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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my beautiful and amazing wife, Cara. You braved many adventures with me and I can’t thank you enough for your love and support along the way. The journey is SO much better with you. All my love!

And to my three amazing daughters, Hannah, Lexi, and Tori. I love being your Daddy! I love you all so much and am thankful to be able to have shared this journey with you cuties. You sure made it WAY more interesting. Enjoy a peek into a time that you may not remember so easily by yourself. Big hugs and kisses!


“I had the pleasure of coaching Tyler Smith in the minor leagues of basketball and found him to be a very intelligent young man with a unique ability to write engaging letters. He has now taken that skill and written a book that I find to be extremely entertaining. I am confident that this will be the first of many successful books in his writing career.”

—Hall of Fame forward Rick Barry


Chapter 1

DELIVERING GATORADE: MY FIRST CONTRACT OFFER

There are some things you remember clear as day. And this is a picture that’s firmly printed in my brain.

My first pro basketball offer.

I was riding in the back of an unmarked white van around the Penn State University campus (I know, sounds creepy, keep reading), delivering Gatorade to more than eighty sports camps throughout the summer of 2002. I had just graduated with a major in Telecommunications and was making six bucks an hour before taxes. Good thing I got that degree.

There were other perks, though, like unlimited Gatorade and working alongside my girlfriend (who would later become my wife), whose great legs made for a much happier all-around work environment. Life wasn’t bad. But I was hoping for a phone call. And it finally came from Sue, the Penn State basketball office staff assistant.

“Tyler, you need to call this guy back right away,” Sue’s voice shook over the phone. I could feel her excitement. “He has a contract for you that’s worth $230,000!”

Sue was the first line of defense when anyone called or entered the office. And apparently she already knew the details of my first pro contract.

“He said it’s extremely urgent, and you need to call him back right away, and he’s only in the US for two days,” she gasped. Sue almost sounded angry that I wasn’t on the phone with him already.

“He just called here, and I told him I couldn’t give out your phone number,” she continued. “But you need to call him back right now!”

“OK, thanks, Sue,” I said. “I’ll call him.”

Man, this was incredible! I had been waiting anxiously for a couple of months to hear any news at all about continuing my basketball career with a pro deal overseas.

Other former Penn State players had told me about their experiences and some of their salaries early in their overseas careers. One player said he signed a three-year, $500,000 contract. And he said that signing it was a mistake! My mistakes had ended up with a visit from campus police. Looking back, he felt he should have signed a one-year deal, and then he would have had major leverage for a much bigger contract the following year. What? I’d take the half-million right now, even if it meant tattooing the team’s name on my face and rocking the 1970s short shorts.

Another former PSU player was making six figures right off the bat in Italy.

I asked a younger German teammate at Penn State, who had played with one of the top German clubs, ALBA Berlin, before coming to the States, how much he thought I could make in my first year.

“Probably about $90,000 or so,” he said.

Yeah. I’d be cool with ninety. That sounded about right to me. In my mind, the equation looked like this: If those guys were All-Big Ten players and made around $150,000 in their rookie years, then I should make about $100,000, seeing as I wasn’t All-Big Ten but was the captain of our team, put up decent numbers with 12 points and five rebounds per game, and had pretty good size at 6-foot-8, 235 pounds. And those guys didn’t bring the added bonus of taking charges or fronting the post like I did. I didn’t want to get my hopes up too high, but I felt pretty good about my future earnings. The NBA never even entered my mind because I didn’t think I was good enough. No matter, I was ready for croissants, techno music, and cash—piles of cash.

So when the deal arrived for two years at $230,000, I was ready. I was also shocked. But I thought, This is it.

Lord, please let this be the big break I’ve been praying for.

I called the team’s general manager, Terry Donahue, back at his hotel. He was staying in Atlantic City.

“Hey, Tyler,” he said as he got right down to business. “Man, I’m really glad we are getting a chance to talk. Listen, I want to sign you to a two-year deal for $230,000. Our team, the Kings Cross Admirals, is based out of London, England, and we have some really big-time owners who want good players and good people. We want to sign you and one other guy. Do you know Ryan Hogan from University of Iowa?”

This was crazy. Know him? He only crushed my dreams in high school when he torched us for 30 points and prevented us from playing at the Illinois Class AA super-sectional at Northwestern University and possibly advancing downstate. Ryan Hogan was a legend around Chicago. He could score anytime, anywhere. After high school, Ryan signed to play for Rick Pitino at Kentucky and even won a national championship his freshman year there. He later transferred to Iowa and still managed to cause nightmares for every Big Ten team with his deadly shot, despite battling knee injuries.

“Yes, I know Ryan,” I said. Tell me more!

“Well,” he continued, “I think you and Ryan would be two great Americans for our team. Do you have his number where I could call him?”

“No,” I said, “I don’t have his number. But you could just call the Iowa basketball office and I’m sure you’ll be able to reach him.”

It seemed odd that he could track me down so easily and not be able to reach Ryan. But who cared? I was still trying to bring my blood pressure under control. Let’s talk British pounds. Lots of ’em.

“OK sure,” he said. “Now here’s the thing about the contract. I can make you this offer, but I need to know right away whether you can take it or not. We can’t be waiting around for players to sign. My owners want to move things along and I’ll need to know your answer. There are a lot of players out there, and if you say no, we need to make moves before other quality players get signed by other teams and we miss out.”

It made perfect sense to me. The market was moving.

“How long do I have to decide?” I asked.

“I need to know by tomorrow,” he said. “I’m staying at this hotel here in New Jersey, but I’ll be leaving really soon and won’t be in the country long.”

We talked for two hours. Actually, he talked for two hours. I listened to Mr. Chatterbox and took notes. He talked about the team, the ownership, his failed marriage, God, and mostly about the urgency of getting my deal done. One thing I did notice was that he never mentioned anything about my style of play. You’d think it would come up at some point in a discussion about playing for a pro team.

“Just say the word and I can have $10,000 wired to you tomorrow,” he said.

This was insane. My heart was pounding and I wanted more than anything to scream out, “YES! Send the money! SEND THE MONEY!” Inside, I was doing slow 6-foot-8 cartwheels and dancing like Mark Madsen after he won the 2001 NBA title with the Lakers. (Look it up if you don’t remember or have blocked it out.) But I acted as if I received these offers all the time.

“OK,” I said. “Just give me a little time to think about it.” Time to think about what? If he said I needed to wear a yellow tutu during warmups, I’d have done it. But I draw the line at the tiara. Apparently my idiotic impulse reaction felt the need to weigh my options and compare this deal to all of the other non-offers I currently had. “Let’s talk tomorrow.”

