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Foreword

I was in the WNBA for about two minutes before everybody started asking me the same question: “What’s Coach Auriemma like?” It was amazing. It was the first thing everybody wanted to know. People are very curious about what kind of personality he has, and how he approaches the game. They all want a little insight into how he’s been able to win five championships and produce all these great players.

How do you explain Geno Auriemma to someone that has never met him? They probably already have the wrong impression about Coach. He isn’t very well liked in the women’s game, mostly, I think, because of jealousy. They want what he has, and they don’t know how to get it. He’s also very confident and outspoken, and they don’t always like what he has to say.

The biggest mistake people make is thinking that we must hate Coach because he was so hard on us. They figure we couldn’t possibly like someone who yells at us and screams at us as much as he did. But, very early on at Connecticut, you realize he’s on you because he wants to get the most out of you.

Nobody likes to hear the stuff he says. I didn’t. Before we started my freshman season, I would see Coach on campus and he’d be smiling and having fun. We’d be joking all the time. I was thinking, “This guy is incredible.”

But then practice started, and it was over. He was on my case constantly. He was busting me, big-time. As soon as we stepped in that gym, boom! He flipped a switch. He was this completely driven, competitive guy who was never satisfied. Whatever I did, I couldn’t please him. It took a toll on me at first. Sometimes you need a compliment.

But he wasn’t giving you one until March.

In my freshman year, we made it to the NCAA semifinal game against Notre Dame. I played horribly. I shot 1 for 15 from the floor. I was upset, and when I fouled out with about a minute to go, I came out of the game with my head down. I couldn’t even look at the scoreboard. I knew if I had just made two or three more shots, we would have won. I felt so badly about letting my team down, especially the seniors.

Coach came over and talked to me. He rubbed my head. He wasn’t going to let me feel that way. He wasn’t going to let me blame myself.

Right after that, we had our individual end-of-the-year meetings. I figured he was going to say to me, “Hey, you did a really good job this year.” Instead, he sat me down and said, “Next year we’re going to suck with you on the team.”

I couldn’t believe it. What happened to the “it’s not your fault” stuff he’d said the week before? But that’s what makes Coach Auriemma different. You go in there thinking one thing, and he hits you with something totally different. I’m expecting all these compliments, and he’s telling me, “We can’t win with you next year. You took no responsibility for that championship game.”

At the time, I was really angry with him. But you know what? He was right. If he had said to me, “Diana, I know you did your best in that game, it’s okay,” I don’t know if I would have been as determined or as hungry the next season. He knew exactly what he was doing. I came out in my sophomore season and had, I think, the best year of my career. Oh, and by the way, we won the national championship.

While you are playing, you are not going to see the comforting side of Coach that often. You’ll see it off the court when he’s busting your chops, or goofing with us on the bus, or checking in to make sure everything is okay at home, but on the court those times are rare.

The most emotional moment I had with him was when we beat Penn State in my senior year in the regional final. We had played like crap the whole year. It was our last game at the Hartford Civic Center, and he took me out with one minute left, and there were a lot of emotions running through me. I came out, and he just gave me a huge hug. I’ll always remember that one. It solidified everything for me. I remember thinking, “You know what? Coach has been on my side for four years. I might not have always known it, but he was.”

The women I played with at Connecticut like to tease me. They call me Little Geno. They tell me, “He’s your long-lost father.” I say, “Hey, shut up,” but I know they’re right. I’m competitive, just like him. We’re both hardheaded. I made him step his game up, and he put me on a different level. He focuses on the little stuff that at the time you don’t think is that important. But later on, you understand.

I get it now.

One of his biggest things is communication. He expected us to be talking to one another all the time on the floor. If you didn’t talk, you didn’t play. Now I’m in the WNBA and you go to practice and you don’t hear a word, for the most part. It’s a different atmosphere. People have their agendas. They punch in, and they punch out when they’re done. I’m out there clapping my hands, trying to get people going, because that’s how we were successful at Connecticut. We were twelve people who were all on the same page. I miss that.

I know I can go to Coach Auriemma for anything. I have enough confidence in him that I’ve told him things I haven’t even told people I’ve known my whole life. People think I’m this outgoing person, but actually I’m very reserved. I’m not one to put my problems out there. I’m not going to sit down and tell you my life story. Coach really worked on getting to know me. He figured me out like no one else ever has.

So that’s why I’d trust him with anything. I don’t know a whole lot of people who go to college and play for the same coach for four years and leave with that kind of relationship. It happens because he invests in you—so you end up investing in him.

The thing about Coach is he invests in all of us. Not just the stars. Everyone. We’re all part of the family. There’s nothing like the UConn connection in the WNBA. Whatever city I’m in, if someone played for Connecticut, we’re hooking up for dinner. I never played with Rita Williams or Nykesha Sales, but it doesn’t matter. We’re getting together. It’s the same with Swin Cash, and it was the same with Rebecca Lobo and Kara Wolters when they were in the league.

