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INTRODUCTION

Letter from Cal

Every summer—after I’ve had time to digest the previous season—I send a letter to all my players. In it I put forth my expectations for the season and set the tone for what we will work to accomplish when we begin play in November. For you, the reader, the following is your introductory letter to becoming a member of my Bounce Back Team.

February 2009

Dear Bounce-Back Team Member:

Who would have ever guessed something good would come from blowing a nine-point lead with two minutes and twelve seconds to go in the 2008 NCAA men’s basketball championship game?

But the loss of my former team, the Memphis Tigers, in that game, the devastation of that bitter end to the 2007–08 season and the way we all dealt with the aftermath provided the impetus for me to write this book, which I envision helping you get through your own personal bounce back. A lot has changed since those two minutes and twelve seconds transpired. There’s been another fantastic season of college basketball played; a new and worthy champion, the University of North Carolina, won the 2009 national title; and I’ve left the University of Memphis for the dream job I accepted at the University of Kentucky on April 1, 2009. But the experiences, lessons, and results of that magical 2007–08 campaign will live forever with me, and now, hopefully with you. That’s the silver lining I’ve discovered— knowing that the total, public humiliation of letting that lead slip away will now help me to touch lives in a positive way that otherwise would not have been possible.

Simply by reading and embracing the messages within this book, you will become a member of a special team—my team. The circumstances that led you to pick up this book—separation, divorce, foreclosure, downsizing, firing—have no bearing on how you came to the team. The important thing is, you found it, and you are willing to let me coach you through this period in your life. You have already taken a huge first step by acknowledging you need some guidance and direction.

You are part of a diverse group of people, and that diversity is something I’m quite comfortable with. My team at Kentucky (and before that at the University of Memphis and the University of Massachusetts) has always had players from diverse backgrounds and social levels. They come to me from various sets of life experiences. Some have been from privileged backgrounds, others were from middle-class homes, but most have been underprivileged African American adolescents whose young lives have been characterized by one bounce back after another. I’m proud to say I’ve been able to impact on their lives in positive ways, and I will do the same for you now that you’re part of my team. Some of my guys have gone to the NBA, like Marcus Camby, Derrick Rose, and Tyreke Evans, but the majority of my former players have gone on to the “real world” far away from the arenas, the gyms, and the adulation. It is their stories of success and the overcoming of odds that I share most often. Nothing is more gratifying to me than having former players come back and thank me for the tough love and the coaching I provide for each and every young man.

Hopefully my impact on you will have a similar resonance. Everyone reading this book is coming to it from a different place. Some are incredibly wealthy, some are incredibly poor. Some have been knocked down before, and some are “rookies” entering their very first bounce-back experience. I’ve had two significant—public—bounce backs in my first fifty years of life, and I fully expect there to be others. Almost no one goes through life unscathed, and the ability to overcome obstacles is often what separates the haves from the have-nots.

The pages that follow will be your personal playbook to overcoming whichever of life’s obstacles have brought you here. This is a book about coaching you through your bounce back, and when basketball experiences serve as illustrations for your benefit, I’ve included them. There are all sorts of setbacks in life; they can be as varied as the people who are affected by them. You are not the first to be dealing with the emotions and strife that result from life’s obstacles, and you will not be the last. But by the time we are finished, you will be in a better position mentally and emotionally, I promise you that.

Whatever it is that has spurred you to pick up this book, there are certain undeniable rungs on the ladder of a bounce back that everyone will deal with. It’s your ability to face the challenges head-on and with a positive mental attitude that will determine the ultimate success of your revitalization. Don’t be fearful of the odd sensations that accompany the climb up the ladder; they are perfectly normal. Without them, you wouldn’t be human.

Let me be the first to tell you, in brutally honest terms, that this could very well be one of the toughest undertakings you’ve faced in your life. There will be days when you think you have taken two steps up the ladder only to find out you have actually taken two steps down. You may feel depressed, defeated, or dispirited. At times it may seem like there is no hope and you are living in a permanent state of darkness. But I’m here to tell you those feelings will not last forever. You just need to work through them and allow me to coach you. Put your faith in me, and I will do the same with you.

