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					All matadors are gored dangerously, painfully and very close to fatally, sooner or later, in their careers, and until a matador has undergone this first severe wound you cannot tell what his permanent value will be.

					—Ernest Hemingway, Death in the Afternoon

				

			

		

	
		
		
			PRE-GAME

			You wouldn’t think a single basketball game could turn a person into a fanatic, but that’s what happened. Of course, it wasn’t just any game. It was Game 6 of the 1988 NBA Finals. I was nineteen years old, and the Los Angeles Lakers, the great and godly Showtime Lakers of Kareem and Magic and Worthy, were trying to deliver on their coach Pat Riley’s promise, made twelve months earlier in a champagne-filled locker room, to repeat as NBA champions. But it was looking like Riley was about to make a fool of himself: By Game 6, the Detroit Pistons, the so-called Bad Boys made up of Isiah, Laimbeer, and Rodman, were threatening to spoil the Lakers’ dreams of a repeat.

			It was clear the oddsmakers had underestimated Detroit, a team that had thwarted two dynasties, one of the past (the Celtics) and one of the future (the Bulls) on their way to the finals. The Pistons, up three games to two in the best-of-seven series, were looking to finish off the Lakers in their own arena, the “Fabulous Forum,” in front of their own celebrity fans, which in this world is akin to getting stomped in front of your parents.

			I spent the afternoon preparing for the game by playing one-on-one, twenty-one, and HORSE in the driveway with my father, a Brooklyn-born basketball coach and the man who taught me to admire the Pistons. “L.A. is class and flash,” he explained, “but Detroit knows how to win.”

			Having spent his childhood on outdoor courts in Bensonhurst and Coney Island, he recognized in the Pistons what he called the “playground” or “Brooklyn” style. He demonstrated this style during our driveway contests by moving me around with his butt, hitting from the same spot again and again, and getting into my head by spewing a series of not-very-nice comments about my mother and my manhood. “Hey, Mama’s boy. I think you’ve got a little drool on your collar. Want me to get Mama to wipe it up?”

			He recognized the same ethos in the Pistons, and that’s what he admired. There were no easy layups against Detroit. That team made certain that, when morning came, you’d remember you’d been in a fight. They lived by the Avenue X maxim: “If we ain’t gonna beat you, we’re at least gonna beat you up.”

			It did not hurt that the Pistons were led by 27-year-old Isiah (Zeke) Thomas, who was not only great-looking and charismatic but was also, in the relative terms of the NBA, small. Five-ten in shoes, Isiah was a short man in a tall man’s game, which meant, my father explained, he did not have to be merely as good as the others; he had to be better. Most fans today don’t remember Isiah as he was in the late 1980s, when he was the best player on the best team. Say what you want about Michael and LeBron, but, pound for pound, inch for inch, grading on a curve, Isiah was the GOAT.

			And he was local, a Chicago-area product just like me, and so, though my home team wasn’t in the finals that year, Isiah—a short, underestimated, baby-faced Chicagoan—became my avatar. The Pistons were looking to close out the defending champions in six games, eager to inaugurate their own dynasty (they would go on to win in 1989 and 1990). Pat Riley trademarked the term “three-peat” for the Lakers, but the Pistons would have used it first had they also won in 1988, putting them among the all-time greats instead of the not-quites. Today, the Bad Boys are remembered mostly as a foil—what, in the world of pro wrestling, they call a “heel.”

			That night, Isiah and the Pistons were hanging in midway through the second half, when, on what looked like an otherwise routine play, Isiah ran over the foot of L.A. guard Michael Cooper, turning his ankle ninety degrees. Isiah fell to the floor, reached for his foot, and screamed.

			The Forum got quiet—it was the kind of uncanny silence only a crowd can make. Jack Nicholson was on his feet. Barbra Streisand looked concerned.

			A trainer helped Isiah to the bench, where he sat, leg extended, as trainers and doctors worked all around him. The injury capped off what had been a punishing postseason for Zeke, who had been cut, tripped, banged, and knocked out over the course of the last seven weeks. The game continued. The announcer said Zeke was probably done for the night; my father—we were watching on the Magnavox in the family room—agreed. “You roll an ankle like that,” he said, “it blows up, then you can’t put any weight on it.”

			Isiah, who seemingly had the same thought—I’ve got to do what I can while I can still walk!—somehow got his busted self back onto the floor. It was as if, knowing his ankle would soon triple in size, he decided that this was his best chance to push his team across the finish line.

			He took an inbound pass, then went to work. Though hobbled—he moved like a supermarket cart with a punk wheel—he set up plays, delivered pinpoint passes, hit shots from all over the floor, and now and then, in that third quarter that seemed to stretch into a lifetime, even drove the basket, going one-on-one with players who were a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier, including Magic Johnson, who had been (but would soon no longer be) one of Isiah’s best friends.

			The Detroit Free Press later ran a list of all the shots Isiah hit in the third quarter.
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								Breakaway lay-up, from Dumars
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								14 foot bank shot from [Vinnie Johnson], Cooper fouled on play—Zeke missed free throw
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								20 footer from left corner, from Johnson
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			Isiah’s 25-point third quarter remains a postseason record. But it wasn’t just the numbers that dazzled. It was the grit, the determination, the way this small man at play in a world of giants put his team on his back and nearly delivered them: The Pistons came up just short, and many believed they were hosed by the refs with a bad call at the end.

			Isiah became a symbol in those twelve minutes, an embodiment of everything that a person who wants to live ecstatically should be. He played with fury and joy. He loved his teammates and his opponents—you could see it in every move. He never gave up, never stopped trying. He did this not in spite of his injury but because of it. As a professional athlete, he knew it would only get worse, that it was now or never, that the pain did not matter if he did not notice it, that, in this league, there is only today, this quarter, right now. He was like a protagonist out of a Camus novel—I’d taken existentialism in college that year—who is free because he knows he will die.

			That’s the night I fell in love with the NBA.
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			For a Chicago sports fan in the early 1980s, life was pain. The Cubs had not won a World Series since 1908. The White Sox had not won since 1917, and, what’s worse, the last time they should’ve won, in 1919, they took money to throw the games instead, shrouding the entire city in shame. The Blackhawks had not won the Stanley Cup since 1961—seven years before I was born. True, the Bears won the Super Bowl in 1986, which was incredible—but only for a moment, as, over the next few years, we had to sit on our hands and watch as the McCaskeys, the family that owns the Bears, dismantled the team, possibly because they’d realized losing can be more profitable than winning.

			And so, for much of my childhood, I focused my attention on amateur basketball. DePaul had a great team in the 1980s, a team stacked with future NBA stars. The Loyola Ramblers were good. Even the Northwestern Wildcats were interesting. But the best games were played at the high school level—not my high school, New Trier, which was constantly being outjumped and outmuscled, but the great downtown public and Catholic school teams of the era.

			There were dozens of basketball powerhouses in the city: Westinghouse, where Mark Aguirre and Hersey Hawkins played; Simeon, the alma mater of Derrick Rose and Ben Wilson; Carver, which had been put on the map by Cazzie Russell. There were also far-flung Catholic schools, such as St. Joseph’s in Westchester, Illinois, where coach Gene Pingatore built a state champion around the teenage Isiah Thomas in 1978.

			My father would drive us to gyms across the state to watch the best teams compete. Dull fluorescent light, linoleum, flickering numbers on rickety scoreboards, cheerleaders and uniforms and freaked-out parents, my father instructing, whispering in my ear—“See how he boxes the man out? Notice how he always goes to his right? The kid can’t play with his left hand”—top prospects showing off for the scouts, who, even if you couldn’t see them, were always there. That’s what I remember.

			I saw Isiah play against Westinghouse in December 1978. It was dark at 5:00 p.m. and bitterly cold. Even then, amid high school teammates and opponents, most of whom would go on to lead ordinary adult lives, Isiah looked small, fragile. On many plays, he was shadowed by two or three defenders who hung over him like oak trees, which did not matter when Isiah decided he was going to the basket. His height, or lack of, made him a lodestar for every undersized would-be in Chicagoland. He was electric that evening, scoring from inside and out, securing the win on the last shot. The smooth efficiency of his style made you want to find something, anything, you could do half as well.

			Though everyone in Northern Illinois knew about Isiah, he did not yet exist to the rest of the world. He was a secret we knew we’d have only for a little while, and it made us proud. A memory of the adolescent Isiah is also a memory of childhood, which is what made it so painful when Michael Jordan turned Zeke into a foil, and when Zeke, who’d been Daniel in the lions’ den, went from hero to antihero.

			You could watch Isiah and a dozen other local standouts mix it up on the city playgrounds most weekend afternoons. The courts were gritty, the neighborhoods run-down, but the games, the quality of talent, were unreal. In 1970s and 1980s Chicago, the playground standouts pushed each other toward greatness, until, in the way of a local music scene—Liverpool in the 1960s, say; Seattle in the 1990s—they all seemed to emerge on the national map at once. You recognized them by their style. It was a Chicago style, created by the realities of the city. It was, according to Isiah, characterized by hard, physical play—not because Chicago is tough, but because the weather is so nasty. They played all winter on the West Side, which meant wind and snow. Even the prettiest shot won’t fall when the gale-force wind is blowing off the plains. Even the most eagle-eyed playmaker won’t deliver when the flurries swirl. To be effective in February, you learned to keep opponents off-balance and take the ball to the hoop; the wind can’t spoil a dunk. It was a stingy style that could be seen across the NBA. The 1987 All-Star Game featured a half dozen players who’d grown up on the West Side courts, including Mark Aguirre, Mo Cheeks, Doc Rivers, and Isiah Thomas.

			Of course, Chicagoans, though happy to serve as a talent pool, wanted a great NBA team of their own. The city had had a star-crossed relationship with the pro game. Several teams had come and gone since the first professional league was founded in 1898. There’d been the Chicago Bruins of the American Basketball League, the American Gears of the National Basketball League, and the Chicago Zephyrs of the National Association. The Bulls, a 1966 expansion club, were meant to fill a hole left by the Zephyrs, who moved first to Baltimore, then to Washington, where they still play as the Wizards.

			The Bulls posted a few decent seasons in the 1970s, then collapsed. They were a joke by the early 1980s, known mostly for blown draft picks and head-case flameouts. Quintin Dailey, drafted in the first round in 1982, is remembered less for how he played than for something he did on the road in 1985. Pulled from a game early, he sent a ball boy for a slice of pizza, nachos, popcorn, and a soda, which he ate on the bench.

			This finally began to change in 1984, with the coming of Michael Jordan. Watching Jordan, especially when he was young and seemingly made of springs, was amazing, but just as amazing was watching Jerry Krause, the dumpy general manager—Jordan called him “Crumbs”—rebuild the team around its star. 1985. 1986. 1987. 1988. Krause experimented with players and coaches, searching for just the right combination, the mix that would best support Michael Jordan. Once the ingredients were in place, you watched the players develop, alone and together, season after season. You followed them as you might follow a talented group of freshmen as they make their way through college. You got to see them learn how to work together, cooperate, sacrifice, share. You got to see them learn how to lose and learn how to win. It was not mere happiness you felt when they finally figured out how to overcome an obstacle like the Detroit Pistons. It was pride, a satisfaction unknown in a time of nearly unlimited free agency. These days, when buying a Bulls jersey, I ask the guy to put the name of the owner on the back; everyone else will soon be gone.
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			As the years went by, as I moved away from Chicago and into the world, as I watched the rise and fall of political leaders, political parties, and even ideologies, I found myself thinking not less but more about the Bulls and the great NBA teams of the late 1980s. In them, I recognized the same historical process I was seeing in the news. In the 1980s, NBA teams took time to build, to adapt—draft by draft and trade by trade—in order to defeat their most dangerous rivals. The Pistons were built to overcome the Celtics just as America was built to overcome Russia. Get bigger, faster, and better or end up on the ash heap of history.

			In an attempt to relive and understand that era, which for me began the night Isiah scored 25 points in one quarter on one leg, I’ve read every book and every memoir about every team and by every player from that decade. I have watched all the old games, read all the old articles and stories. I have tracked down and interviewed all the old players, coaches, executives, writers, and broadcasters, or as many as I could find. I’ve had hundreds of conversations about everything from the nature of Bill Laimbeer (“Pussy! Guy’d jump on you just like you were a piece of bubble wrap!”) to the trouble a tall man faces when flying coach (“They folded me up like an accordion!”).

			I spoke to Bill Laimbeer, Danny Ainge, Red Auerbach, Bill Cartwright, Johnny Dawkins, Sam Perkins, and Dominique Wilkins, who, in May 1988, matched Larry Bird shot for shot in what many consider the greatest postseason showdown. I spoke to stars, journeymen, role players. I spoke to Jerry Sichting, who was brought to Boston to give the Celtics an outside shooting threat. He’d been a high school and college star in Indiana, but spent his first NBA seasons searching for a role. One day, he pitched himself in a handwritten letter to Celtics president Red Auerbach. Watch the film, Sichting wrote Auerbach. When your big men are in the lane, the two guard is always open at fifteen. Put me in that spot and I will hit that shot every time. I am the missing piece.

			I spoke to Mychal Thompson, who was brought to L.A. for the sole purpose of stopping Boston forward Kevin McHale. (The two had faced each other every day in practice in college.) I spoke to Wes Matthews, a generational talent whose career was cut short by drugs, and I spoke to the Bulls’ Craig Hodges, who won the 3-point shooting contest in 1990, 1991, and 1992. I spoke to some of the greatest coaches in history: K. C. Jones, Larry Brown, Bill Fitch, Rudy Tomjanovich, Johnny Bach. I spoke to Sam Vincent, who played against Jordan in high school, then was traded before the start of the 1987–88 season from Boston to Seattle, then, mid-season, from Seattle to Chicago, which gave him unique insight into contrasting locker rooms. I spoke to commentators and reporters who covered the games night after night.

			In the course of all these conversations, I came up with a notion that hardened into a thesis: The 1987–88 season was the greatest season in NBA history.

			Why?

			The superstars, the incredible pool of talent. Because of that once-in-a-lifetime collection of players, rookies and veterans, the level of competition in 1987–88 was greater than it had ever been and—arguably—has been since. There were more future Hall of Famers in action that season than in any other single season; among them were young stars who would continue on in the league for years, and old stars who’d debuted in the distant past. At twenty-two, Scottie Pippen and Reggie Miller were the youngest. At forty, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar was the oldest. Between them, youngest to oldest, were twenty-nine other future Hall of Famers: Michael Jordan (24), Chris Mullin (24), Karl Malone (24), Joe Dumars (24), Charles Barkley (24), Hakeem Olajuwon (24); Patrick Ewing (25), Clyde Drexler (25), John Stockton (25); Dennis Rodman (26), Isiah Thomas (26), James Worthy (26); Ralph Sampson (27), Dominique Wilkins (27); Magic Johnson (28); Sidney Moncrief (30), Kevin McHale (30); Larry Bird (31), Bernard King (31), Mo Cheeks (31); Adrian Dantley (32), Jack Sikma (32), Moses Malone (32); Dennis Johnson (33), Alex English (33); Robert Parish (34); Bill Walton (35); Bob McAdoo (36); Artis Gilmore (38). Taken together, these players encompass nearly the entire history of the league. Kareem played his first game in 1969, when Bob Cousy, who’d played his first game in 1950—just four years after the NBA was founded—was still active. He played his last seasons in the league with Reggie Miller, who continued until 2005, when he (Miller) played with Dwight Howard, who was still going in 2022.

			Four of the NBA’s dynasties, each at a different stage of development, competed in 1987–88. The Celtics, who won three titles in the 1980s, were beginning to slip but were still the Celtics. The Lakers, who’d won five titles that decade, though slightly past their peak—call it five after midnight—were still among the best ever. The Pistons were just reaching cruising altitude and might well have been the best team in the game that year, even if few realized it. And the Bulls, in whom, though nascent and very much in the act of becoming, the contours of the great dynasty—six titles in eight seasons—could already be seen.

			When I ran this notion by basketball experts—Was the 1987–88 season really that good, or was it that I was nineteen and, when you’re nineteen, everything looks that good?—none really disagreed.

			“It’s difficult to compare seasons,” NBA commissioner Adam Silver told me. “But you’re right that the 1987–88 season had an incredible mix of established superstars and emerging young players who would go on to have Hall of Fame careers.”

			“I wouldn’t argue with that thesis,” said Jack McCallum, who covered the NBA for Sports Illustrated in the 1980s. “The old greats were still great in 1987–88, and the young greats were great already. Kareem was still relevant,” he explained. “MJ was just coming into his own. That era, in general, I think, we can safely call the golden age of the NBA. It was as good as it ever got in basketball.

			“Here’s how you know it was the best era,” he added. “Think of all the teams that did not win but would have won at any other time: the Cavaliers, the Knicks, the Sonics, the Trail Blazers. They just happened to be great at the toughest basketball moment.”

			When I told Danny Ainge about all the future Hall of Famers who were active in 1987–88, he laughed and said, “I hadn’t done the math, but it doesn’t surprise me. You could feel it. There was so much talent and depth, so many great teams. In what other time are Dominique Wilkins and the Hawks not NBA champions? And then, when you battled all the way through the playoffs, who was waiting for you but the Pistons, or the Lakers, or, later, the Bulls. Come on!

			“That year was the peak of a kind of basketball you don’t see in the league anymore,” added Ainge, who spoke to me as he drove to the Jazz practice facility in Salt Lake. “The physicality, the toughness. We knew it would be a fight whenever we went against Detroit. And we wanted the fight. We don’t have much tolerance for that anymore. The league doesn’t and society doesn’t. It’s not just basketball. All the major sports have become less physical. You get something when you do that. Guys play longer, and score more. But you give up something, too. You lose the game as an example and model for how to deal with the adversity and hardness of life. Like Kevin McHale playing an entire postseason on a broken foot. When will you ever see that again?”

			The game was still violent in 1987–88; teams still adhered to playground rules. But it had also become as fast and elegant as it would ever be. The fashion that dominated out West—that pass-drunk, run-crazy fast-break basketball—was the game as dreamed of by Bob Cousy, and Walt Frazier, and Dr. J, and all the other airborne legends. If chronicled with care, I believed, that season could stand for the glory of the game at its best.

			I decided to tell it as a story not of eighty-two contests but of just four games, plus the postseason—four games to stand for all the others, four games to tell a story that, at its core, is the story of four teams, which, at its core, is the story of four players—Bird, Magic, Isiah, Michael—and the revolution they brought to the league.

		

	
		
		
			THE PLAYERS

			
				THE FLIGHTLESS BIRD

				Bird was the oldest. He was born in 1956, three years before Magic, five ahead of Isiah. He was half a generation older than Michael, who was in high school when Larry broke in to the NBA in 1979.

				Bird began as a kind of rumor: There were whispers of a hoop-shooting hick in the Indiana scrub, the southern part of the state, down where the Klan was still strong. It was said he was beating college teams single-handed, playing in a way no white player had played since Cousy had a decade before.

				In 1977, Red Auerbach, president of the Celtics, sent K. C. Jones, an assistant coach who’d anchored the 1960s Boston dynasty, west to investigate. He was skeptical when he left, but aglow when he returned.

				“I told Red that Bird was the most confident athlete I had ever seen in my life, in any sport, anywhere,” Jones said. “Picture this: The Indiana State team is playing I think it was Southern Methodist. Larry is being double- and triple-teamed every time he touches the ball. He gets away on a fast break but there are two guys hanging on him as he goes downcourt. Larry fires the ball off the backboard at an angle, simultaneously zigging away from the two defenders. They think he’s just thrown up a crazy shot. Larry goes right to where he knows the ball will come off the board, and in the air, he takes the pass he’s just made to himself! And dunks. I had never seen anybody have the presence of mind and self-confidence and ability to put something like that together.”

				Bird was an Indiana dream personified, a character out of the movie Hoosiers, the raw talent hitting jump shot after jump shot on a dirt court behind his mother’s house in French Lick, metal pole shaking, ragged net sighing, hayfields rolling away. French Lick was a faded resort, a blink-and-miss-it hot spring beside Highway 56. There was a small high school, a dilapidated hotel, a piano factory. There were no elite summer camps for Larry Bird, no personal trainers, no showcases. Like politics, sports in such a town is local. Kids do not play in mesh uniforms. They play in jeans, shirts or skins. Larry’s father did not help. He could neither hold a job nor pay the rent. If not employed at the piano factory, he was looking for work or drinking. Joe Bird fought in the Korean War, an experience that unhinged him. He was restless when he returned, prone to mood swings and bad decisions. When Larry’s mother filed for divorce, Joe became an untethered balloon, drifting in a blue sky. He told his kids they’d be better off without him. One afternoon, he called the house and told his wife what he planned to do. He shot himself that day.

				Larry Bird got into a lot of fights growing up. You could see it later, in the way he went after opposing players in the NBA. The look in his eyes was for real. If not fighting for himself, he fought for his brothers. It was the code he’d learned from his father: Protect your family. “My father taught us all to watch out for one another, no matter what the circumstances,” Bird said later. “He told us that if he ever heard we didn’t stick up for one another, we shouldn’t bother coming home.”

				Larry grew a foot between his junior and senior years of high school. He did not stop growing until he really did look like a bird, a crane—the long spindly legs, the tangle of dirty-blond hair, the beak of a nose.

				Asked if Larry was strong, locals would say, “Not weight-room strong.”

				Then what?

				“Cock strong”—a term of high praise in Southern Indiana, meaning naturally powerful, Herculean without resorting to the weight room.

				Larry said he was better at softball than at basketball—slow-pitch beneath the arc lights. He played in a beer league with his brothers, a rangy center fielder with hitting power. He could drive the ball three hundred feet into the gloaming. He mumbled to himself as he rounded the bases: Fuckers shouldn’t play me so shallow. He said he was even better at badminton than at softball, but it was the basketball court he loved; that’s where the world made sense to him, where the variables became manageable.

				Never an especially athletic player, Bird relied on his uncanny sense of the game, his instinct. You don’t have to be a superhuman athlete if you know what will happen next. “He was such a quiet rebounder,” Celtics general manager Jan Volk told me. “He prepared for rebounds in ways that didn’t draw any attention. He’d just drift over to his spot without being noticed and was usually there waiting when the game delivered the ball into his hands.”

				“I can visualize possible situations on the court before they happen,” Bird explained. “That’s how I come up with steals in the closing moments. Some golfers say they visualize everything about a shot before they take it. That’s how I feel about playing defense.”

				He’d never seen a pro game before he played in one. He learned about the NBA and its history the way he learned about everything else: from the older kids in French Lick. “When we weren’t playing ball, we hung out at a pool hall owned by a midget named Shorty Reader,” Bird wrote in his memoir, Drive: The Story of My Life. “Shorty had a Volkswagen and we used to drive over to Northwood, Indiana, where we could pick up Chicago Cubs games on the car radio.”

				Bird found the best competition on the court behind the French Lick Springs Hotel, where a group of employees, all Black, had a regular game. He bluffed his way in, then studied the action like a student. This was different than the game played at the high school. It was quicker, open and free, built around unexpected passes, slashing moves to the hoop. He knew he was finally seeing the game as it was meant to be played. “I’ve always thought of basketball as a Black man’s game,” he said. “I just tried to do everything I could to fit in.” It was attitude as well as talent. The players behind the hotel were not polite like the other kids he knew. They cursed and razzed each other constantly. It was in those games that Bird learned to trash-talk.

				Larry dominated in high school. It was a classic case of man against boys. It seemed like he broke a town or district record every other week. “There was one night when I had a helluva game going,” Bird said. “I had thirty-something points in the first half, and people were thinking I was going to break the Orange County record. My dad was at home. He didn’t go to many games. Well, my uncle called him at halftime and said, ‘You’d better get down here. Your boy is going to do it tonight.’ We didn’t have no car, but he walked over. I ended up with fifty-four points and thirty-eight rebounds.”

				The fact that Bird played at a tiny school in a rural area in the barren wilds of Indiana kept most of the big-time college scouts away. They dismissed him at a distance, calling his competition weak, his fundamentals awful. His movements looked awkward on film. “All I ever heard as I’d been playing was about everything I wasn’t or everything I couldn’t do,” Bird said. “It was always: He’s from a small town; he can’t run and can’t jump. He can’t play against bigger guys. He’s a step slow. He can’t play defense.”

				Bird was also said to be sensitive and stubborn, a bit of a head case.

				“He went to a real small school and wasn’t Mr. Basketball or anything,” Jerry Sichting told me. “But he was good enough to get invited to the high school all-star series they had every year. Indiana versus Kentucky. The coach didn’t start him, and didn’t use him. When he finally tried to put him in at the end, Bird refused to play. That’s when he got the bad rap.”

				Indiana University coach Bobby Knight offered Bird a scholarship just in case he turned out to be a player. He’d rather Bird sit on the bench in Bloomington than become a starter somewhere else. Larry left French Lick with fanfare—for an Indiana kid, there was nothing bigger than playing for Bobby Knight. But Bird floundered at Indiana. The sprawling campus, all those classrooms, all those teachers, and all those kids—it was too big for him. He did not play varsity, so he wallowed, one of a dozen scholarship nobodies. He was hazed, as was every newbie, by the squad’s upperclassmen, particularly Kent Benson, on whom Bird would revenge himself in the pros. (Benson spent a dozen years in the NBA, mostly as a Piston.) According to Seth Davis, author of When March Went Mad, the last straw for Larry was a first-semester bowling class he was required to take but could not afford.

				He left Bloomington a month after he arrived, returning—quietly, anonymously—to French Lick, where he took jobs cutting down trees, painting signs, hauling trash. He was living with his mother and brothers in a wood house by the railroad, paint peeling. If you’d seen Larry walking the streets of French Lick on one of those afternoons, you’d have thought you could see his future, too. Loveless marriage, backbreaking work, early death. But he was saved by his talent and ambition. He began playing pickup in local games. And dominated. He was tapped for bigger games against stiffer competition, money games where middle-aged men stood along the fence, cash in hand. He was asked to suit up for Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) showcase tournaments. He’d improved since high school. He already had that otherworldly vision. There was nothing he did not anticipate. A recruiter from Indiana State—a small school in Terre Haute—began to turn up at Bird’s games. Scouts live for such moments, catching sight of a feral genius at play in the wild. This was Bill Hodges, an assistant coach at the university. He’d seen Bird in high school and never forgot him. Hodges spoke to Indiana State head coach Bob King. He asked King to include Bird in a game featuring Indiana’s top high school talent. King reluctantly agreed.

				I mean, who is this garbage-hauling townie?

				Bird went straight to the arena from work—he’d been stacking wheat on a farm. Noticing the scratches on Bird’s arms, Coach King asked if he’d been “putting up hay.”

				“Yes, sir,” said Bird.

				“I bet your arms are pretty tired,” said the coach.

				“I can barely lift them.”

				Bird dominated the game even so, collecting 43 points, 15 assists, and 25 rebounds. By the fall, he was bound for Terre Haute.

				In his first year at Indiana State, Bird could practice but not play—that was the rule for D-1 transfers. The Sycamores went 13–12 as Bird watched. The next year, with Bird in the lineup, the same team went 25–3. Magazines sent reporters. Fans lined up for tickets. Bird averaged 32.8 points a game. But it wasn’t just the points that made him famous. It was his style, how he played. The icy calm, the passes to teammates who didn’t even know they were open. By his second season in Terre Haute, he’d become a top NBA prospect. If he plays like that as a Sycamore, imagine what he’ll do if we put real talent around him.

				Most NBA executives stopped scouting Bird when he said he’d return to college for his senior year. Common wisdom: Drafting a kid who isn’t ready to go pro is like giving up on a season before it starts. But that’s not how Red Auerbach saw it. To Auerbach, a Larry Bird you had to wait for looked like an undervalued commodity. Boston had the sixth overall pick in the 1978 draft, but Auerbach saw no one with the sort of generational talent he could rebuild around. In a notorious bit of draft-day brilliance, Auerbach used his first round pick on Bird—the player who said he would not go pro for another year. (In May 1979, seemingly in response to Auerbach’s unprecedented move, the NBA passed the so-called Bird Collegiate Rule: A player must renounce college eligibility before he can enter the draft.) “I knew Bird would go one or two in the draft next season,” Auerbach explained. “I also knew I wasn’t planning to have the worst record in the league, so this was my only shot at him, and I was thinking long-term. We weren’t going to win anything next season anyway. But here was someone I thought could help us win in the future.” It was an executive’s equivalent of a no-look pass.

				“I wasn’t paying attention to the 1978 draft,” Bird said. “I was out playing golf in Santa Claus, Indiana, when a man came up to me on one of the fairways and told me the Celtics had taken me sixth in the draft. I said, ‘What’s that mean?’ He said, ‘I don’t know. Watch the evening news.’ ”

				Bird returned for his senior year at Indiana State, determined to make a run at the national title. The Sycamores, a collection of big country kids who’d soon return to their family farms—not a single player from that team, other than Bird, made a career in the NBA—defeated several college powerhouses (Purdue, Creighton, New Mexico) en route to a perfect record.

				Meanwhile, a brilliant, charismatic, generational talent—a point guard trapped in the body of a power forward—was watching closely from a distance. Magic Johnson, who had turned the Michigan State Spartans into a powerhouse, checked the newspaper each morning to see how Bird had done. Against NC State. Against Bradley. Against Wichita. Magic had in fact played with Bird in a college all-star game. They’d clicked on the floor, and Magic had followed Bird ever since. “He was like no white player I’d ever seen,” Magic explained. “It wasn’t only his talent; it was his attitude. When you were on the court with him he gave off that you-can’t-touch-me aura. The fact that he talked trash, and Larry really did talk trash, was even more surprising. That’s playground stuff, and Blacks weren’t used to hearing it from a white guy. It used to bother some Black players. They wondered, ‘Is he talking that stuff to me?’ But Larry backed it up night after night.”

				The Sycamores blazed through the early rounds of the 1979 NCAA tournament as Magic led his team through the opposite bracket, working his way toward his first showdown with Bird. Michigan State beat Penn to reach the final. The entire Michigan State team, including several future NBA players, gathered in the stands to watch Indiana State play DePaul in the semifinal. The Blue Demons had several standouts, including Mark Aguirre, who was in the process of rewriting the NCAA record book. The Sycamores had Bird. Arguing with teammates—a dozen men in Michigan State jackets, most of whom believed DePaul would win easily—Magic said, “You don’t know my boy Larry. Don’t underestimate Larry.”

				Bird took control in the first half. Hit jumpers, battled for rebounds, dunked. He scored 35 points. Indiana State won by 2.

				The 1979 NCAA Final was played in Salt Lake City, Utah. Historians say it was this game, in which Bird and Magic went head-to-head before a national audience, that marked the birth of the modern NBA. The league had been struggling. There were few transcendent stars, few great teams. The pro game had become plodding, violent, slow. There was too much off-court news—players arrested for gun possession, drug possession, assault. Attendance was down, as were revenues. Many games were not even carried on live TV. Then here came Bird and Johnson, sharp and sober and wildly talented, prodigies who seemed to be playing for the love of the game.

				Purity.

				There was also the perfect contrast of the matchup. The city (Lansing, Michigan) vs. the farm (Terre Haute, Indiana). Black vs. white. Flash vs…. well, not substance, because Magic Johnson had plenty of substance, but the old hustling, sweaty American way of getting a dirty job done epitomized by Bird vs. what looked like effortless Magic. Bird had already been drafted by the Celtics. Johnson would be drafted first overall in 1979, meaning that the NCAA Final marked the beginning, not the end, of the rivalry.

				Magic and Larry crossed paths in the tunnel before the game. Reaching a hand out to Larry, Magic said, “Yo, Bird!” Larry left Magic hanging, turned and walked away. Magic could be friends with an opponent. Not Bird. “Earvin is an outgoing guy,” Bird said later. “He’s got the big smile. He loves everybody, loves to high-five. For me, when you compete, you’re really not friends. You need to keep that edge. I never let myself forget: My goal is to take three of them teeth home with me.”

				The final was not especially close. The Spartans came with a simple strategy and executed it perfectly. As soon as Bird had the ball in his hands, two or three Spartans swarmed, bumped, swatted, fouled. In a normal case, a player breaks such a trap by getting the ball to teammates—they were open all over the floor—and letting them score easy baskets while occupying the defense. But Bird did not have the kind of teammates at Indiana State who could beat any of the Spartans one-on-one. Magic Johnson scored 24 points that night. But two of his teammates—Sam Vincent and Greg Kesler, both headed for the NBA—also scored double digits. Bird got 19 points, but had to do it with crazy, off-balance shots. Michigan won 75–64. It was a lesson for Bird and Magic: No matter how good, any single player can be stopped. To go all the way, a team needs many sources of offense.

				The Spartans raced to center court when the buzzer sounded. They celebrated, then cut down the nets. Magic looked at the Indiana State bench. “I’ll never forget what I saw,” he later said. “While half the arena was screaming with joy, Larry Bird was sitting with his face buried in a towel. He was obviously crying, and my heart went out to him. As happy as I was, I knew that if things had gone a little differently, I would have been the one with his face in a towel. I take losses the same way.”

				Red Auerbach asked Bird to fly to Boston and finish the 1978 NBA season with the Celtics. He would’ve been the first man to play in college and the NBA in the same season. Bird demurred. He wanted to return to Terre Haute with his teammates, mourn the loss, finish school, graduate. When he did turn up at the Celtics facility for rookie camp at the end of the summer, half the veterans—for them, these early practices were optional—were waiting. According to the newspapers, Auerbach had agreed to pay Bird over $600,000, the most ever paid a rookie, which irritated Celtic veterans like Cedric Maxwell, who’d come to camp to school Bird.

				Bird played forward with a handful of different partners that week. He was gangly, tall and stooped, hands on hips, blond fuzz springing from ruddy cheeks. He had the face of a pioneer or a frontiersman. The Hick from French Lick—he gave himself that name at a press conference.

				Cedric Maxwell, twenty-four and going into his third NBA season, joined with Tiny Archibald and M. L. Carr in an effort to embarrass Bird. The resulting scrimmages were fast and physical; everyone took a run at the rookie, who blossomed under the pressure. Maxwell pushed him farther and farther outside, but no matter how distant, no matter how hard he’d been jostled, Bird made the shot. “After a week of camp my opinion completely changed,” Maxwell said. “There was no denying it: The white kid could really play.”

				It was Bird’s passing that impressed veterans the most. Here was a big forward who moved the ball like a guard. He seemed to know where you were going before you knew yourself. Even as a rookie, Bird did that thing an athlete must do to be considered great: made his teammates look better than they really were.

				Most college stars struggle when they enter the NBA. For the first time, many are facing opponents who can run just as fast, jump just as high, and shoot just as accurately as them. And maybe, for the first time, they are not the best player on the floor.

				Whenever I asked a veteran about the adjustment, I was given a variation of the following: “I was still a kid when I arrived, and now I was playing against men.” Bird was an exception. He was actually better as a pro than he’d been in college. The better the opposition, the better he performed. He was big and physical under the hoop, a style that suited the franchise perfectly. John Havlicek, a legendary Celtic, told The Boston Globe “[I] never would have retired if I had known there was a chance to play with someone like [Bird].”

				The Celtics were predicted to finish at the bottom of their division in 1979–80, Bird’s first year. They’d gone 29–53 the previous season and failed to make the playoffs. Their best player, center Dave Cowens, was a broken-down old man of thirty-one in 1979. This would also be the last Celtic season for the once great Bob McAdoo, who was overweight and not mentally present in 1979. Celtic fans called him “McAdon’t.” The team had hired a new coach, a disciplinarian named Bill Fitch. A few weeks before the opener, Fitch handed Bird a piece of paper and asked him to write down how many games he thought the Celtics would win.

				Bird thought a moment, then scribbled a number.

				Fitch looked at it and snickered. “Forty-seven?” he said incredulously. “That’s awfully high. From twenty-nine to forty-seven? You must really think something is going to happen around here.”

				The Celtics would finish the season at 61–21, first place in the Eastern Conference.

				“I’m still waiting for Coach Fitch to come back on that one,” Bird said later.

				For many rookies, the schedule is a bigger adjustment than the game. All that traveling, all those arenas, all those heckling fans, many of them drunk, all the reporters and hotels. NBA teams traveled commercial back then. Night games usually ended after the last flight out. Per league rules, teams had to take the first flight to the next city in the morning, which meant a 5:00 a.m. jump to D.C., Philly, Detroit. While the GMs and coaches were drinking Bloody Marys in first class, the players were trying to get comfortable in coach, tall men crammed into small seats, sweat suits, and neck pillows, the flight attendant navigating the drink cart around the long limbs like a sea dog rounding Cape Horn.

				Bird loved it. Playing on the road in the NBA meant having to think about only one thing: basketball. The rest of it, the confusion and hassle of everyday life, vanished. “The first three months or so of that season were neat,” he said. “I was just traveling and playing and I didn’t have to worry about anything else.”

				The Celtics made it to the semifinals in Bird’s rookie year, then lost in five games to Philadelphia. The 76ers were the class of the NBA, a powerful team flush with talent. Dr. J, Doug Collins, Darryl Dawkins, Mo Cheeks. To understand why Boston played the way they did in the 1980s, you have to look at those 76ers. You’d need a steamroller to get by Philly, so that’s what Red Auerbach built: a steamroller. Bird had merely been the first piece.

				Bird won Rookie of the Year in 1979–80 and finished high in the MVP voting, astonishingly so for a first-year player. He averaged 21.3 points a game and was outstanding in the playoffs. In one year, he’d returned the Celtics to the center of the basketball conversation. And yet, he was not happy. Until he’d avenged his NCAA loss to Magic Johnson, he’d never really feel like he’d accomplished anything.

			

			
				MAGIC

				Magic was everything Bird was not: athletic, extroverted, affectionate, press-friendly. He always seemed to be having a blast. While Larry was a white kid in a Black man’s game who, before anything else, wanted to prove he belonged, Magic was transcendent—a revolutionary talent. Don’t get me wrong, Bird wanted to dominate. But always within the existing structure of the game, at one of the known positions on the floor.

				Magic, a Black kid playing a Black game, wanted more than that. It was not enough to simply excel. He wanted to change the game as he played it, rewrite the code from within the Matrix. Before him, point guards tended to be small slick operators like Bob Cousy. Magic was different because he’d been relatively short in grade school, when positions were first assigned. His early coaches put him at point guard because he was small, and it was as a small guard that he mastered the tricks little men use to outwit giants. Dribbling and ball handling, feinting and fooling. Then he grew. Six-two. Six-three. Six-four. When he reached 6'8", coaches began asking him to play forward, but he refused. He had his position, loved it, and would not change. He liked carrying the ball and setting the tempo. The result was a phenomenon new to the game: the skills and mindset of a point guard in the body of a power forward. He was often half a foot or more taller than the player tasked with defending him. This helped explain his court vision: He could usually see over the defender’s head. He could take in every player and every open lane at a glance.

				“It was that vision that made Magic into Mozart,” Jeff Lamp, who played with Magic on the Lakers, told me. Lamp, who was a superstar at the University of Virginia, spoke to me from his office at the National Basketball Players Association in L.A. during the COVID-19 quarantine. “There was his leadership, of course; he was the greatest leader I’ve ever been around,” Lamp continued. “And he could run like the wind and shoot the lights out. But it was his vision that set him apart. I’ve never seen anybody else with that kind of vision; he used it to control the game. Here was a guy who could dominate without scoring a single point.”

				Magic’s Michigan childhood consisted of playgrounds. He lived across the street from one, down the street from another, two blocks from a third. He spent every free minute on the basketball courts at those playgrounds. Earvin Jr.—not yet Magic—was the sixth of nine children. His mother was a school cafeteria supervisor, and his father, Earvin Sr., worked long hours at Fisher Body Plant. He volunteered for the graveyard shift—4:48 p.m. to 3:18 a.m.—because it paid overtime. Though he did not see much of his son—Earvin Sr. was asleep when Earvin Jr. left for school—he taught by example. The lesson was simple: Work hard, provide, never give in to despair.

				Though Earvin Jr. admired his father, he did not want to live like that. Earvin Jr. wanted money, freedom, fame. When he was five, his father gave him a basketball. He grasped it like a magician grasps a wand. He carried it everywhere, dribbled it up and down the block, among potholes and parked cars. His left hand dribbled while his right hand waved hello. He hung out of the car window, dribbling it on the street while his mother drove. He bounced the ball off the walls at home, off the lockers at school. It was confiscated, returned, confiscated again. He spent hours watching the older kids in the park, turning the ball in his hands, waiting for his chance. You need a ball? Let me play. He was the grade-schooler competing with teenagers, finding the open man, making the pass, hitting the shot.

				His junior high coach took the team to see the Pistons. It was the first pro game Earvin Jr. had been to. He was dazzled by the size of the players, their skill and speed, the TV cameras, the glass backboards, the glossy floor, the wild crowd. Bob Lanier was playing for Detroit, along with Dave Bing and Jimmy Walker. The visiting Milwaukee Bucks, one of the best teams in the NBA, were a mix of youth and age. The Big O, Oscar Robertson, was the point guard. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, who’d recently changed his name from Lew Alcindor, was the center. Earvin Jr.’s team visited the Bucks locker room after the game. Little Earvin, program and pen in hand, stood beside 7'2" Kareem’s locker, watching him towel off. He wanted an autograph, but was afraid to ask. He opened his mouth; nothing came out. Kareem, notoriously prickly with fans, especially kids, stared into Earvin’s eyes, then turned to the kid next to Earvin Jr. and said, “What does this young blood want from me?”

				“Your autograph, sir.”

				Abdul-Jabbar pulled the program from Earvin’s hand, scribbled his name, gave it back, got up, and went to the showers. They would meet again a decade later.

				Earvin Jr. planned to play for his neighborhood high school, a top athletic power. He knew the colors, the words of the fight song, the names and proclivities of the varsity basketball team’s starting five. But shortly before he was to matriculate, the state enacted its plan to desegregate the public schools. Instead of going to the school down the block, Earvin was bused to Everett, a mostly white school in South Lansing. There was tension in the hallways those first weeks. To the principal, who was monitoring the situation closely—this was a great experiment, with much in the balance—the basketball team was a beacon of hope. Unlike when they were in the classroom or on the playground, the kids on the team would be forced to work together if they wanted to win. If things worked out, they could serve as an example for the rest of the students. Earvin Johnson, Jr., who already had the big smile and could seemingly get along with anyone, became the linchpin. He was a bridge builder by nature; bringing people together had always been his thing. Love for everything and everyone—it shined from him like a light.

				Everett, a longtime also-ran in the state’s Class A division, became a contender as soon as Earvin Jr. arrived. He only got bigger and better. He was 6'8" by his senior year, when he averaged 28 points a game and led Everett to the state title. He got his nickname then, too. He’d spoken to a local reporter after a game and did not think of it again until he saw the headline that identified him as Everett’s Earvin “Magic” Johnson. He was embarrassed at first. It sounded like bragging. But once people picked up the name, and it showed signs of permanence, he embraced it. Wilt the Stilt, Pistol Pete, “the Iceman” Gervin—every star needs a nickname.

				The scouts were fixated on the question: Where will Earvin Johnson play college ball? He’d considered UCLA and North Carolina before narrowing the field to the classic Motor City dilemma: University of Michigan or Michigan State? Michigan had the better team and was a more established sporting power, but he went with State. Mainly because the Wolverines coach wanted Magic to play forward while the Spartans coach said something like, “Hey, you come here, you can play any position you want.”

				Magic did for Michigan State exactly what he’d done for Everett. While averaging 17 points a game as a freshman, he led the Spartans to the Elite 8 of the NCAA tournament, where they lost to Kentucky. He worked on his left hand and outside shooting over the summer, then returned for his sophomore year an even better version of himself. The Spartans entered the 1979 tournament as a favorite. They beat LSU, Notre Dame, Penn, and Indiana State to win the first NCAA championship in Michigan State history.

				

				
					
					[image: ]

				Magic announced his eligibility for the draft as soon as he was back in Lansing. He’d won two titles in three seasons: a Michigan state high school championship and an NCAA championship. He was ready for the big time. He seemed likely to go number one in the draft, which meant either the Bulls or the Lakers—the Bulls because they were awful, the Lakers because they’d traded up. A coin toss would decide who picked first. It was the Bulls’ general manager, Rod Thorn, picking against the Lakers’ general manager, Jerry West. Thorn called heads. It was tails, so instead of heading across Lake Michigan to Chicago, Magic went across the country to Los Angeles, where he’d play for the team Jerry West had built around Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. It seemed like another piece of bad luck for the Bulls, but, by losing that toss and remaining awful, they’d get a shot at an even better player a few years later.

				On advice from Jerry West, Lakers owner Jack Kent Cooke planned to draft Sidney Moncrief—Sid the Squid, a shooting guard who’d broken collegiate records at the University of Arkansas. But Kent Cooke was in the process of selling the Lakers to Jerry Buss, a cowboy-boot-wearing entrepreneur from Wyoming, and he yielded when Buss made it clear he wanted Magic.

				As with Bird in Boston, every Laker veteran turned out for the optional summer camp to meet the rookie. Magic soon found himself on the floor with players who were not only better than any he’d ever played with—Norm Nixon, Michael Cooper, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar—but entirely unfamiliar with his style. Those first no-look passes caught the veterans by surprise. They’d be racing down the floor, covered like a glove, then turn, and suddenly, there was the ball. Magic’s passes hit them in the face, hit them in the back of the head. Guys fell down, and got up bitching.

				What the fuck?

				“If you can see me, I can see you,” said Magic. “If I can see you, you’re getting the ball.”

				Magic was promptly tested by his new teammates; some were jealous of his celebrity, some of his contract. (He signed for nearly $500,000, slightly less than Bird, but still the second-highest rookie contract in the league’s history.) Some hated the big toothy grin, and the passes that came from nowhere and hit you mid-thought. But Magic rose to the occasion, redoubling his effort when challenged. He came to blows—actual fisticuffs—with Norm Nixon, who’d been the Lakers’ top guard before Magic arrived. In the end, Nixon would be traded for the sake of team cohesion. He’d been a fan favorite, and it took some of the L.A. faithful years to forgive Magic, but that early struggle was something else to Magic’s teammates. It was the kid making his bones. This was when the veterans began to regard Earvin Johnson as something more than just another rookie. He was a leader with the will to take his place atop the hierarchy. (Some of these events were revisited in HBO’s Winning Time, in which Magic is played by Quincy Isaiah and Nixon is played by his own son DeVaughn.)

				Magic was given another nickname that summer. Earvin at home, Magic in public, he became “Buck” to teammates. This either denoted his manner—with those long legs and wide eyes, he looked like a gamboling young deer—or his other personality, the nighttime Earvin who haunted the clubs, went everywhere and loved everything, sometimes two or three at a time. This was 1979, the beginning of the Showtime Lakers, which meant speed on the floor and shenanigans at the disco. Play all day, dance all night, behavior not merely tolerated but encouraged by Jerry Buss, who turned the staid old Forum Club, where season ticket holders once enjoyed buffet dinners, into the hottest nightspot in town.

				Each rookie was assigned a mentor, a veteran to shadow, learn from, and, in many cases, be hazed by. Some veterans humiliated their charges, made them sing in the locker room, wash their cars, go to the store for condoms and wine. Kareem, who’d been given charge of Earvin Jr., required only two things from his rookie: Every morning on the road, Magic was to bring Kareem a copy of The New York Times and the Herald Examiner; at every practice, he was to fetch his Gatorade.