If you’re on the outside looking at Connecticut basketball, all you see is this machine on the court, and this intense coach pushing the buttons. You don’t see how much Coach Auriemma cares. You don’t see him welcoming us into his family. You don’t see his mother, Marsiella, making us pepperoni bread, or the times we go to his house and play stupid kid games like Pictionary and Mix and Match. You don’t see us piling into a gym to watch his son, Michael, play basketball. You don’t see us confiding in his wife, Kathy, and complaining to her about him.

Coach Auriemma isn’t for everyone. If you can’t take criticism or motivate yourself, go somewhere else. But if you love basketball, there is no other place for you, especially if you are competitive and you want to be really good. Here’s the thing: everyone else is going to kiss your ass. They’re going to spend four years telling you how great you are, and you will never find out how great you could have been, because nobody is pushing you.

Coach pushed the pedal for four years. And when I look back on it, I’m not just talking about basketball. He made me become a better person.

If I had never played for Geno Auriemma, I would be just like everyone else. I really believe that. He forced me to become somebody special, and I’ll always be grateful.

People always wonder why all the UConn players always come back. It’s because we have something—somebody—worth coming back for.

Thanks, Coach.

—    DIANA TAURASISpring 2005


ONE

All of my scars are hidden.

My physical scars are on my stomach, covered by my clothing. They are my reminders of the hot coals that seared my flesh.

The emotional scars aren’t as easy to see. I’ve got plenty of them, but there isn’t one person that knows all of my scars. I’ve acquired them from a life of questioning myself, of constantly striving to prove myself.

The scars come from being seven years old, coming to America from Italy and not being able to speak English.

I arrive in Norristown, Pennsylvania, and I don’t know the language. I don’t know the customs. I don’t dress the right way. I feel out of place, so I’m constantly self-conscious and unsure of myself.

Scars are part of you, whether you like it or not. Once you’ve been scarred, the marks remain forever. The key is, what effect does it have on you going forward?

I’m always amused when I hear people who don’t know me describe me as arrogant, insensitive, and overconfident.

They have no idea how wrong they are.

They don’t understand that even after winning five national championships at Connecticut, I still doubt myself all the time. They don’t understand that the image of me on the sidelines, the person they see on television prowling back and forth, is not who I am. You need a certain level of confidence to be successful at anything. I certainly have confidence. People think I have too much of it, and say it comes across as cocky, but the truth is, no matter what I accomplish, I’m never sure it’s good enough.

It’s never as good as it could have been, because I’ve never coached the perfect game, and my players have never played the perfect game. And when that flawed game is over, I’m convinced it’s my fault, even if we win big. It’s like the pitcher who throws a perfect game in nine innings. If he doesn’t strike out every guy, then he’s going to talk about the line drive that was hit and caught by the third baseman. If he’s a perfectionist, even after his amazing accomplishment, he’s probably going to be ticked off about a slider that just missed the strike zone.

Even after our perfect 35-0 season in 1995, the year we won our first national championship, I found myself going back and saying, “Why didn’t we execute that backdoor cut better? Why did their pressure bother us? Why didn’t I do a better job?” Those questions dog me. They stay with me, those scars, even though no one else can see them.

I’m not sure what the scars on my stomach signify. Maybe it is a reminder that I came from nothing. Even though I never had anything growing up, my expectation level was still pretty high. Some people who have nothing growing up have very low expectations. If my parents’ expectations were higher, they would have accomplished more. Their goals were modest: to get out of Italy. I’m not sure my father even did that of his own volition.

I think he came because his older brothers were already in America and said, “Hey, Donato. Get over here.”

I grew up in a little village in the mountains east of Naples called Montella. Most of the homes in the village were made of stone. My name in Italy was Luigi. It was always very cold in the winter, and very warm in the summer. There were no screens in the house, but no flies either.

We used to sleep in front of the fireplace because we had no heat. We didn’t have any electricity. We heated up our water over an open flame.

My mother worked, just like all the other mothers in the village. The girls who were too young to work would stay behind and take care of all the brothers and sisters and cousins.

One morning, when I was two years old, it was really cold out. The only way to keep the little ones warm was to place the hot coals on the floor and place the babies in a circle around that pile of heat. On this particular day, I guess I fell asleep. My mom was out working, and no one was paying attention, and I toppled over into the coals. You can imagine what it must have been like to have eight or nine coals stuck to your burning skin, and no one there to help you.

By the time they pulled me out, my stomach was burned pretty badly. I don’t remember the pain. I don’t remember any of it. My mother said one of the reasons it took so long for someone to notice me was that I hardly made a sound.

In the context of today’s world, that’s a pretty horrible story. God forbid some little kid trips and scrapes his knee and there’s no parental supervision around. That kid would probably be taken into custody by the state. But back then, what happened to me, in the big scheme of things, was not so tragic. Think of all the other children of that era who were born in the mountains of Italy. Many of them never survived their own birth, and others died of various diseases at a very young age. So I got a few scars. I was one of the lucky ones.