I hung up the phone and tried to put everything in perspective. England. Two years. Two-hundred-thirty thousand! That’s a lot of tea and crumpets.

But something was holding me back. My dad’s voice popped into my head with one of his many teachings: “If it’s too good to be true, it probably is.”

I’d heard of guys playing professionally in England. But I’d never heard of them making that kind of money. Why was this guy in such a hurry to seal the deal? It was only June. How come he didn’t seem to know anything about my game? I needed to do some homework.

I called his hotel.

“Atlantic City Best Western, how may I help you?” the hotel staffer said.

“Is there a Terry Donahue staying at your hotel?” I asked.

“Yes, would you like me to connect you to his room?”

“No thanks. How much are your rooms? Like the one Terry is staying in?”

“Around $69 per night, sir.”

If this guy is rolling in dough, why in the world is he staying at a hotel that’s $69 per night?

My next call was to an agent, Rick Smith, who was well-connected in Europe.

“Rick, have you ever heard of a guy named Terry Donahue?” I asked.

“No, not that I can think of,” Rick said.

“He called me and offered me a deal for $230,000 for two years in England,” I continued. “Does that sound legit?”

“That sounds like way too much money for England. Nobody makes that kind of salary over there.”

“I see. I’m just trying to figure out if this is real, or what.”

“Let me see what I can find out and I’ll get back to you,” Rick said.

Could this be a scam? I had never been scammed before, other than by my “long-lost African prince cousin” who tracked me down via email to share his “$5 million inheritance” with me out of the goodness of his heart. I’d also never been offered a pro contract, so I had no idea what to expect. I was stuck in the awkward middle of desperately wanting it to be true and being cautious enough not to do anything stupid.

Rick called the next day.

“Hey Tyler,” Rick began. “This guy is a con artist. He pretends to represent pro teams over in Europe and calls players who don’t know any better and offers them a contract. Then he will try and get them to pay for some paperwork or a work visa up front and promises he will reimburse them later.”

“But he never asked me for any money,” I replied.

“He would have,” Rick continued. “And once he has your money, he’s gone. Good job checking up on it. More players than you think get fooled by this guy and others like him. Stay away from him.”

Man, was I pissed. I was mad that the contract wasn’t real. I was furious that this guy tried to take advantage of me. And I really hated the idea that he was going to keep on doing it to other players.

I called Terry back at his hotel.

“Hi Terry,” I said.

“Hi Tyler,” he said. “So where do we stand? Are you ready to sign?”

“Terry–” I started. I didn’t know exactly what to say, but I wanted to say something so that it would be over. Do I tell him what a freakin’ jerk he is, call him a liar and a thief and cuss him out? Tempting. But who knew who this guy really was? Who knew what he might do if I pissed him off too much? He already was able to hunt me down easily at Penn State.

“Terry, I don’t think I’m ready to sign right now,” I said.

“You’re not gonna sign?” he said.

“No, I’m just not ready.”

“OK, bye,” and he hung up immediately.

Wow. Not even an attempt to negotiate the offer or persuade me to think about it. It only confirmed the obvious—it was all a scam.

I called an FBI agent I knew in town and asked if there was anything we could do. Maybe set up some sort of a sting operation. After all, I’d seen Point Break with Keanu Reeves and was pretty sure I could infiltrate his operation undercover as long as I didn’t have to go skydiving. The FBI agent said it wasn’t worth it and to just move on. Move on to what? The next gallon of Gatorade?

My first pro contract wasn’t even real. Thankfully, I held back just enough and didn’t get bamboozled. I was this close to giving him my bank account information (not that there was much in it) and who knows what else. Despite avoiding being duped and giving a con artist access to what little funds I had, I was anything but relieved; I still had as many overseas job offers as my grandmother did.


Chapter 2

AS LONG AS THE SHOES AREN’T WOODEN: IT’S HOLLAND

During my freshman year at Penn State, I was playing out of position and wasn’t very good. I played and worked extremely hard and I was pretty fundamentally sound. The problem was I needed to loosen up and adjust to the speed and size of the college game. I was a power forward trying to play the small forward spot, but ended up getting abused by studs such as Michigan State’s Morris Peterson and Ohio State’s Michael Redd.

My sophomore year was better, and I managed to start about a third of our games. But I still played much too tight. We had a nice run to finish the season and made it to the NIT Final Four in Madison Square Garden, where we finished third, knocking off North Carolina State in our final game of the season.

By my junior year, things started to click for me. I shot the ball pretty well from three-point range and played my role, which was play defense, get boards, set screens, and get the ball to Joe Crispin, or any of our other players for that matter —Titus Ivory, Gyasi Cline-Heard, and Joe’s younger brother, Jon. We beat Kentucky on the road in the second game of the season, their home opener, and we went 9–1 in our non-conference slate. Then we were up and down throughout the Big Ten season but knocked off Michigan and No. 3-ranked Michigan State in the Big Ten Tournament. It was enough to earn a trip to the 2001 NCAA tournament.

As a seventh seed, we faced tenth-seeded Providence, where I was dunked on harder than I had ever been dunked on before. Thankfully, YouTube hadn’t been invented yet. A Providence player sprinted toward the basket and took off just inside the free throw line. He put his knee in my chest, went higher, and threw down a thunderous dunk right on my head. Fortunately the ref came to my rescue and called a charge, saving me from complete and utter embarrassment. I never did get a chance to thank him.

We went on to beat Providence and then met second-seeded North Carolina, who had been ranked No. 1 in the country for a couple of weeks earlier that season. Joe Forte (NBA first-round pick), Brendan Haywood (NBA first-round pick), and Julius Peppers (future NFL sack leader) led the way for the Tar Heels and were the obvious favorite.

By the first media timeout, we were down by about nine already and 7-foot, 270-pound Haywood was destroying me inside. Our point guard, Joe Crispin, walked into our huddle and declared with assurance, “We got this! We’re going to win this game!”

He was right. We had nothing to lose and could be very dangerous with our outside shooting from Ivory and the Crispin brothers. We beat the UNC basketball powerhouse and the Penn State Nittany Lions advanced to the Sweet 16 for the first time since 1954.

Unfortunately, our season ended the next game versus Temple. Nevertheless, it was a memorable run for us at Penn State and was the program’s best season in almost fifty years.

* * *

Then we went from winning 21 games my junior year to losing 21 games my senior year. Key players graduated, one transferred, and one was kicked off the team, leaving us with a young and inexperienced roster. I was playing my best basketball and had finally loosened up, but we struggled and finished last in the Big Ten.

Despite the poor finish, I cherished my time at Penn State. I played against the top teams in the country and earned my degree in Telecommunications—not to be confused with telemarketing. It’s an interesting field, and I enjoyed the TV and radio production aspect of it the best.

