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Introduction


ON THE MORNING of the 1997 national championship game, I was sitting in an Indianapolis coffee shop with a couple of friends when I heard someone calling my name. I looked over and saw a couple, probably in their late sixties, sitting at a table diagonally across from where we were seated.


“John, who do you like tonight?” the man said once I looked in his direction.


I was prepared for the question. Since I appear on ESPN during the basketball season, it’s not unusual for basketball fans to recognize me. Most are either polite or friendly. Some are neither. These folks fell into the polite and friendly category. So, I smiled and gave them the answer I had been giving everyone since late Saturday night.


“I like the Wildcats,” I said firmly.


This was my kind of pick, since the final matched the Kentucky Wildcats and the Arizona Wildcats. The couple looked at me blankly for a moment, figured out that I was firmly entrenched on a comfortable fence, and laughed. The man walked over to our table and introduced himself.


“If you don’t want to answer that one,” he said, check in hand, his wife now standing next to him, “answer a serious question for me.”


I’m not big on serious questions, especially when I don’t know the motivation behind them. Then again, if the serious question was something like, “How do you like Indy?” I could handle it. (I love Indy.)


“What’s the question?” I asked, cautiously.


“You’ve been around,” the man said. So far no argument. “Didn’t you think Dean got outcoached on Saturday?”


I burst out laughing. Dean Smith has won more college basketball games (879) than anyone who has ever lived. He is a role model for almost anyone who has ever coached at any level. In 1,132 games as a head coach, I would guess he’s been outcoached a half dozen times. Maybe. Of course, since I am a 1977 graduate of Duke and since Smith has coached all of those 1,132 games eleven miles down the road at the University of North Carolina, many people assume that my relationship with Smith is a hostile one. That’s just not true. We agree often and disagree often. He is as stubborn and competitive as anyone I have ever met, intensely shy and difficult to interview because he literally begins squirming when you ask any question that is even a little bit personal. But I have tremendous respect for him and the program he has created over these many years in Chapel Hill.


“Let me ask you a question,” I said in reply to the query about Dean being outcoached. “Was it Dean’s fault that his best shooter was one for thirteen? Was it his fault that his team couldn’t make a jump shot all day? Is that coaching?”


The man shook his head. “It’s just that Dean’s sixty-six. Maybe the game is passing him by.”


This had to be a setup. “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. “After all, he only won twenty-eight games this year and got to the Final Four. And he’d only won sixteen straight games before Saturday.”


Now the man looked surprised. “I’m not saying he hasn’t been a wonderful coach,” he said. “You see, we’re Carolina fans and we just want what’s best for the Tar Heels.”


Of course. What’s best for the Tar Heels. “Sir, with all due respect, if you think that Dean Smith not coaching Carolina is what’s best for the Tar Heels, then you don’t know anything at all about basketball.”


Now, he was put out. “I’ve been watching basketball since before you were born.”


“I don’t doubt it. I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree.”


His wife was tugging on his arm. “Seriously,” he said one more time, “who do you really like tonight?”


“I really like the Wildcats.”


The conversation reminded me why coaching is never as easy or glamorous as it appears to be, especially in the Atlantic Coast Conference. After all, if the winningest coach ever can be a target for disgruntled fans—his own fans—after losing a Final Four game, who isn’t a target? My guess is the couple in Indy do not represent a majority of Carolina fans, but I would also guess they aren’t unique either.


And it isn’t as if Carolina fans are any different from fans at other schools. Here is a small sampling of comments I have heard from ACC fans—season-ticket-holder types who follow the game closely—in the last twelve months:


“He’s lost interest. He isn’t working at recruiting, that’s why we aren’t getting any players. He ought to just go coach in the NBA and we’ll get someone in here who cares” (longtime Maryland fan and booster talking about Gary Williams after the Terrapins had reached the NCAA tournament for a third straight year in 1996 but lost in the first round).


“I can’t believe we’re paying him that kind of money. We could get a dozen guys in there to do what he’s done” (Wake Forest alumnus and self-proclaimed basketball expert talking about Dave Odom, who has taken a program that had missed the NCAAs for five straight years before he arrived to seven straight tournaments and back-to-back ACC titles in ’95 and ’96 after Wake had gone thirty-three years without winning one).


“He owes us all an explanation for not playing Newton. If he had played Newton, we might have gone to the Final Four” (Duke fan angered by the benching of senior center Greg Newton, insisting that he knows more basketball than Mike Krzyzewski, who has only won two national titles and been to seven Final Fours and who won the ACC regular season title in 1997 after sitting Newton down).


This is just a sampling. Trust me, I could go on. Every coach alive is second-guessed by his fans, no matter how much he has won or how long he has been a consistent winner. Coaches understand intellectually that it comes with the territory. But they are all sensitive to it and are often angered by it. They make a lot of money because the public cares about what they do. This is the price they pay.


That’s true, to some degree, at every level of coaching, including Little League or peewee, where there’s always some parent whose kid isn’t playing enough. Big-time college basketball is a coach’s game. The players, no matter how brilliant, come and go—faster all the time these days—so the constant is the coaches. Inevitably, they become the stars, even someone spotlight-shy like Smith. They become rich and famous, and in some cases become raving, raging egomaniacs.


There’s nothing wrong with criticizing coaches. They make mistakes like the rest of us, and, for the money they are paid, they should answer to the public to some degree. It is the rush to judgment that I find amazing. Dean Smith loses one game and he’s over the hill? And this sort of hysteria isn’t limited to fans. Read some of the newspaper clippings from last January when Carolina was 0–3 in the ACC. When it comes to hysteria, there’s no place like the ACC during basketball season.


My first memories of ACC basketball date back to the 1960s, when the ACC game of the week was televised in New York City on WPIX on tape delay. I would always check the newspaper in the morning to find out what the ACC TV game was and then try to make a point not to know the final score before the game came on. I remember the 1966 Duke team with Bob Verga and Jeff Mullins that lost to Kentucky in the national semifinals and the Larry Miller Carolina team that lost to Dayton in the same round a year later. I also remember that the TV announcers seemed to think that Charles Scott’s full name was actually “Charles Scott the first black player in the history of the University of North Carolina.”


It had never occurred to me that there were teams that didn’t have black players, so I really didn’t understand what all the hoo-ha was about until I was much older. After all, the greatest basketball player alive as far as I was concerned was Willis Reed, and Walt Frazier and Cazzie Russell weren’t far behind.


As a teenager, I used to go to every game of the National Invitation Tournament. Back then, the entire tournament was played in Madison Square Garden. I remember going to a Saturday triple-header in 1971 that began at 11 A.M. and seeing North Carolina beat Massachusetts in the opener, 90–49. That was Julius Erving’s last college game. Years later, when Erving made the mistake of teasing Dean Smith about a game the Tar Heels had lost, Smith smiled sweetly at him and said, “And what was the final score of your last college game, Julius?”


Later in that tournament, I saw my first Duke–North Carolina game. Both schools made the semifinals. Carolina won, 73–67. I was torn watching the game. I was a big fan of Dick DeVenzio, the clever little Duke guard, but my friends and I had adopted a Carolina benchwarmer named Don Eggleston as our hero. The Egg, as we called him, never got into games, but he was up on every play leading cheers from the Carolina bench. Initially, we assumed he was a freshman whose time would come in later years. It wasn’t until Carolina won the championship game and the Egg went out to accept the trophy as one of the senior captains that we understood that we would never see his like again.


I was thrilled for the Egg, disappointed for DeVenzio, especially when Duke blew a big lead in the consolation game and lost to St. Bonaventure in overtime.


My decision on where to go to college was made on a Saturday afternoon in Cameron Indoor Stadium. That afternoon, a Duke team that would finish 12–14 beat number two–ranked Maryland, 83–79. The students mockingly sang “Amen” to the Terrapins and Lefty Driesell, since that was the song the Maryland pep band played when victories in Cole Field House had been wrapped up. I had never been in a basketball atmosphere like Cameron. It was also sixty degrees outside on a January afternoon. My mind was made up.


Duke was awful during my four years as an undergraduate, finishing last or tied for last in the ACC every year. But I had a great time learning my way around the ACC as a reporter at the Duke student paper, The Chronicle. I could always get Dean Smith or Lefty Driesell to return my phone calls by saying, “I just want to give Coach Smith/Driesell a chance to respond to what Coach Driesell/Smith said about him.” Amazingly, they always called back. I found out that if you wanted to talk to Norman Sloan at NC State, you called during lunch hour because he often answered the phone himself.


I learned how to do passable imitations of Dean and Lefty, a requirement if you were going to cover the ACC. Years later, I was talking to Smith one day along with his sports information director, Rick Brewer. I believe Rick first went to work at Carolina at the age of six. He does Dean about as well as anyone. Dean was saying that he had been told that Phil Ford did him almost perfectly, but whenever he asked Phil to do the imitation, Phil claimed he had no idea what he was talking about.


“I hear you do me pretty well,” Dean said.


“Well, actually, Dean, Rick does you a lot better than I do,” I said.


Smith looked at Brewer. “Rick,” he said, “do you do me?”


Brewer turned beet red. He hemmed and hawed for a couple of minutes, then said, “Coach, everybody does you.”


He was right. Everyone did Dean. Everyone still does.


The ACC was different in the seventies than it is now. It was smaller (seven schools as opposed to nine) and less corporate, and it seemed, to me anyway, that everyone knew everyone. Even in the nineties, there is still a certain intimacy about the league, even though virtually every basketball game is on TV now and millions of dollars pour through the coffers. Many of the same people who covered the ACC when I was in college still cover it. Some could easily have moved on to other jobs and bigger markets but chose not to because they loved what they were doing.


The coaches are more collegial now than they were then, perhaps because they’re all rich or perhaps because, as Gary Williams points out, they don’t necessarily have to beat one another to win a national championship. For a long time, that wasn’t the case because to play for the national championship you had to win the ACC tournament. My freshman year at Duke was the last year that each league got only one bid to the NCAA tournament, and, probably not coincidentally, it produced the greatest ACC final ever, the 103–100 NC State over Maryland overtime epic. I still remember John Lucas sitting down on the press table practically in my lap during the awards ceremony, crying so hard the table shook. After that, the league decided that only the winners had to remain on the floor after the final.


What hasn’t changed are the rivalries. Fans are emotional about their teams everywhere, but because of the ACC’s geographic makeup, there is more intermingling of fans from the various schools than in any other league. Duke and North Carolina are the prime example, but in varying degrees ACC alumni encounter one another constantly. Teasing about the ups and downs of each other’s teams is a constant part of life in the league. And because the media covers ACC basketball so intently and so constantly fans feel as if they know the coaches, especially those who stay a long time.


As the 1997–98 season begins, Dean Smith has just retired after thirty-six years at Carolina; Mike Krzyzewski is in his eighteenth at Duke; Bobby Cremins is in his seventeenth at Georgia Tech; Dave Odom and Gary Williams are in their ninth years at Wake Forest and Maryland; and Jeff Jones, who many ACC fans still remember vividly as a player, is in his eighth year at Virginia. The new kids on the block are Rick Barnes, fourth year at Clemson; Herb Sendek, second at NC State; and the rookie, Steve Robinson, of Florida State. For the most part, ACC coaches stick around. After all, where would they want to go? They make very good money, have huge recruiting budgets, and—if they win—they are treated like royalty.


This book is about coaching and coaches in the ACC. Who are these guys? What makes them the coaches and the men that they are? How are they similar, how different? How do they deal with the pressures of the job and with one another? Because I have been around the league and college basketball for so many years, I have had the chance to know eight of the nine ’96–97 league coaches for a long time. In some cases I knew them long before they were coaching in the ACC. The exception is Herb Sendek, whom I had only met briefly before he arrived at NC State in the spring of 1996.


Seven of them were willing to give me what amounted to complete access to them and their teams during the 1996–97 season. That included entrée to practices and coaches’ meetings; being in the locker room before games, at halftime, and immediately after games; and sitting close enough to the benches so I could listen in on huddles during the game. In each case, when I asked for this access, I told the coach that anytime he felt uncomfortable because of my presence, all he had to do was ask me to leave and I would, no questions asked. To the credit of those seven men, none of them ever asked me to do that.


