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  Author’s Note

  I relied mainly on my own memory, journals, and notes while writing this memoir, although I did consult others, gathering their recollections, for certain sections. I have changed most, but not all, of the names of the individuals who appear in this book, in order to provide a level of anonymity. Occasionally, I also altered specific identifying details, but only when it seemed fair and appropriate to do so, and when it had no impact whatsoever on the substance of the story.


  CHAPTER 1

  March Madness

  I sat in my car outside the arena, the vents releasing their last breaths of heated air. I closed my eyes for a moment and felt the nerves radiating through my body, my chest rising and falling as I deliberately filled my lungs, then slowly exhaled. My hands were trembling. I stared at them, concentrating, trying to still the movement. A minute or two passed, long enough that the inside of the car turned cold, my breaths like little clouds.

  Then I gave up. My hands still shaking, I grabbed my backpack from the passenger’s seat and slung it over my shoulder as I stepped out of the car and headed toward the arena. On the short walk to the players’ entrance, I passed a large TV truck parked at the mouth of the Coors Events Center. My teeth began chattering, and I gritted them, the energy spreading to my jawline, making it vibrate. I pulled open the door and nodded hello to Ron the usher, the same usher who had greeted me at every home game I had ever played for the University of Colorado. “Big one,” he said, and I glanced at the large ESPN banner hanging on the wall over his shoulder. “It is,” I replied, giving him a high five, just as I had done dozens of times before. Could he sense my nerves? I tried to swallow them.

  I turned right and walked down the hallway, stopping to poke my head inside the training room to say hello to Kristen, our head trainer, who was sitting behind her computer. “In here whenever you need me,” she said, her tone more serious than usual, because tonight really was a big deal. I nodded and said thanks. The locker room for the women’s basketball team was only a few steps past the training room. The wooden door was closed; I was the first player to arrive. I walked in and glanced at the black couch to the left of the door, its leather cracked and wrinkled. I had napped on that couch a hundred times, in the long afternoons before late practices. I had even slept there all night once, just a few weeks earlier, when I couldn’t stand the thought of tossing and turning, yet again, in my own bed. I had the urge to curl up on that couch now, hug my backpack to my chest, and close my eyes for a while.

  Instead, I sat on my stool—the one with my name written on it in cursive—and faced my closed locker. Our director of basketball operations had already hung our uniforms on the outsides of our lockers. I looked at mine, crisp and white, with “Colorado” written in black across the chest, just above my number: 1. How many times, in previous years, had I walked into this arena knowing that I would play only sparingly? A year earlier, during my sophomore season, I had sat on the bench inside Boise State’s arena and watched as our seniors, some of my best friends in the world—the same friends whose support I was now about to lose—led us to victory over Stanford and a berth in the Elite Eight of the NCAA tournament. For years, I had waited for a moment like tonight. I would start and play most of the game, as I had done all season. But tonight’s game was more important than all the rest, the culmination of everything before it. Tonight, we were playing the North Carolina Tar Heels in the second round of the 2003 NCAA tourney, televised on ESPN.

  And I couldn’t even fucking concentrate. I chucked my backpack into my locker and looked down at my hands again, then started rubbing them together, as if warming them by a fire. I sat like that for a while, competing thoughts swirling in my mind, until the first of my teammates arrived. “Hey you,” said Jamie, our starting power forward. I turned toward her as she was taking off her coat and hanging it in her locker, and I realized I was still wearing my own jacket. I stood and started executing the first item on my pregame list, undressing and putting on my uniform.

  Two hours later, the stands were filled with six thousand people. Beads of sweat dripped across my eyebrows, and I kept wiping them away. I looked at the referee, who was holding the game ball and watching the official scorer, waiting for ESPN to signal a return from commercial. I pretended to glance at the scoreboard, but really I was looking into the stands, high up in the corner, for someone who wasn’t there. The referee blew the whistle signaling we were ready, then walked to center court, the ball resting on her palm as if on a tray. I arranged my feet around the jump circle, something I had done a thousand times in my life.

  But this time was different. Because this time, as the ball flew into the air for the opening tip, I wasn’t thinking about tracking it down while fighting for position with the player next to me. I wasn’t even thinking about basketball. In that moment, my mind was focused on one thing in particular.