				Assigning Magic to Kareem was the coach’s way of getting the team’s best players to bond. Magic tried to befriend Kareem, but the older man remained standoffish. It was only on the court that he seemed present, and not always even then. “When I first came to the Lakers, Kareem was so aloof, so distant, and so completely different from the other players that some of the guys referred to him as the ‘brother from another planet,’ ” Magic wrote in his memoir.

				Magic searched for a connection, a key to open the door into Kareem’s life. He found it by showing an interest in Kareem’s art. One day, after practice, Johnson asked if Abdul-Jabbar would teach him how to shoot the skyhook, Kareem’s signature weapon. As of 1979, the skyhook was the most beautiful shot in the game, satisfyingly elegant and all but unstoppable. It evolved from the straight hook, a shot that had been around forever. Kareem’s variation, stumbled across while he was playing in high school, was to combine the classic hook with the jumper. Hence: skyhook. Turning his back to the basket, Kareem, with the ball in his palm and the hoop in his periphery, would extend his arm to its limit, leap from one foot, raise his shooting hand up and away, then roll the ball off his fingers at the top of his jump. It seemed less like he was shooting the ball than setting it free. Relying on the skyhook, Kareem made .574 percent of his shots in 1971–72, his third season in the NBA, and averaged 34.8 points a game. A .559 lifetime shooter, he’d go on to score 38,387 points in his twenty-year career, putting him atop the all-time list, a record he held for thirty-eight years. LeBron finally broke it on February 7, 2023.

				Kareem is 7'2". At its point of release, the skyhooked ball was twelve feet off the ground, two feet above the rim. “Even if you dropped from the ceiling,” Oscar Robertson said, “you couldn’t block that thing.” And yet, maybe because it was so uniquely Kareem’s, no one ever asked how the trick was done. Magic was the first. The mere act of being asked pleased Kareem and created a bond. Magic’s interest meant that Kareem’s signature move might live on after he retired. That’s culture: invent, perfect, bequeath.

				Magic played his first pro game in Seattle on October 12, 1979. Everything fans and teammates would come to love about Johnson was on display that night. He led the offense, made gorgeous passes, rebounded like a big man, dribbled like a small man, scored from the inside and the outside, high-fived, fist-pumped, and looked like he was having the time of his life; 26 points, 8 rebounds, 4 assists. The game was decided on the last possession. The Lakers were down 102–101. Kareem got the ball at the top of the key with two seconds on the clock. He looked like he might drive, then stepped away, turned, jumped, and hit the skyhook.

				Magic, who’d been under the basket waiting for a rebound, raised his arms in victory and ran up-court, where he grabbed and held stoical Kareem like a lost brother, leaned back, and laughed. The game was being broadcast on national TV. The same audience that had seen Magic win the NCAA Final a few months before was now seeing him hug Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.

				“I was still in college, but I remember watching that game on TV and it was nuts,” Jeff Lamp told me. “It was like Magic was still in school, and brought all those tough old pros back there with him. Back to Lansing. Back to a time when every game mattered. Kareem, having just hit that skyhook, was walking off the court, like, you know, another day at the office, and here comes Magic, jumping all over him. Kareem pushed Magic away and said, ‘What the hell are you doing? We’ve got another eighty-one games. Pace yourself.’ ”

				The Lakers built their attack around their star rookie. It was a speed offense, characterized by the fast break. Magic’s height, dribbling, passing skills, and quickness were what made it possible. No guard in the NBA could screen him. “We could play blindingly fast when Magic was handling the ball,” Lamp continued. “That kind of speed opens everything. Each time down the floor, Magic would see three or four scoring options—things no one else would see. Once we got cooking, we could push the tempo, the intensity. Just keep pushing it. Then, if he didn’t see anything he liked, he’d just take it to the hoop himself.”

				“Every missed shot by you was a fast break for them,” Michael Holton, a Phoenix Suns guard who battled the Showtime Lakers in the 1980s, told me. “My first year in Phoenix, they swept us in the playoffs by an average of thirty points a game. Every time we blew a shot, they made a basket. It was ridiculous.”

				1980. 1981. 1982. This was when so-called playground basketball, distinguished by its athleticism and its speed, fully triumphed in the NBA. It was different than the game played in the earthbound 1950s and ’60s. It was razzle-dazzle, rock and roll. It was “Every time they miss, we score.” It was the game as it was played on public courts in predominantly Black neighborhoods like Harlem and Watts, the South Side of Chicago and East Lansing, Michigan. It had been dismissed by many white coaches as unsound, not good team basketball, vulnerable to a smart, carefully devised defense.

				To the historian Harry Edwards, such views were merely evidence of racism. “In 1928, for example, the all-black Renaissance Five defeated the famed all-white Celtics—the leading white basketball team of the time—and several other all-white aggregations,” he writes in The Revolt of the Black Athlete. “And these victories were not atypical, although they seemingly went unnoticed by the white sports-reporting establishment of the day.”

				According to Edwards, the bias against playground ball was less about fundamentals than about resentment: Historically, basketball had been a white game, invented by James Naismith in 1891 to keep kids occupied during the long New England winters. Black athletes took it, reinvented it, then returned it as something better and new—and, increasingly, more profitable.

				

				
					
					[image: ]

				Magic Johnson’s gift for comradeship could be seen in his unselfish passing, the way he got every other player involved. His arrival in L.A. elicited a late-career flowering from Kareem. Revived by Magic’s passing, Kareem won his sixth NBA MVP and helped lead the Lakers to the 1980 finals, where they faced the Philadelphia 76ers. But when Kareem rolled his ankle in Game 5, Magic stepped forward to play center in Game 6, a position he’d never played before. Magic lost the opening tip but dominated the rest of the game, winning Finals MVP. Larry Bird was watching on a 22-inch TV in French Lick, Indiana. Here’s what Bird was thinking: Son of a bitch! Two years in a row!

				That marked the dawn of the Magic Johnson era. Showtime. The Lakers had signed Kareem Abdul-Jabbar in 1975, but did not win it all until they added Magic. It was his skill and energy, his personality. Kareem was cranky and distant. He seemed old even when he was young. Magic, on the other hand, would always be a kid. That’s what he gave the team. At the Forum Club, it was high fives and confabs. On the court, it was speed and creativity. His gift for friendship bonded him with players across the league, especially rookies. He sought out those who approached the game with the same intensity, had the same spark. With these people he formed a kind of brotherhood. There were phone calls, dinners, off-season pickup games. Why? Because the game is bigger and more important than any single rivalry or team. And not just rookies, but high school and college standouts too, anyone he recognized as a kindred spirit. The greatest example, the friendship that defined the era, was the bond Magic Johnson formed with the young Isiah Thomas. Magic loved Isiah because Isiah understood.

			

			
				ISIAH

				Born in 1959, Magic grew up watching guards like the Lakers’ Jerry West and the Pistons’ Dave Bing, future Hall of Famers both listed at 6'3". Born in 1961, Isiah grew up watching Magic, listed at 6'9". Still in high school when Johnson led Michigan State over Bird in the NCAA Final, Isiah, just 5'10", was swept up in the way Magic redefined the point guard position. Despite his height, Isiah actually tried to play like Magic. This was one of Isiah’s most admirable qualities: He did not let size define him. He determined, from his first appearance on Chicago’s West Side courts, to play the game exactly the way he wanted.

				There were a dozen playgrounds within three miles of Isiah’s childhood home, but Gladys was his favorite. Its real name was Gunderson Park, in honor of Gladys Gunderson, a member of a prominent Chicago family, but everyone called it Gladys. It was a small square of concrete at the corner of South Spaulding and West Gladys, three blocks from the I-290 overpass amid a stretch of bleak low-slung tenements.

				“Gladys was a ghetto playground with all the standard ghetto amenities,” Thomas said later. “Broken glass. Dry drinking fountains. Steel bars across the restroom doors. Hot and cold running gang fights. Its basketball courts had more pits, cracks, and craters than the old parquet floor at Boston Garden. Weed and gravel claimed equal shares of what was not worn down to bare dirt. And then there was the Hole, the man-eating abyss that gaped directly beneath one of the baskets. The Hole swallowed up balls, players, entire teams. You had to watch out for the Hole when you went to the bucket at Gladys Park.”

				The 1970s were a golden age of neighborhood basketball in Chicago, a world with many levels. Up top were the Bulls, an expansion franchise that debuted in 1966. The Bulls were licensed to replace Chicago’s earlier pro teams, the Stags, the Majors, the Zephyrs, and the American Gears. Old-timey white men in short-shorts, delivering crisp bounce passes. The Stags and Majors played at Chicago Stadium, a barn on West Madison Street on the city’s Near West Side, five miles from the Loop. The rodeo played the stadium, as did Led Zeppelin, the Blackhawks, and the Ice Capades.

				The interstate separated the Near West Side from the rest of the city, isolating it and starving it of services until it became a vast ghetto, Chicago’s most dangerous neighborhood. Blocks were controlled by rival gangs in the 1970s and ’80s. The Black Disciples. The Vice Lords. The Blackstone Rangers. Trains ran express from the Loop on game days. “Whatever you do,” people would say, “don’t get off before your stop.”

				Though Isiah grew up less than a mile from the stadium, he’d never seen a Bulls game live because he couldn’t afford a ticket. He’d wait by the players’ entrance after the parking lot emptied. These were the Bob Love, Jerry Sloan, Norm Van Lier days in Chicago. “We’d beg for merchandise, anything they could give us,” Thomas said. “We’d take an autograph, but we really wanted a jersey, shoes, shorts, and, oh my God, maybe a ball. Anything we could sell.”

				Then there was the college basketball scene. The Chicago State Cougars were solid in the 1970s. The DePaul Blue Demons were dominant. The Loyola Ramblers, the first NCAA team to break the color line, went on storied postseason runs. Northwestern had the best coach, Tex Winter, who would introduce the triangle offense to Phil Jackson and the Bulls in the 1980s. And there was the competitive high school scene, with powerhouses like Thornridge, where Quinn Buckner played; Westinghouse (some consider the 1977 Westinghouse Warriors the greatest high school team ever); Simeon Career Academy, where Derrick Rose played; and St. Joseph’s, a Catholic school in the western suburbs where Coach Gene Pingatore built a basketball factory.

				But the playgrounds were where you’d see the most uninhibited form of basketball. Great playground players are often stymied by an organized system; if you want to see them at their best, working to impress only each other, you have to go to the park, where the game is played without coaches. When you remove the authorities, the kids establish their own hierarchy. It doesn’t matter what the scouts think or who shoots the best percentage. At Gladys, there was only one question: Can he play?

				Mark Aguirre, Doc Rivers, Mo Cheeks, and Isiah Thomas all faced each other at Gladys before they met again in the NBA. There was also Lord Henry, Zeke’s older brother—Isiah was the youngest of nine—whom Zeke ranked with the best. Lord Henry, who was ten years older, taught Zeke how to dribble, shoot, carry himself. “He had elusive speed, was deceptive, and could move from the top of the key to the basket faster than anyone I have ever seen,” Thomas said. “He could use his eyes to move people off the mark, to make space. If he got an inch of daylight, he was gone.”

				Lord Henry served Zeke as example and counterexample. “He could’ve been a great college player,” Thomas said. “He would have been an even better pro. They would have put his name on a shoe and sent him to Europe with Magic and Michael, dressed in red, white, and blue. He became an addict instead, an intravenous drug user. He abused himself right out of the game.”

				Isiah’s mother, Mary Thomas, learned from Lord Henry too. Never again. She stood on her porch with a shotgun when members of the Vice Lords or Blackstone Rangers came for her children. “My boys are not here for you,” she’d say. “They are my boys. Now get going or you won’t go anywhere again.”

				Mary Thomas became a neighborhood legend in Chicago. Disney even made a movie about her: A Mother’s Courage: The Mary Thomas Story. It starts with Mary as a child in Vicksburg, Mississippi, and ends with her holding that shotgun. Isiah’s father came and went, so it all depended on Mary. She posted house rules on the front door: No insulting anyone else, ever; be home before sundown; don’t take things that don’t belong to you. “And they usually followed those rules and did what I said, so I didn’t have to whup them much,” she told the Chicago Tribune. “But I did hit my kids. I don’t believe you can’t spank your children. Still, it was easy for them to talk to me. If they would tell me someone came up to them and asked them to do something not right, I’d tell them, ‘Don’t follow no one nowhere.’ ”

				This is what made basketball so important to Isiah. Gladys was the only place he could get out from under his mother, the only place he felt free. He was already a great player at thirteen. He held out his hands and the ball came—like a yo-yo or a dog. He loved to pass because he knew the ball would come back. He was even more deceptive on the court than Lord Henry. It was not just his game that deceived, but his looks. How could a person that adorable—his eyes twinkled, his smile flashed, his cheeks were smooth—play so viciously? There were no easy baskets when you played Isiah. If you went up and over, he’d drive you into the pole. If you went around, he’d check you to the concrete. That’s how everyone played at Gladys.

				Gene Pingatore recruited Isiah to play at St. Joseph’s in Westchester, Illinois, a dozen miles west of the city. It was a three-hour commute for Zeke. He left in the dark and returned in the dark: the bleakness of the gray Chicago winter. He took the 5:30 a.m. bus to the end of the line, then walked the last mile and a half. During that walk, white friends would drive by in cars with their parents but wouldn’t stop. “It’s cold in Chicago,” Isiah said, “and by the time I got to school, I’d say, ‘Hey, man, didn’t you see me?’ And they’d say, ‘Well, I’m not like that but Mom and Dad are from a different generation.’ ”

				Gene Pingatore was a great coach, and Isiah loved him. He’d been born in Cicero, played high school ball at St. Mel’s, attended Loyola in Los Angeles, then returned to Chicago to pursue his vocation, which was not just winning games but “raising men.” It was Pingatore who taught Isiah how to play in a system, as part of a machine. Isiah continued to call Pingatore even as an NBA star. When the Pistons were being stymied by the Knicks’ full-court trap in the 1983 playoffs, it was not Detroit coach Chuck Daly who came up with the solution. It was Gene Pingatore, who told Isiah to “run the press breaker,” a defensive scheme drilled at St. Joseph’s high school.

				Isiah, whose team won the Illinois High School Basketball Championship his junior year, spent much of his senior year meeting with college recruiters. The most determined presented themselves at the Thomas home to be questioned by Mary Thomas and Lord Henry. Some came with offers of cars and money. Some with guarantees of a starring role, a national championship, a path to the NBA. Isiah wanted to play at DePaul with his friend Mark Aguirre. Mary wanted him out of the city and off at a “real college,” like those she’d seen in the movies.

				Bobby Knight had been coaching at Indiana University for a decade when he met Mary. He was tougher than most college coaches. At Indiana, it was Knight, not the players, who ran the offense. His kids followed his system; if you did not buy in to it, you did not play. Most coaches flattered Isiah during their visits, but Knight focused his attention on Mary. At times, he spoke only to her, which infuriated Lord Henry, who had heard all the terrible Bobby Knight stories. The yelling, the tantrums, the abuse. He argued with Knight, who ignored Lord Henry until Lord Henry became impossible to ignore.

				“Do you have something you want to say to me, son?” Knight asked Lord Henry.

				“When Junior is down there in Bloomington, if something goes down with the Klan, who’s going to take care of him?” Lord Henry asked.

				“Well, if we’re winning, the Klan will,” said Knight.

				This was a joke that did not land.

				Lord Henry started screaming. Knight, who was thirty-nine years old, asked Lord Henry if he wanted to step outside. He stood up, took off his coat. Mary Thomas told Lord Henry to shut up, then asked Knight to continue. Turning back to her, he said, “I’m going to offer your son three things. One: He’s gonna graduate [he did, but only much later]. Two: He’s gonna be a gentleman [he isn’t]. Three: Everything I know about basketball, I’ll teach him [he did].”

				Mary Thomas convened a press conference the next day. With Isiah sitting glumly at her side, she told the world that her son would be playing for Bobby Knight at Indiana University.

				Isiah got off to a rocky start in Bloomington. Bobby Knight coached like a marine sergeant, constantly shouting, insulting, grabbing, shoving. His aim was to break down and rebuild freshmen to fit his scheme. Zeke resisted; fireworks ensued. Knight threatened to send Isiah home. When that didn’t work, he threatened to keep him on scholarship but off the floor. Win or lose, it did not matter to Knight. He’d sit Zeke until Zeke gave in. This meant most of that first preseason. But it was the coach who finally bent. It happened in December 1979, when, looking for a spark against Miami of Ohio, Knight sent Isiah out onto the floor, where he took over the game. By January, Isiah was a leader. He called plays, made passes, managed the clock. The team began to hum, and, by the spring of 1980, Isiah had emerged as a star. He carried Indiana to the NCAA tournament and took them all the way to the Sweet Sixteen, where they lost to Purdue.

				He was named captain before his sophomore year. Coach Knight had come to trust the boyish twenty-year-old he called “Pee Wee.” Listed at six feet, Zeke was shorter. In interviews, he sometimes gave his own height—teams tend to puff up in press materials and on roster sheets—as 5'10". He was beloved by fans, who chanted his name and hung a biblically inspired banner from the bleachers: “And a little child shall lead them,” Isaiah 11:6.

				I’d followed Isiah since he was in high school. He was the first star I’d been able to watch develop, to grow from fledgling to hawk. I’d hoped he’d go to DePaul so I could see him live; the Blue Demons played at the Rosemont Horizon, which was just thirty minutes from my house. But I understood his choice of Indiana. There was no greater name in college sports than Bobby Knight, who’d turned a dozen raw kids into NBA players. My father took me to see Isiah and the Hoosiers blow out Northwestern in Evanston in February 1980. Zeke had filled out and settled into a rhythm at Indiana—he became a great team player in college—but he was still electric and still small, even smaller when compared to his teammates, many of whom were 6'7" or above.

				The Hoosiers went into the 1981 NCAA tournament ranked third in the Midwest—Isiah was a sophomore—then upset everyone en route to the final, where they beat a North Carolina team that included Sam Perkins and James Worthy to win the championship. Isiah appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated on April 6, 1981. Hoisted by fans, he cuts down the basketball net, handling the scissors as carefully as a five-year-old working on an art project. And a little child shall lead them. He announced his eligibility for the NBA draft a month later. Two years and out was the fashion of the moment. He wanted to play for the Bulls and tried to make it happen. The Dallas Mavericks had the top pick that year. On a visit to Texas to meet the top brass, Zeke made himself unwanted, trashing the coach and the owner, then refusing to wear a Stetson at the press conference.

				“No way,” he said publicly at the time, “I’m not into that cowboy [shit].”

				The Mavericks took Mark Aguirre first overall instead.

				Isiah tried to repeat the performance in Detroit, which had the number two pick. But the Pistons had a new general manager, Jack McCloskey, who knew what he wanted and could not be manipulated. Zeke’s size did not bother McCloskey, nor did his behavior. “I saw him play at Indiana and it was a perfect game,” McCloskey said. “Isiah didn’t do anything wrong. And the extraordinary thing about it is he was absolutely demanding everything from everybody. You could tell that he was a great leader. To me, this was a no-brainer.”

				When Zeke started acting like a jerk in Detroit, McCloskey cut him off, saying, “I saw what you did in Dallas. It won’t work here.”

				“I don’t want to play here. I want to play in Chicago,” said Isiah.

				“That doesn’t matter because we’re going to draft you and you’re going to play here,” said McCloskey.

				(The Bulls, with the sixth pick that year, drafted Notre Dame’s Orlando Woolridge.)

				The Pistons were awful when Isiah arrived. They’d gone 21–61 the previous season. For most of Detroit’s veterans, there was no ambition greater than survival. Don’t get cut. Zeke changed that. “He was the leader from the start,” Pistons forward Earl Cureton told me. “He had the championship on his mind from the moment he arrived. I remember him saying it, and I looked around the locker room, and I’m like, ‘Nah, not this bunch,’ but he started changing the mood fast.”

				Thomas played in seventy-two games in 1981–82, averaged 17 points a game, made the All-Star Team, and was named Rookie of the Year. He worked hard on and off the court. He studied Bird and Magic, the most successful players of the time, searching for the secret to winning. He decided it was sublimation. For a team to be successful, its best players have to sublimate their own talent, sacrifice playing time and point totals in pursuit of a balanced attack. Which means less glory, less fame, less money, for the individual. It can be a tough sell. “I didn’t just watch films of role model players, I tried to think like them,” Isiah said. “I came to see that a star player stands out from his teammates. A leader doesn’t stand out at all. I adjusted my game by focusing more on creating opportunities for my teammates. From that point on, my scoring and assists dropped. Instead of standing out, I’d fit in.”

				Isiah’s breakout game came on Halloween 1981 in Chicago. He’d left over a dozen tickets at Will Call: All his friends and family were there. He scored 28 against the Bulls that night, and smiled as he left the floor, fist raised. It had always been his dream to be the all-time-best player in Chicago. And it was a dream that might have come true if not for an eighteen-year-old UNC freshman who, at that point, seemed like just another long-shot prospect.

			

			
				MICHAEL

				For basketball players, the first dunk is a baptism of sorts, an essential milestone. Michael Jordan, who spent much of his childhood as a short kid, had been working his way toward that feat for years. He’d hang from a pole in his bedroom to stretch his frame, squirt lemon juice on his toes at bedtime, which his mother said would help him grow. He worked at it till he could touch the net, then the rim. When he was fourteen, he was able to get his hand above the basket. But his first real, in-game dunk did not come until later. He was a sophomore at Laney High School in Wilmington, North Carolina. A player on the other team threw a lazy pass. Jordan, then still known as Mike, picked it off and ran up-court. At fifteen, he was barely six feet, seemingly not tall enough to dunk. He took off just inside the free throw line, hung above the rim, finished with authority. The backboard rattled. The kids in the foldout bleachers, including members of the varsity team who’d come to watch, went wild.

				Michael learned to play hoops in the driveway of his family’s suburban ranch house. His father, James, after a career in the U.S. Air Force, had taken a job at G.E. as a mechanic. He’d eventually become a manager, a white-collar executive who spent weekends fiddling with cars in the garage, tearing down and rebuilding engines. If he stuck out his tongue as he worked, it meant he was concentrating—a gesture picked up by his son. Michael Jordan hanging above the rim with his tongue out is iconic. When a kid goes for a reverse layup in the driveway with their tongue sticking out, they might think they are imitating the GOAT, but are in fact copying a G.E. mechanic fiddling under the hood of a ’56 Plymouth Belvedere.

				James and his wife, Deloris, raised five children: James, Larry, Deloris, Michael, and Roslyn. The brother who was closest to Michael in age, Larry, was his primary rival. Larry was one year Michael’s senior, and domineering. For MJ, afternoons meant basketball humiliation. The brothers would play on as the sun went down, pressing and challenging each other. He started with a modest goal: Beat Larry. That was the engine that drove him. He had the little brother fire and practiced the little brother religion. No matter who he was facing later, Michael was always battling his brother. “Michael got so good because Larry beat him all the time,” said their father, James Jordan. “He took it hard.”

				“What’s he doing out there?” a Bulls team psychologist later asked rhetorically. “He’s having a dialogue with [his brother] Larry. He’s telling Larry that he’s had enough and now it’s his turn.”

				Larry was as good as Michael, but did not grow. Before Michael, no one in the Jordan family had been taller than 5'8". How did Michael defy genetics? Maybe it was luck, or a solar flare, or the lemon juice, or the power of human will. Michael was 5'5" in seventh grade and 5'9" his freshman year. He was a midsize kid who excelled at every sport, especially baseball. He pitched multiple 12U no-hitters. But it was basketball that interested him, and, as a Laney sophomore, he expected to make varsity, where Larry, wearing number 45, had starred a few years before. Jordan asked for number 23, as that was a bit more than half of 45, which is how Michael saw himself at the time: a bit more than half as good as Larry, but improving fast.

				Michael prepared for the tryout with his friend Leroy Smith. Jordan was better than Smith, and everyone knew it, but it was Smith, not Jordan, who made varsity. Why? Possibly because Leroy Smith was 6'7". Not making the top team as a sophomore is part of the legend. Every kid who does not make the team is consoled with the story of Michael Jordan. Do you know who else didn’t make the team? The slight drove Jordan the same way he’d been driven by Larry. He broke every JV record as a sophomore, then left for the summer. That’s when the miracle happened. He grew four inches in three months and returned with a new body. “He came back a different guy,” said Todd Parker, who played with Michael at Laney. “No longer skinny little Mike. He was jumping out of the gym. I’m like, ‘What?’ ”

				Jordan was the star of the varsity team his junior and senior years. Playing against Laney meant having to contain Jordan, who spent half the game above the rim. He attracted recruiters from nearly every Division I school in America. In the spring of his senior year, he drove a sports car—how did he afford it?—with vanity plates that said Magic, though Magic Johnson was not his role model; that was David Thompson, who played at North Carolina State. Thompson was the proto–Air Jordan, a 6'6" guard who could do just about everything that would make Jordan famous. He should’ve been a star, but his career, like Lord Henry Thomas’s, was cut short by drugs.

				Jordan was not the most polished high school recruit, but he had a surfeit of that quality coaches and scouts call “upside.” There were better high school players in 1981, but none had Mike Jordan’s potential—those intangibles that have to do with the sort of physical and mental skills that cannot be taught. Court vision, Jordan’s uncanny sense of the game, of how the action will unfold. His ambition, that nearly physical need to win. The other things, the weaknesses—his outside shooting, his defense—could be fixed. No telling what he’d be in two or three years. A good scout sees the player on the floor; a great scout sees what that player can become.

				Jordan participated in the McDonald’s All-American Boys Game that spring. It was the weekend that marked his arrival on the national scene. “I played with Michael in that game,” Sam Vincent, who was taken in the first round of the 1985 draft, told me. “It was in Wichita, Kansas. I knew how good he was from the moment he first carried the ball. He was probably six-foot at that time, but played above everybody. He could score whenever he felt like it. Of course, I did not know what kind of player he’d turn out to be, but you could see, by the end of high school, that he was turning into something unique.”

				Jordan wanted to attend college close to home, which meant the Atlantic Coast Conference. Duke. Virginia. Wake Forest. In the end, it was University of North Carolina coach Dean Smith who won him over. UNC basketball was storied, with alumni scattered around the NBA. The team was led by James Worthy and Sam Perkins when Jordan arrived. Coach Smith had a general policy—freshmen don’t start—but ignored it for Jordan. (Michael was, in fact, just the fourth freshman to start his first game in UNC history.) He’d been electric in the early practices, 6'4" and still growing. He had close-cropped hair and a sweet face. And he was cocky, constantly challenging the upperclassmen, talking trash and dunking over them.

				“When Mike arrived on campus, I thought, Oh, no, here comes another country boy,” Sam Perkins, who would play sixteen NBA seasons, told me. “I’m from Brooklyn,” Perkins went on, “you know, big-time, so of course I didn’t know much about Wilmington, North Carolina. Then, when we had that first scrimmage, and Mike was doing all kinds of crazy things, wagging his tongue, hanging in the air. And we thought, man, Little Brother is fixing to bite his tongue off! But we didn’t know how good he was or how great he’d become. We really didn’t. We just thought he was another fancy finesse kid who lacked mental toughness.”

				“After he started to get better, he would pick on Sam Perkins and me,” said James Worthy. “He’d say, ‘Let’s play one-on-one. Let’s play one-on-one.’ Finally I did. We played three games and I won one or two that I know of.”

				No one not on that team knew how good Jordan was, because Jordan played in Dean Smith’s system, which raised up the weak and sublimated the strong. Jordan was not allowed to freelance or roam at UNC. No individual moments. No showboating. “It was hard for pro scouts to tell how good Carolina players were because the program made certain players look better than they really were,” David Halberstam writes in Playing for Keeps. “They became the beneficiary of the system, their strengths magnified, their flaws hidden, or at least partially hidden—and at the same time it often suppressed the talents of great individual stars who might average ten or fifteen points a game in another system.”

				“I don’t think Coach Smith ever bragged on Michael, but I remember playing golf with [UNC assistant] Roy Williams and he said they had a hell of a player named Jordan,” UNC alum and NBA player and coach George Karl told me. “But Coach Smith never said it. Because that’s not Christian. He was a humble man. And I don’t even think they really understood how good Jordan was going to be. I mean, they knew he was good. But they couldn’t know what he’d become.”

				Teammates began to name Jordan’s more outlandish dunks. He debuted the “rock the cradle” against Maryland at the end of his freshman year. Freed by a long pass from Worthy, Jordan loped downcourt, leapt with the ball held in the crook of his arm, then: SLAM! He did it in violation of Dean Smith’s rule against showboating, to send a message to Maryland’s coach, who Jordan believed had once disrespected him.

				In Jordan’s freshman year, UNC played the Georgetown Hoyas, coached by John Thompson and led by center Patrick Ewing, for the NCAA championship. The Hoyas won the first half 32–31. The Tar Heels won the second 32–30. Eric “Sleepy” Floyd hit a shot with 57 seconds left to give the Hoyas the lead. Dean Smith called time. Jordan took a seat at the end of the bench, his face buried in a towel. The seniors stood in a circle. Coach Smith laid out a plan: Jimmy Black inbounds to Michael, who passes to Matt Doherty, who carries the ball up-court, then passes to one of the big men inside, Worthy or Perkins, for the last shot. But if they’re covered, said Smith, look for Jordan.

				“You get me the ball,” Jordan told Doherty as they went back onto the floor. “I’ll make the shot.”

				Georgetown led 62–61. Thirty-two seconds left. Black inbounded to Jordan, who passed to Doherty, who looked inside and, seeing no free teammates, passed to Black, who faked inside, then went crosscourt to Jordan, who stood all alone seventeen feet from the basket. Michael stepped left, then, with fourteen seconds on the clock, went up and hit the shot. His composure was what amazed people. Eight months before, he’d been in high school. “Once you get in the moment, things move slowly,” he explained. “You start to see the court very well.”

				The shot is famous not because of the physical accomplishment—it was an everyday jumper—but because of the context. At nineteen, Michael hit the winning basket of the NCAA Final with fourteen seconds left. That’s the stuff of dreams—a fantasy you concoct when you’re shooting around in your driveway. Michael later said he’d seen himself making the shot in a dream the night before. If he looked composed, he explained, it was because he was not just taking the shot but taking it again. He called the outcome predestined. It had to happen because it was meant to happen. That shot changed Jordan’s life. He returned to campus a star. The crowd that greeted the team chanted for “Mike,” who stood before them in sunglasses. “Yeah, I wanted it,”he said. “And, when I got it, I knew. I always knew. I’ve always known.”

				Jordan wanted to turn pro after his sophomore year, but Coach Smith dissuaded him. It was not Michael’s diploma the coach worried about. It was his basketball education. As good as Jordan had become, his training was still incomplete.

				“Come back,” said Smith, “and I will teach you how to play defense.”

				A year later, after Jordan had indeed learned to play at both ends, it was Smith who said, “And now, Mike, I’ve taught you everything. It’s time for you to leave.”

				The Rockets had among the worst records in the NBA in 1983–84, which put them in a coin flip for the top pick. If Houston lost the flip, they’d take Jordan with the second overall pick. If Houston won the flip, they’d take Hakeem Olajuwon, a seven-foot center predicted to be the NBA’s next great big man, at number one, leaving the Portland Trail Blazers to pick second. Since Portland already had a “Jordan-like” guard in Clyde Drexler, they would use the number two pick to take Sam Bowie, a seven-foot center from Kentucky.

				The Bulls would pick third.

				Bobby Knight put in an emergency call to his friend Stu Inman, the Portland GM, a few days before the draft. “You’ve got to take [Jordan],” said Knight. “He’s going to be the best.”

				“But we need a center,” said Inman.

				“Well, play him at center then,” said Knight.

				Houston won the coin toss and took Olajuwon. Portland took Bowie, a pick now considered the worst in league history. Not only did they pass on Jordan, they ended up with a weak-kneed center who spent most of his career on the injured list.

				The Bulls’ front office had a long history of wasting first round picks. They’d taken David Greenwood first in 1979—didn’t pan out. They’d taken Kelvin Ransey first in 1980—didn’t pan out. They’d taken Orlando Woolridge, a brilliant dunker who disappeared on defense, first in 1981—didn’t pan out. They’d taken Quintin Dailey, an electric talent who’d been convicted of sexual assault and had a drug problem, first in 1982—didn’t pan out. They’d taken Sidney Green first in 1983—didn’t pan out.

				Then, in 1984, they took Jordan. The front office believed he’d be good, but only sensed how good that summer when he played in the Olympics. The 1984 men’s Olympic basketball team was one of the last made entirely of amateurs. Bobby Knight, who’d been hired to coach, held fiercely competitive tryouts. Joe Dumars, Charles Barkley, John Stockton—the players who didn’t make the cut now fill the Hall of Fame. According to Knight, Jordan had a single weakness. “If this kid develops a consistent jump shot,” said Knight, “he’s going to be the best to ever play this game.”

				The 1984 Olympic team was stacked with future stars, including Patrick Ewing, Sam Perkins, Chris Mullin, and Michael Jordan. Most telling were the tune-up games that pitted the Olympians against pickup teams of NBA veterans. It was off-season for the pros, many of whom were not in game shape, and the lineups consisted of players who didn’t normally play together; even so, the results were surprising. Not only did the amateurs compete, they dominated, winning all eight contests. Embarrassed by the poor showing in game one, NBA commissioner David Stern called in ringers. Isiah Thomas, Robert Parish, Kevin McHale, Magic Johnson, Alex English—it was the first time many of the league’s standouts would face Jordan.

				Michael missed a pass during the pre-game warm-up one night. The ball rolled to the far end of the court, where Larry Bird stopped it with his foot. When Jordan went over smiling, Bird kicked the ball high over Jordan’s head. Bobby Knight had encouraged the pros to be mean, play tough, and “give the kids a challenge,” but probably got more than he wanted.

				Oscar Robertson, who was coaching the NBA side, tasked Mike Dunleavy with shutting down Jordan. The game was played at the Bucks, arena in Milwaukee. Dunleavy, who’d been taking a break from the NBA—he spent eight months in the middle of his career selling bonds for Merrill Lynch—flew in from New York for the game. “I’d heard so much about Michael that I wanted to see if I could stop him,” Dunleavy, who went on to coach in the NBA and college, told me. “Turns out I couldn’t and neither could any of the other players. It was a nasty game. No whistles, nothing. Patrick Ewing’s elbow was a windmill. Wham! Wham! Wham! I saw Michael driving the hoop. I ran over to intercept. He’d just dunked the ball so hard it hit one of our guys on top of the head. Michael loved to rock it back then, do the double pump, do the double clutch. And I’m like, no way, not again. I grew up in Brooklyn, so in a game like this, it’s Brooklyn rules. Whatever you have to do. He jumps and is holding the ball right in front of his face. Rookie mistake. I punch the ball and it hits him in the mouth. That put him on the ground. He pops up, cursing and bloody. He wants to fight! I’m like, ‘Dude, I get it, but it was an accident.’ Then he goes off. He scored and scored that night.

				“I faced him again that season when I was playing for the Bucks,” Dunleavy went on. “He looks over, sees me, and stiffens. He comes right at me on the next play. I move to take the charge, but he basically walks through the air and up my body, then slams the ball in the basket.”
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				Jordan, who would soon be surrounded by an entourage—trainers, handlers, college teammates who’d flunked out of the pros, city aldermen, downtown preachers, Nike executives—was alone when he first arrived in Chicago, tall and handsome and impossibly young in sneakers and sweats, headphones pressed to his ears. Most of his teammates listened to rap. Run-DMC. LL Cool J. It was hip-hop’s first golden age. Jordan, who’d grown up in suburbia, preferred Chaka Khan and Billy Ocean, the softer side of the radio dial. He was probably listening to Whitney Houston as he stepped out of O’Hare. It was August, when the airport smells of diesel. Cars whip through the drop-off as cops blow their whistles.

				There’d obviously been a screwup at the front office; no one came to meet the Bulls’ top pick. He had the name of a hotel north of the city, but was otherwise at sea. The highways coiled away. The Chicago skyline lurked to the east. A cab slowed; the window opened. The driver offered to help. Jordan explained his situation and showed the address. Five minutes later, Jordan was seated in the back of the car, staring out as I-90 merged into I-294. They exited at Willow, then zoomed past the regional landing strip, the landfill, the cornfields, the housing developments. The driver was named George. He joked, told stories, explained the city—Chicago is filled with explainers. George would become the first member of Michael’s entourage, and, as of 2022, works for Jordan still.

				Jordan’s first house was on Essex Drive in Northbrook, a suburb twenty miles north of the city. Northbrook, like the affluent towns surrounding it, was almost entirely white. Because it was also close to the Bulls’ practice facility and gym—the team worked out in a public health club, the Equinox, in Deerfield—it was where many Bulls lived. Professional athletes—several Chicago Bears lived in Northbrook, too—formed a sort of colony. On Chicago’s North Shore in the 1980s, there was nothing more thrilling than an MJ sighting.

				Jordan was twenty-one when he first suited up. On the floor, he found himself in the company of the overpaid and addicted. The 1984 Bulls were coached by Kevin Loughery, who, unlike Dean Smith, let Jordan indulge his driveway style of play. The Bulls, in the process of being sold, were just beginning to rebuild, and Jordan, who lit up Chicago Stadium night after night, became the cornerstone.

				His professional breakthrough came on November 15, 1984. Chicago lost to Boston at the stadium, but Jordan scored 27. Asked after the game where Jordan ranked, Larry Bird said, “Best. Never seen anyone like him. Unlike anyone I’ve ever seen. Phenomenal. One of a kind. At this stage in his career, he’s doing more than I ever did. I couldn’t do what he did as a rookie. Heck, there was one drive where Michael had the ball up in his right hand, then he took it down, then he brought it back up. I got a hand on it, fouled him, and he still scored. And all the while, he’s in the air! I’d seen a little of him before, and wasn’t that impressed. I mean, I thought he’d be good, but not this good. Ain’t nothing he can’t do.”

				Jordan excelled whenever the Bulls played the Celtics. He had a way of rising to the occasion, of playing his best against the best, the most famous instance being Game 2 in the first round of the 1986 playoffs. Chicago lost to Boston in overtime, but Jordan scored 63 points. It was not just the total that impressed Bird but the way MJ scored—not by playing his own game, but within the flow. “That wasn’t Michael Jordan out there,” Bird said. “It was God disguised as Michael Jordan.”

				“Jordan is always in what I call a ready position,” said Celtics legend Bob Cousy. “Like a jungle animal, who is always alert, stalking, searching…Jordan has that awareness, and that costs you physically. If you do it, you are so exhausted you have trouble getting out of bed in the morning. Not many athletes do it.”

				Jordan played every game as if it mattered, as if he were still battling his brother Larry as the sun went down. He did not just turn the Bulls around; he revived the franchise. Their record improved, attendance skyrocketed. A team that had routinely drawn fewer than 7,000 fans a game began selling out the stadium. The Bulls had been considered B-list in Chicago, below the Bears, the Cubs, the White Sox, and even the Blackhawks. Michael changed that. This was the era of sporting stars in Chicago. Bears quarterback Jim McMahon was in his prime, as was running back Walter Payton. Cubs second baseman Ryne Sandberg won the National League MVP in 1984. Carlton Fisk was behind the plate at Comiskey Park. But Jordan was bigger than all of them. Not just because he was a great athlete, but because he was beautiful.

				There was one knock on Jordan in the 1980s: He was great, but the Bulls did not win a title. Not a team player, that’s what the skeptics insisted. Bird laughed at this, saying, “That’s because he doesn’t have a team.”

				That would begin to change in the summer of 1987.

			

		

	
		
		
			THE SEASON

			
				THE CELTICS 

				The 1987–88 NBA campaign promised to be special from the first. The previous season had ended with a dramatic showdown between the era’s great rivals, the Celtics and the Lakers. Magic, now an eight-year veteran, had driven in the final spike in the most dramatic way—by hitting a hook shot from about eight feet, which seemed both unprecedented and familiar, an homage to the shot made famous by Kareem. By the next morning, it was already being referred to as if part of American history, up there with George Washington’s cherry tree and Charles Lindbergh’s Atlantic crossing.

				They called it “the baby skyhook.”

				For the Boston Celtics, who were aging but still excellent, the mission was clear: Get back to the finals and defeat the Lakers, whose vainglorious coach had not merely predicted a repeat title—no team had repeated in a generation—but had guaranteed it. And yet, as the Celtics chased the Lakers, they were being chased by their own mad pursuer, the Detroit Pistons, soon to be tagged the Bad Boys, a team built big and mean with the express purpose of defeating Boston. The Pistons had lost to the Celtics in the seven-game Eastern Conference Finals in 1987, but most of the players on Detroit, and even some on Boston, considered it a fluke.

				Detroit had Game 5 in the bag in Boston. All they had to do was inbound the ball, kill a few seconds, and they’d be heading home, where Detroit almost never lost, to close out the series. But Isiah, given the ball to inbound, fell for Bird’s fake—Larry leaned this way, went that way—and floated a pass to Laimbeer that Bird intercepted and then, while falling out of bounds, delivered to Dennis Johnson, who hit the game-winning layup with less than a second on the clock. The play was like a spinning propeller—so fast it was a blur.

				Isiah spent hours on the phone with Magic after the game. Johnson later said Isiah cried and cried. For Detroit, who went on to lose in Game 7 in Boston Garden, the object of the 1987–88 season was so simple it glowed: Get back to the Eastern Conference Finals and do to Boston what Boston had done to them.

				Meanwhile, the Pistons had a mad pursuer, too: the Chicago Bulls, a team that, for years, had been a one-man show—they were derided as “Michael and the Jordanaires” (if you’re an Elvis fan, you get the reference)—but had recently beefed up with two rookies, Scottie Pippen and Horace Grant, who would eventually become stars.

				For Jordan and the Bulls, the goal was more basic still: Respect. Michael was already considered the best athlete and maybe the best player in the league, but here was the rub: They said he could not play team ball, and, as only a team can beat a team, he could not win in the postseason. Entering his fourth pro campaign, he’d yet to advance the Bulls beyond the first round of the playoffs.

				The NBA was filled with other contenders in 1987–88, half a dozen of them probably good enough to go all the way in a typical season. The Washington Bullets had Bernard King and Moses Malone, Manute Bol, the league’s tallest player (7'7"), and Muggsy Bogues, the league’s shortest (5'3"). The New York Knicks had Patrick Ewing, Mark Jackson, Gerald Wilkins, and Bill Cartwright. The Atlanta Hawks had Dominique Wilkins, the greatest dunker in history, Antoine Carr, Tree Rollins, Kevin Willis, and 5'6" Spud Webb.

				There were even better teams out West. The Denver Nuggets were coached by Doug Moe and led by future Hall of Famer Alex English. The Portland Trail Blazers had Jerome Kersey, Kevin Duckworth, Terry Porter, and the transcendent Clyde Drexler. The Dallas Mavericks had playground legend Mark Aguirre, Jordan’s UNC teammate Sam Perkins, Derek Harper, Roy Tarpley, and one of the league’s first European stars, Detlef Schrempf. The Utah Jazz had John Stockton and Karl Malone, who were just starting to gel; the Houston Rockets were coached by former Celtic Bill Fitch, who was experimenting with a scheme he called the Twin Towers Offense, which featured two of the game’s dominant young centers, 7'4" Ralph Sampson and 7' Hakeem Olajuwon. There was tremendous parity in the league, which is partly what made the games so exciting.

				Boston, which began the season with a nearly 20-point win over the Milwaukee Bucks at Boston Garden on Friday, November 6, got off to a jackrabbit start. Six straight victories. What’s more, Bird, who’d been banged up the previous year, looked like his old self, trash-talking and scoring. The NBA named him Player of the Week for its first seven days. He’d appear in seventy-six of eighty-two regular season games in 1987–88, averaging 22 points a night. He’d end the season among the league leaders in points and rebounds, possibly because he felt he had something to prove. At thirty-one years old and recovering from a bad back, he wanted to show that he could still compete at the highest level, could still lead his team to the finals, could still dethrone Magic.

				Of course, when you talk about Bird and the Celtics, you are also talking about Boston Garden; no team in history was more closely associated with its arena. A concrete fortress built above North Station in one of the city’s toughest neighborhoods, the Garden was a sacred place in American sports, a cathedral and a madhouse, paradise and the pit of hell. Train tracks emerged from it like tentacles, each car bringing another batch of besotted crazies. On winter afternoons, it seemed to glower beneath dark clouds like a haunted castle.

				It was designed by Tex Rickard, who also designed the original Madison Square Garden in New York. It was neither hockey nor basketball Rickard had in mind. It was boxing, the top-drawing sport in the 1920s, when Rickard worked. His stated goal was to seat every fan close enough to “see the sweat on the fighter’s brow.” Boston Garden was surprisingly intimate when retrofitted for hoops. In no other venue were fans so close and players so exposed.

				The seats were steeply banked and climbed nearly to the roof. You might feel dizzy in the top rows, but never lonely. Cigarette smoke pooled; the cheap seats drifted in a blue haze. Some were obstructed, others precariously perched. Players complained about the locker rooms, which were small and dank. You froze in the winter, broiled in the summer. Reporters had mixed feelings about Boston Garden, as did visiting executives and owners. But basketball fans loved the place. It wasn’t just the proximity, the fact that you could hear the trash talk; it was the sense of community. You felt like you were part of a nation at Celtic home games.

				Walter Brown, who’d managed the Garden before there was an NBA, was always on the lookout for new tenants, fresh spectacles to fill his arena—pro wrestling, monster trucks, political conventions, the circus. He helped create the Ice Capades for this purpose in 1940. In 1946, in partnership with several other arena owners, he created what became the NBA. In other words, the Garden was not created for the team; the team was created for the Garden.

				The league began with eleven clubs, including the Boston Celtics, the New York Knickerbockers, the Philadelphia Warriors, and the Providence Steamrollers. The Celtics were woeful in those first few seasons. Their fortunes began to change in 1950, when Walter Brown hired Red Auerbach, a 33-year-old coach who’d had basketball success in Washington, D.C. Auerbach, a thickset red-haired street kid from Williamsburg, Brooklyn, arrived in Boston with no great fanfare, but would remain with the team until 2001, becoming the most successful coach and executive in NBA history.

				He was old-school. He wore sweats to practice, a whistle around his neck. He was less like the celebrity coaches of today than like a middle school gym teacher. He always had a ball under his arm and was never far from a blackboard. A hardcourt innovator, he traded and drafted not for pedigree but for smarts, speed, size. He said the most important thing in a game is the most obvious: possession. If we have the ball, they can’t score. To control possession, you need rebounds. A team that collects twice as many rebounds only needs to make half as many shots to achieve the same point total. With that in mind, Red went after big players who could battle for position under the rim.

				Red could be fiery—he slugged a fan who spit on him in Cincinnati in 1962. When certain of a win, he’d light a cigar and smoke it on the bench. This became known as Red’s victory cigar. Opposing players and coaches and NBA officials loathed the gesture. “When the league was picking on me, I tried to think of something that would aggravate the higher-ups,” Auerbach told The Boston Globe’s Dan Shaughnessy. “I wasn’t having much luck until one day I lighted up a cigar during a game. Afterward, I got a little note, saying, ‘It doesn’t look good for you to be smoking cigars on the bench.’ I haven’t been without one since.”

				Auerbach’s greatest skill was talent-spotting. “He could watch a game and see what all ten players were doing at the same time,” Jan Volk, general manager of the Celtics in the 1980s, told me. “He had this magical ability to see and digest. And he understood people. He understood what drove them. And he worked very hard, even when he was older. He went to see everyone, all the players. He felt that the most important part of scouting a college player was seeing how he practiced. How does the kid prepare? How does he interact with his teammates? He’d see things in a player that were invisible to everyone else.”