The two coaches who did not grant me complete access were Herb Sendek and Dean Smith. Sendek said he simply didn’t feel comfortable with a stranger in his locker room when he was talking to his players. I understood completely. What Herb did do was give me all the time I asked for with him and, in a number of cases, re-create for me things he had said in the locker room during games.


I knew when I first conceived this project that Dean Smith wasn’t going to let me into his locker room. When I wrote my first book in 1986 and had complete access to Bob Knight’s locker room at Indiana, I remember Dean expressing amazement. “You mean he lets you hear everything?” he asked me.


“Everything,” I said.


“I wouldn’t let my mother do that,” Smith said.


And, it should be remembered, unlike most coaches, Smith doesn’t use profanity, so his mother probably would not have been offended by anything he said.


In the spring of 1996, he had rephrased his answer. “I wouldn’t let the President of the United States in my locker room,” he said.


I knew that, but I figured I had to give it a shot. “Dean,” I said, “the President’s not writing a book on ACC basketball.”


In the end, he gave me all the cooperation I could possibly have hoped for: four lengthy interviews (one preseason, two in-season, one postseason), none of which he could possibly have enjoyed, and a willingness to walk me through many of his routines: when he arrived for a game; when he spoke to the players; what he did at halftime and after games. The only time he balked was when I asked him what prayers, if any, he and his team said in the locker room before and after a game.


“That’s none of your business,” he said. “That’s private.”


A couple of weeks later, he waved me over prior to a game at Clemson and said quietly, “We say the Lord’s Prayer before the game and a prayer to a general creator after the game. [Frank] McGuire did the Lord’s Prayer, so I just kept doing it when I took over. I do the other after the game because I don’t want any of the players thinking that they have to participate in a Christian prayer if they don’t want to.”


I thanked him for changing his mind. “I figured if you really wanted to find out you could,” he said. “This way, at least, you’ll understand my thought process.”


Of course understanding the thought processes of all nine coaches was what I was trying to do all winter. It was never easy, but I think all nine of them went out of their way to help me make the attempt. I can honestly say I like and respect each of them and I hope every one of them makes the Final Four someday—or again, someday. Wouldn’t it be great if some year, the ACC did what former Duke player Gene Banks once predicted. “If the ACC got six teams into the NCAAs,” Banks said, “they’d all make the Final Four.”


OK, maybe that can’t happen. But if the ACC ever sent four teams to the finals, no doubt, the three coaches who didn’t win would be second-guessed all summer by their fans.
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One Shining Moment


IN COLLEGE BASKETBALL, when you say the words “Monday Night,” they mean only one thing: the national championship game. Every coach dreams of seeing his team play on Monday Night. Throughout each season coaches tell their players over and over what it will take to play on Monday Night. To those who follow the college game, Monday Night has every bit as much meaning as Super Sunday does to fans of pro football.


The great Al McGuire, who twice reached Monday Night when he was the coach at Marquette, always tells coaches to remember to pause and take a look around when they walk on the floor on Monday Night. “There is nothing like that feeling,” McGuire tells them. “You are at the absolute top of your profession. You are coaching in the one game that every coach dreams of coaching in.”


Each year, only two coaches get their teams to Monday Night. The rest watch. Although every Division I college basketball coach in America has a ticket for Monday Night, very few of them actually come to the arena. Most have been in town earlier in the week for the annual coaches’ convention that is part of the Final Four, but few stay for Monday Night. They all say it is because there is work to be done back home, and all are telling the truth. Or part of the truth. For most, being that close to the grand stage but not being on it is simply too painful.


So, they leave. But they all watch the game. Everyone in basketball watches Monday Night.


Technically, there are 306 schools competing to play on Monday Night. Most of them have no real chance to get there. But because it only takes thirteen players (or less) to field a college basketball team, and because the potential for riches is great, almost every university with a gym either plays in Division I or aspires to play there. By contrast, only 112 schools play Division I-A football.


Even among the sixty-four who make the NCAA tournament field, only a handful have a serious chance of playing on Monday Night. For Coppin State and Navy, Valparaiso and Boston University, Fairfield and Jackson State (among others), just being in the field is a thrill and a financial windfall. Winning a game—as Coppin did in 1997—is gravy. Anything beyond that is basketball nirvana. For a majority of the 306, Monday Night is nothing more than a fantasy.


For a chosen few—fifty, perhaps sixty schools—Monday Night is the goal. In the major conferences, the ones whose games are on TV throughout the season, it is the benchmark of success for every coach.


Nowhere is that more true than in the Atlantic Coast Conference. The ACC may not be the most powerful basketball conference in the country every single year, but year in and year out it is the most consistent. It is the deepest in talent and the most competitive. There are few off nights in the ACC. Every other league in the country has a team or two or three that the top teams know they will beat every time they play unless they make an absolute pratfall. That’s just not true in the ACC. In 1997, Georgia Tech finished last in the ACC. A year earlier, the Yellow Jackets had finished first. Seven years earlier, they came within one game of playing on Monday Night. That’s how quickly fortunes can change in the ACC. Let down just the slightest bit and you become instant roadkill.


The eighth-place team in the league in 1997 was North Carolina State. During the ’96–97 season, the Wolfpack beat the team that finished first, one of the teams that tied for second, and both teams that tied for fourth. It lost to the other second-place team by one point in one game and blew a nine-point lead in the last two minutes in another.


No off nights.


On this Monday Night, a cold windy last day of March 1997 in Indianapolis, none of the nine ACC teams were in the building. There were seats reserved for the players from North Carolina because they had reached the Final Four, coming within one victory of Monday Night. But the Tar Heels were nowhere to be found. They had flown home to Chapel Hill—devastated, even after a remarkable 28–7 season that had included a sixteen-victory, two-month winning streak—twenty-four hours before the championship game began.


Their coach, Dean Smith, had walked out of the RCA Dome on Saturday evening after the loss to Arizona looking crushed. Two weeks earlier, he had become the winningest coach in the history of college basketball. The look on his face as he walked to his car showed a man who wasn’t thinking about the 879 games he had won, but of the one that had just gotten away. That’s the way coaches are. They remember the losses much longer than the wins.


But that’s part of the job. Almost all successful coaches—at least the ones good enough to get into the NCAA tournament field—end their season with a loss. When it is all said and done, only two coaches get to Monday Night. And only one wins.


The only ACC coach in the building for 1997’s Monday Night was Duke coach Mike Krzyzewski. As Arizona and Kentucky dueled on the floor of the RCA Dome, Krzyzewski sat about one hundred feet away on a raised CBS-TV platform that had been built directly above the tunnel Kentucky was using to get to and from the court. Krzyzewski had a perfect view of the other tunnel, on the far side of the arena, the one Arizona would use—the same tunnel his Duke team had used six years earlier on Monday Night.


It was in this building—then known as the Hoosier Dome, before RCA paid millions to rename it—that Krzyzewski’s coaching career and his life had changed forever. On a magic final weekend, he and his players had pulled off one of the most monumental upsets in NCAA tournament history, beating the defending national champion, Nevada–Las Vegas, in the semifinals. UNLV was 34–0 going into the Final Four and had already been anointed as one of the greatest teams of all time. A year earlier, UNLV and Duke had met in the national championship game and the final score had been 103–73, the most lopsided final in the tournament’s fifty-two-year history. Given virtually no chance the next year to keep the game close, much less win it, the Blue Devils had won.


In 1995, after taking Duke to four championship games in five years, Krzyzewski had missed the last two months of a disastrous Duke season because of back problems and exhaustion. He had, for all intents and purposes, crashed—physically, mentally, and emotionally. He wondered then if he would ever coach again, if he even wanted to coach again.


He had come back in the 1996 season, but continued to wonder if coaching was what he wanted to do. Six weeks before Arizona and Kentucky met, Krzyzewski had turned fifty. Watching the season’s final game, Krzyzewski knew there was only one thing he wanted to do with his life right now: get his team back to Monday Night.


Back in Chapel Hill, Dean Smith watched the game in his living room along with his wife, Linnea. Like his archrival, Krzyzewski, Smith had taken teams to the final game five times and, like Krzyzewski, had won twice. Six years, including this year, he had taken teams to the Final Four, only to lose in the semifinals.


At sixty-six, Smith was one of the coaching icons in the game’s history. He had coached at North Carolina for thirty-six years, winning every one of those record-setting 879 games there. He had been at Carolina so long that he had coached in three different arenas, the most recent a 21,444-seat palace that bore his name.


All winter, there had been rumors circulating in the ACC that Smith was going to retire at season’s end. He would break Adolph Rupp’s record of 876 victories and he might also have a fairy-tale national championship. The possibility of the latter had ended against Arizona when Smith’s team made seven of 11 shots to start the game and then missed 47 of its next 63. The Tar Heels had been rattled by Arizona’s speed and, after a jackrabbit start, had played the next ten minutes about as poorly and carelessly as a Smith-coached team could possibly play. That bothered Smith almost as much as losing the game did—perhaps more. His team had played so well during February and March and then arrived at the Final Four and fallen to pieces.


In the aftermath of the loss to Arizona, Smith had been asked about Arizona’s quickness. A stream-of-consciousness talker—the previous day he had turned a question about Adolph Rupp into a lengthy monologue about his former player and assistant Larry Brown becoming a father again at the age of fifty-seven—he had somehow finished his answer by predicting that Arizona and Duke would be in the Final Four next year. Smith did that often—predicting success for Duke. It was a defense mechanism, but also a reflection of the rivalry between Carolina and Duke and between their two hugely successful coaches. Neither was ever far from the other’s thoughts.


Now, as he watched Arizona and Kentucky, Smith was again struck by Arizona’s speed and poise. He felt better understanding that his team’s loss hadn’t been a fluke. Arizona was good. It had beaten Kansas, the pretournament favorite, in the round of sixteen, a devastating loss for Smith’s ex-assistant, Roy Williams. Now, it had beaten North Carolina and Kentucky. The best team had won.


But Smith knew his team wasn’t far from being that good. He believed his team had been worthy of this Monday Night. He knew that if his best player, sophomore Antawn Jamison, returned to play another year of college ball, his team would have a chance to be very good again in 1998. Still, even though it had been a good season, it had been a long, tiring winter. Again.


And even though he had a contract to coach four more years, he had no idea how much longer he would want to coach. This year had been fun. Some of the previous ones hadn’t been. He hoped he would be as eager next October as he had been for the thirty-six previous ones.


Wake Forest coach Dave Odom also watched the final with his wife that night. Lynn Odom had driven to their brand-new beach house on North Carolina’s eastern shore on the same day that Odom had flown to Indianapolis for the Final Four. Odom had a number of meetings to go to there and he always looked forward to seeing his friends in the coaching fraternity. Few men in coaching had more friends than Odom.


Most years, Lynn would have gone too. She enjoyed Dave’s friends and was close to a number of the wives she had met through the years. This year, though, with the new house finally ready after more than two years of planning, she decided to go to the beach. What’s more, this was the Final Four that Dave and Lynn Odom had planned on attending as participants rather than spectators. The reality—that Wake Forest’s season had ended three wins shy of that goal—was a painful one. Lynn didn’t have to go; Dave did.


Seeing other coaches was good for him. It reminded him of how much he enjoyed being in the business. The toughest part came on Thursday night at the NCAA’s annual “Salute Dinner,” which was really a snooty NCAA way of throwing a party for its various corporate sponsors. Odom found himself sitting at a table with Clemson’s Rick Barnes, Virginia’s Jeff Jones, and Georgia Tech’s Bobby Cremins.


“You know what we ought to do,” he said as they were taking their seats. “We ought to go over and congratulate Dean on the record and getting to the Final Four.”


The others nodded. There had always been an unseen barrier between Smith and the other ACC coaches. Part of it came from Smith being the target in the league for so many years. Part of it came from his shyness, which some coaches saw as aloofness. Years before, when Smith had been the same age as most of the other top coaches in the league, they constantly sniped at him, convinced that he was always sniping at them. When Lefty Driesell was the coach at Maryland, he often said that he was convinced that the name of the coach at North Carolina was “that goddamn Dean,” because North Carolina State coach Norman Sloan would call him almost every morning screaming, “Do you know what that goddamn Dean just did!”


