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            Chapter One


      The Girl Who Hated Basketball


      “Why don’t you play basketball?”


      That was the last question twelve-year-old Lisa Leslie wanted to hear. She was just beginning the seventh grade in Carson,

         California, a city near Los Angeles, and she was already six feet, two inches tall. She wasn’t very comfortable being so much

         taller than the other children her age. Nearly every day either a teacher or an older student walked up to her and, before

         they even said hello or introduced themselves, asked Lisa the same old question.

      


      “Why don’t you play basketball?”


      Exasperated at being asked the same question over and over, Lisa often answered, “Because I hate it!” She was so tired of

         the question that she decided she hated basketball and never wanted to play.

      


      Still, that didn’t stop anyone from asking her if she



          played. In desperation, Lisa finally decided to give the game a try. She thought that if she did, people might stop asking

         her about it.

      


      One day she went to the local playground, Victoria Park, which had some outdoor basketball courts. She asked the boys her

         age who played there if she could play, too. Since most of the boys were at least six inches shorter than Lisa, they were

         glad to have someone her height on their side. Despite the fact that she had barely played the game before, she was a good

         athlete and quickly learned how to rebound and block shots. And if she got the ball close to the basket, she was almost certain

         to score. None of the boys could jump high enough to block her shots.

      


      To her surprise, she soon discovered that she enjoyed playing. She became friends with the other players at the playground

         and quickly improved. Now when someone asked her, “Why don’t you play basketball?” she held her head up high and said, “I

         do.”

      


      Later that fall, all the boys she played with at the playground joined a local youth basketball league that played at the

         park. One of the boys on the team asked Lisa if she’d like to join them.

      


      

         She thought for a moment, then said, “Sure.” There wasn’t a separate league for girls, so if she wanted to play, she would

         have to play with the boys. She wanted to play, so she joined the all-boys team.

      


      At the team’s first game, Lisa started at center. Every time her team brought the ball up-court, Lisa stood under the basket

         waving her hands and asking for the ball. But time after time her teammates ignored her. They kept the ball to themselves

         and tried to make difficult shots.

      


      The coach of Lisa’s team called a time-out. Her team was falling far behind.


      “Hey!” the coach yelled at his players. “What are you doing? She’s wide open under the basket! Give Lisa the ball!”


      Lisa’s teammates looked at the ground. Even though they knew Lisa was a good player, they were embarrassed to play in front

         of other boys with a girl on their team. But they were also embarrassed to be so far behind so early in the game. They realized

         that the coach was right. If they wanted to win, they had to play together as a team.

      


      They went back onto the court, and when the referee blew his whistle, they put the ball into play.

          Lisa worked her way under the basket and waved for the ball. One of her teammates lofted a pass in her direction.

      


      Lisa jumped up, caught the ball, and held it high over her head. The boys on the other team tried to jump up and knock it

         out of her hands, but they were too short and couldn’t reach it. Then Lisa spun around, keeping one foot on the ground in

         one place so she wouldn’t be called for traveling. She jumped and shot the ball toward the basket.

      


      It rattled around the rim and then dropped through. Two points!


      Lisa’s teammates cheered and slapped her on the back as she ran back down-court to play defense. As she remembered later,

         “They got me the ball and we won.”

      


      Ever since that day, Lisa Leslie has gotten the ball every time she has stepped onto a basketball court. More often than not,

         her team has won. Playing the game she once hated has taken her all around the world, provided a college education, put her

         picture on the cover of fashion magazines, and given her the opportunity to earn an Olympic gold medal. Today, as a star player

         for the Los Angeles Sparks of the

          Women’s National Basketball Association, she earns her living playing basketball. She is considered one of the best female

         basketball players ever.

      


      Lisa is still approached by strangers who ask her questions. But now they don’t ask her, “Do you play basketball?” Instead,

         they usually ask, “Can I have your autograph?”

      


      The girl who hated basketball has come a long way.


   

      


            Chapter Two:


      1972-1985


      Learning to Stand Tall


      Lisa Leslie was born on July 7, 1972, the second child of Walter and Christine Leslie. She grew up in Compton, California,

         a city near Los Angeles.

      


      When Lisa was four years old and her older sister, Dionne, was nine, their parents split up. Walter Leslie left home, never

         to return. All of a sudden, Christine Leslie was alone, a single mother with two young daughters to take care of.

      


      Christine Leslie was proud and hardworking. She promised herself to do the best she could to take care of her children. She

         got a job with the post office as a letter carrier. While she worked, Lisa and her sister stayed with a baby-sitter when they

         weren’t in school.