The only one who can turn your situation around is you. That doesn’t mean you can’t solicit and accept help, but it does mean you are the main character in the story we are about to write of your bounce back. In fact, you will be doing a fair share of writing throughout this book, so be aware that you cannot be passive in any way, shape, or form. My Kentucky team works past exhaustion, and for your bounce back you will need to do the same.

You are going to be active with our whole team of bounce backers who are already congregating at a website I have set up: www.coachcalbounceback.com. At that site, we are building a community of bounce-back team members who will share their ups, their downs, their triumphs, and their tips. Think of it as our Players’ Lounge, where we can congregate, commiserate, and coalesce as a unit. I encourage you to visit the site often and take part in the discussions and the sharing we are doing.

In 1999 when I was fired by the NBA’s New Jersey Nets in a very public manner, I needed what you now hold in your hands—a book which would let me know that what I was going through was perfectly normal and all part of a multistage process that would eventually lead to my bounce-back job (for me it meant returning to the college game at Memphis, where we went to two Elite 8s and a Final Four). For you it can mean a new career, a new significant other, or a fresh start altogether.

Because of the many facets to a bounce back, this book is meant to be digested in bites. You are welcome to pop in and out as your own personal bounce back unfolds. Some of you may be well into your job search, and others may still be “under the covers.” But what’s more important is that you recognize that you’re not alone. Millions of people are going through life’s turmoil, and every one of them has a lesson to be shared, a tip to offer, or a word of hope that will inspire you.

Your teammates and I are here for you. Lean on us, and form a trust and bond so when you’re able, you can turn around and help the next person on the ladder behind you. Your goal is to help yourself first, then at some point down the road, you will help others. It may seem unimaginable now, but soon you will be the one giving guidance, not receiving it.

You have to be willing to put in the time and be willing to be persistent with your bounce back, and you need to be coachable. Listen to my words and those of the experts I’ve reached out to—because we have been there before. The best way to learn is by having the advice of those who have been in your place before.

As I told my eventual Final Four, national runner-up Memphis team in their August 2007 letter prior to the 2007–08 season, “Let’s all work with perfection in mind as we work on our weak areas. To talk in these terms may put more pressure on us, but in my opinion the only pressure is to prepare this summer like it’s your last summer to prepare—the rest will take care of itself. If we do prepare with a passion for perfection, we will all expect to win every game whoever the opponent. To reach your personal goals, we must be playing on the last day!”

I’m not naive enough to think my letter was the reason our Memphis team won more college basketball games than any team ever had in a single season (thirty-eight) and had winning streaks of twenty-six and twelve games, or why we became a true, once-in-a-generation “dream team,” but I do know my one-page, preseason letter put everyone in the same mind-set as we strove toward our goal.

That’s what this letter is meant to do for you.

What I discuss within this book are many of the same principles I discuss when Fortune 500 companies ask me to come and coach their workforces. Bounce backs are constantly cropping up in the business world—especially now—and there are many parallels between what I do with my Kentucky team and what international corporations should be doing with their employees and resources. Business—and life—is all about bouncing back. It’s not about how far you fall but how high you rebound.

In fact, in the time since I began working on this book, I have encountered an array of people and stories of famous (and not-so-famous) folks who have gone through their own bounce backs. Some were fired from their jobs, others were laid off, and many had seen their retirement funds shrink substantially or their homes face foreclosure, and still more were enduring a separation from a loved one.

Together, we will get you through whatever it is you are attacking right now. Stay with me and don’t cheat yourself in any way. Let me coach you through your bounce back. I will coach you until that point in time when you are ready to coach yourself and then others. I am looking forward to this journey with you and all the challenges it will present. My teams always get better over the course of a season, and, likewise, you will improve over the duration of this book.

Are you ready? Let’s get started …

Your Coach,

[image: Image]

Coach Cal



SECTION I
• • •
IT’S ABOUT ABOUT YOU






CHAPTER 1


THE TRIGGER EVENT


COMING TO GRIPS WITH WHAT HAS HAPPENED

Numb.

I was just numb all over. In the span of about half an hour I went from near ecstasy to near anguish. The confetti was falling for the wrong team, I thought. That should be us out there celebrating a national title. Instead, we were taking a long short-walk to our locker room. “Man, that should have been us,” I said to no one in particular.