Now, Smith was twelve years older than Odom, the league’s second-oldest coach. Jones and NC State coach Herb Sendek weren’t even born when Smith arrived at North Carolina. He is respected now as the elder statesman, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t antipathy. Smith and Krzyzewski haven’t gotten along since 1984, when Krzyzewski insisted there was a “double standard” in the way ACC referees worked—one for North Carolina, another for the rest of the league. Smith still bridles at that claim, and the two men have exchanged brickbats—publicly and privately—ever since. In 1995, Rick Barnes’s first year in the league, he and Smith nearly fought during an ACC tournament game. A year later, they were called to Commissioner Gene Corrigan’s home and told in no uncertain terms to quit calling each other names in public. Now, they just do it in private.


But time is a healer. After Smith broke the record for most career wins by a college coach, the first ACC coach to write him was Barnes. And so, when Odom suggested crossing the room to offer congratulations, Jones, Barnes, and Cremins followed him to Smith’s table. But Smith hadn’t arrived yet. As organized as he is when it comes to basketball, Smith can be a mess when it comes to matters that aren’t that important to him—like a dinner where he knows he has to speak and doesn’t really want to. “He’ll be here in eleven minutes,” said Woody Durham, who has been North Carolina’s play-by-play man on radio for almost as long as Smith has been the basketball coach.


Odom and company returned to the table. When Odom saw Smith walk in, he suggested another pilgrimage. By now, the others were eating their salads. Later, they said. Odom didn’t want to wait. He walked back to Smith’s table—no small feat since he had had surgery on a toe six days earlier—and put a hand on Smith’s shoulder.


“Coach”—Odom has never been comfortable calling Smith “Dean”—“I just wanted to congratulate you for everything,” he said. “No one’s more deserving.”


Odom meant it. He was awed by the very fact that someone could coach at the ACC’s level of intensity and pressure for thirty-six years, much less win at that level every single year. Smith stood up to shake hands. “Thanks,” he said. Then, awkwardly, not quite sure what to say, he added, “I really thought you”—Wake Forest—“would be here too.”


That thought had been with Odom almost nonstop ever since the clock had hit zero twelve days earlier in Tucson and the Deacons had five fewer points on the scoreboard than Stanford. “Our guards,” he said for about the five hundredth time. “Somewhere, they just lost confidence in their shot and—”


“I never thought they were that good to begin with,” Smith interjected.


Odom couldn’t help himself. He started to laugh. He knew Smith wasn’t putting down his guards; he was trying to say, “It wasn’t your fault.” He also knew that come next January, when North Carolina and Wake Forest were getting ready to play again, Smith would talk about those guards as if they were Oscar Robertson and Jerry West. Nonetheless, he appreciated the gesture.


Later that night, each of the four coaches whose teams would be playing Saturday had to get up and speak briefly. “Someday,” Odom thought, “I want to speak at this dinner.”


That was why watching Monday Night from his living room was difficult. In eight years as the head coach at Wake Forest, he had rebuilt a sagging program into a national power. But the closest Odom had come to Monday Night had been in 1984, when he had been an assistant coach at Virginia and the Cavaliers had lost to Houston in overtime on semifinal Saturday.


The Deacons had played almost flawlessly for fourteen games, looking like a team that might not lose all season. But then chinks had appeared in the armor. They went from a preseason Final Four certainty to a team that shocked no one by losing in the second round to Stanford.


Intellectually, Odom knew he had done everything a coach could do to try and shake his team loose from its malaise. Still, the pain was palpable. Odom had gotten into college coaching later than the other ACC coaches and hadn’t settled in at Wake Forest until he was already forty-six. The only other coach who had been forty when he arrived in the ACC was Maryland’s Gary Williams, who was forty-four when he was hired to coach at his alma mater. But Williams had already been a successful head coach for eleven years by then. Odom’s head coaching résumé when he got to Wake had consisted of a three-year stint at East Carolina that had produced a 38–42 record.


The Wake job had come at a time when Odom wondered if he would ever get the chance to run his own program in the ACC. He had steadily built it, first to respectability, then to this point, this year. It was difficult to look back on a 24–7 season and wonder what had gone wrong, but that was what Odom was doing. As he watched Kentucky and Arizona go at one another, he was struck by the quality of the game. The two teams had speed and quickness. They were both tough. Their coaches seemed to understand them perfectly. Odom had known Rick Pitino since they had worked together at the Five-Star Camp when both were climbing the coaching ladder. He was genuinely happy that his friend had become such a star in the coaching pantheon because he knew how much Pitino craved that sort of recognition.


Odom has never needed the spotlight. But he still felt a craving as he watched the game wind down. “Our basketball team could not have played with Kentucky or Arizona in March,” he said later. “But we could have played with them in December or January. The trouble is, they don’t play the Final Four then. The question I will always ask myself is why we didn’t get better as the season went on. I can speculate, but I’ll never really know. Because if I had known, I would have done something about it.”


The entire Barnes family of Clemson, South Carolina, watched the championship game together. Rick and Candy, Nick and Carly. Nick was twelve, Carly nine. Nick made it to the finish, just before midnight. Carly was sound asleep long before the final buzzer.


Rick Barnes had no regrets about his third season at Clemson. He had looked at the tape of his team’s double-overtime loss to Minnesota in the round of sixteen and had discovered something he hadn’t known in the immediate aftermath of the game. “When we were up 80–74 in the first overtime and they caught us, I thought we’d blown it,” he said. “But when I looked at the tape, I saw that they made some hellacious plays. I mean, hellacious plays. Sometimes, you’ve got to give the other guy credit. As coaches, we don’t always do that. Either our kids messed up or the refs made a bad call—something. Not this game. They just went out and won it.”


The Tigers had come agonizingly close. And yet, Barnes felt no agony, just pride. He knew where the program had been in the spring of 1994 when he had fled Providence after six difficult years to take over the ACC’s worst program. His athletic director, Bobby Robinson, had told him during the interviewing process that Clemson might be the worst team in ACC history the next winter. Instead, the Tigers finished sixth in the league and went down fighting—literally—in the ACC tournament against North Carolina. That game had made it clear to people who Barnes was. He could be both funny and charming and no one liked a practical joke more than he did. But if you missed the competitive side of him, you missed him.


Exactly a year later, again facing North Carolina in the ACC tournament, the Tigers came from behind to win the game. The victory put them in the NCAA tournament. There wasn’t a senior on the team. Suddenly, they had gone from the league’s worst team to a team many thought would finish second to Wake Forest in 1997. The turnaround was breathtaking.


Barnes was now a hot young coach. At forty-two, his name seemed to come up every time a major school was looking for a coach. He had no interest in leaving Clemson. Candy loved living there. Both had grown up in western North Carolina, and they were a lot more comfortable living in a small town in the South than they had been living in the Northeast.


Time and again throughout the 1996–97 season, Barnes had told his players, “This is your time; this is what you’ve worked so hard for.” They had responded with twenty-one victories in the regular season, then had come back in the NCAA tournament to beat both Miami of Ohio and Tulsa to reach the Sweet Sixteen. It was the school’s first appearance there since 1990 and only the third in Clemson history. And then they had played and lost a classic against Minnesota.


Only one senior had started for Clemson in the Minnesota game—shooting guard Merl Code. Everyone else would be back. A strong recruiting class was on the way. Clemson would probably begin the ’97–98 season as no worse than a cofavorite to win the ACC. It would be ranked in everyone’s top ten and in a lot of top fives.


All of that, Barnes knew, guaranteed nothing.


“As soon as the championship game was over, I wanted to go to work,” he said. “We were only two games from the Final Four. Hell, we were one shot from the final eight. But I knew how hard we had worked to get that far. I knew how hard Kentucky and Arizona had worked to get where they were. It’s such a fine line. All I wanted to do was remind my players that every drop of sweat they produce this summer will pay off next winter. That last game, that last night is what it’s all about. It has to be your goal. If it isn’t, why bother doing all this?”


Gary Williams, who had once been Barnes’s boss back at Ohio State, felt the same way. In a sense, Williams had done exactly what he had set out to do when he graduated from Maryland thirty years earlier. He had won as a high school coach and been a successful assistant coach at the college level. He had dreamed about being a head coach and had become one at the age of thirty-four. He had built the program at American University into a consistent winner and then moved on to Boston College and Ohio State. He had won at both those places. Finally, in 1989, his dream had come true: Maryland had called and asked him to come back.


He couldn’t say no to Maryland. And so he left a program at Ohio State that was loaded with players to take over one that was loaded with problems. He knew that the NCAA was investigating deposed coach Bob Wade for rules violations and he knew the cocaine-induced death of Len Bias still hung over the campus even three years after it had happened. It wouldn’t be easy, but Williams could handle it. He knew he could handle it because he had always handled coaching challenges. All you did was outwork people. It wasn’t that hard if you wanted it bad enough.


Outworking people couldn’t overcome two years of NCAA sanctions, though, and that was what Maryland got hit with at the end of Williams’s first season. As if to twist the knife a little deeper, the Tournament Committee then left the Terrapins out of the NCAA field even though they had won eighteen games during the regular season.


That was the least of Williams’s troubles. Recruiting got hammered. His private life was in disarray. He was recently divorced and, shortly after his first season at Maryland ended, his fiancée called off their planned wedding and skipped town. That summer, he was stopped on his way home from a golf outing and hit with a DUI charge.


“There were times those first couple of years,” he said, “when I really thought my career was over.” It wasn’t. Williams recruited brilliantly, rebuilt the team, and made it into a fourth straight NCAA tournament in March 1997 before losing in the first round to the College of Charleston. The Terrapins weren’t awful that night, but they weren’t nearly good enough to win the game. And so, on a rainy night in Memphis, what had been a dream season crashed. Williams woke up wondering if he really cared if the plane home—which rocked and rolled all over the sky in awful weather—landed safely or not.


Sixteen days later he sat in his living room on Monday Night and watched Arizona and Kentucky, feeling calmer but nonetheless frustrated. He was fifty-two. Tim Ryan of CBS had called him one of the game’s “best young coaches” in the waning seconds of the College of Charleston loss. Williams had been called that often during his career. He knew it wasn’t true anymore. He was the third-oldest coach in the ACC. He was two years older than Mike Krzyzewski, who had been to seven Final Fours. He was a year older than Dean Smith had been when he won his first national title in his seventh Final Four. He was eight years older than Rick Pitino.


But he was also ten years younger than Arizona coach Lute Olson, who had waited more than forty years for this night. He still had plenty of energy and he knew he had a good team returning for next season. It was much too soon to give up hope. He never had before, why should he start now?


Jeff Jones was still young enough to be accurately called a hot young coach. He wouldn’t be thirty-seven until June and, after seven seasons at Virginia, he had already won 135 games (Smith had won 120 in his first seven seasons) and taken the Cavaliers into the NCAA tournament five times. Two years earlier, they had upset top-seeded Kansas in the Sweet Sixteen before losing in the round of eight to defending national champion Arkansas.


But things were hardly sanguine in Jones’s life. He spent the first half of the championship game on the phone to a recruit, in part because that’s what coaches do but also because he knew his team needed reinforcements. The Cavaliers had pieced together a difficult, though solid, season, winning eighteen games and making it into the NCAA tournament. That was a far cry from the 12–15 of the previous year. What’s more, there hadn’t been any arrests—as opposed to four in 1996, including one for aggravated assault in which a UVA recruit had slashed someone with a knife after an argument during a pickup basketball game. The other good news was that Jones’s personal life, which had been the subject of constant gossip in Charlottesville after he had split from his wife, Lisa, had also become little more than a back-burner item.


Still, Jones couldn’t get the memory of the season finale, an embarrassing one-sided loss to Iowa in the first round of the NCAAs, out of his mind. He had yet to figure out why his team had failed to show up for that game after working so hard to get there. Five days earlier, he had made the most difficult decision of his coaching career, firing his top assistant, Tom Perrin.


The coaching change was symbolic of the uncertain waters Virginia basketball was in. Jones had only one year left on his contract, and UVA’s athletic director, Terry Holland, who had coached him at UVA and then hired him as an assistant coach, had been hemming and hawing about an extension. Jones knew that going into the final year of a contract without an extension was a recruiting nightmare. Holland knew that too. And yet, Jones was still waiting for a definitive talk about his future.


