted me when he was on those binges. In fact, I never saw him use anything, ever. I never saw him sniff cocaine or smoke a joint. He never did that in front of me. He knew I didn’t do it, so he never did it around me. He never said, “Bird, I’m going into the city, I need you to ride with me. Let’s pick something up.” I just never saw him do anything like that. And I did see other guys do it. I saw some guys smoking the pipe and I didn’t know what the hell they were doing the first time I saw that. I even saw teammates sniff cocaine in front of me. They’d even offer it to me, and I’d say, “No, all I do is drink beer, brother.” But Michael never brought that stuff around me.

What people don’t know about Sugar is that he’s a family man. I’ve never seen someone, especially a man, talk to his kids as often as he does. He talks to his kids, who are overseas, every day and is in touch with his kids in the States, too. He really cares about each of them.

One more thing: Michael was a great minor-league basketball coach. He won five championships. I was the president and GM of an NBA developmental league team while Michael was coaching in the minor leagues. At the time, I already had a coach, so I couldn’t hire him. Later, when were in Oklahoma, we worked together. But at one point they were putting an NBA developmental team in Colorado. When I heard that, I told him, “Man, wouldn’t that be a great story of redemption? For you to be the first person banned from the league, now you’re a champion coach and you could come home back to your home state of Colorado and coach in the D-League. What a story.” I got in contact with David Stern to see if he could get Michael an interview. The disappointing thing was that the Colorado team only gave him, like, a ten-miniute interview over the phone.

They didn’t even have the decency to at least let him come in and sit down and talk face-to-face. It was a token interview. I’m not saying the NBA does this as a whole and I don’t know who interviewed him then and didn’t hire him. But over the years, I’ve seen different pockets of people hold Michael’s past against him. I’ve talked to him about it. They even question me, like, what am I doing, working events with him and running camps? How does it look to the parents?

There are still people who hold that against him more than thirty years later. They don’t know that he wasn’t the only player doing drugs. Sure, he was the first to get kicked out. But Michael wasn’t the only player in the NBA to go to rehab. How can you hold that stuff from thirty years ago against him today? He’s not the same person. Michael has been sober now for more than three decades. He’s one of my best friends, and I’m honored to call him a brother.

—Otis Birdsong, four-time NBA All-Star




* Michael Ray Richardson averaged 20.6 points per game in the Eastern Conference First Round, while averaging 12 points per game during the season.


INTRODUCTION




WHENEVER my name is brought up in basketball circles, so too are my troubles with drugs. It’s inevitable and has been for decades. But while that part of my life, being addicted to cocaine and losing my NBA career as a result, is certainly the most salacious part of my life, it is not who I am. At worst, it’s who I was for a period of time. There’s a saying: We are not our worst days. Of course, while we all know that human beings make mistakes, we sometimes don’t let each other forget them. It’s human nature, I suppose. But that’s why I wanted to write this book. To tell my story—completely and truthfully.

From Lubbock, Texas, to Denver, Colorado, to New York City, Oakland, California, New Jersey, Israel, Europe, and beyond, I have played the game of basketball at a high level and in several countries. Other than my mother, the warrior, the sport of basketball was my only love. But then everything changed for me. I went from living a straight-edge life, one who never partied, to one controlled by drugs. I blame no one but myself for the choices and poor decisions in my past. But again, that’s not who I am at my core—and it’s certainly not who I am here, today.

Now, I am a father, grandfather, teacher, camp counselor, husband, sibling, and son. I’m also a former four-time NBA All-Star, league leader in assists, three-time league leader in steals, and big-time college player from the University of Montana. But the moment in my career that stands out to me the most is my choice in 1988 to go to Italy. Making that decision saved my life and extended my playing career into my late forties. I am proud of so much of what I’ve done in my life, what I’ve overcome—both internally and externally—that I no longer let the bad times—from my mistakes to my infamous stutter—override the good ones.