Montella was a remote region with no doctors or hospitals. Our family didn’t have a car, a television, or a radio. If you wanted to go somewhere, you walked. When you are young, and you don’t have anything, you don’t even realize you are poor, because you are just like all the people around you. I always felt like a normal part of the universe. I had no idea what the world was like beyond my little village. And on some level, I guess, I wasn’t really aware of the struggles the elders in my town had gone through when they were my age.

I just never had a sense of how incredibly difficult it must have been to be my parents, to be ten years old during World War II, to live in fear every single day. I look at my own children now. They have such a comfortable life. My daughters are at the University of Connecticut. My son goes to a private Catholic high school. I can’t even imagine what it would be like if all of a sudden an army marched through the center of Manchester, Connecticut, and occupied our town. It’s impossible to fathom.

My mother, Marsiella, remembers all of the difficulties of her childhood, but I think it’s very painful for her to talk about it. She and her five other siblings lived a life I can’t possibly understand.

My mother has never set foot in a school. She can’t read. She can’t write. She can sign her name, barely. But here’s the funny part. In “real world” terms, my mother can do almost anything. The only things she can’t do are the things we assume every intelligent, functioning person can do. She can take care of almost every single thing that requires you to get through life. She can manage almost anything that comes her way—as long as she doesn’t have to read it.

Even though she was sent to work at the age of ten, that didn’t necessarily mean she was going to get paid. She worked in exchange for goods and services. Someone might give you seeds in exchange for your labor, so you can grow vegetables in your backyard. Or they give you livestock. They give you a piglet to raise, and you keep that pig, and feed him, and make him as big as a house, because you know you are going to eat every single piece of that pig before the year is over.

My mother loves to tell the story of my grandmother’s pig. At the time, World War II is on and the Germans march into their village. My grandfather has already gone off to war. Typically, when the Germans come to town, the mothers and the children flee to the mountains and hide there.

My grandmother sends her children out the back door of the house and tells them to hide in the hills. But she refuses to leave. She doesn’t want the Germans to get her pig. The pig is downstairs in the basement of the house, so she hides there with it, doing her best to keep it quiet so they won’t find her.

The Germans stay a few days. My mom and her brothers and sisters forage for whatever they can find in the mountains. My grandmother manages to keep that pig alive. The soldiers leave without discovering her.

The problem during that time was there were no men left behind to protect their families. If they stayed behind, it was either because they were too young, or had been injured in some way, or were unfit for battle. The women that were left behind to fend for themselves became pretty strong and pretty determined and pretty tough. My mother is all of those things.

You learned to protect your family, to stay one step ahead of the Germans. If they came knocking on your door, you better have already left for the mountains. Otherwise, if you were still there, and you had a young daughter, they might take her. People hid their daughters for that reason. There were plenty of unspeakable things that went on in my mother’s childhood.

My mother remembers a family that was forced to evacuate their home so the Germans could take it over. A little boy was looking for his dog. He’s calling for the dog, and the dog starts barking, and the soldiers tell the mother the dog is making too much noise. But the little boy won’t leave without his dog. He calls and calls for him, and finally the dog runs over and starts barking at the soldiers, so they shoot the dog—and the boy.

That is the kind of environment my parents were raised in. My grandmother worked in the fields all day, in the heat, harvesting hay with a sickle. My mother was born on June 11, 1931, and four days later, my grandmother was back in the fields with her sickle. She would come home at lunch and breast-feed my mother, and tell her, “You’re the only baby in Italy who is having warm milk for lunch.” Then she would go back to work.

Before she came to America, my mother never ventured outside of Montella—except to hide in the mountains.

My father, Donato, was born in 1927. He and his brothers were fortunate enough to have a horse and a wagon, so they were able to get hired by other people to transport things from one village to the next. That’s how he made his living.

He was a very proud man, a very hardworking man. He brought us to this country to give us a better life than the one he had, and he succeeded. His life was very simple, and that’s how he liked it.

My life, I know, was a mystery to him. He was proud of me, I’m sure of that, but I don’t think he ever really got it. A women’s basketball coach? That’s a job?

Donato died of cancer in 1997. He had been sick for a while, and I remember arriving at my parents’ house in Norristown, the same one that I grew up in, and my mother telling me he was gone. She was sitting there, so sad, and I really broke down, but it was as much for her as it was for my own grief. I felt for her, because I was never really able to develop a close relationship with my father.

He was very distant. He just didn’t share a lot. And he definitely did not understand what I was doing. He just couldn’t grasp why basketball was so important to so many people. He had a hard time understanding why everyone made such a big deal of what I did. In his mind, you measured success and hard work by how much physical labor you put into it.

I’ve been very fortunate to be successful as the women’s basketball coach at Connecticut. It has provided my family and me with just about everything we could ever need. Yet there’s a tremendous amount of guilt that comes along with knowing how much easier your life has been because your parents brought you here. Those scars are the ones that never heal.

