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Chapter One


My Time to Shine


The one thing that drives me and keeps me motivated is that I've always been the underdog. Always. Growing up in a large family of eight kids, I was the overlooked middle child. One of my four older siblings or three younger ones always seemed to be the center of attention. Never me.


I was a shy and introverted little girl, not comfortable with how I looked or what I had to say. I felt insignificant. I tried to hide my pain by keeping to myself and masking my feelings.


I was an underdog in basketball, too. Playing in college, on U.S. national teams and for more than a decade in the European professional leagues. I look a back seat to others. Even when I became a leading scorer in Europe and one of the top players overseas, I never received much publicity or notice. There were always bigger names around, drawing most of the attention.


My time to shine wasn't in college or on the national teams. I had to play a supporting role to help those teams become successful.I never was the go-to player or what fans and media would consider the star.


But now, playing in the WNBA, my time to shine has finally arrived. I've become the kind of player I always wanted to be and dreamed I could be. During the many long years I spent out of the spotlight, watching other players receive all the honors and recognition, I kept telling myself, “I am not less of a player or less of a person. I am going to continue to work on my game, I am going to grow as a person and I'm going to show everyone who I really am and—wait a minute, hold on—I've got a little bit of personality, too.”


I am no longer that timid and shy little girl who grew up in the inner city of Los Angeles, unsure of herself, unsure of her future, not knowing where she was going and without direction or purpose.


That little girl, a true underdog, has become a distant memory.


I know what I want. I want to play to the best of my ability and be a leader for my Houston teammates. I want to promote women's basketball and help market the WNBA. I want to provide a better future for my family, especially my nieces and nephews who live with my mother and me in the suburbs of Houston.


I also want to serve as a role model for kids in the inner city who think their lives are hopeless or there's no way out.


If I don't know anything else—and there are a lot of things I don't know—I know where I'm going in life. I am going to succeed and excel. And I would love to bring along with me every single person who is scared or unsure or uncertain of themselves.


If someone feels surrounded by life or trapped in a bad situation, or if they think they can't possibly succeed, I am here to tell that person she or he can escape from that bad situation. Each of us has within ourselves the power to make a better, brighter life.


I know, because I did it.


People never had great expectations for me. Most of the Most of the people I knew growing up would give me a million reasons why I shouldn't succeed instead of giving me one reason why I should.


But despite the negativity that surrounded my life in the inner city—the gangs, drugs and violence—I believed in myself. I established goals as a basketball player and a person. I didn't want to prove my doubters wrung as much as I wanted to prove that I was right.


I've noticed that a lot of people get sidetracked worrying about what others say about them. They get hung up worrying about people's opinions of what they can or can't accomplish. They get discouraged by listening to people talk about their supposed shortcomings and limitations.


I learned long ago that I can't control what other people think or say. But I can control what I think and say. and what I do in my life. I can control where I'm headed.


Rather than listening to others, people need to learn to focus on what they can do, what they want to do and how they can go about accomplishing whatever it is they want to accomplish.


That's where I keep my focus: what I want to do and how I'm going to do it.


The success of the Houston Comets and the WNBA has given me the opportunity to make a difference and to have an impact on the lives of our youth. Not only with my nieces and nephews but on the lives of youth in America and internationally. My success in women's basketball has given me the chance to leave my mark on the world in a positive light.


It's also given me a chance, for the first time in my life, to be me. I can say what I mean and mean what I say. It's the real me dial has come out since the Houston Comets emerged as back-to-back WNBA champions.


It's not the middle child. It's not the role player. It's not the basketball player overshadowed by her teammates. It's not an underdog—it's the real me. I have taken on responsibility as a WNBA leader, as a daughter and an aunt. I'm making the decisions for my own life. I'm the one who's accountable.


I know what I want to accomplish and where I want to go. When I don't know the answers to the questions I face, I'm not afraid to ask for help. I no longer feel, as I once did. that asking questions makes you less of a person or that it means you're dumb, ignorant or stupid.


I've discovered that it's the person who doesn't ask questions who is ignorant, because he or she remains that way.


