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IT WAS MINUTES AFTER MIDNIGHT. On ABC-TV, high above Times 
Square in New York City, Dick Clark was introducing Ameri-
ca’s first song of 2004.  

“It has a feel that’s perfect for this time of year. Because it’s 
uptempo, it’s introspective, it’s dancey, it’s everything. Ladies 
and gentlemen, here is Donna Summer.” 

“Last Dance”, originally recorded in 1978, was performed 
by the original artist, live to tape, from a remote studio. Its 
lyrics were a quarter-century old, written by a Lebanese im-
migrant in a dead and buried disco era. Yet they still had a 
peculiar profundity in the age of MP3. 

 For the young, every fresh new year is like a crisp leaf in a 
still-new book. The act of turning the page from one four-dig-
it number to the next is full of anticipation and wonder.  

But once the rhythms of the calendar become familiar and 
faster, the process becomes infused with a sense of dread. 
The final page might be coming soon, at any moment. The 
plot in an uncertain third act could twist unexpectedly. 

The legendary dance singer, aging too, sang her hit tune 
from so long ago. She sang of resentment, guilt, future uncer-
tainty, the security of surrender, all wrapped inside a dance 
club metaphor. When dawn breaks over the big city after a 
hot night, defeat means calling a taxi and returning home, 
alone. So let’s dance this last dance, tonight.  

For Dennis Keith Rodman, this was a New Year’s Rockin’ 
Eve of deep introspection. “The Worm” was six basketball 
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seasons removed from his key role in the closing chapter of a 
dynasty, the Chicago Bulls’ own Last Dance of 1998. He was 
four years out of the National Basketball Association, after 
being cut mid-season by the Dallas Mavericks.  

As 2003 slid into 2004, Rodman was recovering from low-
er-body injuries he sustained 10 weeks earlier. He crashed a 
motorcycle outside a Las Vegas strip club called Treasures. He 
was doing stunts in the parking lot. He was 42 years old. 

Playing for the San Antonio Spurs in 1994, Rodman trans-
formed himself from the NBA’s premier rebounder into a cul-
tural icon. He transcended the sport of basketball. Inspired by 
Wesley Snipes in the movie Demolition Man, he dyed his hair 
in a variety of different colors. He covered his body with tat-
toos like some of the rock stars of the day, like Axl Rose from 
Guns N’ Roses or Aerosmith’s Steven Tyler. He dated Madon-
na. Rodman promoted his autobiography release by wearing 
a wedding dress. It turned out to be an elaborate joke about 
masturbation. He was literally taking his own hand in mar-
riage. Then he married Carmen Electra for real, for nine short 
days. 

Dennis Rodman lived life with no rules. “If I die young,” 
went his most famous quote, “Everybody’s going to say they 
saw it coming.” 

Alanis Morrisette, another mid-Nineties pop culture icon, 
had a famous quote too: “...But you’re still alive.” In 2003, 
living like a 1993 rock star ran into a cold, hard, middle-aged 
reality. Rodman had no steady income, no long-term em-
ployment opportunities, and no retirement savings. All he 
had left was a drawn-out string of increasingly desperate at-
tention-seeking stunts. Rodman was trading his cartoon per-
sona against decreasingly lucrative one-off paydays. 
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And one of those paydays was coming up. During com-
mercial breaks on New Year’s Rockin’ Eve 2004, ABC-TV aired 
promos for January 7’s premiere of Celebrity Mole: Yucatán. It 
was a reality show where Dennis Rodman would compete 
against seven other former household names for a cash prize. 
As Donna Summer sang “Last Dance” on the East Coast, 
Rodman was in California, spending his New Year’s Eve re-
evaluating his life in real-time. As he later relayed to ghost-
writer Jack Isenhour in I Should Be Dead By Now, his second 
autobiography that was published in 2005: 

I could see there were many things that would need cleaning 
up in the long string of New Year’s Days just ahead. Both my 
careers, the one as a basketball player and the other as a 
celebrity spokesman, were on the downswing. My personal life 
was in shambles, my marriage to Michelle was hanging by a 
thread. I had been a lousy father, a stranger to my two youngest 
kids, a distant memory to my two oldest and their mothers... It 
was time to show them I was a normal person. Or at least as 
normal as a 6-foot-8, pierced, tattooed, blond-haired Black man 
could be. All in all, there was a ton of work to be done. 