On a muggy night in San Antonio on the first Monday of April 2008, my former team—the University of Memphis Tigers—was on the cusp of winning the NCAA title game over the University of Kansas. Our team had lost just once in thirty-nine prior games that season (to Tennessee by four points). We had won more single-season games than any program in NCAA history, and with two minutes and twelve seconds left in the national championship contest, we led the Jayhawks by nine points, 60–51.

With 2:12 showing on the scoreboard, the cavernous Alamodome was filled with 43,257 blue-and-white–clad fans (the colors of both teams), but it was our Tiger supporters who were screaming loudest and enjoying the moment the most. Yes, they were celebrating—and they should have been. The game was all but over.

When you’re up nine with just over two minutes to go, you’re supposed to win the game. It’s that simple. Our best player—and the eventual No. 1 overall pick in the 2008 NBA draft and the 2008–09 NBA Rookie of the Year—Derrick Rose was having one of the great second halves in Final Four history on his way to eighteen points and eight assists. We had Kansas, one of the most storied basketball programs of all time, on the ropes, and we probably only needed one more basket to knock them out.

Now understand this: Memphis hadn’t ever won a national championship in anything. It was just the third Final Four appearance in Memphis school history (Kansas was making its thirteenth trip), and to be honest, our program wasn’t perceived as a “Fortune 500” operation the way schools like Duke, UCLA, Kentucky, and North Carolina are. Memphis wasn’t supposed to crash this party in San Antonio. But ever since I’d arrived in the Bluff City, I’d built the program as if we were one of the blue bloods. In everything we did, from recruiting to travelling, I instilled the belief that we were a premier program on a par with any in the country. We recruited (and got) McDonald’s All-Americans, and we fostered future pros. I never accepted that “people” didn’t think of Memphis that way, and I never allowed my teams to think that way. My teams will always “strive for perfection and settle for excellence.” I hope you’ll adopt that mantra in your own bounce back.

We deserved just as much respect and rankings as anyone, so long as we were putting in our maximum effort. Pedigree is of little importance to me; it’s what you do game to game and season to season that determines what kind of program you will be.

We had been doing those things consistently for over half the decade. In 2008 we advanced to our third straight Elite 8 and finally busted through to the final weekend and the final game.

Our 2007–08 Tiger team embraced my “anyone, anywhere, anytime” philosophy, and with three NBA draft picks among my starting five (Rose, Chris Douglas-Roberts, and Joey Dorsey), we had unparalleled leadership and a supporting cast that combined experience with exceptional talent. We had been to those two consecutive Elite 8s with our core group, and the 2007–08 campaign was the culmination of an unprecedented run of 104 wins and just 10 losses in three seasons.

It brought us to that Monday night of April 7, 2008, before an international TV audience and an arena filled with luminaries, from Jesse Jackson (who spoke to our team prior to the game) to Bill Russell.

With two minutes and twelve seconds left, there would have to be a perfect storm of misfortune for us to lose the game.

We didn’t know it at the time, but the seas were churning as Kansas scored on its next possession to cut the lead to seven with 1:57 left. Their coach and my friend, Bill Self, called a time-out, and when we inbounded the ball after the time-out, it got stolen, and Kansas hit a 3-pointer to cut the lead to four. A few seconds later, Joey, my center, who had been hampered by fouls throughout, finally fouled out.

Right about then, it struck me we might lose the game. Oddly, I reconciled those thoughts by quickly telling myself that if we were to lose, it would be because it was part of a bigger design. Lord, I said to myself, I will deal with the outcome and your will. That helped to force those losing thoughts out of my mind. But it didn’t help to alter what was happening on the court. Kansas was doing everything right, and we were doing just about everything wrong.

With a minute left in the game, our lead was just two points. We missed three of our last four free throws in regulation, and Kansas’s Mario Chalmers hit a miracle 3-pointer to send the game into overtime after a desperation shot from midcourt in the final seconds by my forward Robert Dozier missed. I knew we were in trouble in the extra session because my guys were gassed, we were stunned, and we didn’t have Joey to rebound the ball. The perfect storm had happened, and it came at us with a fury as sudden as it was devastating.

Everything that had to go wrong for us to lose like we did happened. We had a late foul on Mario Chalmers, he had to make two free throws, and he did. Kansas’s Darrell Arthur had to make an unbelievable turnaround jumper on the baseline. We threw away the ball on the inbounds pass. Sherron Collins stole it and made a 3-pointer. We had our best two free-throw shooters at the line only to have them miss. Every little play, every moment, had to go right for Kansas and wrong for us, and it did.

