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To Andrea, Danny, and Andrew. My home team. The best team a husband and father could ever ask for. This journey means absolutely nothing without you. My love for you has made me strive to be the best man I can be.

To Ken Sirakides. My beloved father-in-law. We all miss you so much.







ONE

My answer to every question about myself, my reaction to just about every compliment or criticism, to even the most casual observations, is usually the same.

“Hey—I’m from Jersey City.”

Jersey City explains, excuses, or at least adds needed context to pretty much everything I do and say.

So when I came to this extremely crazy crossroads in my life—June 2024—I naturally looked around and told myself: Dan, you are physically, spiritually, emotionally, and geographically very fucking far from Jersey City.

To be specific, this dawned on me just as I was taking my seat, my family by my side, on a deluxe private jet owned by the most glamorous franchise in the basketball universe—the Los Angeles Lakers. Such crazy luxury, such VIP white-glove treatment, our every want and need catered to—I was dreaming, wasn’t I?

I looked over to my wife, Andrea, and my two sons, Danny and Andrew, and shook my head.

They shook theirs too, and we all had a laugh.

To think—not that long ago I was so dead broke that I had to panhandle, approaching strangers at a New Jersey service station and begging them for a few bucks so I could squirt a half gallon of gas into my tank and get home.

Now… this?

“Glass of champagne before we take off, Mr. Hurley?”

I never looked at myself as an accomplished person. I never thought of myself as anything other than a hardworking high school coach who’s masquerading as a college coach. And so, before the private plane took off, I tried to remind myself of my essential ordinariness. My unexceptionalness. I told myself that even if I accepted what the Lakers were offering, what they were flying me out to California to discuss, I’d still just be a high school coach masquerading as an NBA coach.

In other words… get over yourself, Dan. This is no big deal.

But nah—I’m a good salesman, and even I couldn’t sell that to my psyche.

Because this was a very big deal.

This was a paradigm reset.

This was a tectonic shift for me and my career and my crew.

Which was why it was so overwhelming.

Change is always scary. But especially when you’re happy. And I was, generally speaking, extremely happy. I cherished my role as head coach of the University of Connecticut Huskies. We’d built something great, something historic. Back-to-back national championships—hello? We were a relentless, unapologetic winning machine, not only winning but doing it in dominant fashion. Like Tiger in his prime. Like Mike Tyson as a sockless, pissed-off teenager.

Apart from the in-game stuff, I fully embraced my role as teacher, mentor, developer of young hearts and minds. There’s a reason, I thought, why my players routinely tell sportswriters that they wouldn’t want to play for any other coach on the planet.

There were plenty of young hearts and minds in the pros too, but how much developing would I be allowed to do? More and more, the NBA is about players, not coaches. Strict limits and rules govern practice and load management; there’s a tight lid on how much coaching, pregame and postgame, is even possible.

And yet, despite these concerns, and plenty of others, I had a gut feeling that this Lakers opportunity might be my next chapter. Ready or not, I thought, this might be the life change you should lean in to.

Part of the reason for this feeling, of course, was the criticism. I was sick of the critics. I was feeling under siege from a whole section of the media and from many college basketball fans. My coaching style was under heavy and constant attack. My personal style too. I was said to be too emotional, too combustible. I was said to be a jerk.

Some worried that I was setting a bad example for young people.

No matter what I did, how much I won, the critics just kept coming, which made me act out more, which fired them up more—vicious cycle. And so, on a purely visceral level, it felt so damned good that the Lakers liked me, that they wanted me, that they knew the critics had shit for brains. It felt so damned affirming, for once, that Dan Hurley, the fervid recruiter, was the blue-chip prospect getting recruited.

I’ll admit: It felt nice for once to be the talent.

Of course, none of the terms of the deal with the Lakers, none of the details, had been hammered out. The job hadn’t been formally tendered. But the purple-and-gold were validating me just by sending this damned plane for me.

“You sure I can’t offer you some champagne, Mr. Hurley?”

Before that same plane flew me and my family back home, in a few days, there would likely be an opportunity to sign on a line that was dotted, and picturing that moment, that decision, made my stomach clench as we finally went wheels up and soared beyond the Manhattan skyline.

The pressure to make the right call—for myself, my family, my players, my school, my state—turned my gut into a pit of acid.



Try as I might, leaning back in that creamy leather seat, hearing the high hum of those PJ engines, I couldn’t relax. I kept thinking of Jed Clampett from The Beverly Hillbillies.

That’s me, I thought. Just a hillbilly, headed to Hollywood.

Talk about your impostor syndrome. Over and over I kept asking myself: Just who in the holy hell do you think you are?