I remember my mother visiting us once in Connecticut. She was staying with us in my comfortable home, and I was bitching about something stupid, about something that happened in the office, or something that happened with recruiting. She listened, like she always does, but didn’t say much.

Later that night, the topic of my grandmother came up. My mother starts talking about her, and before you know it, she’s getting very emotional. She starts telling me that when her mother got sick, they couldn’t figure out what was wrong with her, so they took her to a hospital about fifteen miles away from Montella. Well, back then, fifteen miles away might as well be the end of the earth.

For seven days, my mother and her family don’t hear anything. Finally they get word their mother has died. My mother has tears in her eyes as she tells the story, and she never cries, unless it’s for a happy reason.

She tells me, “I never got to see my mother before she died. Even worse, they buried her and nobody had any idea where, because we had no way to go and look for her.”

You sit there and you listen to that, and suddenly all that stuff you were bitching about earlier seems so small and so meaningless.

It wasn’t until more than thirty years later, on a trip back to Italy, that my mother was able to visit her mother’s grave. Her brother located it and took her there to pay her respects. It’s an old story, really. If you talk to anybody who is seventy or older, who has come to this country from somewhere else, particularly an Eastern or Western European country, I bet they’ve had similar experiences.

It’s the old-fashioned tale of searching for the American dream. Move to America, get a job, make nothing, scrape up enough to buy a tiny little place, and become one of those families that George Bailey talks about in It’s a Wonderful Life. There’s a part in the movie where George is accused by his boss, Mr. Potter, of sucking up to those “garlic eaters.”

My parents and I were those garlic eaters.

I remember my younger days in Italy, but not as well as I would like. I wish I could close my eyes and retrace the steps I took every day. I wish I could see the guy who made the bread, the guy who delivered the groceries, and the woman who would lower her basket from the second floor and pull up her parcels. I wish I could remember my parents as young people raising a family.

When I was younger, I took great pride in my history. Then I got a little older and I lost sight of it a little bit, because I got so wrapped up in my own life and what I’m doing. But now I’m past fifty, and my mother is in her mid-seventies, and my father is passed away, and I find myself reaching back and trying to recapture my roots, because once it’s gone, it’s gone.

All my father’s brothers who were over there have died. My mother has no other family left except my brother, my sister, and me. The information stream is starting to dry up.

I’ve asked my mother what the kids in our village did for fun. There were no organized sports leagues. Montella certainly didn’t have any kind of teams with fancy uniforms. There was a residual military presence from the war in our village, and as a result, there were some kids who knew how to play a little baseball. There was a field not far from our house in Montella, and there were kids who gathered there informally. I was too young to take part in any of that, but my mom said I would get up and walk there every day, just to watch. I remember going there, but not the specifics. I don’t believe there was a backstop on the baseball field, or any nets in the hoops for basketball. Sports were certainly not a priority in the countryside of Italy at that time.

I tell my kids these stories about my birthplace, about the history of their grandparents, and they really aren’t that interested. They’d be much more excited and much more impressed if I told them, “Your grandfather played in the NBA,” or “Your grandfather played major league baseball.” Instead, I’m telling them, “This is what they went through,” and I don’t think they get it, nor should you expect them to, I guess.

I remember vividly the day our family moved to America. My two uncles had already come over and settled in Norristown. My dad went over next, and left us behind in Italy with our mother. He got a job in a candy factory making hard candy, the kind you eat at the front desk when you check into a nice hotel. I think he made something like seventeen dollars a week.

He sent for us around November. I was so excited about going. I was excited because I had never been in a car, and we were taking a car from Montella to Naples, which was about an hour’s ride. I just sat looking out the window, watching everything speed by. To this day, there’s nothing I like better in the world than getting into a car and driving real fast.

When we get to Naples, we board a boat to America, and my life as I know it begins. We are on that boat for thirteen days. My mom, I remember, isn’t feeling so hot. She suffers from seasickness. My sister, Anna, is only one year old, and my brother, Ferruccio, is four years old. I am in charge of them, especially when my mother isn’t feeling good. My brother is a bit of a wise guy. He spends the entire thirteen days learning every swear word the sailors know. All the sailors are Italian, and they get a kick out of my brother.

We are on our own a lot. My brother spends most of the time running around the boat. I spend most of the time chasing after him, making sure he doesn’t get himself into any trouble. I am one of those kids who likes to do everything right, and I know if my brother gets into trouble, that means I am going to get in trouble, too.

I swear, I spend most of my time saying, “Have you seen Ferruccio?” It’s amazing that we all make it to America in one piece. We land in New York City, sailing past Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty like every other European following a dream.

My uncle picks us up at the dock. I’m wearing all my little dark clothes and my little cap. Classic immigrant picture. We get into the car, and I’ll never forget it. He’s driving an Impala, with big fins. It is a bronze-gold color. I’m sure it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

My uncle has a job at the steel mill, and he’s in the union, and he can speak a little English, because he has been over here a couple of years. As we’re zooming down the New Jersey Turnpike, I’m thinking to myself, “Man, this is unbelievable. This is some kind of dream.”