I’ve been sober for more than three decades. I learned my lesson, thanks in part to former NBA commissioner and friend David Stern. I got clean and have remained so for more than half my life. This is my story about all of that. No stone unturned. From country bumpkin to NBA star to becoming the first player to be banned from the league for drugs to becoming the first to be reinstated back to the NBA. From All-Star to coach to motivational speaker and camp counselor. This is also a story about hitting rock bottom and the recovery that followed. After all, when the ball hits the floor, it must bounce back up.

This book is me, unfiltered. As a four-time All-Star, two-time All-Defensive first team player, and Comeback Player of the Year recipient, steals and assists leader, and an international sports celebrity, this is my truth, word for word. I never thought drugs would get to me, but I learned that it could happen to anybody. I know that now. I made my bed and have had to sleep in it all these years. Finally, I’m now ready to tell my story, after decades of hard work, soul searching, and living. Gratefully, I’ve come out clearheaded and on the other side. Thank you for reading and thank you for caring.

—Michael Ray Richardson

Lawton, Oklahoma, 2024


1

BEATING THE CHAMPS




DURING the 1984 NBA playoffs, my team, the New Jersey Nets, had a theme song, “Ain’t No Stoppin’ Us Now,” by McFadden & Whitehead. And we proved that line in the opening round series against the defending champion Philadelphia 76ers. That team was stacked, from former MVP Moses Malone to the basketball god that was Julius Erving. The Sixers also had Mo Cheeks, Andrew Toney, and Bobby Jones. Hall of Famers left and right.

But we had their number.

Even though I missed about half the season for my well-publicized issues with cocaine, the team had gone 3–3 against Philly that year, winning the final two matchups. And even though they were the defending champs, we weren’t scared of their roster or their history. We simply matched up well against them. Julius and his older legs had a problem guarding our twenty-four-year-old small forward Albert King. And Philly’s guards couldn’t check me and Otis Birdsong. We were bigger, faster, stronger.

Going into the series, we knew all the pressure was on them. They were the defending champs and wanted to repeat. But they had to go through us first. Our roster included two-time All-Star Buck Williams and Darryl “Chocolate Thunder” Dawkins up front, along with me, King, and four-time All-Star Otis Birdsong on the wing. Philadelphia finished 52–30 that season, while we were 45–37. So they had home-court advantage. They must have thought we’d be walk-overs.

In Game One, we beat them 116–101. Buck had 25 points and 16 rebounds. I had 18 points, nine assists, and six boards. Otis scored 24 and King had 16. In the next game—well, we won it again in dominating fashion, 116–102. I scored 32 with nine more assists and seven rebounds. Dawkins, playing his former team, added 22 points and King had 15. Though Moses scored 25 and Andrew Toney had 22 for Philly, the rest of the team couldn’t muster what they needed to get over the hump. No stoppin’ us now!

We’d found something that worked. Instead of letting Mo Cheeks and Andrew Toney pressure me and Otis as we brought the ball up, we had Albert King bring it up because we knew Julius wasn’t going to take him full court. When Albert got past half court, he’d just pass it to me and I’d get the offense going. Coach Stan Albeck was a genius for that one. Before Game Two, he told us, “Keep it close and we’ll win in the fourth.” Stan was right again. Philly ran out of gas.

On the back of the bus going home to New Jersey after winning the first two, I remember Dawkins drinking a six-pack of Heineken in about five minutes. Laughing all the way, he’d chug a can and then smash it and go for the next. Back on our home court a couple days later, the Sixers hit back and took Games Three and Four. We were riding high and took them for granted. Though Philly was an older team, they dug into their reserves. They were still the defending champions. They still had pride. And we didn’t play aggressively like we should have.

Now everything was tied at two apiece and we were heading back to Philadelphia for the deciding fifth game. That’s when Julius Erving sealed the series for us by saying the wrong thing.

Don’t get me wrong, Dr. J is a basketball deity. He was my hero growing up. But that’s why what he said then was so helpful to us. After Game Four, he was being interviewed by some reporters. He told them that we might as well mail in the stat sheet because we weren’t going to win in Philly.