At PSU, I grew a ton in my faith as a Christian, too. I arrived my freshman year with thankfulness in my heart—thankful that I could finally sleep in on Sundays and didn’t have to go to church anymore if I didn’t want to. I had grown up going to church because that’s what our family did, but I found it boring most of the time. I was much more interested in playing sports or hanging out with my friends. So the freedom and new independence I had at college was awesome.

Like most eighteen-year-olds, I was trying to find my way as a young man. College offered so many opportunities to choose from, especially at a large university like Penn State with 40,000 undergrads. There were countless majors. A new club or organization to join every day if I felt like it. New teammates who listened to different music. A crazy roommate from the west coast of Africa. What parties should I go to? Where do I draw the line when I’m there? It was a lot to take in.

I played hard on the court and worked hard in the classroom. But looking back, deep down I didn’t know what I wanted to do or who I wanted to be.

As a sophomore, I started having some conversations about faith and God with my teammate Joe Crispin, a tough as nails All-Big Ten guard who would go on to play in the NBA and overseas for 11 years. We shared similar backgrounds growing up—middle-class family, obsessed with sports, and we both had gone to a Protestant church more out of tradition than out of any real religious desire. Frankly, it just wasn’t that interesting.

But the more we talked and asked questions, the more interesting it became. We visited with his relatives, Mitch and Rebie Smith, who lived near campus, and we would have great discussions about religion and the Bible with them. Mitch was the pastor of a local church, Christ Community Church, and very easy to talk to. Rebie was the sweetest woman you’d ever meet and just happened to make the best brownies we’d ever tasted.

The more I explored the Bible and my understanding of God, the more it impacted my life. I began to see that there was more to life than just basketball and getting good grades. A deeper understanding of Jesus and his teachings had begun, and it took my faith to a whole new level. That bulky book now seemed so full of wisdom and common sense and compassion. What had seemed like silly Sunday School stuff when I was a kid now made sense: meet the world with kindness, understanding, and forgiveness. When life got tough, I felt that I had something to stand on that was bigger than basketball or anything else. Lord knows I would need it with the journey ahead.

* * *

Even though my senior season was disappointing, I knew one thing for sure: I didn’t want basketball to be over.

I had no desire for a job in the real world. Why begin now if I could keep playing basketball and actually make a living playing a game? I had all my life to work. And it’s not like you can just switch careers to pro athlete in your mid-thirties if you didn’t like your office job. It was a no-brainer. Continue doing what I had done since I was eight years old and now get paid to do it, who needed a backup plan?

I spoke with several basketball agents after my senior year and tried to make a smart decision on who should represent me. It was important to find someone who would work hard to find me a job in a good situation and not just see me as a number at the bottom of his list. If I had a problem with a team, I wanted to know that he would be accessible and willing to help me solve it.

I called one agent who had a big name, with connections all over the top European leagues and the NBA. We chatted for less than five minutes on the phone as I could tell he was busy.

He said, “I’ll send you a contract and get it back to me.” A few days later a contract arrived in the mail stating that I was committed to him exclusively for a few years. I didn’t sign it. We hadn’t even really talked about my level of play or a game plan for where he could see me playing. I wasn’t very interested in committing to one guy after a brief phone conversation, no matter who he represented. I had the feeling that I’d be just another player to him. It wasn’t that I wanted to feel special. Rather, I had just enough sense to know it might take some work to place a slow, 6-foot-8 white guy who just came off a 7–21 senior season. Despite my stellar ability to box out and set hard screens, being captain of a team that finished dead last in the conference is not a big-time selling point.

One of the advantages to playing internationally is that players typically do not have to pay their agents. The teams will pay agents a 10 percent commission on each contract a player signs. Even though an agent may work for a player and find him a job, the team actually covers the fee. As a result, players will often have multiple agents working for them at the same time. Whichever agent can find the best job for the player will receive the commission. I would later find out the hard way that you can run into some serious problems with this approach. Some agents will ask a player to sign an exclusive contract so that no other agent can sneak in and lure him away with another job offer. However, many players and agents simply have verbal agreements to work together.

That was the approach I used and hoped it would pay off. Rather than lock into one agent and sign a contract with just one person, I had two or three different agents scanning the globe for possible jobs. I needed all the help I could get.

* * *

A few weeks after the scam, I received a call from a legitimate American agent, Patrick King, who lived in Germany. Patrick was recommended by a friend of mine, who summed up Patrick with, “This guy knows his s---.” I respected that because I did not need someone to tell me how pretty my hair was. I wanted someone who could find me a job, preferably a high-paying one. After all, the guys I knew who had played before me at Penn State were doing extremely well for themselves.

“Tyler, I just got an offer for you from a team in Holland,” he said.

Holland, I thought. Not the biggest basketball country in the world, but it could be decent.

“The coach there is a really good person who knows the game,” he continued. “They are looking for a player exactly like you who can play inside and outside. The season is nine months long and I think it’s a really good opportunity for you to get started.”

“How much is the contract for?” I asked.

“They offered $2,250 per month,” he said.

I didn’t think I heard him right.

“Two-thousand, two-hundred, fifty dollars per month?” I asked.

“Yeah. They don’t have a big budget and they have to pay three Americans. I’m going to ask for $2,500 because you’re a big guy, plus a meal every day for you, which will help,” he said.

Help? Yeah, help like here’s a free stick of gum and some coupons for an oil change, help. I wanted my $230,000 scam back.

How much was $2,250 per month anyway? C’mon brain—quick math. That’s barely $20,000 for the whole season! I was new to the workforce, but I figured I could make at least that much working at Walmart or the library. Are you serious?

“Tyler, I know it’s not big money. But it’s a place to get a good start in a good country and situation,” Patrick said. “Holland is a pro-American country and pretty easy to adapt to as an American. Their TV is even in English.”

Unless the TV spits out hundred-dollar bills, I wasn’t that impressed.

He continued. “You’ll have a chance to really play a lot, and if you do well you can move up from there. I know the salary isn’t incredible, but you’ll save a lot of it, as they will pay for your apartment and insurance and give you a car. You don’t even have to pay taxes on the money because they do that for you as well.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I wasn’t doing backflips at the proposal. I was happy to get my first official offer by a pro team to play basketball. A real one this time. But I thought for sure that it would have been for at least twice that amount.

I called the friend who recommended this agent to me. I told him about the offer from that hotbed of basketball, Holland.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“Well, it’s obviously not a huge contract,” he said. “But look at it like this. You are an a--hole if you don’t save $10,000 from that. Seriously, you are an a--hole. That’s not bad for your first year out of school. How many guys save that amount, especially at your age? I am a Division I assistant college basketball coach, and I don’t save $10,000 per year. You get to play pro ball in Europe, and they’ll pay your taxes and everything along with it. All you have to do is not be stupid with your money and you’ll be fine.”