We move in with my uncle Stefano, his wife, and their four children. You throw in my dad, my mom, me, my brother, and my sister and you’ve got four adults and seven kids living in a three-bedroom house.

I’m sleeping with a pack of kids in one room but I don’t care. My uncle’s house is right across the street from a school and a playground. He lives two blocks from a Catholic school, St. Francis. That’s where my cousins went, and that’s where I’ll be going.

They take me for my first day of school. I don’t speak any English. I walk in, and I’m supposed to be in second grade. I don’t speak the language, and I’ve already missed the first two months of school, but I’ve already done first grade in Italy, so this is how it goes. Nobody is feeling sorry for me. Nobody is giving me extra help. Nobody is going to make it easy for me.

They talk to my aunt, and she interprets for me. They tell me, through her, “This June is graduation. If you pass the test, you graduate. If you don’t, you stay behind. Do you understand?” I nod my head, but I have no idea what they are saying.

Pretty soon, I figure it out. I don’t want to stay back. I’m going to figure this out. I show up for class the first day, and I sit in the front so I can pick up as much as I can. I’m living with cousins who speak English, and that really helps. Every time they open their mouths, it’s an education for me. I ask them so many questions they get sick of me in a hurry.

I’m only seven, and I’m a sponge. I’m at the playground across the street with all the kids, and I want to fit in, so I have to understand. When you think about it, what is second grade, really? It’s numbers and letters. It’s not physics. So little by little, I start to pick it up. Once I learn to read, I read everything I can get my hands on. I read all the cereal boxes, cover to cover. I think Battle Creek, Michigan, is the center of the universe, because that’s where all our cereal is from.

At the end of the school year, I pass that test.

I tell my players all the time when they have a problem: “Figure it out.” When they say, “I can’t,” I stop them and tell them, “Don’t tell me that. You can if it really matters to you.”

That first day when I walk into that strange school, I’m wearing the clothes my mother made for me. I only have two pairs of pants. The kids make fun of me. I say I don’t care, but of course I do. Maybe that’s where, without knowing it, I got this sensitivity to what people say about me. When people criticize me, it bothers me. My friends will say, “Why do you give a damn about what that person thinks?” but I do.

I’ve always been overly concerned with what people think, right from the beginning.

The last thing I ever wanted to be was different—but I was.

My first year at school in America, we eat lunch at our desk, which is a good thing, because I don’t have to sit in a cafeteria alone. Everybody is grossed out by my lunch. My mom packs me eggplant Parmesan, our dinner from the night before. Sometimes she gives me sausage and eggs. No matter what she makes me, it’s dripping in oil, and it’s wrapped up in foil. The other kids are eating peanut butter and jelly and ham and cheese and they are looking at me and saying, “Who wants to eat that?” It’s just one more way I stand out, one more way that makes me different or strange, or whatever it is those kids think about me.

We have recess after lunch, and after a few days of running around, a couple of kids take me under their wing. My first friend is Steven Watson. He is a little guy, but he is really tough, and they don’t make fun of me when I am around Steve. The guy next door, Tyrone, he is older, probably about twelve. He sits on the porch and talks to me about the neighborhood.

We play baseball across the street. Tyrone teaches me how to hit. He’s so nice to me, but all these years later, I can’t even remember his last name. He lets me use his glove, because I don’t have one of my own.

When I am in the fourth grade, my parents buy their own house in Norristown. It costs $13,000 and it is about a mile and a half away from my uncle’s house, in what you’d call a lower-middle-class neighborhood. They are brand-new homes, row houses, all lined up, all the way down the block. My mother takes a job working at a rug factory making braided rugs. My father gets a job working across the street from the steel plant. They make construction blocks. I’m playing sports and going to school.

At this point, I’m talking to my parents strictly in English. It is hard for them, but necessary for me. I know they need to understand English. They also need to speak Italian to me, to make sure I never forget.

When school gets out, it’s summer vacation, but both of my parents are working, and we’re not living with my older cousins anymore, so I’ve got to watch my brother and sister. I’m twelve, my brother is nine, and my sister is seven. From seven in the morning to five at night, I’m in charge of the kids.

I was probably too young to take on that much responsibility, but what could my parents do? They need to work. We need the money. We don’t have a car, so my mom and dad take the bus to work every day. We stay in our neighborhood and try to stay out of trouble.

I play baseball every chance I can. I really think I’m going to be a major league baseball star. I become a Philadelphia fan, and we are living through tough times in 1964. That is the year of the great Phillies collapse. Richie Allen is a rookie that year. Jim Bunning pitches a perfect game. I’m thinking to myself, “This is what I’m going to do with my life.”

I’m a pitcher. I’m pretty good. From the time I am in the seventh or eighth grade, I have the same catcher. His name is Donnie Sobek. Donnie is a year older. We are a great team.