His divorce would be final in a matter of weeks. He still saw his three children often because he had moved into a townhouse that was only ten minutes from where they lived. As long as he coached at Virginia, it was likely he would get to see his children frequently. He and Lisa were having an amicable divorce. But he didn’t know if he would be the coach at Virginia for one more year or thirty more years.


Jones is not, by nature, a confrontational person. That was why he had been unable to make eye contact with Perrin during their last conversation. That was why he hadn’t pushed Holland harder about an extension. That was why, as he watched the championship game, he chose not to think about the uncertainty of his future. When forty minutes of regulation didn’t produce a winner, Jones turned off the TV and went upstairs to his bedroom. He climbed into bed and turned the television on to watch the overtime. When the game was over, he watched all the postgame celebrating and the interviews. He stayed awake right through CBS’s annual signoff, a montage of pictures from the tournament that flashed on the screen while the sappy song “One Shining Moment” played over them. Jones knew how corny it all was, and yet, there was that lump in his throat again.


Still there after all these years. He had watched Monday Night as a kid with his dad, who had been a coach; then he had watched it with friends as a player and with Lisa as a young husband and father. Now, he watched it alone, a successful coach with an uncertain future. So much had changed. But the lump hadn’t changed. “Being in that game has always been my dream,” he said. “I’ve been close”—semifinals as a player in 1981; semifinals as an assistant coach in 1984—“but never been there. I just feel until I get there, I won’t have done what I set out to do in basketball.”


As soon as the final notes of the song faded, Jones turned the TV off. The season was over. It was time to start thinking about the next one.


Three of the nine ACC coaches had not taken their teams into the NCAA tournament. Pat Kennedy’s Florida State team had missed the tournament for a fourth straight year, coming up one victory short. It had played in the National Invitation Tournament as a consolation prize and pieced together a successful four-game run, reaching the final in Madison Square Garden before losing to Michigan.


Kennedy had been at Florida State for eleven years. A year earlier, after a third straight losing season, his boss, Dave Hart, had told him that the school would not roll over his five-year contract as it had done in the past. That meant he had four years left. He had then talked to St. John’s about its coaching vacancy and had been sharply criticized back home in Tallahassee for doing so. Now, Kennedy wanted to know if Hart was going to give him an extension after a 20–12 season in which four of those victories had come in the consolation tournament rather than in the Big Show of the NCAAs.


He had been called the previous week by several Rutgers alumni. Would Kennedy, who had grown up on the Jersey Shore, be interested in their job? Only if the job is offered to me without an interview, Kennedy answered. He simply didn’t think he could afford to go through another situation like St. John’s, where he showed interest, didn’t get the job, and had to crawl back to Florida State looking like he had been willing to desert.


But hours before the championship game, Kennedy had gotten a call from Rutgers athletic director Fred Grunninger. What if you were offered a ten-year contract, Grunninger asked. Would you be willing to interview then? Kennedy didn’t think he could afford to say no to that possibility. So he agreed to fly to Newark the morning after the final to meet with Grunninger.


He and his wife, Jeannie, made it as far as Cincinnati. There, they were snowed in. They checked into the Radisson Hotel right there at the airport and ordered room service while they watched the final. Kennedy remembered attending the Final Four as Florida State’s new coach—1986—when he had sat in the stands on Monday Night surrounded by Louisville fans and it occurred to him that he was now coaching in the same conference as Louisville. “It was the first time I ever thought of myself as a coach who could compete on that level,” he said.


Florida State had left Louisville’s conference in 1991 to join the ACC, and the stakes had gotten even higher. Kennedy never thought the day would come when he would walk away from the chance to compete in the ACC. But three years was a lot less security than ten years. That was why he had to listen to Grunninger.


It turned out to be a mistake. Kennedy talked to both Grunninger and the school president the next day. The contract wasn’t for ten years, it was for six—with possible rollovers. Kennedy had been the rollover route before. Still, six years was more than three. He would listen if they called back. They didn’t. Grunninger offered the job to Rider College’s Kevin Bannon the next day. Kennedy was still at Florida State. He had three years left on his contract. And there was no extension in sight.


Herb Sendek had no such problems. In this, his first year at North Carolina State, he had thrilled his new fans by taking his eighth-seeded team to the ACC tournament championship game—beating Georgia Tech, Duke, and Maryland—before losing the final to North Carolina. A win over Carolina would have put the Wolfpack into the NCAAs for the first time since 1991. Instead, it too went to the NIT, winning one game before losing to West Virginia. Even so, Reynolds Coliseum was packed for the West Virginia game and the atmosphere in the building brought back memories of the seventies and eighties, when State had been a national power and won national championships. State fans were thrilled with the late run, the 17–15 record, and the hope for the future built around a thirty-four-year-old coach and a recruiting class that was already being touted nationally. Sendek had given a speech to an NC State booster club in Charlotte on Monday night. He pulled off the road en route home and found a restaurant with a TV. He sat riveted, watching Pitino—his old boss—and pulling for him to win. And dreaming of the night he would be there with his own team.


The only ACC coach who didn’t seem to have a single thing to grab on to as the season ended was Georgia Tech’s Bobby Cremins. It hadn’t been that long ago that Cremins had been one of the game’s hot coaches. He had taken over a Georgia Tech program that had been in tatters in 1981 and quickly built it into a power. The Yellow Jackets won the ACC tournament in 1985 and reached the Elite Eight. A year later, they were ranked number one in preseason. That was the first time Cremins dealt with failed expectations. His team was upset by Louisiana State in the Sweet Sixteen and didn’t get that far again until 1990. But that year, fueled by the brilliance of freshman point guard Kenny Anderson, Tech made it to the Final Four. There, it lost a superb game to eventual champion UNLV.


Three years later, Cremins went through what he called his midlife crisis. “I had an affair,” he said. “Only it wasn’t with a woman, it was with South Carolina.”


His alma mater, which had fallen on hard times, had come calling. Cremins said no. Then he said maybe. Then he said no again. Finally, he said yes. He went to Columbia and was introduced as the new coach at a press conference. Forty-eight hours later, he backed out. “I couldn’t go through with it,” he said. “I felt like Judas.”


His wife, Carolyn, drove from Atlanta to Columbia to pick him up. Several time during the drive back, Cremins told her to turn around and go back. Once he told her to pull over so he could hitchhike back. She kept driving. Cremins went through months of therapy after it was all over, then came back declaring himself a new man. But Tech missed the NCAA tournament the next two years and some people wondered if Cremins had lost the magic. But in 1995, he convinced Stephon Marbury, like Anderson a prodigy from Brooklyn, to come to Tech. Marbury led a revival. The Yellow Jackets won the ACC regular season and made it back to the Sweet Sixteen.


And then Marbury said “so long,” heading for the promised land of big bucks and shoe contracts after just one year of college ball. Cremins had known that Anderson was going to leave after his sophomore year and had prepared accordingly, recruiting a point guard that fall to replace him. But he hadn’t really believed Marbury would leave after one year, and he had only recruited a replacement halfheartedly. He was caught off-guard—or more important, without a guard—when Marbury left.


In 1996–97, Tech struggled through its first losing season since Cremins’s first year, going 9–18, finishing a dismal 3–13 in the ACC. There were some close calls—including a blown 11-point lead at home against Duke and a 19-point lead lost in the last ten minutes against North Carolina—but when it was all over, it had been an awful year.


Cremins was going to turn fifty on the Fourth of July. He insisted he would not have another midlife crisis. He made radical decisions. As soon as the season ended, Cremins was on the road, looking for players—especially guards. Deep down, Cremins knew the mistakes were his and so was the responsibility. He also knew that next year might not be a lot better than 1997 had been. He had one great player—Matt Harpring—and a lot of question marks.


After the final loss to NC State, he uncharacteristically kicked over a garbage can in the locker room, then walked out without saying a word to the players. He knew he had hit rock bottom. He absolutely believed he would be back. He had been “this close” to Monday Night once; he knew he could get there.


And, like everyone else who coaches in the ACC, he knew he couldn’t feel completely fulfilled until he made that walk that Al McGuire talked about. Like every coach in the ACC he had plenty of money and people around him who would tell him he was great no matter what happened. And, like the rest of them, he knew that money and fame weren’t what it was all about.


Monday Night was what it was all about. Another had come and gone. They had all been through another grueling season, one that began in September with recruiting visits and didn’t end until the last net came down in Indianapolis. As Arizona celebrated, each of the nine ACC coaches knew only one thing for certain. They all had a lot of work to do between now and the next Monday Night.
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Starting Over


ONCE UPON A TIME, October 15 was a special date for everyone in college basketball. It was the first official day of practice for teams all around the country. It didn’t really matter that players had been playing pickup games all fall that were only technically voluntary. It didn’t matter that most coaches had sneaked into the gym, or sent assistants in their stead, to check on the progress of their players. October 15 meant rebirth. It meant everyone was 0–0 and all was still right with everyone’s sweaty world.


Then, the NCAA began to tinker. First, it decreed that practice could not start until November 1. That way, it reasoned, players could have more time for their studies before practice got under way. Of course they were playing every day anyway and all the change meant was that they played for an extra sixteen days without anyone there to monitor them or check them in case someone got hurt. Having figured out that November 1 wasn’t a solution, the NCAA went the other way. It decided to allow coaches to work with their players for up to twenty hours a week before practice began as long as there were no more than three players present if a ball was being used. That meant, for all intents and purposes, that practice began on the first day of school.


In October of 1997, the rule changed again. Because of the popularity of “Midnight Madness,” the newly minted tradition of starting practice at 12:01 A.M. on opening day, the NCAA decided that the first day of practice should henceforth be the first Saturday after October 15 so Midnight Madness would not take place on a school night. After all, aren’t most college students tucked into bed by midnight on school nights?


Dave Odom didn’t really care when the NCAA mandated the start of practice. He had been working with his players all fall and he knew how eager they were for this season to begin. None of them could possibly be more eager than he was. This was the season Dave Odom had waited for his entire life.


“Most people go to a liberal arts college to figure out what they want to do with their lives,” he said. “I went to a liberal arts college, but I already knew what I was going to do.”


George David Odom was going to be a coach. He didn’t know what kind of coach, but he knew he was going to coach. Or at the very least be around athletics in some way. From the time he could ride a bicycle the three blocks from his house to the Wayne County Boys Club, sports had dominated his life. Sports and his family.


To his family, Dave Odom has always been David. That’s what Lynn calls him now. But as a star athlete growing up in Goldsboro, North Carolina, he was, “Little Davey Odom,” a nickname first hung on him by a local sportswriter. To this day, when Dick Vitale calls him “Little Davey,” the entire Odom clan bristles. In the business world, no one who is five foot ten would be called “little.” In Dave Odom’s world, he has always been described that way.


The Odoms were a close family. Every summer, they would make two long trips. One would always be to New York to see the Yankees play. Dave’s father, Bill Odom, wasn’t a big sports fan, but he loved baseball and the Yankees. Dave inherited the love of baseball, but was always a fan of the Dodgers. If the Dodgers were playing at Ebbets Field while the family was in New York, they would go and see the Dodgers play too. The other summer trip could be anywhere: Chicago (so Dave’s mom, Janie, could see the Don McNeil Breakfast Club radio show in person), Houston, New Orleans. Long, happy trips.


When the family wasn’t traveling, Dave worked at least half of every summer day at his father’s Pontiac-Cadillac dealership. Bill Odom was a man of habit. He left the house every morning at 5:30 and drove to Central Lunch for coffee. After an hour there, he would make his way to Howard’s Billiard Parlor. Each morning, Dave would run inside to find Mr. Howard standing there with five Muriel Senator cigars, his father’s brand. “Only time in my life I’ve ever been in a pool hall.” He would hand them to his father, who would immediately light the first one of the day. They would arrive at the dealership at 7:30. His father would open, make sure everything was running smoothly, and then he and Dave would drive home for breakfast. Then back to work. At noon, they would come home for lunch. Most days, Dave was off after that and he would ride his bike to the boys club and spend the afternoon playing ball.