He had a point. Maybe I wouldn’t be buying a yacht in the Bahamas after the season, but I would be fine. It could be a good start. I tried to convince myself that English-speaking TV and two other Americans on the team would be a bonus.

In addition to the monumental salary, the contract did include additional perks that some first jobs didn’t offer. The team would provide $1,000 for plane tickets to be used at my discretion. Three pairs of shoes were included. I hadn’t paid for shoes the last four years in college and didn’t want to begin now. As long as the shoes weren’t wooden, I was okay with that. The $250 playoff bonus—did I mention that?—was not impressive, but it was something. And there was that one meal per day. I was hoping it wasn’t breakfast, because I’m a big eater and wanted to get my money’s worth. Bring on the steak dinners.


Chapter 3

COLD GYM, HARD TIME: HERMAN’S HOLLAND

On the Fourth of July in 2002 I signed my first professional basketball contract. I celebrated my country’s day of independence by committing to play in a foreign country and increase its GDP—meager as my salary was to be.

What did I know about Holland? Funny wooden shoes, something about a “red-light district” filled with prostitution and marijuana, and a monstrous NBA player, Rik Smits, who spelled his last name wrong. Maybe I should have paid more attention in social studies.

Coincidentally, my parents had moved from the United States to Holland just six months prior to my signing. My dad received a job opportunity from his company, John Deere, to head up a manufacturing plant based in a town called Enschede (EN-shka-day). That’s a mouthful. The city is best known among the Dutch for an infamous accidental explosion several years ago at a fireworks factory downtown that leveled a few city blocks while putting on quite a show.

Needless to say, my parents were thrilled that I would be so close. Amazingly enough, the team I was going to play for was in fact the closest professional basketball team to my parents’ new house. What were the chances of that?

My dad enlightened me about some strange Dutch norms before my arrival.

“Tyler, everybody here rides bikes,” he said during a phone call within the first few months of his own arrival.

“You mean like on the weekends?” I asked.

“No. I mean to work,” he said. “They ride bikes to their jobs or the store or school or anywhere they need to go. Almost half of the people who work here at John Deere ride their bikes to work. Rain or shine.”

“That’s crazy. Who rides bikes in the rain?” I asked.

“The Dutch,” my dad said.

In Holland, there are literally more bikes than people as it is the most bike-friendly country in Europe. In some cities like Amsterdam and The Hague, up to 70 percent of all journeys are made by bike. They even have stoplights and parking garages designed just for bikers.

This I had to see for myself. I hadn’t ridden my bike in years. What did a bike stoplight even look like? This was only one of many cultural differences in Holland. My wild ride was just beginning.

* * *

I said a very tearful goodbye to my girlfriend, Cara, who had accepted a job teaching kindergarten in Pennsylvania that year. I shamelessly packed my luggage well over the weight limit and managed to shoulder five carry-ons, including a guitar. Fortunately, due to my watery eyes and the pretty young woman on my arm, the airline employees looked the other way and didn’t charge me any extra baggage fees. I boarded my flight to Amsterdam knowing that the hardest part of the next nine months would be the separation from the girl I loved.

When I landed, a young-looking man in his thirties who was of medium build approached me with a smile on his face. He had dark hair and just a hint of gray above his ears.

“Hello, Tyler. I’m Coach,” he said as he held out his hand.

Herman van den Belt would be my coach for the next nine months. He had a great heart, and I immediately got the impression that he cared deeply not only for the game of basketball but for his players.

We sat down at a cafe in the airport while we waited for our other American player to arrive on a later flight. We each ordered a drink, and Herman chatted about his philosophy on basketball and what he expected from the team.

“Tyler, I believe that deep down in every player’s heart, he wants to be a part of a team,” Herman said with a Dutch accent. “Basketball is like a …” He stopped suddenly mid-sentence. He blinked hard three or four times. The next words wouldn’t come out. I waited for him to finish.

“D-d-dance,” he stammered. “And when people move together and work in harmony … ahhhh.” He paused again. But this time it was not from stuttering. His face lit up as if he had just discovered something unique. He looked at me closer with his eyes opened a little wider and his eyebrows raised. “It’s a beautiful thing.”

Herman stuttered now and then. It wasn’t extreme, and I didn’t know if it happened much, if at all, when he spoke Dutch. He was open about it, though, and it didn’t seem to bother him.

He went on to tell about the success of the previous year’s team. The league awarded him Coach of the Year. When I asked him about it, he suggested modestly that it was because he had so many faithful fans who voted multiple times online for him. He also talked about the expectations of Americans in the league and on his team. He made it clear that I would have a very large responsibility as an example to the younger Dutch players. I could tell that he held a special place in his heart for the young guys he was trying to develop.

We waited in the airport about an hour for Scott Ungerer to arrive. Scott was a 6-foot-7 American point guard who could play any position on the floor. Herman loved watching Scott’s college game film from the University of Richmond so much that he decided to learn Scott’s team’s system and teach it to us. The offense was very team-oriented and required all five players to “dance together,” just as Herman preached. John Beilein, Scott’s head coach at Richmond (now at Michigan) and the author of this offense, was having a profound effect on Dutch basketball without setting one foot inside the country.

When Scott’s plane landed, we crammed all our luggage into a small van and drove the hour and fifteen minutes northeast to our new home, Zwolle (ZWO-la).

* * *

Our first stop: the car dealership. They didn’t waste any time arranging our own transportation. I was impressed. We were getting our cars before we even learned how to say “Hello” in Dutch. I hopped in my new ride, which felt about half the size of a Volkswagen Beetle. My very own Ford Ka. To this day, I do not know what Ka stands for, possibly “Not for tall people.” Or maybe “Ka” had been translated by a Bostonian. “Hey, check out my new Ka!”

This two-door mini-me presented more problems than miniatureness. For one, it was a stick shift. I was as adept at operating a stick as flying a WWII bomber. I had received one crash course in a barren parking lot six years earlier, maybe a week after getting my driver’s license. I tore my poor family friend’s transmission up so badly that I’m not sure it was ever the same.

The last problem was a big one: the weather and new traffic rules were about to make things very interesting. Little did I know at the time, but bikes actually have the right of way on the streets, especially when it comes to roundabouts, which act as a substitute for a straight-ahead four-way stop. The Dutch weather and unfamiliar traffic rules were about to make things very interesting.