      


      Life wasn’t easy for Christine, but she didn’t complain. After walking miles each day delivering

          the mail, she came home and spent time with her children. She took care of the house, made sure that both girls finished

         their homework, and did her best to see that her daughters were happy and healthy.

      


      Both Dionne and Lisa were tall even when they were very young. When Lisa was in second grade, her teacher, who was five-foot-two,

         called her mother and said, “I was wondering if you knew your daughter is taller than everyone in the class, including me.”

      


       Christine Leslie just laughed. Everyone in Lisa’s family was tall. Walter Leslie was six-foot-five, and Christine was six-foot-three.

         Both parents had played basketball in high school. Walter Leslie had been so good that when he was a young man, he had even

         earned extra money playing for a local semiprofessional team.

      


      Christine knew what it was like to be the tallest girl in her class. While she was growing up, she had often been teased.

         It had been a painful experience, and for a long time she had been embarrassed by her height.

      


      She wanted to make sure that neither of her daughters ever felt the same way. She stood tall and

          took great pride in her appearance. Every chance she had, she told the girls that they were beautiful and intelligent and

         that if they worked hard, they could accomplish anything they wanted to. She told them that being so tall was a sign that

         they were descended from African royalty and that they should feel honored. Her favorite saying was “Being tall is nothing

         to be ashamed of.”

      


      When she bought the girls new school clothes at the end of each summer, she held a pretend fashion show so they’d feel good

         about themselves. She taught them how to walk like fashion models and turn around to show off their clothes. Then the girls

         would dress in their favorite outfits and model for their mother and her friends and relatives.

      


      Dionne and Lisa loved the fashion shows so much that Christine eventually sent the girls to a local charm school, where they

         were taught by a woman who had once worked with professional models. They had to practice walking with books balanced on their

         heads and were taught proper manners and how to dress. Once in a while, they even got to model for real at shows put on by

         the charm school

          and local merchants. Lisa and her sister both grew up to be confident and proud.

      


      But that didn’t mean they were never teased. At school, some kids still called Lisa “Olive Oyl,” after the tall, skinny character

         in the Popeye cartoons. Although the jeers bothered Lisa, she tried not to let it show. Her mother told her to ignore the taunts. “Someone

         is always going to say something negative,” she said. “But small minds, you don’t pay attention to.” Besides, she teased,

         someday those boys calling you names will be calling for a date!

      


      When Lisa was nine years old, her mother decided to quit her job at the post office. By this time, she had another daughter,

         Tiffany, who was only two. It was hard to raise her children on a letter carrier’s salary.

      


      Christine learned how to drive a big eighteen-wheel tractor-trailer and became a long-distance truck driver, called a long-hauler.

         At the beginning of each trip, she loaded her truck with goods that needed to be hauled to the East Coast, then spent four

         or five days driving across country, sleeping at truck stops in a small bunk in the back of her truck's

          cab. After she delivered the goods, she picked up another load and returned with it to California.

      


      Although there were very few women working as long-haulers, nothing stopped Christine Leslie. She was confident of her own

         abilities and knew she could drive a truck as well as any man could.

      


      She made a lot more money but her job took her away from home for days at a time. Her children were too young to stay at home

         by themselves, so Christine had to hire a live-in housekeeper to watch over them.

      


      Lisa was proud of her mother, but she was sad each time she went away To make herself feel better, Lisa would spend hours

         looking through the family photo album, gazing at pictures that showed her together with her mother and her sisters.

      


      “There were some sad times,” she once told a reporter. “Mom had to travel so far away. But we understood. It made me mature

         really fast.”

      


      With their mother gone so much, Lisa and her sisters realized that they had to help one another out and be responsible. Each

         girl did chores such as cleaning the house and doing laundry. They knew that every time their mother returned home, she

          was exhausted from driving. They wanted her to be proud of them.

      


      When school let out for summer vacation, there was no need for a live-in housekeeper. Lisa’s mother wanted the family to spend

         as much time together as possible, so they’d all pile into the big cab of her truck and spend the summer driving back and

         forth across the country.

      


      It was sometimes tough traveling so much, but overall the family enjoyed it. Lisa and her sisters got to see the entire country,

         from the Rocky Mountains to the wheat fields of the Midwest, to big cities such as New York and Chicago. They read books to

         one another, sang songs, laughed, and sometimes argued. But they were together, and that was all that mattered.

      


      Although they occasionally slept in motels, they usually shared the small bunk in the back of the cab. “We had to hold on

         to one another,” Lisa once told a reporter, laughing. “That probably helped us. We hold on to one another now in a lot of

         ways.”

      

OEBPS/images/9780316093965.jpg
~ MATT CHRISTOPHER

On the Court with...

 liealeslie