And then, after all that, it took a miracle, once-in-a-lifetime shot from Mario Chalmers to send the game into overtime.

We ended up losing 75–68, and all I remember about walking off the floor at the Alamodome was the numbness. We went from the pinnacle to “Oh, my gosh.” And I’m telling you, it’s a fast sensation. This thing was bam-bam-bam-bam—what in the world just happened?

As Kansas celebrated and their fans rejoiced, my team headed to the locker room, dejected and dismayed. We were as close as you could be—two minutes and twelve seconds from being national champs. Another few feet from being 40–0. That’s the margin between glory and guilt. At the end of the day, we were chasing the stars and we bumped into the moon. We were that close.

As we all walked off that court—some of us with tears in our eyes, some with completely blank stares—I knew something that nobody else in our program knew: each and every one of us had just begun our own bounce back.

I also knew everyone was going to be looking to me for an answer—in the locker room, in the media room, and on the famed River Walk in San Antonio. They were going to turn to me and hope for an explanation or a justification. I never have a problem talking after a win or a loss, but this time was completely different from anything I’d ever experienced.

By the time I got into the locker room underneath the Alamodome’s stands, I knew I had to provide leadership and guidance for everyone associated with our program. These were eighteen-, nineteen-, twenty-year-old kids, and you can be damn sure none of them had ever felt this horrible after a game in their lives. I had coaches, administrators, friends, and family who were all dealing with the devastation of the way we fell and the thump we made as we hit the ground.

I realized at that moment that I was not dealing with just my own shock and grief. I had to deal with everyone’s—from players to fans to assistants. I was the leader for those thirty-eight record-setting wins, and I was the leader for the two losses as well. Did I want to run and hide? You bet. But I realized—and you need to realize—that you’re not the only one feeling the pain and anguish. Everyone around you is hurting, and you better deal with them before you deal with yourself. That’s what being a coach, an executive, a parent, a son, or a daughter is all about during trying times. If you show weakness over the setback you have encountered, everyone around you will sense that uncertainty and fear, and it will only make things worse.

I allowed myself about five minutes of introspection and regret in the coaches’ locker room, and then I splashed some water on my face, adjusted my tie, and joined the players in their locker room. There were tears, anger, and disbelief all around the room. The shock was setting in and so was the realization of what had happened. At that moment, I remember thinking that I wished I could have just done one thing to get them over the hump in the game, because I could see how they were suffering. I could feel it. We were all hurting—everyone associated with Tiger basketball. Shock causes pain, and that sting lingers.

If I had given in to that emotion, it would have started everybody’s bounce back on the wrong foot. So I told my team exactly what I was feeling and let them know the hurt was normal.

“I don’t want any of you to think you were the reason,” I said to the young men in the locker room. “You did everything you were supposed to, and you put us in a position to win a national title. What happened out there is not on one person; it’s on all of us, including me as the coach. At the end of the day with that kind of lead, it comes back to me.

“I am more proud of you guys than I’ve ever been,” I said. “You gave me an unbelievable gift this whole season. We did things no other team has ever done in the history of college basketball. We were a dream team, and you cannot ever forget that. This was a dream season with a dream team. We energized and united our city.

“Does this hurt right now? Do you feel like crap?” I asked. “That’s okay. That feeling will go away over time. Soon you’re going to remember the twenty-six straight wins, the undefeated conference record, and the family we built throughout the year. Look around—you may never play with some of these guys again, but you will always have the experience and memories of what we accomplished over forty games.”

The words were probably ringing hollow, but I knew they had to be said in order for everyone to be able to move on. I hugged all my guys and my incredible staff, and then I prepared to face the media.

PractiCal Point: Remember, your trigger event will impact on others around you, so you need to be strong for them.

• • •

It’s not likely that your bounce back will kick off with a press conference with a couple hundred anxious, on-deadline writers and TV and radio people begging for that one money quote they can use in their column, game story, or broadcast. For that, you should be thankful.