Little League tryouts were unbelievable back then. It wasn’t all this nonsense like now, when everyone makes it and every kid is guaranteed playing time. Back then, five hundred kids would show up, and these guys would be walking around with clipboards, and you’d hit some grounders and throw a few balls, and after about two or three days of tryouts they’d cut something like three hundred kids, and you are devastated if you don’t make it.

I don’t even try out until I am eleven years old. I don’t even know where the field is. There is only one in my town, but when I lived with my aunt and uncle, it was too far away. I couldn’t walk to it, and I didn’t have a bike.

Once we move, I meet this kid who tells me all I have to do is go out the back, hop over the stones on the creek, go down the other side, and the field is down the hill from there.

You never forget your first glove. I didn’t get a decent one until I was much, much older. The first glove I own is made by some obscure company that doesn’t even exist now. That’s all we can afford. My mom gets it for me. That is the one great thing about her. She knows it is important to me.

I never ask my father for that stuff, because he won’t understand. My mom always manages to find an extra ten dollars here or there to help me.

If they let me, I would have played baseball morning and night. I still have a scar from the time I slid into second, and there was a piece of glass on the bag, and it stripped my skin right off. There is glass and nails and all sorts of stuff everywhere. We don’t care. Also, there are no adults. We pick our teams and fight our own battles. I hurt my arm really bad throwing breaking balls. If someone were around to supervise us, they probably would have told me I was too young to throw that kind of pitch.

When I get to be thirteen, I end up playing for a Salvation Army team. Our coach is Vern Schlotzhauer. He is a really big old guy who is always smoking a cigar. Donnie Sobek is on the team, too. No matter what I do for old Vern, it is never good enough. One year I go 8-0 on the mound, and bat something like .350. I lead the team in hits and runs scored and I’m second in RBIs, but it doesn’t matter. He gives the MVP award to Donnie. I guess Vern felt I had a lot of talent and a lot of potential, and I was a guy he could keep pushing. He is right. I can take it.

Now that I’m a coach, I never bother with kids who can’t take it. If they can’t handle the challenge, I find that out early, and we don’t recruit them. I kill guys like Diana Taurasi and Sue Bird when I first get them. They might not understand at first, but eventually they realize what it is all about. They know I’m pushing them to get the absolute best out of them. Svetlana Abrosimova got it right away. Swin Cash, she didn’t like it all the time, but she knew the drill.

As much as I love baseball, the sport I really want to be good at is basketball. I am okay, but not the best. I’m not quite big enough. I’m not quite good enough. Baseball isn’t as rewarding or as sexy as basketball. Being on the basketball team is what matters. I play baseball all summer long. I never even play for the school. It isn’t that kind of sport.

I can still remember the first time I try out for the high school basketball team. I’m in the ninth grade. I never practice. I play baseball all the time and I don’t do much of anything to work on my basketball skills.

So I go out for the team. After a couple of days, they post the list of the kids that make it on the wall. I check the thing, and I’m history, man. I’m cut. It’s like a big sign telling you, “You ain’t good enough.” I kind of blow it off. I don’t want to admit I’m hurt about it, so I say, “Ah, that’s not what I really do anyway. I play baseball. I just tried out for this because all my friends were playing.” That is true, but it is also true that when they make it and I don’t, I’m pissed. I’m also crushed.

I end up playing a lot of basketball. They have an open gym in the afternoons, and I’m there every day. But I have no intention of going out for the team again. My feeling is, “Screw it. If they don’t want me, I have other things to do.” I don’t need to experience failure like that again.

There’s this kid, Jack Eisenmann, who plays there every day, too. He’s a year older. He’s playing with me one day, and he says, “Hey, you ought to try out for the team.” I say, “Nah, I’ve already done that.” He says, “No, really. Coach Gardler was asking me about you the other day. He was watching you play. He thinks you should try out.”

Jack Eisenmann convinces me to try out, and I make the team. I’ve known Jack thirty-five years. We grew up together, and now he’s my director of basketball operations at Connecticut. It’s kind of a frustrating job, I think. He’s a person who wants to coach, but the NCAA won’t let him. So Jack ends up doing film exchanges for us, puts together our playbook stuff, and organizes about a hundred other things.

I’m sure he’d rather be coaching and working with players on a daily basis. He spent thirteen years coaching a men’s college team in Ottawa. Of course, basketball is as popular in Canada as hockey is in Barbados.

Anyhow, because of Jack, I end up playing two years for Coach Buddy Gardler. I’m a backup point guard, and I love the game, but I’ve started so much later than everyone else, and for whatever reason, I don’t commit myself to improving the way I should.

One of the things that bothers me to this day is that I didn’t pay enough attention in high school to what was going on. As a result, when it comes time to graduate and go on to college, I’m not prepared. I use as an excuse, “Well, my parents didn’t help me. They didn’t know any better,” but the real reason is I didn’t pay enough attention to my future.