Two years ago, before the Houston Comets became one of the hottest teams in professional sports, I was just an average, everyday person. I could go anywhere and do anything without being recognized or stopped on the street. I didn't have to worry about marketing people, marketing agreements and contracts. I didn't have to worry about book deals and movie deals. I didn't have to worry about the correct wording in a contract. But I've had to learn all that.


The only way to learn is to not be scared about speaking up when you don't understand something. To ask questions and to not be fooled by someone telling you it's not your responsibility, that an agent or a marketing company will handle things.


It is your responsibility. Everything we do is our own responsibility.


What I learned from the example my mother, Mary Cobbs, set for me—besides how to work hard, make sacrifices, trust in the Lord and take responsibility for my actions—is that each of us can do more.


Doing more is one message I take to audiences whenever I'm invited to speak. I used to have to beg people to let me speak at their schools or camps or fund-raising events. Now, after the success of the Houston Comets and the individual recognition I've received, people are begging me to talk.


“You can achieve something more,” I say. “You can always gel better. You can be a better friend to your friends, a better sister to your brothers, a better daughter to your parents. When you realize you can do more tomorrow than you're doing today, you will get inspired. You'll develop a fire within yourself, a desire to become a better person, a better doctor, lawyer or athlete. You'll have a hunger and thirst for knowledge. Because knowledge is power.”


I've had people come up to me after my speeches and tell me they've been inspired. A woman who recently heard me speak at a church in Houston told me afterward that I'd motivated her to go back to college and finish her degree. It's gratifying to think that I'm having a positive impact on some people's lives, that I'm able to make a difference.


There's one other message I try to stress in speeches: Don't put limits on yourself. Reach as high as you can. Keep raising the bar.


After spending more than a decade in Europe, I had every reason to come back to the United States and not play at such a high level. I was thirty-four years old when the WNBA started in 1997, an age at which many women basketball players have already turned to coaching or other pursuits.


Many people associated with women's basketball thought my best years were behind me. It would have been easy for me to go along with that line of thinking and say, “Hey, you know what? They're right. I'm not in my prime anymore.”


I wouldn't do it. I wouldn't accept that thinking. I've spent a lot of years paying my dues in women's basketball; when the WNBA got under way, it was time to collect.


The number one thing I wanted to do in the WNBA was show everyone I could play basketball at the high level I'd maintained in Europe. I wanted my family and friends, especially my mother, to see how my game has grown and matured since I was the sparkplug sixth man on the USC Lady Trojans NCAA championship teams in the early 1980s.


The past two years have been like a dream fulfilled. Words could never express how it feels to play in front of a sold-out Houston crowd of 16,285 people who worship every move you make and every shot you take. Fans who give you unconditional support.


Words can't explain how it feels to have people chanting in unison. “MVP! MVP! MVP!” Hearing that brought tears to my eyes at the free throw line. It was like a wake-up call to what was happening, because I get so wrapped up in the game I don't realize the magnitude of it all. It's truly awesome.


To see where we've come from and where women's basketball is going and the immense opportunity we now have brings joy to my heart. And some sadness, too, because there are a lot of great women players this opportunity has passed by.


Just to be part of the WNBA is special, but to actually excel and go down in history as the league's first superstar is amazing. It's special to me and my family, and it's even more gratifying because my mother has been pan of it.


As many basketball fans already know, Mary Cobbs was diagnosed with breast cancer shortly before the WNBA began its inaugural season. It's been a difficult period for our family, but the success of the Comets and the accolades for her daughter have brought joy to Mother's life and helped her fight in the battle with cancer.


Some WNBA players probably lake what the league has going for granted, but I'm not one of them. I've been through the wringer playing basketball. I've had to survive a lot of tough times—like being forced to go abroad to pursue my dream and having to stay overseas so long, in a different culture, away from family and friends.


Circumstances forced me to lose touch with people I grew up with. Those are years and experiences I can never replace.


Since I made all those sacrifices, I'm able to appreciate the WNBA and the opportunities that we have more than most. It's my job now to make sure the next generation of women basketball players, and the generations after it, don't have to go overseas.


That could be an option, certainly, but it would no longer be a necessity. If we handle things right, women basketball players will be able to stay home and live in America and make a living doing something they love to do.