I couldn’t avoid it though. The NCAA mandates coaches and selected players sit on the dais and answer media questions after a designated “cooling off” period. In a strange way, I knew that session would be an important step in our collective bounce back, as would the questions the rest of the team was answering in the locker room. It wasn’t enough to be gracious in defeat; this kind of loss required me to be humble, forgiving, and empathetic.

“Hats off to Kansas. When you’re up nine with 2:12 left, you’re supposed to win the game, and that’s my fault,” I said in my opening statement. “I thought we were national champs, and that’s the great thing about college basketball and sports. I’m really disappointed but so proud of my guys. You know, again, as a coach, when you’re up five with whatever seconds left to go, you’re supposed to win that game. So I take as much responsibility in this. I’m disappointed for my team. I wish there were a few more things we could have done there to make it easier for them at the end. But I’m proud of them. They did everything they were supposed to do really against the odds, and they did it, and they were there, and it slips. I mean, it’s devastating to them.”

I admit I was still kind of numb during that press conference. That happens. You’re numb to it all in the minutes and hours after your “trigger event.” I knew it was going to hit me like a ton of bricks the next day, realizing we’d had it in our grasp. I took a late walk with my staff on the River Walk after returning to the hotel and meeting with our fantastic fans and well-wishers.

I thought about what I had said to the media. With those words, I was doing a few things—first I was taking the burden off my team, which any good leader needs to do when the chips are down. It’s not a time to point fingers or place blame. No one thing cost us the game; it was a perfect storm of everything going right for Kansas, and everything going wrong for us.

Another important element of those immediate minutes and hours after the loss was to make sure that I and everyone involved with the program gave due credit to Kansas. The Jayhawks, under Bill Self, proved what it means to play to the final buzzer and never give up hope. They had just mastered their own bounce back. There was no shame in losing to that team, which had several eventual NBA draft picks, and we had to make sure people understood what an accomplishment they had achieved. Our “failure” was their success.

Understand that people will begin assessing you for your next job, relationship, or business deal as soon as they see you are dealing with a pitfall. From the moment your trigger event happens, you need to put on a good face.

Admittedly, there’s so much swirling when you are in the midst of a major life setback that you can’t possibly react to everything in the appropriate way—unless you have been there before.

And I had.



CHAPTER 2


LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE


YOUR FIRST BOUNCE BACK IS THE HARDEST

Before we can get too far into your bounce back, I think it’s important for you to see some “game tape” of the two major public bounce backs that I have been through in the past decade. We’ve already touched on the Kansas game. Please realize these reviews are not done to get sympathy from you or to bore you with details of my life experiences. What I want you to understand is this: not only have I bounced back from major setbacks, I’ve had two very different kinds of bounce backs. My first, when I was fired by the NBA’s New Jersey Nets, played out over several weeks and eventually months and years as I transitioned through all the bounce-back stages we will discuss over the course of this book.

For me, the circumstances of my firing by the Nets in March 1999 were much harder to deal with than my second trigger event (in the title game) because I had never had to bounce back from anything like that before. When the Nets fired me, I had just turned forty, and I was learning all about dealing with a sudden life change on the fly and under the eye of the vigilant New York sports media and a discerning fan base. Sure, I had close friends and mentors like Larry Brown helping me all along the way, but in those first hours, days, and weeks after the trigger event occurs, you feel like it’s you against the world, and that can be an overwhelming sensation.

But with every bounce back you have, you grow and you begin to understand that you’re far from alone in dealing with your setback. You also begin to understand that you are not going to have just one, two, or three bounce backs in your life. In fact, you’re never going to be done transforming yourself, your career, and your relationships. It’s worth keeping in mind that you learn the most about bouncing back when you are going through it.

I know the reason I was able to handle the 2008 Kansas loss so well was because I had been through the turmoil of the Nets firing in 1999 when I got publicly humiliated and smashed and survived it. When dealing with the title game loss, I knew from the New Jersey experience that I would wake up the next day and that each day it would get a little better—even though it was going to take time. I had lived through one public humiliation and because of that, I knew I could handle the after-math of the title game loss.

And you know what? I’ll be even better prepared for the next time I get dealt a setback.

Every bounce back you have—or are affected by—in life, you have to learn from. You have to assess what has happened and use that assessment to better yourself.

