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MIAMI: Shaquille O’Neal once brought in someone to set up a
makeshift jewelry store in the Miami Heat players’ lounge, and
often could be found surprising team executives and employ-
ees while naked. Sometimes, he also played basketball. For all
those reasons, and many others, Thursday was a night to cele-
brate O’Neal at the arena he called home for parts of four sea-
sons. The Heat raised O’Neal’s No. 32 to the rafters, a distinc-
tion the team has only previously awarded to Alonzo
Mourning and Tim Hardaway.

“This is an inside joke for all the Miami people,” O’Neal said.
“It’s definitely unexpected.” Not from the Heat perspective, it
wasn’t. Although it wasn’t a well-kept secret that O’Neal’s
departure from the Heat did not come with either side partic-
ularly happy with and fond of the other - O’Neal thought he
was being pranked when a team official called months ago to
say this event was planned - it was always Miami’s intention to
pay homage to his tenure with the franchise.

“He’s a once-in-a-lifetime player,” Heat President Pat Riley
said. “There are a lot of them in the history of the NBA, but
he’s a once-in-a-lifetime acquisition for us and meant so
much to us.” Alex Rodriguez was there sitting courtside for
the big night, and so was rapper DJ Khaled. Heat coach Erik
Spoelstra emerged from the locker room for the halftime cer-
emony, as did former 

O’Neal teammate Udonis Haslem. There were a slew of
gifts, including a framed version of the jersey banner that was
raised, and a miniature 18-wheeler - like the one he arrived
on in 2004 - driven out onto the court by O’Neal’s mother,
Lucille. O’Neal thanked Haslem and Mourning, and made sure
to pay tribute to the fans. “I couldn’t done it without you,”
O’Neal said.

‘Can you dig it?’ 
As the event was starting, Riley dumped hundreds of the

“15 Strong” cards that were the signature keepsake for the
2006 Heat NBA title team over his head. “We would not have

won the championship in 2006 without the efforts of
Shaquille O’Neal,” Riley said. 

O’Neal had about a dozen relatives and friends with him for
the halftime celebration of Miami’s game against the Los
Angeles Lakers, taking a break from his game-analyst duties
on television for the festivities. The Heat gave commemora-
tive T-shirts to all fans in attendance, and presented O’Neal
with a $50,000 check for his foundation.

And it ended with O’Neal offering his favorite line: “Can
you dig it?” he bellowed twice, as the crowd screamed. O’Neal
was a huge part of the team that delivered Miami’s first cham-
pionship in 2006, even though Dwyane Wade was emerging
as a superstar and longtime stars like Mourning and Gary
Payton also had voices that resonated deeply within the lock-
er room at that time.

“Contrary to what everybody thinks about his practical jok-
ing and his telling stories, he was very serious about winning,”
Riley said. Serious about having fun, too. O’Neal once
emerged from the shower and found managing general part-
ner Micky Arison and athletic trainer Jay Sabol engaged in a
conversation. So O’Neal decided to stand behind Arison, fully
nude, until someone noticed. More naked O’Neal exploits
included the 7-foot-1, 325-pound man’s penchant for grab-
bing people around the locker room and wrestling them to
the ground.

“It never happened to me,” Spoelstra said. “Thank God.”
Then there was the day that Riley got a call after practice
from someone inside the arena, asking about the person sell-
ing jewelry inside the players’ lounge. Riley went down and
asked the portable jeweler what he was doing there, and he
said O’Neal gave his approval to set up shop. “My bad,”
O’Neal said. Eventually, O’Neal delivered the jewelry Miami
wanted most - the 2006 championship ring, the one that
Riley was wearing on Thursday night. And all jokes aside,
O’Neal was moved by the Heat gesture. “It is a big honor,”
O’Neal said. — AP 

To the rafters: Heat 

retire Shaq’s jersey

MIAMI: Retired Hall of Fame basketball player Shaquille
O’Neal’s jersey is raised during halftime at an NBA basketball
game between the Los Angeles Lakers and the Miami Heat.
(INSET) Retired Hall of Fame basketball player Shaquille
O’Neal shouts and waves to the fans after his jersey was
raised during halftime. — AP photos 