Rather than admitting I could use some serious help, I grabbed the keys and fired it up. I got this. Whoom! The car lurched forward and stalled instantly. Oh yeah, that clutch thingy. Maybe I needed an American flag bumper sticker to notify the locals. Better yet, where could I pick up one of those “Student Driver” signs to attach to the hood? With some flashing lights. I was trying to exude a “can-do” attitude and was excited to have my own European car, no matter how miniscule it might be. Instead, I looked like a moron.

Despite the grinding of gears, I was lucky. Actually, the bikers were the lucky ones. No casualties were reported. No transmissions were left behind in the street. At one point I did manage to stop at a red light, watch it turn green, then yellow, then red, without moving a single meter. First gear sucked.

* * *

We went to the two-story house where I would be staying with two other teammates. It was fairly nice, with three bedrooms, a living room, kitchen, and a tiny bathroom. It was only partially furnished but remarkably clean. I later discovered that Herman personally cleaned the entire house with one other friend, because everyone else in the organization was on vacation—he felt so strongly that the foreign players should feel welcomed. I was very impressed by his humility and kindness. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t conjure up the image of my college coach, Jerry Dunn, scrubbing my dorm room floor prior to my arrival on campus at Penn State.

The “facilities” were by far the most interesting. The “bathroom” was the size of a small hallway closet with room only for a toilet. The sink was upstairs on the second floor with the shower. The shower had no barrier to keep the water contained. So water sprayed all over the small room, which also housed our washing machine. There was no TV, telephone, or Internet yet. And no telling when those lifelines back to the States would be ready.

* * *

The next day I went to the gym and saw my first Dutch basketball stadium. The word “stadium” is generous, as only one side of the court had bleachers, seven rows. The other side was an old brick wall. Its official name was the Stilohal (STEE-lo-hall). But we called it the Stilodome to amuse ourselves, even though the roof was flat. When your home-court advantage consists of maybe 800 fans at maximum capacity, the outside of the building is covered in graffiti, and it’s across the street from a dozen sheep wandering about within a small fenced pasture, a sense of humor is required. Temporary stands were set up during games along with what seemed like a thousand advertisements lining the court. The ads were necessary because the team paid for much of its expenses through sponsors.

The playing floor, surprisingly, was pretty good quality. It was a wooden surface that was used for every sport imaginable. In fact, within the basketball court were eight different colors and patterns of lines marking everything from handball to indoor soccer. Some were curved. Others had dash marks every 12 inches. You really had to focus to find which boundary line belonged to your particular sport.

The main reason for the gym floor being so well kept was the building supervisor. He had extremely strict rules about which shoes were worn. If you wore your outside shoes into the gym, he would freak out. This was his gym. Occasionally, if Herman didn’t bring a pair of gym floor–appropriate shoes to practice, the building Nazi made him conduct practice in his socks. I thought of Jerry Dunn coaching in his stocking feet. No way.

The upside to the gym being used by so many different leagues, schools, and community events was that there was a strict time limit to any practice or game. We never had a practice run a single minute past the two-hour mark: someone was always waiting to use the gym. This seemed like vacation after three- and four-hour practices in college.

Every day we would set up our own baskets for practice, rolling the giant catapults out from the corner of the gym and locking them down into the floor. They were heavy, awkward, and a huge pain to set up, always needing two or three players. Herman had the system down, though. I saw him single-handedly drive that beast to its precise spot on the baseline and have it click in perfectly. After practice we would have shooting competitions to see who would put the baskets away.

I was coming from Penn State where student-managers arranged for towels, Gatorade, and even four flavors of gum for every practice. In our spacious college locker room, each player had his own individual wooden locker. Here, we had a wooden bench attached to a brick wall. There were no full-size Pepsi refrigerators, large video screens that descended from the ceiling, or leather couches. My days of being spoiled were officially over. Bring your own towel. Bring your own ball. If you were smart, bring your own toilet paper rather than submit to the recycled-brown-paper-bag version on location.

There was no training room or full-time trainer for that matter. Fortunately, our Dutch point guard was in the early stages of studying to be an athletic trainer, so he taped our ankles. Close enough.

* * *

After Scott Ungerer and me, the team signed our third American about a week later. He was a guard named Todd Manuel. We thought he might be Spanish before he arrived. Instead, he had reddish hair and was just a regular slow white guy like us—with one exception. Todd was a shooter. Check that. Todd was a maker. I had only seen one other guy shoot as deep and as accurately as Todd in all my life. Joe Crispin, my point guard from college, could shoot the lights out. From deeeeep. I never beat him in H-O-R-S-E, and the same was about to be said of Todd.

Todd once scored 52 points in a college game—about twice my career high. One of Herman’s favorite drills was called “seven-minute shooting.” During the drill, a decent shooter would hit 60 to 70 shots out of roughly 100 attempts. Todd would routinely make between 90 and 100 with only a handful of misses. One day he needed a challenge, so he started moving around the three-point line with each shot. He knocked down 113 out of 124 threes. Todd only missed 11 shots in seven minutes. The guy was a freak.

He was also strong. What he lacked in foot speed he made up for in strength. He did 200 push-ups per day and had a chiseled upper body. He didn’t lower the ball a single inch when he received a pass, which made for a quick release on his shot. Teams thought twice about playing zone against us because we had Manuel the Mexican sniper. Well, not really Mexican, but he liked tacos.

* * *

Since we didn’t have Internet access when we first arrived, Scott, Todd, and I would stop by Thijs’ (TICE’s) apartment after almost every evening practice. Thijs was one of the junior team coaches, and he and his girlfriend, Chantal (shan-TALL), were a godsend. They were such friendly people, spoke perfect English, and helped make the transition to living in a foreign country much smoother for us.

We learned a lot about the Dutch culture from them. On Sundays, just about everything was closed. Owning (and actually riding) a bike with a basket on the handlebars wasn’t uncool, but rather the norm. Food, drink portion sizes, and parking places were often half of what they were in America. Holland is one of the flattest countries in the world (fully a third of it is below sea level), and it took ingenious engineering to make sure that the country didn’t flood every time it rained, which was often. The Dutch were famous for their cheese (kaas), black licorice (drop), and beer (beer). I’m sure we overstayed our welcome time and again late into the night, but they never complained, even when we devoured their mini-snacks and drinks.

* * *

Practice was scheduled in the evenings from 7 to 9 p.m. because some of our guys had full-time jobs. A couple others were full-time students. After four years of classes and earning my degree, I was thrilled to just be able to relax and watch movies in my downtime during the day. Two of my teammates, Rein (RINE) and Wim (VIM), were twins and worked 9-to-5 during the day, grabbed a quick dinner, and then came to practice.