Don’t you dare forget, Dan—you’re a ham-and-egger from Jersey City. Son of a probation officer and high school ball coach. Not that long ago you were thrilled to be knocking down fifty grand at St. Benedict’s Prep in Newark! Even more thrilled when the priest running the place, Father Ed, agreed to toss in another twenty if you helped out in the admissions office.

And why was I thrilled? Because to that point I’d been a failure as a college player and a flop as an assistant coach. Fired from my first job at Rutgers.

All these years later, I thought about those early failures and about all the haters who wanted to take me down while I was winning games and building this championship career at places like Wagner, Rhode Island, and UConn. And then I started getting angry. Fuck impostor syndrome, I thought. Fuck all this inner doubt and self-loathing.

I told myself: I guess all that has made me a better coach.

I told myself: I guess all that hate made me someone the Los Angeles Fucking Lakers are eager to hire.

I told myself: Please never stop hating. Never stop.

Maybe I will have some of that champagne…?



High above the Plains or the Rockies or the Colorado River, my older son, Danny—a deputy chief of staff to New Jersey State Senate President Nicholas Scutari—said he thought this trip was ill-advised. He just couldn’t see walking away from UConn. He also couldn’t see giving up his job and moving to California, so he worried about missing us.

My younger son, Andrew, a walk-on member of my two championship teams, felt a bit different. Sunshine? Check. Surfing? Check. Sharing an apartment with his best friend, USC basketball player Matt Knowling, a transfer from Yale? “Gotta be something we consider,” he said.

The three of us simply assumed that Andrea, the ultimate Jersey Girl, would be a firm no. Years before, she’d vetoed my taking a job at Marist College simply because it meant moving to Poughkeepsie. Poughkeepsie! A short car ride from Jersey! It was a straight miracle that Andrea ever let me go to Rhode Island and UConn. But Los Angeles? Might as well have been Kazakhstan.

In reality, however, Andrea announced that she was torn. Close to fifty-fifty, she said. She could see the lure, she said, the appeal. She was ready for an adventure. Sure, she’d miss her mother. But we’d have plenty of money to go visit her, or else fly her out to California. She didn’t want to leave, but she was fatalistic.

“I’m good to go,” she said.



Upon touching down in Los Angeles, we were met by a big shiny black car and whisked to a fancy hotel: Shutters on the Beach. Our room was a palace, filled with hundreds of golden yellow roses. (What, no purple?) Andrea smelled them and already looked as if she was won over.

The next morning I got up early and dove into my meditation-and-prayer routine. I needed a quiet mind, badly.

Then I ran down to the hotel gym and did a quick forty-five-minute workout. But it was hard. My heart and mind were elsewhere. Leaving the gym I walked straight into a bridal party. A group of five women. One did a double take. “What are you doing here?”

UConn alum, of course.

Before I could answer she blurted: “Are you here to meet with the Lakers?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I am. You?”

“Wedding,” she said. “Do you think you’re going to do it?”

I talked in circles. Like a politician. Maybe yes, maybe no. I don’t know. We’ll see.

Then I wished her well.

I don’t know why I felt so surprised by her knowing. ESPN’s Adrian Wojnarowski had broken the news on X the day before. But it all felt secretive, somehow, illicit. More, it still felt unreal.

As we enjoyed breakfast near the beach, people who recognized me shouted out things like “Go Huskies… Go Lakers… Do it, Hurley. Don’t do it, Hurley.” After breakfast, Linda Rambis, a Lakers executive, took us house hunting in Manhattan Beach.

We spent the afternoon and that evening at the Lakers’ facility, touring the building, gazing at the seventeen championship trophies, the photos of the legends. Magic. Kareem. Kobe. They all felt present. Omnipresent.

We sat down with Jeanie Buss, the owner at the time, and Rob Pelinka, the general manager. With my agent, Bret Just, we discussed in concrete terms the many things I might bring to their franchise. My offensive innovations, built around more player and ball movement. My philosophies on player development. My insights on culture building and how I might apply them to a place with such an entrenched culture.

Both Buss and Pelinka assured me that I’d have input with personnel—and plenty of money to spend on staff. Most importantly, we wanted to build a championship team with players who wanted to play for the Lakers, not guys who wanted to live the LA lifestyle.

Around lunchtime we sat down to a feast prepared by a private chef. Something like five or six courses. Salad to die for, plus pasta, plus raw fish, plus surf and turf. It might’ve been the surf and turf that finally undid Andrea. She started crying. She was falling for it, all of it, the glamour, the power, the pizzazz. Hundreds of yellow roses! She was beginning, in her mind, the process of severing from Storrs, saying goodbye to her house, her friends, her work at Connecticut Children’s Medical Center.