To me, this book is about finding yourself, believing in yourself and awakening to the fact that it's you who determines your future and what you do with your life. You can take control.


I got off to a slow start. I was a true underdog, unsteady and unsure of myself. Once I gained some self-confidence and learned to believe in myself. I began to soar.


I know you can, too. Just follow me.



Chapter Two


Like Mother, Like Daughter


I get my drive and determination to succeed and excel directly from my mother, Mary Cobbs.


I saw my mother raise eight children to the best of her ability as a single parent. I watched her work from morning to night—at times it seemed as if she worked twenty-four hours a day—to support us.


She worked as a custodian for the Rapid Transit Department in Los Angeles. She cleaned homes and did odd jobs on the side.


I saw my mother get stressed out by trying to make ends meet. She had to see to it that our bills were paid and we had food on the table and clothes on our back and shoes on our feet. And that when any of us were sick, we got to see the doctor.


My mother shouldered most of the burdens in our family. And she did so for a long, long time—as long as I can remember.


Her hard work inspired me. So did her altitude. Because no matter how difficult things were, or how dark the situation, or how much she had to sacrifice, she would never give up.


She would not allow herself to fail.


I know a lot of children expect their parents to tell them some meaningful story, or say some magical word, to give them inspiration and motivation. Kids often need to hear some encouraging words to help them get over a difficult situation or through some terrible times.


My mother never had that kind of conversation with my brothers and sisters and me. She didn't need to. Her actions spoke louder than words.


I have learned through the years that when I encounter problems and challenges, I can overcome them. Because my mother, by overcoming the tough times she experienced and never giving up, showed me how.


She worked to give us a better chance in life. No sacrifice was too great to make for her children. She would come home so tired, so exhausted by her long day's work that she'd be unable to do anything but collapse.


Because she had set goals for herself and her family, however, she would get up the next day and do it all over again—without whining or complaining or feeling sorry for herself.


She would not surrender.


When I was a little girl, we lived in the projects in Los Angeles, and Mother received welfare from the government. She eventually got off welfare and began to work and make money.


Mother was constantly doing whatever she could to improve our situation. She moved us out of the projects in Los Angeles into an apartment and later into our own house. When that house burned down, she had to move us into an apartment in Watts. But she knew the environment there was violent and tough, so she saved up enough money to buy us another house.


Because of the circumstances she faced, my mother wasn't able to give her children all the love and attention and nurturing she would have wanted to. That bothered me a lot when I was young, but later I realized she had demonstrated her love for us in other ways. She put discipline in our lives. She emphasized getting an education. She introduced us to a spiritual side of life and gave us hope.


My mother did her best at everything she did, and on her level, she excelled. She raised our standard of living all by herself. We went from way below the poverty line to where we at least had the necessities to survive day to day. That may not sound like much of a difference, but believe me, it was.


Some people seem to think success means being rich or having a lot of material possessions. But if you start out real low on the scale, success means not being in the same position you were ten or fifteen years earlier. Mother moved us up.


I remember when we lived off of welfare checks that Mommy received on the 1st and 15th of every month. Welfare checks and food stamps—that was it. Then Mommy realized that wasn't going to cut it and we would be a lot worse off if she continued along those lines. So, on her own, she found herself a job and then took on a second job.


Working two jobs, one of them on the graveyard shift that kept her away from home all night, she was able to give us more: More lunch money. More school supplies. More clothes. More food.


These changes didn't happen overnight; they stretched over a number of years. But my mother would not be denied. She worked her way up to better-paying jobs with better benefits, including health coverage. She did all this for her children. We were her motivation, and she never lost sight of it.


My mother is an inspiring, loving and passionate woman. She's a great lady. Now that I'm playing professionally in the WNBA, it's my job to give back to my mother and allow her to be her true self.


My brothers and sisters and I didn't always get to see her nurturing qualities when we were younger. My mother had so much pressure on her to make ends meet, she didn't have as much time to spend with us as she would have liked.


It's wonderful to see those great qualities of hers shine through now that she doesn't face the pressure of being the breadwinner.


Our family was devastated when my mother learned she had breast cancer in March 1997. But we felt blessed that I had been assigned to play for the franchise in Houston, which has one of the finest cancer institutions in the world, M.D. Anderson Hospital.