The work began in November 2003. On The Tonight Show, 
Jay Leno introduced him as “the new and improved Dennis 
Rodman.” That’s when Rodman announced that in the new 
year, he would be making a triumphant return to the Nation-
al Basketball Association. 

This plan had to work. This was the desperation before 
dawn. There wasn’t a lot of margin for error. In addition to a 
hefty fine and possible jail time in Las Vegas stemming from 
the motorcycle crash, Rodman had legal issues in California 
as well. Since the new century began, the local police had 
been summoned to his Newport Beach “party house” over 80 
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times. In 2003, he’d been arrested for public drunkenness. He 
was ticketed again when he parked his 47-foot speedboat at 
another person’s docking station. 

Superstar agent Darren Prince had set into motion a short-
term plan designed to restore his client’s fading dignity, in-
come, and Q Score. He called Los Angeles Lakers head coach 
Phil Jackson, Rodman’s mentor during Chicago’s second and 
final three-peat run. Jackson described the 1997-98 season as 
the Bulls nucleus’ Last Dance. Prince put Jackson directly on 
the spot, asking what it would take for the Lakers to sign 
Rodman for the rest of the 2003-04 campaign. It was simple, 
Jackson replied politely. He had to prove that he could still 
play. 

But Jackson made it clear that the Lakers wouldn’t give 
Dennis Rodman any special dispensation. There would be no 
private workouts, no shortcuts back to the NBA. He was busy 
managing the mercurial personalities of Kobe Bryant and 
Shaquille O’Neal, and trying to win the 2004 NBA champi-
onship. Jackson suggested that Rodman join a minor league 
team somewhere, to prove that he was fully dedicated to his 
comeback attempt. 

The Continental Basketball Association, where Jackson 
won his first title in 2004 with the Albany Patroons, had no 
Southern California-based teams. The nascent NBA Develop-
ment League was still a very southeastern circuit, and the 
Lakers didn’t have an affiliate yet. So in December 2003, the 
Long Beach Jam of the semi-pro American Basketball Associa-
tion—in no way affiliated with the classic ABA from the 
1970s—announced a landmark signing. Dennis Rodman 
would join the team in January for the final two months of 
the season... unless he was suddenly summoned by the NBA. 
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On New Year’s Day 2004, he was still hoping against hope 
that he’d never have to suit up for the Jam, that putting ink 
to paper would be enough. After winning ten in a row, the 
Lakers lost eight of 11 over the holidays. Aging center Karl 
Malone had torn his MCL, replacement Rick Fox wasn’t 
putting up numbers, and the team needed rebounding mus-
cle. Maybe Phil Jackson would have been more desperate 
than Dennis Rodman was. But for weeks on end, he waited 
by the phone for a call that never came. 

So in mid-January, he finally practiced with his new team, 
a spectacle that drew a throng of Los Angeles sports re-
porters. Earl Cureton was a 13-season NBA veteran who’d 
aged out and was trying to make it as a coach, and he’d led 
the Jam into first place among the seven-team ABA. He had 
no time or patience for questions about whether his new 
player was still serious about playing basketball. 

“Dennis made a decision to come out here and do this for 
$850 a week,” Cureton shrugged. “Evidently it’s something 
he wants to do. If he doesn’t come and show up... that can 
only affect him. If he’s making a move to try and get back to 
the next level, I don’t foresee him doing those kinds of 
things.” 

He should have. The next day, Rodman didn’t take part in 
team practice. He hadn’t brought the necessary instrument to 
remove the large silver ring from his lower lip. “He didn’t 
want to chance an injury,” Jam team president Steve Chase 
explained. 

Five days later, on a cool Friday night in Southern Califor-
nia, it was time for Rodman’s minor-league debut. Wearing a 
No. 91 jersey, with blue and orange hair to match his uni-
form, The New Worm stepped out in front of a packed crowd 
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of 4,373 at the Long Beach Pyramid. Hulk Hogan signed tick-
et stubs and flexed his muscles for the crowd. A fan in a 
handmade replica Rodman jersey and a green-haired Hal-
loween mask danced through the aisles, posing for flip-phone 
photos with fans. The New ABA, not affiliated in any way 
with the league from the 1970s, wasn’t used to this kind of 
spectacle. 