Challenge accepted. Julius had said Game Five was already over, that we had no shot. That we could never beat them three times in one series on their floor. When we got up the next morning and filed onto the bus in Jersey to head to Philly, Stan brought the newspapers with him to show us. “Julius Erving Says Mail in Stat Sheets.” All we thought was that we were going to our home court. Philly belonged to us. And we felt no pressure.

Going into the deciding game, I wanted to tear the six-foot Maurice Cheeks a new asshole. And I did. We threw a haymaker in the first quarter, going up 31–25, but Philly came back in the second, outscoring us 28–19. While they led 53–50 at the half, we still knew it was our game. Then in the third and fourth, we brought it home. I scored 24, dished six assists, six boards, and six steals. Otis got 24 and Buck had 17 and 16. Despite Dr. J and Moses notching double-doubles, we won the game and the series!

It was the biggest moment in Nets franchise history since the team had come over to the NBA from the ramshackle ABA a decade prior. The irony was that the Nets were Dr. J’s old team. As a kid, I’d had dreams of playing against him. When I woke up each morning, I would run down to the kitchen and tell my mother and my sisters that I’d dunked on “The Doctor” while I was sleeping. Now, I’d beaten him on an honest-to-God NBA floor. What could be better?

The series win was a sign of great things to come—that’s what everyone hoped. But after all I’d been through—the rehabs, the drug houses, the stints gone missing—no one was going to hold their breath for my future. Not even me. I’d seen too much and knew what I was capable of, both good and bad. Little did I know what the next few months would have in store for me, let alone the next few decades. All I knew was that we’d just won big. But was it too good to be true?


2

A FAMILY MOVING NORTH




MY mother Luddie Hicks, the warrior, gave birth to me on a kitchen table in a small home in Lubbock, Texas. It was April 11, 1955, and I’m sure I screamed my little round head off. Years later, she told me that I wasn’t born in a hospital because, back then, for whatever reason, it was common enough for some babies to be birthed in the home.

Located in northwest Texas about six hours from both Dallas and San Antonio, Lubbock was a horrible place to live if you were Black. My mother and the rest of our family sought to move from the area as soon as we could. It was, in a word, a shithole where, just before we left, my grandfather was beaten badly by three white men and robbed as he was leaving his job at a cleaners. To find a better life, mom left for Denver, Colorado. There, she looked for a job and, when she found one, taking a position with the Colorado General Hospital kitchen staff, our family followed north. Hospitals were okay for work, but I guess not for giving birth.

Lubbock, in the panhandle of the state, was small. And I was, too. I was just five years old when mom left for Colorado with a tiny hope in her heart. The rest of us—me and my siblings and my mother’s parents—stayed behind, waiting for any good news. My father, Billy Jack Richardson, was hardly ever around the family. He was in the military, stationed far away—in New Mexico, if I remember right. He was in and out of our lives and I was never very close with him. Truth be told, I think when it came to my mother, he was mostly just a sperm donor.

His mother lived outside Lubbock in the country on a pig farm. Before we left for Denver, she had us come out there to visit and help feed the pigs. I remember crap was everywhere. A mess of pigs playing in their own slop. I didn’t like her farm. It was disgusting—the biological smells, the cakes of squishy mud and rancid feces, the pigs gleefully spinning around in all of the mess. My dad’s mom also ran a small nearby café for local field workers. The café wasn’t all that much better than the farm. I’m a neat and tidy guy. The kind of person who squares a tissue box at a right angle on the countertop. So, pigs? Nope, not for me.

A month into mom’s job search is when my grandfather was beaten. Fearing more violence and cursing Lubbock, we left for Denver several months earlier than we’d initially planned. But while my mother had forged a road ahead for us, don’t get it confused: despite her hard work for our family, she wasn’t all sunshine and daisies. She could put a whoopin’ on your ass good. When I was around six years old, I remember she threw me a birthday party She served cantaloupe and watermelon to the guests. When she gave me a piece, I tried the watermelon and I didn’t like it.