Jeanie assured her that she could do the same work in LA. Andrea smiled. We both liked Jeanie right away. It didn’t hurt that she was married to a Jersey guy. Comedian Jay Mohr.

Andrea got a chance during the lunch to talk to Rob’s wife, Kristin.

They really vibed. Kristin reminded Andrea a bit of her best friend back in Jersey. They compared notes about a potential trip to Africa, about their shared passion for helping kids in need. Andrea saw this as a sign. Her new purpose, her new mission—her new bestie. She was also touched when she saw Rob turn his full attention to Danny and Andrew and invite them to ask any questions they might have about the team, the city. Anything.

During dessert I got up and went with Rob into the locker room. I very much wanted to feel that specific part of the inner sanctum, that sacred space where I would do my most important work. I stood before the stalls, with their gold nameplates. LeBron James. Anthony Davis. I tried to imagine pep-talking these giants. Imploring these Hall of Famers to give me more. I’d already sounded out several accomplished coaches who’d made the leap from college to the pros: Billy Donovan, Quin Snyder, Brad Stevens, my former Seton Hall coach P. J. Carlesimo. I’d asked them all what it’s like to criticize a superstar in front of the team. Especially when that superstar had twenty-five points, twelve rebounds, and nine assists, but didn’t play much defense or make winning-level efforts. Players know how to get numbers, but numbers don’t always tell the story.

Could I do it? Could I really hold LeBron James or AD accountable for not being LeBron or AD in that critical moment?

Yes, I decided in that locker room. I could.

At day’s end the Hurley family piled into a Mercedes party van and headed back to Shutters. Nobody said a word. The van was silent as a church at midnight. We were all in a state of disbelief. My agent broke the silence, as agents often do. He sat next to me and texted me the formal terms of the Lakers’ offer. (He didn’t want to say them aloud, in case the driver had a friend at The Athletic or TMZ.) I stared at my phone in total shock.

What? Seriously?

Six years, $70 million.

Fuck. FUCK. I’d never worked a day in the NBA, and I was being offered a contract that would make me one of the highest-paid coaches in the league.

I looked around the party van. Guess the Hurleys are moving to La-La Land!



We flew home the next day thinking it might be a done deal. Even Danny was on board, changing his vote to “Yes, let’s do it.” (That surf and turf was really out of this world.) In fact, Danny now argued that it would be moronic to say no. On the plane he opened the Los Angeles Times and peeled out the real estate section and tossed it to his mom.

Andrea and I started making plans. Selling our home in Connecticut, getting an apartment in LA while we looked for something more permanent. We also decided to buy a house in Jersey and spend more time there in the offseasons. We were getting deep into the weeds, the real nuts and bolts of leaving.

This is happening, I said to myself.

The night after we got home, we had tickets to see Billy Joel at Madison Square Garden. Does it get any better? We love Billy Joel, and we badly needed a break from all the travel and the stress of contemplating this huge change. Also, months earlier we’d scrapped plans to see Billy Joel in Massachusetts because it was the only weekend I could meet with high school phenom Cooper Flagg. (Then he didn’t even sign with us, choosing Duke instead.) So we were hyped for the piano man… and then the concert just wasn’t the break we were hoping for. Several times I was spotted by Huskies fans who shouted at me to stay. Several times I was spotted by Lakers fans… who shouted at me to go.

Then Luke Murray, our close friend, one of my longtime assistants, the son of actor-comedian Bill Murray, posted a video of Andrea rocking out to the music and me wearing a T-shirt that said “New York, New York,” and it set off a furor. People assumed this was a soft announcement of my decision to stay.

It was nothing of the sort.

But as the next day dawned, I got out of bed and felt as if something had shifted deep inside me. Andrea felt the same way. We both woke up feeling that maybe we wouldn’t—maybe we actually, honestly, physically couldn’t—leave the East Coast.

We spent the whole Sunday debating, listing pros and cons. We talked about it while doing yard work. We talked about it while grocery shopping. We talked about it while eating dinner in our kitchen. We tried to block out all outside noise, but it was hard. Local restaurants were offering us free pizza and chicken wings for life. The governor of Connecticut, Ned Lamont, was texting to tell me how much I meant to three and a half million people of the state.

But hey, no pressure.

And of course, the alumni community was breathing down my neck. UConn has more than 290,000 grads worldwide, and it felt at times as if they were all simultaneously sending me thoughts and prayers. Staaaay. There’s nothing quite like Husky Nation. They pack our home games, of course. But they also travel. When we play Madison Square Garden, they fill the place to the rafters, making it feel like downtown Hartford. Besides the WNBA’s Connecticut Sun, there are no pro teams in Connecticut, so all that pent-up fandom flows directly to us. UConn’s men’s and women’s teams are tremendous sources of state pride—and love. The sense of family, of loyalty, can be life-affirming but also overwhelming. It’s the basketball capital of the world.