These guys were an identical 6-foot-7 and 175 pounds of ligament and bone. Wim was a righty. Rein was a lefty. They weren’t very strong. But they could run all day. No conditioning drill could exhaust them. And boy, they could jump. They would fly out on the break and throw down dunks with ease. I swear their wiry frames made them more aerodynamic, and I was without my “white men can’t jump” excuse watching these guys. They were best friends and would finish each other’s sentences. Both had a great sense of humor, making fun of themselves and teasing teammates constantly. You’d have sworn they were doping the way they’d bounce into practice after a full day’s work. Like kangaroos on Red Bull, they hit top speed even before they stretched. Bartender, I’ll have what they’re having.

* * *

I walked into Herman’s office during the preseason one day and noticed a Mike Krzyzewski book on his desk. When I glanced up, I saw a whole library of basketball books neatly arranged on shelves behind him. He must have had 500 books or more.

“Coach, that’s a ton of books! Have you read all these?” I asked.

“Yeah, most every one,” he said. “If you want to borrow one just let me know. I really like learning from some of the great coaches, studying how they lead their teams, and what makes them successful.”

“Which one is your favorite?” I asked.

“I just finished one about Bobby Knight,” he said with his eyes lighting up. “Ho ho, boy, he is really tough and can really coach.”

Great. Just what we needed—a coach who idolized Bobby Knight. I was already having a mini-panic attack imagining five-hour practices full of lane slides, sprints, and charge drills. Basketballs optional.

It looked like Herman was going for his PhD in coaching. He loved learning the nuances of the game, and it was reflected in how he coached. He adopted principles from John Wooden’s “Pyramid of Success,” Coach K’s leadership philosophies, and, of course, Bobby Knight’s hard-nosed style. He wanted his teams to be tough, but he wanted them to be very smart and, perhaps most importantly, to play together. To Herman, basketball was much more than a job and more than winning or losing. It was about working together and being in sync with your teammates so that we could play as one body instead of five different parts.

Before one preseason game, our team crammed onto the two wooden benches in our brick-walled locker room of champions, waiting for Herman’s pregame speech. He brought out a huge easel and a blank pad of paper.

“OK, fellas,” he started. “What makes us a good team?”

What? We have a game in thirty minutes, Herman. How about some strategy. A scouting report. Something.

Herman waited with his marker ready.

“Why are we good?” he repeated. “Who are we?”

“We play together,” Rein said.

“Yes,” Herman agreed. He wrote it down.

“We play good defense,” I added.

“Right,” Herman said.

He got more excited with each answer. Instead of a blood-pumping pregame speech, Herman delivered more of a lecture, jotting down ideas on paper. He was more Professor van den Belt than General Patton.

Halftimes could be a very different story. When we failed to perform as instructed, his inner Bobby Knight emerged spewing expletives, and you did not want to be the guy who missed an assignment or wasn’t playing hard enough.

* * *

At the end of the first month, it was finally payday. I’d been playing basketball all of my life for nothing but the fun of it and the sheer desire to win. I’d never been offered a dime to make a shot or set a screen. So when it came time to get paid, I was ecstatic. It was a strange feeling, as I hadn’t done anything different during the last thirty days than I had done for the previous fifteen years. Was the team aware of my history of playing for free? Did I really deserve $2,500 for wearing shorts a couple hours a day? People got paid for working, not playing. Some days we didn’t even practice. I just sat around and watched The A-Team reruns. I was stealing money. We hadn’t even played any league games yet—just a bunch of practices in a funny gym. But now on applications under occupation I could write, “Professional basketball player.”

I called my bank in Pennsylvania to see if I was any wealthier. I’d been down to the last $100 to my name, and I prayed that the salary transfer had gone through.

“Hi, was there a deposit made recently to my account?” I asked while trying to contain my enthusiasm.

“Let me check on that for you,” the teller said. I hoped they didn’t reject it or something. I had never made a deposit for more than maybe a couple of hundred bucks. And that was in person. This wire was coming from some obscure overseas account.

Great, they think I’m some sort of drug lord and I’m red-flagged. I’ll never see the money. The IRS is probably auditing me as we speak.

“Oh, yes,” she said. “Here it is.”

Hallelujah!

“A deposit was made for $1,250,” she said.

I’m rich! Think of all the stroopwaffles and cheese. I’d never had a paycheck anywhere near that. But why was it only half?

It turned out that the team wanted to pay half of the salary to my personal account and the other half to a different account to take advantage of some Dutch tax loopholes. I didn’t care if they paid me in two-dollar bills as long as I received what was in my contract.

* * *

Our first game of the season was away against Groningen. They were just over an hour up the road from Zwolle, and they played in the biggest gym in the league, which held 3,500. It was a far cry from the 15,000 seat arenas of the Big Ten. But it was a home-court advantage for them nonetheless. Their fans were the rowdiest in Holland. You’d think that with strong fan support, a solid basketball history, and a marquee place to play, they’d have a nice court. It was anything but. The floor was made of some sort of multipurpose material better suited for beginning ice skaters. It was a cross between Styrofoam and cardboard with the slickness of a bowling alley. It was impossible to make a sharp cut. Players were slipping all over the floor the entire game.

Our three Americans may have set a new unofficial record for traveling violations in a game. The international rules called traveling much tighter as the ball handler had to put the ball on the floor before his back foot left the ground. Scott, Todd, and I had to consciously re-train our brains and feet to adjust to the new rules.

Tweet!

“How’s that a travel??”

Tweet! Tweet!

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Tweeeeeeeeeet!!!

“I’m not traveling! This is unbelievable.”

Every American kid is taught to push the ball out in front on the first dribble from the time they can hold a basketball. Now, we were turnover machines. The traveling violation was the hardest rule for Americans to adjust to overseas.

A few other differences included players not being able to call time-out. Only coaches could do that during a dead ball. The three-point line was midway between the college and NBA distance. And goaltending was allowed also in that a defensive player could tap the ball off the rim. Given my stellar athleticism, it wasn’t a rule I was overly concerned with.

Somehow we pulled out a win, and I scored 15 points in my first pro basketball game—and probably tallied just as many traveling calls.

* * *

We started the season off well, going 3–1. Then we went the opposite direction, losing games left and right. I can’t explain exactly why, but we just couldn’t seem to put a streak together. We’d win one, then lose two or three. We struggled to get back to .500. It was frustrating, but maybe not too surprising given that we played a brand-new system that both the players and coaches were still getting acclimated to. Additionally, our team was young—I felt like the old man of the group at twenty-two.

Holland’s pro league allowed for three foreign players per team, which were typically comprised of players from the US. Americans were the best players on every team in the league. A few teams had Americans who’d played at least five years in Holland and had “earned” Dutch citizenship. So they played as Dutch players, which allowed teams to have an additional American on the court. These dual-passport players didn’t speak any Dutch or have any family heritage from Holland, but on paper they were as Dutch as a windmill.