So what did I do? I took that slice of watermelon around to the back of the house and threw it in the grass. Then I took out my willie and peed on it. To this day, I have no idea why that was my reaction, other than I just didn’t like the taste of it. I still don’t like the taste of watermelon. But what did I get for that decision? When my mother turned the corner and saw me, I got the whooping of my life. And while it hurt like hell, deep down, I understand why. My mother, a single Black parent, needed to instill discipline in her kids. She knew it better than anyone. Instinct in a cold, unforgiving world.
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I grew up with a tightly knit family. I have six siblings and am the third eldest. My brother Billy was born first. Then Harold, who unfortunately passed away just a few years ago. Then me, followed by my sisters Dorothy, Ineda, and Sherry. Lastly, there’s Troy, who has a different father than the rest of us. All in all, we were a normal family just trying to make it through the days. We were content, all things considered. And mom made sure we were all fed (I particularly liked fried pork chop sandwiches!), clothed, and good to one another.

After we moved to Denver, mom married a man named Johnny. He worked a desk job for the local government in Denver and became something of a father figure to me. Truth be told, he was one of my first surrogate fathers (and he was Troy’s actual father). The need for a father figure and that positive affirmation is important for young kids, and it was especially important for me. In some ways, it still is today. It’s probably a hole that I’ve been trying to fill all my life, on the court and off. With my dad all but gone, I needed that direction. I craved it. But life was good in Denver, civilized. Much better than it was in Lubbock.

As much as I could, I spent time outdoors, whether playing marbles or baseball with the neighborhood kids, dribbling a basketball in the backyard, or walking to a nearby court. Our family lived in a small home on 32nd Street attached to a church in a lower-income part of east Denver. It was a modest red brick house with a stone front porch. The backyard had a little fence around it and there was a tall tree in front that still stands today. I used to sit on that stoop with my mother and watch the traffic pass like seconds off a lazy clock. It was also the “punishment porch” when mom made us stand out there alone, for everyone to see.

Normally, the house connected to the church would be the place where the preacher lived, but for some reason they were renting it out and we got it. It was a six-bedroom home and a cozy place for all of us to live. It had a small yard but was on a main street, so we didn’t play in the yard much. Instead, we went a block or two to the well-kept Cole Junior High, where I’d dribble and shoot on their hoops (to avoid mom yelling at me for dribbling in her house again). I’d play with friends like Rodney Long, Dennis Reed, Larry Benford, and Sam Combs. Some called where we lived a “ghetto” of Denver, but it never felt bad to us. Life was peaceful.

I have a lot of good memories from this time (everything but the snow). As I got older, another place we’d play at was the Red Shield Community Center, a Salvation Army on 29th and High Street. We’d play there after school let out and during the summers. They had good winter and summer leagues, and the place was open early to late, from nine to nine. That community center kept me and a lot of other kids out of trouble. The facility is still there to this day, located at 2915 High Street. I owe a lot of my love for the game to the Red Shield Center. It was a home away from home and a place where I could learn the game early in my life.
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I first picked up the game of basketball when I was in sixth grade at Mitchell Elementary School. The principal of the school, Donald Wilson, also served as the basketball coach. One day at recess, while I was outside, I grabbed a basketball and started to play around with it on the court. I immediately felt a connection to it. Dribbling it, shooting it. Mr. Wilson must have seen me out there and he came up to me and asked if I wanted to play on the elementary school team. I told him “Yeah!” and, just like that, my career had begun. The game came naturally to me, its speed and fluidity. My obsession grew.

To this day, I remember the first morning I ever touched a basketball. We could grab a baseball, football, or basketball, but for whatever reason, I picked up that orange orb. It was a magnet. As I played more, I watched the game on television, following the NBA during its once-a-week broadcasts. I also loved watching the ABA and wanted nothing more than to be the god-like Julius “Dr. J” Erving. But if not him, then the smooth George “Iceman” Gervin. Those men could fly. Today, people don’t know how good they truly were because there isn’t enough old film of them. But in their ABA prime, they were everything.