It was, for the most part, a happy way to grow up. The only sadness came on those nights when Bill Odom came home late. “If his car wasn’t in the driveway by five-thirty, my stomach would twist into a knot,” Dave remembered. “I knew, just knew, where he was. Never in my life, not ever, have I felt fear like I felt when he was late.”


Bill Odom was an alcoholic. If he was late, Dave knew it was because he was drinking Seagram’s Seven, and he knew he would be almost falling down drunk by the time he got home. His dinner, cold, would be waiting for him. Some nights Bill Odom ate a few bites. Most nights, helped out of the car by Dave, he went straight to bed. He was still ready to leave the house at 5:30 the next morning, but when he came back for breakfast and went into the bathroom by the front door for his morning shower, he would shut the door. Dave and his sister, Janie Margaret, knew what was coming next. Their mother would follow him in. Then the shouting would start.


“She never said a word when he came home at night,” Dave said. “She knew that was a waste of time. But the next morning was her time.”


On more than one occasion, Bill stopped drinking for a while. Then he would start again. Treatment wasn’t nearly as sophisticated then as it is now. In fact, he was never actually diagnosed as an alcoholic. But Dave knew. During Dave’s senior year in high school, his father stopped drinking. He never started again. “The last five years of his life he was completely dry,” Dave said. “I choose to remember him that way.”


Bill Odom was never extroverted. The warmth in the family came from Dave’s mother, who was very open with her emotions. She was also the person Dave talked to most of the time about his hopes and dreams. “Our relationship went beyond mother-son,” he said. “We were best friends.”


It is easy to see how his parents left their mark on Odom. He has never smoked and never had a drink in his life. He is a man of habit. To this day he cannot leave to coach a basketball game unless he has personally ironed his game shirt. If Lynn gives him one that is ironed, he either re-irons it or finds one that needs ironing. On the road, one of the first tasks he attends to after pregame meal is making certain he has an iron in his room. His pregame routine in the locker room, from the moment he walks in and finds a towel and a soft drink to the moment he puts on his jacket as he walks out the door, is always the same. All of that comes from his dad.


His warmth, his closeness to family, friends, and his players, comes from his mom. In the locker room and in the huddles, he almost always talks to each player directly and personally—he almost never uses a blackboard or a clipboard to draw a play. After a loss, he will frequently insist that his players form a tight circle around him as he speaks to them. “Let me feel you,” he will say. Often, when he is talking to a player he will put his arms around him, or lean down and put his hands on his head.


He is that way in his personal relationships too. He has stayed close to many of his childhood friends and seems to know more coaches than anyone alive. It is the rare Wake Forest road trip that does not include some old friend of Odom’s—a pal from Goldsboro, a coach he met at a clinic in France, a former teammate—who comes along just to spend some time with their old friend Dave, who has made the big time but still has to iron his own shirt on game day.


Odom is convinced to this day that he became a coach not so much because of his love for sports but because of the men who coached him. “I never had a bad coach,” he said. “From my days at the Wayne County Boys Club, through high school and college, right up through the men I worked for when I became a coach, they were always people I admired and looked up to. That’s why I knew when I went to college that I wanted to coach.”


He did not, however, know what he wanted to coach. He played everything in high school—quarterback on the football team, point guard on the basketball team, second base on the baseball team. He set all sorts of passing records as a quarterback, largely because Goldsboro High School was the smallest school in the state’s largest high school division, and spent most games trying to come from behind. He probably could have gone to one of the state’s big schools on the basis of his academic record, but he wanted to go someplace where he would have a chance to play ball. That place turned out to be Guilford College, in Greensboro. He played varsity football as a freshman and freshman basketball. That spring, Guilford hired Jerry Steele to coach basketball and he asked Odom if he wanted to try out for the team after watching him play in an intramural game. Odom said sure and, in his words, “a love affair began.”


Steele was the kind of coach Odom wanted to be: smart, tough, and fair, close to his players, and able to bring the best out in them. Since he hadn’t played as a freshman, he was able to come back for a fifth year (he had to drop several courses in order not to graduate in the spring of his fourth year), something he decided to do largely because it meant spending another season learning from Steele.


Odom’s “first” senior year turned out to be a critical time in his life. In December of that year, his parents came to see him play one night. Dave thought he had never seen his dad look better. Two days later, on a Saturday afternoon, Bill Odom went to take his Saturday bath and had a heart attack sitting in the tub. He was sixty-nine. As a boy, Dave had always been struck by how much older his father was than the other kids’ dads. Losing him relatively early in his life wasn’t a shock, but it was traumatic anyway. He still talks with great emotion about his father, memories of the morning trips to Central Lunch and Howard’s Billiards Parlor making him smile. And, as is always the case for children, his parents will pop into his mind at moments when he least expects it.


In the spring of 1996, Odom was making his annual swing through North Carolina, speaking to Wake Forest alumni groups, when he found himself driving through the farms of Sampson County. He knew he was very close to where his dad grew up and he remembered a Sunday afternoon years before when his father had surprised him after church by telling him to be back home from playing ball at two o’clock so they could go for a drive. Bill Odom—naturally—had a Sunday ritual: drop his family off at church (he only attended at Easter and Christmas) and go to Central Lunch for coffee, pick the family up, come home for Sunday dinner, then nap in the afternoon.


On this day he skipped the nap and he and Dave drove about forty miles from Goldsboro into Sampson County. Finally, Bill Odom pulled the car to a halt in an open field. It was filled with the white sand of eastern North Carolina and was bare, except for a few trees. Dave remembers it was spring, the leaves were starting to come back, and a cold wind was blowing. Bill Odom stood in the middle of the field and pointed to an empty spot. “Son, right there is where I was born,” he said. “And over there is the barn where we kept our horses, cows, and livestock.” He pointed to a huge oak tree. “That’s where we had all our family reunions. We’d set up big buffet tables under the tree and eat all day long.” He pointed in another direction. “Used to be a baseball field there. That’s where I learned to play.”


Father and son stood there for a while in silence. Finally, Dave said, “Daddy, doesn’t it make you sad that everything’s gone except for the tree?”


Bill Odom looked at him for a moment, then smiled. “Son, it’s not gone,” he said. He pointed to his head. “It’s right here, clear as can be. I’ve got everything that matters right in here.”


Years later, when his teams began to win championships, Dave Odom could still see his father standing in the middle of that field on that windy Sunday. “In the end, championships are nothing more than memories that you store away and revisit whenever you can or want to,” he said. “Because in this business, nothing is ever enough. If you win one, you’re going to want two. Get two, you want three. That’s just the way life is. Nothing is ever enough.


“The point is, you better lock into something that’s real and will always be there. In the end, enjoying the chase is more important than the catch because you can’t guarantee the catch. A championship is like food—eventually, it leaves you. But the memories don’t.”


Thinking about his dad that spring day alone in the car and about the importance of the chase and of memories gave Dave Odom a theme he would return to often with his players as they made their way through the long winter ahead.


The other seminal event of Odom’s first senior year didn’t take place until the summer. He had noticed a freshman named Lynn Atkins almost from the moment she stepped on campus that fall. “It was a small campus,” he said, smiling. “There wasn’t much chance I was going to miss her.” Lynn Atkins had Mediterranean blue eyes—“there has never been another set of eyes like that,” her husband says thirty-three years later—an easy smile, and a friendly manner. That summer, she was dating a friend of Odom’s named Johnny Coble. They double-dated one night and Dave ended up driving Lynn home. They pulled into her mother’s driveway shortly after midnight and were still there about three hours later when her mother turned the lights on. By then, Johnny Coble was history. The next day when Dave showed up at a fashion show Lynn was in, her mother pointed a finger at Dave and said, “Don’t you ever bring my daughter home late!”


Dave got the message. “Never did it again,” he said. “Fortunately, she warmed up to me as time went on.”


So did Lynn. They were married the next summer, after Dave had graduated, and immediately headed for Goldsboro, where they had a week to honeymoon before Dave started work as a teacher and basketball coach at his old high school. Dave had promised Lynn a week at the beach, but when they arrived, all the hotels were booked. They ended up at Whitey’s Motel in Wilmington. “I’m not sure,” Dave admitted, “that she’s ever forgiven me.”


They stayed in Goldsboro for four years before Dave was offered the job at Durham High School, one of the better high school programs in the state. It was during his days in Durham that Odom began to make some of the key contacts in his coaching life. None was more important than Chuck Daly, then an assistant coach at Duke. Odom worked at the Duke camp each summer and it was there that he met Daly, who suggested to him that he should try to get work at a place up north called Five-Star. Back then, Five-Star was a new concept: an all-star camp for top high school players launched by a slick, wisecracking New Yorker named Howard Garfinkel. Daly gave Odom Garfinkel’s number, and a year later Garfinkel offered him a spot at his camp as a coach.


The camp Odom attended in the summer of 1973 was in Wheeling, West Virginia. His first assignment was to run the offensive pick-and-roll station. Then, as now, station drills were a huge part of the Five-Star experience. One morning, working his station, Odom overhead Garfinkel whispering (a Garfinkel whisper is like a normal person’s bellow) to a coach that “this kid’s going to be a great coach and I discovered him.”


Five-Star was full of young coaches in those days. Hubie Brown, who would go on to coach the Knicks, was the master clinician at the time. One of the coaches Odom found himself working with—and coaching against in games—was a fast-talking New York kid named Rick Pitino. In the semifinals of the first week’s tournament, Odom’s team was matched against Pitino’s team. “They were the first camp team in history to employ a full-court press,” Odom remembered with a laugh.


Pitino’s team won that game, but Odom won his share of camp games against Pitino over the years. Twenty years after first meeting at Five-Star, they would face each other again in the NCAA tournament.


Although Odom was influenced by the coaches he played for, it was at Five-Star that his coaching philosophy began to take shape. Many of the practice drills he runs today come directly from Five-Star and his belief that going over things—especially fundamentals—over and over and over again, comes straight from the Garfinkel manual, which holds that “station work” (drills) is a lot more important in the development of a player than scrimmaging, no matter how much players might prefer scrimmaging. If a Five-Star session is wiped out by rain, the first thing canceled are the games. The last thing canceled is station work. With Odom it is no different. If his team can’t get a drill right in practice, he will lengthen the time scheduled for that drill, even if it means shortening something else.


At Five-Star, Odom spent countless hours listening to the older coaches at clinics, then watching them sit around the dinner table arguing about motion offenses and matchup zones. He came away convinced of one thing: there was no one right way to coach. The only right way was the way that fit you. If Rick Pitino felt that ninety-four-feet of defensive pressure was the best way to coach, that was fine. It worked for him. But it didn’t work for Odom. So, he didn’t try to be Rick Pitino. He just tried to be Dave Odom.


Odom made numerous coaching contacts at Five-Star, on both the high school and college level. In 1976, Carl Tacy, then the coach at Wake Forest, offered him the chance to move to the college level. Odom had made his mark as a high school coach. He was ready. He went to Wake Forest and stayed three years. In 1979, East Carolina was looking for a coach and came looking for Odom. It was a chance to go home and a chance to run his own program. Odom jumped at the chance.


But East Carolina wasn’t a basketball school. Its priority was football, and putting together a basketball program at a small school that had no conference affiliation in a state that was dominated by four ACC schools was virtually impossible. ECU went from 16–11 to 12–14 to 10–17 in three seasons. Not a positive trend. When Terry Holland, another North Carolinian from a small town, called and asked Odom if he’d like to come to Virginia as his top assistant, Odom decided to go even though it was, in some ways, a step down.


“I missed the ACC,” he said. “I missed that kind of basketball atmosphere. I’d gotten spoiled. And we were struggling at ECU. I didn’t honestly know if we could turn it around or not. Terry was someone I felt comfortable with and I knew I would be going into a very exciting situation right from the first day.”


The situation was both exciting and tense: Ralph Sampson, the seven-foot-four-inch center who had been the most significant recruit in the history of Virginia basketball, was entering his senior year. Although the Cavaliers had reached the Final Four in his sophomore season, there had been no national championship. Holland had been blasted for not winning more games with Sampson, and Sampson had been criticized for not wanting to win enough.


