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Prologue

Los Angeles, May of 1994

Early morning in the City of Angels and I began my day as I always do: poring over the Los Angeles Times and USA Today, eating a banana and a bowl of cereal, working out. Heading south on the 405 at a little past eight and listening to the Eagles sing about a peaceful, easy feeling, I couldn’t help thinking the opposite—of how much Los Angeles had been roiled and affected by different incidents during the early 1990s. The beating of Rodney King in March of 1991; the announcement in November of that year that Earvin “Magic” Johnson, a beloved Southern California treasure, was HIV positive; the riots that ensued the following spring in response to the not-guilty verdict by an all-white jury in the trial of the officers accused of beating King; and then, not long after that, the Northridge earthquake, which—along with autumnal Santa Ana winds and encompassing fire—Californians always expect, but never quite get used to. But in the wake of such things—the trial of O. J. Simpson was still in the distance—there was always the prospect of rebuilding, of renewal, not just in Los Angeles as a whole but in the specific domain that I, ever the pessimistic optimist, was an integral part of—the dramatic, often operatic, world of the Los Angeles Lakers.

I am a creature of fastidious routine, of habit—an everyday guy who relishes nothing more than creating things and solving problems. Complacency is not in my vocabulary; neither is serenity. They make me nervous. I don’t trust them. Trust is something I place and have in people, not in soft notions and vague concepts. As I arrived at my office at the Forum in Inglewood—a white-columned building where I had been coming to work since 1967 and where I had been robbed at gunpoint two years earlier—traveling a superstitious route to Manchester Boulevard that caused great amusement to others but made perfect sense to me, I saw someone waiting outside my door; someone whom I had known and admired for more years than I could even remember. It was Bill Bertka, a longtime assistant coach and basketball aficionado, and he didn’t look happy.

“Every day, Jerry, every single fucking day when I wake up in the morning and look in the mirror, I know what I see,” he said, his legendary cologne wafting through the air. “What the hell do you see?” he demanded to know.

Good question. Even though he was asking about himself, about why we weren’t likely to make him the next head coach of the Lakers, what follows will be an unflinchingly honest, painful, soul-searching attempt to answer that question about a very flawed individual—me. To reveal who I am.

While this book is my autobiography—a book that I have been urged to write by some and vehemently discouraged to do by others, including members of my family—the approach that I have taken, in close collaboration with Jonathan Coleman, is one that is built on deep reportage. It represents nothing less than a full-scale attempt to bring forth the truth, to rely not just on my recollection of things, but to do something more ambitious: investigate myself, speak with others, and come to grips with what I find. Nothing you read here will be gratuitous or a cheap shot or an attempt to elevate myself at the expense of anyone else. This book is not meant to be comprehensive in the way that a biography might be, and it is not meant to glorify my athletic accomplishments, as many books of this kind do. It is a memoir and it is selective, choosing to focus on the things that explore and illuminate the mind-set—give, I hope, the reader deeper understanding—of someone who, many feel, has been aloof and inscrutable and unpredictable. What is here is here because it advances the complex, tangled narrative of my life—certain strands of which I have learned for the first time, odd as that may seem—that I am so determined to convey. I am not a conventional person or thinker, not someone who walks a straightforward line. I am too rebellious and defiant for that, always have been. I am, if I may say so, an enigma (even to myself, especially to myself) and an obsessive, someone whose mind ranges far and wide and returns to the things that, for better or worse, hold me in their thrall. The way I have chosen to unfold my story at this most reflective time of my life is consistent with that.

We tell ourselves stories in order to live. That line, from Joan Didion’s essay “The White Album,” perhaps comes closest to what I feel I have done, in my own peculiar way, over these many years in order to protect myself. Until now.

I have been the silhouetted figure of the NBA logo since 1969. This book is my effort to unravel the mystery of that person with the deceptively simple name, to explain myself, to share my story and my improbable journey with those who have perhaps had similar thoughts and who have struggled to overcome the many challenges and obstacles that life has put squarely in their paths. More than anything else, I am someone who takes enormous pleasure in seeing others succeed. My hope is that this book will be both a help and an inspiration to those who read it as they strive to realize their dreams.









Nothing happens unless first a dream.

—CARL SANDBURG







I played with an angry, emotional chip on my shoulder and a hole in my heart.

My worst personal trait, by far, is that I expect everyone to care as much as I do, about everything, and it is both terrible and unfair.

My life has been about trying to figure out my limitations and I know them quite well. Once you find out what they are, it really gives you a chance to find your niche.

—JERRY WEST







My dad? He’s weird.

—RYAN WEST
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