When I get to college, I develop this personality where if something isn’t important to me, I just don’t do it. If it doesn’t excite me or make me feel better, I ignore it. If a class is interesting and the teacher is charismatic and the subject matter is thought-provoking, I can’t wait to go to class. But if the subject is mundane and I’m not that interested, I say to myself, “Why do I have to be there?”

Well, you have to be there because it’s part of the curriculum. You have to be there because it’s part of your responsibility. How come I didn’t understand that?

Maybe that’s why I’m so hard on my players. I make them go to class and pay attention to their studies and get on them far more than normal because I know firsthand how easily it can get away from you.

My players pay for the scars of my past.

Because of my background, because of where I come from, I have this feeling that I have to constantly prove myself—over and over again, just like when I was seven years old, trying to fit in, trying to show everyone I was just as good as they were.

Every game, every practice, every possession, I need to get it right. I need to make it perfect.

And, of course, I never do.

I’ve created this world where everything I do is subject to inspection and scrutiny. My wife, Kathy, will tell you that there have been times I haven’t felt as connected to my family as I should because I’m always distracted by my job. Some coaches are really good at being totally committed to their job and still able to remain connected to their family at the same time. I had to learn how to do that. I didn’t grow up in a family that was very connected, because of our circumstances and the disparity of our experiences.

My father is getting up early in the morning and going to work. My mother is doing the same thing. We go to school. When we get home, my parents are dead tired. What, did you think we were going to sit around the dinner table and have them ask me, “So, how was school today?”

I lived a different life than most fourteen- and fifteen-year- old kids my age. I am on my own with a lot of responsibility. Don’t get me wrong. I never feel unsafe or unloved, just not that connected.

I have created an environment for my own family that includes a great deal of material things. I just hope I’ve also created a sense of belonging to something. I hope Kathy and I have created an awareness of how important relationships are as opposed to what kind of house you have, or what kind of car you drive.

We’ve done a pretty good job of keeping the kids out of the limelight. You’re not going to ever see my son, Michael, cutting down the nets when we win a championship. You’ve never seen my children sitting on the bench, poking their heads in our huddle during timeouts. My daughters Jenna and Alysa don’t run around trying to get certain things by saying they are Geno Auriemma’s daughters.

You’d think I’d be a lot more content considering all we’ve accomplished at Connecticut. We’ve gone from a program that was invisible, with a 36-74 record in the four years before we got there, to one of the premier basketball programs in the country. I wish I could enjoy it more.

There’s an old Irish saying that Guinness is what sustains you during the brief moments of happiness while you wait for the next disaster to hit. I really believe that’s part of my makeup. I have these brief moments of happiness in life, whether it’s drinking a pint of Guinness, or a great bottle of wine, or playing a great round of golf, or seeing my team play 40 minutes of great basketball. I enjoy those things for the shortest amount of time, as I wait, down the road, to fall into the hot coals.

I know it’s just a matter of time.

There have been plenty of times I’ve landed face first in the fire. In 1998, I allowed Nykesha Sales, who was two points shy of breaking our school’s scoring record, to score a layup against Villanova after she injured her Achilles tendon (more on that later). I’ve made some offhand comments about Tennessee coach Pat Summitt that caused all sorts of controversy (more on her later, too). I’ve gotten into a shouting match in a restaurant on campus with a mother of a recruit. I’ve dressed down a student reporter for asking a stupid question and wound up on SportsCenter for it.

My assistants tell me I talk too much. I tell my players all the time, “Your biggest strength is your biggest weakness.” The media loves to ask me questions. Why? Because they know I’m going to give them a straight answer. What’s my biggest weakness? I give them a straight answer.

Who wants people to be honest anymore? People want you to be politically correct. That’s not my personality.

And so I accumulate these scars, these lessons in life.

I take what I’ve learned, and I try to save my players from making the same mistakes I’ve made. I push them, prod them, challenge them, and take them to the brink.

I don’t want them ever to land face first in a hot bed of coals.

Believe me. It hurts.


TWO

STORRS, CONNECTICUT, 1985

I must be crazy to take the Connecticut job.

It is 1985, and I am an assistant coach at Virginia, which is a Top 20 women’s program in the ACC. I leave for a program that has no history, no office, no fans, no real gym, and metal bleachers they only roll out for the really big games. The problem with that is, back then, there are no big games.

I really need and want to be a head coach. Debbie Ryan, who was and still is the head coach at Virginia, will tell you that. I drive her crazy my final year there, because I want our team to be my team. I have big dreams. To tell you the truth, my plan is to stay at Connecticut two or three seasons, win some games, them move on to an elite program.

The people at Connecticut will tell you I was hardly their first choice. Pat Mizer, who is spearheading the search for a new coach at the time, doesn’t want me. She wants a woman. She tells the players, “We’re going to get the best female candidate we can get.” Peggy Walsh, one of the returning players, is pissed. She’s saying, “Why not just get the best coach?” Pat and I laugh about it all the time now. She turns out to be one of my good friends.