				Red built his greatest Boston teams around a key piece, a cornerstone, the first of these being Bill Russell, a 6'10" center from the University of San Francisco whom he heard about via his network of unofficial scouts—old teammates and army buddies scattered across the Lower 48. A phone ringing in the middle of the night: “There’s a kid out here, Red. You gotta see him. He’s your kind of kid.” Red’s “kind of kid” meant speed and size. “I can teach a lot of things,” Auerbach explained, “but I can’t teach a kid how to be tall.”

				Auerbach saw and wanted Russell, but there was a problem. Boston would not pick until late in the first round in 1956, by which time the big center would be gone. Red went into his office at the Garden, shut the door, worked the problem. The Rochester Royals had the first draft pick in 1956. Maybe the Royals can use a player like Russell, Red told himself, but that’s not what they need. What they need is money. The team, owned and coached by Les Harrison, was behind in the rent payments on its stadium. Instead of trading the Royals a package of players for the top pick, Auerbach convinced Walter Brown to offer the owner of the Rochester War Memorial Arena, where the Royals played, several weeks of performances by the Ice Capades in lieu of the Royals’ back rent.

				Bill Russell arrived in Boston in September 1956. The Celtics won their first championship the following spring. The good times continued. Auerbach’s team appeared in every NBA Finals between 1956 and 1966, winning nine out of ten. They won again in 1968 and 1969. Eleven championships in thirteen years. Visiting teams came to hate Boston Garden as a result. To make matters worse, the arena had been allowed to dilapidate. It was a wreck by the 1960s. Worst was the parquet floor. Like the ivy at Wrigley Field or the Green Monster at Fenway Park, Boston Garden’s parquet was a lovable eccentricity unless you had to play on it.

				Consisting of 274 panels of Tennessee red oak and arranged in a parquet pattern known to anyone who’s ever rented an apartment in Manhattan, the Garden floor had been designed to be quickly removable for hockey games. It was beat to hell by the time Bird, McHale, and Parish arrived, resulting in dead spots that visiting teams discovered by losing possession. “The Celtics would force you onto those dead places,” Bulls forward Charles Davis told me. “You’d dribble and the ball would stay down and they’d get possession and score and that would be the difference, the reason you lost.”

				“None of that is true,” said Bird, who claims the dead spots changed every time the floor was taken up and put back, that in the 1980s, the Celtics were playing atop a kaleidoscope.

				Red Auerbach actively looked for ways to make opponents uncomfortable. “He’d put us in locker rooms where the keys didn’t work, the towels went missing, and the heat was set over a hundred degrees, and you couldn’t open the windows,” Bulls coach Phil Jackson said. “For [one] series, he put us in a different locker room for every game, and the last one, for Game Seven, was a cramped janitor’s locker with no lockers and a ceiling so low many of us had to stoop to get dressed.”

				“That arena was old and creepy,” Earl Cureton, who played for the 76ers and the Bulls in the 1980s, told me. “You always felt like some supernatural force was working against you when you played there.”

				Cureton is referring to the Garden Mystique, the fact that the place could seem possessed. In the Garden, weird bounces turned wins into losses, which equaled a serious home court advantage. In 1985–86, the Celtics went 40–1 at home. They hardly ever lost there in the postseason. Some credited “the Leprechaun,” the fighting Irishman painted at center court.

				“The Boston Mystique isn’t leprechauns hiding in the floorboards,” Pat Riley protested. “It isn’t blood and guts. It’s a willingness to use any tactic to upset an opponent. Turn up the heat when it’s already hot. Shut off the visitors’ water heaters. Instigate hard fouls on the court. It’s [Auerbach] chasing officials all the way to the dressing room to try to intimidate them. To hell with dignity. To hell with fair play. The Boston Mystique encourages the lowest common denominator of fan behavior. It grows directly out of the low-rent attitudes of the Boston management. They’re the Klingons of the NBA.”

				The fact that spectators sat so close at the Garden could make games nightmarish for visiting players, especially for Black players. “The fans in Boston were ruthless,” Charles Davis told me. “They’d say the nastiest things, throw stuff and spit at you.”

				Even some of the greatest Celtics experienced racism in their home city, from their own fans. Bill Russell was abused when he arrived in 1956. It was nearly impossible for him to buy a house, and once he finally did, it was broken into and vandalized. Racial slurs were painted on the walls. In his memoir Second Wind, Russell describes Boston as “a flea market of racism.” “If Paul Revere were riding today,” he wrote, “it would be for racism. ‘The [n-words] are coming! The [n-words] are coming!’ ”

				When Russell went to Auerbach with the problem, Auerbach commiserated. Auerbach said he, as a Jew, also had trouble finding a house, which is why he lived in the Lenox Hotel. His family stayed in D.C.; he slept in Boston only when necessary. The result was an unbreakable bond between Auerbach and Russell. These men loved each other because they understood each other, and what it felt like to be outsiders. Here, in essence, is what Auerbach told Russell: We don’t play for Boston, or the fans; we play for each other.

				In others words, the franchise was better than its fans. In 1964, and it’s a fascinating irony, the Celtics put the NBA’s first all-Black team on the floor. Bill Russell, Sam Jones, Satch Sanders, K. C. Jones, Willie Naulls. Most remarkable is the fact that Auerbach didn’t even know he’d done it. When asked to comment, he said he was entirely unaware he’d broken a line, or done something historic, or even sent out an all-Black team. “I just put the best guys we had on the floor,” he explained.

				Bill Russell became the NBA’s first Black head coach in 1966, when Auerbach kicked himself upstairs. Russell continued to lead from the floor as well as the bench, as the team’s player/coach. At thirty-four, he was slowing down, but still among the NBA’s top centers. He coached Boston to two more championships. He left the Celtics after the 1969 season.

				Boston declined in the post-Russell years. They stumbled to championships in 1974 and 1976—these clubs were led by Dave Cowens—then completely fell apart. Gloom set in, a basketball fallow, the hangover that follows the spree. Eighteen titles in twenty-five years. Worse than being bad was being mediocre, no better than the Bullets or the Pacers. Boston suffered through two losing seasons, then Auerbach started to rebuild. It was not one more championship he wanted, but a perennial contender, which is why, in 1978, he forfeited short-term success by drafting Bird, who would not be a Celtic for another fifteen months.
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				I met Red Auerbach in New Orleans in 1986. This was the peak of the Bird/McHale/Parish years. Red’s Celtics were as good as any team had ever been. We had dinner a few hours before Larry King, who’d invited me along, was to interview Auerbach on his late-night radio show. We ate peeled shrimp and gumbo at Pascal’s Manale on Napoleon Avenue. Auerbach was big and round, stuffed into a blue blazer at least two sizes too small. He was a dese, dems, and dose type of New Yorker, a native of that part of Brooklyn where “toilet” is pronounced turlet. He waved his cigar as he spoke, stuck it between his teeth, grinned. That cigar, which remained unlit, had come to mean something more than just victory in a game. It meant victory in life. Auerbach, who’d played college ball when the pro game was a sideshow, had helped, with his years of excellence in Boston, the NBA reach the stratosphere; it’s become bigger than baseball and more exciting than football.

				Larry King and Red Auerbach talked about the standouts of their youth, the action on the Coney Island courts, where even the stars accepted the playground rules: You could hit that layup, but you’d pay for it. Larry told Red that Sandy Koufax injured his left elbow—the injury that would send him into retirement at thirty-one—not on the pitcher’s mound but at a public court in Bensonhurst, where, after hitting a 2, he was driven into a metal stanchion.

				Auerbach talked about Bird and McHale and how the 1986 Celtics would deal with injuries and age. He talked about the astronomical salaries of the game’s top players, an onslaught he said began with Magic and Bird. “I’d already agreed to pay Bird three and a quarter million for a five-year contract, which would make him the highest-paid rookie in NBA history, topping the contract Jerry Buss had given Magic,” said Auerbach. “Then Bird’s agent, Bob Woolf, he says, ‘OK, we also want a 100K bonus if Bird makes the All-Rookie team.’ And I’m like, are you kidding? I’m already paying him more than any first-year ever. How about you give me back 100K if he doesn’t make the All-Rookie team?”
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				Auerbach believed Bird was worth paying, because Bird was the sort of player you could build around, a cornerstone. But for Auerbach, the crucial moment in franchise building came not with Bird’s acquisition but a year later, during the summer before Bird’s second pro season.

				Behind nearly every NBA dynasty is a trade that looks like a crime. The 1968 deal that sent three Lakers—Darrall Imhoff, Jerry Chambers, and Archie Clark—to the Philadelphia 76ers for Wilt Chamberlain looks like a crime; as does the 1977 deal that sent Dr. J from the Nets to the 76ers for three million dollars; as does the 1998 deal that sent Robert “Tractor” Traylor from the Bucks to the Mavericks for Pat Garrity and Dirk Nowitzki.

				Auerbach’s dynasty-building crime came with a geometrical insight: Looking over the draft boards and rosters before the 1980–81 season, he saw a way to land two undervalued players with a single move. Detroit had the first pick in 1980, but there was no one in the draft class they wanted as much as Bob McAdoo, the Celtics’ underperforming forward. Auerbach traded McAdoo for the Pistons’ first round pick, waited a moment, then swapped that number-one pick to the Golden State Warriors, who were angling to draft Joe Barry Carroll, a center from Purdue whom Auerbach considered overrated. Auerbach got Golden State’s first round pick in return—they were picking third overall—then, in the way of a man who might ask a clothing salesman to throw in a free tie with a new suit, Auerbach said, in essence, “And since we’re giving you a number one for a number three, how about you throw in that center you never play—what’s his name?—Parish.”

				To the Warriors, Robert Parish, a 7'1" center who’d played at a small college in Louisiana, was a washout, a wasted pick. He was overweight and unmotivated and his game suffered as a result. Auerbach knew he’d perform when he felt there was a reason to perform.

				Auerbach then used the number three pick to draft another seven-footer, Kevin McHale, from the University of Minnesota, who Auerbach said he would have taken ahead of Joe Barry Carroll in any case. In sum: Auerbach swapped McAdoo and Carroll for Parish and McHale. Together with Bird, these men would make up the most formidable front line in the NBA.

				Auerbach was after size, physicality. To return to the finals, the Celtics would have to beat the 76ers, the best team in the East. So here, through a rent in the fabric, you can see NBA history in motion. The Celtics evolved to beat the 76ers, who had evolved to beat the Lakers, who had evolved to beat an earlier iteration of the Celtics. History is not a line. It’s a pattern.

				Once he had his core players, Auerbach merely needed to fill holes, put out fires, and ride the train as long as the train would go.

				Danny Ainge arrived in a roundabout way. Born in Eugene, Oregon, Ainge was the only athlete in Oregon history to be first-team All-American in three sports. He led his high school basketball team to three championships. Football scouts ranked him among the top wide receivers in the country. He was drafted to play infield for the Toronto Blue Jays before he turned eighteen. He actually intended to focus on baseball, not basketball. Having decided to go to college, he worked out with the Blue Jays in the spring and summer, which left him time to play basketball for BYU in the fall and winter. He led the Cougars to the 1981 NCAA tournament his sophomore year. He hit the layup that eliminated Notre Dame in the Sweet Sixteen. He probably played well because he played loose. For him, it was all gravy—basketball wasn’t even his sport. On June 2, 1979, he became the youngest player in Blue Jays history to hit a home run. He appeared in part of three major league baseball seasons, collecting 146 hits but batting just .220. Auerbach, who’d taken Ainge in the second round of the 1981 draft—he did it the way you buy a lottery ticket, because you never know—approached Ainge in the gray hour that followed another disappointing MLB season. He asked Danny a simple question: “Would you rather be known as a weak-hitting Toronto Blue Jay, or as a member of the greatest basketball team of all time?”

				According to Ainge, it was less the Celtics’ mystique that enticed him than the prospect of playing with Bird. “Larry was a magician, and I wanted to get a chance to be on the other side of the curtain,” Ainge told me. “That just seemed so exciting.”

				The Blue Jays, who had counted Ainge among their future stars, sued for breach of contract. The Celtics settled for $800,000, a decision they possibly questioned following Ainge’s performance at rookie camp, which many consider the worst debut in franchise history. He shot oh for nineteen in his first scrimmage, then continued to brick, clank, and bumble. Bad practices followed bad scrimmages. Boston coach Bill Fitch tried to motivate with mockery. He called Ainge a disappointment, and shouted as he ran laps: “Hey, Ainge! Your shooting percentage is worse than your batting average!”

				For most players, hitting shots isn’t about hustle. It’s about finding the stroke, that heavenly groove. It’s less work than grace, and the harder Fitch pushed, the further Ainge fell from grace. He found it only when Fitch was replaced by K. C. Jones in 1983.

				Ainge became a good 3-point shooter who got even better in the clutch. He was also a dramatic flopper. If bumped, he went down grimacing, holding his knee. Long-haired and apple-cheeked, he was said to have “the most punchable” face in the NBA. He came across as small and whiny on TV, which was a distortion. “Danny is actually six-five but, for some reason, he looks more like five-six out on the court,” K. C. Jones said. “But he is six-five and does it all. He hustles and scraps on the defensive end, and runs like the wind on the fast break.”

				Dennis Johnson, who would play guard beside Ainge for nearly ten years, was another key acquisition. When he arrived in Boston in 1983, Johnson was already a star, the most interesting sort of star, the sort trailed by nasty rumors and a bad reputation. He won a championship with the 1979 Seattle SuperSonics, who’d taken the point guard in the second round in 1976. He was named Finals MVP. But the fact that he was an All-Star, and one of the league’s top defenders, did not prevent the Sonics from trading him to the Phoenix Suns. In explaining himself, Sonics coach Lenny Wilkens hung the worst label on DJ: locker room cancer. His attitude sucked. His work ethic sucked. If he didn’t like a drill, he’d leave the court and watch from the bleachers. It was not just his manner but the way he looked, the architecture of his body. Johnson had dark circles under his eyes, his shoulders sagged, and he seemed to be jogging even when he was running, which could disguise the fact that he was one of the game’s great team players.

				Dennis knew how to get along with people because Dennis had fifteen siblings. He also knew what it meant to be overlooked, underappreciated. He grew up in Compton and was only twelve years old when riots swept Los Angeles. One of his first memories was burning buildings and police truncheons.

				He loved basketball but was handicapped by size. Small in stature, big in ambition—that’s what they said. He was 5'9" his senior year at Dominguez High School. He was lucky if he saw two minutes of action in a game. It was only after graduation that he started to grow. He perfected his craft on the playground as he waited for his body to catch up with his dream. He was 6'4" when a coach from Los Angeles Harbor College “discovered” him.

				Lenny Wilkens said Dennis Johnson walked instead of ran, and dribbled as the shot clock ran down, but it only seemed that way if you didn’t really look. A creative ball handler, Johnson was usually doing much more than you noticed. He set the tempo and always knew when to kick it into a higher gear. In the famous play at the end of Game 5 of the 1987 Eastern Conference Finals described above—Larry stole Isiah’s inbound pass, turned, and dished to Dennis Johnson for the winner—much is made of Bird’s heady interception. But it would have been pointless without Dennis, who read the moment same as Larry, broke for the hoop, and hit the layup with such speed it’s recalled mostly as a blur. “People say, ‘How did it happen?’ ” Johnson said. “Well, I don’t know how the hell it happened; it just happened.”

				Dennis played one season at Pepperdine, a peripheral basketball school he turned into a contender. He led the Waves to a top 20 ranking in 1976, averaging over 15 points a game. It was his performance in the 1976 NCAA tournament that put him on the draft board. He was a strange prospect—much better than the stats said he should be. That’s what led to the trouble in Seattle and Phoenix: Surrounded by first round picks who did not perform, Johnson found himself in battle with teammates. They did not want to change their game—their style—to make space for the kind of game Johnson played—pass-drunk, cerebral, defensive. When Phoenix general manager Jerry Colangelo finally decided to trade Johnson—Colangelo claimed Johnson demanded a trade—he could hardly find any takers.

				Who wants locker room cancer?

				For Auerbach, the result was yet another perfect crime. In return for Dennis Johnson, who would play seven seasons in Boston, quarterback the offense, lead the defense, and have his number retired, Auerbach sent two future second round picks to Phoenix, along with Rick Robey, a broken-down center who appeared in just fifty games with the Suns before retiring.

				Johnson arrived in Boston as a project, a risk. He’d alienated two coaches and two teams. He seemed to be the kind of player who, instead of making everyone better, might make everyone angry or worse. Danny Ainge nicknamed him “Chemo” because “that’s what we’d been told we’d need after spending a few weeks around Dennis.”

				Johnson insisted that he’d merely been waiting for a team with good teammates and the right coach, where he could settle into his role instead of fighting players not willing to do what had to be done. Years later, when his jersey was hung from the rafters, Magic Johnson sent a telegram to be read aloud at the ceremony. It called DJ “the best backcourt defender of all time.”

				Bird has identified the arrival of Dennis Johnson as the moment the Celtics ascended. “DJ is simply the best player I’ve ever played with on the Celtics,” Bird explained. “Kevin is great. Robert is great. I’ve played with other great players. But when I look at the teams, there’s always a player on that team who seems to symbolize the whole team. When I think of our own team, the guy I think of is DJ. When I look at him, I think, ‘The guy will do anything to win.’ ”

				“Bird and me, we never talked about what we were going to do on the floor, never made a signal for it,” Johnson said. “We just knew. I’d be coming down the court and I’d hear the other team’s coach saying, ‘Watch it, watch Bird off the pick, watch…’ And it’d be too late.”

				And then, in addition to all this, Bird kept getting better. After the final loss that ended all but a championship season, he’d go home, climb into bed, stare at the ceiling, and ask himself, What can I do to get better?

				“Every summer, Bird went back home to Indiana and worked diligently, trying not only to stay in the best of shape with a strict regimen, but to improve his game by adding shots,” David Halberstam writes. “One year it was an up-and-under shot coming off a fake. Another year it was a shot designed to add a degree of separation for a player who was not getting any younger, a faked drive forward followed by a quick backward step as he released the ball. One year it was improvement on his left hand; he had come into the league with a good left-handed shot, but as his career progressed, he sensed the need for that additional option and refined it. On the first days of Celtics’ preseason camps, the other players liked to see what Bird had added to his game over the summer.”

				On February 14, 1986, during a game against the Trail Blazers, in an effort to both work on craft and fight tedium, Bird played forty-eight minutes and scored 47 points using only his left hand. Explaining himself to the press, he said, “I’m saving my right hand for the Lakers.”

				Bill Russell’s Celtics, the team that dominated in the 1960s, had been mostly Black. Larry Bird’s Celtics, the team that dominated in the 1980s, were mostly white—a fact that did not go unnoticed. To some, the Celtics, in their pale homogeneity, embodied Boston as it was in the 1980s, with its haunted arena and bile-spewing fans. But it was hard to argue with performance. Boston reached the finals in 1981, 1984, and 1985, attaining an otherworldly brilliance in 1985–86 with a team some consider the best of all time. Auerbach had added the aging, injury-prone future Hall of Fame center Bill Walton to the roster. Despite bad feet, bad ankles, and bad knees, Walton managed to appear in eighty games. His style was the style Bird loved most: complicated, elegant, deft; full of behind-the-back, through-the-legs, over-the-shoulder passes. It was like Cirque du Soleil when it worked. This one would throw to that one, who’d underhand to this one, who’d flip to that one, and now it’s over…no, wait…now it’s over…no, wait…now it’s over there. They progressed via touch pass. Walton tapped the ball to Bird, who tapped it to McHale, who laid it gently off the glass. This team was not tempted by rim-rattling jam. Their game was quiet. Each play unfolded like a maze; each maze ended at the basket.

				I asked NBA veterans which of the four teams—Lakers, Pistons, Celtics, Bulls—had been the best at their best. Each team had its loyalists, but the 1985–86 Celtics won by a plurality.

				“The 1986 Celtics were the best ever,” Bulls guard Craig Hodges told me. “It wasn’t just all the stars, but how much fun they had tricking your ass. You never knew where the ball was gonna turn up. You’d have to slap your own face, or be mesmerized.”

				“It was Boston,” said Sam Perkins. “They had more real players than the Bulls, Pistons, or Lakers, and were more fluid and loose on the floor together. The Lakers could seem like a bunch of great stars playing a two-man or a three-man game, but the Celtics were all five guys firing, meshing.”

				The Celtics swept the Bulls in the 1986 playoffs, beat the Hawks in five, swept the Bucks to reach the finals—their third straight appearance—then beat the Rockets in six to win Boston’s sixteenth NBA championship.

				At the start of the 1986 off-season, the Celtics’ continued dominance seemed assured. Not only had Boston won the title, Auerbach had somehow acquired the number two pick in the draft. And he knew exactly who he was going to take: Len Bias, a once-in-a-generation talent from Maryland. Auerbach had been scouting Bias since he was in high school. “When Red saw Bias, he was convinced he was looking at one of the greatest players he had ever seen,” John Feinstein writes in Let Me Tell You a Story: A Lifetime in the Game. “Bias was six-foot-eight, with guard quickness and a feathery jump shot. He could shoot off the dribble and jump so high it was almost impossible to block his shot.”

				Bias, whom one Celtics scout called “the closest thing to Michael Jordan,” was the sort of player who, in a fallow time, Auerbach would have made the cornerstone of a dynasty. Because of that famous luck, he’d instead be adding him to what was already the best team in the league. Not only could a player like Bias contribute points and defense, he’d lighten the workload for Bird and McHale, allowing them to extend their careers.

				And then: Len Bias was gone. He’d visited Boston on draft day, worn a Celtics jersey for the press, flown back to Maryland to celebrate with friends, inhaled a mountain of cocaine, and died.

				Auerbach got the call at 4:00 a.m. The old coach, wild-haired, bolted upright in bed, hearing but not registering. What do you mean, dead? “It was one of those deals where you understand what has happened but can’t believe it,” Auerbach said. “I mean, I’d been with the kid a few hours earlier, and he couldn’t have been healthier or happier.”

				“I was in Indiana when I got the news,” Boston guard Jerry Sichting told me. “I was staying at my in-laws’. My wife came in and woke me. What a nightmare. I thought I was dreaming.”

				Bird said the news hit him like a physical blow; he called it the cruelest thing he had ever heard.

				At that moment, every needle on the Celtics, dashboard quivered and fell. The team, which, with Bias, could have continued to compete for another decade, suddenly looked old. “He would have been a perfect fit,” said Sichting. “That became apparent the very next year when Walton got hurt. Bird and McHale had to play so many hard minutes, their bodies started to break. Bias would have given those guys a rest. It would have made a world of difference.”

				“It’s difficult not to speculate how much Bias would have helped,” said Bird. “I can say that I felt that he was the player who would be able to take my place. He wasn’t Michael Jordan, but was in that mold. He was a runner and jumper unlike anyone on our team, and he was as tough as nails. I think he would have been a lot better in the pros than he was in college. I think he could do more things than, say, James Worthy. I was so excited when we drafted him. I thought, ‘Oh, boy, here we go, we’re on a roll now.’ ”

				It was the kind of tragedy that hangs over a franchise. The Celtics, who’d always been blessed, suddenly seemed cursed. “It’s hard for people to understand what losing Bias did,” Auerbach said. “We were riding high. We’d just won another title. And [Bias] was going to be the next generation, the way we’d always done it, bring in great young players to take the place of other great players as they got older. You aren’t talking about an injury, you’re talking about losing a guy who would have been an all-star for ten years—at least—and losing him in the worst possible way. But it wasn’t just that. There was a pall cast. It was almost like a foreboding of doom.”

				

				
					
					[image: ]

				The Celtics repeated as Atlantic Division champs in 1987, but without the same verve. It was only guts and luck that got them by the Pistons in the Eastern Conference Finals. They’d as much as lost Game 5 in the Garden when Bird picked off Zeke’s stupid inbound pass and DJ laid it in with 1.7 seconds to go. (In real time, it looked like this: pass, steal, pass, shoot, game.)

				It was in the locker room after Game 7 that Detroit rookie Dennis Rodman brought the issue of race, which was always there but usually sublimated, to the surface. He scowled when asked about the loss, called Bird overrated, then said Bird had only been named MVP because “he’s white.”

				“I think Larry is a very, very good basketball player, an exceptional talent,” Isiah said when asked to comment on Rodman’s comment. “But I’d have to agree with Rodman. If he was Black, he’d be just another good guy.”

				In his anger and disappointment, Isiah had inadvertently ripped off the lid, bringing all the questions that must never be asked about race and the game into the open. Why does it seem like Black players are better than white players? Why is it that great white players are described as hardworking and heady while great Black players are described as gifted and athletic? Why are almost all the coaches and owners white, while almost all the players are Black? Why are almost all the fans white? Is it true that every Black player believes, in his heart, that he can defeat any white player one-on-one, even an MVP like Larry Bird?

				To Bird, Isiah’s comment was nothing more than dumb talk from a player who’d just been defeated. To reporters and fans, it was something else. It was Isiah telling the public what Black players really think about their white opponents. Isiah has called the hours that followed the worst of his NBA career, a period that cast him in a new light, that changed his reputation from sunshine and charm to sour-grape discontent, from smiling good guy to smiling bad guy, which is how most people still view him thirty-five years later. Isiah had been a little too honest.

			

			
				LAKERS AT CELTICS

				When the Lakers faced the Celtics in Boston Garden on December 11, 1987, it was the first time the teams had played each other since the Lakers beat Boston in Game 6 of the 1987 NBA Finals.

				The Celtics’ season had seemed promising that fall. Bird was healthy for the first time in years—it would be the most productive offensive season of his career. McHale had recovered from foot and ankle surgery. Ainge and Johnson, though not perfect, felt good enough to play. And yet, when stone-faced Robert Parish met Kareem for the opening tip, you got a shiver of anxiety. Parish was thirty-four. Bird was thirty-two. McHale was thirty. DJ was thirty-four. Ainge was the only starter still in his twenties. There was no way around it—the Celtics were getting old. If this was a dynasty, it was a dynasty in decline.

				Bird scored the first points of the game, going under Worthy and off the glass for 2. For long stretches, Bird did nothing but score that night. From inside and outside. Off the backboard or with a swish. He did not have to look to find his teammates. He knew. When double-teamed, he stared at DJ but passed to McHale, who, though he resembled Frankenstein’s monster, was surprisingly graceful. Bird described McHale as “the ultimate bailout.” “No matter how much trouble I’ll be in,” he explained, “I know I can always throw the ball to Kevin, and he’ll get to the basket and take the pressure off.” And yet you had the sense that Bird was often a little disappointed in McHale; that, as good as he was, Larry wanted him to be better. According to Bird, McHale “could be the top defender” in the league. According to Bird, Kevin “is so awesome on some nights.”

				“Kevin reminds me of my little brother, Eddie,” Bird explained. “He makes everything look so easy, and when you say something about him working harder, he just kind of mopes around.”

				Even when McHale played his best, Bird seemed determined to top him, to show him that more was still possible, that a perfect game could at least be imagined. On March 3, 1985, McHale scored 56 points, a Celtics record that was broken a week later when Bird scored 60.

				“The most important thing in life to Larry is basketball,” Celtics radio broadcaster Glenn Ordway said. “The most important thing to Kevin is, at various times, family, fun, recreation, friends, and basketball. Basketball is somewhere in the top five, but, frankly, might be closer to five than to one. I think Larry resented that night after night he’s out bustin’ his butt for basketball, basketball, basketball, and there is Kevin with a totally different set of priorities. On the court, Kevin is as fierce a competitor as anyone, but, at other moments, he’s always talking about his family or his golf game or his fishing. That got to Larry.”

				McHale grew up in Hibbing, Minnesota. His father was a mill worker, and never let Kevin forget that basketball is just a game. “I think what I got from my father was that a man got up and went to work every day, whether it was thirty below or thirty above,” said McHale, who spent summers working beside his father. Returning to school in September, he’d tell friends he’d spent vacation as “a blast furnace guy.”

				He attended the University of Minnesota on a basketball scholarship, where he played with the Bahamian center Mychal Thompson, whom he’d face again in the NBA. The Lakers acquired Thompson in 1986 specifically to stop McHale, whose game Thompson had decoded in the Minnesota gymnasium.

				McHale had not watched pro basketball when he was in college, nor followed the NBA draft. First he ever heard about it was from one of the football players, who congratulated him for being taken in the top five.

				“Top five of what?” asked McHale.

				He figured it was a fraternity thing.

				By the end of his rookie year in Boston, McHale had become one of the game’s premier post-up players, meaning he’d get close to the basket, turn his back on the defender, hold up his hands, and wait for the ball. His most effective move was tagged the “up-and-under.” He’d fake like he was going to jump, get the defender in the air, then go under him en route to the hoop, often drawing a foul. When it worked, the up-and-under was good for 3 points.

				And there were a dozen other ways he could score inside. The secret was his footwork. It might look like improvisation, but he in fact spent hours perfecting each stutter step, change of direction, fadeaway. He was so tricky, so deft and unpredictable, that he fooled not just opponents but officials, who now and then, having been fooled, blew the whistle. In other words, he was so good it looked like cheating.

				“McHale’s drop-step, twisting, up-and-under move sometimes drew a traveling violation,” Dan Shaughnessy writes in Wish It Lasted Forever. “Referees assumed he must be dragging his pivot foot to beat defenders. It turned out to be an optical illusion. The zebras studied video of McHale in slow motion and discovered that he was not traveling—he was simply a physical freak with the quickness and agility to get underhand layups without taking a third step.”

				“I didn’t know they studied up on it,” McHale said, “but I remember in games I would sometimes tell the refs, ‘Please go in at halftime and watch the tape and just watch my feet. As long as my left foot is my pivot foot, I can move my right foot seventeen times. It doesn’t matter.’ They’d sometimes come out and say, ‘You know, you’re right.’ ”

				McHale was a physical wonder: 6'10", 210 pounds, with an eight-foot wingspan and an almost biological need to shoot. They called him “the Black Hole” because once you tossed the ball into that maw, it was never coming back out. He was usually assigned to guard the other team’s power forward. Against the Lakers, he often covered James Worthy. Not being able to stop Worthy—no one could—he’d play him opportunistically. The best way to stymie Worthy? Put him on the bench. McHale was aggressive on offense, driving on Worthy, trying to get him into foul trouble. Once a player picks up the third or fourth foul, he’ll back off. Six fouls, he’s out. McHale let Worthy get his points while waiting for a mistake, a moment he could exploit.

				McHale anticipated Worthy’s jump shot late in the first quarter at the Garden that December. He swatted the ball out of Worthy’s hand and across the floor to Bird, who passed it to Parish, who passed it back to McHale—that indomitable Boston front line, racing up-court, zipping the ball back and forth as the crowd howled. McHale finished the play with a soft layup. No need to elaborate when you’re being successful.

				Magic Johnson slowed the tempo when he got the ball. Basketball rides on surges, swings. It’s the job of the point guard to direct those surges, staunch and feed, snuff and ignite. Never let yourself be carried away by the other team’s momentum. It’s our movie, not theirs. Magic passed the ball to Kareem in the post. This was Abdul-Jabbar’s second-to-last season. He couldn’t run like he used to, and didn’t seem to care as much as he once did, but used the right way, he could still be effective. Kareem, being tightly guarded by Parish, dribbled twice, stepped away, and launched the skyhook.

				Bird is a forward. Magic is a guard. They do not cover each other, nor play man-on-man. Dennis Johnson guards Magic. Michael Cooper covers Bird. If you see Bird posting up Magic, something has gone wrong. And yet, whenever they were on the same floor, it felt like they were connected by a hidden wire. They answered each other shot for shot in the first quarter. There was a “take that” vibe to the game. After all, these men were linked by history. It was their rivalry that had brought the NBA back from the dead and set it on the path to becoming America’s grandest spectacle. Theirs was a fast, elegant game that perfectly suited modern fans. By the late 1980s, the NBA had become what America wanted to be—fast, athletic, diverse.

				The Lakers vs. the Celtics had long been the league’s great rivalry. Magic and Larry merely breathed life back into a fire that had been blazing since the 1960s, when it was Bill Russell driving on Elgin Baylor. But by the 1987–88 season, while the Celtics were starting to fade, the Showtime Lakers were still going strong.

				Bird scored 15 points in the first twelve minutes of that game, putting Boston ahead 29–27 early. Then Worthy picked up his third foul. Thinking the call ticky-tack, he stood before the referee, palms raised in appeal, beard bristling, eyes wide behind enormous goggles, shouting, “Come on, now! Come on! Come on! Come on! Come on, now!”

				When foul trouble sent Worthy to the bench, he was replaced by Lakers fan favorite Kurt Rambis. He’d been a starter, but the team had upgraded via the draft, leaving Rambis with no obvious role. TBS announcer Bob Neal said, “Here comes Rambis! The fans in L.A. call him Clark Kent.”

				“Unfortunately,” said color commentator and Hall of Famer Rick Barry, “he also plays like Clark Kent.”

				Rambis dribbled off his foot soon after he checked in. Robert Parish dove for the loose ball, got it, then hit Dennis Johnson with a long pass from a sitting position. In this moment, you saw how badly the Celtics wanted to win. Early season game or not, beating L.A. always meant something.

				There are two units of NBA time. There is the season, and there is the moment. The season is important, but it’s made up of moments. When you are in the moment, there is no important or unimportant. There is no season. There is only the moment.

				Bird scored his 22nd point to start the second half, then missed six shots in a row. With Bird off target, the Celtics seemed overwhelmed. That was the thing about the Showtime Lakers: If you got them down, you had to step on their neck. As long as they could see a path, they could come back and win. They had so many weapons.

				Magic took over in the fourth. Always tall for his position, he had been slight in college, but had grown thick and strong as a pro. He wore a Fu Manchu mustache in 1987–88. He always seemed to be smiling. When the Celtics responded to his run with a double-team, he turned into a bandleader, finding open men—Byron Scott for a 3; James Worthy for a runner in the lane; A. C. Green for a jam; Kareem for a skyhook—all over the court.

				Bird answered Kareem’s skyhook by taking the ball end to end and hitting a layup that put Boston ahead by 2, with 1:44 left to play. The lead changed hands three more times in the last minute. Cooper tied the game with a jumper, with twenty-six seconds left. Boston scored, then got the ball back with a chance to score again. Ainge missed from fifteen feet, but drew a foul. Then missed both free throws.

				Pat Riley called time-out. The players gathered round as he diagrammed the last play. Magic was smiling down at Riley. Kareem was sitting at the end of the bench, a towel over his head.

				Michael Cooper waved the ball over his head on the sideline, searching for an inbound pass. He found Magic across the floor with just enough time for Johnson to put up a one-handed off-balance 3, less shot than throw, the way you throw a crumpled piece of paper into the trash. Magic later said he’d perfected this shot in the games of HORSE he played with Byron Scott before and after practice. It fell in at the buzzer. Magic ran across the floor shouting, high-fiving, jumping up and down. Bird slouched as he went into the tunnel. Magic had done it to him again.

			

			
				THE BULLS

				By mid-January, the landscape of the season begins to come into focus. The shooting stars have burned out, the contenders emerged. The regular season is eighty-two games. It’s an endurance test, and it tends to favor experience and depth.

				The NBA’s Eastern and Western Conferences were each divided into two divisions: the Midwest and Pacific in the West, the Central and Atlantic in the East. The Lakers, who led the Pacific Division first to last in 1987–88, had the best record in the NBA on January 16, 1988. At 26–7, they were six games ahead of Seattle and Portland. Byron Scott, the third or even the fourth best player on L.A., had been named NBA Player of the Week on January 10, which shows the depth of that team.

				The Dallas Mavericks led in the Midwest Division, closely trailed by the Denver Nuggets and Houston Rockets. At 24–10, the Celtics led in the Atlantic, six games ahead of the Philadelphia 76ers, a once great team recovering from the retirement of their star, Dr. J. The 76ers were led by Charles Barkley, who, at twenty-four years old, was already an All-Star.

				To general surprise, the Atlanta Hawks (25–9) seemed to be running away with the Central Division, leaving both the Pistons (20–11) and Bulls (20–14) behind. When Atlanta star Dominique Wilkins began to be identified simply as “Nique,” the established powers knew it was time to take Atlanta seriously. That team, built by general manager Stan Kasten, the only executive to field winning clubs in three sports—baseball (Dodgers); hockey (Thrashers); basketball (Hawks)—was nearly as deep as the Lakers. Even so, the Celtics knew their real challenger would be the Pistons, not the Hawks. And the Pistons knew that while the Celtics blocked the path ahead, it was the Bulls closing in from behind.

				The Pistons dominated the Bulls in those years. They beat them on the floor and in their heads. The Pistons had the Bulls’ number, but the gap kept narrowing. “It was like, no matter what we did, every time we looked in the rearview mirror, there was Jordan and the Bulls, a little bit closer,” Bill Laimbeer told me. “It was like a horror movie: We just couldn’t shake them.”

				For Detroit coach Chuck Daly and his players, the long-term strategy was simple: Stomp on the Bulls, bruise and bloody and pound them until they break. “It was like, every time we played them, they were laughing at us and saying, ‘Who’s your daddy?’ ” Bulls veteran Charles Davis told me. “They were so far inside our heads, they could have moved in furniture.” That’s why every game between the teams became so heated, why each fight for possession either threatened to turn into a brawl or did turn into a brawl.

				The fans who paid to see the Bulls play the Pistons at Chicago Stadium on January 16, 1988, expected a good performance from their team. Scottie Pippen and Horace Grant, who had arrived in the 1987 draft, added skill, size, speed, and youth to the roster. Michael Jordan, at twenty-five and in his fourth season, was at his athletic peak. Like the wizard in a children’s story, he’d finally mastered his powers. He’d lead the league in scoring that season, averaging 35 points a game, and win the first of his five NBA MVPs. (According to experts, he should have won at least nine.) Charles Oakley was still on the club. It was his job, as the team’s power forward and heavy, to win possession—he led the league in rebounds that season—and protect Jordan, especially when the Bulls played Detroit. Chicago, a franchise that had never made it beyond the second round of the playoffs, got off to their best start in years in 1987–88.

				Informed fans credited Jordan with the turnaround, but they knew it wasn’t only Jordan. There was also general manager Jerry Krause, who began making moves soon after he was hired by Bulls owner Jerry Reinsdorf in 1985. Jordan was already on the roster when Krause took over, so Krause set his task as assembling the pieces that would complement Jordan and turning the Bulls into a team.

				Krause was a local, having grown up in Norwood Park on the city’s Northwest Side. He was a backup catcher on the Taft High School baseball team and served as a kind of gopher for the football and basketball teams. To many, Krause, short and stocky with a weird squinty eye, seemed like a wannabe jock, the sort of hanger-on who invites ridicule. He made a mess of himself when he ate, which is why Jordan, whose “good guy” image was just that, called him “Crumbs.” But Reinsdorf recognized Krause for what he was—a workaholic with a genius for spotting talent. He’d scouted baseball as well as basketball. His most famous find to that point had been Earl Monroe, a future NBA Hall of Famer who Krause had seen playing at a small college in 1966. Recognizing hidden value, raw talent—that was the art. Krause could spot upside where others saw only a hopeless project. It was Krause who made the trades and picks that turned the Bulls into a dynasty. If he’s not been given proper credit—he is a member of the NBA Hall of Fame—it’s only because he didn’t look the part. “I’m ugly and fat, and that’s why people hate me,” he told the Chicago Tribune. “But I have a lot of friends who are fat and ugly, and I don’t hate them.”

				There were good and bad things about Jerry Krause.

				First the bad: He was aggressive and stubborn and spoke too honestly. If you heard him say, “Do you want to hear what I really think?” you’d be well advised to say, “No.” He spoke harshly and without filter. It earned him enemies, and having enemies made him resentful and suspicious. He thought he was being given the high hat. He blabbed to reporters. He was what Chicagoans call a pop-off artist. His belief that he was not given proper credit made him mistrust his own players, some of whom he came to think of as interchangeable. He wanted love and appreciation from reporters and fans, but fans don’t love executives, and short, fat businessmen don’t sell newspapers.

				Now the good: He understood what it takes to win. Success in the NBA is not merely the cumulative effect of smart trades and sound draft picks. It’s the product of a design. Great teams are painstakingly built with a specific plan, style, and goal in mind. Whereas most GMs operate from draft to draft, taking whoever seems best among the current crop, Krause focused on the middle distance. He saw what the kid was doing now, but imagined what he would be doing in three to five years.

				When you praise Krause for his role in building the Bulls, someone will always say, “But Jerry Krause didn’t draft Michael Jordan! The GOAT was on the roster when Krause arrived. Any GM could have won with Michael.”

				But Jordan played six seasons without winning, or even getting very far in the playoffs. And yes, Jordan was the key, and no, Krause did not pick him, but that’s the point: You don’t need to be Jerry Krause to draft Michael Jordan. Any college basketball fan could have done that. Building an effective organization around Jordan—that was Krause’s historical role.

				He started with the staff. Jordan needed direction, and the team needed leadership. By 1987–88, Krause had assembled the most interesting front office in the NBA. Tex Winter, a basketball old-timer who’d been born in Wellington, Texas, in 1922, served as guiding spirit and guru, a basketball preacher whose gospel was the “triangle offense,” the scheme the Bulls would introduce in the 1990s. Johnny Bach, another old-timer, this one from the East—he was born in Brooklyn in 1924 and played in New York’s Catholic league—served as scout and assistant. Phil Jackson, who’d won as a player with the Knicks and as a coach in the Continental Basketball Association with the Albany Patroons, was an assistant coach and advance man, traveling ahead of the Bulls in 1987–88 to scout the next team on the schedule. “Phil’s reports were filled with tons of details, large and small,” Scottie Pippen said. “Which side of the floor players preferred to operate from. Which hand they liked to dribble with. Where any of them might be a little soft on the defensive end. Which plays the opposing coach would usually run at different stages in the game.” But more than that, Phil Jackson was the prince-in-waiting, positioned to take over if and when head coach Doug Collins stumbled.

				Jackson had already developed his oddball philosophy when he reached Chicago. He said he’d based it on Zen Buddhism, Native American philosophy, the game as he learned it from Knicks coach Red Holzman, and his love of music. A 6'8" preacher’s son from Deer Lodge, Montana, Jackson was a tie-dye-wearing hippie in 1987, a jazz nut, and a serious Deadhead.

				He advised players to heed the wisdom of the great Thelonious Monk:

				
						
						Just because you’re not a drummer, doesn’t mean you don’t have to keep time.

					

						
						Stop playing all those weird notes (that’s bullshit), play the melody!

					

						
						Make the drummer sound good.

					

						
						Don’t play the piano part, I’m playing that.

					

						
						Don’t play everything (or every time); let some things go by…What you don’t play can be more important than what you do.

					

						
						When you’re swinging, swing more.

					

						
						Whatever you think can’t be done, somebody will come along and do it. A genius is the one most like himself.

					

						
						You’ve got to dig it to dig it, you dig?

					

				

				Jackson wanted his teams to function like a jazz ensemble in 4/4 time. “The basic rule was, the player with the ball had to do something with it before the third beat,” he said. “Either pass, shoot, or start to dribble. When everyone is keeping time, it makes it easier to harmonize.”

				There is footage of Jackson quoting Kipling in the locker room before a big game:

				
					Now this is the Law of the Jungle—

					As old and as true as the sky;

					And the Wolf that shall keep it may prosper,

					But the Wolf that shall break it must die.

					As the creeper that girdles the tree-trunk,

					The Law runneth forward and back—

					For the strength of the Pack is the Wolf,

					And the strength of the Wolf is the Pack.

				

				Jackson did not mind working as an assistant. He wanted to spend a year or two in the background, watching and learning from Doug Collins, a onetime standout whose playing career had been cut short by injury. Collins was just thirty-five when he took over the Bulls. Having been an NBA star, he was expected to understand the pressure on Michael Jordan, the challenge of growing up in the spotlight.

				Doug and Phil—there could be no greater contrast. Collins still behaved like a star; as if he were essential. He threw up his hands, mugged, screamed. “He was way too animated,” said Pippen. “A coach in the NBA shouldn’t be running up and down the sidelines. In the locker room after the game, his shirt and jacket were drenched with sweat as if he, too, had been playing.” Collins ended every night in a lather, his curly hair unkinked and damp. In short, Doug ran hot. Phil ran cool. He was about detachment, knowing his role, letting the players play. When someone screwed up on the court, Collins yanked him. Phil liked it when there was a screwup, and let the player carry on. How else do you improve? How else do you become resilient?

				“I learned early that one of the most important qualities of a leader is listening without judgment, or with what the Buddhists call bare attention,” Jackson explained.

				“What made Phil a good player is what made Phil a good coach,” Celtics coach Jimmy Rodgers, who scouted Jackson when he was in college, told me. “It takes a certain mindset: You have to be able to put ego aside and understand your role and what you can and can’t do for the team. It could seem like Doug was doing everything, while Phil was doing nothing at all.”

				“Doug was a very excitable, high-strung personality,” Pete Babcock, the Nuggets vice president in 1987–88, told me. “Phil was the opposite. They had completely different approaches. At a certain point in their development, the Bulls needed Doug. Then, at a later point, they’d need Phil.”

				“Jerry Reinsdorf told me he thought people are motivated by one of two forces: fear or greed,” Phil Jackson wrote in his book Eleven Rings: The Soul of Success. “That may be true, but I also think that people are motivated by love. Whether they’re willing to acknowledge it or not, what drives most basketball players is not money or adulation, but their love of the game. They love the moments when they can lose themselves completely in the action, and experience the pure joy of competition. One of the main jobs of a coach is to reawaken the spirits so players can blend together effortlessly.”

				

				
					
					[image: ]

				When Jerry Krause took over in 1985, he saw a team in need of gut renovation.

				Tear it down, then build it up.

				First, demolition. The list of once valued players—including high draft picks—that Krause cut includes David Greenwood, Ennis Whatley, Quintin Dailey, and Orlando Woolridge. “I had nine players I didn’t want and three I did,” Krause said. “I wanted Dave Corzine. I wanted Rod Higgins, and I wanted Michael. The rest of them I couldn’t have cared less about. And they were talented. All of them were very talented. But it wasn’t a question of talent.”

				Then, construction. Jordan was helpful with this, and not only on the court. On most teams, when a new talent arrives, there is an immediate jockeying for position. This gets worse as the team gets better. Everyone wants to be top dog—the best paid, the most interviewed. But that was never an issue in Chicago because, in Chicago, everyone knew that Jordan was king. Most of Krause’s acquisitions were scouted and acquired in reference to Michael: How can they help Michael? How will they mesh?

				Charles Oakley was a perfect example. A playground legend from Cleveland, Ohio, who attended a small university (Virginia Union), Oakley was brought to the Bulls to fight for position and protect Jordan. He averaged 12 points and 13 rebounds a game in 1987–88. But the stats only tell part of the story. They can never explain a person’s personality, their drive. Looking at Oakley’s numbers, you might have a hard time understanding his choice of schools. Virginia Union is a small Black university that plays in the NCAA’s second division. Why would a premier athlete like Oakley—he was big and fast, a standout in football and basketball who could’ve easily played Division I—bury himself in the sticks?

				Well, that’s a story.

				The youngest of six children, Oakley grew up on the corner of East 123rd Street and Superior Avenue in a working-class neighborhood of Cleveland. He spent summers and a few of his middle school years with his grandmother in Alabama, an experience he claims enabled him to bond with Jordan. “We’re both Southerners,” he said. “We were both the youngest in our family, which meant we both had that same chip, the same feeling of being looked down on. And we were both raised right, the Southern way, good manners and taught to follow the law, which is whatever your parents say it is.”