I wasn’t especially tall growing up. Early in high school, I was maybe six feet. As I’d taken more and more to basketball, I found my niche playing guard. I could handle the ball and I was fast out there on the court. I also found I was a suffocating defender. But when I turned seventeen during my senior year of high school, I grew even more. The coach started to play me at small forward, expecting me to score, but I still handled the ball a lot. By the time the season ended, I was 6-foot-5. That’s when I began to dream about playing in college. The game made me feel free. Like, one day, I could be the king of the world.
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I was a well-behaved student in middle school, all things considered. I liked school enough and I was a good student. My sense of discipline was, well, beaten into me from my mother, and I knew if I didn’t bring home good grades, then I wouldn’t be allowed to play outside. And I wanted to play basketball so badly that I made sure to get the marks I needed to in order to make her happy. (Though I always had trouble with spelling!) As a result, I remember a lot of Bs and C-pluses on my report cards. But even though I was a good kid, that didn’t mean I didn’t make my fair share of mistakes and hear about it from her.

Since my mother had to be at work at the hospital most days by 4 a.m., we had to wake ourselves up in the morning to go to school. We’d get up and we only had one ironing board to iron our clothes for the day. My siblings and I would fight over it. And I was late to school because of it at least once a week. Every Friday, the school sent home slips if you were late, and every Friday I got whooped by my mother for it. Sometimes a mother doesn’t even need an excuse. That’s how strict she could be with us. And how much she cared about our schooling. If I got in trouble, she’d holler, “MICHAELRAY!” And I knew I was in for it.
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It’s the strangest thing, and I don’t know how it happened. At some point during my life, the world began to spell my name MICHEAL. If you look on websites, in news stories, it’s too often spelled -EAL and not MICHAEL, as it’s traditionally written. I guess people started writing it that way at some point and never stopped. No one ever asked me about it, either. But I wanted to set the record straight. My name is Michael. My son’s name is Michael. And it’s Michael on our birth certificates, just as it was on my early basketball trading cards! My mother, the warrior, named me what she wanted to name me, and I’m going to honor her wishes. That’s for sure.
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Every week, one of us kids had to do the chores, which meant tidy her room, make her bed, wash the dishes, and take out the trash cans. We rotated weeks. The chores were something we all had to do so that she could come home to a good clean house after working so much. If my mother could cook and clean every day in that hospital, I could pass my classes and help tidy up around the house. I remember sitting on the end of the bed one day and telling her that we’d be rich when I grew up. That I’d buy her a house where she could rest her feet. I wanted to go pro just to fulfill that promise to her.
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Because my mother worked so much in Lubbock and then in Denver to support us, me and my siblings were raised by her parents at home. Mom would tell us kids that she was the mother and the father of our family. And she was right. But while she was away at work, our maternal grandparents, Dorothy and Anderson Blaylock, took care us. Today, people don’t give enough respect to older people. But our elders are the ones with the knowledge. You can learn a lot from them. If they want to teach you something, listen. You’ll learn and hear valuable lessons every time.

That’s why it was such a scare to us when those men jumped my grandfather. We couldn’t risk that happening again, or worse. So, we rushed up to Denver. Born in Greenville, Texas, some four hundred miles east of Lubbock, my mother always talked about leaving the state forever. Living in the south wasn’t good for Black people and especially for a Black woman. There was hardly any financial opportunity for her. All the work there was cleaning other people’s houses. Little dignity and no upward mobility. That was the standard contract.

You’d work all week and make forty dollars. Just barely enough to get to the next one. She tried to get other jobs. My mother didn’t have a lazy bone or bit of marrow in her body. But whatever it was she could find in Lubbock, her pay always came out to some forty dollars a week. That wasn’t money at all. That was a kind of indentured servitude. Or slavery, really. My mother had a high school education, and she had a lot of common sense. But what did that all get her? Just forty dollars a week in Lubbock—and Whitey on the Moon, as poet Gil Scott-Heron might say.