Sadly, in many corners of college sports, that loyalty and family feeling no longer represent the culture. The transfer portal, the name-image-and-likeness deals worth millions, have created a dystopian state of perpetual free agency, stripping the game of its greatest strengths. Loyalty. Continuity. Tradition. I hope we don’t lose the fans because things are becoming so transactional.

Now they’ve taken away the National Letter of Intent, so there’s absolutely nothing to stop a kid who commits to you from just decommitting, on a whim, going somewhere else. That’s why so many coaches are fleeing to retirement or TV, or else going off to sit on a lake and fish. They’re leaving the game they love because it’s no longer a game.

It’s a freaking circus.

I kept telling myself not to let anger at these recent developments creep into my process. I needed to make this decision about the Lakers based on my core beliefs, my ultimate goals as a coach. In which job could I be the fullest version of myself? In which job could I do the most good for the greatest number of people?

One thing was certain. The decision definitely wasn’t going to be about money. The Lakers’ offer was flattering, but UConn had agreed to give me a raise: $50 million over six years. It was reported that I was playing both sides against each other, trying to get more, more, more, which was total bullshit. I was happy with the money on both ends of the equation, and I was weighing factors that had nothing to do with financials.

At some point I closed my eyes and tried to imagine saying goodbye to my players. One, Alex Karaban, had just pulled out of the NBA Draft to return to school and a shot at a third straight title. He told me that he did it because of me. “I came back for you, Coach.” Was I really going to walk out on that kid? Was I going to walk out on all the top recruits and transfers who signed to play for me? I thought of the advice I’d given Alex when he was making his decision: “It should be a no-brainer, or the decision should be made for you. If you’re tortured over it, you don’t go.”

Was I going to give up the chance to three-peat and establish the first true men’s college basketball dynasty in half a century?

Sunday night I sat down and phoned everyone in my circle. I spoke to my old boss at St. Benedict’s, Father Ed. “You’re going to lose way more with the Lakers than you do at Connecticut,” he said flatly. “And if you’re losing games and going home miserable, Andrea isn’t going to be happy. Make sure you think of her in this decision as well. And really… what are you going to tell LeBron James anyway?”

I talked to my father. “Go,” he said. “No doubt.” He saw it all so clearly. In fact a vision had come to him in the shower, and he’d stumbled out and wrapped himself in a towel and announced to my mom: “It’s the freakin’ Lakers. I gotta call Danny.”

I was on the phone for so long that I had to turn it off and let it cool down.

As Sunday evening wore on, I felt true anguish. I was completely torn. I launched myself through the air, a headfirst dive onto the kitchen floor. Lying on my stomach, I felt Andrea sit beside me. I opened my eyes and looked up at her, beseeching.

“Tell me what to do.”

“Let’s go,” she said. “I want to go to Los Angeles. Let’s do it before I change my mind.” She held out her open palm for a high five. “Let’s just go and leave on a high note and try something else. You can always go back to college.”

I didn’t high-five her. I wasn’t ready to high-five her.

And then, moments later, my phone pinged. A text. I looked to see who it was.

It made me hurl my phone across the kitchen floor.

“Who was it?” Andrea asked.

“LeBron.”

“No! Maybe it’s some schmuck pretending to be LeBron.”

“No. It’s really LeBron.”

He wished me luck with my decision. He said he was a big fan of my work and that he loved my approach to the game. Hope to see you soon, he said.

I thought I was in agony before that text?

I texted him back, thanking him but confessing my hesitation. He knew a thing or two about agonizing over Decisions. He knew about the pain of leaving home, the lure of new frontiers. I texted: UConn and these kids are really tough to walk away from, but the chance to coach you and help you win championships is hard to get out of my mind.

Andrea, looking for ways to keep busy, started boxing up mementos from our second championship game—in Phoenix. “I’m putting this stuff in here… so I can pack it up for Los Angeles?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know.”

We went to bed around midnight. Before turning out the lights we agreed to simultaneously text each other one word. STAY. Or GO.

“On the count of three, OK?”

“One, two, three… text!”

We both stared at our phones. On each of our screens was the word STAY.

I sighed. She sighed. OK. So there it is.

She said she was relieved. So relieved. She worried that if I wrote GO and she wrote STAY that I’d always know deep down that she’d gone against her will.

Aligned, on the same page, we both smiled and went to sleep.

In the morning, just to make sure nothing had changed overnight, we repeated the exercise.

“One, two, three, text!”

I looked down. STAY.

She looked down. STAY.