				But the most important things to happen to the young Charles Oakley—the misadventures and dustups, the playground battles and Friday night football games with their bell-ringing hits—happened in Cleveland. He loved the city—it gave him his code and his edge—yet was terrified by what might happen if he stayed. It was in fact a single event—his presence seemed accidental—that made him want to get as far away as possible, even if that meant giving up a big-time college career.

				“I was seventeen and saw a man get shot four times,” Oakley wrote in his book, The Last Enforcer.

				
					It took place in the basement of a house in Cleveland, where a guy was running a game of craps on a pool table. I had won some money gambling the week before, so I decided to take $1,500 and test my luck, seeing if I could make some more before I headed off to college. It seemed like most of the people in the basement knew each other and like they were all having a good time as they were shooting dice. I was standing off to the side near the staircase, watching and waiting for my turn. I had been there about fifteen minutes when one guy pulled out a gun and said: “This is a stickup. Give me all the money.” I was thinking this must be a joke. How was he going to rob everyone and get away when most of the people there knew who he was? But he wasn’t playing around. He took some of the money off the table and started making his way to the staircase. All of a sudden, there was a series of loud “bap, bap, bap, bap” sounds.

				

				A man next to Oakley was hit twice in the chest and spun like a target in a shooting gallery, then was hit twice more in the back. Oakley ran and, in a sense, did not stop running until he reached Virginia Union. It turned out to be a good thing, a blessing. Oakley excelled in the small pond, learned the game and his place in it—he would always be a bruiser, crashing the boards, tearing down rebounds. He was mature, prepared for the NBA, by his senior season. He averaged 24 points and 17.3 rebounds a game, and led his team to the NCAA Division II tournament.

				A handful of scouts had noticed Oakley, including Bulls GM Jerry Krause. Dismissing the doubters, Krause chased his vision. It was less college senior Oakley that interested Krause than the player he believed Oakley would become: a tough inside presence who could get the ball to Jordan. When Krause selected Oakley ninth overall in the 1985 draft, the Bulls fans who’d gathered outside the Hyatt Regency on Michigan Avenue booed.

				Asked for a response, Oakley, then just twenty years old, said, “Talk is cheap and actions speak louder than words. I’m the real deal.”

				“Krause was nicknamed ‘the Sleuth’ because of his uncanny ability to find extraordinary prospects at small, out-of-the-way colleges where nobody else bothered to look,” said Phil Jackson.

				Michael Jordan came to loathe Jerry Krause, but Oakley never forgot what the GM did for him, how he’d seen what no one else could see and gave him a shot. Jordan skipped the memorial that followed Krause’s death in 2017, but Oakley, whom Krause traded after three seasons in Chicago, flew in to pay his respects. “Krause was one of the greatest general managers in NBA history,” Oakley said. “He was inducted into the 2017 Basketball Hall of Fame class posthumously. I think that honor should have come years earlier. I always appreciated everything Jerry did for me. He brought me to Chicago. He respected me, and I had a lot of respect for him.”

				The Oakley pick was remarkable, especially considering some of the washouts—Benoit Benjamin, Jon Koncak—who were taken before him. Oakley played in seventy-seven games his rookie season, and soon became one of the league’s best rebounders. “Oakley was huge for us,” Bulls center Dave Corzine—who spoke from his office at DePaul, where he works as an assistant to the athletic director—told me. “He would have been huge for anybody—he became a star in New York—but he was exactly who we needed to back up Michael. Jerry’s strong suit was talent. He never lost his willingness to be surprised.”

				No matter how many seasons he played, and he played forever, you could always recognize joy in Oakley’s game. It was the joy of a kid who’d seen a man gunned down beside him, who’d missed those bullets by inches, and appreciated every moment that followed. “This close,” he’d say, marking the distance with his fingers.

				In what felt like a gift to longtime Bulls fans, Krause signed veteran Artis Gilmore in 1987. Gilmore was a sad case, a great player whose trajectory did not align with his times. The Bulls took Gilmore, a 7'2" monster in college, first in the 1971 draft, but, having gone early in the ABA draft as well, Artis opted for the free-spending, slam-dunk-crazed upstart league with the red-white-and-blue ball instead. There were great players in the ABA—Dr. J, George Gervin, Billy Cunningham—but Gilmore, the strongest person many people ever met, was among the best. He averaged 22.3 points and 17.7 rebounds per game over five ABA seasons. The term for that is dominance. But it’s his style people remember. The pork chop sideburns and Fu Manchu mustache, the vertiginous afro, short-shorts, and candy-colored shoes—the man was a relic of the psychedelic age.

				Four ABA teams were absorbed by the NBA when the leagues merged in 1976. The players on the other teams were dispersed by draft. The Bulls said they would agree to the terms only if they were allowed to pick first, meaning only if they got Gilmore. When he arrived in Chicago, he brought the excitement, freedom, and glamor of the defunct league. For many years, Gilmore was the only reason to watch the Bulls. We embraced him like a life preserver at sea. But as soon as the team got good, Gilmore got old. He was traded, then came back. He was still an inside presence in 1987, but had lost his shooting touch. The exuberance was gone and his hair cut short, a Samson-like shearing.

				Krause promised Gilmore he would start, but as the season went on, he played less and less. He lost his spot to Dave Corzine, a moderately effective white center. It was humiliating. Artis sat in the locker room after games, long legs stretched before him, staring at his unscuffed size-14 shoes. “Exciting statistics, huh?” he told a reporter. “Two points in twenty minutes. That’s as many points and rebounds as you’d get from a dead man.”

				The sad opera reached its conclusion in December 1987, when Krause released Gilmore. The Bulls were in Manhattan, having played the Knicks at Madison Square Garden. Artis packed his gear and left without telling anyone. A reporter saw him in the street, behind the collar of his fur coat, hailing a cab as the snow fell. It was pathetic not because it was unusual, nor because he’d once been great, but because, in one way or another, it’s the end that awaits everyone.

				Gilmore was not the first, nor the last. The Bulls were ditching every kind of veteran. In 1985, point guard Ennis Whatley was cut to make way for John Paxson, a 23-year-old Notre Dame grad Krause poached from the Spurs. Jordan came to trust Paxson more than anyone else on the floor. It was his discipline, how hard Paxson worked, that impressed the captain. Paxson played every scrimmage as if it were Game 7. And never shied away from the big shot. Even some great players blink in the bright lights of the key moment. Not Paxson. He always wanted the ball.

				Because of the relatively small size of NBA rosters, a single draft can make the difference. If you look into the backstory of most basketball dynasties, you’ll often find a single draft or trade that put the pieces in place. NBA teams advance not by accretion but by sudden leap. It was not Bird’s debut that marked the rebirth of the Celtics, but the 1980 draft-trade that added McHale and Parish. It was not Isiah Thomas’s acquisition that turned around the Pistons, but the 1986 draft that added John Salley and Dennis Rodman. The arrival of Michael Jordan in 1984 made the Bulls interesting, but it was the 1987 draft, in which Krause selected both Scottie Pippen and Horace Grant, that would make them a contender.

				Pippen’s story is famous. “His rise to the NBA reads like a fairy tale,” Phil Jackson said. “He grew up the youngest of twelve children in Hamburg, Arkansas, a sleepy rural town where his father worked in a paper mill. When Scottie was a teenager, his father was incapacitated by a stroke, and the family had to get by on his disability payments.”

				“All of a sudden, Dad dropped his plate and slumped toward the edge of the sofa,” Pippen wrote in his memoir, Unguarded. “A deranged look was in his eyes and he was throwing up, food coming out of his nostrils. I didn’t know what to do. Kim, who had brought him his dinner, ran out to have a neighbor go to the church to find Mom, who made it home before the ambulance arrived. Dad was having a stroke on the right side of his body. Somehow I assumed he would be fine. I was too young to understand what a stroke can do to a person. He would never be able to walk, or really speak again.”

				From that moment, Pippen poured himself into basketball. The playground and the high school gym were where he went to escape. He narrowed his plans down to just one—reach the NBA. “He was a respectable point guard in high school but at only six-one he didn’t impress college recruiters,” said Phil Jackson. “But his coach believed in him and talked the athletic director at the University of Central Arkansas into giving him educational aid and a job as the basketball team’s equipment manager.”

				Then Pippen grew—half a foot between freshman and sophomore years. He was a glorified water boy when he left for the summer; he was the best player in the history of Central Arkansas when he returned. “I would eventually end up around six-foot-seven,” said Pippen. “The added size would serve me well. I already possessed the passing skills of a point guard. Now I could employ those skills against smaller defenders. If guys doubled me, I would be able to see above them and easily spot the open man.”

				Central Arkansas competed in the NAIA, an athletic division for small schools, which kept him hidden from most pro scouts. You were not going to see Pippen on ESPN, or in a nationally televised tournament. The coach at Central Arkansas, worried his prodigy would be overlooked, recorded a video and sent it to Marty Blake, a friend who worked for the NBA. Blake, who made a hobby of connecting overlooked prospects with general managers, studied the tape, then sent it on to Jerry Krause along with a scouting report on Pippen: Can play point and off guard and point forward…great 3 pt college range…can handle ball…has ability to become a star if he can handle the pressure…has a variety of big-time skills.

				Krause went to see Pippen a few weeks later. It was love at first sight. Ghoulish as it sounds, the GM had an ideal basketball body in mind. Long legs and big hands, big feet, long fingers, and long arms—Pippen had it all. Even his face was long. High cheekbones and aquiline nose, big dark eyes and long eyelashes. A face out of time, the face of an Egyptian pharaoh.

				“You said he had long arms!” Krause told Blake. “They’re freaking down to here!”

				“Krause saw Scottie early, and tried to keep him a secret, but word leaked,” Pete Babcock told me. “Pippen played in a college tournament in Portsmouth, Virginia, and everybody got to see him. He was up against great players, and still jumped out.”

				The Bulls had the tenth pick in the 1987 draft. That seemed like it would be enough to get Pippen, but after the Portsmouth tournament, Krause wasn’t so sure. In a last-minute panic, he arranged a three-way trade that in essence gave the Bulls two first round picks. Using Seattle as a proxy—the Sonics agreed to draft Pippen, then trade him to the Bulls—Krause acquired Scottie, who went fifth, then took Horace Grant tenth overall.

				Horace Grant was another surprise. Krause took him at the insistence of Johnny Bach, who’d spotted Horace on film while scouting a different player. A 6'10" forward from Clemson University, Grant would give the Bulls a physical presence under the basket. (He’d take over Oakley’s spot when Oakley was traded to the Knicks in the summer of 1988.)

				Jordan liked to test rookies. He teased Pippen, who never really felt comfortable with the scale of MJ’s celebrity. It was like living ten feet from the sun. “You’d go to the locker room and Jordan would be talking to Jesse Jackson or Kid ’n Play and Pippen would be alone at his locker, staring into space,” Jack McCallum, who covered the NBA for Sports Illustrated in the 1980s, told me. “That was a big part of adjusting to the NBA for Pippen: just finding a place in Jordan’s world.”

				Jordan eventually befriended Pippen—he gave Scottie a set of Wilson golf clubs his rookie year—but never really accepted Grant, who grew up in Augusta, Georgia, which, to Jordan, made him a hayseed and a rube. Grant was a good player who could’ve been great if not for a fatal flaw: the sin of pride. He accepted that he’d never be top dog in Chicago, but wanted to be number two. In the early 1990s, when it became obvious it would be Michael and Scottie—the newspapers called them Batman and Robin—Horace began to act out. He eventually demanded a trade. In the meantime, and it was a long meantime, Grant, along with Oakley, gave the Bulls new power under the hoop. Grant became even better when an assistant noticed him squinting while taking a jumper. When he began wearing glasses, Horace became a shooting threat from the outside.

				The Bulls were a young team in 1987–88, nascent, in ascendance. They were in fact the future of the NBA, even if no one but Krause and Jordan saw it. To see it, you just had to step back and examine the progress they’d already made. A team recently dismissed as Michael and the Jordanaires had become a fully functioning unit. The Bulls “still had a few holes,” said Phil Jackson. “Their center, Davie Corzine, was not that quick or skilled on the boards, and their six-eleven forward Brad Sellers had chronic injury problems. But they had a strong power forward, Charles Oakley; a solid outside shooter, John Paxson; and two promising rookie forwards, Scottie Pippen and Horace Grant, which [Johnny] Bach called ‘the Dobermans’ because they were fast and aggressive enough to play a smothering pressure defense. The star, of course, was Michael Jordan, who had blossomed into the most transcendent player in the game.”

				For the Bulls, the seemingly insurmountable obstacle was the Pistons. “We knew that, to beat the Bulls, we only had to stop Jordan,” Earl Cureton, who played on the Pistons in the 1980s, told me. “And, if we couldn’t stop him all at once, we’d do it play by play, pounding on him till he quit. Put Michael on the ground every time he gets inside—that was our plan. Foul him hard, knockdown, drag-out basketball. All night, make Michael pay a price. That’s how we beat the Bulls.”

				“Our nemesis, the Detroit Pistons, came up with an effective scheme called the Jordan Rules,” Phil Jackson said. “[It] involved having three or more players switch off and close in on Michael whenever he made a move to the hoop.”

				The Jordan Rules depended on Pistons guard Joe Dumars, who had turned himself into a specialist: a Jordan-stopper. Dumars covered Jordan one-on-one for the first three quarters of a game—he tried to make Michael go left, to his weaker hand—then brought in reinforcements late, a second or even a third defender who did not let Jordan operate in the paint. When Jordan started looking for help, his teammates, who’d hardly shot all game, were cold and ineffective.

				Forced to find a solution to the Pistons, the Bulls became a better team. “We benefited from those battles,” said Brad Sellers, who was serving as mayor of his Ohio hometown, Warrensville, when we spoke. “You bang your head against a wall for only so long before you either improve or die.”

				“We should’ve paid them a tribute,” said Bill Cartwright, who reached Chicago via trade in 1988. Cartwright was in his office at the University of San Francisco when we talked. He’s old and gray now, but still moves like an athlete. “We had to get strong to overcome Detroit. They paved the way for the kind of game we learned to play.”

				Cartwright paused a moment, then added, “It was like overcoming a monster.”

				Sam Vincent, a shooting guard who spent eight years in the league, was traded from the Celtics to the Sonics, then from the Sonics to the Bulls, arriving in Chicago in the middle of the 1987–88 season. In this way, he got to know the Pistons from the perspective of both Boston Garden and Chicago Stadium. “Experience, disappointment, and depth is what Detroit had over Chicago,” he told me. “The Pistons got their experience in the course of getting beat up by the Celtics. Those nasty battles were a refiner’s fire. It made them strong and took them to the top, where they stayed until the Bulls emerged from the same fire. That’s how the league has always worked: Power teaches power, badass unseats badass, king wipes out king.”

				“Detroit had to get tough like Boston to beat Boston,” he added. “They had to learn to play the same kind of mean, hard-nosed game to reach the next level.”

				Charles Davis, who was with the Bulls in the fiercest years of the rivalry, cursed every time I mentioned the Pistons. “It’s not that the Pistons were a little dirty,” he said. “It’s that they were filthy dirty. Like someone goes for a layup, they’d knock that person out of the air. Like someone drives for the basket, they’d shove that person into the stanchion, then step on him when he’s down. Some of things they did weren’t even basketball.”

				The Pistons also happened to be great. “We had everything,” Rodman said. “Power, finesse, and brains. We could beat the ugly shit out of the other team, or play pretty. It didn’t matter. Pick how you want to lose, because we didn’t care how we beat you.”
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				About fifteen years ago, Charles Oakley and Michael Jordan went, with a handful of friends, to Churchill Downs in Louisville to see the Kentucky Derby. Jordan dressed like a gangster in a beige-and-white candy-striped suit, white shirt, gold tie, white shoes with thick soles. He carried a cigar, sometimes in his mouth, sometimes between the fingers of his right hand. He was talking preliminaries and odds when his crew happened on another crew, this one centered by John Salley and Dr. J and including the actor Chris Tucker and the comedian Dave Chappelle.

				The groups met and mingled, admired, confronted. Salley wore a linen suit with a white shirt and a modest tie. He had one cigar in his hand and another tucked, with his sunglasses, in his breast pocket. He towered over everyone, in a panama hat with a rust-colored band. Chris Tucker wore electric blue—suit, tie, shirt, belt. The toes of his shoes were pointy. Dr. J wore a fedora and a bolo tie. You’d have half expected them to break into song. The PA system announced the names of horses and trainers. Mint juleps went by in the crowd.

				Salley, who’d played with and against Michael in the NBA, leaned close to Jordan, smiled, and, in the way of an old warrior sharing a joke at the end of a long day, gave MJ a little friendly ribbing. “At twenty-seven years old,” Salley told Jordan, “Kobe Bryant would’ve given you the business.”

				And then, out of nowhere, like a bolt from the Kentucky blue, WHAM!

				Oakley, a decade past retirement, gray, gimpy, and old, threw a gym-strength uppercut into Salley’s sternum, knocking the wind out of the seven-footer, doubling him over. Hands on knees, linen suit and all, he struggled to get his breath.

				“Oakley’s been wanting to hit me since the eighties,” Salley said on The Dan Le Batard Show with Stugotz podcast. “But man, he hit me with everything he could. I had a suit on, too. And I wasn’t going to stand back up and fight him. I’m a karate man. I bruise on the inside.”

				Oakley denied it. Not that he hit Salley at the Kentucky Derby, which he joyfully owns, but that it was because Salley trash-talked Jordan. “I definitely hit him because he said something I didn’t like,” Oakley explained, “but it had nothing to do with Michael and Kobe.”

				Whatever it was must’ve been important, but Oakley can’t remember. The point here is that Oakley was falling, as you fall into a familiar routine, back into his first and most satisfying role in the NBA—protecting Jordan from a Piston.

				Jerry Krause never had to state the role explicitly, nor include it in a contract, but it was clear what the GM wanted when he told Oakley that his job was to rebound, create space, and protect the marquee players. For Oakley, this role went from professional to personal early in his first season in Chicago, when he came to see Jordan as something more than a teammate. They were brothers, and remained so even after Oakley was traded to the Knicks.

				A basketball team is a family, a collective, a series of alliances, relationships, rivalries, and triangles. Horace Grant loved Scottie Pippen, who loved Michael Jordan, who also loved Michael Jordan. If you look closely, you’ll discover a father figure on most teams—this is usually the coach, though not always—as well as an oldest brother, a middle child, a youngest, a stepsibling, a black sheep, and an overnight guest. Imagine the great teams of the 1987–88 season settled not in arenas but in houses on the same street. The Celtics are the faded aristocrats, a family that had money and lost it, that has only its memory, honor, tradition, and titles to support it. The Lakers are the flashy millionaires, the rock-and-roll gang of free-spending, charismatic superstars. That driveway is all Porsches and Lamborghinis. The Pistons live in the ruined Victorian at the top of the cul-de-sac. The house looks haunted with its rotting porch and crooked gables, with its crabgrass-choked yard. There is a Corvette on blocks in that driveway; two men in greasy muscle shirts stand over the engine, conferring. The rooms of the house are filled with bad boys and ne’er-do-wells, truants and hard cases you secretly admire. The lights burn all night. People come and go. The music never stops.

				The Bulls live in a new house built on the ruins of a teardown. It’s sleek and modern, but not yet finished. The family is young, with lots of little kids. Michael is the hope and pride of the family, which makes him a target for bullies, which is why the father has asked the tough little brother, Oakley, to look out for him. Watch out for one another, no matter what the circumstances. If I ever heard you didn’t stick up for one another, you shouldn’t bother coming home.

				For Oakley, who was twenty-two when he arrived in Chicago, mission one was get to know the team, which meant get to know Jordan. Oakley rented a house just down the street from MJ in Northbrook. It turns out they had a lot in common. They were both little brothers at the start of long NBA careers. Jordan would spend fifteen seasons in the league. For Oakley, it would be nineteen. They were both low-key off-court, high-key on. They were obsessed with surviving and thriving and lasting, which meant steering clear of the usual traps. Both were terrified of drugs, use of which was rampant in the 1980s NBA. For Oakley, that fear came out of his childhood, what he had seen in Cleveland. For Jordan, it came from watching his favorite player—David Thompson at NC State—shorten his career with blow.

				The Bulls’ roster was riddled with addicts back then. There were temptations in every hotel lobby, where dealers awaited their marks. “The NBA had a serious drug problem when I got to the league,” Oakley writes in The Last Enforcer. “In the early 1980s, The Washington Post estimated that 40 to 75 percent of the league was using cocaine, and that maybe 10 percent were freebasing.”

				Jordan and Oakley took refuge in each other. “I only played with Michael for three seasons in Chicago, but I probably went to dinner with him eighty times,” said Oakley.

				They’d have room service on the road, play cards, watch a movie. Jordan liked Westerns, especially The Outlaw Josey Wales. They spent hours at Jordan’s house during home stands, lifting weights, playing hoops, or just hanging out.

				“[Jordan’s] basement had a hot tub and a pool table that could be converted for ping-pong,” Wright Thompson wrote in ESPN magazine in 2014. “They’d play for hours, listening over and over to the first Whitney Houston album.

				“James Jordan had remodeled the basement for his son. Did all the work himself, because he’d never let Michael pay for something he could do on his own,” Thompson continues. “The first winter, while Michael was out of town for the All-Star game, his pipes froze. His dad ripped out the walls, replacing the pipes himself, patching and repainting when he finished.”

				Jordan and Oakley had a game day routine. Oak, a skilled amateur cook, would make himself what he considered a healthy breakfast ten hours before tipoff. Jordan preferred fast food, Egg McMuffins by the handful. Three hours before tip, they’d eat again. “I ate steak before most games,” Oakley writes, “but Michael literally had steak before 100 percent of his games. And before 90 percent of our practices, he ate McDonald’s breakfast.”

				They’d drive into the city together—sometimes you’d see them, MJ and Oak, seats pushed all the way back, weaving in and out of traffic on the Edens Expressway on their way to Chicago Stadium, the Madhouse on Madison. Fans would see them, flash their lights, wave. Jordan would nod, then streak past. If they tripped a radar gun, the cop would eat it. No one was going to stop Jordan on his way to the arena.

				They’d change into sweats at the stadium, stretch, warm up, cycle through the layup line, go back to the locker room, listen to what Doug Collins had to say—even pre-game, he would be in a lather, pushing too hard—then sit with eyes closed as the seconds ticked down.

				The arena was filled when they went back out. The players gathered in a circle at the edge of the tunnel. They put their hands in. Jordan looked at each of them, then shouted a simple question: “What time is it?” The answer came in unison, a collective roar: “GAME TIME!”

			

			
				PISTONS AT BULLS

				January 16, 1988. The Bulls and Pistons had already played each other twice that season. Detroit won both games but needed overtime to do it. Each time, they stuck to their simple strategy: Goad Jordan into losing his cool. “Those games were getting harder and harder to win,” said Detroit guard Vinnie Johnson. “We were better than the Bulls, but we had a sense that they were always gaining on us.”

				The Pistons had two top scorers in 1987–88, each of whom considered himself the leader and the star. Two leaders usually means big points and bad trouble. There was the charming, approachable Isiah Thomas, and opposite him was the mercurial, aloof Adrian Dantley, a future Hall of Famer and a basketball vagabond. Dantley would play for seven different teams by the end of his seventeen-year NBA career. It was the aloofness, silences, and rages—he just couldn’t stick. However much he was given, he demanded more. More minutes, more attention, more respect. He needed the ball in the fourth quarter. He needed the last shot. He’d wave his hands and scream when he was open. In the midst of the ultimate team game, Dantley, with his sharp, intelligent face and socks pulled high, was all alone. In the end, he’d blame Isiah for the difference between what he wanted and what he got.

				By January 1988, the Pistons were already playing like the team that could spoil L.A.’s hopes for a repeat. It was Laimbeer at center, Dantley and Mahorn at forward, Dumars and Thomas at guard. (Recalling that lineup, Oakley says, “Isiah Thomas, Joe Dumars, Adrian Dantley, Vinnie Johnson, Rick Mahorn, John Salley, and Dennis Rodman. That’s a lot of talent. They also had Bill Laimbeer, who was an asshole.”) The Bulls were a work in progress by comparison, with Corzine at center, Oakley and Sellers at forward, Sparrow and Jordan at guard. Only Jordan would remain in the starting lineup the next year. Watching the 1987–88 Bulls today, you understand what Buddhists mean by Impermanence. See this world and its people? Close your eyes, turn around twice, and look again. It’s all gone.

				In those days, before the ascendance of the 3-point shot and the new rules against interference, the most exciting action took place under the basket, where at times half a dozen players battled for position, put-backs, rebounds. It could be hard to see exactly what was going on in there—amid the elbows, hands, and legs. Faces went by like clothes in a laundromat washing machine. Under the basket, tempers flared, people got hurt. For bruisers like Oakley and Rodman, the temper and tumble, and not the scoring, was the game.

				Jordan hung just outside the paint, waiting for the ball, which he knew would come. The ball loved him and wanted to be in his hands. He grabbed it, took two strides, and was approaching the rim in the air, calculating the best way to finish. He was just as riveting without the ball, bent at the waist, fingers grazing the floor, grounded by the touch of varnish. There had never been an NBA player with that kind of charisma and focus. You were compelled to go to your driveway or local park and start shooting around after you watched him play. He changed the way kids in the playgrounds moved. Soon everyone was crouching low, and loping.

				And it wasn’t just the way he went up for a shot. It was how he dressed, how he carried himself. His influence on fashion was enormous. Basketball players had always worn short-shorts. You could see knee, thigh, hamstring. When a player like Dr. J stretched out in the air, you feared you might see too much. Jordan began like that too. He wore short-shorts in 1984, 1985, 1986. And had hair. When the hair began to go, rather than cling to the remnant, he shaved and waxed his skull into the aerodynamic dome that made him look futuristic. It was Michael Jordan who made being bald kind of cool. Then came the oversized shorts—baggy, cut just above the knee. Some of the players who at first made fun of MJ’s giant shorts were soon wearing their own shorts the same way. That’s the power of style—you don’t want to do it, but can’t help yourself. See bell-bottoms. See moon boots. See Joe Namath’s fur duster. By 1990, it was John Stockton, the last player in the NBA still wearing short-shorts, who was being mocked. Short-shorts vanished from the inventories of Banana Republic and the Gap. By 1994, we were all dressing like Mike. According to David Halberstam, Jordan wore oversized shorts because he had his lucky pair underneath, the sky blue UNC short-shorts he’d been wearing when he hit the game winner at the NCAA Final.

				The oversized shorts irritated old-timers like Dick Motta, a former Bulls coach who was announcing the Bulls–Pistons game on WGN that January. “How can a guy with pants that long be a good player?” Motta asked co-announcer Johnny Kerr. A moment later, when Jordan hit a beautiful fadeaway, Kerr said, “He can wear his shorts however he wants.”

				Isiah elevated his game whenever he played Jordan. It was as if he were battling not just for the win but for the love of Chicago. Zeke grew up a mile from the stadium. He considered the fans his people. He seemed to resent Jordan less as a player than as a good-time Charlie stealing his hometown’s heart. Isiah was a captain on the Pistons, so it was his energy—the energy of the jilted—that raised the temperature whenever the Pistons played at Chicago Stadium. You saw the anger and sense of aggrievement in the rabbit and kidney punches under the hoop, in the extra shove or taunt. The referees might miss it, but the fans—18,000 plus—never did. Boos rained down each time Thomas or Laimbeer got the ball.
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				When the starters began to give way to the backups midway through the first quarter, the Bulls were ahead by 5. Rory Sparrow, Brad Sellers, and Charles Oakley were replaced by Scottie Pippen, Horace Grant, and John Paxson—a glimpse of the future. The energy flagged whenever Jordan checked out, not just on the floor but in the arena. That was when the spectators went to the bathroom or concession stand. Who wants to see the Jordanaires without Elvis? It was also when the Bulls’ weaknesses became painfully evident. They only had one dependable way to score in 1987–88, one engine. When Jordan sat down, even the other Bulls stopped caring.

				“Jordan’s teammates were often just as enchanted [with him] as the fans,” Phil Jackson said. “[Doug] Collins devised dozens of plays to get the rest of the team involved in the action; in fact, he had so many he was given the name Play-a-Day Collins. That helped, but when push came to shove, the other players usually faded into the background and waited for Michael to perform another miracle. Unfortunately this mode of attack, which assistant coach Johnny Bach dubbed the ‘archangel offense,’ was so one-dimensional, the better defensive teams had little difficulty shutting it down.”

				The Pistons seized the initiative against the backups, forcing Collins to send Jordan back into the game before he’d had time to rest. You felt the change as soon Michael returned. He cut to the basket without the ball, leapt, turned, and there it was, waiting. He plucked the ball out of the air, drew it back, and slammed it through.

				The score was tied at 48 at halftime.

				Pistons coach Chuck Daly made adjustments during the break. Jordan was played much more aggressively in the third quarter, hammered whenever he got the ball, knocked on his ass, tripped to his hands, checked into the seats. He got up every time, and scored. But his anger, and that of his teammates, began to build. It was palpable. It hung like a thunderhead, roiling and black, with lightning inside. It broke five minutes into the quarter.

				Brad Sellers shot and missed. Jordan got the rebound and drove the basket. Rick Mahorn, the most brutal of Detroit’s goons, grabbed Michael around the waist, spun him in a circle, and threw him to the floor. Every whistle blew. Michael got to his feet and charged Mahorn. Oakley, who’d been battling Mahorn—“He slammed me in the side early and I told him, ‘You’re not going to get away with that the whole game,’ ” Oakley said—pushed Jordan aside and went at Mahorn himself. “When he slung Michael down, I said, ‘That’s it.’ I had to let him know he couldn’t take out our number one player.”

				Mahorn shoved Oakley, who hit the Piston with a forearm to the neck. The benches cleared, the crowd was up. As Mahorn and Oakley brawled, Doug Collins, who’d already sweat through his blazer, ran out and tried to get Mahorn in a headlock. A foot shorter and a hundred pounds lighter than Mahorn, Collins later said he’d felt like a parent racing into a fire to save his child. Mahorn tossed Collins onto the announcer’s table, where Johnny Kerr caught him, stood him on his feet, and pushed him back onto the floor, where he went after Mahorn again, getting him around the shoulders this time, pulling him away from Oakley. The Detroit Free Press described Collins’s dash into the melee as “a brave but foolish act.” Mahorn hit Collins with a quick jab, then threw him into the scorer’s table—“like a rag doll,” Oakley said. It was like a fight in a Burt Reynolds movie.

				Assistants and players from both teams—including Phil Jackson and Johnny Bach—came out to separate the players. Oakley wiped blood from his face. Mahorn needed four stiches to close a cut on his wrist. As the referees gave out penalties, fans rained down the souvenir memo books that had been given out at the front gate.

				“Look at Collins!” said Johnny Kerr. “He’s got a little mouse under his eye.”

				Isiah Thomas stood back, folded his arms, and laughed.

				Chicago.

				Mahorn and Oakley were ejected. Jordan was awarded two free throws and hit both. The energy changed. The game went from tense to ugly. The storm had come, but the air had not cooled.

				“The weak of heart should go home,” said Motta. “I mean the players. I love this. This is great. I don’t like to see the fighting, but I love to see how the players play after the fighting.”

				Bulls fans still refer to this as “the Fight Game.” It’s remembered because it was emblematic. It typified the battle the Bulls and the Pistons waged in those years. The Bulls were good in 1987–88. The Pistons were better. Good would have to become great before the Bulls could ascend.

				Laimbeer fouled out in the fourth. He slammed the ball down when the whistle blew. He looked like he would heave it into the stands, reconsidered, handed it to the ref, and walked off beneath a shower of abuse.

				Jordan stayed in till the very end—the Bulls won 115–99—recording his fifth triple-double of the season (double digits in points, assists, and rebounds). He ended the game with a classic MJ move, a gift for the fans. Sparrow beat Dumars, then passed to Jordan, who jumped with his back to the basket. Legs bicycling, he tossed the ball up and over his shoulder without looking. It touched the glass and dropped in.

				Asked after the game what he thought the Pistons had in mind in the third, Jordan said, “I think they were deliberately trying to hurt me.

				“Detroit thinks they can intimidate,” he went on. “I understand [Mahorn] had to stop me, but not to where he had to throw me to the floor not knowing if I’d get hurt.”

				Penalties were handed out by the league office the next day. Mahorn was suspended for a game and fined $5,000. Oakley was fined $2,000. Collins was fined $1,500.

				Asked to comment, Laimbeer, who had a tendency to look over the heads of reporters and respond to questions with a single word, such as “No” or “Next,” said, “I think the Bulls are paranoid.”
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				Detroit was the only franchise in the NBA with its own plane in 1987–88. This was due to the largesse of their owner, automotive industry tycoon Bill Davidson. While other clubs had to stay over after road games, then leave on the first flight out in the morning, which usually meant a 4:00 or 5:00 a.m. wake-up call, the Pistons, having exited on their own jet, got to sleep late the next morning. It was a real advantage. Nothing, not even human growth hormone, is as restorative as sleep. In addition to being the nastiest team in the league in 1987–88, the Pistons were the best rested.

				Players usually dozed on the plane, but they stayed up talking when they left Chicago after the fight. The Pistons were on their way to Denver to play the Nuggets. At that moment, Detroit’s record was 21–11, putting them behind the Celtics in the Eastern Conference. An assistant coach had grabbed the early editions of the morning papers at the airport. Bulls KO Pistons in Slugfest, read the Chicago Tribune. Oakley-Mahorn Fight, Jordan Triple Double Spark Rout. According to the Detroit Free Press, Angry Jordan Accuses Pistons of Dirty Play.

				“Jordan called us the dirtiest team in basketball,” Isiah said later. “He said that we intentionally tried to hurt people. We’d been labeled a dirty team before, so that was nothing really new. Red Auerbach had said the same type of things as Michael Jordan. Now, Red’s a pretty smart individual, and he was planting the seed in people’s minds that Laimbeer and Mahorn were two of the dirtiest players in the game.” But Jordan saying it was different—a player is not an executive; a player should know better. That’s what angered the Pistons.

				Isiah said that Jordan—the NBA’s golden boy—victimized the Pistons with “stereotyping and labeling.” Pegged them as thugs, ostracized them from colleagues, referees, fans. Intentional or not, Jordan’s language made Detroit’s success seem illegitimate, undeserved; but rather than fight the label, Isiah and the Pistons decided to embrace it. They want a villain? Fine. Let’s be the best villain this league has ever seen.

				As a franchise, the Pistons had never really had an identity. It had been a mediocre organization that was mediocre for decades. It was Isiah’s ne’er-do-wells who finally put Detroit on the NBA map. “The way I saw it, we could be like the old Oakland Raiders,” Isiah explained. “They had all the characters on their team, were a bunch of misfit guys grouped together. That’s the same portrait that had been painted of us: a bunch of crazies assembled on one team. The implication was that none of us really belonged, that our locker room was a padded cell, that Chuck Daly was coaching in an insane asylum.”

				Before the plane landed, the Pistons had decided to assume the identity.

				“We adopted a line from Scarface, because I love Al Pacino,” said Isiah. “In that movie, Al Pacino was sitting in a restaurant eating dinner, just after he’d cursed out the waitress and everyone else in the place and made a fool of himself. He then said, ‘Say hello to the bad guy, because you’ll never see another bad guy like me.’ For the first few games [after Chicago], we’d walk onto the court and get into our huddle, and we’d all say, ‘Say hello to the Bad Boys, because you ain’t ever going to see Bad Boys like us again.’ ”

				It was a self-christening that etched the Pistons in memory, immortalized them as legendary heavies. (“The outcasts, the displaced of America, found a champion in our team,” said Isiah.) It was the kind of prophecy people call self-fulfilling. Players, having tagged themselves as Bad Boys, felt honor bound to live up to the label. Fans wanted it, opponents expected it. When Rodman delivered a hard foul, when Laimbeer threw an elbow, when Mahorn clotheslined a high-flying star, the Pistons were doing just what you’d expect from the Bad Boys. They became a different team as a result. You wear the costume, you become the mask.

			

			
				THE LAKERS

				The 1988 All-Star Game was held in Chicago on one of the coldest weekends of the year. The players who’d been sent from each team—Kareem, Worthy, and Magic from the Lakers; Bird, Ainge, and McHale from the Celtics—rejoined their own clubs with horror stories about the conditions. “When you spit, the spit would freeze before it hit that ground,” Danny Ainge told Dennis Johnson. More than just an exhibition, the All-Star Game is the seasonal hinge in the NBA. It’s the midpoint, the last moment for an underachieving club to get it together. The playoffs loom. This is when teams focus and find their identity, when the coach makes a difference—how hard will he push?—when the standings start to matter and the leaders start to ignore injuries, the bruises and muscle strains, to “play through” in an effort to win those close road games that will put their side in position for a deep run. Everything that happened before can seem like a prelude.

				The real season starts here.

				The Celtics had extended their lead in the Eastern Conference to thirteen games by February. The New Jersey Nets, in last place in the conference, were twenty-three games behind.

				The Atlanta Hawks still led in the Central Division, but the Pistons, having begun to make their move, were just a half game back. From top to bottom, this division was the most competitive in the league, with the Bulls a half game behind the Pistons, and the Cavaliers a game behind the Bulls. The last-place Bucks were only four games behind the first-place Hawks. Just about everything was still up for grabs.

				Dallas, led by Mark Aguirre, who averaged a Jordan-like 25 points a game that season, held the top spot in the Midwest Division, with the Rockets, the Nuggets, and the Jazz close behind.

				The Lakers, twelve games ahead of their closest pursuer in the Pacific Division, had started the season on a roll and never looked back. They had two separate seven-game winning streaks between January and late February, and people were already speaking of them as a team that would not only repeat as champions—as per Pat Riley’s guarantee—but sweep the playoffs.

				They had lost three games in a row only once all year—to Portland, Milwaukee, Cleveland—and that was in November. Otherwise, they never lost more than twice in a row, and hardly did that. They’d win fifteen straight in December and ten straight in February. The arenas of even the lowliest teams sold out when the Lakers came to town—this was Showtime, the greatest team of the age at the peak of its function.

				Only a handful of teams have ever been that dominant: the 1971–72 Lakers—with Jerry West, Elgin Baylor, and Wilt Chamberlain—who between November and January won thirty-three games in a row (still a record), then beat the Knicks in the finals; the 1985–86 Celtics—Bird, McHale, Parish, Walton—who won sixty-seven regular season games, then blew through the postseason; the 1995–96 Bulls, who finished 72–10, then went 15–3 in the playoffs to win the franchise’s fourth NBA title. The 2016–17 Golden State Warriors won more games than those Bulls, but lost in the finals, which disqualifies them from the all-time list.

				And yet, despite the Lakers’ dominance in 1987–88, Pat Riley, who had dreams of leading this team to three, four, five straight titles, kept pushing and pushing, driving his players to operate at breakneck speed. He was especially concerned about midwinter, January and February, which he referred to as “the watch-out months.” It’s not just the games but the travel that gets teams down, the early mornings and rowdy fans on the road, the heckling and reporters. “The flights seem longer in January and February,” said Riley. “The practices seem tougher. Everybody’s tired. They call it the Dog Days in the NBA. A leading contender can get burned during the Dog Days—it happens every year.”

				But there was something indomitable about the Lakers in 1987–88. It was not just that they won, but the way they did it—like spokes turning around a hub, players spinning around the all-time-great center, Kareem. It was beautiful partly because it resonated with franchise history, the Lakers having invented the role of the modern big man. It did not even start in L.A., the city that embodied Showtime, but in the Lakers’ original home, Minneapolis, Minnesota, the land of ten thousand lakes.

				The Lakers as we know them appeared with the arrival of the game’s original athletic center, George Mikan, a 6'10" DePaul standout and forerunner of Wilt, Kareem, and Shaq. Mikan, who debuted in 1948, averaged 23 points a game in an era when an entire team rarely scored more than 60. He was even better on defense. Positioning himself under the hoop, he’d reject anything that came close. It’s on account of Mikan that the NBA banned goaltending—you can’t interfere with a ball on its way down.

				He played for seven seasons and led the Lakers to the championship in five of them. When he retired in 1956, the pain of the hangover—the city had been drunk on winning—encouraged the Lakers, in the way of the brokenhearted moving West to start a new life, to relocate to Los Angeles.

				Jack Kent Cooke, who bought the franchise for five million dollars in 1965, built a new arena for the team, the Forum in Inglewood, a nondescript neighborhood near the airport. It was designed in emulation of the Roman Forum, a circular façade ringed by columns. The interior, built without resort to stanchions or beams, was considered an architectural wonder. There were no bad seats in the Fabulous Forum.

				Impatient to return his team to Mikan-era glory, Jack Kent Cooke resorted to free agency. He poached Wilt Chamberlain from the Philadelphia 76ers in 1968, paying the seven-footer $250,000 a year after taxes, a record at the time. In 1972 the Lakers, with Jerry West and Gail Goodrich at guard and Chamberlain at center, won the franchise’s first championship in twenty years.

				The retirements of Elgin Baylor, Wilt Chamberlain, and Jerry West sent Kent Cooke back to the open market, where, in 1975, he poached Kareem Abdul-Jabbar from Milwaukee. Having been a star at UCLA, Kareem was, in a sense, returning home. He belonged in L.A. and personified L.A. Like the city, everything about him was oversized and romantic. A twelve-pound, eleven-ounce newborn named Ferdinand Lewis Alcindor at birth, he grew up in the Dyckman Street projects in Inwood in northern Manhattan. For him, size was destiny. He ended up on the court not because he loved basketball—he loved jazz, he played basketball—but because that’s what you do with a colossus. “I was nine years old and 5 feet 4 inches tall and the pattern of my life was set,” Kareem wrote in his memoir, Giant Steps. “I operated on a cycle, and the cycle was based on the basketball season. All life revolves around it, like a biological clock.”

				His height both isolated and distinguished him. “I’d always been a minority of one,” he said. “Very tall. Black. Catholic. Ever since childhood I had this ability to draw into myself and be perfectly contented.”

				A curiosity in middle school, a phenom in high school. He played for Power Memorial Academy in New York’s Catholic school league. He was recruited by every college with a basketball program in the country. He chose UCLA because he wanted to put distance between himself and the racism of his childhood. (Once, trying to “motivate him,” Kareem’s high school coach told him to stop “acting like a [n-word].”) Having been trained by UCLA’s legendary coach John Wooden, he led the Bruins to multiple NCAA championships. Meanwhile, the culture on campus opened his eyes to the larger world. At UCLA he read writers who changed his life: Saint Augustine, Kierkegaard, Camus. He experimented with marijuana and LSD. “There were jet-stream trails behind everything that moved—my hand, my friend’s whole body, cars that passed us on the road—and we rushed and tripped and somehow found more than an earthly significance to it all,” he wrote of his first acid experience. “We sat on rocks high above Los Angeles and wondered aloud among ourselves where the sun came from, what life really meant…race, the difference between black and white, cosmic realities, cosmic myths.” He became politically conscious in college, demonstrated for civil rights and against the Vietnam War, read The Autobiography of Malcolm X and the Koran, converted to Islam, and changed his name. He refused to try out for the United States men’s basketball team for the 1968 Summer Olympics. Threatened with backlash, he issued a statement: “I was born in a racist country. I laid my life on the line when I was born. I don’t have anything to lose.”

				Listed at 7'2", Kareem was closer to 7'4". He’d always been embarrassed by his height, painfully aware of his uniqueness even as, jammed in the front seat of an Alfa Romeo, he zoomed up the Pacific Coast Highway listening to jazz. The Bucks took him with the first overall pick in 1969. Paired with Hall of Fame guard Oscar Robertson—the Big O—Kareem won MVPs, scoring titles, and a championship. But he felt like a stranger in Milwaukee, cold, lonely, different.

				L.A. welcomed him back like a prodigal son, a brilliant and beloved West Coast eccentric. He studied Arabic and collected Oriental rugs, suffered migraines, refused to give autographs, and blew off fans. A devotee of martial arts, he appeared in the strangest fight scene in movie history. In Game of Death, the 7'4" Kareem battles the 5'6" Bruce Lee in a shuttered room at the end of time. He appeared in other movies and shows: Mannix, Man from Atlantis, Tales from the Dark Side, 21 Jump Street.

				Then, in 1979, Jack Kent Cooke sold the franchise to Jerry Buss, who used his first draft pick on Earvin Johnson. Magic added speed and youth to the roster, took the pressure off Kareem, and made everyone better. Kareem won his first title as a Laker in Magic’s rookie year. It was the press that dubbed the offense “Showtime.” The team embodied the city as it imagined itself: fast and glamorous, always on the move, always closing a deal and rolling out the red carpet. It was not enough for Jerry Buss to win. He wanted to win with style. To him, basketball was less sport than entertainment. It was his tenure that gave the world the Laker Girls and the Forum Club, the after-hours nightspot he’d opened in the arena. At Chicago Stadium, courtside seats were occupied by businessmen. It was politicians in Boston, mobsters in Detroit. In L.A., it was—and always will be—movie stars.

				Jerry Buss hired Pat Riley to coach in 1981. A former Laker who’d grown up in Schenectady, New York, Riley remade himself from scrubby dead-end kid to GQ cover model, with his trademark slicked-back hair and bespoke suits. But there was always a hard core to Riley, steel beneath the silk. He wrote about his last meeting with his father, a broken-down minor league baseball coach. It was at the end of a wedding. “As he was pulling away, my father stuck his head out of the window of the car. It was a red 1965 Chevrolet Caprice with primer spots on the fenders. He looked at me and said, ‘Just remember what I taught you: “Somewhere, someplace, sometime you’re going to have to plant your feet, make a stand, and kick some ass. And when that time comes, you do it.” ’ That was the last time I ever saw him. He died of a heart attack shortly afterward.”

				Lakers general manager Jerry West made the trades and picks that surrounded Kareem and Magic with the pieces that turned their title team into a dynasty.

				Michael Cooper was drafted in the third round in 1978. He would become one of the best defenders in the NBA. In the 1980s, it was his mission to shut down Bird. Reporters called him “Larry’s Shadow.” He said he had 130 Celtics videos at home. He studied them, searching Bird for weaknesses. His wife complained publicly when Cooper brought those videos on vacation to Italy. While she was visiting the Sistine Chapel, he was in the room watching Bird.

				Kurt Rambis arrived as a free agent in 1981. He’d become a folk hero in L.A. by the end of his first season at the Forum—because he looked like the common man when the common man imagined himself in the game. A 6'8" nerdy white guy with shaggy hair and chunky glasses, he was a surprisingly nimble power forward. He’d spent his childhood in Cupertino, California, where he learned to play in the wind and rain. He was strong and effective but also embarrassed by his size, his ungainliness. He hated that he needed glasses and hated that, because his rough play almost always resulted in the breaking of those glasses, his father insisted he wear the indestructible Buddy Holly frames that made him an object of derision in school.

				He played at Santa Clara University, where he was an oddball standout. The Knicks, with their tradition of turning gangly white guys (see Phil Jackson) into role players, took him in the third round in 1980. Believing he’d do little more than watch from the bench in the NBA, and being of Greek extraction, Rambis played for AEK Athens in the Greek league instead.

				Jerry West began calling only after Laker power forward Mitch Kupchak suffered what was thought to be a career-ending injury. We need you, Kurt! This is your shot! Rambis played his first game in purple and gold in November 1981. The shaggy hair, cop mustache, wild eyes behind thick frames—how could you not love Kurt Rambis? According to The Philadelphia Inquirer, he “looked like Clark Kent, rebounded like Superman, and shot like Lois Lane.”