Bounce backs are like individual games throughout the season. No two are exactly the same; some include sudden swings, while others follow a logical back-and-forth progression. In any given season, my teams will have blow-out wins where everything is clicking and nail-biter losses that could have gone either way. Sometimes the team improves over the course of one game, and sometimes it takes two or three contests to see the improvement.

Just as each game develops at its own pace, so, too, will your bounce back. After every game I sit down and assess my team through film study and discussion with my assistants. You, too, should assess your performance frequently throughout the bounce back process. You will be wise to lean on the Kitchen Cabinet you will compile in Practice Plan #1 at the end of this chapter. Most of all, you have to always be honest with yourself. It does no good to base your bounce back on beliefs and perceptions that led you here in the first place. I always ask my teams and my players to own their performances, and I’m going to expect you to do the same. For my teams, that means taking responsibility for everything—the good and the bad—on the court and in their lives.

You need to own your bounce back in much the same manner.

Are you with me? Good. Here’s the game tape on the very beginning of my time with the Nets and the very end of my time in New Jersey; I’ll show you the way I went over what happened and how I behaved so that you can see how it’s done, and then it will be your turn.

• • •

In 1996, my eighth year at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst, we had an incredible journey that included wins in our first twenty-six straight games, a No. 1 ranking, and the school’s first-ever appearance in the Final Four (which, as fate would have it, was played in the arena at the New Jersey Meadowlands complex). We lost in the national semifinals to Kentucky, but the accomplishments of that team will live forever in the annals of college basketball.

I was humbled that year to be named the national Naismith Men’s College Coach of the Year. It was the culmination of a total rebuilding project that saw us go 193–71 (.731) in that span as we reached three Sweet 16s, two Elite 8s and the Final Four. We went from one of the absolute worst programs in America (ranked 259th of 267 Division I schools in the 1980s) to one of the best.

Along the way, we captured the hearts and imaginations of an entire state, and we boosted the morale of a campus that had always been maligned as “ZooMass.” I started there when I was twenty-nine and wet behind the ears. By the time I left, I had seen and done things I never imagined possible.

When that ’96 season ended, the NBA’s New Jersey Nets contacted me about becoming their next head coach. It was always in the back of my mind that someday I would love the opportunity to coach in the greatest league in the world, so the prospect certainly intrigued me. The Elite 8 campaign the year before gave me confidence I could accept the challenge if it were ever presented to me. When the Nets—and others—expressed interest, I had to listen.

What I heard blew me away. They were giving me the keys to the castle, and in addition to being the head coach, I would hold the titles of executive vice president and head of basketball operations. After some negotiating, we settled on a five-year deal worth $15 million. It was the kind of package that was unheard of at the time, and after thinking long and hard about it and talking it over with my wife, Ellen, and trusted friends, I accepted the position on June 5, 1996.

It was far from an easy decision. I was giving up a job at UMass I could have had the rest of my life to go to an organization considered a laughingstock among the professional leagues. The Nets were always mentioned in the same breath as the Los Angeles Clippers and Tampa Bay Buccaneers, and at that time that was some bad company to be lumped in with. The Nets were dysfunctional and ridiculed, and as far as NBA jobs went, it was probably one of the least attractive in the league.

The job scared away a lot of folks, but I saw it as a chance to do something similar to what we had done at UMass. I embraced the challenge of building a franchise into a playoff contender and invigorating the fan base. It would take a heck of a lot of work and some serious dedication by all involved, but I believed in my heart of hearts we could turn the Nets into a respected NBA franchise.

The first year wasn’t easy; we went 26–56, but my second season with New Jersey we went 43–39 and made the playoffs as an eight seed. We were swept in three games by the Michael Jordan–led Chicago Bulls, but just making the playoffs in our second season in Jersey was a huge accomplishment. I’m not sure many people understood just how incredible it was. Put it this way: the Nets had finished under .500 in nine of the eleven seasons before I got there, and in five of those years the teams failed to win any more than twenty-six games. The franchise had not been out of the first round of the playoffs since 1984.

So, as you can imagine, I was feeling like we had things moving in the right direction. We were drawing well in terms of attendance, we had a new logo that fans embraced, and a new attitude that was palpable. A dedicated practice facility was being built, and free agents weren’t as hesitant to consider the Nets as an option. It was about as much as anyone could have expected.