So now I had the very painful task of informing the Los Angeles Lakers, and LeBron James, that they’d have to find someone else to fill that dream job.

News broke pretty soon after. Reaction was… wow. Sports TV and talk radio were abuzz. Connecticut fans were elated. The governor basically declared a bank holiday.

My phone started blowing up, with support and love, all of which really touched me. So many people contributed to this decision, I realized. As with much of my life, it was a huge group effort, one that involved people both seen and unseen. Living and dead.

One person, however, had an outsize impact on my thinking. And she never had any idea.

It happened when we were leaving the Billy Joel concert. Trying to find our Uber, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned.

Familiar face.

I tried to place it, but I’d had several beers.

Courtney… Lynch?

Courtney Lynch!

From Jersey City!

Sister of my brother Bobby’s best friend, Jamie Lynch, who had died years ago.

The Lynches lived four blocks from us. We hung at their house, they hung at ours. I remembered that her great-great-grandfather had been the mayor of Jersey City back in the 1800s. We’re talking Jersey City royalty.

“Get the hell out of here! Courtney Lynch! I haven’t seen you in forever.”

“Long time no see,” she said, smiling.

We hugged. We took a picture. We caught up on old times. Just a few minutes, but it felt so good. It was more uplifting than the whole Billy Joel concert. A double shot of home.

And then I apologized, we had to run. The Uber was pulling up.

I turned to go, but she held on for an extra second. “Danny,” she said. “You’re from Jersey City. You can’t go to Los Angeles.”

I looked at her, sort of shocked. I didn’t know what to say. But my face must have asked the question: Why?

She grinned and looked deep into my eyes. Deep, really deep, seeing me the way only someone from Jersey can ever really see me. And she said the thing, the one thing that only someone from Jersey could say to me.

“You ain’t Hollywood, bro.”






TWO

Running—that’s the first thing I remember.

Running was Dad’s release, his exercise, his other religion.

And he wanted to share it with me. Convert me.

I was no willing convert. For starters, the man was thirty… and I was five.

You never knew when you’d be forced to run. It might be a Saturday morning, early. You’d be settled on the couch, under a blanket, watching Charlie Brown, and suddenly Dad would appear. On your feet. We’re running to Bayonne Park.

Couple miles away.

And we weren’t taking a bus back either. We were walking. Or running.

Those mandatory marathons were pure misery. I can’t describe my unhappiness, my sense of injustice. I can’t describe how exhausted I’d feel halfway into each run. Body feeling lifeless, feet slapping the ground. “Quiet your feet!” Dad would shout. It wasn’t enough that I was running? I had to be quiet about it?

I got better, though. I got faster. I ran a Jersey City race against adults and older kids and did pretty well. They put my picture on the front page of The Jersey Journal. Not because I was some speed demon, some Jersey City Usain Bolt, but because I was Bob Hurley Sr.’s son. That was a big deal. A very public deal.

Everything about my life was public. No privacy, no anonymity. I lived in a fishbowl. But at least I had another fish for company. My older brother, Bobby Jr., born eighteen months before me. He and I were both forced to run, to show up at events, to perform. So many times we entertained the overflow crowds at Dad’s games, during halftime, making jump shots from all over the court. Everywhere we went we heard ourselves introduced, hailed, as “Bob Hurley’s boys.” When people couldn’t tell us apart, it would be “Hey, little Hurley. Come over here, little Hurley.”

Summers, we’d routinely go with Dad to Country Village Courts, where he put us through intense conditioning and skill work. On days Dad couldn’t be there, Mom would be there with the stopwatch and a whistle. We were kids. We were babies. Didn’t matter to Dad.

We were Hurleys.

My father had a second career, a whole other work sphere, and we’d also join him there. He was a Jersey City probation officer. So while some grown man was taking a piss test, there we’d be, two young boys, just hanging out while pee cups were getting handed to our old man.

I noted early on that men on probation and young athletes reacted the same way to Dad. With dread. I won’t say they were scared of him, but you could see that respect. Intimidation, that was part of Dad’s natural charm.

I loved watching how he’d manage a conversation. Didn’t matter if he was behind a desk, talking to someone who had been imprisoned, or kneeling on a court, talking to a prospect. Didn’t matter if he was counseling a guy struggling to survive on the outside or a kid struggling to find his outside shot.

My dad just knew how to guide, urge, scold. Get the most. I’m not the first person to call his personal style “tough love.” But it’s important to note that the emphasis was always on “tough.”

And the job was never just a job. Dad was never off the clock. For instance, he never took the short way home from St. Anthony’s because he was always dropping players off at their homes. Then he’d stop in to see someone on probation. Sometimes he’d spot a guy on the street, going somewhere he wasn’t supposed to go. Dad would crank the window down. “Yo! You missed your appointment, man! You’d better come in to see me tomorrow!”