  Holy shit . . . I’m definitely gay.


  CHAPTER 2

  The Hot Cuts Experiment

  My mother, Kathy, offered her children the freedom of choice that her own mother had not. Her mother insisted she eat everything on her plate, regardless of taste preference, and forced her to drink all her cereal milk, including the discolored warm leftovers at the bottom of the bowl. These may seem like harmless edicts, but over the years I gathered they were only a microcosm, and that choking down broccoli was among the more trivial events of my mother’s mildly traumatic childhood, which included a constant fear of judgment from my shockingly self-absorbed grandmother and many sleepless nights waiting for my irritable grandfather to stumble home from the local bar.

  Once she became a parent, my mom vowed free choice for her two daughters. For me, this meant I could eat my broccoli or I could not. (I chose not.) I could wear my favorite McGraw Hill navy sweatshirt to school two weeks in a row if I so desired. (I did.) And, in what would become one of my childhood’s most defining moments, I could cut my hair in any style I wanted. At the time, this last choice sounded fantastic. But I would soon learn that while certain decisions might be mine to make, the right to judge them remained everyone else’s, especially the person giving me the freedom—especially my mother.

  My life, or more precisely, how I perceived life, changed when I was eight years old. I wanted to wear my hair like my Little League teammates did. They were all boys. Baseball season had just begun, and I was in Double-A, which meant we were no longer using a tee. We didn’t have fathers pitching, either. In my eight-year-old mind, this was big-time baseball. My team was the Golden Glovers; we wore black t-shirts and caps. I could field just like the boys and hit just like the boys. But unlike the boys, I had to constantly shove my curly mop under my cap. Every few minutes, I was tucking loose strands back out of the way, out of sight.

  I didn’t want to be different, and that’s why I found myself inside Mohawk Mall with my mother one spring weekend. With its tan carpet, brick walls, and dim lighting, the one-level shopping center—located in our upstate New York town of Niskayuna, a suburb of Schenectady—had the feel of a remodeled prison. (This consumer penitentiary was bulldozed before I graduated high school.) We had just walked through the front entrance, and Hot Cuts was the first storefront on the right. Not that I have to point this out, because salons like Hot Cuts always seem to be in the same spot, calling out like a siren’s song to the shaggy-haired masses. There was a tacky water feature, encased by a brick circle, in front of the salon, and we stood there, having arrived a few minutes early for my appointment. Mom’s black purse was tucked under her arm, her heels only inches from the brick. I faced her, like a miniature version, and crossed my arms. I tucked my chin and looked down at the thin, dirty carpet.

  “Honey, are you nervous?” she asked.

  I kept my eyes down and shook my head in some sort of non-committal manner. Maybe, maybe not, I hoped the gesture would convey. But of course I was nervous! I was about to sit in a chair in front of some stranger holding a pair of scissors. And this person was going to depend on my instructions—and mine alone—to execute my haircut. The thought of this one-on-one communication frightened me far more than the scissors.

  “Do you know what kind of haircut you want to get?” My mom seemed genuinely interested in my answer. I would learn years later that she despised her own hair—curly and coarse, by her estimation—while envying the texture of mine. My father had thin, straight hair, and in my mother’s opinion, I was the world’s luckiest girl because my hair was a genetic cross of theirs.

  “Something good for baseball,” I said with a shrug. That was really my most pressing concern. I was going to ask my hairstylist to cut it really short so I looked like all my teammates—no curls sticking out from beneath my cap. I wanted a close cut, perfect for taking off my cap and sliding on a batting helmet without causing a big production.

  Mom flinched, like I had kicked her in the shins. Eventually, by the time I was a teenager, I could instantly translate that kind of reaction: You’re going to do what?! But I wasn’t yet fluid in the language of my mother.

  “It’s your decision, Katie,” she said as she began rummaging through her purse, eyes scanning the contents. We stood there without speaking for another minute or two before she glanced at her thin, gold wrist watch and announced it was time for my appointment. We walked the few steps to the front counter of Hot Cuts. Mom did the initial talking for me—appointment, my daughter, shampoo and cut, first time—and then waved goodbye while a woman ushered me to the sink basins along the salon’s back wall. When I lifted my clean, sopping head from the sink, my mother was gone.