				Rambis had intangibles that could not be measured. He played his best when it mattered most. He lifted up his team. He served as locker room friend and late-night confidant. The glue that binds the boys together—there’s no stat for that, but without that kind of player on your team, you won’t win.

				Laker fans began to dress like Rambis at home games. They called themselves the Superman Fan Club. Rambis hated it. He soured whenever he looked into the faces of all those doppelgängers. He asked the Lakers PR guy to set a meeting. He intended to ask the club members to cut it out, stop dressing like that. “I thought they were mocking me,” he explained. “I thought they were teasing me. But when I walked through the door”—he met the club members in the Forum Club—“you would have thought Jesus Christ himself had walked in. I mean, these guys actually liked me. They were just so complimentary. They weren’t mocking me at all. They just enjoyed my style and what I did for the team. They were such huge fans that I quickly changed course and said, ‘Thank you guys very much.’ ”

				Rambis’s peak Laker years came between 1984 and 1986, when he started 120 games and played a key role on a team some consider the best ever. But he’s remembered less for something he did than for something that was done to him. Game 4 of the 1984 Finals. The Lakers were running the Celtics into the ground. Boston coach K. C. Jones called on his players to step up—don’t just let them embarrass you like this! Rambis got the ball on a fast break. He had one man to beat, McHale. Instead of conceding the basket—there was no legal way to stop it—McHale clotheslined Rambis; he became a truck speeding under a low bridge. His legs came out, his body went flying. This was a characteristic moment of the great rivalry. The Celtics, playing that hard-nosed Eastern Conference basketball, got into the Lakers’ heads with this play, taking them out of their game and changing the direction of the series, which Boston went on to win in seven games. “K. C. kept saying he was tired of all the layups,” McHale explained. “He wanted us to do something. L.A. started the game doing what they always do, running up and down. So I stopped it. My only regret is that it wasn’t Worthy or Magic or someone better. It just happened to be Kurt Rambis.”

				James Worthy, who would become a top player of the era, was taken first overall in the 1982 draft. “[Magic] can push the ball up the court at an incredible tempo but he needed someone even faster to break for the wing and fly,” said Riley. That was Worthy, “the fastest man of his size in the NBA. In terms of finishing the fast break creatively and swiftly and deceptively, no one compares.”

				In 1983, Jerry West traded All-Star Norm Nixon for Byron Scott, who grew up just a few miles from the Forum. Scott struggled for a time in L.A., but eventually found his footing. “His weaknesses were more emotional and attitudinal than anything,” said Riley. “He arrived as a rookie in a pressure situation. Management dumped Norm Nixon, a veteran, to bring in Byron. The general public didn’t know that trouble had been festering on the team because Nixon couldn’t come to terms with being less of a star than Earvin.”

				Power forward A. C. Green was selected in the first round of the 1985 draft. He would soon replace Kurt Rambis, who, beloved or no, could not match Green’s skills. “[Green] came from Oregon State, under coach Ralph Miller, where they emphasize teamwork and fundamentals,” said Riley. “Like Earvin Johnson, A.C. arrived already understanding how to play unselfish basketball. The footwork and fundamentals were all perfect. And he was blessed with a young six-nine, 230-pound body that could propel itself up and down the court all night long.”
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				In 1986, Jerry West sent a first round pick and two veterans to San Antonio for Mychal Thompson (father of Klay), a big man to back up Kareem and serve as a Kevin McHale shutdown artist. Having played with McHale at the University of Minnesota, Thompson knew all his tricks.

				Wes Matthews, a first-rounder in the 1980 draft who proved a bit of a bust—he played for half a dozen NBA teams in as many years—arrived as a free agent the same year. Matthews, who grew up in Bridgeport, Connecticut, was a calculated risk. “His past record included insubordination and drug problems,” said Riley. “But he also had brilliance. He could be fearless against anybody. In the first round of the ’85–’86 playoffs Wes tagged us for over 90 points over three games. Wes was the kind of whippet guard a fast-breaking team needs.”

				“They wanted a backup for Magic and I had nailed them in the playoffs,” Matthews told me. “It was a no-brainer when they called. I said, ‘Hey, I’m on my way.’ It was a dream. To this day I love Pat Riley, and appreciate Magic and the fellas for allowing me to be a part of that. I knew Magic from playing against him in college. We used to go at each other. I’d played against Mychal Thompson in Minnesota. So I was familiar with the guys, and they welcomed me. They said, ‘Just handle your business and you’ll be all right.’ And also: ‘Get your ring size measured, ’cuz we’re going for gold.’ ”

				When people speak of Showtime, it’s this roster they have in mind. Though many basketball veterans consider the ’85 Celtics the best ever, others, like coach George Karl, laugh at the notion. “Are you kidding? The Lakers were better in ’86, ’87, and ’88. They had so many ways to beat you. Byron Scott and Magic Johnson and James Worthy all on one team? It wasn’t fair.”

				A chorus of other veterans and experts agree with Karl.

				“Kareem underneath, Magic at point guard, smallest guy on the floor was probably Scott and he was six-foot-five—how do you stop that?” asked Duke legend Johnny Dawkins.

				“Those Lakers beat the ’91 Pistons, the ’85 Celtics, the ’95 Bulls, anyone,” Trail Blazers All-Star Terry Porter told me.

				“Kareem, Worthy, Magic? As good as Jordan was, he never had teammates like that,” said Sam Perkins. “He had Scottie, but there never really was a bona fide third player. The Lakers had four Hall of Famers in the same lineup.”

				“We were all business,” Wes Matthews went on. “That was the beauty, it was business and also fun. Showtime. That was our motto: ‘Put on a show and get out of town.’ From the outside it was like, ‘Damn, how do you beat these dudes?’ I had a chance to play against them when I was with the Spurs. I averaged thirty-three in the playoffs, but they still kicked our butts. They were full of weapons. And loved each other. And played for each other. And wanted to maintain the legacy of all the previous championships. It’s a rich tradition. The Lakers don’t have seventeen titles for no reason. Riley’s motto was: ‘We take care of what we take care of and don’t worry about anybody else.’ ”

				“It was a beautiful time,” said Magic. “We had graceful players. Kareem with his skyhook. James with his floaters and finger rolls. Byron with his beautiful jump shot. Michael Cooper with the defense he played and the alley-oop from Coop-a-loop.”

				The Lakers appeared in eight finals in the 1980s. They lost three, falling to the 76ers, the Celtics, and the Pistons. But they won five, defeating the 76ers (twice), the Celtics (twice), and the Pistons. In 1987, they beat Boston in six games. It was in the locker room after that game that Pat Riley made the repeat guarantee that haunted the 1987–88 Lakers.

				Asked to comment on their coach’s promise, the players—Worthy, Magic, Kareem—laughed, then choked on their laughter. The championship celebration, trophy kissing and champagne chugging, is a ritual performed for the cameras. It’s also a genuine expression of accomplishment and relief. It’s about finishing, getting out from under, escaping the grinding expectations of coaches and fans, the fear of making a decisive blunder. For a few weeks, you are free of all that pressure, or should be. But Riley’s guarantee put the Lakers right back in the spotlight. Instead of being asked how they’d celebrate, they found themselves being asked if they could do it all again. Most of the Lakers forgave the coach, figuring it had been a champagne-induced lapse. But this was not the case.

				No team had repeated as NBA champions in nearly twenty years. It was a trick many considered impossible to turn in the modern era. Victory carried too many seeds of defeat. Players lost their focus after winning a title, became distracted by parties, vainglory, desire. “I call it ‘the disease of more,’ ” said Riley. “People start thinking, ‘I’m really the key ingredient. It was my quality minutes off the bench,’ or ‘It was my brilliant coaching,’ or ‘It was my outstanding defense.’ People who’d been quiet during the lean years suddenly want more money, more playing time, more recognition. And they get aggressive and jealous about pulling in their ‘more.’ ”And meanwhile, just as the defending champions are losing focus, other clubs, having adjusted and improved to overcome the winners, return with renewed energy and purpose.

				Every game the Lakers played in 1987–88, even the seemingly meaningless early season games, was played with unsettling intensity. Issuing the guarantee was Riley’s way of forcing his team to focus. “I made a conscious decision to put myself on the line for the upcoming season,” he wrote in the diary he published as a book after that season. “While I was still soaked in champagne from head to shoes after our Game Six win over Boston, reporters whipped out their notepads and extended their microphones to ask if the Lakers could possibly win two championships in a row. I looked right at them and answered, ‘I guarantee you we’re going to repeat next year!’ My statement was well thought out. I wrote it a week before we took the trophy. I went out on a limb because we have gotten to a point in maturity, talent and emotional commitment where we have a terrific chance of winning consecutive championships.”

				A team can’t merely be as good as they were if they want to repeat—they have to be better, work harder, and sacrifice more, which is a hard sell to players suffering from “the disease of more.” The Lakers preseason practices were tougher in 1987 than they’d been in 1986. Riley wanted his team to play faster. “The first thing we developed in the summer was a resolve to throw our quickness at people, to gamble that our style could prevail,” he wrote. “Let small and quick go after slow and big and see who can beat who first.”

				The 1987–88 Lakers were 35–8 at the All-Star Break, far ahead of their closest competitor. Riley pushed them in February, when even great clubs lose focus.

				Of course, the Lakers never had trouble focusing when it came to the Pistons, because the Pistons could physically hurt you. Los Angeles had won thirty of thirty-three games when the Pistons, riding a winning streak of their own, came into town in February 1988. There was always something personal about these matchups. Magic had mentored Isiah. They were close friends. Isiah often stayed at Magic’s house when he visited L.A. They played one-on-one in the summer. They talked each other through setbacks. It was not Mary Thomas or Lord Henry that Zeke called when Larry Bird picked off his pass at the end of Game 5 in 1987. It was Magic.

				It pained Magic to see Isiah playing with a goon squad—That’s not your game, Zeke—especially Laimbeer, the rich kid whom the L.A. Times called the “downhome heavy from Palos Verdes High School.”

				“We hated Laimbeer because Laimbeer was a dirty dude,” Wes Matthews told me. “OK. I won’t say dirty. Physical. He played physical. And that was basketball back then. Right now, the fouls Laimbeer committed would get him suspended. And Mahorn! He was clotheslining people. They’d suspend him for a season. Then it was still ‘No blood, no foul.’ Get up and let’s go, and then when that dude comes down the lane, you pay him back with his own money. When the Pistons showed up at the Forum, we geared up because we knew it was going to be old-school basketball.”

			

			
				PISTONS AT LAKERS

				February 21, 1988. The Lakers did not approach the game with the same discipline as the Pistons. Most of the team had been out late the night before. This was the age of the never-ending party in L.A., the bathroom rendezvous, the tequila shot, the cocaine baggie, the line inhaled off the stripper’s back.

				After home games, the players went straight from the press conference to the Forum Club. To join your teammates at the Forum Club was to be sociable, part of the family. To give it a skip, as Kareem did—Kareem was older, wiser, and could do whatever the hell he wanted—was to make a statement, not merely of unwillingness but of judgment.

				Are you too good to party with us?

				The Forum Club was filled with Hollywood types, starlets and producers, drug dealers, low-level criminals and lizards, by the time the players began turning up at around 11:00 p.m. Magic and Worthy. Scott. Rambis. Cooper. They arrived in twos and threes, celebrities who burned even brighter than the film stars. They stood over the bar, scanning—Who is here? What will happen tonight?—or sank into a table in back, looking out from the shadows, stingrays in the cool of the reef.

				Magic had married his college sweetheart, Cookie Kelly, but, as they say in the underworld, marriage is an institution. What happened in the bars and apartments and hotel rooms was really just another sport, outside and exempt, arms and legs, morning light in the window, the quickest way to let off the heat of battle. It’s how Magic came down from the high of the game. If you don’t break your fall with some kind of stimulant, you’ll burn up on reentry.

				Magic was friends with players across the NBA. He was admired by everyone, even opposing coaches, who whispered to him in the handshake line. He’d been taken under wing by grumpy old Kareem when he—Magic—was a rookie. What does this young blood want from me? In his ninth season, he sought to do the same for the young men on the Lakers roster. He made a special project of A. C. Green, the 6'9" power forward Jerry West drafted twenty-third overall in 1985. Green was twenty-two when he arrived at camp, boyish and happy with that big smile, the sort that crumpled his face and made his eyes disappear.

				Green would be L.A.’s answer to McHale in Boston and Mahorn in Detroit, but there was something funny about him. Mahorn was a hard case—the dirtiest player in the league. McHale was stoical and fierce—a lumberman from Minnesota’s Iron Range. Green, who would fight them all to a standstill beneath the hoop, was more like Mr. Perfect. A devout Christian, a strict textualist—if it was in the Bible, he believed it—he came into the league a self-proclaimed virgin. He had not done it, and would not, until married. Nor touch drugs. Nor drink alcohol. He actually stepped away when the team sprayed champagne around the locker room, lest some touch his lips and change his life.

				It’s funny that he ended up in L.A.—Salt Lake City would’ve made more sense—on the favorite team of some of the nation’s biggest sinners (see: Jack Nicholson). A young man intent on keeping his virtue had been dropped into the middle of the biggest party of the 1980s. And still he’d go to the Forum Club and sit with his juice or water, because that’s what was expected. Stay with the team, no matter the temptation. And it’s what Magic wanted. Even the sober must bond. It was a source of entertainment for other players. They’d find the hottest woman in the room, give her two shots of vodka, and send her over to sit on A.C.’s lap and test his faith.

				But A. C. Green was a rock and would remain true throughout his sixteen-year career. Some believed it was the secret of his strength. By depriving himself, he channeled all that bottled-up energy into his game. As Mickey told Rocky, “Women weaken legs.”

				Pressed to comment on his virginity, Green spoke not of the game, nor even of God, but of discipline. “You need to have self-respect, values, and virtue in your life.”

				When asked how his on-court ferocity—he was a bad man in the paint—jibed with his beliefs, he smiled and said, “I’m gonna hit, and I’m gonna hit, and I’m gonna hit. I learned that from reading the Old Testament.

				“Jesus as a basketball player would have been unstoppable on the court.”
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				The Pistons had not won in the Forum in three years by the winter of 1988. Isiah blamed the lure of Hollywood. There were three bars and five celebrities in Detroit, and everything was closed by 2:00 a.m. The Pistons were like kids in a candy store in L.A. Dan Tana’s. The Viper Room. The Sunset Strip. John Salley hung out with Arsenio Hall. Dennis Rodman partied at Danceteria. Isiah, who understood the importance of this matchup, set a team curfew the night before the game in February 1988. In your hotel room with door locked by eleven. Lights out by midnight.

				Isiah took control on Detroit’s first possession. He was smaller than the other players on the floor, shiftier, meaner, more determined. He was also better-looking, too adorable for his playing style. The ferocity caught you by surprise. There’s nothing more terrifying than a killer with a sweet smile. He made eight straight shots in the first quarter that night, quieting the Forum. But Byron Scott kept L.A. close. Whenever Isiah hit, Scott hit back. Isiah hit a one-handed runner. Scott hit a fadeaway. It went back and forth like that for ten minutes. Even so, the Pistons led by 8 at the end of the first quarter.

				Rick Mahorn bowled his way into the paint to start the second quarter, finishing with a deft move, reminding you that, in the NBA, even the bruisers are magicians. Big beefy Mahorn was neatly groomed, with a part carved in his close-cropped hair. His thin little mustache made him look like a Jazz Age gangster. The announcers talked about his weight. In 1986, when Mahorn asked Pistons GM Jack McCloskey why he wasn’t playing, McCloskey said, “Why? Because look at yourself! You’re fat!” Mahorn dropped twenty-five pounds in the off-season and recovered his place in the starting lineup.

				Kareem, who’d been on the bench, pads on his knees, knees around his ears, eyes remote behind thick goggles, stood stiffly, stretched, then went to the scorer’s table to check in. The crowd cheered. Kareem was appreciated not just as a Laker but as the oldest player in the NBA, a living relic, history captured in a single career. In his rookie season, he played against Earl Monroe, Jerry Sloan, Elgin Baylor. In his twilight, he faced a new generation of centers—Hakeem Olajuwon, Patrick Ewing, Ralph Sampson—which meant answering a question known to only that handful of athletes who were durable as well as great: How do you maintain your sense of dignity while growing old in public?

				Nothing brings fans closer to an athlete than watching him struggle with mortality, watching him adapt and improvise a place for himself in the game. Not only does such a player illustrate time, connecting the league as it was to the league as it’s become; he dramatizes the human condition. The pro athlete dies twice, once like everyone else and once when, still relatively young, he must give up the only life he’s ever known.

				Kareem was forty-one in 1988, but already looked like Methuselah. His shoulders slumped, his head hung. Yet he found ways to contribute. He played fewer minutes, stayed out of scrums, and gave the unimportant skirmishes a miss, but, now and then, by picking his spots and focusing on details, he’d make a key shot or assist. He never put himself in a position to look bad, embarrassment being everyone’s great fear. He felt the drift of the game, its ebb and flood tides. Some moments matter more than others. He might vanish for a quarter only to emerge with a crucial steal late. “Certain things have slipped, like the ability to go after a rebound two to three times in a row, or the lateral movement,” Riley said. “Don’t let those things distract you. [Kareem] can still put the ball in the hole better than anybody. He’s still the most vital force at the end of a game.”

				For Kareem, playing Detroit meant dealing with Laimbeer, the biggest irritant in the league. He hacked Kareem under the basket that night, tugged his jersey, elbowed his kidneys, stepped on his feet. At one point, Kareem posted up just outside the paint, got a pass from Magic, turned, banged Laimbeer with his shoulder, creating space, stepped away, and hit the skyhook. He shouted at Laimbeer as that shot fell. Laimbeer glared. The men stood toe-to-toe, yelling. The referee, eighteen inches shorter than either player, held them apart.

				Kareem blocked a Joe Dumars shot at the end of the first half, snagged the rebound, held off Isiah, then started a fast break with a pass to Magic. When the Lakers scored, Chuck Daly called time-out. The Pistons were ahead, but the momentum had shifted. That’s what basketball is about—mood swings. If you’re not on your toes, you’re on your heels. Chuck Daly, a chubby man older than most NBA coaches, designed a play to recapture the initiative. Isiah received the inbound and brought the ball up-court. Magic reached for the steal, but Zeke stepped around, faked Worthy, and headed for the basket. He jumped, knee-high, looked for the pass, then, seeing no good options, leaned in and shot. He made the basket and drew a foul. A 3-point play.

				The Pistons spread across the floor and began to operate. For the next five minutes, they outran, outjumped, and outhustled L.A. The Lakers were famous for their Showtime speed, but the Pistons suddenly looked younger and faster. For a moment, Magic, Worthy, and Kareem seemed superannuated. You can’t teach height. You can’t teach speed. But you also can’t teach a player to be younger. In the closing moments of the first half, you could hear the tumblers of history. It might be this year or it might be next, but time was running out on one of the game’s great dynasties.

				The Pistons led by 12 at the break. The third quarter is telling in basketball. It’s during halftime that a coach, having seen enough of the other team, is expected to make the adjustments necessary to win.

				Pat Riley, composed on the floor, was furious in the locker room. Red-faced, veins throbbing in his neck. The business patois he’d learned on the guru circuit gave way to Schenectady schoolyard slang. What the fuck, you fucking fucks? Riley knew this game was more important than it seemed. The Pistons were a rising power. The Lakers might face them in the finals. It was important for L.A. to establish dominance and protect their home court. “They must leave here thinking we are unbeatable in the Forum,” he said. Asked what he’d told his players at halftime, Riley said he’d told them that “you can’t let ’em come into your backyard and give you a backhand.”

				The Lakers opened the third quarter with an 11–2 run. Just like that, they were within 3 points and had the momentum. The mood in the arena changed, too. During a time-out, Jack Nicholson, wearing a black beret and yellow shades, stepped onto the floor, turned to the crowd, and waved his arms, summoning their energy. Magic and Worthy rode that energy, extending their run to 21–6. When L.A. took the lead, they did it with a fast break. They ran, and, as they ran, it was as if they became young again. The Pistons did their best to simply survive the onslaught. Let them exhaust themselves, then we’ll begin again. Frustrated, Mahorn lashed out, grabbing and whirling Byron Scott to the floor, just as he’d done to Michael Jordan in Chicago. Players started cursing, shoving. Riley had to be restrained. Mahorn smirked. He’d already tossed one coach over a scorer’s table that season—he’d gladly do it again.

				A. C. Green, the youngest and strongest Lakers starter, stepped up to play Mahorn. He banged into Mahorn, glared at him, stole from him, scored on him. Green, in his third NBA season, was crucial in the battle against Detroit.

				The Pistons somehow hung in, then struck back, tying the score with nine minutes left. The contrasting styles—the Lakers were fancy, the Pistons brutal—made the game exciting. It could not have been any closer. After being tied at 93, the teams were tied six more times. According to Billy Cunningham, the former coach who was announcing the game on TV, Detroit had already achieved their goal. “The Pistons needed to come in here and show they could play with the Lakers on the Lakers’ court, that they wouldn’t be intimidated and would not back off,” he said, “and that’s exactly what they’ve done.”

				With three minutes to play and the score tied once again, Isiah hit an off-balance runner for his 39th and 40th points. The lead changed hands, then changed hands again. At forty-one seconds, Mychal Thompson scored over Mahorn to put the Lakers ahead by 2. The Forum faithful were on their feet. Jack Nicholson had his binoculars trained on Chuck Daly, who had called time and was talking to his players in a huddle. Daly was sweating, an arm around his captain.

				Isiah got the inbound, dribbled across the 3-point line, dodged Scott and Magic, looked for an open man, then, not seeing anyone, went up to take a last-second shot for the win. Just as Zeke started to release the ball, Kareem, appearing from nowhere, reached out and swatted it away.

				Block.

				Game over.

				In the next morning’s Los Angeles Times, a writer named Scott Ostler said the game proved what he’d already known: “The Lakers are the greatest basketball team of all time.”

				Bill Laimbeer, asked about the boos that greeted him in his hometown, said, “I have a wife. I am the father of two kids. I live in a nice neighborhood. I have never been arrested. People think I’m this horrible guy, but it doesn’t matter. I definitely play ugly basketball, but I’m effective. I don’t consider myself an enforcer. My job is to win games for the Detroit Pistons. It doesn’t matter how you accomplish your goals, as long as you play within the rules.”

			

			
				THE PISTONS

				Charles Oakley, who did not like Dennis Rodman in 1987, liked him even less in 2017 when he ran into him at Jerry Krause’s memorial. Rodman was pierced and tattooed. Multicolored hair, eye shadow, mascara. He’d just returned from North Korea, where he’d palled around with dictator Kim Jong Un, whom Rodman characterized as “an awesome guy.” When Oakley shook Rodman’s hand that day, he came away with a single impression: He reeked of booze.

				The drug and alcohol problems that have plagued Rodman since retirement are well known—he’s written about them candidly in his four autobiographies—but he’d been nothing like that when he arrived in Detroit in 1986. At twenty-five, he was the oldest rookie in the NBA. He was also the most troubled and most immature.

				Rodman had few friends growing up, and fewer still in the NBA. In his off-hours, he tended to hang out with white kids who didn’t play. Admirers. Camp followers. He glommed on to their families, the sleepover guest who stays for weeks, or until asked to leave. It was as if, through these confused, exhausted families, Rodman sought to taste the typical American life he’d never known.

				Rodman befriended a young guy who worked in the Pistons media department in Detroit. They’d confer before games, go to dinner after. Then clubs. When a bouncer spotted Rodman waiting at the back of a line, he’d wave him forward. Dennis refused to cut. He did not want to be treated better, worse, or differently. He just wanted to be like everyone else.

				He ordered water at the clubs, then found a corner where he could play pinball. He’d quickly get himself into the bonus. On one quarter, he could go all night. This was Rodman before booze and spectacle. In love with basketball. In love with the team. In love with the coach, Chuck Daly, the father he’d never had.

				Dennis drove a pickup truck. It could be seen around the city. He’d show up at the arena many hours before tipoff. Just to hang out, lift weights, shoot around. He was like a kite without a tether, a plaything of the wind. He’d sit at his locker, headphones on, music cranked. Hip-hop—that was the soundtrack of the NBA. But Jordan preferred Whitney Houston. And Rodman preferred Pearl Jam. He acknowledged Eddie Vedder—Your music is a real inspiration—on the first page of his first book.

				Rodman started thirty-two games in 1987–88, playing his way into importance. By mid-season, he’d become a critical piece of the machine. When the energy of the starters flagged (he came off the bench most nights), he could usually get it going. His entrance—onto the floor, into the party—changed the mood.

				He ended his rookie year with his infamous remarks about Bird, a three-time MVP: “He ain’t the best player in the NBA, not to me,” said Rodman. “He’s white. That’s the reason he gets the MVP.”

				When the gaggle of reporters went to Isiah for a comment, Zeke, the veteran and captain, who should have pulled back and tamped down—Don’t listen to Dennis; he’s a rookie; he’s emotional; he just lost the biggest game of his life—piled on instead. “I’d have to agree with Rodman,” said Isiah behind that slow smile. “If Larry Bird was Black, he’d be just another good player.”

				Brouhaha and hubbub followed. News segments, editorials, denunciations, all because Isiah had said what half the Black players in the league believed but would never admit. Zeke was forced to apologize to Bird at a press conference; Bird was forced to sit and listen and accept the apology. As Larry walked out, Ira Berkow, a New York Times reporter, heard him say, “I just saved the little shit’s ass.”

				When the Pistons arrived at training camp three months later, they came with a single goal: Get back to the Eastern Conference Finals, and win.

				The Pistons got off to a rocky start in 1987–88. It was a season of injuries, ups and downs, winning and losing streaks. There were internal battles, mostly about playing time. Isiah yielded minutes as the young players developed—that, he learned, was a key to success in the NBA. It’s not about doing more. It’s about doing less. But Adrian Dantley, the mercurial frontline scorer, refused to yield. When asked to make way late in close games for Rodman, who was a much better defender, Dantley revolted, stormed out, stormed back, kicked over a basket of towels, stormed out a second time.

				It always ended the same way—with Zeke and Adrian screaming at each other. Thomas called Dantley selfish. Dantley said it was being selfish that had made him the NBA’s scoring leader twice in the past. Thomas said Dantley needed to see the big picture. Dantley said it was not the big picture he needed—it was the ball. “When I shoot, we win. When I don’t shoot, we lose. That’s the big picture.”

				While Dantley was the Pistons’ best option in the post, he was not a team player; he was distant, weird. He went off by himself, did his own thing. He vanished as soon as the game was over. And that was how he played, too. Like he was alone on the floor. It created tension on the team, pressure that increased and increased until, in the middle of the next season, Jack McCloskey, having had enough, traded Dantley to Dallas for Mark Aguirre, who, though maybe not quite as gifted as Dantley, would at least listen to Zeke. Most of the Pistons believed Isiah orchestrated the trade, but he denied it. The fact that the Pistons, on the way to their first championship, swapped Zeke’s nemesis for one of his oldest friends? Mere coincidence. On Dantley’s first trip back to Detroit as a Maverick, he pulled Zeke aside and said, “I know it was you, Isiah. I know you got me traded. And I will pay you back, no matter how long it takes.”

				Pistons fans did not seem to mind the internal conflicts, the feuds and wild behavior. In fact, they seemed to enjoy them. In their mood swings and neuroses, the Pistons reflected the mood of their city, the former car capital of the world that had fallen on hard times. Detroit, which had once been known for its Gilded Age mansions and robber baron splendor, had by the 1980s become miles and miles of burned-out tenements, vacant lots, and shuttered factories. This was a great city with a proud, boosterish population that had lived to see its greatness fade. The masterpieces in the art museum, the smokestacks above the warehouses, the bridges that crossed the great river, the marble courthouses, the recording studios, and the crumbling dynamos—it was the afterpiece of Motor City’s twentieth-century dream. The streets had fallen into chaos, violence, ruin. On some nights, it seemed that only the basketball team held the town together.

				As bad as it gets, at least we have the Pistons.

				They had regained their form by mid-season, and by spring were the team no one wanted to play. There were so many ways they could beat you. Their defense could pummel you and hold you to 80, or their offense could outrun, outshoot, and beat you even though you’d scored 110.

				The Pistons were in first place, one game ahead of the Hawks in the Central Division, 3.5 games ahead of the Bulls. What’s more, they’d been built, in the way of Detroit’s priciest cars, for comfort as well as speed. The 1987–88 Pistons were the NBA version of an old-time Camaro: luxurious shocks, deep seats, and oversized gas tanks that could take you coast to coast without a refill.

				That had been the goal general manager Jack McCloskey, aka Trader Jack, set when he took over in 1979. He wanted a team that could do more than merely compete with the behemoths on the coasts—the Lakers and the Celtics. He wanted a team that could win.

				Detroit had been at the bottom of the NBA barrel when McCloskey arrived. They were the Fort Wayne Zollner Pistons—Fred Zollner made auto parts—before moving to Detroit in 1957. They’d had a handful of stars over the years—Dave DeBusschere, Dave Bing—but rarely a good team. Their franchise record as of 1980 was 1,077 wins and 1,422 losses. They’d gone 16–66 the year before McCloskey arrived, one of the worst single-season records in NBA history.

				“Jack began to build the Bad Boys as soon as he was hired,” Pistons announcer George Blaha told me. “Jack was not shy about work. He was a coal miner’s kid from Pennsylvania who played basketball and football at Penn. He played a little pro ball in the Eastern League, then started coaching. He was the head coach at Wake Forest and U. Penn, then worked for the Trail Blazers and the Lakers. Taking over the Pistons, the worst team in the league, meant he’d start with a top-five pick. He ended up with number two, and used it to get Isiah, who’d be the cornerstone.”

				McCloskey then looked for players who’d work well with Zeke. The league was filled with scouts, but he devised his own system to find undervalued talent. Like any good entrepreneur on a budget, he was out for bargains. Working at a desk in the Pistons executive suite, he rated every prospect in ten categories, assigning 1 to 10 points in each category, numbers he then totaled and averaged. McCloskey circled anyone who rated higher than 80.

				It was this system that led McCloskey to Bill Laimbeer, who, short on athleticism but long on hustle, grit, and smarts, was the first Bad Boy to join Isiah in Detroit. These days, Bill Laimbeer, who coaches women’s basketball, is a giant sun-reddened white guy, seven feet tall, too heavy for the hotel scale, potbellied and straining every button of his oxford shirt. Much has changed about him over the decades, but his essence remains the same. He still hates reporters, is still irascible, sharp-tongued, and blunt. He still has an alarming tendency to tell you what he really thinks: that Michael Jordan was a crybaby who worked the officials; that Kareem had become a shell of himself by 1987–88; that Pat Riley was a stuffed suit topped with a dime-store pomade. Laimbeer still has the same forelock, the same swoop of greasy hair, now gunmetal gray. He still has the same condescending, I-dare-you-to-punch-me-in-the-face look about him.

				One might think that the tougher the upbringing, the tougher the player, but Laimbeer grew up privileged. His father was president of Owens-Illinois, a Fortune 500 company that manufactures every variation of glass container. Laimbeer once described himself as “the only player in the NBA who makes less than his dad.” And yet Laimbeer was as nasty as anyone in the league. The revulsion with which old-timers still receive his name testifies to that. They hate him because he was rich and mean, pampered and nasty, the NBA’s version of a Van Patten bully. Maybe it had to do with his size, how much bigger and heavier he was than anyone else on the playground. Maybe girls recoiled. Maybe teachers were intimidated. Maybe he looked in a mirror and saw a monster looking back and decided to embrace it. At seventeen, he was cast in the TV show Land of the Lost as a Sleestak, a reptilian/humanoid creature who crushes and kills in the time of dinosaurs.

				He played at Notre Dame, where he developed into a rebounder with a shooting touch. It set Laimbeer apart from other big men—he could reliably hit from twelve feet. He was listed at center, but did not play it conventionally. “Call him what you want, but the position is how you play,” Rudy Tomjanovich told me. “Laimbeer was called a center but he played at the top of the key. By doing that, and because he could hit that outside shot, he pulled the other center out, which opened space for the forwards and guards underneath.”

				“He was a precursor to the modern outside-shooting big man,” The Boston Globe’s Bob Ryan told me. “He was a seven-footer who wanted nothing to do with the ball. We used to kid him and say, ‘Why don’t you buy some moves this summer.’ But all he did in the summer was play golf. But he could really hit that twelve-foot shot.”

				Laimbeer was drafted by the Cavaliers in the third round in 1979. He played in Europe and in Cleveland before McCloskey traded for him in 1981. Laimbeer was brought in to balance Isiah, put size in the lineup—score, rebound, and protect the captain. Scott Hastings, who was traded to the Pistons in 1989, was briefed on the big man’s task in Detroit soon after he arrived. “Laimbeer took David Greenwood and me to dinner,” Hastings said. “He’s sitting alone on one side of the table, like he’s the Godfather, and he’s telling us about how the Pistons protect their guards. He was like, ‘If somebody puts one of our guards on their back, we put one of their guards on the bench.’ ”

				Laimbeer was a fan favorite in Detroit and a Bond villain everywhere else. He was, by consensus, the most hated player in the NBA. “The biggest jerk ever” is how Sam Perkins described him. “He would do all the things you were taught to never do. He would get the rebound and spread his elbows so you’d get hit with them. Who does that? But it worked. I mean, he really took you out of the game mentally. Once he did something to me and I threw the ball at him, and for a moment I thought it was just me and him out there and I was going to kick his ass. I forgot there were referees, a game to win. I threw the ball at him as hard as I could. Then I realized, ‘That’s what this asshole wants.’ And I checked myself, and he stuck his tongue out at me like a spoiled kid.”

				“I give Laimbeer credit for maximizing what little talent he had,” Dave Corzine told me. “He got the most out of the least and played a key role on those great teams. He fit in. And led. And set a good screen for Isiah. And was a good perimeter shooter. If Isiah or Dumars or any of those guys were double-teamed, it meant Laimbeer was open, and he’d hit that open outside shot.”

				“Some people call him a dirty player,” said Magic Johnson. “To me, he’s a cheap-shot artist. Fouling is one thing, but Laimbeer tries to punish you at the end of the foul. He’ll smack a guy on the head or push him all the way to the floor so he’ll hit the ground harder.”

				With the core in place, McCloskey shopped for specialists, sharpshooters, rebounders, and the sort of high-energy players that could be injected into a game like adrenaline when the starting five flagged.

				Vinnie Johnson was added in the middle of the 1981–82 season. A two-time Baylor All-American, Vinnie was taken by the SuperSonics just behind Magic in the 1979 draft. Though VJ struggled in Seattle, McCloskey still had him rated high on his chart. There were so many ways Vinnie could score: on the drive, with a jumper from fifteen feet, off the pick-and-roll. Danny Ainge nicknamed him “the Microwave” because he got so hot so fast.

				Joe Dumars, whom McCloskey had spotted at a college tournament where he’d gone to scout another player—“In the first two minutes, he made a great move,” said McCloskey, “and I turned to someone and said, ‘Hell, this kid can play’ ”—arrived via the 1985 draft. Though Dumars had been a top scorer in college, McCloskey wanted him as a wingman to Isiah. Pass. Set picks. Lock down the other team’s top guard. It was Dumars, not Thomas, who was called on to stop John Stockton, Magic Johnson, Clyde Drexler. When designing the Jordan Rules, Pistons defensive coach Ron Rothstein made every Piston watch film of Dumars, then said, “Do that.”

				Power forward Rick Mahorn, most feared of the Bad Boys, was acquired by trade before the 1985–86 season. He’d come out of the tough basketball scene in Hartford, Connecticut, then gooned it up for five NBA seasons as a Washington Bullet. The 6'10", 240-pound Mahorn made up for his lack of skill by infuriating and entangling more gifted opponents. He was a practiced practitioner of a sly trick called “pull the chair.” He’d play McHale incredibly tight and then, when McHale leaned back to create space, jump away, which usually sent McHale reeling.

				“To beat the Celtics, we needed size,” said Ron Rothstein. Currently broadcasting Heat games, Rothstein was in Miami preparing for the 2021 NBA Playoffs when we spoke. “Boston had that huge forward line,” he explained. “They could all shoot, they could all post up. Bird was one of the greatest passers of all time. We needed size and presence to compete with that. Mahorn was perfect for the task, especially when teamed with Laimbeer.”

				Here was the beauty of McCloskey’s project: You could see the design in every acquisition, draft, trade. The GM was after redundancy, a second team that would be just as good as the first. It was his great innovation, and what made the Pistons so hard to beat.

				An underdog oddball team made of spare parts like the Pistons needed an oddball underdog coach, which is exactly what McCloskey found in Chuck Daly. Unlike Pat Riley, who went straight from active roster to announcers’ booth to sideline—he was just thirty-six when Jerry Buss hired him to coach the Lakers—Daly, having climbed through the ranks, was old when he reached the NBA.

				He started as a high school coach in Pennsylvania in the 1950s. Asked to describe his experience leading the Punxsutawney Woodchucks (“the Punxsy Chucks”), he said, “Have you ever seen the movie Hoosiers?” He learned how to innovate in the lean years, make do. He deflated basketballs and refilled them with sawdust in Punxsutawney, then made his players scrimmage with those balls—this taught them to move up the court without dribbling. He made them play blindfolded. He tied their strong hand behind their backs and made them spend a day or even a week using only their weak hand. He was a coaching legend in the public school ranks. He could be seen outside the hotel the night before the state tournament, walking at two or three in the morning, previewing every play in his head. He never went anywhere without a history book. He underlined biographies of Churchill, Roosevelt, Patton. He read passages to his players. He believed there was something to be learned from every great leader.

				He ascended—first to the college level, then the NBA. He did a short, embarrassing stint in Cleveland before McCloskey, who’d coached with Daly at Penn, gave him a second chance in Detroit. “I saw him in his college days and knew that he was a motivator,” McCloskey explained. “I knew he had good communication skills.”

				Daly was fifty-three when he took over the Pistons. He had the aura of the late bloomer, which was perfect for Detroit—a place of second chances, where players like Laimbeer and Vinnie Johnson got a new lease on life.
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				The history-making acquisition for the Pistons came in 1986, when Jack McCloskey got John Salley and Dennis Rodman in a single draft.

				First, John Salley.

				Detroit took him in the first round with the eleventh pick overall in 1986. Tall and athletic, Salley could play forward or center. He got up and down the court as fast as anyone. A star at Canarsie High School in Brooklyn, then at Georgia Tech, he would have gone in the first round of any draft. His talent was easy to recognize. Six-eleven, 230 pounds—scouts called him supple, lithe. If Mahorn was a pipe, Salley was a pipe cleaner, sharp, bendable, and tough. To the fans, he was “Spider.”

				Here’s the strange part: Although John Salley was Jack McCloskey’s first pick in 1986, he was not his first choice. Dennis Rodman was his first choice, but McCloskey knew he wouldn’t need a top pick to get Rodman. Dennis had come into his body and game off the radar, a scout’s dream of buried treasure. He grew up on the wrong side of the highway in Dallas. He was one of the many offspring of the aptly named Philander Rodman, who only made a serious effort to meet his son after Dennis had become rich and famous. Rodman had been a pipsqueak in high school, a bully magnet, taunted because he was small and strange. “I was just a kid from the projects too skinny or too funny-looking to be taken seriously,” he wrote in his memoir Bad as I Wanna Be.

				He shimmied when he played pinball—that’s why they called him “the Worm.” And that’s how he played hoops, too—all shimmy and hustle. His sisters were basketball stars in college, but he was too small for high school varsity. He quit the JV team, but not the game. He played in the park near his house. He was 5'7" senior year, a jug-eared goofball seemingly destined for nothing good. He worked a variety of jobs after graduation, cleaned cars at the Oldsmobile dealership, did yard work and construction, and was a janitor at the Dallas airport. Late one night, the concourse deserted, the departures board showing the names of cities he’d seemingly never visit, Dennis squeezed his hand through a jewelry store security grate and stole fifteen watches. Easily identified, he confessed, returned the watches, was fired and arrested, but the charges were dropped. He was a kid who’d made a stupid mistake and deserved a second chance.

				Then Rodman’s life began to change. He grew ten inches in one year. He grew so fast you could almost hear it. He was the talk of the playground. He still operated with that wild, little-man chip on his shoulder, only now he was not so little. As with Jordan and Pippen, growing late turned out to be a blessing.

				He was recruited by a coach at Southeastern Oklahoma, a Division II program. He became a small-school star, but there were issues. He could be hard to control, was a showoff, pumped his fist when he scored, played to the kids in the stands. He was a flake. He played dirty. He said he enjoyed pain and never felt more alive than when his mouth was filled with blood. He wasn’t a natural shooter. And he was old. Isiah had been twenty going into his rookie year in Detroit. Rodman would be twenty-five.

				McCloskey started taking Rodman seriously after the Portsmouth Invitational Tournament. Rather than vanish amid top D-1 prospects, Rodman emerged. Several NBA scouts noticed. They penciled his name on their draft sheets, which, when Rodman underperformed at a handful of later tournaments, they then erased. McCloskey sent a scout to investigate, find out what the hell had happened to the kid. As it turned out, Rodman suffered from seasonal allergies, had asthma. He’d played at Portsmouth in the winter, before the pollen flew. His lungs had been clear, and he’d excelled. He was wheezing and going half-speed by the time he reached the spring tournaments. He’d never seen a doctor or tried an inhaler.

				McCloskey drafted Rodman in the second round in 1985, took him to an allergist, got him fixed with a canister of albuterol, then introduced him to the media and fans.

				“I made news right away,” Rodman said. “The day I signed my contract, I hyperventilated and had to see the team doctor.”

				Rodman became a kind of mascot in Detroit, a tension-breaking eccentric.

				“He was the court jester,” said Phil Jackson, who coached Rodman’s late-career second act with the Bulls. “Dennis had a way of getting everybody to lighten up when things were tense.”

				Rodman loved his Detroit teammates in the way of family and he loved his coach in the way of a father. “I was a raw player, full of wild energy, and Chuck Daly was a teacher,” Rodman said. “I used to call him ‘God’ and mean it.”

				Rodman identified a niche for himself, then worked filling that niche into an art. He decided early in his career to make himself into the greatest rebounder—an all-important, unglamorous part of the game—in NBA history. “I never want to score,” he said. “I want to rebound. I want to break the record for most consecutive years leading the league in rebounding. If I do that, they’ll have to say I was one of the best who ever played.”

				Watching Rodman rebound was exciting. He’d go up again and again. If he could not control the ball, he’d tip it into the air and try again. “I’ve got a quick jump—one of the quickest,” he said. “I can get down on the floor and back up in the air faster than a pogo stick. Most people think you have to jump high to get a rebound, but jumping quickly is more important. I can jump and tip, jump and tip, jump and tip—boom! boom! boom!—three times in the time it takes the other guy to jump once.”

				Sitting courtside was dangerous at a Pistons game. Rodman would often bound off the floor and into the laps of spectators. He knocked a lady out cold in San Antonio. He kicked a cameraman in Chicago.

				“I was physical like Mahorn and Laimbeer, but I was faster than shit and could guard anybody in the league,” Rodman said. “I was like a new product, something the NBA had never seen before.”

				By the spring of 1988, Jack McCloskey’s rebuild was nearly complete.

				The resulting team was eccentric and wild, and had been designed to humble the fancy teams on the coasts. Their starters were good, but their depth was what made them dangerous. Most NBA teams carry six to eight genuine NBA players. Detroit carried nine. Players who would have started elsewhere agreed to come off the bench in Detroit. That’s why none of them averaged more than 20 points a game in 1987–88. The scoring was distributed across the entire lineup, which made them unique. When you played Detroit, you were playing not one but two starting teams. The second, with Rodman and Salley, was arguably better than the first. The advantage was obvious late in games, when the Lakers or Celtics starters had to rest and the subs found themselves battling the league’s best young squad. Many coaches responded by keeping their starters on the floor—Jordan often played the full forty-eight minutes against Detroit—which left them exhausted in the clutch. What’s more, whereas an injury might end a title run for the Lakers or Celtics, the Pistons had been built with duplication. Just like the Detroit assembly line: Snap a fan belt, pop in a replacement.
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				The NBA had changed its rules in 1977–78, allowing teams to roster only eleven players: two full units of five, plus a backup. The owners liked this because it kept down costs. The players hated it because it deprived twenty-two athletes of jobs. In 1982, the league, flush with the cash generated by the Bird vs. Magic rivalry, went back to the old rule, allowing for a second sub, the fabled “twelfth man.”

				You might think the twelfth man, the last person on the bench, would be the least valuable player. Wrong! In fact, the twelfth man often filled a unique role. He was a specialist, with a very particular function. Asked to describe the quality that made a good twelfth man, NBA executive Pat Williams said, “A good sitter. You don’t want an impatient, troublesome guy down there,” he explained. “The guy’s not a factor in most situations, but you want someone who understands what his role is.”

				The twelfth man might be a project, someone still developing, learning the trade. He might be of particular use during practice, able to challenge and sharpen the big man. He might be comic relief, a mascot, a high-energy perspective-giver who keeps the stars loose. He might say things like, “Hey, guys, it’s just one game.” Or: “Hey, guys, it’s just a walnut in the batter of life.”

				Journeyman Chuck Nevitt played the role for the 1987–88 Pistons. He grew up in Marietta, Georgia. He got his height from his parents. His father, a professor at Mercer college, was 6'7". His mother, a nurse, was over six feet. She scolded Chuck whenever he brought home a short date. “I once dated a girl who was 5'3" and my mother lectured me on all the tall girls who were sitting home alone, waiting for someone taller to come along, and here I was with a girl who was two feet shorter,” said Nevitt.

				This quote appeared in a Steve Wulf Sports Illustrated story, which, in paying homage to the NBA’s overlooked twelfth man, featured Nevitt as the most colorful of them. “Fans may giggle at first sight of his pipe-cleaner physique,” wrote Wulf, “but if they watch him cheer his teammates on, watch him high- and low-five the ball boys, watch him listen intently to the coach during timeouts, watch him join the crowd in the Wave, they know that Chuck Nevitt is more than just the longest standing joke in the NBA. He is a genuine folk hero.”

				Nevitt was seven feet tall by the end of high school, but did not play hoops. The growing pains were so intense he could hardly walk. He sat on the bench most of college, starting only his senior year at NC State, where he played for Jim Valvano. He averaged 3 points a game. The Rockets took him on a whim in the third round. The player they’d wanted was gone, and there he was—a beanstalk who could touch the rim without jumping.

				At 7'5", Nevitt was the tallest player in the NBA, a distinction he’d maintain until 1985, when the Bullets drafted the 7'7" Manute Bol.

				He played for the Rockets and the Lakers before signing with the Pistons. Teams kept him around because he was funny, people loved him, and his jokes lightened the atmosphere. Then teams would cut him because, at the end of the day, he was not a great player. “Chuck gets waived as soon as he runs out of jokes,” said Jazz forward Thurl Bailey.

				His extreme height also made you see every other player on the floor differently. Just about all of them, save the exceptions (Isiah, Michael) were halfway to being freakish. Monstrously tall, enormous wingspans, and out of all proportion. Nevitt was merely the extreme of the extreme. Seven-five but only 225 pounds. He wore jeans with a 38-inch waist. The man was less sculpture than line.