The real, actual Dennis Rodman worked the floor for 28 
minutes. He didn’t attempt a single shot but grabbed 14 de-
fensive rebounds, to emphasize the skills he hoped to bring to 
an NBA team. The Jam beat the visiting Fresno HeatWave, 
130-110. “I know a lot of people would say, ‘it’s just another 
one of your stunts’," Rodman told the assembled press after 
the game. “But how many guys at 42 would do this?” 

The Jam’s next game was two days later against the Jersey 
Squires, the only ABA team from the Eastern time zone. After 
eight rebounds in 19 minutes, Rodman pulled himself out of 
the contest, citing discomfort in his lower leg. “It’s not even 
an injury,” explained his agent and press handler, Darren 
Prince. “He just feels like he’s straining his calf a little bit. He 
knows his body better than anybody.” 

Meanwhile, on the far northern end of the Harbor Free-
way, the Lakers were still backsliding, stuck in their midwin-
ter slump. The franchise had sent a small crew of coaches 
and scouts out to Long Beach over the weekend, and the Los 
Angeles sports media had duly noticed. So following a Lakers 
home loss to Phoenix, Phil Jackson wasn’t being asked about 
the game. He was fielding questions about Dennis Rodman. 
Was this the beginning of a mini-Last Dance reunion? 

“Tex said he really looked like he couldn’t track the ball 
down like he had in the past,” Jackson said, referring to as-
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sistant coach Tex Winter. “He’d have to demonstrate as a 
player that he’s recovered all his skills. Taking Dennis, and all 
the things that come with Dennis, you make allowances for 
dedication, tardiness, some of the team rules... Dennis 
doesn’t come to the games hours before the game. He comes 
one hour before.” 

While Dennis was on Long Beach’s inactive list nursing his 
leg tweak, Dennis didn’t show up at all. “I don’t want him to 
play,” said head coach Cureton. “Not until he gets all the 
kinks and everything worked out of it.” 

The Jam was still in first place. Finishing there meant a 
potential playoff bye all the way to the league finals, and a 
long road trip was coming up. 

But faraway ABA teams, struggling for attention and 
starved at the box office, were counting on the circus to come 
to town. They sold tickets in advance, promising a glimpse of 
The Worm. The Kansas City Knights were the defending ABA 
champions, as well as the only franchise to survive since the 
new league’s beginning in 2000. Kansas City was in second 
place behind Long Beach, but first in the league regarding 
deft marketing and survival at any cost. 

The front office ran radio and newspaper ads for a week 
leading up to the game, but waited until the last possible 
moment to announce the inevitably obvious. “We regret to 
inform you that Dennis Rodman will not be here,” team own-
er Jim Clark intoned over the public address system before 
tipoff. 

“We had a commitment from Dennis Rodman and the Long 
Beach Jam that he would be here,” Clark told the media after 
the game. “He was doubtful that he was going to actually 
play, but he was supposed to be here. He elected not to come. 
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We don’t control Dennis Rodman.” If anybody was expecting 
Dennis Rodman to ride long-haul buses across the Mojave 
Desert, to fly coach on a commercial flight to sit on a bench 
in Kansas City, they simply hadn’t been paying attention to 
his career. 

While his teammates were beating the Kansas City Knights 
113-105, Dennis Rodman surfaced in New York City. He was 
a guest on Howard Stern’s radio show that morning. He’d 
signed a $100,000 endorsement deal with a startup company 
that sold herbal supplements. EnduranceRX was a new “sex 
performance booster” for men, available in pill form or a taffy 
chew. Rodman the promoter had something for the ladies, 
too. EnjoyRX was something the company called a “tingling 
lubricant.” 

Three weeks later, the Long Beach Jam released Dennis 
Rodman from his contract outright. He appeared for 47 min-
utes over two games, scoring zero total points and collecting 
25 rebounds. According to the team’s press release, the move 
was geared towards granting Rodman the freedom to pursue 
workouts with NBA teams. According to agent Darren Prince 
in his own press announcement that day, four had shown in-
terest. 

But as February turned to March, none of those opportuni-
ties had manifested themselves. Days after being cut, Rod-
man appeared on Fox Sports’ The Best Damn Sports Show Pe-
riod. “You put me on a team, I’m going to sell tickets,” he told 
the hosts, making a contract case for himself. “You put me on 
the bench, I’m going to sell tickets.” 