But labor unrest loomed, and in 1998 the NBA slogged its way through a messy lockout by its owners that prohibited the season from starting until February 1999. When it did commence, it was abbreviated from the usual eighty-two-game slate to a fifty-game schedule.

With that as the backdrop, we started off 2–10, and as is customary in professional sports, the whispers started circulating that my job was in danger.

I had a feeling that my firing was coming. We suffered through two losing streaks of six games, and by mid-March, I was already telling Ellen something was imminent. “Honey, I think we need to start preparing for what will be a very public and a very cruel process,” I told her one winter night. “NBA people didn’t like me when I came in because of the big contract I got, and they’re going to delight in seeing me get dumped. We need to be ready.”

In that regard, I was actually lucky. More often than not, you don’t know you’re about to have a trigger event that will turn your world upside down. But I knew my relationship with the new Nets’ owners, president Michael Rowe, and general manager John Nash (whom I hired) had deteriorated; things were bad, and I had a feeling that we were past the point of being able to work things out. They were ready to make a change.

We’d started the season with high expectations and were coming off a playoff season. Slam magazine picked us to win the Eastern Conference for 1998–99, and other “experts” had high hopes for us as well. There was a bit of a buzz around us, and even that was significant because the franchise had always been a poor cousin to the big-city New York Knicks.

But the lockout had caused some extenuating circumstances, including an abbreviated training camp and a too-brief period of time to sign players and integrate them into our system. After a 1–1 start, Sammy Cassell, my starting point guard and one of the most fearless players I’ve ever coached, went down with an injury. Without a point guard in the NBA, you’re spinning your wheels. We didn’t have a capable backup, and Sammy’s injury marked the beginning of the end for me.

I don’t go over this to make excuses; those are facts of the situation. In your own bounce back, you have to be able to look at your situation objectively; even if it feels like it came out of the blue, evaluating it from a distance might show you there were warning signs you’ll want to be able to look out for next time. As I said, the bottom line was we weren’t winning, and as the losing continued, rumors intensified that I would be fired. In my case, I knew that it all comes down to wins and losses in the NBA. Even though we made the playoffs the year before (the first for the franchise in four seasons), we started off poorly, and I had a feeling that the writing was on the wall.

Things came to a head in mid-March of 1999. We were playing the Miami Heat, winners of fourteen of their last sixteen games under head coach Pat Riley. We had lost six straight by an average of eleven points. Before the noontime game with the Heat even started, one of the guys on the TV crew came over to me and said he was hearing I was getting “dinged” after the game.

Perfect, I thought. The camera guy knows I’m getting fired before I do!

We lost the game 102–76, and I never got up off the bench. We scored just fifteen points in the second quarter and sixteen in the fourth quarter. My center, Jayson Williams, who had averaged thirteen points a game the previous two seasons, scored two points and fouled out in twenty-seven minutes of play.

When the game ended, there was a knot of uncertainty in my stomach—a perfectly normal response to impending bad news. It wasn’t a good feeling, but I knew I had to take my medicine.

As I walked into the tunnel and toward our locker room, my assistant, Johnny Davis, put his arm around me and said, “Fight for the job. You are the same coach who took us to the playoffs. Fight for the job!”

I didn’t have a fight left in me, and I knew that the decision had been made. Two of the team’s owners, Stan Gale and Finn Wentworth, brought me into the visiting coaches’ locker room and explained their position. They wanted to go in a new direction, and they were going to hand the team over to another of my assistants, Don Casey. I told them I didn’t agree with what they were doing and that I thought they were making a mistake. But they had already made their decision, and our talk was a mere formality.

I remember coming out of that meeting at the old Miami Arena, and there was barely a soul around except for the Nets’ principal owner and managing partner at the time, Lewis Katz. He told me to follow him to a car they had waiting.

Now you’ve got to understand, I’m half in a daze as I’m following him through the empty arena. I hadn’t ever been fired from anything. I mean, my old boss at Kansas, Larry Brown, used to fire me every other day when I was an assistant for him, but that’s just Larry. I was in complete shock and quite honestly still trying to figure out what was going on.

My team was gone; they were already on their way to Toronto for a Tuesday game against the Raptors. As I walked across the playing floor as an ex–NBA coach, there were workers cleaning up, sweeping and stacking chairs. There was a guy on his knees, kneeling there in a pile of popcorn and spilled soda, and he was looking up at me, shaking his head and feeling bad for me.