There were nine teams in the league, and each had a couple of very good Dutch players. The top two or three teams in Holland could be competitive in the Big Ten, but the overall athleticism and talent in the Big Ten were much stronger than the FEB— Federation Eredivisie of Basketball (or “Floors Exceptionally Brutal”).

* * *

Back in college, when I made a post move, I was always taught to “Take it strong to the basket!”, “Draw contact”, and “Get to the free throw line.” This was all fine and dandy for guys who were really athletic. They could hang in the air, eat some chicken wings and pizza, and then find a way to get the shot off. I couldn’t outjump a turtle. And I couldn’t out-quick a tree. So that “go up strong” mentality often resulted in my shot getting smackety-dacked by a bigger defender. No foul would be called, and I ended up looking like one big crappy basketball player.

So once my senior season at Penn State was complete and I was no longer under my college coaches’ dominion, I began working on a fadeaway jumper in the post. I had to be creative since Dr. J was not planning a comeback through a spiritual takeover of my body anytime soon. But I had a nice shooting touch and the fadeaway allowed me to score inside more effectively, no matter how big or high-flying my defender was. It really freed me up to play with more confidence with my back to the basket.

By the time I arrived in Holland, it had become a regular part of my post game. But I was nervous to see if my new coaches would be as accepting of my new move as I was. We were working on post moves one day in practice with our Dutch assistant coach, Mark. He was a 6-foot-7 lefty and in charge of the big guys. Mark was thirty-three years old and had been a very good Dutch pro player. He also had a great sense of humor, and everybody loved being around him and playing for him. During the drill, I made a move toward the basket and then spun and shot my new bread-and-butter fadeaway. It swished through.

“Yeah, Tyler,” Mark said. “That’s a good shot for you. That’s your shot.”

If you only knew, Mark. I buried my laughter and smile deep within. Mark had no way of knowing that the fade dawg wasn’t in my repertoire at all just a few months earlier. I probably would have been benched for even attempting that shot in college. But we were in Holland now. No one knew me. No one knew my game. I could be whoever I wanted to be. As long as the shot went in, hey, it was a good shot. Ever see a sky hook from the free throw line, guys? Sha-bam! And that was my game.

* * *

When we won our first home game, the announcer called Todd out to the middle of the floor to recognize him as the MVP of the game, known there as “Man of the Match,” a phrase borrowed from soccer. I thought matches were reserved for tennis and starting fires. Someone walked up to Todd with a massive bag overflowing with groceries. Inside was coffee, cereal, mayonnaise, cookies—you name it. The bag was reusable and practically indestructible. It needed to be in order to hold half of the store packed inside. One of our sponsors was a grocery chain named “C1000,” and one lucky player would win that bag every home game. My eyes lit up. Being Todd’s roommate just got a little sweeter. Not only did his brother send us movies from the States, but Todd surely couldn’t eat all that mayonnaise and chocolate on his own. I decided that our new goal was for someone in our house to bring home that grocery bag of love after each game. Between Ivan, Todd, and me, I figured we could keep our cupboards well-stocked with Dutch delicacies like stroopwaffles, a caramel waffle-type cookie that quickly became my favorite.

Ivan, a brick wall of a man from Belgrade, Serbia, was the biggest guy in the house, but because he arrived last, he got the smallest room. Legally you could call it a bedroom because there was a window and a door. But practically you would call it a mistake. I give him lots of credit for not losing his mind living in that room.

When I first arrived in Holland they had given me a nice house to live in. But it apparently belonged to a volleyball team. So one week later, they moved me into another house which was far less modern. I went from 2002 to the 1970s.

The furniture was old and may have been discarded by a homeless person. We were still without Internet and the ability to watch movies. To me, these were as important—if not more so—than the fridge or clean air.

Upstairs were the three bedrooms and our shower/laundry room. The third bedroom was where we’d hang up our wet clothes. There was no dryer, and I immediately became homesick for soft cotton socks. All of my socks turned to cardboard and could walk down the stairs on their own.

We actually had a decent-sized backyard filled with potential. I peeked over the fence to our neighbor’s yard, which was beautiful. Their grass was practically a putting green, and it’s gorgeous flowers and plants were strategically placed. But potential was as far as ours would ever get. We had no lawnmower, zero gardening tools, and even less motivation to do anything about the situation. Every month that went by, our grass grew higher, the bushes grew scarier, and the weeds grew meaner. Who knew what creatures lurked beneath the foliage? We nicknamed it “The Jungle.”

A team manager actually showed up unannounced one day with a lawn mower. The three of us opened the curtains to witness “Man vs. Nature.” He was able to start the engine, but the walk-behind mower was no match for the grasses of the savannah. He should have brought a machete or a tractor. After going about three feet, the mower started smoking. He fought to maneuver it forward and back, but it was useless. Then the engine died. No grass was cut. We laughed behind the window. And the shrubbery just laughed in his face.

Nature 1, Man 0.

* * *

Every week, Herman would volunteer our time and his for basketball clinics in different schools and clubs around Zwolle. He felt strongly that we should all share in the responsibility of coaching young players and exposing them to the game of basketball. One added bonus was that we could tell them about the mighty Landstede (LAHND-sted-uh) Hammers and maybe they’d come see a game and boost our attendance by ten or twenty. Since basketball was at best the fourth most popular sport in Holland behind soccer (a.k.a “football” in Europe), volleyball, and handball (I know, weird), he wanted to give Dutch kids the opportunity to learn the game. Children in the Netherlands wouldn’t play basketball in the average gym class, which was curious to me. Every gym class across America played basketball—dodgeball, kickball, and every other game was just borrowing the basketball floor. Basketball was what gyms were created for. How in the world could these Dutch kids not know anything about basketball?

Most of them were terrible. It was as if they had never picked up a basketball before. Which, to be fair, many hadn’t. But the kids always had a great time because that was one of the requirements. Herman had these clinics down to a science. He was firm with the kids and could organize them into a drill in a flash, but he always made sure that they had fun. He kept the games simple and entertaining, so that even if they had never seen a basketball before, they were guaranteed to have a good time.

When I went with him to my first clinic I noticed something strange on every one of the junior basketballs we brought.

“Herman, what’s up with all the smiley faces?” I asked. They were hand-drawn on every single ball in black permanent marker.

“I put them on there to remind the kids that basketball is a game, and it should be fun,” he said. “Even I need that reminder sometimes.”

* * *

Partway through the season, Scott, Todd, and I met at Herman’s office before heading out to a clinic.

“How far away is this one, Coach?” I asked.