Odom’s first season in Charlottesville was a roller coaster. There were several great wins—most notably over Georgetown in the ballyhooed meeting between Sampson and Patrick Ewing—and one humiliating loss, to tiny Chaminade in a game still considered the greatest upset in college basketball history. The season ended with a stunning loss in the West Regional final to Jim Valvano’s Cinderella North Carolina State team that would go on to win the national title nine days later. One year later, with Sampson in the NBA and former walk-on Kenton Edelin starting at center, the Cavaliers made it to the Final Four with a Cinderella run of their own. Suddenly, Holland was a genius again and all was well in UVA hoops land. The Odoms—sons Lane and Ryan were now teenagers—moved into a house two doors down from the Hollands and a close friendship and working relationship bloomed.


When Holland was hospitalized with stomach problems in 1989, Odom took over the team and went 6–2, including a dramatic victory over North Carolina. By then, Holland was thinking about retiring. He was frustrated by the fact that Virginia seemed to be putting all of its efforts—not to mention dollars—into building a football program when it was basketball that had made the most money and had the most success. When the school decided to build a multimillion-dollar building adjacent to University Hall that would be strictly for offices and weight rooms for the football team, Holland decided it was time to think about his next step. It was that same spring—1989—that Wake Forest was looking for a coach to replace Bob Staak. Having been there as an assistant coach, and having proven himself as a head coach during Holland’s illness, Odom was high on athletic director Gene Hooks’s list of possible replacements. When Hooks called him, Odom went to see Holland. He told him he thought it possible that Hooks would offer him the job.


“Don’t do anything until I can talk to [Virginia athletic director] Jim Copeland,” Holland told him. “If Gene calls, don’t take the call. Stall him. Don’t give him an answer.”


The next day Holland went to see Copeland. He was ready to step down as coach, he told him. He wanted to coach one more year, but if Copeland wanted, he would retire immediately if Copeland would give the job to Odom. Ideally, Holland wanted to announce his retirement that summer, have Odom named as his successor, and then coach one more season.


Copeland said he couldn’t do it. He believed the job was too good and too important not to conduct a national search. Odom would certainly be a candidate, but he couldn’t make any promises.


Holland walked back across the bridge that led from University Hall to the block where he and Odom lived. “Take the Wake Forest job,” he said. “I can’t guarantee you anything here.”


And so when Hooks called and told Odom he wanted to hire him, Odom accepted. He took over a program that had gone through four straight losing seasons during which it had compiled an ACC record of 8–48. His first season there was more of the same: 12–16 overall, 3–11 in the league, but Odom had some young talent on the way, most notably Rodney Rogers, a six-foot-eight power forward who had grown up in Durham but was not recruited heavily by either Duke or North Carolina. He also signed a guard named Randolph Childress, who might have gone to Maryland if the Terrapins hadn’t been on probation. Those two were the foundation Odom was looking for. In his second season, 1991, the Deacons were 19–11 and made it back to the NCAA tournament for the first time since 1984. That began a run in which the Demon Deacons went to seven straight NCAA tournaments.


Two years later, Odom recruited a skinny kid from the Virgin Islands named Tim Duncan. When he first saw Duncan, he saw potential in him. Maybe, he thought, he could redshirt him a year to put some weight on him. Maybe, by his third year at Wake, he could be an effective player.


Little did Odom know that the day he signed Duncan his coaching life would be changed forever. In 1994, Duncan’s first season, they had lost in the second round to Kansas. In 1995, with Duncan becoming a force in the middle, they had reached the Sweet Sixteen before losing to Oklahoma State. A year later, with Duncan clearly established as the best player in the country, they had made the Elite Eight before losing to Kentucky.


Most people had figured Duncan would follow every other college star’s example and turn pro that spring. He was an absolute lock to be the first player chosen in the NBA draft. But Duncan wasn’t like a lot of college athletes. He decided he enjoyed college too much to give it up before he had to and wanted to come back for his senior year. He wanted to play in the Final Four. He wanted to take Wake to Monday Night.


Wake Forest hadn’t been to the Final Four since 1962. As practice began in October, there wasn’t anyone connected with the program who did not believe that the drought would end in March. The Deacons had been ranked number two nationwide in preseason polls and were favored to win the ACC.


Odom was very conscious of the expectations surrounding his team and of the notion that most people would be focusing on the catch rather than the chase. He was hoping—somehow—to avoid that. And so, on the night before practice for the 1997 season was scheduled to begin, he showed up for a team meeting carrying a book. It was called The Precious Present. He had heard his pal Pitino make reference to it during the summer at a clinic and had found a copy. The book is about a little boy who grows into a man looking for a present that is supposed to be hidden somewhere. He searches for it for years until he finally realizes that the present isn’t anything tangible, that it is today; and it is as precious as any present can be.


Odom spent twenty minutes reading the book aloud to his players that night. He didn’t want them to think about March in October or November or December. He wanted them to enjoy the precious present. They sat and listened. Whether they heard, Odom knew, was another question entirely.


Although most of the national attention was focused on Wake Forest, there was no place in the ACC more wound up about the start of basketball season than Clemson.


That fact, all by itself, was a measure of the miraculous work Rick Barnes had done in two years. Until 1991, when the powers that be had decided to try to make the ACC into a football conference by admitting Florida State, Clemson had been the one school in the league where football was unquestionably the sport that mattered. The school had won a national championship in football in 1981 and if you happened to mention to a Clemson person that it had been put on NCAA probation the next season for violations that involved the 1981 team and coaching staff, you were apt to find yourself ducking quickly.


Of course Clemson had a basketball past too. In the mid-1970s, Tates Locke (the man who had been Bob Knight’s first and last coaching boss at West Point in the 1960s) had gone out and recruited a number of top players, including seven-foot star Wayne “Tree” Rollins. The problem was, he had cheated to get many of those players and, shortly after Clemson reached postseason play for the first time ever, in 1975, Locke resigned in the middle of an NCAA investigation that would lead to two years of probation. His successor, Bill Foster, did what Locke couldn’t do: build a winner without cheating. Clemson made the NCAA tournament for the first time in 1980 and went all the way to the round of eight before losing to UCLA. Foster left for Miami in 1984 and was followed by Cliff Ellis, who managed three more NCAA trips and one ACC regular season title in 1990. But the wins came less often after that season and, with yet another NCAA investigation in progress, Ellis resigned early in 1994.


That was when Athletic Director Bobby Robinson put in a call to Big East commissioner Mike Tranghese. Like everyone else in basketball, he had heard that Barnes wasn’t terribly happy at Providence. He also knew that Barnes and his wife, Candy, had both grown up in the South—Hickory, North Carolina—and might be eager to be closer to their roots and their families. Tranghese put in a call to Barnes. “I think you should talk to this guy” was all he said.


Barnes was in his sixth year at Providence. He had been successful there, with an 88–66 record in five years, but not wildly successful. The Friars had reached the NCAA tournament his first two seasons, but hadn’t been back since. Providence is one of those schools with enough past glory—including Final Four appearances in 1973 and 1987—that its fans and alumni expect great things most years. But it is also a small city school with an off-campus playing facility in a place that gets very cold during the winter months. Winning is always possible but never easy.


Barnes hadn’t won enough to be a beloved figure at Providence, certainly not the kind of beloved figure that Rick Pitino had become during his two-year tenure there in 1986 and 1987. Pitino had turned a foundering program around and taken the Friars to an unlikely Final Four in his second year. Then he had promised not to leave Providence and, about fifteen minutes later, had left to become coach of the New York Knicks. Most Providence people had forgiven him for that. They weren’t as willing to forgive Barnes—who was dubbed Rick II when he was hired a year after Pitino’s exit—for not winning as often as Pitino.


“Rick had to be the least happy coach with a winning record in America,” said Larry Shyatt, Barnes’s longtime assistant and close friend. “Those people up there just tortured him.”


It didn’t help that Barnes had a North Carolina twang in his voice as opposed to Pitino’s strident New York accent. It didn’t help that he had graduated from Lenoir-Rhyne, a school most people in New England had never heard of.


Barnes had almost left Providence in the spring of 1990 to replace Terry Holland at Virginia, but had been talked out of the move at the last instant by Dave Gavitt, Tranghese’s predecessor as Big East commissioner. Gavitt had coached Providence to the Final Four in 1973, had been the athletic director there, and remained the godfather to Providence athletics even while he was running the Big East. Gavitt convinced Barnes that leaving Providence after just two years would be a mistake for him and for the school.


The next two seasons were miserable for Barnes. Providence just missed the NCAA tournament in 1991, but fell apart the next year, going 14–17. That was Barnes’s first—and to date only—losing season as a head coach. “I did a lousy job that year,” he said. “A horrible job. I let everything get to me. I was short-tempered with everyone, most of all my players. I blamed them when I should have been blaming myself.”


Things got better the next season as a group of young players began to mature. The team was still improving in 1994 when Robinson and Barnes talked. Robinson wanted to meet as soon as possible. On Monday, January 25, forty-eight hours after a dramatic victory at Syracuse, Barnes flew to Baltimore-Washington International Airport and met with Robinson in an airport hotel room. “I’m not going to lie to you,” Robinson said. “We could have the worst team in the history of the ACC next year. It may take three years just to get decent.”


Barnes knew all about Clemson and all about the ACC. He had grown up on the league in western North Carolina and had never stopped following it as an adult. In 1978, when he was a year out of college, he had driven to Greensboro to see the ACC tournament for the first time in his life. He had walked out of the Greensboro Coliseum that night with one thought. Someday I’m going to coach in that tournament. He had turned down the chance once already, in part because he would have had to walk away from a group of freshmen he had just recruited; in part because he felt he owed Providence more than two years. It had broken his heart to say no in 1990 and he knew it had broken his wife’s heart.


That didn’t mean he was going to jump the minute Robinson put the carrot in front of him. He knew Clemson’s history, or as he put it, “lack of history.” He knew what he would be up against in the ACC, competing both in recruiting and on the court with North Carolina and Dean Smith, Duke and Mike Krzyzewski, not to mention his old boss Gary Williams, who was now at Maryland.


“Do you believe Clemson can win the national championship?” he asked Robinson.


“More important,” Robinson answered, “do you?”


Barnes thought about it for a moment. The ACC was the best and best-known conference in America. He had seen the Clemson campus years before when he had interviewed for an assistant’s job under Bill Foster. It was certainly scenic enough to attract players. The football-school reputation didn’t bother him because he had worked at Ohio State, another so-called football school, and had seen that you could win big in basketball.


“Yes, I do,” Barnes answered.


“Then come do it,” Robinson said.


Barnes had certain conditions. Given that Robinson thought it likely the school would spend at least two years at the bottom of the ACC, he wanted at least a seven-year contract. And if he was going to make a commitment now, in midseason, there could be no leaks. He would not be a lame-duck coach with a senior-dominated team. Robinson agreed. Barnes still had to consult with Candy. He flew home that night and laid the offer out to her.


Candy Barnes is always straightforward. She shrugged her shoulders and said, “I don’t know what you’re planning to do, but I’m going to Clemson.”


The deal was made, a handshake between Barnes and Robinson. Concerned that Barnes might be talked out of his decision the way he had been when Virginia approached him four years earlier, Robinson called every night. But that wasn’t going to happen this time. Barnes hadn’t told Gavitt or anyone else except his assistant coaches. Amazingly, rumors that he was leaving didn’t become heated until the week of the Big East tournament. By then, it was too late to bother the players. The Friars won the Big East tournament to get back into the NCAAs. Three days after the Friars lost in the first round of the tournament to Alabama, Barnes was introduced as Clemson’s new coach.


The Tigers had finished eighth in the ACC in ’94, but Barnes quickly understood why Robinson had been so pessimistic. As expected, Clemson’s best player, junior center Sharone Wright, announced that he would not be back for his senior year. That left the team with one experienced player, Devin Gray. Less than a month after Barnes arrived, Gray had a heart attack. Doctors said he might be able to play again, but it was uncertain. So were his grades.


“I never for one second thought that Devin Gray would play for us,” Barnes said. “I made all my plans as if he was gone.”


That left Barnes with a team that would be small, slow, and woefully inexperienced in ’94–95. Barnes knew that if he tried to play the up-tempo style that his Providence teams had played, he would be looking at a lot of blowouts. The only way to play was slowly—walk the ball up the floor, milk the thirty-five-second clock for as long as possible, and hope that enough three-point shots fell during the course of an evening to keep things competitive.