Curry and Durant 

thriving together 

OAKLAND: As shootaround wrapped up one morning last
weekend, once Stephen Curry had concluded his methodi-
cal session flicking jumpers from every spot on the same
practice court he always uses, Kevin Durant took a pass
from the MVP’s main rebounding man, Bruce Fraser, and let
fly an extra-long 3-pointer from the right wing. Swish,
Steph-style. When Curry recently hosted 14 children and
their families through the Make-A-Wish Foundation and
handed out shoes and bags, Durant did his part: He walked
up and introduced himself to all the visitors, too, with plen-
ty of high-fives.

For everyone who questioned whether Curry and Durant
could coexist and put their egos aside for the greater good -
a championship chase, of course - the Golden State
Warriors are a couple of months into the season and the
two superstars are thriving together, feeding off one anoth-
er and cherishing the chance to create spectacular plays
night after night with arguably the best team in the NBA.

As far as their on-court chemistry, it’s obvious to anyone
who watches they’re having a blast.  And, “they learn a lot
from each other. ... They’ve had plenty of discussions talking
to each other trying to help each other out on the floor,”
teammate Ian Clark said. Each guy mentions experiencing
“wow” moments playing alongside the other for a team
regularly reaching 30 assists. Golden State has even posted
a handful of 40-assist performances.

The wow factor 
“Most definitely,” Durant said. “The way he shoots the

basketball coming off of curls, off the dribble, off the catch,
guys flying at him, it’s amazing to see. When he shoots the
ball I think every shot’s going in. I won’t say that about a lot
of people. But it’s still the wow factor when I’m playing with
him and Klay (Thompson). It definitely makes my job easier
going out there trying to get them open, trying to make
plays for them. It’s definitely fun. He can get it going.”

Not to forget Thompson, who scored 60 points in less
than three quarters against the Pacers on Dec 5. Everyone is
getting their touches, while Curry and Durant seem to take
turns on the highlight reel - though they’ve had a bunch of
games when both had big nights. 

“It’s fun. Obviously they’re both so skilled,” Warriors
coach Steve Kerr said. “They might be the two most skilled
players in the league when you’re talking about the combi-
nation of shooting and passing and creating for others. It’s
an incredible luxury as a coach to be able to count on guys
like that. The fact that they’re so unselfish just completes it
all. They really want to see each other succeed, they want to
see their teammates succeed.”

Against Portland on Saturday, the third quarter was
winding down when Durant realized two defenders were
swarming him and he made a perfect bounce pass between
them to find Curry on the left wing. The MVP knocked down
a 3 as the buzzer sounded, Curry pointed at KD and they
celebrated with a tame high-five in the blowout.

Fun to watch 
“There have been moments throughout the season

where I wouldn’t say you’re surprised, but it’s kind of just
wow moments where you appreciate the talent on this
squad all the way through,” Curry said. Other times, Curry
screens for Durant on the perimeter and then the big man
returns the favor. There was a no-look, over-the-shoulder
alley-oop Curry threw to Durant off a long heave by
Draymond Green against Indiana earlier this month.

“It’s fun to watch,” said former Warriors player and coach
Al Attles. “That’s not easy because there are so many out-
side influences, but they seem to be on the same page.”
Curry, still the last Warriors player announced during
pregame introductions, and Durant are constantly looking
for each other with the right pass, even if it means passing
up a shot. Also against the Trail Blazers, Curry handed off to
Durant, who shimmied past CJ McCollum and dribbled left
into the paint before an emphatic slam with his right hand
over Noah Vonleh. “Kevin, I don’t think there’s ever been
anybody quite like him in the NBA because of his size and
his skill, what he does at that size,” Kerr said. “Not many
have ever done it.” Months ago, as they all met in the
Hamptons trying to persuade Durant to pick Golden State,
Curry and the room of All-Stars envisioned this very kind of
depth, dominance and unselfish play that has defined the
Warriors during another sensational start. — AP 