Now and then the guy would run away.

More often than not they’d smile and say: “OK. I’ve got you, Coach Hurley.”

Everyone knew my father’s car. Jerry Walker, standout at St. Anthony’s, real tough guy from one of Jersey City’s toughest neighborhoods, would often tell a story about being out late one night, near Assumption All Saints. Suddenly here comes Coach Hurley cruising down Pacific Avenue. Walker immediately jumped into the bushes and prayed to the statue of the Virgin Mary. He hadn’t even done anything wrong. He just instinctively feared the wrath of Dad.

Another St. Anthony’s athlete, Willie Banks, a future first-round pick of the Minnesota Twins, tells a story about being hassled by local drug dealers—until Coach Hurley showed up at the Curries Woods housing development to have a word. “This is the last night you’re messing with Willie Banks,” Dad told those dealers. “If it happens again? I’m going to get the cops to sit here all day. And if the cops don’t take care of it, well, then I’m coming back with some guys from these buildings, and we’ll straighten it out.”

Willie Banks never had another lick of trouble from those dealers.

I observed how my father cared about people more than wins. Lives more than games. If he’d been all about winning, about his own legacy, then hundreds of kids wouldn’t have played for him as crazy hard as they did. I was more than a witness to this phenomenon; I had a front-row seat, and believe me when I say that those kids wore jerseys that said “St. Anthony” across the chest, but they were playing for Bob Hurley Sr. That, more than anything, is what made St. Anthony’s the best high school program in the country for a couple of generations.



My father was not particularly big. But man oh man that voice. It was booming. And those eyes—a piercing ice blue. They could cut you down to your soul or else lift you up to the heavens. He was the son of a Jersey City nurse and police officer, Eleanor and Bob, so I guess you could say he had both healer and enforcer genes.

He grew up in a neighborhood known as Greenville. Like so many in Jersey City, however, he didn’t identify with his neighborhood but with his parish. So my father was St. Paul’s.

And my mother, Christine, was Sacred Heart.

Both my grandfathers fought in World War II. And neither talked about it. Not one word.

My maternal grandfather, Pappy, died when I was very young. I remember that my paternal grandfather wasn’t tough as sandpaper like Dad. He was a softie. He taught us how to throw a wicked curveball. I remember him boasting that he’d been a good friend of former Boston Red Sox pitcher Leo Kiely, the first American ballplayer ever to play in Japan.

My paternal grandmother was a fireplug and disciplinarian. We called her Nana.

My maternal grandmother left Poland as the Germans approached and fled to Jersey City, where she lived with her family on top of a three-family house. We called her “Babci,” Polish for “grandma.”

When my dad was quite young, his Irish American family moved into an Italian neighborhood. Linden Avenue. The man next door welcomed them with a strange gift. Homemade wine. Linden Avenue was like Little Sicily; residents canned tomatoes and grew grapes and cultivated backyards to look like small farms. My father quickly made friends, thanks to sports. All his buddies were equally annoyed when traffic interrupted their stickball slugfests in the street or when their two-hand touch football games, which included long-pass patterns out to some parked Chevrolet, ran afoul of the moving Packards.

Above all, Dad and his buddies would haunt historic Roosevelt Stadium, home of the Jersey City Giants, Triple-A farm team of the New York Giants and site of Jackie Robinson’s professional debut as a member of the Montreal Royals. Sometimes Dad and his crew would walk down to Roosevelt Stadium and face another neighborhood in tackle football. I don’t know if he was ever happier than playing blood-and-guts football for nothing but pride.

He was an especially strong football player, but even better before he broke his ankle in ninth grade at Saint Peter’s Prep. That was when basketball became his main game. As a Saint Peter’s College freshman he scored twenty points in the second half against Army, a squad that included a young cadet named Mike Krzyzewski. It wouldn’t be the last time that my dad and the future Coach K were in the same gym.

My parents met in 1966 through a mutual friend. Mom was a high school junior. A couple of years later, my dad started coaching the freshmen team at St. Anthony’s, which was mostly Polish kids from the neighborhood. My parents were married two years after that, at Sacred Heart Church.

To save money, they lived at first with Dad’s parents.

My grandfather gave my dad a discount on the rent so he could save enough for a down payment on a house in Jersey City’s Country Village. That was the name of the development, right across the water from Roosevelt Stadium. Directly across from Port Newark. Nice, safe, clean—my parents felt lucky. They counted their blessings.

They called it their dream house.

Dad always said if he hadn’t met Mom, he wouldn’t have had a life. Wouldn’t have gotten his act together. Wouldn’t have finished college. Wouldn’t have amounted to much of anything.