Knowing that and convincing the players to buy into it were two different things. College basketball in the nineties is all about speed and glitz and dazzle. No one wants to play slow. And no one wants to spend the summer going through the most grueling conditioning program of their lives. But that’s what Barnes insisted his players do. By the time the summer of ’94 was over, he had five players left—and Gray, who remained a question mark. He also had one outstanding freshman, Greg Buckner, who he was convinced could step in and play right away in the ACC. “Actually there wasn’t any choice in the matter,” Barnes said. “He had to play right away.”


The leading returning scorer (other than Gray) was sophomore Merl Code, who had averaged 4.1 points per game as a freshman. The other four returnees—seniors Andy Kelly, Rayfield Ragland, and Bruce Martin and sophomore Bill Harder—had all played very limited roles in the past. But Barnes decided they were going to be the foundation of his program. He nicknamed them the “Slab Five”—“I told them I couldn’t call them the Fab Five because there was nothing fabulous about them”—threw in Buckner and another freshman, Iker Iturbe, and prepared to go to battle in the ACC. He told them over and over again that the world expected them to be awful, that people were picking them to be the worst team in ACC history. “If you do what we tell you,” he said, “you will surprise a lot of people.”


The players hated the summer, hated all the work, but they bought into it. Clemson had traditionally played the ACC’s weakest December schedule, loading up with easy home games to pad the record, so few people took much notice when the newly minted Barnes Tigers finished the month with an 8–0 record, even though one of the victories was a twenty-four-point road rout of archrival South Carolina and another was a twenty-point win over a respectable Miami of Florida team. But the players noticed. The slowdown system worked. Barnes had told them that the worst team in ACC history had won only five games. When they went to 6–0 with a win over Citadel, they celebrated. More important than that, their confidence in the new way of playing was growing.


By the time the Tigers rolled into Cameron Indoor Stadium to start ACC play on January 4, Barnes actually had them convinced that they could beat Duke. Which was, of course, a ridiculous notion. Good Clemson teams—very good Clemson teams—had lost in Cameron, often by embarrassing scores. In fact, Clemson had won exactly three times in the storied old place, in forty-five tries. Two years earlier another undefeated Clemson team had come to Cameron to open ACC play—and had been beaten 110–67.


Before the game, Barnes told his team repeatedly that the Blue Devils wouldn’t take them seriously. After all, they had arrived home from Hawaii the previous Saturday and had played a game Monday even though their conference opener was on Wednesday. “They think we’re so easy to beat, they can travel five thousand miles and play a game forty-eight hours before they play us,” he said. “I think we’re tougher than that. I think we’re tougher than they are. And the tougher team will win this game.”


His last words were direct. Among coaches, Barnes probably ranks somewhere in the middle of the ACC when it comes to using profanity. When he does use it, more often than not, it is to make a specific point—although at times it is simply because he’s angry. On this night, he was making a point. “Be motherfuckers,” he told his team. “That’s what it is all about.”


In the Bible Belt South there are many people who object to such language. Mike Krzyzewski was criticized by some of those people in 1991 when he said during Duke’s victory rally after winning the national championship, “We finally won the damn thing.” Like it or not, it is a simple fact of life that almost every coach on the planet uses profanity when talking to his players. Dean Smith is the exception to that rule. In 1977, when Kentucky’s Rick Robey accused Smith of calling him a sonofabitch, Smith vehemently denied the charge, saying, “I smoke and I drink. If I cursed too my parents would never speak to me again.”


Smith doesn’t curse. Other coaches do, some frequently, some only when they are truly angry, and some because they understand that profanity is part of the language for most college athletes. The word “motherfucker” is one coaches use often. It is considered a high form of praise. Every team needs a motherfucker, someone who is tough and mean and willing to do anything to win. That can mean getting in the other team’s face or getting in the face of a teammate if necessary. Michael Jordan was a motherfucker, even if his college coach wouldn’t use the term. Christian Laettner was a motherfucker and his college coach wouldn’t hesitate to use the term. Years ago, Maryland center Buck Williams, who carried a Bible with him everywhere he went, was a motherfucker. His coach, Lefty Driesell, liked to say of Williams: “Off the court, he’s the nicest person you’ll ever meet. ‘Yes sir, no sir, yes ma’am, no ma’am.’ On the court, he’ll kill you if he has to.”


Barnes was convinced he had a burgeoning motherfucker in Buckner, someone who would do anything to win a basketball game and never back down from anybody. That was what he felt his team needed to compete in the ACC: an attitude, one that said, “We are motherfuckers and you can’t scare us.”


They weren’t scared that night. They led from the beginning, withstood a couple of Duke rallies, and won the game fairly easily, 75–70. Every time Duke rallied, someone hit a three-point shot. For the game, Clemson hit 10 of 15 threes. They danced at midcourt to celebrate while the stunned Duke fans looked at them as if they were from another planet. They had been motherfuckers. It would become their motto and rallying cry.


As it turned out, there had been mitigating circumstances. Forty-eight hours after the game, Krzyzewski checked himself into the hospital, suffering from severe back pains and exhaustion. Later, he could hardly remember anything about the game because of the pain. He didn’t coach again that season and Duke, which had been ranked ninth in the country with a 9–2 record going into the game against Clemson, would finish last in the ACC, winning only four of nineteen games after Krzyzewski’s departure.


None of that mattered to Clemson that night. They had gone into a place where Clemson never won, and won. They were supposed to be a “dive” team on the road and they hadn’t come close to taking one. They had beaten a team that had played in four of the last five national championship games. There was now no doubt that the system worked, that all the hard work in the summertime was paying off and that they could compete in the ACC.


They got to 10–0 with a victory over Texas A&M and woke up that Monday morning to find themselves nationally ranked. The bubble finally got popped—emphatically—at Virginia. Instead of shooting 10 of 15 from three-point range, they were five for 22 and the final was 62–44. Still, the foundation had been built by the slabbers and most nights they were able to stay in games. Barnes’s goal in every ACC game was to stay close for thirty-five minutes and then watch the other team get tight. He never tried to convince his players that they were just as talented as the other league teams, only that if they shortened the game and wore the opponent out by making it work for thirty-five seconds on defense on every possession, they would give themselves a chance to win.


Three days after the Virginia loss, Clemson played its first ACC home game under Barnes against North Carolina. As always, the Tar Heels were loaded. They would finish the season in the Final Four and two of their players, Jerry Stackhouse and Rasheed Wallace, would leave school after two years to become the third and fourth picks in the NBA draft. Carolina led all night, but Clemson—smaller, slower, less experienced—wouldn’t go away. The fouls piled up against the Tigers, and as they did Barnes got angrier and angrier.


“We did commit a lot of fouls,” he said later. “But I had the feeling all night that the referees were calling the game the way they thought it was supposed to go. There was a feeling that Carolina has a certain place in the league and Clemson has a certain place in the league and Clemson’s place is eighth or ninth. I wasn’t going to accept that.”


With five minutes left, Barnes turned to Shyatt on the bench and said, “It’s time for me to make a point about all this.”


Shyatt knew what he was planning. “Not yet,” he pleaded. “We’re only down thirteen. We could still have a chance if we foul and they miss some free throws.”


Barnes agreed to wait. But with 28 seconds left and Carolina up 12, it was clear the Tigers weren’t going to pull off any miracles. This time, Shyatt didn’t have a chance to argue.


Lenny Wirtz, who some ACC people believe was the referee on the first day that James Naismith put up his peach basket, was standing in front of the Clemson bench. Barnes began railing at him, screaming about the disparity in fouls—32 for Clemson; nine for Carolina.


“Rick, I know what you’re doing,” Wirtz said calmly. “And I’m telling you, it isn’t going to happen.”


“Oh yes it is,” Barnes said, storming off the bench to confront Wirtz in the middle of the court.


Wirtz had no choice. He gave Barnes the technical he wanted. Barnes wasn’t finished, though. He wanted more. He followed Wirtz to the scorer’s table still screaming. The last thing Wirtz wanted to do was toss a coach in the final seconds of an already decided ball game.


“I’m not doing it, Rick,” he kept saying.


“Yes you are,” Barnes said. And he continued to scream and yell and wave his arms until Wirtz was left with no choice. He tossed him.


By now the crowd was going crazy. Clemson fans believe that the rest of the ACC looks down on them as some cow college in the middle of nowhere. They knew that no one from North Carolina, least of all Dean Smith, had any respect for them. And now, here was their new coach, who had already gone up to Duke and won, saying very loudly and very publicly that he wasn’t going to accept all the old notions. They were on their feet screaming as Barnes was escorted off.


The final score was 83–66. Clemson’s fans left feeling exhilarated anyway. Barnes had made his point. Clemson would not accept “being Clemson” anymore. “I was prepared,” Barnes said, “to get thrown out of every game if I had to.”


He did have one regret about the incident. In all the pandemonium during his exit, he had never congratulated Smith on his team’s victory. The next morning he called Smith to apologize. “I had no problem at all with Dean that night,” he said. “He didn’t do anything wrong.”


Smith appreciated the phone call, but wasn’t thrilled with Barnes’s on-court histrionics. He understood the point Barnes was trying to make and, naturally, didn’t agree with it. If anything, he thought, his team could have shot more than 51 foul shots. What’s more, he had read a quote in the paper from Clemson’s Rayfield Ragland, who had said, “The coaches told us, if we were going to foul to make sure they were hard fouls.”


Coaches say this sort of thing all the time. Nothing upsets a coach more than a ticky-tacky foul, a light push as a player is making a layup that leads to an easy three-point play. “If you’re going to foul him,” they will say, “then foul him.” Often coaches will write on the blackboard before a game things like: “NO THREE-POINT PLAYS.” That means, if someone has a layup, hammer him. Make him go to the line and earn two points.


“I have never told my players to hurt anyone,” Barnes has said repeatedly. “And I never will.”


Knowing that Clemson was outmanned, Smith couldn’t help but wonder if Barnes hadn’t told his players to be overly physical. He has always campaigned for officials to call games closer at least in part because his teams are usually more talented and are more likely to get fouled by slower players who have no alternative but to clutch and grab. For years, he was convinced that Virginia’s MO against his team was to push, grab, and clutch whenever it could and he often made comments about Virginia’s “style of play.”


Now, he accepted Barnes’s apology, but couldn’t resist saying something about Iturbe, who he felt had been involved in a couple of questionable plays. Barnes quickly shot back, “What about Wallace?” He had just watched tape of the game and had seen Rasheed Wallace throw an elbow on the first play of the game that had cracked one of Andy Kelly’s ribs. The conversation went no further.


But another foundation—different from the Slab Five’s—had been laid.


A month later, Clemson went to play at Chapel Hill. The game wasn’t nearly as close as the game at Clemson had been. Carolina won by 27 and it could have been more. Barnes had no problems with the officiating. It certainly wasn’t their fault that his team could only score 14 points in the first half. He was answering questions in his postgame press conference when someone came into the interview room and said that a number of the North Carolina players had accused Clemson of dirty play. Barnes seethed. Wasn’t it enough that the Tar Heels had humiliated them?


“Why don’t you tell them to come in here right now and we’ll sit down and look at the game tape,” he said. “I’ll show you some dirty play if you want to see it.”


Now Barnes was angry at Smith. He knew the Tar Heels wouldn’t make public comments like that unless their coach had said something to them. North Carolina players don’t comment on what day of the week it is unless it has been cleared by Smith.


Naturally, as luck would have it, Clemson and Carolina drew one another in the first round of the ACC tournament. The Tigers had managed five conference wins—two over Duke; two over NC State, and one over Georgia Tech—to finish tied for sixth, their highest finish in four years. Carolina had finished in a four-way tie for first and drawn the second seed—and Clemson. Barnes knew his team had little chance to win the game. But he wasn’t going to accept any more insults or put-downs—perceived or real—from Carolina.


The game was never really close, but it wasn’t as one-sided as the game in Chapel Hill. The fouls were virtually even (17 for Clemson, 13 for Carolina) and the Tar Heels led comfortably most of the second half. But Carolina was a tense team. Rasheed Wallace’s legendary temper flared midway through the second half and he screamed a profanity at referee Rick Hartzell, who promptly nailed him with a technical. Smith, having seen enough, yanked Wallace from the game.