  There was no internal rebellion as I told the hairstylist how to cut my hair. I simply tugged at the curly mess on the sides and back and shook my head like this was tragic.

  “Can you cut it off?” I asked. “Can you make it as short as you can?”

  The woman squinted her eyes and then glanced to the space where my mother had stood. “Yeah?” She tilted her head and smacked her gum.

  This should have been a clue. If today I entered a hair salon, explained my desired cut, and received a similar response from the stylist—narrowed eyes, tilted head, and a “Yeah?” that sounded very similar to “For real?”—I’d probably throw on the brakes and reevaluate. But there’s such freedom in being eight, such simplicity. The hairstylist and I were both facing forward, and I watched her reflection in the mirror, then nodded my head a couple of times to reassure her. “Yup,” I said. “It’s for baseball this summer.”

  There was a slight pause before she leaned forward and removed her scissors from a jar of blue liquid. I had no inkling how shaping my hair would shape my life. I didn’t hold my breath or worry that she was cutting off too much. There was no such thing as cutting off too much—at least not in that moment. It took her about fifteen minutes to create my new look, and as each tuft of unruly hair fell to the floor, I became increasingly sure that I had done exactly the right thing. She returned the scissors to the blue liquid and grabbed what looked like a badminton shuttlecock, with bristles at the end. She held the knob in her hand and brushed off the back of my neck in a quick, tidy motion. Then she removed my cape in a flurry, as if she were a magician.

  The grand reveal!

  I stood and admired my new look, perfect for a ball cap. I enthusiastically thanked the woman, paid with the ten-dollar bill my mother had given me, and left Hot Cuts feeling light and free. Mom was waiting at the fountain, facing away from me, so I had the fun of surprising her. I walked to within a few feet, pausing until she sensed my arrival. She turned, and in that initial moment, her face appeared open and expressionless. But then she drew a sharp breath and raised her right hand, quickly, to the space just below her throat. A look of pain flashed into her eyes, before she managed to blink it away.

  “Mom,” I said, taking a step forward. “Are you okay?”

  She pasted a smile onto her lips and nodded vehemently. In retrospect, I can appreciate how hard she tried to shield me from her reaction, her emotions. She looked like she had something caught in her throat, like she couldn’t get enough air. I peered up at her, confused more than worried. She put a hand on my shoulder and steered us toward the exit. I walked beside her through the parking lot until we reached her Ford Taurus, then slid into the passenger’s seat and pulled the door shut. My mom did the same. But we didn’t go anywhere. She didn’t turn the key in the ignition or look over her shoulder so she could back out of the parking spot. Instead, she stared straight ahead, as if we were watching a movie at a drive-in theater.

  I fidgeted in my seat, finally asking, “What’s wrong?”

  My mother, the woman I adored most in the world, began crying. She wasn’t sobbing; her shoulders weren’t heaving with effort. No, it was much more frightening than that. Water was simply escaping from her eyes.

  “It’s a boy’s haircut,” she said, turning over the engine.

  Yes! I thought. It is a boy’s haircut!

  “But you’re my beautiful daughter,” she said, shifting the Taurus into reverse.

  Oh. Oh no. I’d done something wrong. And it couldn’t be undone.

  I pulled down the visor and looked at my reflection in the small, square mirror. I touched the back of my neck, shocked at the absence of hair and the prickly feeling where the hairstylist had used an electric razor to even the cut.

  “Are you upset at me, Mommy?”

  “No, Mommy’s just sad, that’s all.”

  When I asked my mother that question, I had assumed the emotion of anger was the worst of all. But she swapped anger with sadness, which felt a little like switching a wooden baseball bat for metal; both were equally powerful. Until this moment, the things I’d done that usually upset her were avoidable, understandable—like eating a second cookie when she had said one was enough, or talking back when I didn’t like her answer, or refusing to help with the chores. But this particular time, I couldn’t clearly identify what exactly I had done wrong. I just knew something wasn’t right.