Even so, despite the ambition Mom instilled in him, or brought out in him, they were never, ever leaving Jersey City. It wasn’t even a thought. They had no interest in joining the mass exodus to the suburbs, in buying some lovely Dutch Colonial with an acre of emerald grass and a sweet little garage and neighbors who wore pink and green tennis outfits. It didn’t matter to them that urban decline had decimated Jersey City, vanishing thousands of manufacturing jobs. It didn’t matter that residents had abandoned the waterfront factories and warehouses, those monuments to immigrant vigor, which had made the city such a vibrant part of New York industry. My parents were Jersey City, through and through, and their motto, their whole aura, was simple: “We’re not going anywhere.”

Bob came along in 1971, and I made my debut in 1973. Our brother, Sean, was born in 1978, but when doctors induced labor, they misjudged his size. He was small, tiny, less than two pounds. He survived for about a week in intensive care, and then he passed away.

A devastating experience. After some time, Mom and Dad decided they badly wanted to have another child. Our baby sister, Melissa, answered their prayers, arriving in 1980.

We spent most of our childhood in that Country Village row house, 64 Ferncliff Road, right on the corner of Exeter. We had two bedrooms, one bath, and we also boarded my mom’s mother, Babci.

My parents slept on a pullout in the living room while Bob and I claimed one bedroom and Babci got the other. When Melissa was born, she bunked with Babci. Eventually my parents took over our bedroom, and Bobby and I moved into the semi-finished basement, next to a garage used only for storage.

My mom was home with us for a while, and then she got a job. Teacher’s aide.

Babci took over laundry duty.

We had an old-fashioned clothesline in our backyard, and Babci would hang our shirts and sheets. We’d come home and our drawers would be flying at half-mast.

The washing machine sat in the basement alongside a sink. Since Bob and I didn’t have our own bathroom down there, we often pissed in the sink. Poor Babci.



Our boyhood was just like Dad’s. Meaning, all sports, all the time.

Stickball. Wiffle Ball. Two-hand touch in the street. Tackle on the baseball field. Playing Manhunt. Playing punchball. Stupid games of kick the can.

Bob was my best friend, and we shared a group of buddies, all equally sports crazed. Darren Savino and his brother, Justin, were the top of the list. They ran the streets with us. The minute school let out, we’d race home, drop our books, and go meet the Savinos to play ball.

Our small driveway was a Field of Dreams for Wiffle Ball. It was the Hurley Boys versus the Savino Brothers, over and over. If a ball got away, misfired, and hit the garage door, it would make a loud thud-bang, which annoyed the hell out of Babci. She’d scream bloody murder. She was not a fan; or, come to think of it, maybe she was the prototypical fan.

There was a set of rules around our row house, established by Dad, each one unbreakable. Say Bob and I were seen goofing off at Mass, and someone called the house to tell Dad. That was a violation, and he would be on the warpath. Say we got a seventy-one on a spelling quiz in school, and Dad had to sign the test paper. Look out. Duck. That was failure, and failure was not an option in Dad’s playbook.

Things were different back then. This was not the era of gentle parenting. There was no “Tell me how you feel, Danny.” All these kinder, softer ways of treating kids were a generation away. It’s how we learned about discipline back then. Without it, life turns to shit.

My dad was in tune with the times. He ran the house the way he ran St. Anthony’s, the way political bosses ran Jersey City. Tight. If I was out playing and accidentally broke a window, that spelled trouble. If Bobby and I made snowballs and went out on Kennedy Boulevard and purposely threw those snowballs at buses and cars? Whew.

Some in our crew shot bottle rockets at cars. Some put M-80s in pay phones and mailboxes. I was way too afraid to do shit like that. There was a line, and I always knew where it was. I could get away with ringing someone’s doorbell and taking off. But any higher forms of rebellion would bring exponentially higher forms of retribution.

The rule was very, very simple, and I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know it or couldn’t recite it on the spot:

Embarrassing the Hurley name by being a fuckup meant belt to ass.

Bob and I were generally co-conspirators and co-defendants, which meant we got punished in tandem. For me, that made every punishment worse. Bob, the older, always went first. The psychological pain of waiting to go second sucked.



My brother and I were always together. We ran away from home a few times. We wanted to escape the Hurley standards. Sometimes we found refuge at our uncle Jackie’s; he was a warm, funny, chill guy. Once, we went straight to my grandmother’s house on Danforth Avenue. We sat with Dad’s siblings, Uncle Brian, Uncle Timmy, and Aunt Sheila, telling them our stories. Dad was the oldest. He’d been the same since he was a boy, so they already knew. They sympathized. Uncle Brian made us cheesesteaks, then sent us home.