When my mother's cancer was first diagnosed, I remember praying. “Please don't take my mommy, Lord. Don't take her. Because she's my momma. She's the only mother I'm ever going to have.”


Then I said to myself, “That's selfish. Whew, is that ever selfish.”


So I changed my prayers to ask that the lord's will be done. If the Lord wants to take my mother home, I can't say I will be okay with that, but at least I'll know she's not suffering any longer.


What we've tried to do is take a negative situation and turn it into a positive one by having my mother share in all the excitement of the WNBA championships the Houston Comets won in 1997 and 1998. I want my mother to enjoy every moment that she's here on earth. That's my focus, no matter how much I have to spend or what I have to do to accomplish that goal.


Since my mother's cancer was detected, we've gone through the usual upheavals during her treatment, all the predictable peaks and valleys. She has always been a very strong woman—motivated, determined and strong-willed. But cancer debilitates an individual. It's such a degenerative disease that it takes away from the physical person and the mental being as well. It strips a person of who they are. I've seen it stripping away at her.


With cancer, fear creeps in, along with uncertainty and unpredictability. People with cancer are uncertain of their future; they sometimes show fear of gelling close to you because they might be leaving you soon.


My mother was never the kind of person who gets sick. But now she's sick and that means she has been unable to do some things for herself that she's always been able to do. Just little things, like cooking for herself or going to the supermarket. She's been unable to give her grandchildren all the love and care and attention she gave them right before she got this disease.


It's a dramatic situation, not being able to do the things you're used to doing for your loved ones because of the battle that's waging inside your body. I've seen confusion and doubt in my mother. I've heard uncertainty in her voice.


It's almost like she's become the child and I've become the mother who has to find the right things to say. Now I have to he strong for her, just as she was my strength when I was a shy, confused and uncertain little girl.


During the 1997 season, when my mother was receiving chemotherapy treatment, there were times she was in pain twenty-four hours a day. I remember her having to wake me at 4 A.M. because the pain was so intense. I know she didn't want to get me up at that hour, because I might have practice that day or the Comets might be playing a game that night, but she had no other choice. Her pain was overwhelming.


Sometimes I would massage her arms or legs, or her shoulders, back and neck. Sometimes I would read to her from the Bible. Sometimes we'd just talk. I did whatever I could to keep her mind off the pain.


No matter how bad she felt, my mother never missed a Houston Comets home game. When we won the first WNBA championship, beating the New York Liberty 65–51 in the championship game at The Summit in Houston, she was right down there on the floor, jumping around and celebrating with us.


The joy on her face was a beautiful sight to see.


Because my mother never missed a game, despite all that was happening to her, I know I will not be stopped by taking a knee in the thigh or getting slammed to the floor when I'm driving to the hoop. I know I'm going to bounce right up and play this game, because compared with what my mother has been through what's a bump or a bruise?


Believe me, it's nothing.


Chapter Three

Hard Times

I‘ve spent years trying to forget many of the painful things that happened to me during my childhood. When a door closes, I try my best to keep it shut.

What I do know is that Mary Cobbs had already given birth to four children, my sisters Joanne and Drena and my brothers Kenny and Everett, when I entered the world on April 14, 1963. It was Easter Sunday.

Mother said she had a quick delivery but a painful one. She said from the beginning I liked to move around a lot. In a sense, I've been running all my life.

When I was barely a year old, my mother moved our family from Chicago, which is where she grew up and where most of her relatives still live, to Los Angeles. She thought the opportunities for work would be better in L.A., and she had heard the school system was better, too.

We moved into government-assisted housing in the South Central area of Los Angeles, what's commonly known as Watts. About a year later, during August 1965, riots broke out in the neighborhood.

The riots, which were the flashpoint for feelings of hopelessness among the inner-city poor, lasted for six days. The whole area was in a state of civil emergency, and the National Guard had to be called in to restore law and order.

Thirty-four people were killed during the riots, and thousands more were injured. Looting was widespread and cars and buildings were set on fire.