That’s about when it really hit me—the cleaning crew was taking pity on me!

I don’t remember saying very much to Katz in the car to the airport or on the flight home to New Jersey. I was still trying to process it all. I was humiliated for sure, but even more so, I felt like I had been stripped of my identity. For most of my adult life, I had been known as “Coach Cal”; now all of a sudden, I was just Cal. Sometimes we don’t realize how much our careers define our personalities, but when you experience a major setback, it becomes very clear. The official end of my Nets coaching career marked the beginning of my first bounce back, and to say I was a little confused in the aftermath would be an understatement. So many thoughts were swirling in my head: Whom do I call? What will be the perception from outsiders? What are my options? As we flew home to New Jersey, I thought about how the rabid New York media—always quick to pounce on a juicy firing—was probably relishing the chance to skewer me. There were plenty of writers and media people who wanted to see me get canned, so the owners weren’t going to take too much guff for the move. The focus would be on me and my errors. People were just itching to see another college coach “fail” at the pro level, a mind-set that still exists today and probably will until one of us breaks through and has significant success in the pros.

I also began to feel the anxiety that I now know can routinely accompany such traumatic changes. For me, the anxiety of not knowing what was next was probably the worst part of it. Then there was the anxiety of “Have the Nets damaged me so much from what they were saying during the run-up to the firing that I won’t be able to get another job?” I didn’t necessarily know if I would coach again. I really didn’t.

But as the plane landed, I quickly tried to push those thoughts from my mind and think about what was really important. I said to myself, If this is the worst thing that happens to me and my family, I’ll be blessed. I had a whole host of people just waiting to help me. I believed everything was going to be fine, and I knew the most important thing was to get my bounce back started off on the right foot. I wanted to be strong in the face of adversity and for my family. If I were a puddle, displaying fear or nervousness, it would be an awful message to send to those around me.

We all have the ability to stay positive, even when the chips are down. It comes from within, and I know it is within everyone. We just have to search for it and massage it out. I need you to now find that positivity within and bring it to the fore. Dig deep, and you will find it.

PractiCal Point: Let the emotions run their course, and then focus on starting your bounce back with a positive attitude.

• • •

I got home to my house in Franklin Lakes, New Jersey, in the late hours of March 14. My children—Erin, Megan, and Bradley—were sleeping, but Ellen and I sat up and had a glass of wine while we talked over things.

I was still dealing with a lot of unfamiliar emotions that ranged from anger to fear to confusion. Throughout my career I had always made the “big” decisions; all of a sudden I was having a huge decision made for me. It was a completely new sensation for me, and I wasn’t enjoying it at all.

The greatest thing Ellen did for me in those first few hours and days was to be frank with me. She didn’t hide her feelings, and you would be well advised to make sure the closest people to you are doing the same.

Bluntly, Ellen told me she didn’t think the NBA lifestyle was a good fit for young families like ours. “There’s too many games [eighty-two] first of all,” she told me. “In college you had thirty-five games, and we could all be there for most of them and be a part of the program. I miss that, John, and the kids do too.”

I already knew this, but it was helpful to hear it again from Ellen. At UMass both Erin and Megan could come to most of our home games—many were on the weekend—and we lived very close to the Mullins Center in Amherst, where we played. It was easier for my family to be part of the “organization.”

I missed a lot about the college lifestyle as well. Don’t get me wrong; in business we all aspire to work with the best, and that’s what the NBA represents for me. I don’t regret for one second the decision to leave UMass and go to the Nets; I learned and grew and matured throughout my time there, and I can safely say I wouldn’t be the coach I am today without that experience. But I didn’t feel that way overnight.

Ellen reemphasized she wasn’t keen on having me pursue another NBA job. “The NBA is too unpredictable,” she told me. “It’s like you’re in the military, moving from base to base!”

Her point was well taken, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to get another shot at a head job in the NBA anytime soon. Ex–college coaches usually don’t get second chances in the pros—especially not right away. Tim Floyd (Iowa State) got two head jobs, first with the Chicago Bulls and then with the New Orleans Hornets, and wound up back in college at USC. Lon Kruger (Illinois) went to the Atlanta Hawks for three years and then wound up at UNLV. None of them lasted a full four years, and none has been back to the NBA since.
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