I remember one summer. There was an aboveground pool in the neighborhood, and on steamy hot days we’d have to run past that pool. Our mandatory marathons. We could hear all those people splashing around, cooling off, having fun, and we were forced to run, run, run, knowing that when we got to the park, our reward would be drills, jumping rope, or playing one-on-one against Dad.

I never beat Dad one-on-one. I was actually sort of glad because one time my brother was beating him and the game got so nasty and elbowy that they couldn’t finish. We never played Dad again after that day. What a relief.

I also never beat my brother. Bob and Dad would always play first, and I’d always play the loser, and the loser was always Bob, and Bob was always boiling. So he’d take it out on me. He’d bust my ass.

Mom? She let Dad raise us like men. As we got older she became more of a buffer, stepping in whenever she thought he was being too intense.

But Dad’s intensity was rooted in love. He knew what happened to Jersey City kids who were not raised in a disciplined household. He did not want that happening to us.



We had no money.

For years none of us minded. I don’t even think I noticed.

But as more and more of Dad’s players earned scholarships to major programs, he longed to watch their games and couldn’t, because we had no satellite dish. That felt like a deprivation.

Sometimes he’d take us to some bar in Bayonne that had a dish. We’d watch Mandy Johnson at Marquette, David Rivers at Notre Dame. But soon that got a little dicey. A bar is a bar. It’s not a playground. So, finally, Dad went and talked to a Bayonne icon, Vinny Bottino, owner of Big Apple Sports Palace, who referred him to a handyman, a guy known around town as “TV John.” TV John offered to install a twelve-foot dish on our roof, at a heavy discount, and Dad somehow got Mom to sign off.

Fast forward to Bob and me discovering that the dish, positioned a certain way, could also pull in the Playboy channel. Damn. When my parents were out, we had ourselves a time. The problem was trying to manipulate the satellite dish back to its regular position, to the sports package, before Dad got home.

All kinds of Jersey City characters came over to the house to watch our new dish. Some nights felt like an audition for Guys and Dolls. Lots of men from Dad’s old Greenville neighborhood, men who couldn’t hold their liquor. We’d wake to find a few sleeping on the living room floor, sprawled on the pullout. No big deal. They were part of the neighborhood. Everyone looked after one another.

Despite these characters hovering around the perimeter of our lives, my parents stressed the straight and narrow. They wanted us to be altar boys. As a probation officer my father saw firsthand that idleness was the devil’s golden opportunity. He constantly saw neighborhood kids turning to heroin, dying of AIDS. He saw young boys switch overnight from a can of beer to a needle in the arm, their lives instantly ruined. It scared him. Sports, he thought, were the best protection against such tragedies.

So he had us run and run and run. A couple laps around Bayonne Park, which added up to about three miles, then again. And again.

Soon Bob and I branched out. We started hopping on the bus, heading to playgrounds that offered the city’s most competitive runs, like the run at Booker T. Washington public housing. We were usually the only white kids in sight, but we never thought that we shouldn’t be there, never feared that we weren’t welcome or safe. I don’t know if we were naïve or blessed. Maybe a little of both.

Sometimes we’d pull up to some courts in Jersey City, where there’d been a recent spurt of violence, and find that the rims had been taken down. The city was trying to keep kids from gathering.

It helped that we often traveled with Walker. He was one of the country’s best young prospects, and he always played on our team, but more important than his talent was his presence. Tall, thick, muscle-bound, he was determined not to let anyone mess with us.

The rule in the parks was “If you don’t win, you sit.” You would sit and wait a long time to get back onto that court, so we had no choice but to win. If you wanted to play, you had to dominate. Each game felt like life and death. It was that simple.

Bob had already established a reputation as a great ball handler and passer. He was so damned quick. Plus, he had stamina. Those countless runs around the park. I was coming up behind him, also a guard, but I was known more for my outside shot.

Dad loved telling us stories about guys busting into his probation office and declaring: “Somebody told me your sons were those little white kids I saw at Booker T. the other day!”

Guys from public housing or Audubon Park would walk in on Monday mornings and praise his sons’ ball skills. And yet they’d often add: “How tall are they?”

Because we were small.

And that was a problem. Bob and I were both five foot one in eighth grade.

Didn’t stop my brother, though. He carved out a legendary reputation at St. Anthony’s, which Dad had turned into a powerhouse. St. Anthony’s was financially strapped, housed in a simple brick building, run by a couple of Felician nuns. Sister Alan and Sister Felicia. It didn’t even have a gym to call its own. In no world should the St. Anthony’s Friars have been dominant. And yet the singular force of my father’s will—and my brother’s otherworldly talent—made it so.
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