				The Lakers liked him because he was a traffic cone for Kareem to play against in practice. And colorful. Between NBA stints, he worked at a big-and-tall men’s shop in Houston called the King Size Company. Asked about Nevitt’s effectiveness as a salesman, supervisor Clovis Goodwill said, “He did OK. He’d tell the customers corny jokes, and if he had them laughing, I knew he had a sale.”

				He designed and printed pamphlets that he sent around to basketball teams when he was looking for a spot. These showed Nevitt covering future NBA Hall of Famer Ralph Sampson (number 50) over the words: If you don’t recognize No. 50, you don’t follow pro basketball very closely. He’s the incomparable Ralph Sampson. But how about the guy hovering over him, blocking the shot? Do you know him? After all, Sampson is 7'4". Not a lot of folks make him eat the ball.

				The Lakers kept Nevitt around even after they cut him from the active roster. They sent him to a mall to sell tickets and featured him at events. PR director Josh Rosenfeld said: “Basically, what Chuck did was get things off the top shelf for me.”

				When the Lakers cut ties in the middle of the 1986 season—he won two championship rings in L.A.—several players went to break the news in person. “Kurt Rambis and Ronnie Lester and some other guys and I went to his room to make sure he was OK,” Mitch Kupchak said. “We went to cheer him up, and pretty soon he was cheering us up. But you know, maybe if he wasn’t so nice, he’d be a better player. Sometimes I wanted him to get mad, get meaner. It’s a double-edged sword. He’s a good guy to have on a club because he’s so nice, but his niceness makes him expendable.”

				Jack McCloskey noticed Nevitt when he was at NC State. “During a time-out I always watch the huddle to see how the players relate to the coach,” McCloskey explained. “This guy in back of the team was leaning way over, listening intently. I thought to myself, ‘There’s a dedicated player. He’s standing on a chair to hear his coach.’ But when the huddle broke up, there was no chair! I couldn’t believe it. He was so big.”

				Nevitt was a tension-reliever in the Pistons locker room in 1987–88. He cut the bitterness, subdued the toxic rivalries. Though he only appeared in seventeen games, he became a Motown favorite. A pizza place offered a promotion: a free pie for every shot Nevitt blocked. (Pizzas were given away just three times that season.) People called him “the Human Victory Cigar,” a wink to Red Auerbach. If he was on the floor, it meant the game was over.

			

			
				BULLS AT PISTONS

				April 3, 1988. It was the last time the teams would meet before the playoffs. Each club came in wanting to set a tone. The Pistons remained dominant, the Bulls were ascending. Chicago needed to prove they could beat Detroit in Detroit; the Pistons needed to shut that down before the Bulls got any bright ideas. They’d played five times that season. Detroit had won four of those games, but all of them had been competitive, mean, and violent.

				This was the Pistons’ last year in the Silverdome, the strangest arena in the NBA. Thirty miles outside Detroit, amid the abandoned cars and cattails of Pontiac, Michigan, the Silverdome had been state-of-the-art circa 1975. Sitting courtside was like watching an old sci-fi film. The roof was made of Teflon. When the sun beat down, the air inside turned silvery. The dome sagged in the snow and snapped in the wind. It collapsed twice, the first time in 1985.

				It had been designed for mass spectacles. The nearly 100,000 people who gathered beneath the dome to take Communion from the Pope in September 1987 set a record that was broken a few weeks later by the even larger crowd that came to see WrestleMania III. When the Lions played football there, 80,000 people crammed inside. Basketball, with its junior-high-school-like gym floor, seemed lost in all that immensity. The arena was divided in half when the Pistons played. The floor was set on one side of the football field and surrounded by temporary seats. Behind them, a massive curtain hung down the center, creating a sense of intimacy. “Detroit is a workingman’s town, which means a lot of people wouldn’t have been able to afford seats in a typical NBA stadium,” said George Blaha. “But everyone could afford a ticket to the Silverdome. Some Pistons games drew over sixty thousand.”

				The Silverdome was at once overwhelming and intimate. It was the regulars, the hecklers and know-it-all buffoons, that made it feel like home. Leon “the Barber” Bradley, bearded in a Pistons jacket and baseball hat—he actually did cut hair for a living—was the most notorious. He occupied a seat behind the Detroit bench until the night a ref, hearing the Barber but thinking it was Pistons coach Dick Vitale—Vitale coached Detroit before Chuck Daly—threw Vitale out of the game.

				The Pistons moved Leon to a new spot behind the visitors’ bench, where he came to the attention of every opposition player in the league. Not content to comment on a particular game, Leon did research, dug up gossip, litanies of past failures, which he trumpeted from first tick to last. He was featured in an L.A. Times article headlined Does 1st Amendment Protect a Nasty Fan? “Leon gets on athletes the way white gets on rice,” according to the reporter. “He has a seat right behind the visiting team, and amuses himself for two hours or more by insulting them in ways Don Rickles never imagined.”

				Some players wanted to kill Leon. Others were amused. The season is long and life can be boring; value entertainment where you find it. Larry Bird wasn’t the only Celtic who looked forward to seeing Leon in Detroit. Dennis Johnson covered his face in a towel to hide his laughter whenever Leon the Barber sounded off on his teammates.

				And it wasn’t just the hecklers that distinguished the Silverdome. It was all the promotions. “Marathon Oil had giveaway nights,” Pistons assistant coach Ron Rothstein told me. “If you bought two or more tickets, they gave you two gallons of gasoline. You went behind that big curtain to pick it up. On those nights, the whole arena reeked.”

				The Bulls arrived with their best record in thirteen seasons: 43–29. The Pistons, at 46–24, were even better. Isiah spent most of the first quarter passing. He used the start of every game to size up his teammates, figure out who was hot. He could tell just by the way a player carried himself if he was feeling it. Having so many weapons meant someone was always in the groove. Having identified him—Dantley? Laimbeer? Dumars?—Isiah would get that player the ball. If no one had a hot hand, Isiah took it himself. On such nights, he might score 20, 25, 30. It’s not that he couldn’t have matched Jordan or Bird in scoring. It’s that he didn’t want to—it wouldn’t have been in the best interest of the team.

				Statisticians will tell you that there’s no such thing as a hot hand, that it’s a myth, that all the numbers balance out in the end. It’s not about moods or magic—it’s about data. The past predicts the future. But Isiah and every other great shooter believed in the hot hand, because they’d experienced it. On some nights with the game on the line, you’d give the ball to Jerry Sichting instead of Larry Bird, because Jerry Sichting had the hot hand.

				Joe Dumars had the hot hand in the first minutes on April 3, 1988. Jordan played Dumars tight, talked trash, and swatted at the ball, but none of that matters when you’ve got the hot hand. The Bulls started sloppy, missing open men, missing open shots. Doug Collins called an early time-out. The announcers said the Bulls were jet-lagged. They’d flown in from Seattle the night before; then, in addition to the two-hour time difference, daylight saving time had kicked in. This, according to Billy Cunningham on CBS, is why Jordan and Oakley looked flat. “We think of them as indestructible,” he said, “but these are people and people get tired.”

				When Detroit went on a 7–0 run, Collins pulled his starters—all except for Jordan—and sent in the rookies. Grant replaced Oakley. Pippen replaced Sellers. Scottie had had a good start to his rookie season, then faded. Collins had wanted to start Pippen ahead of Sellers, but Pippen’s mistakes made it impossible. He threw errant passes, put up air balls, took low-percentage shots. He had the athleticism and skill, but his head was all wrong. Even the most gifted rookie will lack the confidence that comes with experience, the knowledge that accrues after playing night after night against the best players in the world. Being a good pro does not just mean having the occasional good game—anyone can excel when they have the hot hand—but finding ways to contribute even when not feeling it.

				Pippen missed several shots as soon as he entered, threw an errant pass, was clobbered underneath by Mahorn. Horace Grant made mistakes too, but this had less to do with confidence than vision. He was not yet wearing the prescription goggles that would later characterize him, and his eyesight was a liability. The refs, the coaches, the players—it was all a blur. Grant was fouled, went to the line, and missed both free throws because he could not see. He made a great play underneath, put the ball off the glass, but stepped out of bounds. Because he could not see.

				Jordan was off too. One of his jumpers clanked off the rim. Another bounced off the top of the backboard. Michael was in the process of finding his range. When Jordan made a jumper halfway through the first, CBS announcer Billy Cunningham said, as if to himself, “Uh-oh. He’s got it.” By making shots from the outside, Jordan opened up the inside, then began driving and scoring underneath, too. He had 18 points after twelve minutes, then started the second quarter on the bench to save his legs. This gave the Pistons bench room to operate.

				Detroit’s second team had a new leader, the 7'1" center James Edwards, who’d arrived via trade from Phoenix earlier that month. Pistons fans called him “Buddha” on account of his handlebar mustache and peaceful countenance. He was thirty-two, old in basketball terms, but having just lost eleven straight games with the Suns before he was traded, Edwards was energized by the chance to play for a contender. He’d been a skill player for Phoenix, but that changed after Laimbeer took him to dinner and explained the gig. “He didn’t have a reputation for being a tough guy in Phoenix,” Rothstein told me. “He was finesse, but, after he’d been with us maybe a week, I saw him in practice, and it was like he’d become a new guy. There was a loose ball and he blew two or three guys out of the way going for it. I went up to him after and said, ‘Hey, Buddha, when’s the last time you went to the floor after a loose ball in practice?’ He said, ‘Coach, I’ve been here two weeks, seen how they play, and figured I’d better join up.’ ”

				He had an excellent shooting touch and was skilled in the post. He gave the Pistons a legitimate inside scoring presence. Daly had expected Salley to fill that role underneath, but Salley was better on the run. It was Buddha who’d take McHale and Abdul-Jabbar to the hole. He played especially well when teamed up with Daly’s sixth man, Vinnie Johnson. Once they started working the pick-and-roll, Doug Collins had to send Jordan back in. Michael took the ball to the hoop as soon as he was back on the floor. He jumped, was fouled, made the shot, made the free throw.

				Jordan was Chicago’s shooting guard, while Sam Vincent, who’d arrived in Chicago from Seattle mid-season, was at point guard. Michael played with three different point guards that season—Rory Sparrow, John Paxson, Sam Vincent—which tells you that Doug Collins was still searching. He’d eventually settle on Paxson—because he was solid, hit the big shot, and worked well with Jordan. You saw this at the end of the first half, when Jordan, swarmed by Pistons, went up, faked a jumper, then threw a no-look crosscourt pass to Paxson, who hit a 3 at the buzzer.

				The Bulls were down 66–63 at the break.

				Laimbeer hit a fifteen-footer to start the third. Pippen continued to struggle. He was called for goaltending, then dribbled off his foot. Watching Scottie flail was painful for loyalists, but it made him seem human, relatable. Jordan was a prodigy. There was never a season when he was not an All-Star. The stories of his youth are like the stories of baby Moses: He could walk at two weeks, trash-talk at five. Pippen was tortured and flawed in comparison. His gifts did not save him from suffering. He was maddened by his mind, the nit-picking internal monologue. He was sensitive and easily wounded, an exposed wire. The times when he came up short, when he seemed fragile, made us love him even more. Despite the famous ad campaign, no one can really “Be Like Mike” because Mike was from another planet. There was greatness in Pippen too, but it was a kind of greatness you could almost imagine for yourself.

				Dumars was the only player in the NBA who could stymie Jordan. He didn’t stop Michael so much as direct him to less productive places on the floor. Whenever they faced the Bulls, Dumars was uncharacteristically active on offense, forcing Jordan to cover him on defense, tiring him out. He wanted to get Jordan into foul trouble. And it usually worked. Jordan performed significantly worse against the Pistons than any other team. A 53 percent shooter in 1987–88, he shot just 34 percent against Detroit.

				Of course, there were games when it didn’t matter who covered Jordan. He had 34 points by the beginning of the third quarter on April 3, 1988. For a time, he’d gone back and forth—call-and-response—with Isiah. The duel ended with Jordan driving to the basket. He leapt eight feet from the hoop, closed on the rim in the air, tongue out. Those were points 40 and 41 for Jordan. It was the fourteenth time he’d scored more than 40 that season.

				Rodman was watching impatiently from the bench, bouncing his knee, looking imploringly at Daly, who finally waved him over. Dennis checked in with the score tied at 90. Rodman platooned with Dantley that season. Dantley played when the Pistons needed points. Rodman played when the Pistons needed defense. “I didn’t play much. That killed me,” Rodman said. “When I did get on the floor, I was wild. I wanted to do everything at once and show them all I needed to play.”

				Rodman immediately put up a dumb, off-target 3-pointer.

				“That’s a terrible low-percentage shot,” said Billy Cunningham, “but it’s not really a shot. It’s a message. It’s Rodman telling Chuck Daly he’s pissed off.”

				Just about every starter on both teams was in foul trouble by the end of the fourth. When a journeymen named Granville Waiters checked in for Chicago, announcer Dick Stockton described him as old and bald, a garbage-time player. But with Waiters on the floor, the Bulls were able to run a defensive play that would come to characterize the team: “the trap.” If Jordan and Waiters caught a Piston alone with the ball in the back court—it was rare for teams to pressure full court—they’d close the trap, circling and surrounding the ball carrier, making it nearly impossible for him to find a passing lane. Ideally the trapped man would turn the ball over or be forced to call a time-out. But it was risky. Running the trap meant leaving someone open. The gamble was that the ball carrier would be too confused and obstructed to find the open man. When successful, the trap was especially gratifying, a game within a game—a game of keep-away. But it was only moderately successful against the Pistons in 1987–88. Detroit was too athletic to be stopped by Granville Waiters.

				The Bulls were up by 3 with five minutes left. Rodman got three rebounds on a single possession, frustrating the Bulls, taking them out of their game. Collins called time-out. The crowd roared. There were barbs in the noise, taunts. The Teflon dome shuddered in the wind. Collins’s sweat dripped onto the wipe-board, turning his play into a smudge.

				Aw hell, just get the ball to Michael.

				The Pistons led by a point with two minutes left. Jordan went for the hoop and was fouled as soon as he stepped into the paint. He made one of two free throws—Jordan’s 57th point—tying the game at 110.

				Chuck Daly called a time-out. He drew up a play. Isiah got the inbound at the top of the key, dribbled back and forth, watching the seconds bleed away—9, 8, 7—and threw to Laimbeer, who, seeing the defense close, hurried a pass, which was stolen by Brad Sellers, who got the ball to Jordan, who Laimbeer pulled down at midcourt. Two free throws. Jordan hit both.

				Game over.

				CBS reporter Pat O’Brien put a microphone in MJ’s face less than a minute later.

				“Do you know how many points you scored?”

				“No. The win! The win is all we wanted.”

			

		

	
		
		
			THE PLAYOFFS

			The 1987–88 NBA Playoffs opened in four cities on April 28, followed by four more cities on April 29. Sixteen teams competed: the Lakers, Spurs, Trail Blazers, Jazz, Mavericks, Rockets, Nuggets, and SuperSonics in the West; the Celtics, Knicks, Hawks, Bucks, Bulls, Cavaliers, Pistons, and Bullets in the East. It was best of five in round one, best of seven thereafter. To be champion, a team had to win four series and a minimum of fifteen postseason games.

			It took the Bulls—who opened their first round in a deliriously jam-packed Chicago Stadium—the full five to beat Cleveland, a team that would have excelled in any other era. By Game 5, Scottie Pippen, the rookie who’d spent the season coming off the bench, was starting, having earned a spot he’d retain for a generation. In this way alone, the series was significant. By the end, the Bulls, who closed Game 5 with Jordan, Pippen, Grant, Paxson, and Oakley on the floor, were four-fifths of the way to the lineup that would win three straight titles.

			It likewise took the Pistons the full five to defeat the Bullets, which was just the sort of veteran team—Bernard King, Moses Malone—that can surprise you. One bad quarter, one lapse in concentration, and it’s over. Asked what he’d learned from the series, Laimbeer said, “That every game is a bitch.”

			The Bulls faced the Pistons in the second round, but the series did not quite live up to expectations. The Bulls, though well on their way, were still not ready. It wasn’t just size and speed they lacked, it was maturity. The Pistons goaded, taunted, heckled, and fouled, and the Bulls fell for it every time, forgetting their game plan, losing their composure, and being suckered into the pit, which is just where Detroit wanted them.

			As Mike Tyson said, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.”

			“The Pistons’ primary objective was to throw us off our game by raising the level of violence on the floor,” said Phil Jackson. “They pounded away at our players ruthlessly, pushing, shoving, sometimes even headbutting, to provoke them into retaliating. As soon as that happened, the battle was over. Anger was the Bulls’ real enemy, not the Pistons.”

			“We would target players,” said Rodman. “It was almost like a football mentality. Our strength was intimidating guys, taking them out of their game so we could run the game the way we wanted it to be run.”

			It was clear by the end of Game 1, which the Pistons took 93–82, that the Bulls were still missing a few key pieces, a solid inside presence most notably. This would eventually be center Bill Cartwright, who arrived the following year from the Knicks in a trade for Charles Oakley. With Dave Corzine guarding Rodman or Salley, Detroit might get four or five offensive rebounds on a single possession in 1987–88. It was like watching a kid playing against a grown-up.

			Jordan made a point of not shooting in the first quarter of Game 2 at the Silverdome. He wanted to get his teammates going, which would take pressure off him in turn, giving him room to operate. Jordan hit 90 percent of his shots that night, collecting 36 points and basically winning the game by himself.

			Final Score: Chicago 105, Detroit 95.

			Isiah said Game 3 would be the crucible of the series, even the season. It was time to shut down the Jordan Show and seize fate by the neck. Zeke showed up for the travel-day practice carrying a stack of Chicago newspapers: “Have you all seen what they’re calling us?” The Windy City columnists believed that, with their Game 2 win, the Bulls had broken Detroit’s spirit.
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			A storm blew through Chicago early in Game 3, a freak system that came from the West. The sky turned black at midday. Streetlamps with sensors flicked on across the Loop. The thunder came with the lightning; the beast was right on top of you. Rain poured down. Upper Wacker Drive was a snarl. Lower Wacker Drive filled up like a bowl. A bartender stood in the window of the Billy Goat Tavern, looking out. When the wind arrived, it hit the skyscrapers like an open hand. The storm warning was upgraded first to a tornado watch, then to a tornado warning. People scurried for cover on Michigan Avenue and State Street. The gusts turned umbrellas inside out. Even people inside the stadium could feel the storm. The broadcast was knocked briefly off the air, but the game continued, meaning, for a time, that only those in attendance knew what was happening. To them, the weather was too perfect, a pathetic fallacy, the outer world reflecting the gloom felt by every fan who watched the Pistons descend on the Bulls with renewed focus.

			Bill Laimbeer fed on dark energy. He was a Bond villain, a heel. He hit a shot from the top of the key, pumped his fist, then caught Jordan with a quick, dirty hip check as the Bulls were running up-court. Jordan reeled, turned, and charged at Laimbeer. From that moment, Jordan, who later said Laimbeer had hit him “in the balls,” forgot the mission, lost his composure, timing, and shot.

			“It distracted us,” said Doug Collins. “And we never recovered.”

			The Bulls scored just 79 points that night, their worst performance of the postseason. Having come for a coronation, Chicago fans witnessed a funeral.

			What followed seemed inevitable: a desultory performance in Game 4—the Bulls did even worse, scoring just 77 points—followed by the Bulls’ final loss of the season in Game 5 in Detroit. What people remember is Michael and Isiah going up for a rebound in the third quarter. Michael caught Isiah with an elbow in the head. Isiah was unconscious before he hit the ground. For a moment, the game continued around him. Then the whistles blew. Trainers and coaches came running. Detroit assistant Ron Rothstein waved smelling salts under Zeke’s nose. His eyes opened. In them, you recognized fundamental questions: Who am I? Why am I here? His vision cleared; he got up and stumbled off. They said he was done for the night. He went to the locker room, found the door locked, and so, not knowing where else to go, returned to the bench. The announcer said he’d come back not to play but only to support his team. Then, a minute later, the same announcer said he would play but only if absolutely necessary. A few minutes after that, he was out on the floor. The Bulls were rallying. Zeke was told to stanch the bleeding.

			Bulls fans dismiss Isiah Thomas as a whiner, a flopper prone to bitching and complaining, like the rest of the Bad Boy Pistons. But I’ve never bought this because I actually watched Isiah play. There was no one grittier, tougher, or more willing to sacrifice his body and well-being to the cause. As a regular-sized person in a big man’s game, he swallowed more than an adult portion of abuse, was knocked down, knocked out, and stepped on but almost always came back, reenergized, angry, and ready to play. What he did that afternoon at the Silverdome is proof. At 1:55, he was out cold in the paint. At 2:10, he was pulling on the bolted locker room door. At 2:30 he was back in the game, carrying his team across the finish line.

			The Bulls were within a basket when Zeke returned. Five minutes later, when he checked back out, they were finished. He’d scored 9 consecutive points in three minutes to end Chicago’s season.
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			Boston had blown through the Knicks in the first round, then met the Atlanta Hawks just as the Hawks were hitting their stride. Detroit—whom the Celtics would face if they reached the conference finals—had to watch and wait.

			Boston crushed Atlanta in Game 1 at Boston Garden, with the front line—Bird, Parish, McHale—combining for 85 points. They did the same in Game 2. Then, on the way to Atlanta, seemingly every Celtic caught a cold. In addition to cortisone, the doctor was shooting players full of antibiotics. The ball looked like it weighed a hundred pounds in Bird’s hands at the Omni Coliseum in Game 3. He played forty minutes and led Boston with 22 points, but the numbers give the wrong impression—he belonged in bed. The Celtics, having sneezed themselves into a stupor, lost three out of the next four games, setting up a Game 7 in Boston Garden that some consider the greatest game ever played.

			“The game started, and even though the crowd was crazy, I remember it being quiet,” Atlanta guard Tree Rollins said. “I could hear sneakers screeching on the floor. I could hear coaches screaming out plays. I could hear my teammates talking on offense and defense. That was the highest level of concentration I attained as a player.”

			Kevin McHale scored 33 points that night. Doc Rivers collected 16 points and 18 assists. Danny Ainge hit two big 3s late. But Bird vs. Wilkins was the show.

			“We were running downcourt, me, Bird, and Kevin Willis,” recalled Wilkins, who was shooting hoops behind his house in suburban Georgia as he told me this story decades later. “Kevin reaches across to me and says, ‘Don’t let that son of a gun score any more, man.’ And I’m like, ‘Shut up. He can hear you!’ And I look over, and Bird’s eyes are like this big. I knew it was on after that. Those are the words that woke him up. That’s really when the shoot-out began.”

			“My mindset in the playoffs was you play, see how the game is going, figure out what your team needs, and do that,” said Bird. “We were rolling early and I was just trying to feel out the game. Dominique was scoring and I just watched. Then, in the fourth, I got hot. That’s when Dominique and me started matching basket for basket.”

			“Bird was hitting impossible shots,” said Willis. “Dominique, he was not going to be shown up, especially in a big game. So it became a show. Even though we were in the game, we were really just watching the show.”

			“It was like HORSE,” said Atlanta forward Cliff Levingston. “Bird makes this shot off the glass. Dominique comes down—off the glass. Bird goes all net. Dominique goes all net. Larry gets a layup. Dominique gets a layup.

			“Larry would tell you where he was going to shoot the ball, and how he was going to shoot it,” Levingston continued. “He would take you all over the floor, setting picks, coming back, and next thing you know, you look up and he’s on his favorite spot and you’re like, ‘Oh no!’ ”

			The Lakers had gathered in Magic Johnson’s mansion in Bel Air to watch the game on TV. They were hooting and hollering every basket.

			Byron Scott said Atlanta would win; Wilkins was just too hot.

			“No, no,” said Magic. “Don’t underestimate my boy Larry!”

			Bird won the game and the series on the last shot: a 3-pointer taken a foot away from Atlanta’s bench.
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			According to Albert Einstein, if you get in a spaceship and travel as far as you can in one direction, you’ll eventually return to the place from which you started. This is something like what happened to the Pistons between June 3, 1987, when they were closed out by the Celtics in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference Finals, and May 25, 1988, when they returned to Boston for Game 1 of the same round, only now improved by the experience and humiliation of defeat.

			At this point in the season, the Pistons’ depth posed a huge problem for Boston and their comparatively shallow, and aging, roster. That year, when Boston pulled their starters for a rest, the Pistons’ second team, which included two future Hall of Famers and four All-Stars, ran up the score, forcing Celtics coach K. C. Jones to return his starters to the floor before they were ready, further stressing what was already a roster of beat-up old men. “They were as deep as any team in the league, and had players who could really play defense,” said Bird. “They had nine legitimate NBA players. We were basically in trouble from the word go.”

			“By 1987–88, we were no longer the team we had been,” Danny Ainge told me. “It was injury, it was having laid it on the line year after year. McHale was not the player he had been, and neither was Bird. It was his back, his whole body. And then, just when you thought help was coming in the form of Len Bias…Well, you know. After that, it was just us and eternity.”

			The Pistons took Game 1 at Boston Garden, stealing home court advantage, which Boston had worked for all season. The Celtics won Game 2, but it took double overtime. Bird was cold from the start; experts wondered if he’d been depleted in the Game 7 shoot-out against the Hawks. But McHale rose to the occasion. Appearing mechanical and stiff, McHale resembled the Iron Giant and seemed to play the way my father did in our driveway when he got home from work, in his loafers and suit, jacket off, sleeves rolled, change jingling as he lumbered to the hoop. He’d turn his back to the basket eight feet out, use his butt to push me aside, then grunt as he hit the hook. While McHale may have seemed more Tin Man than Wizard, if you looked closely, you’d see that his footwork was complicated, well practiced, mesmerizing. He was arguably the best post-up player in the NBA. Once he got a defender one-on-one, there were a dozen ways he could finish. He scored 32 points in Game 1 and 15 points in Game 2, and averaged over 30 a night in the series. He forced Game 2 into a second overtime when a pass meant for Bird went askew and found him at the 3-point line, where McHale hit his first trey in over a decade to tie the score.

			By Game 3, which the Pistons won at home, it was clear that Bird was in a slump. It’s the biggest fear of athletes, painters, musicians, and every kind of artist. A shooter in a slump is a person who discovers his key no longer fits his lock and he can’t get in to his own house. Until he finds the groove, he won’t know how to be who he was. “Slump.” Merely speaking the word aloud is bad luck. That’s why players hate to be asked about their shooting woes. If you are asked about it, you think about it, and if you think about it, you’re finished.

			No one knows what causes a slump. Maybe it’s bad luck, or loss of concentration, or a malady of the heart. Maybe it’s the moon moving into the seventh house. Maybe it’s exhaustion. Boston’s series against the Hawks was tiring, the victory Pyrrhic. Bird especially had been spent like cash. Or maybe it was Detroit’s defense. That’s what Bird believed. It wasn’t his age, he said, or his state of mind. It was Dennis Rodman and John Salley. “We send Rodman in to body him up,” Chuck Daly explained. “We don’t even let him turn around with the ball. We don’t even let him get his hands on it.”

			“I’m doing something wrong,” Bird told reporters. “I start out and hit a couple of shots early, then, after that, I lose my rhythm. My confidence is not where it was in my last game against Atlanta. Sometimes you leave your confidence on the practice court.”

			Bird thought a moment, then said, “There’s nothing wrong with me. Stop asking. Stop looking. I’m fine.”

			Daly suggested that Bird was playing possum, hanging back, waiting for his moment. That was his aura, the fear Bird struck in opposing coaches. Even if he appeared out of sync, they worried it was part of a plan. “Larry Bird is a time bomb,” Daly said. “We’re waiting for him to go off.”

			Bird continued to miss in Game 3, going six for seventeen. McHale did his best to carry Boston, but it wasn’t enough. The Celtics faded late, which is the way with rickety dynasties. The heart is there, but the legs turn to jelly.

			Boston squeaked past Detroit in Game 4. The fact that Laimbeer, whom every Celtic loathed, passed up what would’ve been a game-winning shot at the end, was all Bird wanted to talk about in the locker room. “Even if I’d been oh for three hundred, I’d have taken that shot,” he said. “But I knew there was no way he was going to take it. It just isn’t in Laimbeer’s makeup.”

			Here’s the last marker of the quality dynasty: Even when old, especially when old, they’re nearly impossible to close out. Detroit won Game 5 in Boston and clinched in Game 6 at home, but, on both occasions, needed overtime to do it.

			Four overtimes in six games.

			Rodman got into a brawl with Boston backup Brad Lohaus with eight minutes left in Game 6. Detroit was leading by 12. Referee Earl Strom, known by his characteristic whistle, raced over, hands in the air: tweet-pause-tweet-tweet-tweet! Players from both benches ran onto the floor, where they were met by the Detroit police. Rodman and Lohaus were ejected. Rodman ran screaming into the tunnel.

			Lohaus left to boos, a cacophony that resolved into a chant:

			“Boston sucks! Boston sucks! Boston sucks!”

			Bird, McHale, and Ainge left the floor with eight seconds to go. Pulling Isiah aside on his way out, McHale said, “Don’t be satisfied with just getting to the finals. Win it! They don’t like to play physical out there. Go right at them. You guys are really good.”
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			The Lakers swept the Spurs in the first round, which was the only break they caught in the 1988 playoffs. From then on, every Laker series went the distance, the full seven; before it was over, L.A. would play twenty-four postseason games, a record at the time. (The Celtics appeared in twenty-six postseason games in 2008.)

			Pat Riley never lost sight of his goal: Repeat as champions. The promise hung over the team, set the tempo, was the heartbeat of the playoffs. Fear of failure is a stronger motivator than the prospect of success. It’s wonderful to win, but it’s an embarrassment to lose. Because of Riley’s guarantee, the Lakers could seem less like they were running to something than like they were running from something; not toward the title, but away from humiliation.

			They faced the Utah Jazz in the second round, which meant John Stockton and Karl Malone and coach Frank Layden, a Brooklyn-born genius of comical leadership. When reminded of Riley’s guarantee of a repeat, Layden said, “I agree with him. That team is awesome.” After being blown out in Game 1, Layden said, “I honestly don’t see how we can win a single game.” When the Jazz surprised the Lakers in Game 2, Layden said, “You just saw Tommy Lasorda strike out Babe Ruth.” After a heartbreaking loss in Game 5, Layden refused to talk to the press. A reporter hung a sign on Utah’s locker room door: Closed Till Christmas. It came down to Game 7, which the Lakers won 109–98 at the Forum.

			It took the Lakers seven more to dispatch the Dallas Mavericks. For me, the great moment of that series came not on the floor but at a press conference. Magic Johnson was talking to reporters after the Lakers’ Game 4 loss in Dallas. Mark Aguirre, who’d vacationed with Magic and Zeke in Hawaii during the offseason, appeared beside the podium with a stack of eight-by-ten Magic Johnson glossies.

			He wanted them autographed.

			“Is this for real?” asked Magic, who took the pictures and started signing.

			“Do that one for Shirley,” whispered Aguirre.

			Aguirre kissed Magic on both cheeks, then said, “See you in L.A.”

			Magic arrived at the Forum hours before the start of Game 7. He was nervous, believing anything could happen in a double elimination contest. “It’s not just that I thought we could lose,” he said later. “It’s that, at two or three a.m. the night before, lying awake in bed, I was certain we would lose.”

			He put on his sweats and walked around the empty arena. He was working the problem as he walked. He credited the Mavs’ success to a single player, their center Roy Tarpley. He was so young and strong. None of the Lakers had been able to stop him. Assigning the task to Kareem seemed like elder abuse.

			Magic was waiting to talk to Coach Riley when he arrived.

			“Earvin challenged me,” Riley said. “He told me that he wanted to play Tarpley.”

			Magic: “Exact words? I told him that, if he wanted to keep Tarpley under ten rebounds, let me play him.”

			Magic had 24 points, 11 assists, and 9 rebounds that night. And he held Tarpley to 7 rebounds. He did it by battling for position, fighting for every loose ball. “That’s why my lower back is killing me,” said Magic. “He beat me up. I boxed him out, but he made me pay for it.”

		

	
		
		
			THE FINALS

			For many, a Pistons vs. Lakers final seemed like an Isiah vs. Magic final. They’d been friends since they were kids. Fellow high school standouts in the Midwest, they’d first met in dimly lit gyms and on the sidelines of all-star tournaments. Magic advised the younger Isiah on the big transitions—from high school to college, from amateur to pro. He mentored Zeke, vacationed with Zeke, schooled Zeke in games of one-on-one played behind Magic’s mansion in the shadow of the San Gabriel Mountains.

			Magic taught Zeke how to order food, how to eat sushi, how to tip a waiter, and how to tie a Windsor knot. He taught him how to win and taught him how to lose. He celebrated his successes and put his failures in perspective. He talked him down when he’d screwed the pooch. He wanted the best for his friend. He’d often said he couldn’t wait for Isiah to become an NBA champion. You can’t imagine what it’s like, he told Isiah. You don’t know until it happens. But now, if he was being honest with himself, he had to admit that the only thing worse than losing in the finals might be losing in the finals to Isiah, which would be like losing to your little brother. For the first time in their friendship, they’d face each other in a zero-sum game. Here’s what that meant to Magic: For me to be happy, my friend must suffer.

			The press made a careful study of the relationship. There were similarities and differences. Magic and Zeke were both finesse players and team leaders who could contribute without scoring. Both were characterized by their contagious smiles. Both were Midwesterners, and both played point guard. Whereas Magic was too big for the position, Isiah was too small. It was only determination, that Nietzschean will, that let Zeke play as big as anyone. Magic seemed genuine, like a truly good guy, a perfect representative of Hollywood and the Showtime Lakers. Isiah was not like that. Isiah smiled but the smile was a mask. It hid more than it revealed. He’d cut you to ribbons and leave you bleeding on the floor, in which case the smile only added to the pain. He seemed disingenuous, a perfect representative of post-industrial Detroit and the Bad Boy Pistons. Though they vacationed together, talked into the night on the phone, and played HORSE on Magic’s palm-fringed Bel Air court, neither lost sight of the goal: Bury the other man and walk away with the crown.

			They met at center court before every game of the finals, exchanged pleasantries, then kissed—lips to cheek, Parisian style. The kisses grew increasingly perfunctory as the series developed and the bad blood flowed, but never stopped. Their teammates razzed them—Don’t kiss the enemy before battle!—but Magic and Isiah were determined to prove they could remain civil without sacrificing the edge. But the tensions that would eventually end the friendship were already evident by 1988. Magic resented the way Isiah, backing up Rodman after the loss in the 1987 playoffs, claimed that Bird’s stature in the league was due only to his race. In belittling Magic’s great rival, he was diminishing Magic. Ali isn’t Ali if Frazier is “just another good player.” And, by bringing race into it, Isiah was undermining all the work Magic had done to move the NBA from the fringe to the mainstream.

			The L.A. media belittled Isiah and the Pistons in comparison to Magic and the Lakers. On the morning of Game 1, the L.A. Times sports section, which predicted a Lakers win in five games, was headlined: It’s Magic versus His Little Buddy, Pocket Magic.

			According to CBS commentator Brent Musburger, the Pistons would be challenged not just by the Lakers but by the blinding awesomeness of the Hollywood Scene, the glitz of the Fabulous Forum, the nightlife temptations and courtside celebrities. How could a hick like Dennis Rodman focus with Farrah Fawcett sitting right there? How could John Salley from Canarsie, Brooklyn—that’s the weeds, out where the mob dumps bodies—play beneath a bleacher full of faces from TV? “I met Sam Kinison!” Salley said after Game 1. “I met Billy Crystal! And Arsenio Hall! I love this town. Billy Crystal was sitting two rows from our bench, and I was like, ‘Hey, what’s up, Billy Crystal?’ He was sitting with Garry Shandling, the white guy with the big lips.”

			When Musburger ran through story lines before the opening tip, it sounded like a Sopranos recap: “Let’s start with the Lakers. Without a doubt, they are the team of the eighties. They have won four championships. The drive for five is only four victories away. And there is another goal for this team. If they win this one, they will become the first team since the Celtics in ’68 and ’69 to win back-to-back NBA championships. For Detroit, the issue is one of emotion. Did they [already] achieve their goal by beating Boston? Or can they climb back emotionally and recapture that spirit against the Lakers?”

			
				GAME 1

				At the start of the game the Pistons, gathered around Chuck Daly beside their bench, let out a communal cheer, then ran onto the floor. Laimbeer came out with his head down. The Forum was a few miles from his high school. He returned with an air of defiance and played angry from the first minute. Predictions that the Lakers would win the series in five games, or even in a sweep, infuriated Laimbeer.

				Detroit had played a half-court game against the Celtics, but Chuck Daly sent his team into Game 1 with a different plan. The Lakers were known for speed, but the Pistons were younger and just as fast. They came out running, meeting speed with speed on one end and wrenching defensive pressure on the other, employing a full-court press early. The Pistons were like an upstart nation trying to shock a superpower with a quick surprise, a blitzkrieg. Hit ’em with everything, and see what happens.

				Laimbeer battling Abdul-Jabbar was a matchup that would define the series. Laimbeer did his best to muscle Abdul-Jabbar, who was four inches taller. On play after play, you’d see Kareem, back to the hoop, leaning against Laimbeer’s forearm. “I can’t block him,” Laimbeer explained, “so I just try to push him into no-man’s-land and hope he misses when he shoots.”

				Kareem went one for eight in Game 1. Everything else worked for Detroit too. Dumars hit his jump shots. Isiah set the tempo and drove the lane. Laimbeer was perfect from the outside. Dantley was having what Isiah described as “his best game as a pro.”

				“During the season we had given [Dantley] the nickname ‘Teacher’ because he so often takes his opponent to school,” Isiah explained. Well, he schooled the hell out of the Lakers that night, Isiah said, making fourteen of sixteen field goals and scoring 34 points.

				The Pistons started the game with an 8–0 run, sucking the energy out of the Forum. Even the Laker Girls looked flat. At one point, Worthy collided with Laimbeer and fell, landing on his hip. Worthy’s howl of pain could be heard in the upper level.

				Then the starters gave way to the second teams. The Lakers had a good second team—Mychal Thompson, Wes Matthews, Kurt Rambis—but Detroit’s was better. Edwards, Salley, Rodman, Vinnie Johnson. No one in the league could match that bench.

				As often happened, Vinnie Johnson—“the Microwave”—caught fire as soon as he entered the game. On such nights, it looked like he was just having fun, like he was back in Brooklyn where he used to ride his bike for miles in search of a game. He stayed on when the starters returned. He dished the ball crosscourt to Laimbeer, who hit a 3-pointer from the corner. Perhaps because there were only four seconds left in the half, Kareem inbounded lackadaisically. Isiah picked off the pass, turned, and jumped, releasing a rainbow that dropped for another 3 as the horn blew. Six points in seven seconds. Detroit went into the locker room with a 17-point lead.

				Worthy was back for the second half, which made a big difference. The Pistons had trouble containing Worthy’s mix of power, intelligence, and speed. It was only his retiring nature, his life in the shadows—first of Jordan at UNC, and then of Magic in L.A.—that kept Worthy from being rated among the top twenty-five to ever play. He might have paled a bit in the regular season—he tended to fade in the Dog Days of January and February—but played his best, and about as well as anyone has ever played, in the playoffs, when it mattered most, a classic mark of excellence. Great teams need at least two great players. The second of those two usually dims in proximity. For the Bulls, that was Pippen. For the Celtics, it was McHale. For the Lakers, it was Worthy. Without “Big Game James,” Magic does not become Magic, and L.A. is not Showtime.

				The Pistons continued to win the hustle plays. Rodman blocked shots. Isiah scored over and under Byron Scott. Vinnie Johnson torched Lakers guard Michael Cooper, whom many, including Bird, considered the best defender in the league. “I think the Lakers need a little nudge, a scare, before they can get their game going,” announcer Dick Stockton said on CBS. “Maybe that’s the function of this game. To scare the Lakers. The way of the format, if they don’t get it together, they might never get back to the Forum.”

				The arena had emptied by the end of the fourth quarter—that’s L.A. too.

				“The Pistons have done to the Lakers what they did to the Celtics,” Dick Stockton said. “They landed the first blow and shocked the world champions.”

				Final Score: Detroit 105, L.A. 93.

				“We are for real,” Adrian Dantley said after the game. “Everyone was expecting us to lose in four or five. We got guys that are hungry, we got some character. We know they are favored, but we gonna give them a fight.”

			

			
				GAME 2

				The Detroit locker room was raucous. John Salley had gotten hold of a camcorder and was filming everything. He lingered on Laimbeer, who’d cornered the sports guy from L.A.’s Channel 9, who had picked the Pistons to lose in four. Laimbeer had backed the poor man into his locker stall, among the practice jerseys, Tiger Balm, jockstraps, and gigantic shoes. Towering over the reporter, with a finger in his face, Laimbeer demanded “a formal apology to the team and the people of Detroit, right here, in front of the camera”—Salley’s camera—“so we can all see what a jerk you are.” The reporter seemed confused and scared. He looked at Laimbeer to see if he was joking, raised his hands in surrender, and said, “I apologize, O great city of Detroit.”

				Ten minutes before tipoff, Chuck Daly kicked out the press and talked to his team. He spoke with head down, improvising. “Yes, we did what needed to be done in the first game, but the Lakers are dangerous. You have poked the bear. Not only do the Lakers want to beat you. Now they want to humiliate you. They want to embarrass you in front of your friends and family. And they can. They’re good enough. Don’t let them do it. Let’s get them now, when they’re still stunned and confused. Never forget: The team you’re playing is a great team.”

				This would turn out to be the theme of Game 2. If the first game had been about the Pistons shocking the Lakers, the second was the sequel, the middle volume of a trilogy that appears under the title The Empire Strikes Back.

				Magic and Isiah met at center court before tipoff for their kiss. Lakers announcer Chick Hearn called it as if calling a pick-and-roll: “Isiah goes up! He’s got Magic by the shoulders! He’s pulling him in! And here it comes. Ladies and gentlemen: the kiss!” Meanwhile, Billy Cunningham was explaining the significance of L.A.’s Game 1 loss on CBS: “The Pistons now know they can in fact beat the Lakers at the Forum.”

				Kareem missed a skyhook on L.A.’s first possession. Then shot and missed again. Then again. He’d been off in Game 1 and spent most of the second half on the bench, head in hands, sad-eyed, moping. Riley wanted to get him going early in Game 2, hence all the wayward skyhooks. Keep shooting till you find the groove, Riley told him. At this point in his career, Kareem could not single-handedly win a game for the Lakers, but he was still essential. Showtime was built around the big man—the players turned around Kareem like planets around a sun. He took up space, collected rebounds, put back wayward shots, and intimidated by his presence. When he was off, everyone played worse. He was just one of those guys: You did not necessarily notice him when he was going good, but you could not miss it when he was going bad. When he finally hit the skyhook on his fifth attempt, you could see his shoulders lift.

				The Pistons started out even colder. Dumars and Laimbeer missed shots. Isiah lost the dribble. Detroit scored just 1 point in the first five minutes. Chuck Daly paced the sideline in a double-breasted suit. He “dresses in silk,” said Dick Stockton, “but speaks in denim.”

				Twenty-six-year-old Lakers guard Byron Scott, who led L.A. in scoring in the regular season, started making shots in the first quarter. Treys—one, two, three, just like that. He hung in the air after he released, arms extended, eyes tight with concentration.

				Magic looked beleaguered in comparison, jersey loose on his shoulders, a brace on each knee, face gaunt and haggard. He was recovering from the flu. Advised to skip the game by his doctor, he played anyway. He’d lost eight pounds in a week and looked skinnier than he had in years. If he can shake the lethargy, Billy Cunningham said on CBS, the flu might turn out to be a blessing in disguise. He started running in the second quarter, passing and driving the lane, using his speed to open up the defense.

				Chuck Daly was screaming on the Detroit bench, venting his rage on a single player. It was Chuck Nevitt, the Pistons’ twelfth man, the stand-up comedian and 7'5" human exclamation point.

				How can you get in trouble when you don’t play?

				Nevitt had been caught by a TV camera chatting, during the game, with Billy Crystal. Nevitt later said it was the biggest mistake of his career, but it’s so hard to refuse a movie star. “Billy just wanted to know a couple of nicknames of guys on our team,” Nevitt explained. “Like ‘Toad’ for Rick Mahorn and ‘Buddha’ for James Edwards. And I didn’t want to be rude.”

				“What the hell are you doing? Giving him our game plan?” Daly asked Nevitt. “You don’t see me talking to Jack Nicholson. Pay attention!”

				When Daly needed an answer for Magic and Worthy, he looked to the bench and signaled to Rodman. Dennis limbered up on the sideline, long legs stretched before him, head down, pulling on his toes, then checked in and went to work under the basket. Operating via an intricate geometry, Rodman would corral three or four straight rebounds. At times, it seemed as if the Lakers would never get the ball.

				Magic and Kareem battled the lunatic, but they looked tired.

				Late in the second quarter, Rodman switched to cover Worthy, who’d been hitting his shots. That’s how Rodman was used most of his career: Figure out who is hot, put Dennis in his face. His strategy was simple. If a player was converting from a particular spot, Rodman beat him to that spot, then held his ground. You could not stop looking at him. The jug ears, the amused grin, the way he walked—on the balls of his feet, like a dancer. There was an oddball magnetism in every Wormy gesture. When necessary, he’d foul. Sometimes he’d foul hard. The refs had to pay extra attention, and as a result he’d sometimes get called for things he didn’t do. He’d never argue when this happened. He’d smile, turn away, then chew on the top of his jersey.

				But Rodman could not cover everyone. When Worthy was tied up, he got the ball to Kareem, who, as per Riley’s plan, had established the skyhook. He scored 11 points in the first half. The Lakers led by 10 at the break. Kareem started the third quarter by hitting another skyhook. “He can’t do it every night,” said Cunningham, “but, when there is a big game like this one, Kareem responds.”

				The Lakers ran, the Pistons hung on. Dumars hit a jumper off the glass to put Detroit within 4 at the start of the fourth. Magic could be heard yelling at his teammates during a time-out: “Come on, now! Remember who we are!”

				But the Lakers had no answer for Rodman, who snagged and put back an offensive rebound to tie the game with eight minutes left. The Lakers almost seemed offended. As if they’d been lied to. The Pistons were not supposed to be this good. Here was the goal: Get possession, run the break, score 2. Here was the problem: Detroit kept winning the rebounds, or at least contesting them, turning every loose ball into a battle, which made it impossible to run. What’s more, the Pistons, especially Dantley, a master of the art, were drawing an inordinate number of fouls, which meant the Lakers usually started with an inbound pass, giving Detroit time to set up at their own end, making it impossible to run the break.

				Riley called a time-out with five minutes left. Randy Newman’s “I Love L.A.” blasted from the PA system. The lyrics—“Rollin’ down the Imperial Highway/ With a big nasty redhead at my side”—amped the crowd, who cheered the song, cheered their city, life, and team, a cheer that seemed to pick up and carry the Lakers back out onto the court, where they caught and rode that energy.

				The Pistons stood stubbornly in the face of the breaking wave, and the result was an electric finish, these two great dynasties exchanging blows. It seemed less a matter of who would win than who would refuse to lose. According to the Pistons, the decisive moment came with two minutes left. Detroit was 3 points behind. The Lakers had the ball. There was one second left on the shot clock. Kareem threw up a desperate skyhook. It came up short. Air ball. Detroit’s possession. Isiah threw a strike to Rodman, who was all alone up-court, far behind the defense. You could see the gears turning in his head. How will I finish? What kind of statement will I make? “I was going to do something,” he said later. “A three-sixty? A one-eighty? I don’t know. Something!” But a whistle blew before Rodman could make his move. The referee said Kareem’s shot had grazed the rim, giving the Lakers a fresh shot clock. Rodman smiled as he handed back the ball, but you knew what he was thinking.