I've heard people say that before the riots, parts of Watts were pretty nice. But afterward, when I was growing up there in the 1970s, Watts had a bunch of empty storefronts with broken glass, littered fields where buildings had once stood and slums in states of disrepair.

Many of the residents of Watts didn't know where their next meal was coming from. The neighborhoods were filthy, with trash lining the streets. Houses had broken windows, torn gutters and peeling paint.

The streets were filled with jobless people, hanging out because they had nowhere else to go, and dirty kids, many without shoes, in need of a bath and shampoo.

We were living below the poverty line. I didn't realize just how poor our family was until I got out in the world and saw what other people had, but even as a kid I knew we didn't have much.

We lived in either small, matchbox houses or cramped, sparsely furnished apartments. There were seven children in our family (Stephanie followed me in 1964 and Lisa in 1967), which meant we never had our own beds, much less our own rooms. I usually shared a bed with Stephanie.

Imagine life with seven kids, two bedrooms and one bathroom. It was crowded, to say the least. And when something around the house broke, we didn't have the money to fix it. When a bed frame broke, for example, we'd simply put the mattress on the floor and sleep on it.

We didn't have any pets. We could barely feed ourselves, so animals were out of the question. I didn't have a favorite doll, toy or stuffed animal. Sometimes, like on our birthdays, we might get a new toy, but it never was of the best quality so it was hard to keep it intact for long. One year I got a pair of roller skates, but they were so cheap they didn't last.

I never had a bicycle. My brothers and sisters and I walked everywhere we went. I can't remember a favorite or best Christmas gift. We had so little extra money to spend on presents that anything we got for Christmas seemed special.

I never participated in neighborhood youth clubs or organizations like Brownies or Girl Scouts. In the first place, we didn't have the money to join. Besides, that wasn't exactly the mentality where we lived. You don't find many gang members—girls or boys—involved with Scouting.

I wasn't brought up around books or storytelling. No one read to me or my siblings or told us stories. My mother was always too busy working, and my father never seemed to take the time. We didn't watch much television, either, because the TV set usually was broken.

My siblings and I played in the streets, down at the junkyard and on or around the railroad tracks across from our house on Lanzit Avenue. We chased trains, which was both dangerous and stupid, but we didn't know any better. We threw rocks at each other. We played tag.

I also liked to play marbles and jump rope. I claim to be the all-time champion at tether ball.

There were too many of us kids to all hang out together. We didn't move around like a pack. But when we did do things together, Joanne, the oldest child, was the ringleader.

Being something of a tomboy who liked to play sports. I hung out with my brother Kverett, who we called Ricky, more than any of my sisters.

Ricky and I were tight. We were the closest in age—a year apart—and attitude. We shared the goal of getting out of poverty and making something of our lives. We dreamed about one day being able to help Mother with the family bills and expenses.

We played together all the time and protected each other in the neighborhood and at school. We were inseparable. Ricky and I were like two peas in a pod.

One day Ricky and I were playing tag in the junkyard with some of our friends. I was running hard and cut around the corner of a building too sharply. I fell down and scraped up my leg really bad. I still have a scar as a reminder.

Mommy had to take me to the hospital and get me shots to keep the wound from getting infected. I remember her being really mad at me, probably because of the strain my mishap had put on the family budget.

My mother didn't mind paying to have my eyes fixed, though. When I was young, my eyes were slightly crossed, which made me even more self-conscious. I had to start wearing glasses at an early age, about eight or so. I remember having a pair of glasses that looked like cat's eyes. That was a popular style in those days.

Most of the glasses I wore had cheap plastic frames and thick Coke-bottle lenses. For a little girl already self-conscious, having to wear those big, ugly glasses was traumatizing.

My crossed eyes got progressively worse until I needed surgery to correct my vision. When I came home from the hospital, Mommy let me rest in her room.

The doctors had given me a pair of protective shades to wear over my eyes while they healed. They were uncomfortable, so I took them off and tried to get some sleep. Someone came into Mommy's room and flipped on the light switch. Because my eyes were so sensitive to the light, I cried out in pain.

Mommy came running in to see what was wrong, and then yelled at everybody to leave me alone. That made me feel special, because in a family the size of ours, it was rare for anyone to get any individual attention.