In Denver, mom found a better life. Along with hospital work, some nights, she also bar tended in a local dive. Most of her free time, when there was any, she spent with Johnny. She didn’t spend a lot of time watching my basketball games, or any sports at all, really. But that didn’t bother me. I knew she was busy. Meanwhile, I played in a lot of games growing up. There were the middle school teams during the week. And on the weekends, we would play in leagues at Clayton College. The gym was nine blocks from my house. I’d wake up early on Saturdays and walk down there with a crew.

As I got older, I began to notice I was better than the other kids. Every time we played pickup, I was the first guy chosen. So, I knew I was good, and that other guys thought so, too. In a lot of the tournaments I played in as a young kid, I was awarded small plastic trophies. I amassed a ton of those over the years. My bedroom was filled with them, which made my mom proud. It was also something that distinguished me from my siblings and the other local kids. While I knew they didn’t put any food on the table, they were points of pride. Something I wanted to bring home for my mother to admire.

[image: image]

Being good at basketball gave me a lot of confidence. And I needed it. Growing up without my father, I found myself constantly looking for approval. It didn’t help, too, that when I talked, I had a bad stutter. Even today, when I speak, it often takes me a lot to get the words out. I trip up on the beginnings of them and I have a small lisp. As you can imagine, as a kid, I used to get teased for it. Laughed at when I spoke in class. People called me “Mumbles.” But the way I thought about it was kids were always getting teased for things. It seemed normal. We gave each other nicknames and we rough on each other equally.

The insults didn’t always get to me. But deep down, they could hurt. Mom told me to laugh with them, so it wouldn’t feel so bad. But I hated to be different because of the way I talked. And I hated when people couldn’t understand me. So, in eighth grade, I began taking speech therapy classes and my stutter improved some. I learned tricks to help my tongue catch up with my brain. While I was self-conscious and even embarrassed as a kid, as I got older, I grew out of those worries. Even today, I stutter noticeably, but I don’t get hung up on it. I can only be who I am. And I’m fine with that. None of us are perfect and no one shoots 100 percent from the floor.

While it’s ultimately unknown why people stutter, it’s thought to be the outcome of several things, including genetics and neurological factors. Some studies show it comes down to a single chromosome in your DNA. While it starts in childhood, few adults grow up to be afflicted. I am one of those few, for whatever reason. Along with Thomas Jefferson and Charles Darwin. The stuttering 1 percent of the population. It can be exacerbated by trauma, stress, and anxiety, too. Lord knows I’ve had my helpings of those pies by now.

Thankfully, my stuttering doesn’t bother me today. Even if it is a little like Smiley from Spike’s Do the Right Thing. But the thing is that it probably pushed me to overcompensate in other areas in my life. Gave me a fire in my belly. I knew what it was like to feel bad, and I wanted to flip it. And instead constantly feel what it was like to feel good. Growing up, I was always very competitive. I hated to lose. I just had to win when I played cards, dominoes, or sports like baseball and football. But especially playing basketball. Winning felt good and I wanted to feel that all the time. Never the feeling of being the loser. I decided that wasn’t for me.
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After junior high came high school. There, I’d have three years to prove to myself and anyone else watching that I could play basketball at the next level. In high school, it’s a big leap. There are tournaments and scouts and big-time coaches looking at you. As a kid coming up in Denver, this all felt foreign. The world of agents and recruiters was still far away. But I was beginning to smell it from around the corner. If I worked on my game obsessively, I just might have a chance to go to college and get a scholarship. To make something of myself, get an education, and maybe go pro. To make a name. I rolled that idea in my mind over and over again.

As one of six kids who grew up without a father in a home where our mother was often gone, getting attention was both hard to come by and something I wanted. What’s more, I could really focus in on something if I put my mind to it. Basketball was that thing for me. And more precisely, succeeding at basketball was where I had my sights set. To shoot better than anyone, to play defense better than anyone, to assist and rebound better than anyone. It was all that I could think about at school and then in the summers. You need a goal as a young person to keep yourself steady.
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