				“That ball was so beyond the rim it was out of the building,” Daly said later.

				Riley smirked at this: “I think Chuck needs new glasses to go with his fancy new suit.”

				The Lakers scored on the extra possession, meaning the blown call resulted in a 4-point swing that decided Game 2.

				Final Score: L.A. 108, Detroit 96.

				The Lakers had answered the Pistons’ opening blow with a gritty, stubborn performance that not only knotted the series but suggested it would be a battle, a war of attrition; the winner would almost certainly be the side willing to suffer more.

				On one of the game’s last plays, 175-pound Isiah Thomas, who’d gone up to contest a shot, collided with 205-pound Byron Scott. You could hear the sickening thump. Isiah dropped like a sparrow. He got up slowly, biting his lip. This was Isiah’s first injury of the finals, but not his last.

			

			
				GAME 3

				It was the first game of the finals in Michigan, which made it special for Magic. Michigan would always be his home. He’d given tickets to family and friends. His father, who’d never seen him in the playoffs—Earvin Sr. was afraid to fly—was seated just behind the Lakers bench. Forty thousand people were crammed into the Silverdome at tipoff, an NBA Playoffs record.

				Earl Strom, the game’s most storied referee—he kicked Red Auerbach out of an All-Star Game in 1967; he punched out a fan in Denver in 1970—was in charge of the officiating crew. You noticed his silver hair and hard face. He called for the opening tip with his characteristic whistle—tweet-pause-tweet-tweet-tweet—and the game began.

				Kareem hit his first shot. Then Dantley scored. Then Scott. Then Dantley again. Then Magic. Then Laimbeer. Then A. C. Green. Then Isiah, going end to end, bobbing and turning like a stick in whitewater rapids. Zeke was reminding the Lakers that this was the Pistons’ house, but the Lakers didn’t care. Running and scoring, they gained confidence with each play.

				Fans and analysts talk about home court advantage, but it can be a relief for a team—especially a team burdened with history and the guarantee made by their coach—to go on the road, where there is no past, no movie stars, no Forum Club, and where there are only the teammates who stand beside you in the paint. Hotel instead of house. Bus instead of car. Game 3 was about the Lakers getting away from Hollywood and out into the country where they could remember who the hell they were: Showtime!

				Chuck Daly seemed to shrink into himself on the sideline, registering each Magic-to-Worthy fast break like a physical blow. He looked at the scoreboard, then at his team, then signaled his bench. Time for the cavalry. Rodman was chewing gum and blowing bubbles, which seemed to carry his thoughts: Kill, kill, kill. It’s not only that you felt the energy change when Rodman checked in; you heard it. Los Angeles players who’d been going about their business quietly began shouting and cursing. The Worm was trailed by profanity. Move your ass, shithead!…Fuck off, Rodman!…Back up, you fucking asshole!

				The Lakers led 23–21 at the end of the first quarter.

				The Pistons started their bench in the second quarter with the exception of Isiah, who stayed on the floor, determined to mark his presence, which he did less by scoring than by setting up his teammates—Vinnie, Salley, Buddha. Riley told the press that he was less concerned with Detroit’s starting five—who he believed were no match for his first team—than with their bench. He respected Dantley and Thomas, but worried about Edwards, Salley, and Rodman. Their appearance in the second quarter, just as the game was settling into a rhythm, changed everything. Edwards, unlike Laimbeer, could post up Kareem. Salley, with those freakishly long arms, could reach from what seemed like the stands to swat the ball away from Worthy. Rodman, with his eccentric intensity, could drive even the most coolheaded Laker to distraction.

				Riley had studied every matchup on film. He showed highlights to Mychal Thompson and Michael Cooper before Game 3. “You see what’s happening here,” said the coach. “Edwards has you mesmerized. You’re just standing there watching him.”

				Michael Cooper was a special kind of disappointment. The best defender on the Lakers, he’d lost his shooting touch—he was clanking every 3-point attempt, yielding long rebounds that Rodman and Salley turned into fast breaks. And that slump, which should have been contained to offense, had put him into a funk that bled into his defense. He was moping, playing tight. For long stretches, the Lakers were being carried by two players, Worthy and Magic. And it wasn’t enough, not when playing this nine-headed beast.

				The crowd—40,000 strong—roared like a diesel engine on an inky black night. The Pistons fed on the energy, which, now and then, tipped toward disorder. Isiah Thomas and Michael Cooper chased a loose ball into the stands. They fell across the courtside seats, where they were surrounded by fans. A group of men holding tall frosty malts stood the players on their feet and pushed them back out.

				The Lakers led by a point at halftime. This was the first truly intense game of what would become one of the most intense finals ever played. There was a spirit, a determination. It was as if the players and coaches suddenly realized that this series was going to be a battle. Not four games, or six—it was going all the way.

				The Lakers had come into the finals believing in their destiny, in the myth Pat Riley had wound around them like twine. They knew they would win, because that’s what history wanted. The repeat was the best story the game could tell. Then came Game 1, when the Pistons not only beat the Lakers but beat them up. Even Game 2 went to the wire. The Lakers had nearly been swept at the Forum, which convinced Detroit that they could win, which changed the way both teams played. This is when the Lakers, having looked into the buzz saw and seen their own demise, took the time to stop, regroup, and start again.

				When L.A. took the floor in the second half of Game 3, they were a different team. A. C. Green, who’d been ineffective, began battling Detroit’s front line under the basket. Blocked Rodman. Blocked Salley. Blocked Laimbeer and threw him to the floor. Laimbeer looked to Earl Strom for the foul and Strom just stared: Live by the cheap shot, die by the cheap shot. The Lakers took over with speed and finesse, touch passes and dunks. Magic pulled every lever. Worthy rushed from the wing. Scott, Kareem, Cooper—everyone contributed. Los Angeles outscored Detroit 31–18 in the third quarter of Game 3, then continued to push the pace.

				Led by Rodman and Thomas, the Pistons staged a comeback in the fourth. Isiah tried to close the gap himself, scoring half his points in the second half. But it wasn’t enough. Chuck Daly stormed on the sideline, pompadour flying. He yelled at his players and yelled at Earl Strom. When he ran onto the floor, Strom threw him out with a heave. The crowd booed as Daly made the walk of shame—across the floor, arms swinging, charcoal-gray double-breasted jacket neatly buttoned.

				Fans sent down a shower of beer cups and wrappers.

				“I’d like to get one of those idiots down here and throw something at them,” Billy Cunningham said.

				Kareem, who’d been taken out when it seemed the Lakers had the game in hand, turned and glared at the spectators in the way of a teacher who’d been hit in the neck with a spitball. He looked disappointed, as if he’d expected better.

				Final Score: Lakers 99, Pistons 86.

				The Lakers played as if they were ten years younger that night. “[The Pistons] finally saw the real Lakers,” said Billy Cunningham. “They have to come back and be ready to compete with that team.”

				The Lakers seemed less ebullient than relieved after the buzzer.

				“We finally played the game we wanted to play,” said Magic.

				“They’ve made a lot of statements in the press,” said Worthy. “We read that. We heard that. That was incentive to us. We’re the champions, and we remain the champions until someone takes that away.”

			

			
				GAME 4

				Pat Riley called Magic out before Game 4. He felt he needed to issue a challenge—otherwise his team might settle back and lose momentum. That’s the job of a coach in the playoffs: Read the mood, press the buttons. Magic was having a great series, which did not matter. Riley knew what he had to do. As the team listened, he told Magic he was sick and tired of his love affair with Isiah. “At some point,” said Riley, “you will have to make a choice between your buddy and your team. Here’s my question: Will you have the guts to put Isiah on the floor when the time comes?

				“We are waiting for you to prove your loyalty.”

				In the Pistons locker room, Isiah was thinking less about the Lakers than about his own life—his back, which he’d bruised in his collision with Byron Scott in Game 2; and his wife, who, according to Chuck Daly, was “about ten months pregnant.”

				“I don’t know who walks worse right now, Zeke or his wife,” said Daly.

				“Game Four is pivotal,” Laimbeer told the Detroit Free Press. “If we lose this one, it’ll be very hard to come back in the series. This is a must win.”

				Isiah and Magic kissed before Game 4, but, if you looked closely, you’d see it was an air-kiss. Over the course of the night, each of them would be called on to choose: Friendship or team?

				The Lakers hoped Game 3 had made the Pistons doubt themselves, but the Pistons were maddeningly resilient. They were too dumb to know when they were beat, so they weren’t.

				Mahorn and Laimbeer double-teamed Abdul-Jabbar early—Don’t let him get established. Pounded him, whacked him, checked and shoved him when no one was looking. “These guys were more than physical—they were vicious,” said Magic. “They tried to intimidate us, take us out of our game. They’d foul, then hit you once more after that. They’d stand over you to make sure you knew who’d done it.”

				Chuck Daly hardly ever let Magic face the same defender twice in a row. Someone different covered him each time down the floor—Rodman, Dumars, Salley. It threw off and frustrated him. He was still effective but could not get into the groove, that metronomic swing.

				On the other side of the court, Detroit was firing on all cylinders. Dantley had complained about not getting the ball in Game 2. He was one of those guys who needs to shoot ten or fifteen times a game; without the ball in his hands, he faded into the wallpaper. So they fed him, and he scored. He led everyone with 27 points that night.

				Then, just as Dantley started to tire late in the opening quarter, Vinnie Johnson came off the bench and started hitting. Here was the rule with VJ: If he missed his first two shots, he wouldn’t be a factor. If he made his first two, he wouldn’t miss again. Oh, the miseries and joys of the streak shooter, who can’t hit one minute and can’t miss the next! He has higher highs and lower lows than anyone else in the game. When Vinnie sank his first shot, Billy Cunningham said, “If he hits his next…” Then, as Cunningham prattled on, Vinnie dropped his second jumper ten seconds after the first, and the announcer said, “Oh, boy! Here we go!”

				Pat Riley was kneeling on the sideline, a silken knee on the linoleum, frowning as he watched the game unfold. His hair was shiny black. It was impossible to tell if this was styling gel or sweat. By guaranteeing a repeat, Riley had staked his reputation. Those who make a guarantee and win—Joe Namath before Super Bowl III—become legends. Those who make a guarantee and lose—Patrick Ewing before Game 6 of the 2000 Eastern Conference Finals—become cautionary tales.

				Detroit began to pull away at the start of the second quarter. The Pistons’ bench outscored the Lakers bench 20–1. For Daly, the biggest concern was the deep bruise on Isiah’s back, which made it hard for him to run or jump. Isiah later said he limited himself to set shots—feet on the ground—after the first few minutes. Byron Scott sent Isiah to the floor with an elbow late in the second. Zeke had to roll onto his stomach and push off with his hands to get back to his feet, a detail Riley would notice with interest.

				Detroit was up 58–51 at the half.

				Whatever chance the Lakers had of coming back vanished in the third, when Worthy and Magic got into foul trouble. Riley blamed ticky-tack calls, which he believed the Pistons got because Daly had complained so bitterly about the officiating after Game 3. In short, while the Lakers had been playing basketball, Chuck Daly had been playing the refs.

				The Lakers had been within striking distance when Magic left with his fourth foul. They were down by 18 and the game felt out of reach when he returned in the fourth quarter. He played with an angry passion, like he still expected to win. At times, he seemed to reel like a drunk on the dance floor, looking for a fight. Then he found it. John Salley had just put Detroit up by 20 with a jumper. Magic got the inbound pass, took the ball down the floor, and bounded toward the hoop. Dantley went up for the block. He collided with Magic, knocking him out of bounds. Magic was pointing and yelling when he got to his feet. Then, because the most hated Bad Boy was conveniently at hand, he shoved Laimbeer, who stumbled, recovered, and shoved back. Teammates and officials got between the players.

				Isiah, who’d been stretching on the sideline, checked in before the next play. Playing hurt, Thomas had scored 10 points in the last quarter. He feinted, then passed to Dumars. Magic, having fallen for the feint, stepped into Isiah’s path, and the men got tangled. They grappled and shoved and even those in the mezzanine could hear Magic screaming at Zeke. Thomas drove to the hoop on the next play. He went through the air with the ball raised before him. Magic went up to contest and caught Isiah with an elbow to the jaw that the L.A. Times called “a forearm shiv.” Isiah landed on his bruised back, jumped up, and started throwing punches. Laimbeer got between Magic and Isiah. Talking to Zeke over Laimbeer’s shoulder, Magic said, “If I get hit, you get hit.”

				“Riley told Magic he was going to have to prove his loyalty to his coach, teammates, and fans by putting them ahead of our friendship, and I’m afraid that’s what happened,” Isiah said later.

				Each game has a text and a subtext. The text of Game 4: The Pistons can run with the Lakers. The subtext: It’s the beginning of the end of the most beautiful friendship in basketball.

				It was this game, in which Isiah went after one of America’s most beloved athletes, that redefined Zeke from adorable point guard who played for Bobby Knight at Indiana to full-on Bad Boy, willing to sacrifice anything to win.

				With four minutes left, Jack Nicholson, who had flown from L.A. to be present for the kill, slunk out, incognito in a bright yellow suit and sunglasses.

				Final Score: Detroit 111, L.A. 86.

				Detroit fans celebrated, running onto the floor after the buzzer. The Lakers had to push and slug their way to the tunnel. Asked what had happened between him and Magic out there, Isiah said, “We’re both trying to win a championship, that’s what happened.”

			

			
				GAME 5

				It was the last game the Pistons would play at the Silverdome. The new arena had been built and was waiting. When its image—the Palace of Auburn Hills—flashed on the scoreboard before tip-off, the crowd booed. It was like seeing an image of your own obsolescence and death. It was like seeing the world as it would be without you.

				The Lakers locker room was quiet. It wasn’t fear of defeat that shut the players up. It was rage. Pat Riley had put together a reel of dirty Piston plays from the first four games and made everyone watch. These were not the plays that had drawn fouls. These were the cheap shots that had gone unnoticed, sometimes even by the Lakers themselves. Seeing the panoply in sequence—Laimbeer elbowing Abdul-Jabbar when no one was looking; Mahorn stomping on Worthy’s foot; Rodman sliding under an in-flight Magic—was infuriating.

				Meanwhile, unaware of the indignation across the hall, the Pistons were talking about Isiah, his bruised back and general circumstance. His wife, Lynn, had given birth to the couple’s first child, Joshua Thomas, at 7:00 p.m. the night before. The captain was exhausted and overwhelmed.

				For Detroit, Game 5 was a hinge. Win here now, and they’d only need a split in L.A. to choke Riley on his own guarantee.

				The Lakers came out running. Everything worked for them early; every strike made sparks. Kareem’s skyhook dropped. Magic hit from fifteen feet. Detroit did its best to simply survive. Before the fans understood what was happening, the Lakers were up 8–0. Daly called a time-out, but it didn’t arrest the fall. Isiah scored the Pistons’ first points, hitting a jump shot that made it 13–2, but the Lakers answered. Daly called a second time-out. He circled up his players. Flanked by assistants, he began barking orders, calling for changes to reverse the flow. As long as there is time, there is hope. Something can always be done, storms can be weathered. Never giving up, fighting on—that’s what matters. The rest takes care of itself.

				Daly moved Dumars to point guard. He knew the minutes that followed would be physical. He called them “hard minutes.” He believed Dumars was in better condition to weather those hard minutes than Isiah, who was hobbled and had been slowing the rush. Better to preserve Isiah for the big moments, the sequences that mattered most. This strategy quickly paid off. Zeke, freed from the dribble, began to run through the paint, forcing L.A.’s forwards to cover the smaller, fleeter man. It was in this way that James Worthy picked up his third foul, which forced him to back off.

				Then Dumars, mentally occupied by his role as point guard, started shooting without thinking. He found clarity, and with it the rhythm that had been eluding him. Every time he made a basket, the Silverdome public address announcer joyfully cried: “Joe Dooooo­ooooo­oo-MARS!”

				The Pistons chipped away at the lead. Laimbeer made a gutsy rebound at the end of the first, yanking the ball away from A. C. Green and Kareem, wheeling and throwing downcourt to Vinnie Johnson, who, fresh off the bench, finished with the kind of violent dunk you feel in your molars. Detroit was down by just 3 when the horn blew.

				Vinnie Johnson was getting stocky in 1988, less like a nail than like a brick. When he got going, players on both teams made space. Everyone wants to win, no one wants to get killed. The momentum shifted when he began to drive the basket. He hit five out of six, scoring 10 points in a row. And drew fouls. Worthy was the best option for L.A., but Riley, wanting to save him for the second half, kept him on the bench. Buddha Edwards, playing in the space opened by Vinnie Johnson, added another 10. Asked about the all-important second-quarter swing, Edwards later said, “Vinnie was the vaccine. I was the booster.”

				The Pistons began taunting, baiting the Lakers into stupid fouls. The crowd joined in, the rowdies, the hecklers on the floor. Leon the Barber ranted like a shock jock:

				“Hey, Magic! Did you forget it’s a team game?”

				“Kareem! You’re too old, Kareem! Go home and sleep. Or are you already doing that?”

				“Is that Worthy? The guy they call Big Game James? It should be No Game James.”

				A. C. Green, having taken a seat alongside Worthy after his third foul, became the Barber’s primary focus. Virginity, the vows of chastity and sobriety? Has there ever been a richer target for a heckler?

				But the Lakers seemed to feed off the nastiness. It woke them up. Magic’s game, normally marked by joy, showed evidence of rage. Fed up with Isiah’s flailing elbows, he stepped into the lane and knocked his “best friend” to the floor. Isiah lay on his back longer than necessary, smiling at the ceiling—those perfect teeth, those lovely lashes. He hunched over at the free throw line, holding his back, then hit both shots. Detroit was suddenly up by 7. Then Dantley hit, extending the lead to 9.

				Have you ever parked at the end of a runway and watched the planes come in? That’s what the crowd sounded like, that roar.

				Riley called time. He was shouting at his players, but you couldn’t hear him. Probably even his players couldn’t hear him. He put Worthy back in despite the foul trouble. What are we saving him for? If we don’t stop them now, the fourth quarter won’t matter.

				The Lakers looked frazzled in the last minutes of the first half, out of sorts, on the verge of panic. It was Kareem alone, the consummate professional, who kept his cool. He was always at his best in bad times. He set picks, boxed out Pistons, battled for rebounds, drew fouls, made free throws. The jumper he hit just before the horn gave him 18 points for the night. “If it wasn’t for Kareem Abdul-Jabbar out there on the floor for the Lakers,” Billy Cunningham said, “this game would be over.”

				“It’s just basketball,” Pat Riley told Brent Musburger during halftime. “Our job in the third quarter is simple: Play our game, tie the score, go from there.”

				The Pistons started the third with a 9-point lead. Worthy and Green were back on the floor. Kareem was still clicking—he hit two quick skyhooks, giving him 22 points for the night. Worthy led the rush. Picture him: 6'10", beard and goggles, size-14½ sneakers, running full-out for the basket, steamrolling whoever got in the way. He’d picked up his fourth foul, but Riley let him play.

				Daly responded by sending in his second team. Most defenders watch the ball. Dennis Rodman watched the eyes, boring in, as if he could see through the pupils and into the brain. It was unsettling. It was why players would shove Rodman at the end of plays, curse and threaten. The guy’s a weirdo. He looks like he wants to kiss me.

				Lakers backup center Mychal Thompson had his best performance of the finals off the bench in Game 5. He hit several big shots, pulling the Lakers within 6 at the end of the third. But the Pistons were still winning the hustle plays—getting the loose balls, taking the extra jump for the rebound. About some players people say, “He’s talented, but doesn’t hustle.” For players like Rodman and Salley the hustle was the talent—the concentration and grit to go all out on every single play.

				Detroit was up 90–81 with seven minutes left. A sequence of back-and-forth brilliance, in which Zeke and Magic seemed to go one-on-one, followed. Riley sat on his haunches on the sideline, championship ring on his left hand, rapping the linoleum. A vein in his temple throbbed. You expected it to burst and spew like a fire hose. Isiah drove the basket twenty feet from Riley, spun, and passed to Dumars, who laid the ball in for 2.

				“Joe Dooooo­ooooo­oo-MARS!”

				Riley called time-out. The Lakers were down 10 with five minutes left, then down 7 with two minutes left. Rodman fouled out. You want Rodman to foul out—to use every one of those penalties—but not with two minutes still to play. He stomped off the floor. A moment later, he was on the bench, eyes brimming with tears. That he was about to cry is what made Rodman a little scary. It was not a game for him; it was survival. It was not a team for him; it was family. Daly was not a coach for him; he was a father. A coach wants a player to care, but Rodman cared too much. Daly patted him on the back and whispered in his ear.

				Magic went for a dunk with just over a minute left. Laimbeer blocked the shot but got the body, sending Magic to the free throw line, where he made one of two. And that was it, the Lakers’ last chance to close the gap. By missing that second free throw, Magic let the lead slip out of reach. Los Angeles’s starters left the arena with nineteen seconds still on the clock—because of the crowd and the long walk to the tunnel, and “to escape a possible mob scene,” as Dick Stockton explained.

				Final Score: Pistons 104, Lakers 94.

				Game 5 was paradise for the Pistons, almost too blissful to survive. “We’re only one win but thousands of miles away from a title,” Isiah said knowingly, nervously. “It’s right there, but it still feels so elusive.”

				For the Lakers, it was a moment marked by grim determination. This is where experience comes in—knowing what can be done and how to do it because they’d done it all before. Go home to the Forum, win one game, go from there.

				Pat Riley was somber when he spoke to reporters outside the locker room, less game show host—his usual demeanor—than mortician. Black is the color, none is the number—that was Riley’s mood. It was not just the prospect of losing. It was the prospect of losing after having made that stupid guarantee. Forget the banner and trophy and locker room filled with champagne. Reputation, legacy—that’s what the coach and his players had on the line, the razor-thin difference between being a hero and being a fool.

			

			
				GAME 6

				Isiah’s reputation has been diminished by his spotty post-retirement coaching career and by his woeful record in the front office, mostly with the Knicks. He’s been fired for poor performance and sued for sexual harassment. In books and movies, especially the Netflix documentary series The Last Dance, he was turned into a villain because Michael Jordan was the hero and every hero needs a nemesis. Michael and Magic kept him off the 1992 U.S. Olympic Dream Team. All of this has had the effect of obscuring the memory of a player who was often great and sometimes transcendent. Isiah belongs in the top rank with Bird, Magic, and Michael. It was not just how he played, it was how he played in the most important games. Considering the circumstances, Isiah’s effort in Game 6 of the 1988 finals might be considered the single greatest postseason performance in NBA history. If you erased the rest of his career, all the titles and astonishments, that game alone would be enough to earn him a spot in the pantheon.

				But first, before Zeke would have a chance to work his Game 6 miracles, the Pistons had to deal with the mystery surrounding Adrian Dantley’s shoe.

				The Pistons had flown via private jet—giant men dozing, legs stretched in the aisles, the 727 passing beneath a beneficent yellow moon—to the West Coast forty-eight hours before tipoff. After hotel check-in (the Pistons stayed at the L.A. Airport Marriott) and before morning practice—that’s when Dantley realized he was missing a shoe. Normally, no big deal. A typical NBA player has dozens of pairs of Nikes or Adidas or whatever, but one of Dantley’s shoes was special. After years of suffering from nearly debilitating back pain, a chiropractor diagnosed AD’s problem. One leg was shorter than the other. He’d been cruising around like a car with a deflated tire. The doctor built an orthotic to be worn inside his left sneaker. It leveled Dantley’s gait and solved the problem.

				Dantley freaked when he realized that shoe was gone. He called the front office and security. He called the cops, who put out a bulletin that was carried on every TV and radio station in Detroit: Have you seen this sneaker?

				Meanwhile, a die-hard Pistons fan named Steve Craft—he said he’d been going to games since the Bob Lanier days—realized that what he considered an awesome souvenir, the team considered the hottest piece of stolen property in franchise history. To Craft, who was suddenly ranked with Klaus Fuchs (the turncoat who delivered the atomic secrets to Russia), it all seemed like a terrible misunderstanding.

				Caught in the delirium that immediately followed Game 5 in the Silverdome, Craft found himself amid a gaggle of reporters. “They rolled up this big door and said, ‘Hey, the media can come in,’ ” Craft explained. “So I looked at my buddies and I said, ‘Guess we’re going in the locker room.’ So we just follow the media and all of a sudden, boom, we were in the locker room with the players getting interviewed.”

				For Craft, who was living the fantasy of every fan, it was like stumbling into a diorama at the natural history museum. He found himself on the other side of the glass. “It was bizarre,” he said. “It was like—surreal. I looked over and saw a stool sitting there next to Isiah Thomas. I went over and sat…I was sitting right next to him.

				“On the way out, we went by a locker that didn’t have a door on the front. It was just a wide open locker and there had to be thirty pairs of shoes in there. So I thought, ‘Well, might as well note the occasion with a pair of shoes.’ So I just reached in and grabbed a pair of shoes and kept walking like I owned them.”

				The next afternoon, when Craft realized he was in possession of the MacGuffin, he panicked, called friends, then got up his courage and called the Airport Marriott in Los Angeles, where he knew the Pistons were staying.

				He asked to be connected to Adrian Dantley’s room.

				Rick Mahorn picked up.

				Mahorn heard Craft out, then handed the phone to AD.

				“This is Adrian.”

				“Mr. Dantley, I did something really stupid last night. I snuck into the locker room and took a pair of shoes.”

				“…”

				“I have your orthotics.”

				Craft pulled out the orthotics—AD said he could keep the shoes—which were put on the next plane to L.A.

				Dantley, who met and absolved Craft many years later, was wearing them when he took the floor for the pre-game warm-ups at the Forum.
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				Saturday afternoon in Inglewood means sunlight and cars, every variety of limo and roadster rolling up to the arena. Jerry Buss, owner of the Lakers, had introduced a new service at the Forum. For twenty bucks, a Laker Girl would wash your vehicle as you watched the game. You’d step out into the golden hour, car gleaming, evening shimmering ahead.

				The Pistons locker room was boisterous. Isiah was addressing his teammates, telling them he believed that this was the game to knock off the champs. “Let’s do it tonight,” he said. “No one knows what will happen in a Game 7.”

				The Pistons got off to a quick start, were ahead by 6 at the end of the first quarter, and continued to press in the second. The Lakers remained calm. They were following Riley’s plan. Don’t get drawn in, don’t react, don’t foul. Let them spend themselves in the first half, then surge in the second. Muhammad Ali called this strategy the “rope-a-dope.” George Foreman tires himself out throwing ineffective punches at Ali on the ropes, then, when Foreman stops to catch his breath, Ali unleashes the whirlwind.

				For the Lakers, the whirlwind, unleashed in the second quarter, was Magic, Worthy, and Scott on the fast break. That’s when L.A. took its first lead. Magic fouled Zeke on Detroit’s next possession. Isiah missed the first of two free throws. The crowd laughed and jeered. Isiah looked around, confused.

				“I didn’t see if Isiah and Magic kissed before this one,” Dick Stockton said.

				“Oh, yeah, they did,” said Billy Cunningham.

				Kareem was battling Laimbeer for position underneath. Kareem was winning championships at UCLA when Laimbeer, who grew up a few miles from campus, was in middle school. Standing up against Kareem at the Forum must’ve felt to Laimbeer like stepping into a black-and-white TV. But Kareem was getting the best of Laimbeer, who went oh for five in Game 6.

				The Lakers led 53–46 at halftime.

				As he told his teammates before the game, Isiah believed this game was their best shot at the title. And that’s how he played—like a man in a hurry, pushing the pace, setting picks, making plays. It was a pleasure to watch him move up the floor, holding off a defender with one hand, controlling the ball with the other. He hit jumpers, runners, fadeaways. Some shots banked in; others went swish. If his back was bothering him, it didn’t show.

				Then disaster struck. There was 5:38 left in the third. Isiah had already scored 24 points. The Pistons were down by 6, but closing. Zeke snagged a long rebound, turned, and raced up the floor beside Dumars. His eyes and body, everything, aimed at the basket—he was an arrow, pointing—but his hands passed the ball to Dumars. The defense and camera crew, having been fooled, stayed with Isiah as Dumars finished with a layup. The Lakers inbounded, but something was wrong. Isiah had fallen to the floor and stayed there. The game continued on without him. Los Angeles hit a basket. Chuck Daly called time-out and called to Isiah, who got to his feet, took a step, then fell.

				“I don’t think anyone really understands the kind of pain Isiah was experiencing,” Laimbeer told me, “or how tough he had to be to do what he did that night.”

				Here’s how it happened: Isiah, after passing to Dumars, stepped on Michael Cooper’s foot, rolling his ankle. “Pain shot through my ankle and I collapsed,” said Isiah. “I thought it was broken. We were only about fifteen minutes away from an NBA championship.”

				Chuck Nevitt, the Pistons’ twelfth man, hurried out and stood beside Isiah. He talked to him encouragingly, reached down, took his hand. Nevitt held Isiah’s hand, a surprisingly sweet gesture. In this moment, Nevitt displayed what made him a vital part of the team, which happened to be the same quality that endangered his long-term prospects. Warmth and compassion. Kindness, which the league reads as softness. It’s good to care, but this 7'5" beanpole cared too gently. Isiah reached out, punching Nevitt softly in the leg. A love tap. Zeke was expressing comradeship as well as pain.

				The trainer got Isiah on his feet. Zeke left the floor with arms draped around the trainer and Nevitt.

				Isiah exited.

				Vinnie Johnson entered.

				Play resumed.

				Zeke’s expression on the bench, the body language of the other Pistons—it told you Isiah was done. Yet, somehow, less than two minutes later, he limped back onto the floor. He could put hardly any weight on his right foot. He shambled, dragging the bum stem behind. He wobbled when he ran. “I’d come too far to sit on the sidelines and watch,” he said. “Once my ankle was wrapped, I begged our trainer to tell Coach Daly I was ready to go back in. I had to hobble onto the court, but when I got the ball, I blocked out the pain.”

				Billy Cunningham wondered how effective Isiah could be. Maybe he’ll become a liability on the floor; maybe his courage will do the Pistons more harm than good. The answer was not long in coming. Isiah got the ball ten feet from the basket, ducked one defender, jumped another, then released a rainbow that sailed over the outstretched arms of A. C. Green and fell in.

				That was the beginning.

				Playing on one leg, with a pain you could almost feel, Zeke took over. For ten minutes, he hit everything from everywhere, wild shots, circus shots. He behaved like a man living on borrowed time. He knew his ankle would soon balloon. It was Game 6. Now or never. Isiah was more than a basketball player that night. He was a symbol of perseverance in the face of pain. He was the hero who cuts off his leg to escape the trap. Even Lakers fans began to cheer. This was Hollywood, after all, and this was starting to look like a Hollywood ending. The pain seemed to concentrate Isiah’s mind. For him, there was only this moment, and he was living it to the fullest. Isiah scored 21 points in the third, tying the game at 77. He hit a twenty-foot 3-pointer at the buzzer to put Detroit ahead.

				The Lakers surged in the fourth. The Pistons had to clutch and grab to slow Magic and Worthy, which got them into foul trouble. Magic conducted the rush, leading his team on a 9–0 run. But the Pistons came back, and were within two possessions with 6:36 left. The Lakers tightened the screws, feeding off the energy of the crowd. When Dantley went up for what looked like an easy bucket, Kareem, moving faster than he had in years, came from nowhere to block the shot, get the ball, and start the fast break.

				Rodman crashed into Worthy, who stumbled, hands on hips, goggles askew.

				“The Pistons have got to find someone besides Isiah,” said Billy Cunningham.

				A minute later, when Zeke hit a bank shot for his 40th and 41st points, Cunningham corrected himself, saying, “Maybe they don’t.”

				Michael Cooper poked Isiah in the eye with four minutes left. It was inadvertent, but the whistle blew. Zeke reeled, holding his face, blinking hard. For a moment, everything was blurry, the people in the stands just a smear of color. He saw double—two Rodmans, two Laimbeers—then the picture resolved and he was ready to go.

				Dumars received a long outlet pass and missed the shot, but Rodman put it back, drew a foul, and hit the free throw, pulling Detroit to within a point with 3:04 left.

				The fact that Rodman, who was just 62 percent from the line that season, hit the free throw when it mattered most, is Rodman in a drop of rain.

				Lakers 97, Pistons 96.

				These teams had played the entire night, series, and season just to reach this moment, the clutch. The final three minutes might as well have been its own game, season, lifetime.

				Dumars stripped Worthy, got the ball up-court to Dantley, who drew a foul and went to the line, where, after going through his intricate routine—four two-handed dribbles; a finger spin; a second, more protracted spin; one more spin—he made both, putting the Pistons ahead by 1 with two minutes to play.

				Then Dumars was fouled and hit both free throws. That made it Pistons 102, Lakers 99, with a minute to play. Michael Cooper inbounded to A. C. Green, who found Byron Scott. His jumper put the Lakers within 1, with fifty-two seconds left. Chuck Daly called time. Adrian Dantley inbounded to Laimbeer after the break. Laimbeer passed to Dumars, then freed Dumars with a pick, then floated out to the 3-point line, got a pass from Dumars, turned, and hit Isiah in the corner. Zeke dribbled this way and that, trying to create space, but Michael Cooper clung to him like a burr. Finally, with the shot clock running down, Isiah put up a rainbow that clanked off the rim and into the air, where Worthy corralled it. Turning to the ref, he signaled for time-out.

				The Lakers were down by 1, with twenty-seven seconds left.

				Riley sent them back to the floor with a set play. Cooper inbounded to Kareem, who passed to Magic, who passed to Scott, who passed back to Kareem, who posted up Laimbeer five feet from the basket. Kareem elevated, arm extended for the skyhook. The ball bounded off the rim and the Pistons had it—the ball and the lead, with fourteen seconds left.

				Fourteen seconds from the championship is what the Pistons were thinking, fourteen seconds from the trophy and parade. Kill the clock, win the title. They were already celebrating in Detroit. Then you heard it—the whistle. It was the alarm clock that wakes you from a wonderful dream. It was the factory whistle that blows above the coalpits of hell.

				The referee said Laimbeer had fouled Abdul-Jabbar on the shot, though, no matter how many times you examine the play, no foul can be found.

				“That was not a foul,” Bob Ryan, who was covering the game for The Boston Globe, told me. “Laimbeer never touched him. But it put Kareem on the line. And changed history.”

				“Laimbeer was two feet from Kareem,” said Rodman. “Then he hit those free throws, and we missed a shot, and they hit another shot, and that was it. They were running all over the place, hugging each other and we were like, ‘Motherfuckin’ referees,’ and throwing shit around the locker room.”

				The “phantom foul” that cost the Pistons the 1988 NBA championship was the result of a lifetime of good and bad works, the first of which made people trust and respect Kareem, the second of which made people suspect and disdain Laimbeer.

				“We were one minute away from winning it all,” Dumars said sadly in the locker room.

				He was sitting beside Isiah, whose ankle was packed in ice.

			

			
				GAME 7

				In the run-up to Game 7, attention focused on Isiah. What he had done, what he could still do. Would he even be able to play? His ankle had swollen grotesquely. He’d spent twenty hours alternating between heat and ice. Al Davis, the owner of the Los Angeles Raiders, having recognized the Pistons as kindred spirits, sent Isiah to his own team doctors, who treated Zeke with cutting-edge technology, but it didn’t help.

				The mood in the Detroit locker room was despair giving way to determination. Go out and do your job, fight to the finish, believe you can win regardless; that’s the mark of a warrior.

				Game 7 was about one thing: survival. Many of the Lakers approached it with the suspicion that the Pistons were the better team, even if they’d not yet realized it. For the Lakers, the task was therefore not just to prevail but to close out a possibly superior squad.

				Of course, without Isiah on the floor, the arithmetic changed. Isiah knew it, and that’s why he was so determined to play, even if it meant playing on one foot. He’d spent the forty-eight hours between Games 6 and 7 either packed in ice or with his foot in a device meant to bring down the swelling. The fact that none of it worked did not deter Zeke.

				Will you play?

				Fuck, yeah! This is my whole life right now!

				Chuck Daly’s job was to find a balance: send Isiah in to boost the team, get from him what could be gotten, but not let his injury slow the rush or gum the works. Daly knew the Lakers were going to test Isiah with speed. Make him hurt. It’s a merciless world.

				The Lakers arrived at the arena several hours before tipoff. This was their third Game 7 of the postseason, but it was different. Win or lose, this was the last game of the season. If you are still playing after every other team has broken for summer, you have, in a sense, already succeeded.

				“We were quiet in the locker room before Game Seven, no talking, just going over everything in our heads as we got dressed,” Lakers guard Wes Matthews told me. “Pat Riley comes in a few minutes before the game. He usually had everything written on a board and went to the board and led us through the strategy, the plan, the assignments. But the board was blank before Game Seven. And he just stared at us. I was like, ‘Oh shit, what the hell is this right here?’ Nobody said a word. He stuck a video in the machine. I wish I had that tape. Highlights from the entire season, everything from the first practice to the drills we’d run the night before. It ended with footage from the 1987 victory parade. Unbelievable; he let the video do the talking. It was like, ‘I don’t have to say nothing else.’ Then he looked at us and said, ‘Do you want to give this up?’ And we all stood and started shouting.”

				Riley recalled his pre-game speech this way: “Don’t try to win. Just play the game of basketball. Let the winning take care of itself. You’ve worked for it. You’ve earned it—now go take it!”

				One of the Lakers punched the wall and screamed, “Let’s go!”

				The team ran through the tunnel into the howl and kaleidoscopic glare of the Forum.

				Tickets in the mezzanine were going for $500 apiece. The crowd was energetic, cologne-scented, gold-chained, electric. When they applauded, it sounded like the shore break at Malibu. Once again, it was Earl Strom leading the officiating crew.

				The crowd booed when Isiah limped out. His back ached, his eye hurt, his ankle was a balloon.

				Kareem won the tip, kicked the ball back to Magic, then ran up the floor hunched like an old man. He set up near the basket, held Mahorn off with his butt, raised his hands, got the pass, turned, shot, and missed. Then Dantley missed. Then Thomas missed. Possession went back and forth, the teams feeling each other out. Isiah was playing at three-quarter speed—every step and pivot drew a grimace. Players on both teams seemed tense. The importance of the moment weighed. They’d need to forget before they could play. “Shots weren’t falling,” Riley said. “They missed five of their first six, and we missed three out of four.”

				Then Worthy caught fire. Coming off the best season of his career, he wanted to prove the rightness of his nickname—“Big Game James”—on the biggest stage. You often did not realize how well Worthy was playing until you looked at a stat sheet. Though he was at the top in every category—points, assists, blocks, rebounds—he did it so smoothly it was easy to miss. There was a quietness to his game, a cold competence. He had neither Magic’s flash nor Kareem’s scale, but he was as effective as anyone on the floor.

				Isiah was hustling after loose balls, hitting the occasional outside shot, but he moved slowly and needed to rest. He couldn’t put weight on his right foot. He could hardly run. He’d play just twenty-eight minutes in Game 7. It was one of his great disappointments. Meanwhile, Mahorn was missing shots. Laimbeer was missing shots. If one player kept Detroit in the game, it was Rodman. This postseason had been a coming-out for him, an arrival. You could not escape his brilliance, the effect he had on other players. He dominated under the hoop, drew fouls, and made the otherwise sane Lakers go nuts.

				Detroit was up by 2 at the end of the first quarter. The important action was in the paint, where Salley and Rodman battled Kareem and A. C. Green. Those four men shoved, clutched, cursed, rebounded, sweat, and bled. That’s where the game was played. When the crowd was quiet, you could hear them grunting and talking trash. It was a meat grinder that now seems like a relic. The logic of the 3-point shot has pulled most of a team’s players out to the arc, deforesting the interior. In the NBA, the once all-important inside game has gone the way of the drop kick, the drag bunt, and the whistle-stop presidential campaign.

				As good as Rodman and Salley were that night, Worthy was better. He made half a dozen great plays in the first two quarters alone, passes and drives that ended with Big Game James flying to the hoop, arm extended, ball raised before him like a torch. He’d scored 20 by the break, leading the Lakers to a 52–47 halftime lead.

				The third quarter is often the difference, and the Lakers did indeed make a statement in its opening minutes: 6'4" Byron Scott dunked over 6'11" Bill Laimbeer, knocked him silly, then stood glaring. This was followed by a shower of Laker shots, then a drive by Worthy, who, fouled by Laimbeer and Dumars, lay on the ground, goggles askew. Worthy hit seven straight shots in the third, as the Lakers tried to finish off Detroit in an ecstatic rush.

				The Pistons were obviously frustrated. Laimbeer got into a shoving match with Scott, then with Abdul-Jabbar. Earl Strom blew his whistle—tweet-pause-tweet-tweet-tweet. He gave Laimbeer a technical. Byron Scott made the free throw, then hit a 3-pointer late in the third, putting the Lakers ahead 70–59. For a moment, it seemed as if the game was over.

				But no.

				Facing what many considered the greatest NBA team ever, a thousand miles from home, their leader injured, down by 11 with twelve minutes to play—this was when, by battling back instead of giving in, the Pistons demonstrated their grit.

				Dumars took over for Isiah at point guard. With seven minutes left, he faked right, drove left, and jumped between Worthy and Green, who knocked him out of the air. He pinwheeled before landing out of bounds. He lay on his stomach, lingering for a moment longer than necessary. If you focused, you could hear him say, as if to himself, “Oh no, World!”

				Rodman, battling bigger men for a rebound, knowing he couldn’t win straight-up, batted the ball into the air again and again and again, staying with it until everyone else had quit.

				The Lakers extended their lead to 13 but the Pistons regrouped and hung in. It felt like they were coiling. When the strike came (a 9–2 Pistons run late in the fourth quarter), it was led by neither Thomas nor Dantley, both of whom were on the bench, but by Rodman and Salley. They ran the floor, “bodied-up,” outrebounded, outshot. Next time you looked at the scoreboard, Detroit had pulled to within two possessions with six minutes left.

				Kareem and Magic each picked up his fifth foul. Laimbeer hit a jumper to pull Detroit within 4. Riley called time-out. Taking a knee in front of his players, he said, “Fellas, this game is going all the way to the wire. We cannot afford to break down in any offensive or defensive situation now. Don’t back off.”

				With three minutes to go, Kareem pivoted for a skyhook. Rodman, appearing from the mist, from the night fever, blocked it from behind, got the rebound, raced up-court, and scored.

				98–96.

				“[At that point] Earvin took matters into his own hands,” Riley said later. “He brought the ball into the key and shook Rodman loose with a 360-degree spin. Salley shifted off James to help. Earvin’s five-foot shot came off the rim. James slapped the ball, attempting to tip it in. It rolled away from the rim. Instantly, on his next jump, James grabbed the ball and banked it in. That was the most vital shot of the entire game, but we couldn’t take time to savor it. I yelled to the players, ‘Get back! Get back! Turn! Defense!’ ”

				The Lakers led 102–100 with 1:17 to go. You could hear Riley shouting over the din: “Hey, Buck! Get the ball to James.” Rodman bodied-up Magic as Magic carried the ball, banging and banging until Earl Strom had no choice but to blow the whistle. Tweet-pause-tweet-tweet-tweet. Rodman’s fifth foul. Magic made one free throw. It was a stupid play but seemed like an example of “Character is destiny.” It was Rodman’s aggressiveness that kept Detroit in the game; that same aggressiveness threatened to take them out.

				The Pistons, down by 5, had the ball with twenty seconds left. Vinnie Johnson shot and missed, but Dumars put back the rebound to cut the lead to 3—a single possession—with fourteen seconds on the clock.

				In these situations, there is nothing more dangerous than hope. If the Pistons think they can beat us, they can.

				Laimbeer fouled Worthy. The Laker fans were on their feet, pressing toward the floor. A shower of trash rained down from the upper tier. Police took positions around the arena.

				“I’ve been to a Who concert and I was at Game Seven,” Wes Matthews told me. “Game Seven was louder.”

				Isiah checked back in. Win or lose, he wanted to be in the game at the end. Worthy missed one of two from the line. Isiah took the inbound, carried the ball up-court, then passed to Laimbeer, who took a long 3-pointer. Swish. The Pistons were down by just 1 point, with four seconds left.

				The energy at the Forum shifted. The crowd got quiet.

				What if we lose?

				Magic inbounded, sending the ball down-court to A. C. Green, who was all alone under the basket. His gimme layup iced it. The Pistons tried to get off another play, but the buzzer sounded. The fans rushed the linoleum. The confetti fell.

				Speaking of his legendary Green Bay football team, Vince Lombardi once said, “The Packers never lost a game…we just ran out of time.”
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				Reporters jammed the Lakers locker room; champagne flowed; awards were given, then the championship trophy. James Worthy was named Finals MVP. When a reporter asked Pat Riley if he promised a third consecutive title in 1989—the fabled “three-peat”—Kareem stuffed a towel in the coach’s mouth.

				And yet, something felt a little strange, a little off. “You really had the feeling that the Pistons had been screwed,” Jack McCallum told me. “The phantom foul called on Laimbeer in Game Six. All the stuff going on with the crowds and the refs. But, in a way, it didn’t matter. By the end of Game Seven, you had the sense that the door had swung shut for L.A. and open for the Pistons. They lost, but you knew they were the better team.”

				The future belonged to the brash newcomers from the Midwest, first the Pistons, then the Bulls. The moving finger was moving on.

				Jerry West, the Lakers’ GM, schooled the media, telling them to go down the hall because “there are more stories in a losing locker room than there are in a winning locker room.”

				“The thing I remember most vividly,” Isiah said, “is walking into the shower and seeing Bill Laimbeer on the middle of the shower room floor, water running over his body, slumped over, head down, crying.”

			

		

	
		
		
			POST-GAME

			Was the 1987–88 season really the best in NBA history?

			I was convinced, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I’d fallen prey to the common belief that the past is always better than the present, that what we once had is always better than what we have now. Maybe it was no more than a sign of age. I was born in 1968. I was nineteen years old when the events chronicled in this book unfolded. And every sunset is golden when you are nineteen. I remember being carried out of Jazz Fest in New Orleans by friends and thinking, I love these people and I love this place and I love that tree and I love this hot dog and I love that girl and I love this car and hate only the fact that I will never be this happy again. Maybe it was less the 1987–88 season that was great than my life at the time.

			About ten years ago, I interviewed Lorne Michaels about the history of Saturday Night Live. I asked him which SNL cast he thought had been the best. He smiled and said, “That’s not for you to ask me. It’s for me to ask you. And you know what? Whenever I ask it, people always name the cast that was on the air when they were in high school. That’s the cast they knew as kids, and it’s always been downhill from there.”

			Michaels was talking about belatedness, the odd sense that the good times ended a moment before you turned up. Regardless of when you arrived, it was always a moment too late. He was also talking about nostalgia. And its dangers. Dangerous because it prevents you from seeing reality. I was at my best in 1987–88, so, in my mind, that’s when the world was at its best too. Maybe my belief in the 1987–88 season is less a rational supposition than a case of mistaken identity. Something was great in 1987–88, but maybe it wasn’t the NBA.

			I called friends and acquaintances, basketball players, sportswriters, fanatical fans, people involved in the game today and kids just coming up, and asked their opinion: “Which NBA season was the greatest?”

			There is no right answer, of course, such things being subjective. If you are a fan, you probably think the year your team won the championship was the best. If you love the 3-point shot, you probably think today’s game is superior. If you adhere to the old playground rules, you probably think the game has been corrupted by number crunchers and nervous Nellies.

