Eric Smith's Raptors Lowdown: Carter Under Scrutiny
I'm glad I'm not Vince Carter. 

The pressure is too high. The spotlight is too bright. The constant criticism is overwhelming. 

Every decision questioned. Every comment analyzed and picked apart. 

The latest issue VC has had to deal with has to do with the 2003 NBA All-Star Game in Atlanta, where the fans - to represent the Eastern Conference as a starter, despite appearing in only 14 games this season, voted him in -. 

Had the game been based on his credentials this year, there's no way Vince would be flying to Georgia this weekend. He's been hampered with two different knee injuries thus far, unable to contribute to the Raptors' dismal season in any significant way. But that's not the point. 

The point is - based on more than one million votes - the fans want to see Vince Carter on February 9. In fact, Carter was just 16,000 votes shy of being the leading vote getter in the East (he finished just behind Tracy McGrady). 

But the critics are lining up to take their shots at Carter. Given the fact that 2003 will be Michael Jordan's swansong, there is a growing sentiment around basketball circles that Carter should step away from his starter's role, and let Jordan start at forward for the Eastern Conference. Carter sees it another way. 

"To say 'Thanks, but no thanks' . . . that'd be a slap in the face to the fans. I might as well not show up then," he said. "I think I owe it to the fans to be out there in the starting lineup . . . because they voted me in." 

What may be hurting Vince's reputation is the fact that both McGrady and Allen Iverson offered to step aside for Jordan. Carter didn't. But their situations are completely different. 

In 2002, Carter went down with a knee injury in the final game before the All-Star break. As a result, he was N/A for the game in Philadelphia a few days later. Then the playoffs rolled around, and Carter was still on the sidelines - rehabbing from surgery - as Toronto lost a battle with the Detroit Pistons in a nasty five-game series. 

When October was finally upon us and the 2002-03 season just weeks away, Vince appeared ready to make his dramatic return to the NBA. He looked solid throughout Toronto's training camp and preseason games. But during the third game of the regular season - November 2 - Carter was knocked out of action again. He struggled with his health and rehab - and even an attempted comeback - until finally returning to the Raps again last week. 

Yet, through all that drama, and all of those setbacks, the fans have stuck by Vince Carter. And now he's supposed to step aside for Jordan - and hand over the spot that the fans have given him? I don't think so. 

"I think sometimes [the critics] say things without sitting back and thinking, 'Why is he making that decision,'" said Carter. "Well, there's a reason why - it's the million-plus people that voted for me. 

"I think it's an honour. I was voted in there, so why not fulfill that honour. I don't care what [the critics] say. I'm just fortunate enough that [the fans] feel strongly that I should be in the starting lineup, so I'm going to go out there and play." 

Carter admitted that if the last year had not been as stressful and frustrating as it was - and if he was entering the All-Star weekend without the 12-16 months of injuries weighing on him - he would likely follow suit with the sentiments of McGrady and Iverson, and make way for MJ. 

"Then it might be different," he said. "It could be different. But it's not that way this year." 

The critics can't see that. 

I'm just glad I'm not Vince Carter. I couldn't take the headaches. 