What scared me most growing up were the drugs and gangs and overall violence in our neighborhood. I remember walking to the grocery store with my sister Drena one day when I was about eight or nine. I wore a red scarf.

Red happened to be the color of one of the main gangs in Los Angeles, the Bloods. As we were about to enter the store, a boy about sixteen or seventeen started cussing at me. He was a member of a rival gang, the Crips.

Crips wore blue.

He seemed huge. He got in my face and asked me what I was doing, wearing that particular color. I told him my mommy had put it on me to keep my hair in place. He threatened to hurt me, but instead he just snatched the scarf off my head, pulled out a cigarette lighter and set it on fire.

Drena and I didn't wait around to watch the scarf burn. We ran into the store, scared out of our wits. We got what we were looking for and hurried home. We were too terrified to talk about what had happened. We knew it could have been worse.

That incident taught me an important lesson about being careful about the color of clothes you wore around Watts. I realized that colors were a real issue, that gang members look that stuff seriously. If you made a mistake and went on the wrong turf wearing the wrong color, your life could be at risk.

The incident-with the member of the Crips reflected the kind of neighborhood we lived in. Walls and buildings in Watts were covered with graffiti and other gang markings. You had to be careful at all times about where you went because you could get hurt for no reason, maybe accidentally hit during a drive-by shooting.

The danger was constant. It never went away. You might be playing hopscotch with your friends outside the projects and suddenly a car would pull around the corner and the guys inside would open fire with automatic or semiautomatic weapons. People dove to the ground or ran away to keep from getting hit.

Or you might be out jumping rope, or practicing your double Dutch, when members of a gang would come down the street and jump on somebody and beat them half to death. Just because they weren't affiliated with that gang.

You never knew when the violence would erupt—only that it would—which made kids feel uneasy when they went outside to play and parents uncomfortable about letting their children go out. People expected the worst and were seldom disappointed.

Besides Ricky, my closest friend growing up was Shearon Bell, who lived next door to us for part of my youth. We were best friends beginning in elementary school and all the way through junior high and high school. She was the one person I could talk with and tell my secrets to—although not all of my secrets. She's always been my girl.

I envied Shearon because she had both parents living at home. It seemed to me like she had the perfect family.

Her house was newer than ours. Her parents’ furniture wasn't tattered and beat-up. Shearon always had nice clothes and clean clothes. She didn't wear hand-me-downs. Her family seemed extremely happy and content. What things they needed, they went out and purchased. From my limited perspective, they seemed to have it all.

I told myself that one day I would live like that.

I did very well in school when I was young. Math and science were two of my favorite subjects. English was okay. My school career got off to a rocky start: On the first day of kindergarten, I ran away. I didn't like being around so many stranger, so when I saw an opportunity to get away, I look it. I thought I could escape, but my teacher ran me down. She must have been pretty quick, because I was a little scooter.

I was the kind of child who never raised her hand to ask the teacher questions and hated to have to get up and read aloud in class. I was timid and scared. I was too unsure of myself and uncertain of who I was. I had a complex about being poor and about the way I looked.

I was also hardheaded. When I thought I was right, then no matter what the teacher said, I'd stand by what I'd said. That's just how it was.

Sports made me happy at school. They became an outlet for the frustrations I had with our situation, and they allowed me to feel equal to other people.

I liked playing Softball and volleyball, and I was a terror at kickball. Because I was fast enough to get on base and run around the bases, boys at school always picked me for their team. That was unusual.

I always did well in races we had at 118th Street Elementary School. I ran sprints and relays, and by the time I was in the fifth and sixth grades, I was one of the fastest girls in school, if not the fastest.

During the 1998 WNBA season, when the Houston Comets were in Los Angeles to play the Sparks, I heard some fan shout out during the warm-ups, “Hey, 118th Street Pirates!” I looked up in the stands and saw Mike Natelson, who had been a teacher and coach at our elementary school.

That was pretty cool.

One of the things I remember most clearly about my childhood is being hungry. I was always hungry. Ricky and I used to stand outside a liquor store in the neighborhood and beg for nickels. On a good day, we might make 50 cents, which was a lot of money for us. We'd take that change and go to the grocery store and buy candy or something else to eat.
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