  I glanced through the driver’s side window, at the mirror on the door, my reflection coming back to me at an angle. I tilted my head in the hope that this would improve the view. Maybe I did look too much like a boy. I had not yet learned that one of society’s unwritten rules was that I was supposed to make it easy for everyone to identify my gender. Wearing my hair short under a baseball cap confused the hell out of people—restaurant waitresses, women in public restrooms. But it took a few years before my short hair confused me, too. Hot Cuts was my introduction to lingering disappointment. In seeking uniformity with my teammates, I had inadvertently ostracized myself. Bees began swarming in my stomach as I watched my mother quell her sadness. Those bees built a hive.

  The lesson I learned that afternoon: Being who I am might make my loved ones cry.


  CHAPTER 3

  I QUIT

  I did not want to play basketball anymore—could not stand another day of practice. And that’s exactly what I was about to tell Ceal Barry, the head coach at Colorado, the woman who had believed in me enough to offer me a full scholarship. She was not the only coach to recruit me, but she was the only one whose program was consistently nationally ranked. When it came down to choosing which college to attend, I picked CU because I wanted to test myself at the highest level, playing for a coach who would win more than five hundred games in her career. And here I was, crumbling beneath the weight of it all after only a few weeks of official basketball practice.

  I was still wearing my practice gear: black mesh shorts and a reversible mesh jersey. I had grabbed my sweatshirt from the cubicle inside the weight room and pulled it over my head. Coach Barry was walking in front of me, leading the way out, then snaking through the training room and into the empty office of an assistant trainer, who wasn’t at work because it was Saturday. She flipped on the lights and lowered herself into a chair. My teammates and I had just lifted weights inside the Dal Ward Athletic Center, which overlooked the football stadium and offered, especially at dusk, an inspiring view of the Flatirons, the Boulder foothills leading to the crescendo of the Rocky Mountains. I stumbled my way through the lifting session, choking back tears, feeling broken, barely able to keep the dumbbells from crashing down and splitting my head open.

  I slipped into the office with Coach Barry, but stood just inside the doorway, with my back covering the light switch, as if I couldn’t fully commit to being there. At that moment, I didn’t feel capable of committing to much of anything. Coach didn’t seem to have any inkling of what I might say, but she was definitely aware of how pathetic I had been at practice lately. I closed the door behind us. She looked at me, expectantly.

  “I just . . .” I glanced at her, then down at the tops of my sneakers. I told myself to look up again, to be mature. I met her gaze. “I think I’m going to have to quit,” I said. “That’s all. That’s what I needed to say.”

  She leaned forward, closing the distance between us, and let out a long breath. My commitment to quitting was strong, but not ironclad. Although I was a sophomore academically, I was in my freshman season with the basketball team because I had spent the previous year on the injured list, after being granted a medical redshirt. I was diagnosed with a stress fracture in my right foot during the fall of 1999, before basketball practice even started, and I eventually had season-ending surgery that December, with the team doctor inserting a screw into the bone to keep it from fully breaking. As a result, I spent my first year at CU hanging out with my teammates and getting all the benefits of being a college athlete without having to do much of the serious training.

  As I stood in front of Coach Barry that October day, I was healthy again, at least physically. I could run and jump and shoot; I just had zero motivation to do so. A week earlier, I had ingested an entire box of iron pills—my roommate and teammate, Dee, was anemic—in the hope that I would become violently ill and our trainer would be forced to excuse me from practice. I trudged down to the arena fully expecting to spend the afternoon hunched over the toilet. But, to my dismay, nothing happened. I felt fine. So I ended up having to practice, even less mentally prepared than usual.

  I had convinced myself I didn’t like basketball anymore. In fact, I took it one step further: I had never liked basketball. My father, Chris, was the one who loved the game; I was just mimicking him this entire time. And now that I was in the thick of it—hours and hours of mandatory practice, six days a week—I was being exposed as a fraud. The game was supposed to be in my blood, passed down to me through my dad, who starred at Colgate University and then spent several years playing professionally overseas, in places like Amsterdam and Corsica. My older sister, Ryan, was born in Corsica, in a tiny little hospital, which makes her a dual citizen, French and American. (I was born in Rhode Island—whatever.) Ryan ran track at Dartmouth, becoming an All-American her senior year. We had been raised to think sports were as nourishing as water, pursuing activities and developing team allegiances that we took very seriously. And I liked it that way, most of the time. Sports provided an always-open line of communication. There was sometimes little to say, but there was never nothing to say. I could always talk about the Mets, the Knicks, the Giants. Even if every other line was dangling, disconnected, the cable on which sports ran was always plugged in. And I would rely on that line for many years later in life.