The person they think they want is Nancy Darsch, who is Pat Summitt’s assistant at Tennessee. When she doesn’t get this job, she goes on to take the head job at Ohio State. When I find that out, I’m saying, “Damn, you take this job and I’ll take the Ohio State job.”

Who knows why they give it to me? I think I come across well in the interview. I bullshit them about how I think Connecticut can be in the Top 20, even though I don’t believe that. No way. Not with what we have. What I am really thinking is, “You’re not going to beat Tennessee. You’re not going to beat Virginia, or UCLA, but you certainly can try to catch Villanova and Providence.” It’s not like the job offers nothing. It is in the Big East with an opportunity to create something. Also, I don’t have a lot of confidence in the rest of the women’s basketball community at that time. Very few schools are fully committed to their programs and offering the proper support. So it’s not like I have to climb Mount Everest.

Or so I think.

John Toner, the athletic director, offers me the job over a cup of coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts. It isn’t a moment that is exactly dripping with pomp and circumstance.

Right away, I find myself talking all the time to Dee Rowe. He’s a former coach at the school and the resident UConn legend. He becomes extremely important to me almost immediately. He is so helpful. Does he come down and give me tips on how to coach? Does he tell me what to run? No. What he does on a regular basis is find a way to connect with me and tell me, “Hey, you’re all right. I like the way you do things.” This is from a guy I admire as much as anybody. I always say I hope I die before Dee Rowe does so he can say my eulogy. Not one person on this earth dislikes Dee Rowe. If you do, you should reevaluate who you are. Dee Rowe is there for me at the beginning, and he’s still there for me now.

When I get to UConn, it is hard to believe it is a Division I program. We hold practice in the field house. It isn’t a gym; it is a basketball court in the middle of a track. And it isn’t like we have the place to ourselves. We have track athletes working out in there. We have the baseball team doing indoor drills. We have weightlifters all along the perimeter. We also have students, faculty, and workers getting into shape.

Before we can accomplish anything, we have to work really hard to get people off the track. The faculty members are jogging around and we’re saying, “Could you please get off the track?” They say, “Why?” and we say, “Well, we have a game tonight, and we’ve got to pull out the bleachers,” but they don’t care. They just want to get their laps in.

When we practice, we pull the curtains around our little area, like that would make any difference. We’re still competing with the weightlifters, who occupy a little corner of the field house. They blast their music so loud we’re shouting out instructions to the players.

Then you have the track team running around the oval. The hurdlers are the ones that get to my assistant, Chris Dailey, who everyone calls CD. We’re trying to show the kids a play, and you hear this Boom! Boom! Boom! It is the runners knocking over those hurdles. One day CD can’t take it anymore. She opens up the curtain and shouts, “I’m sorry, but isn’t the object to jump over those things?”

In the other corner, the baseball team is working out. It isn’t unusual for errant baseballs to go whizzing past our heads. The basketball court itself is in bad shape. When it rains, the roof leaks, and we have to strategically place buckets all around the court.

We don’t have chairs on the sidelines. We have one big long bench. We share a tiny locker room with the softball team. In the winter, we are in. During the fall and spring, we are out.

Our uniforms are hideous. We have no equipment. Meanwhile, during the game, you’ve got my daughter Jenna running around and jumping into the high jump pit, with my wife chasing after her. It is insane.

But it is also a lesson. It makes us focus on what we have, not what we don’t have. Years later, when we get good, schools that are our size are going to their athletic directors and saying, “We need what Connecticut has.” CD and I laugh about that. We want to tell them, “Be careful what you wish for. You have more facilities than we do right now.”

One of the things that I am pleasantly surprised about during our first season, in 1985-86, is the competitiveness of some of the kids. Kids like Peggy Walsh, a tough, hard-nosed player who just wasn’t used to winning. That is true of all of them. Things just haven’t gone their way. When you finish with a 9-18 record, then 9-18 again, then 9-20 and 9-18, it’s almost like you get to 9 wins and say, “Okay, that’s enough.” So the first thing I do is try to set some team goals.

Now, I’m telling you, I don’t think we have more than one legitimate Division I player on our team. We have Peggy, who is fantastic. She is very aggressive. She grabs 25 rebounds in a game against Pittsburgh. That’s about it in terms of true talent. But we do have Audrey Epstein, a 5-foot-8 lefty from Long Island, whom I love. Audrey’s most important traits are that she is very bright and a very good team player, which offsets the fact that she is slow, can’t run, and can’t jump. She is so conscientious, though. You know she is going to succeed in life. She’s a lawyer now, as a matter of a fact.

Besides Audrey and Peggy, who is our team captain, we have another girl, Tammi Sweet, who seems really excited about what we are doing. She is our second leading scorer behind Peggy, and she is a big help to us. We have a real nice kid named Anne Fiolkowski. She is a smart player, too. We have a girl named Jill Brumbaugh, who is a mess when we get there, but seems to have a bit of an idea of what we are about by the time she leaves.
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