			Even so, the dozens of people I queried kept naming the same few seasons:

			1976–77. The post-expansion, post-merger NBA. The talent pool was diluted. There were no dynastic teams, but parity made for thrilling competition. The New York Nets were the only team to finish the season with fewer than thirty wins. Kareem won the MVP. Pete Maravich scored the most points. Six of the seven playoff series went six or seven games. The Trail Blazers, led by a young Bill Walton, won the title.

			1995–96. Having achieved peak power in Michael Jordan’s second iteration—MJ’s father had been killed, he’d left the game to play pro baseball, flailed, then returned—the Bulls recorded probably the greatest single season in league history. After finishing 72–10, the team, strengthened by the addition of Dennis Rodman, went 15–3 in the playoffs and won the first of three consecutive championships.

			2007–08. Phil Jackson, spreading incense and assigning specific books to specific players—Kobe Bryant got Malcolm Gladwell’s Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking—was at the helm of the Lakers, his second “team for the ages.” Shaquille O’Neal had been traded, leaving Bryant as the sole leader on the floor. This was peak Kobe, the player John Salley had in mind when he told Michael Jordan, “Kobe Bryant would’ve given you the business.” And yet, after overcoming powerful teams in Utah and Dallas, the Lakers fell in a six-game final to the Paul Pierce and Kevin Garnett Celtics. Los Angeles vs. Boston is Pop Rocks and Coke for Boomers.

			2015–16. The Golden State Warriors broke the Bulls’ regular season record, finishing 73–9. Even so, the level of competition was high throughout. It took Golden State seventy wins to clinch the top playoff seed. The Spurs, led by Tim Duncan and Kawhi Leonard, went 67–15. The postseason was a dogfight that ended with the Warriors battling the Cavaliers, whom LeBron James led to victory in Game 7 after being down three games to one.

			But great as all those seasons were, none of that changes my mind about 1987–88. Though I admit each campaign has its merits, that cases can be made, I believe that sports, like music scenes and cultures, experience the occasional golden age that can be objectively recognized. I’m able to accept the 1950s and 1960s as the golden age of baseball—Willie Mays, Mickey Mantle, Stan Musial—even though I’m too young to have seen any of those icons play. I am able to accept that the golden age of hockey—Connor McDavid, Auston Matthews, Nathan MacKinnon—is happening right now. Men’s tennis rode a peak from Sampras to Federer. And to me, it seems clear the NBA experienced its peak, a boom that still enriches every player, in the late 1980s, when Bird and Magic were still great, the Bad Boys (meaning Isiah) were ascending, and the Bulls (meaning Michael) were in the shadows, stage left. And the best of those seasons—because of the talent level, all those future Hall of Famers; because of the personalities, rivalries, and intensities of the game; because of the four dynasties in various states of ascent and descent—was 1987–88. That’s the year it all came together. That was the NBA’s version of Mickey, Willie, and Stan the Man.

			And, as with baseball, it was not just the games but the context in which those games were played. The country we inhabited in 1987 and 1988 was not the country we live in today. There was no Twitter, no Facebook, no Instagram. The TV viewership had not yet splintered. Each city still had its own newspapers, morning shows, and point of view. The best teams played in cities that still felt vibrant and unique, each exhibiting its own neurosis. The fans of each city were each weird in their own ways; fans in Detroit were different from fans in Boston, L.A., or Chicago. And those differences were reflected in the ways the teams played. The Pistons stood for the work ethic and underdog grit of industrial America. Boston was a white city represented by a white team that played a white version of what had become a Black game. Chicago had recovered from the stagflation misery of the 1970s, and its team, like its skyline, stock market, and culinary scene, was young and booming. Los Angeles was the movie industry. It had models, movie stars, cocaine, sex, and fun. Just like the Lakers.

			Of course, there was also the quality. It’s not just that the best players were great back then. It’s that they had style. Magic. Michael. Larry. Isiah. Dennis. Kareem. There hasn’t been a collection like that since. And the physicality, the violence of the game, which told you how much the players would suffer to win. And told you something important about the world, too: In the clutch, grit matters as much as talent. It meant something in the 1980s that the Bulls had to stand up to the Pistons as you stand up to a bully before they could become NBA champions. It meant the Bulls were on a schoolyard quest. That’s why, when they finally won in 1991, Michael Jordan fell to the court and cried. It was more than the tension of a game or a series he was releasing. It was the years of battles, all it took to get there, that made the victory so sweet.

			To some, the NBA reached its peak only after rules were enacted in the 1990s and aughts that tamed the teams that played like the Bad Boys. Not only did the violent playground style inhibit stars like Magic and Michael, not only did it let the mediocre pummel the superior into acquiescence, it led to career-ending injuries, and pain. The value we placed on toughness back then, on the ability to “play hurt” or “play through,” seems wrongheaded to some people today. It robbed players of health, livelihood, humanity. He’s not a piece on a chessboard! If the game had not been so brutal, they tell you, Isiah Thomas might have lasted another half decade on the floor.

			I understand this viewpoint, but don’t agree. Maybe it’s generational. Members of my cohort grew up during the terrifying last days of the Cold War. We spent much of our time sitting around, waiting to be nuked. Life seemed a brief respite before annihilation, and we admired athletes who offered examples of people who refused to be cautious or submit. McHale posting up with a broken foot. Bird running the floor with a ruined back. Isiah hitting for 25 on one leg in the greatest game of his career. Life comes down to big moments. If you’re not on the floor in those moments, then what’s the point?

			“Guys were hungrier back when I played,” said Charles Oakley. “We knew what it meant every night to be on the floor. If you weren’t playing, you were showing weakness. You didn’t want anyone to see that. If you were at seventy percent, you still played. I think twenty percent of today’s guys would be tough enough to play in our era.”

			Jordan said only four players active in 2015 could have survived in the 1980s: LeBron, Kobe, Duncan, Nowitzki.

			Maybe Isiah could have played longer if he’d taken better care of himself, but I doubt he’d have made that trade. It’s not longevity we remember, the steady accumulation of seasons. It’s the lifetime burning in a single moment.
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			Time is remorseless. Even the great dynasties fade. In the NBA, they blinked out one by one. First the Celtics, who never recovered from their 1988 defeat to Detroit. Then the Pistons, who lost players to age and lost their edge first to the Bulls, then to time. “When they fell off, they fell off completely,” Jack McCallum told me. “It was the injuries. Isiah’s body could not hold up. He was too small, and got banged around too much, to play for twenty years.

			“Laimbeer and Isiah still bitch that the Pistons are historically underrated,” McCallum added. “And I say, ‘Hey, you guys, you got a nickname and a documentary. What else do you want?’ ”

			Then the Lakers, who lost Kareem to retirement in 1989, Riley to the Knicks in 1990, and Magic to HIV in 1991. “The Lakers really were the top,” said McCallum. “MJ was the best player but the Lakers were the best team, the greatest offense of all time. They could run the floor, or fall into an unstoppable half-court offense with Magic feeding Kareem.”

			Then Chicago, which won six NBA titles before Jordan left in 1999 to finish his career as a Washington Wizard. The Bulls did not make the playoffs for the next seven seasons.
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			So what happened to the stars of 1987–88 after they aged out of the game? Well, as with the rest of us, some prospered, some struggled, some lived, some died. Taken in aggregate, the stories of any group of like-aged people—Kareem, the oldest player in this book, was born in 1947; Horace Grant, the youngest, in 1965 —will be a chapter in the story of a generation.
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			Kurt Rambis cleaned out his locker just days after the Lakers celebrated their 1988 title, the carpet still damp with champagne. He packed his bag and went into the world—first to Charlotte, then Phoenix, then Sacramento, then back to L.A. to end his career where it began. He played in fourteen NBA seasons and retired as one of the most beloved characters in franchise history. Superman! He’s worked around the league over the years. Head coach, assistant GM. He is currently a senior basketball advisor to the Lakers. More interesting is his second career as an actor, a perk of becoming a folk hero in Hollywood. Almost always playing a guru or a coach, Rambis has appeared in It’s Garry Shandling’s Show (Shandling was at Game 1 of the 1988 finals), Malcolm & Eddie, Married with Children, Sweet Valley High, and 7th Heaven, in which he played Coach Cleary.

			When A. C. Green was on TV for any reason other than hoops, it was usually because guests on a show like Donahue were discussing his abstinence. Green did in fact remain a virgin for his entire sixteen-season pro career. Let me repeat that: The man did not break his vow of chastity until he was nearly middle-aged. We thought we’d been watching A.C. finish his career with the Miami Heat in 2001, but were really watching The 38-Year-Old Virgin. When he did finally indulge—presumably on April 20, 2002, the night after the day he got married—it was reported on the news. “A.C. is the man I have waited for my whole life,” Green’s bride, Veronique, told reporters. “To know that he has also been faithful in waiting for me is the best wedding present I could ever imagine.”

			Of course, you never really know what’s going on inside a player. You might read their on-court style as an expression of personality, but you’d probably be wrong. Take Celtics center Robert Parish: Fans and teammates called him “Chief” for his demeanor, which he seemed to share with the big Native American in One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Stoic, solid, good. Parish said little, but did not have to. His game did the talking. The few times he lashed out, he did so because it’s what the code of honor demanded. Hence the shower of blows he rained down on Bill Laimbeer in the 1987 playoffs. Now and then, even a quiet man must act. But appearances can be deceiving. Put another way, there is the game, which was easy for Robert Parish; then there is life, which was hard. Parish has in fact spent the last several decades undoing the legacy—twenty-one seasons, nine All-Star teams, 1,611 games—he built on the court.

			He returned home to Louisiana after he retired, where he proceeded to lose all his money. It was his own fault, he said, he’d been too generous with friends. Then he went looking for a job—he wanted to work in the NBA. He said neither Bird nor McHale, both then running teams, returned his calls (Bird has denied this). When talking about Bird, McHale, or Ainge, he is careful to refer to them not as friends, but as acquaintances. He started to sell things. He sold his championship rings: the Hall of Fame ring; the ring that honored him as one of the fifty greatest ever to play.

			In the summer of 1995, Sports Illustrated ran a story headlined: The Worst Kind of Coward: Allegations by Robert Parish’s Former Wife Have Cast a New Light on an Old Hero. In it, Parish’s ex-wife, Nancy Saad, claimed Parish abused her for years, “beginning when they were dating in 1981 and culminating in a severe beating during the ’87 NBA Playoffs that left her hospitalized with head injuries for a week.” According to Saad, Parish “kicked her down a flight of stairs when she was eight months pregnant.”

			“We were in Los Angeles to play the Lakers,” Parish explained later. “She came by my hotel and I had a guest. She flips out cause I’ve got a guest…Her intent was to provoke me to do something physically and it succeeded. I take the blame for that, hook, line, and sinker. I’m not going to downplay the domestic violence. I’m not going to downplay that under no circumstance, I regret it. You should never put your hands on a woman, under any circumstances.’’

			This happened at the Airport Marriott in Los Angeles after Game 1 of the 1986–87 finals. The Celtics lost that game to the Lakers 126–113. Parish scored 14 points, but had been contained in the second half. Like I said, you never really know what’s going on inside a player.

			Dennis Johnson had trouble after his career ended too, but his case was different. He had the sort of post-career trouble not uncommon to pro athletes, child actors, and all those who fall suddenly back to earth. Most players make the transition, some with ease, but a handful burn up on reentry. Overdose. Suicide. The Celtics released DJ in 1990. He knocked around. In 1997, he was jailed in Orange County, Florida, for domestic violence. He’d abused his wife, Donna, whom he met at Pepperdine in 1976 and had been married to for over twenty years. At age forty-three, he began to put his life back together. He worked as an assistant coach on a handful of teams. Bird, who was running the Celtics, hired him as head coach of the Austin Toros, a Celtics affiliate in the NBA’s development league. Johnson stepped out of the Austin Convention Center after a practice on February 22, 2007, grabbed his chest, and collapsed. The New York Times summed up his life tersely: Dennis Johnson, 52, N.B.A. Defensive Wizard, Dies.

			Kareem Abdul-Jabbar quit the game for the most traditional reason. Because he’d become woefully, painfully, majestically old. The Lakers celebrated his career in 1988–89, Kareem’s twentieth and final season. He was fêted and showered with gifts before road games. He sat imperially, often in a rocking chair that had been dragged to center court, as testimonials were given. Some consider Abdul-Jabbar the best to ever play—more dominant than Michael, Kobe, or LeBron. The people who think this tend to be the people who truly know basketball.

			And though he retired, Kareem never really went away. He spent the summer before the 1989–90 season at Laker camp teaching Vlade Divac, his replacement at center, the tricks of the trade. “Very rarely do you get to meet your hero, and, meeting him, come away not disappointed but grateful,” Divac told me. “But that was my experience with Kareem. He spent weeks showing me what to expect from NBA centers, how to position myself, make space, shoot that famous hook. It was less like he was coaching me than like he was passing on a tradition.”

			Kareem always seemed a little older than his years. Because of his height, he often bent like an old man to accommodate smaller people. And this became his attitude, the glacial reserve. Being so tall literally meant being apart, removed by distance, the bird’s-eye view. It gave the impression of wisdom, which was complemented by his love of the arcane—jazz, theology, books. It was a role that did not always suit him at twenty or thirty, but he’s grown into it. At seventy-five, the author of many books and newspaper opinion pieces, he has become a wise man of pop culture. “With a single petulant blow, [Will Smith] advocated violence, diminished women, insulted the entertainment industry, and perpetuated stereotypes about the Black community,” Kareem wrote on his Substack after the 2022 Academy Awards. “Young boys—especially Black boys—watching their movie idol not just hit another man over a joke, but then justify it as him being a superhero-like protector, are now much more prone to follow in his childish footsteps. Perhaps the saddest confirmation of this is the tweet from Smith’s child Jaden: ‘And That’s How We Do It.’ ”

			Though a full decade younger than Kareem, Bill Laimbeer retired just a few years after him. According to the stats, 1994 was Laimbeer’s last NBA season, but he hardly played, starting just five games and appearing in only eleven. He was beat-up, chronologically young (thirty-six), but basketball old. The knees, ankles, wrists, and heels—all shot. With every tortured step he currently takes, you picture the clothesline or sucker punch that’s probably responsible. As Chicago Bears safety Doug Plank once told me, “Each body has only a certain number of hits it can take.” In other words, Laimbeer has given and received more than his fair share of blows, many of them dirty. Yes, his teammates loved him, as did the people of Detroit, but, to the rest of the sports-loving world, he will always be a personification of that Bad Boy nastiness.

			In the summer of 1989, when I worked as an intern on Capitol Hill, I spotted several of the Pistons, in suits, walking the marble halls of a House office building. The team, which had just won the first of its back-to-back titles, was going to meet its Michigan congressman, Charles Dingell. I saw Zeke, Dumars, Rodman, and Coach Daly, but my eyes lingered on Laimbeer. For a moment, I understood the mindset of the assassin. I imagined pushing aside the other Pistons and confronting Laimbeer, denouncing him in the name of Bulls Nation, then dropping him with a single punch. Calm down, I told myself. You couldn’t reach his face, let alone hurt him.

			Around this same time, Wayne Gretzky, possibly the greatest hockey player ever, was a guest on The Late Show with David Letterman. Letterman asked Gretzky who he’d most like to fight in the NHL. Gretzky dismissed the question.

			“I am not a fighter,” he said. “My job is to score goals.”

			“But if you had to,” Letterman persisted.

			Gretzky thought a moment, then said, “Well, if I had to, I’d kind of like to take a swing at that Bill Laimbeer guy.”

			Laimbeer has spent much of his post-NBA career coaching, mostly in the WNBA. He is revered by his players, which is not hard to believe. Behind all the cheap shots, Laimbeer was a classic overachiever. He played with crazy, passionate intensity because he truly cared. No matter the level or team, he could not stand to lose. (Hence the weeping in the shower after Game 7.) When I talked to him during the quarantine, he was rude, condescending, and entirely focused on the well-being of the members of the Las Vegas Aces, the team he led to a WNBA title in 2021.

			Laimbeer was forced to retire before he was ready, and so was Larry Bird. The wounding, wing-clipping of physical decline—that’s how most of the great ones bow out. Bird was unique only in that his big injury came not on-court but off. In the summer of 1985, he wrenched his back while shoveling gravel for his mother in French Lick. He was never the same. Many of us remember Bird stretched on the Boston sideline, waiting for the spasms to subside. He signed a contract for the 1992–93 season, but returned the money when he realized he couldn’t be effective. He wanted to be remembered as he’d been at his best.

			He worked as a Celtics assistant, then took over as head coach of the Indiana Pacers. Bird was a good coach, and soon had the Pacers in contention. In the end, like so many others, he could not get past Michael and the Bulls. The best moment of The Last Dance shows Bird, in gray pants and a white button-down, congratulating Jordan in the basement of the United Center in Chicago after Game 7 of the 1998 Eastern Conference Finals.

			Bird leans in to hug Jordan, who wears a tan suit with a pocket handkerchief. A microphone picks up the sound of the handshake, followed by Jordan saying, “Enjoy yourself, dog. You bitch. Fuck you. You gave us a run for our money. All right, take care. Now you can work on that golf game of yours.”
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			For most players, their years of retirement are far less interesting than their years in the game. It’s like they have two lives: the first is for doing, the second is for remembering what they did. Of course, that’s not the case with everyone.

			Having first walked onto an NBA court in Chicago in 1985, the age of Reagan, Charles Oakley did not exit until 2004, within sight of Obama. Five cities. Nineteen seasons. He made only one All-Star team, but, as a presence and a personality, his influence was always felt. He was a trash-talker who could back it up. And a world-class rebounder. He recognized his role—he never thought he was going to be top guy, or even guy number two—and played it perfectly, protecting Jordan and building a legacy early in his career, and continuing to protect Jordan and protect his legacy even in retirement. Oakley sometimes did this by running down Patrick Ewing, whom he played beside for ten seasons in New York. According to Oakley, the difference between the Knicks and the Bulls, the difference between six rings and none, was the difference between Jordan and Ewing.

			“Michael was the ‘it’ factor,” Oakley explained. “Patrick was just a player.”

			Oakley blames Ewing for the failure to get over the hump and across the river, where the trophies sit in the shade of the sycamore tree. “If a guy has to question six or seven things out of ten against your leader, that’s not good,” Oakley said in a Sports Illustrated article titled “Charles Oakley Details Why He Won’t Forgive Former Knicks Teammate Patrick Ewing.” “He was hard to deal with, hard to play with,” said Oakley. “A lot of guys might not say that on air, but they say it behind his back…I haven’t spoken to him, especially after the incident that happened at the Garden and he did not come to my rescue.”

			This “incident” occurred in 2017, after Oakley, who had publicly criticized Knicks owner James Dolan, got into a shouting match with Dolan at Madison Square Garden. Oakley, gray but still imposing, shoved a security guard, then was swarmed by rent-a-cops and marched out as Knick fans booed. The team released a statement that night: Charles Oakley had been banned from Madison Square Garden for life (the ban has since been lifted).

			When Oakley left the Bulls after the 1987–88 season, Scottie Pippen was just beginning to ascend. He’d soon earn his place as number two on the roster, Robin to Jordan’s Batman, the sensitive little brother. Pippen suffered a migraine in Game 7 against the Pistons in the 1990 Eastern Conference Finals. And had a tantrum at the end of Game 3 against the Knicks in the 1994 Eastern Conference Semifinals. He hated Jerry Krause, who he felt underpaid and did not appreciate him. When Scottie was going good, he was nearly as effective as Jordan. But he wasn’t Jordan. And never would be. And he let that fact define him.

			He left the Bulls after the 1998 finals. He wanted to prove he could win without MJ. He played in Houston, then in Portland, where he came to seem like just another player. He returned to the Bulls in 2003, but appeared in just twenty-three games—twenty-three also happened to be Jordan’s jersey number; a psychiatrist would find meaning in the coincidence—and averaged fewer than 6 points a game. He retired, then settled in to a mansion in the Chicago suburbs, where he’s been a grumpy presence ever since. (Local waiters refer to him as “No Tippin’ Pippen.”) He took an ambassadorial job with the Bulls, then quit, did this and that, then quit again. Mostly, he broods. His mood soured as Jordan ascended to sainthood, the three miracles identified (63 against Boston in the 1986 playoffs; “the shot!” against Cleveland in 1989; the blizzard of 3-pointers against the Trail Blazers in the 1992 finals), the halo affixed. These days, every word out of Scottie’s mouth seems to scream: What about me? “Just look at the records,” Scottie told a reporter. “Michael did not win a single title before I arrived.”

			Scottie was stung by The Last Dance, which, in turning Jordan into a deity, diminished every other Bull. Pippen, who had in fact been crucial to the team’s success, came off as a crybaby. He stopped doing interviews. A withdrawn man, he withdrew still further. He eventually responded in a book of his own, Unguarded, which, in its attempt to drop Michael a peg, made Pippen seem defensive and weak, only proving Jordan’s point.

			Of course, superstars have a tendency to overshadow the accomplishments of less talented colleagues. Some people—like Pippen, like Grant, like Bulls coach Doug Collins—never get over it. There was a real Pete Best quality to Doug Collins’s coaching career. He’d been booted from the train a moment before it came into the station. He’d been a key part of Chicago’s rise, but gets little credit. While Phil Jackson was lecturing on Zen and the art of basketball, Collins was on the sideline first in Detroit, then in Washington, then in Philadelphia. He never stopped blaming Jackson for pushing him out, snatching his prize. The Bulls were a move or two away when Collins got dumped, but one of those moves was dumping Collins. “Fucking Phil! All that flower-power, Zen-love, peace-and-love bullshit,” Collins said. “You know why he wins? Because he’s got Michael Jordan. Let’s see him take that hippie stuff and try to win in Minnesota.” According to Sun-Times reporter Rick Telander, Collins pulled one of the Bulls aside before a game in Detroit and said, “The next time he wants to screw me, tell Phil to use Vaseline.”

			Then Phil Jackson left Chicago. It was this 1998 departure that sparked the general dynasty-ending exodus. Phil, whose departure was followed by those of Jordan, Pippen, and Rodman, went on to lead another dynasty in L.A., where, working with Kobe Bryant and Shaquille O’Neal, he won five more championship rings. Jackson later served as president of basketball operations for the Knicks (2014–2017). You’d see him sitting amid the fans in the lower tier at MSG, taking notes as Carmelo Anthony jogged the floor. Jackson maintained equilibrium even as his Knicks struggled. Through it all, he stayed grateful—for the rings, the players, and the friendships that defined his life, especially with Jordan, who was the best young athlete in the NBA when Jackson arrived in Chicago, and was Elvis Presley when Jackson left.
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			Jerry Krause, wanting to prove he could tear it all down and build it back up again—that he, not Jordan, Jackson, or Pippen, was the key ingredient—seemed willing, even anxious, to shed the superstars after the sixth Bulls championship.

			Asked about Krause’s desire to start the rebuild—there was much talk of the Celtics, who, it seemed, stayed with their franchise players a beat too long—Jordan said something like “Rebuilding is overrated. Look at the Cubs. They’ve been rebuilding for a hundred years.”

			When the Bulls returned in 1998–99, it was with Brent Barry, Randy Brown, and Dickey Simpkins instead of Michael Jordan, Scottie Pippen, and Dennis Rodman. That team, coached by Tim Floyd instead of Phil Jackson, won just thirteen games. What followed was a fallow for Bulls fans, a million miles wide, a light-year deep. Though the Cubs finally broke their famous curse in 2016, the Bulls are still waiting for that seventh NBA championship.

			Krause—he’d been complaining of poor health—left the Bulls in 2003. (He was replaced by John Paxson, who’d stayed on as assistant coach after his retirement in 1994.) Jerry spent the final decade of his career where it began, in baseball. He worked for the Mets, Yankees, Diamondbacks, and White Sox. He was seventy-seven when he died in 2017, a perfect example of the executive as fat man in baggy suit, the actor who never gets proper due because, though he nailed the role, he didn’t look the part.

			Though he’d hate the fact, Krause’s career will always seem like an asterisk in the big book of Michael Jordan, whose feats read like the legends of Paul Bunyan. Many of his statistical records have been broken, but the legend was never built on stats. It was always about the beauty of the man and the classical arc of his career, which has the resonance of a fairy tale. The arrival from the provinces, stardom in the city, the long struggle with Detroit, the dynasty finally achieved but soured by the death of his father, months in the minor-league baseball wilderness, the glorious return. The man was sui generis, one of a kind. For me, proof of his magnetism came one afternoon courtside at the United Center. I was sitting next to a beautiful woman who would not leave MJ alone. From start to finish, she proclaimed her devotion: “I love you, Michael. I want to marry you, Michael!” In the third quarter, when she screamed, “Michael, I want to have your baby,” he turned around, looked at her sadly, and said, “Don’t you think you’re going a little too far?”

			That was Jordan’s effect on Chicagoans in the 1980s and ’90s—disorienting. He was God. He was Michelangelo’s David, the perfect man. And knew it, and knowing it became a burden. His last Bulls contract paid him $33.1 million for a single season, which is why he couldn’t stay. There was nowhere to go in the city but down. He retired for a second time after winning his sixth NBA championship, then went to work as the chief of basketball operations for the Washington Wizards.

			After three seasons in the front office, the old itch returned. Having decided, at age thirty-eight, that he was still better than anyone on the free-agent market, he put himself back on the floor. He played two more seasons as a Wizard. 2001–02. 2002–03. First he was thirty-eight, then he was thirty-nine. He was occasionally great. There were flashes. He averaged 22 a game that first season and made the All-Star team, but it was still a diminishment. He couldn’t jump like he had in the 1980s, or hang. In fact, part of the satisfaction of watching the second iteration of MJ—after the first retirement—was watching him reinvent his game around his slightly diminished skills. He became an outside player, a 3-point shooter. He picked his spots. It was an inspiration for every person faced with the riddle of middle age. But he was much more diminished in iteration three. Heavier and slower. Air Jordan had become Terra Firma Jordan.

			But by God, he was rich! Having flown commercial in his first seasons in Chicago, Jordan now owns a private jet, a Gulfstream IV painted to look like a sneaker. And is surrounded by bodyguards, who, speaking of MJ on their walkie-talkies, use the code name “Yahweh,” the Hebrew’s secret, ineffable name for God. He purchased the Charlotte Hornets in 2010, which he’s used mostly as an employment agency for his friends. As owner of the Hornets, he’s employed several UNC teammates including Joe Wolf and Buzz Peterson, and several NBA pals including Charles Oakley and Doug Collins. But the Hornets have been woeful under Jordan. There’s a reason Jerry Krause ignored MJ’s thoughts on the draft. In 2023, Jordan agreed to sell the franchise for $3 billion, over ten times what he’d paid. That is, he lost and lost in Charlotte, until he finally won.

			Looking back, Jordan seems like a perfect representative of his generation—my generation. Born in 1963, he was the Gen X star. Having grown up in the shadow of the 1960s—assassinations, protests, riots, cities on fire—Jordan shunned politics. I mean, what had all that peace-and-love crap gotten us but high inflation and ruined cities? It made him cynical. When asked in 2020 why he did not involve himself in a heated election in his home state, Jordan said, “Republicans buy sneakers too.” This quote has been used to paint him as selfish and retrograde, but it’s how a lot of us who grew up in the 1980s felt. Better to go out and play as well as you can than get caught up and distracted by the bullshit.

			“It’s interesting that [Jordan] came of age in the nineteen-eighties, because he is ruthless, bottom-line, look-out-for-me in ways that are very emblematic of those times,” Bomani Jones told The New Yorker in 2020:

			
				When you think about Jordan as the figure of the eighties, you’ve got to remember that he is a black dude in his twenties who was not a fan of rap music. There’s all this hip-hop that’s played in this documentary [The Last Dance], but Michael Jordan is not a dude that’s about rap at all…. He really does fit more squarely in a nineteen-eighties paradigm. If you think about him through the lens of like, “greed is good,” the dedication he had to make the money, the dedication and the fervor with which he did whatever he had to do, that is all in line with the thoughts and ethos of the eighties. LeBron has seemed to live a life that leads him to always want to raise up those around him through his encouragement. He’s like the kid in “The Sandlot” who tells his buddy to go to right field and hold his glove up and just stand there, and the ball will get there. Where Jordan is like, If you don’t catch the ball, there’s going to be hell for you to pay. I question whether Jordan was effective in his technique.

			

			John Salley was nearly the opposite of Jordan. The classic role player. The great athlete who could fit any scheme, play whatever part was needed. Yesterday he was the heel, today he is, well, not the hero but the hero’s best friend and ally. He went from the Pistons to the Miami Heat in 1992, then (weird!) to the Bulls, where he came off the bench for the team that won the 1996 finals. Like Rodman, Salley got rings in both Detroit and Chicago. It’s amazing how a hated figure becomes beloved when he pulls the same dirty trick for your side. I saw Salley set the nastiest pick ever in 1996. It was clean but brutal. The player who ran into the buzz saw dropped to the floor, then curled up like a ringworm.

			Salley has had an equally eventful life outside the game—actor, activist, podcaster, celebrity. He’s had parts in dozens of movies, including Black Dynamite, Nappily Ever After, Bad Boys, and Bad Boys II. I wanted to talk to him for this book, but got no response from his agent, publicist, social media, website, or public email. I finally just typed his name into Gmail, wrote a brief note, and hit Send, hoping to slip by the gate that surrounds every celebrity. I got a response, but not the one I expected. In a way, what I got was better, as it demonstrated the deep penetration made by the NBA teams of that era:

			
				Hi, I’m John Salley……. but not the NBA player John Salley that you are looking for. I am just a 47 YO factory worker from Cleveland, OH.

				I get email for him ALL the time.

				Good luck,

				The OTHER John Salley

			

			I wrote back:

			
				Well, as long as I got you, who do you think is the greatest NBA player of all time, and the best team? (What kind of factory?)

			

			He replied:

			
				Being late teens or early-20’s in the 90’s, I’d have to give the nod to Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls. They were just so dominant. Jordan could take over any game at will. Being from Cleveland, I can never forgive Mr. Jordan for hitting that hanging jumper over Craig Ehlo in the playoffs in 1989. “The Shot”..... [Automotive]

			

			Of all the players chronicled in this book, Adrian Dantley has arguably had the most interesting post-basketball career. In ancient China, a wise man, a religious sage, finished with the life of the market, the chaos of the cities, would retire to a hut in the mountains to think about eternity, which is what Dantley did after he left the league—only, this being the modern era, in which the city never ends, he picked out the most humdrum corner of the infinite city and plunged into it.

			Following his retirement in 1991 as one of the top scorers in NBA history, following years of coaching, investing, and accumulating, the mercurial man with the orthotic shoe returned to Maryland to work as a middle school crossing guard. Because he likes being around people. Because he considers himself a problem-solver. A kid needs to get to school. Traffic poses a danger. Adrian stops the traffic. The kid proceeds. The problem is solved.

			As for the true wackadoo of the era, the most talented of the lunatics…

			You probably know what happened to Dennis Rodman, because it’s still happening.

			When the Pistons, giving in to age and the Bulls, began dismantling the remnants of their title team in the early 1990s—general managers do this in the way of an assassin ejecting a spent cartridge while fumbling for another—Rodman was one of the last of the Bad Boys to remain. It was a dangerous time for Dennis. That the team had been his family—Dantley his brother, Daly his father—was the source of his passion. It gave his game the wild intensity that threatened to spin out of control. It caused him to play as if it were more than a game, and turned the normal league mechanics, the contracts and trades, into personal betrayal and disaster. Dantley had been traded, Mahorn let go, Daly had left to coach the Nets (he died of pancreatic cancer in 2009). Rodman dropped into a funk, which turned into a spiral. A security guard found him sleeping in his truck outside the arena with a shotgun in his lap. This was the one moment, he later said, when he considered death as a serious option.

			From there, his life became a delirium of becoming, of unmaking and remaking, of falling apart and putting back together. He had skills that would make him an asset to any team, but he was fragile, needy, immature. He played two seasons with the San Antonio Spurs, where he quarreled with the coach and the franchise player, David Robinson. He began dyeing his hair in San Antonio, covering his body and face with piercings and tattoos. It was his way of maintaining his freedom and expressing his inner nature. He argued with refs and scrapped with opposing forwards. He was hit with personal and technical fouls and booted from games. He’d tear off his jersey, throw it into the stands, and run into the tunnel. If pulled from a game, he’d unlace his sneakers and sit in stocking feet, wiggling his toes on the sideline. His two seasons with the Spurs were so divisive, and he was so unhappy, that for a moment it looked like there might be no place for him in the NBA.

			Who was going to take a gamble on this One-eyed Jack, this Suicide King?

			Crumbs.

			Rodman was perfect for the Bulls. Krause saw it right away. Having lost Horace Grant to Orlando, the Bulls needed inside help. Jordan and Pippen were reluctant at first. Rodman, who had made a habit of tossing Scottie into the stanchions and seats, was a hated figure in Chicagoland.

			Krause arranged a meeting, a summit, at which Phil Jackson sounded out Rodman in the living room of his—Phil’s—suburban home. If they got along, agreed to terms, and even came to like each other, it’s because it was in their interest to do so. Rodman offered the Bulls a way to get back to the finals. The Bulls offered Rodman a way to stay in the NBA. What’s more, Rodman admired and even kind of worshipped Jordan. A famous crush. Michael was maybe the only player Rodman respected enough to listen to.

			The team that resulted—Michael on the outside, Dennis on the inside, Scottie swinging back and forth between—was maybe the NBA’s greatest ever. They did not just win the 1996 championship. They dominated from start to finish. And it was not just skill. It was motivation. Jordan, having been disrespected and taunted and knocked out of the playoffs by Penny Hardaway and the Orlando Magic in 1995, wanted revenge. Rodman wanted to prove himself to Michael and the league, and show he had not been the problem in San Antonio. The Bulls won two additional finals—1997, 1998—almost as an afterthought, as if riding the fumes created by Jordan’s return and Rodman’s arrival.

			But basketball was only part of Rodman’s life. There was also the soap opera. He dated Madonna. He dated Carmen Electra. Madonna had his baby, or he had hers, or none of that was true. He married Carmen Electra. His hair became a mood ring, projecting his inner weather. Yellow meant passion, blue meant progress, green meant envy. It was cherry red on Day One of the playoffs. He rode a motorcycle to the game, a Harley, with a friend, Bulls backup Jack Haley, hanging on to the back. He married himself in a ceremony in New York. He stepped out of a horse-drawn carriage wearing a dress. Dennis was the bride.

			He could be sentimental and kind. When Jerry Krause’s little dog died—a dog that was like a child to the general manager—Dennis was the only player who seemed to understand. He visited Krause, sat with him and cried. He sent flowers. He left when the team dissolved after winning its sixth title in 1998. He played another season for Phil Jackson in L.A., then went to Dallas, where all of a sudden he was old. He played in twelve games for the Mavericks in 1999–2000, then retired, came back, retired again. He was almost forty by then. He continued in the scrub pines of minor league basketball. The Long Beach Jam in L.A. The Fuerza Regia in Monterrey, Mexico. The Orange Crush (for one game) in Orange County, California. The Brighton Bears in England. He wrestled in the WCW, appeared on Dancing with the Stars and Celebrity Apprentice. He could not quit the spotlight. His ego would not allow it. He hung out with his best friend in North Korea. Of all the great players of his era, Dennis has lived the weirdest and most uniquely American life.

			Of course, Rodman would not have succeeded in Detroit without the straight men, the veterans who forgave his trespasses, picked up the on-court slack left by his creativity, and showed him how to win. Isiah was important in this regard, but possibly not as important as the Pistons’ soft-spoken number two guard, Joe Dumars, who will always be Joe Dooooo­ooooo­oo-MARS! He played fourteen seasons in the NBA, all of them in Detroit. And made seven All-Star teams. He was an anomaly for the Pistons, humble, conflict averse, kind—the only gentleman amid that mad pirate crew. He was the first winner of the league’s sportsmanship award, now named the Joe Dumars Award, perhaps because it’s even harder to keep your head when all around you are losing theirs. He took over as Detroit’s head of basketball operations in 2000, fifteen months after he’d played his last game. He proved to be as good in the front office as he’d been on the floor. The Pistons reached six straight Eastern Conference Finals (2003–2008) under Dumars, and won the championship in 2004. When he resigned in 2014, it was with seventy-three playoff wins. He was portly by then—he shuffles when he walks—but those of us who watched him play will never stop seeing the fit young guard buried beneath the years.
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			The worst day for many of us who loved the game back then—players, coaches, and fans—was November 7, 1991, when Magic Johnson, standing before cameras and reporters, told the world he had tested positive for HIV. For some, this was the first time AIDS, a terrifying epidemic, seemed real. A great athlete at the height of his power, in good enough shape, or so it seemed, to lead his team on another title run, had been struck down. HIV inevitably led to AIDS in the early 1990s, and AIDS inevitably led to social ostracism accompanied by a withering, painful death.

			Magic told his story at the press conference. He’d sat for the annual team physical—for insurance purposes—then set off on a Lakers preseason exhibition tour. He’d been feeling sluggish, under the weather, but no worse, really, than a person might feel in one of the dips, the longueurs, that accompany an active life. Up and down. Funk and spree. Injury and return. The usual cycle of death and rebirth.

			A team official reached Magic in Utah. A hotel phone ringing in the night—Don’t answer it. He was told to return to L.A. No reason given. The doctor was waiting with the team’s head of PR. Magic got the diagnosis, which he resisted, then the prognosis—fifteen months, two years?—which he rejected.

			I watched the press conference with a dozen other people in the lunchroom of The New Yorker. We were stunned when Magic broke the news, and even more stunned when he announced his determination to “beat” the disease.

			No one had ever done that.

			I heard someone say, “He’s delusional.”

			Then someone else said, “It’s shock.”

			Larry Bird had been driving when he got the news from a basketball official. For a minute, he thought he’d crash. Part of him must have longed for the sound of steel, the breaking glass. He pulled over and reminded himself to breathe. He called Magic as soon as he got home. Magic and Larry had been colleagues and rivals; for much of his career Bird had not allowed himself to think of Johnson as a friend, though they had bonded while shooting a Converse commercial in French Lick in 1986. Being close off-court makes it harder to close out an opponent in the big games. It was only when Magic was ailing that Bird realized what Magic had meant to him. Magic was the great rival and foil of Bird’s adult life. Bird loved him.

			Magic took calls from many coaches and players in the days that followed. But one person did not call: Isiah. This confused, then infuriated, Magic. There was much gossip around the league about just how Magic had contracted the disease. Magic himself attributed it to “unprotected sex,” but for players like Zeke, who grew up in the less than progressive world of the West Side courts, the bigger question was: Who exactly had Magic been having that unprotected sex with? When Magic asked someone to ask someone why Isiah had not called, word came back that Zeke had not called because Zeke believed that Magic was gay—Only gay men get AIDS. To Magic, Isiah’s rejection, and his misapprehension, was unforgivable. Isiah denies this, but it doesn’t matter. This was the last nail, the true end of the Magic and Isiah romance.

			Magic retired from the Lakers and announced his intention to battle the disease with the same ferocity he’d brought to the court. His fame and cultural importance gave him access to advanced medical treatment, the cutting-edge and barely tested. As a result, he did not waste away but remained healthy and in fact put on muscle and weight. He was well enough eight months after the diagnosis to be included, with Bird, Jordan, and Pippen, on the basketball team the United States sent to the 1992 Summer Olympics, the Dream Team. Though Chuck Daly coached that team, no Pistons were included. Much is made of the fact that Jordan kept Isiah off the roster, but Magic probably had as much to do with it.

			Magic stayed healthy enough to attempt a comeback with the Lakers. His second retirement, which came after forty-three games of the 1995 season, followed a backlash by players concerned about their own health. Considering what was known at the time, this response was not entirely unreasonable. “Look at this, scabs and cuts all over me,” Karl Malone told a reporter after a game in Madison Square Garden. “They can’t tell you that you’re not at risk, and you can’t tell me there’s one guy in the NBA who hasn’t thought about it.”

			Magic played for a long time, but has been retired even longer, an eventful second life that’s included coaching and managing in the NBA, producing documentaries and writing books, turns as an advocate, spokesman, entrepreneur. Probably his most valuable contribution came in the months immediately following the diagnosis, when he served as a kind of ambassador to those suffering the shame of HIV. He met with kids, two of whom were HIV-positive, on a Nickelodeon special. A girl named Hydeia Broadbent cried as she spoke to Magic. “I just want people to know we are normal people,” she said.

			“You don’t have to cry,” said Magic, putting his arm around the girl, “because we are normal people. We are. We just want to be treated like that, right? You just want your friends to play with you and call you up and come by and still have sleepovers and things like that, right?”

			Magic seemed to repeat the point later, when asked about Karl Malone’s comments. He said he’d been hurt by Malone. “It was like a good friend saying we cannot hang out anymore,” said Johnson, who could have been talking directly to Isiah.
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			When night comes, it comes fast.

			The Pistons won the championship in 1989 and 1990, were swept by the Bulls in the Eastern Conference Finals in 1991, then were eliminated by the Knicks in the first round of the playoffs in 1992. Having won just forty games in 1993, they did not make the playoffs for the first time in a generation.

			Isiah Thomas tore his Achilles tendon on April 19, 1994, and that was that. He was out of the game at thirty-two. Size had been a factor in every part of his career. Considering the style of the era (violent) and the style of his play (into the maw), it’s amazing he lasted as long as he did. He was still so young when he retired that it can seem like he’s been retired forever. He’s started businesses and made investments in his post-playing days, but most of his life has been dedicated to the game. He’s been a color commentator, a coach, an executive. Many of his jobs have ended in acrimony. Worst was his stint as head of basketball operations for the Knicks. He made dumb trades in New York, fired good coaches, and left a record of draft-day failure. In 2007, the Knicks paid $11.6 million to settle a claim of sexual harassment that had been brought against Isiah. He was fired in 2008 after the Knicks posted their worst record in the franchise’s history, with fifty-nine losses.

			As he made his final exit from the Garden, he was met by reporters. Isiah was crestfallen, humiliated. Life can be a walk of shame. He scanned the crowd, looking for a friendly face. His eyes met those of Ira Berkow from The New York Times. They’d first met when Isiah was a sophomore at Indiana University. Berkow grew up in the same neighborhood as Isiah—that was the basis of their bond. Zeke’s gaze softened when he saw him.

			Stepping close, Isiah said, “Hi, Ira, can I have a hug?”

			Berkow, feeling the eyes of the other reporters, whispered from the side of his mouth: “Not here, Isiah.”

			Such episodes have cast a shadow on Zeke the player, as has the acceptance of Michael Jordan as the NBA’s GOAT, whose bitter struggle with the Bad Boy Pistons became part of the legend, turning members of that Detroit team—those who dared thwart Michael—into villains. For Isiah, it’s a bum rap cemented for another generation by The Last Dance, which cast Zeke as the Eternal Foe. What happened to Zeke is like what happened to the Jews when Rome converted to Christianity. What had been a local rivalry between sects—one side of the story—was canonized into an immortal battle between good and evil.

			But I remember it differently. Because I was there. Because I saw Isiah play in high school and college. Because I understood what he faced in Detroit, how he sublimated his talent to turn that team around. I admired how he took the weak hand he’d been dealt in Detroit and, with leadership and at tremendous physical cost, turned the team into a back-to-back winner.

			“Isiah was prickly, but he really was the best,” Berkow told me. “I saw him score 24 points in the fourth quarter against the Knicks at the Garden, then, with the game on the line, go up and reject Patrick Ewing who was like ten feet taller than Isiah, who was maybe five-ten but could dunk like it was nothing. He had what in Chicago we call ‘the hops.’ ”

			Consider this book a revisionist history. It’s not that I wish to devalue Jordan or Johnson or Bird, all of whom were just as great as people say, but that I aim to return Isiah to the pantheon, where he belongs.

			The Athletic’s 2022 list of the NBA’s all-time best has Michael Jordan ranked first, followed by LeBron James and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Magic Johnson is five. Larry Bird is seven. Isiah Thomas is ranked twenty-sixth, behind Jerry West, Steph Curry, and John Stockton. But that’s not right. To me, Isiah, based not on numbers but on results, on blood and guts, what he did on the floor and for his team, deserves to be much higher. The third quarter of Game 6 of the 1988 NBA Finals alone should put him in the top ten. His ability to lead, sublimate, rise to the occasion—all unmatched. And the fact that he was, by some accounts, just 5'10" makes him even more impressive. A short man in a land of giants, a Lilliputian among Gullivers, a pebble in a cement mixer. You have to be better when you are smaller. And the shorter you are, the better that better has to be. There have been many mediocre seven-footers in the NBA. Every five-footer who has cracked a starting lineup has been great. Of the seventy-five players named on The Athletic’s list, only Isiah is under six feet. Grading on the curve, Zeke was the best of them all.

			As for Jordan, we were lucky to have him in the city, the league, the world. I have yet to see another player, in any sport, in his class. At times, it seems like I have spent my entire life watching him. I was in high school when he played his first season with the Bulls in 1984. I was covering the NBA for Rolling Stone when he played his last season in 2003. I came across him one morning at the Nets’ stadium in the Meadowlands. Alone on the floor, middle-aged but still beautiful, Jordan was shooting free throws. He looked at me when I came through the tunnel. Our eyes met. Then he turned away and made his shot.
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			The Lakers moved into the Staples Center in downtown L.A. in 1999. The Forum has been refurbished as a concert-only venue. It’s like a house where a friend once lived. It’s full of memories, but the door is closed and the people inside are strangers.

			Boston Garden, Chicago Stadium, and the Pontiac Silverdome have all been torn down. The Celtics play in TD Garden, the Bulls at the United Center—where the site of the old stadium is a parking lot for the new, a fate that reminds me of The Giving Tree. It gave us everything, even its body in the end. The Pistons moved to the Palace of Auburn Hills in 1988, then to Little Caesars Arena in midtown Detroit in 2017. The site of the Silverdome has become the location of an Amazon “fulfillment” center. It’s Orwellian. The Dome where fans actually were fulfilled has been replaced by a warehouse that offers only the adjective.

			I’m not upset the old arenas are gone. I think it’s good. The NBA was so special back then. It had the best teams, best players, best rivalries; and the game, too, was at its best. It seems right that the arenas have been demolished, the memories sealed in amber, the very temples where we worshipped ground to dust.

			On the desk where I write, I have a brick that was once part of Chicago Stadium. To me, it’s a remnant as sacred as the stones of the Western Wall. It conjures the great teams that played in the stadium, the Pistons, Celtics, Lakers, Bulls. The players, too: Bird, Magic, Isiah, Jordan. It conjures a time when the game was better than it ever had been, or will be. Of course, it might be more than just basketball I am remembering. It might be my childhood, when my parents were young and my life was new and the players I loved were in their prime. It was a time when the games really mattered.

		

	
		
			
			
				To Aaron, Nate, Micah, and Elia
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			NOTE ON SOURCES

			This book was constructed from various documentary strands. There were the games themselves, which I watched either on TV or in person, then watched again on film many years later. There were the books written about the players and seasons and cities and league and sport, the biographies about the players and the memoirs by the players, coaches, and broadcasters. There were the articles, hundreds of them, written by beat reporters in Boston, L.A., Chicago, and Detroit, and the pieces written by writers for Sports Illustrated, The New York Times, Inside Sport, GQ, and Esquire. There were also interviews; some were done in the past, while I was covering the game for Rolling Stone, Vanity Fair, and Sports Illustrated, and many more were conducted expressly for this book. I have listed them alphabetically below. A bibliography of books and articles follows.
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