The New ABA couldn’t capture the hardscrabble romance 
of the original ABA, but the origin story of the second Ameri-
can Basketball Association did include a small amount of 
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DNA from the first. In 1999, Dick Tinkham, one of the origi-
nal owners of the Indiana Pacers, was having coffee at a Mc-
Donald’s on 96th and Meridian in Indianapolis with old col-
league Joe Newman, who’d worked in the front office selling 
advertising. They hatched an idea: what if there was a 21st 
Century version of the old 1970s startup league, one where it 
was just as easy to buy and own a team? 

There was a protracted legal fight with the National Bas-
ketball Association over the use of the name because the NBA 
took control of the original ABA’s intellectual property after 
the 1976 merger. “ABA 2000” began with a publicity-stunt 
initial player draft where eight teams gathered in a hotel and 
announced they were selecting recently-retired All-Stars. The 
Chicago Skyliners picked Dennis Rodman, then a Dallas Mav-
erick playing his way out of the NBA. 

The Skyliners, without Rodman, finished with the best 
regular-season record and promptly moved to Las Vegas. Af-
ter two seasons of heavy financial losses and a high volume 
of franchise failures, the entire league halted play in 2002 for 
a year to retool and reorganize. 

When Tinkham and Newman’s league finally got its man, 
even if it was only for a fleeting moment, Dennis Rodman’s 
couldn’t use it as a springboard to the next level. That wasn’t 
necessarily a reflection of its quality as a feeder circuit or its 
profile among insiders. There were five teams within driving 
distance of Los Angeles, and traveling scouts often outnum-
bered fans at the games. Thirty-four players who spent time 
in ABA 2000 during its 2003-04 comeback season also played 
in the NBA at some point, including Jannero Pargo (Toronto 
Raptors), DerMarr Johnson (New York Knicks), and Derrick 
Dial (Orlando Magic). 



27 ZERO SE ASON

And all three of those wore the orange and blue of the 
Long Beach Jam. But none of them ended up as successful as 
Matt Barnes, a half-Black half-Italian powderkeg who’d once 
been a prospect at UCLA. During Dennis Rodman’s Friday 
night ABA debut, with the attention of a full house and the 
press and the Los Angeles basketball community, Barnes led 
all scorers with 31 points. On Saturday afternoon, he signed 
a 10-day contract with the Los Angeles Clippers and didn’t 
look back for 12 years. 

On Sunday, Barnes told the Santa Maria Times about his 
short week as Rodman’s teammate. “It was exciting,” said the 
6-7 Sacramento native. “He’s a real good guy in person, 
which kind of surprised me because I really didn’t know him 
before. I heard a lot of bad things about him.” 

While Matt Barnes was collecting NBA paychecks, Dennis 
Rodman remained unemployed, still waiting for his opportu-
nity. He worked out periodically at Magic Johnson’s camp, 
but only one NBA team called Darren Prince to engage in 
light conversation. And it wasn’t the Lakers. In early March, 
Rodman rejoined the Long Beach Jam, just in time for the 
league’s title game against Kansas City at the Pyramid. 

“I’m in the unique position to be the first player ever to 
win the ABA and NBA championship in the same season,” 
Rodman told the media after signing a one-day contract. The 
matchup was a close and tight game throughout, with nu-
merous lead changes down the stretch. A game-winning steal 
by Geno Carlisle in the closing moments iced Long Beach’s 
126-123 win. In the Jam’s inaugural season, they dethroned 
the Knights as champions of the New ABA. 

Dennis Rodman picked up 14 rebounds in 24 minutes. “If 
I’d played 30 or 35 minutes, I’d have gotten 20 rebounds 
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easy. In the NBA it would have been the same thing. Hopeful-
ly I’ll get a call in the next couple of weeks.” According to 
Prince, the list of NBA teams interested in signing Rodman 
had suddenly swelled to six... including two from California. 

But as the weeks flew by, it looked like Rodman’s unique 
double was never to be. He would have to settle for being the 
first person in history to win a semi-pro basketball title and 
Celebrity Mole in the same season. In the show’s finale on 
February 18, Rodman defeated former supermodel Angie 
Everhart and ex-Hangin’ With Mr. Cooper star Mark Curry to 
win the grand prize of $220,000. 

And all throughout, Dennis Rodman remained in his own 
reality, separated slightly from everybody else’s. “I wasn’t 
worried about winning a championship,” he said after the 
winner-take-all ABA championship game. “Because I didn’t 
know that the championship was today. I thought this was 
the beginning of the playoffs. But this is great anyway.” 