Late in the game, Stackhouse, as good a citizen as Wallace was a shaky one, drove to the basket. Iker Iturbe, coming across the lane to help, fouled him. Stackhouse went down. It looked to most people like a routine play, a routine foul. Not to Smith. He was convinced Iturbe was trying to hurt Stackhouse. He jumped off the bench, face contorted in anger, screaming and pointing his finger at Iturbe. It was Shyatt who saw what was happening and pointed it out to Barnes. “Look at that,” he said. “He’s going off on Ikes.”


Smith insists that all he was doing was yelling Iturbe’s name. The Clemson version is that he was calling him a dirty player. Either way, there is no questioning the fact that Smith was screaming at Iturbe, pointing his finger at him, clearly enraged. That was it for Barnes. He walked to midcourt, called time-out, and waved referee Frank Scagliotta over.


“Get Dean over here,” he said.


Scagliotta shook his head. “Let us handle it, Rick,” he said.


“No,” Barnes said. “No. If you don’t get him down here, I’m going down there.”


Barnes was in full shout almost before Smith arrived. “Don’t you ever talk to my players again,” he yelled. “If you have a problem with one of them, you come talk to me!”


Smith wasn’t about to back down to anyone, much less a rookie ACC coach who had won about seven hundred fewer games than he had. “What do you want to do, Rick,” he answered sarcastically, “hit me? Why don’t you go ahead and hit me.”


Barnes wasn’t going to hit Smith, but he was prepared to go toe-to-toe with him. It took everything Scagliotta and Hartzell had to stay between the two men and keep the two benches separated as they yelled at each other. Smith tried to laugh it off as he went back to his bench, but he was shaken. Barnes got a technical foul for his efforts, but didn’t seem to mind.


The last three minutes of the game were the most intense, physical three minutes of a one-sided basketball game ever played. Smith left his starters, except for Wallace, in the game and they kept trying to make spectacular plays. On the last play of the game, Carolina tried an alley-oop dunk play and Clemson’s Bill Harder undercut Carolina’s Donald Williams to make sure the play wasn’t executed. Carolina freshman Shammond Williams raced in, wanting to fight Harder. The teams had to be pulled apart and security had to be called to prevent a riot.


Smith was asked after the game if he called Iturbe a dirty player. He denied it, then launched into a lengthy speech about “European players” (Iturbe is from Spain), the clear implication being that European players are dirty players. Later he would admit that he did think Iturbe was a dirty player and he had the tapes to prove it. Barnes was with the media for close to an hour telling his side of the story. When he finally walked out of the building, exhausted and drained, he walked onto the team bus and sank into his seat in the front row. He felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up and saw Bruce Martin.


“Coach,” Martin said, “I just want you to know how much the guys appreciate you standing up for us,” he said. “You made us proud to be from Clemson.”


Barnes smiled. Step one had been taken.


By winning fifteen games that first year, Barnes had set the bar higher for ’96–97 than anyone at Clemson could have anticipated. But three seniors—Kelly, Martin, and Ragland—were leaving, meaning the Tigers would be even younger than they had been in year one.


But they would be far more talented. Barnes and his staff signed seven players. Their recruiting pitch was simple and direct. Come and be part of a basketball revival. They could offer immediate playing time to any player with talent. Two big men signed on—Tom Wideman and Harold Jamison. Both were wide-bodies, not the kind of players who would have to spend two years in the weight room before they could bang with ACC players. Their presence meant that Buckner, at six-four, wouldn’t have to play inside as much as he had been forced to as a freshman. Barnes also reached back to his early days as an assistant coach at George Mason when he convinced Tony Christie and Andrus Jurkunas, both talented swingmen from St. John’s Prospect Hall, in Maryland, to commit. The two played for Stu Vetter. Fifteen years earlier, the most important player Barnes had ever recruited was Carlos Yates of Flint Hill High School. Yates’s coach had been Stu Vetter. He and Barnes had become friends and, as they both moved on to other jobs, they had stayed friends.


The most important signee that spring was the smallest. Terrell McIntyre was five foot nine if he stood up very straight. He was from Raeford, North Carolina, and had drawn some attention from both Duke and North Carolina in spite of his lack of size. Both coaching staffs were planning to see him play one night when they got a phone call from McIntyre’s coach. McIntyre’s father had died suddenly and he wouldn’t be playing that night. McIntyre wasn’t a prime recruit for either school and neither one could afford to take another recruiting day (they are limited in-season) to commit to another trip to see him. They backed off.


Barnes hadn’t been too enthusiastic about McIntyre either. But he kept getting insistent letters from people saying he had to check him out, regardless of his size. Finally, he sent Shyatt to see if there was anything to what he was being told. Shyatt came back raving. “We’ve got to sign this kid,” he said. Barnes trusted Shyatt implicitly. McIntyre became a prime recruit from that day forward.


“But we still didn’t know just how good he was,” Barnes said. “We brought him in figuring he would play fifteen or sixteen minutes a game as a freshman behind Merl Code and then we’d see what we had.”


The Tigers were picked last in the league again. This time, they won their first eleven games, beating Duke and Virginia at home at the start of the conference season. Again, they were ranked. Then came a 33-point loss at North Carolina during which Barnes was booed throughout the game by the DeanDome faithful, still furious with him because of the ACC tournament incident. Then there was another loss, at Florida State, during which Code was hurt.


McIntyre turned out to be one of those players whose heart and guts overcome his physical limitations. In his first ACC game, McIntyre had hit two huge three pointers, including the game winner, in the win over Duke. Three games later, when Code went down for the season with a knee injury, McIntyre was the only player on the team with legitimate point-guard skills. In the first two games after Code’s injury, he never came out. “We went from planning on him playing sixteen minutes a night to needing forty minutes from him,” Barnes said. “He never flinched.”


With McIntyre forced to play all the minutes at point guard, Barnes simplified the offense. But he didn’t back down from the demands he made on his players. “You aren’t freshmen anymore,” he told them. “You can’t use being young as an excuse. It’s too easy.”


They responded by beating sixth-ranked Wake Forest, 55–41, four days after Code’s injury. They were competitive in every game for the next month except for a 30-point loss at Duke in a game the Blue Devils approached with a slightly different attitude than they had taken a year before. Three straight losses to a team will do that.


And then North Carolina came back to Clemson. The Barnes-Smith feud had simmered all season. Both coaches had been given token fines—$2,500—for their behavior in the 1995 ACC tournament. Both had been told by Commissioner Gene Corrigan not to talk to the media any more about the incident. The first meeting of the season had been full of media buildup, especially with Clemson being undefeated going into the game. The Tar Heels had won so easily that there really wasn’t much chance for any trouble.


Or so it seemed. Two days after the game, Clemson athletic director Bobby Robinson got a call from Fred Barakat. He wanted to know if Barnes had said anything to him about Smith talking to Bill Harder during the game. Robinson knew nothing about it. Neither did Barnes. In their game report, the officials had mentioned that Smith had been yelling something in Harder’s direction late in the game. Barnes asked Harder about it.


“Yeah, he was saying something, but I didn’t pay attention,” Harder answered. “We were down thirty. Who cared?”


Barnes cared. But he decided not to do anything at the time. “I just decided when the season was over, I would confront Dean at the coaches meetings with everyone else there,” he said. “There was no sense getting into the whole thing again during the season.”


Then came the rematch in Littlejohn Coliseum. It was tense and low scoring throughout. When Littlejohn is packed, it is as tough and loud a place to play as there is in the country. Even at their angriest, the DeanDome crowd is about as mild as you will find, certainly in the ACC. Not so at Clemson, where the crowd is close to the court and the court is below ground level, meaning the noise stays right there at court level all night.


Midway through the second half, with the game seesawing, referee Stan Rote ran past the Clemson bench and said to Barnes, “Tell Bill not to worry. I saw it. I’ll take care of it.”


Barnes had no idea what he was talking about. During a break, he asked Harder what had happened. “Coach Smith was calling me a dirty player again,” Harder answered, not appearing to be too shaken by the accusation.


Again, the Clemson version and the North Carolina version of the story diverge. Smith remembers saying to Harder, “Stop playing with your hands. You’re a good player. Play with your feet.” In other words: quit grabbing my players.


But again, there was no disputing the fact that Smith was lecturing Barnes’s players. Barnes called a 20-second time-out and started walking toward the scorer’s table. Referee Tim Higgins, who knew all about what had happened in Greensboro and what had just taken place, put his hands up as Barnes approached. “No, no, no,” he said. “Rick, we aren’t doing this now. We’re finishing this game.” Barnes didn’t argue. The game was too close to cause a scene. But when it was over and Carolina had pulled out a 53–48 victory, Barnes shook hands with Smith and then, as they were walking toward the tunnel, he said, “We need to talk.”


“Not now,” Smith said. “Call me.”


“I’m not calling you,” Barnes said. “I want to talk right now.”


At that point, security people and assistant coaches got between the two men as they crossed from the court—where they were still visible to the TV cameras—into the tunnel leading to the locker rooms. Barnes was fuming—again. Smith was furious—again. In his postgame press conference, Smith said he didn’t know what Barnes was upset about, insisting that he had merely been telling Harder to play with his feet. When Barnes heard that, he called Harder from the locker room into his office. Until that moment he had not allowed his players to talk publicly about any of the incidents or accusations. Now, he lifted the ban and told Harder to repeat what Smith had said.


“He called me a dirty player,” Harder said.


When Gene Corrigan read his newspaper the next morning and saw the two coaches going at it once more, he was angrier than both of them put together. An unprecedented summit meeting was called—at Corrigan’s house. Enough, Corrigan decided, was enough. The specter of two ACC coaches trading barbs and accusations and, in effect, calling each other liars, was unseemly. Smith and Barnes both showed up for the meeting armed with tapes. Smith’s had a series of plays showing Clemson players doing dirty deeds. When he pulled it out, Barnes laughed.


“I’ve got four tapes with me,” he said. He wasn’t kidding. He had one tape showing every foul committed in the five games between the two teams during his Clemson tenure. He had another one showing what could be considered “bad” fouls committed by Clemson and another showing “bad” fouls committed by North Carolina. The fourth tape was of Carolina players accusing Clemson of dirty play.


“NO TAPES!” Corrigan roared. Normally, Corrigan is a conciliator and a mediator. But he thought the time for that had passed. He had tried it that way the previous summer with the token fines and a warning to both coaches. He knew now he probably should have suspended them for their behavior in Greensboro. He told them in no uncertain terms that the next time either one of them opened his mouth to say something about the other he would be suspended. There would be no more talking to the media about what had gone on. The league would be issuing a statement the next day signed by both men saying that all their troubles were behind them. They would stand behind that statement—or else.


Barnes didn’t argue. He knew Corrigan was right. Smith didn’t argue either, but he couldn’t resist a couple of jibes. Smith is not used to anyone telling him what to do. After Corrigan had finished, he turned to Barnes and said, “You know, I really admire what you’ve done the last two years. I’d love to watch one of your practices someday to get an idea how you teach your players to hold the way they do.”


Two weeks later, with an NCAA tournament berth at stake for Clemson, the Tigers came from behind in the first round of the ACC tournament to stun Carolina, 75–73. McIntyre made the play that won the game, beating a double-team to feed Buckner for a dunk with one second to play. There were no shouting matches. When the game was over, Smith came into the Clemson locker room looking for McIntyre to offer congratulations.


Peace was at hand. And Clemson was in the NCAA tournament for the first time in six years. There were no seniors on the team.


When practice began the following October for the ’97 season, for the first time in history Clemson decided to stage a Midnight Madness celebration. It was scheduled at the last minute but close to 5,000 people showed up at Littlejohn. During Barnes’s first year there had been games with fewer than 5,000 people in the building. The Tigers would open the season against Kentucky, the defending national champions. That was a far cry from Barnes’s two previous openers against Charleston Southern and UNC-Asheville.


They had come a long way in a short time. “This is your time,” Barnes told his players on the eve of their first practice. “You’ve worked too hard to get to this point to not keep on going. Every day we practice, you should be thinking about winning the national championship. There’s no reason not to think that way.”
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