“Not too far, maybe fifteen, twenty minutes,” Herman said.

“Another school?” I asked.

Herman smiled. “You’ll see,” he said.

We pulled up to a gated facility with barbed wire covering the fences surrounding a group of buildings.

Are you serious? Is this what I think it is?

“Uh, Herman,” I said. “This looks a lot like a prison.”

“Exactly,” he grinned.

“We’re going to coach the inmates?” Todd asked.

“Yes,” Herman said. “They get some recreation time each week, so I thought it would be a good idea to bring basketball to them. I mean, they are people, too.”

Point taken, Herman. But I can think of a lot less dangerous people we could coach.

We were slightly out of our comfort zone. I’d been inside as many prisons as I had space shuttles. We were about to instruct, correct, and teach these model citizens who weren’t real big on following rules in the first place. Herman, have you not seen Shawshank Redemption?

My mind was racing. I’m a big guy, but how am I going to defend myself against a lifer with a shiv and nothing to lose? What if I get the pris oner who got cut from his sixth-grade team by a coach who just happened to look like me and his repressed raging memories come roaring back?

How hands-on was this clinic going to be? I wasn’t so sure the smiley faces were going to have the intended effect here.

I could already imagine the phone call home from the hospital.

Hi, Mom. So we did a basketball clinic at this prison …

And yet it was exciting. I hadn’t done any clinics where I questioned whether I’d be alive or maybe just maimed at the end.

We walked through the metal detectors in our basketball shoes and handed an officer our wallets and cell phones through a caged window.

It reminded me of a time when I played in high school against a team in our conference, North Chicago. It was a rough town and we walked through metal detectors to enter the school. My dad spoke to the security guard as we entered the first time and said, “I bet you have some stories about these metal detectors.”

The security guard smiled. “On the first day we put them in, one kid froze and stared at it. He said ‘What’s that?’ I said, ‘It’s a metal detector’. He said, ‘Oh, does it detect drugs?’ ‘Nope.’ He said, ‘Oh, okay’ and started to walk through. Well, it didn’t detect brains either and he didn’t get very far after that.”

Prison ball. Here goes nothin’.

The gym was small and indoors, unlike most prison-yard basketball in the movies. The court was not nearly regulation length, but it had a basketball hoop at either end bolted to the walls. I couldn’t remember the specific instructions from the guards, but all I knew was that I wasn’t making anybody run sprints or do push-ups today. It was going to be all positive. The last thing I wanted was to push the buttons of someone who had one week until parole.

The gym door opened, and in they came. No orange jumpsuits. No ankle chains. No Silence of the Lambs masks. Ving Rhames was nowhere to be found. Most of them were very average-sized, normal-looking people. I relaxed a little. Not completely, but enough to let go of some of some of the uneasiness that had clouded my brain earlier. We jumped right in to ball handling and shooting games, which everyone enjoyed. But these guys didn’t want to just do drills. They wanted to play. With us. Game on.

We split up into teams and it was go time. These guys were flying all over the place. I made sure to do much more passing than shooting. It was definitely not about me. There really was only one guy that made me nervous. He seemed to have as much energy as ten of the other guys combined. He’d laugh and jump around, throwing up crazy shots that bounced off the back wall and flinging passes to everyone in the gym, even if they weren’t on his team. I couldn’t help but wonder if there wasn’t a little something extra running through his veins. Maybe he just really loved basketball. I’m not sure, I’m just sayin’.

I looked around cautiously to determine how protected we really were, and the guards seemed very relaxed as they took it all in. There may have only been three or four guards watching from the doorways. The non-prisoners in the gym were highly outnumbered, but we never really felt threatened.

After the final game, we shook hands and high-fived our new teammates. They were all sweating and most had a smile on their faces. It seemed a nice escape for them to have a chance to play a game with freedom and for pure fun.

Basketball is an amazing game. You can get lost in it and forget where you are or what is happening in your life. It sounds hokey, but it was a special feeling to experience that with this group of people, who had so little freedom in their current season of reality. During games, I often play an entire forty minutes when my mind and body are so focused on playing that I don’t hear or recognize any other thing happening around me. At some Dutch games, loud, obnoxious music would play and drums would beat nonstop for four quarters—and I didn’t have a clue that it was going on until watching the game video the next day. Was that awful techno beat blaring all game? I might as well have been wearing earplugs in a different building altogether.

We had no doubt that the guys who went back to their cells had a great time. But the ones who really got the most out of it were smiling and laughing even harder during their car ride home.

* * *

Because we could only practice when the rest of the Holland wasn’t using our gym, Herman scheduled 7 a.m. and 7 p.m. practices. Delightful. Waking up at 6 a.m. and eating dinner at 11 p.m. was not the glorious pro lifestyle I’d imagined. I had my fill of pre-dawn wake-up calls in college.

One particularly snowy mid-December morning, we pulled into an icy Stilodome parking lot at 6:45 a.m. The sun hadn’t come up yet, and the building’s heating system was broken. After a quick change in the meat freezer of a locker room, we walked into the gym with our practice jerseys on.

We shouldn’t have even taken our winter coats off. Herman didn’t. But it’s hard to shoot in a parka, so we had no choice. I looked over, and a side door was wide open. Snow was blowing in hard along with the winter’s fierce chill. Can someone please close the freakin’ door to the North Pole?

The crazy building warlord was going in and out of the door doing who knows what. Herman told him to shut the door, but the manager had got up on the wrong side of the dike and snapped back at him. The door remained open for the next ten minutes or so.

It was nearly impossible to feel our fingers, and seeing our breath mist in front of our faces didn’t add hope to the situation. To say that I was annoyed that I’d gotten up at six to freeze my tail off while it snowed inside the gym would be the understatement of the season. But this was Herman’s world and there was a side to him that relished a challenge and an opportunity to make his players tougher. I prepared myself to suffer through it.

All of a sudden, the prayers of some righteous people somewhere were answered.

“That’s it, fellas,” Herman announced. “We’re done.”

I had thought for sure he was going to make us work out in the icebox. Thankfully, he had a change of heart. It wouldn’t be the last time Herman surprised us with his response to a difficult situation.

* * *

The new offensive system Herman had us running wasn’t exactly dismantling opponents like we’d hoped. We had a good team in terms of talent, though not the best. We worked as hard as or harder than the other teams in the league. There were no easy practices. We ran sprints at the end of practice, and if we missed free throws, we ran more sprints. We were young and needed to out-hustle other teams and really coalesce in order to be effective. For example, at the end of games when we were winning and other teams would foul to try to keep the game close and get the ball back, we’d run the length of the court to the free throw line and huddle up. It was a small thing, but Herman knew the psychology of those little things.
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