  I thought of my father as I watched Coach Barry lean forward, resting her elbows on her knees and dropping her head, clearly thinking about how to respond to my declaration. My dad had taught me how to shoot, spending countless hours practicing with me in the driveway and in the gym. And it was this skill—the ability to shoot well—that made me valuable to every team I played on. Because of his dedication, my dad had been disappointed when I chose Colorado, which was three-quarters of the way across the country from Schenectady. Why couldn’t I have attended school closer to home? I know he viewed my choice as a slight to him; after everything we had done together, after all those hours and drills and shared Gatorades, he felt like I had decided I didn’t need him anymore.

  When I was a kid, Dad and I spent every Saturday morning together. He didn’t need to wake me, or tell me what time we were leaving the house, or honk the car horn announcing our departure. I knew the schedule because Saturday morning was all about basketball.

  “Leave in five?” Dad would say, dropping the New York Times to look at me. I’d quickly respond—yes, sure, of course—and scamper upstairs to my bedroom for my t-shirt, shorts, and basketball sneakers.

  “You got the ball?” he’d ask, just before pushing through the front door. I’d pop into the front-hall closet, scoop up the worn men’s basketball, then follow him outside, carrying my sneakers in one hand and the ball, which must have looked huge balancing on my small palm, in the other. Dad carried his basketball sneakers—wearing them outside was bad for the soles, he explained—so I did, too. We’d toss our stuff into the backseat of his blue Audi, then climb into the front and head for Stewart’s, a convenience store about a mile away through the square blocks of our suburban neighborhood. A few minutes later, we’d pull into the parking lot.

  “I buy, you fly?” Dad liked to say. I had probably already eaten a bowl (or two) of cereal for breakfast, but still I held out my hand for the money. “The Post and the Daily News, if they have them.”

  I nodded.

  A minute later, I returned with some change in one hand, a raspberry swirled Danish in the other, and a couple of newspapers tucked under my arm. The change and the papers went to my dad; the Danish was mine. Perhaps at first, the food had been a bribe, his attempt to get me to enjoy reading newspapers while idling outside a convenience store. But later, the Danish became just another part of our ritual. I believe my participation in the reading and the idling were independent of this treat, but I can’t be sure.

  After I finished eating, which never took long, he handed me a newspaper. We’d start from the back page, the sports section, and turn toward the front.

  “Big series this weekend,” I would say, after reading that the Mets were only a few games out of first place.

  “Things are lining up nicely,” he might respond.

  “They can do it,” I’d say, full of hope.

  “Wouldn’t that be nice? But don’t forget, they’re the Mets.”

  We would read some more, staying maybe half an hour, until my fingertips were covered in newsprint and it was time for basketball. Then I’d put both papers at my feet and we’d drive to the gym.

  So, yeah, my dad was disappointed when I chose to play college hoops on the other side of the country. He thought I had made a mistake, said it was too far from home, that I wouldn’t have a support system. Now here I was proving him right.

  “I think quitting is a mistake,” Coach Barry said, lifting her head. She seemed about to say more, but paused, perhaps wanting to see how I would respond. I leaned into the wall and bounced my shoulders a few times, looking at the ceiling.

  “My heart is just not in it,” I said, and I could feel my eyes burning, the twisting of the faucet behind my tear ducts. “I’m scared to death of practice. It’s the last place in the world I want to be. Nothing is going right.”

  This last part was true; I was playing terribly. Coming out of high school, I had thought I was so damn good. I was one of the better scholastic players in New York state, but now I couldn’t even finish a drill without being told I had done it the wrong way and needed to do it over—and why was I so pathetic? (The last question was my own addition, the kind of destructive self-talk I gave into as I walked to the end of the line during drills.)

  Coach Barry stood and took a step toward me. She half sat, half leaned on the desk, clasping her hands on her lap. “This is what we’ll do,” she said. “You’ll give me two more weeks, and I’ll change how I coach you. I think that’s the problem here. Just give me two weeks.”

  My lack of perspective was frightening in that moment. To me, two weeks felt like an outrageous sentence handed down by an angry judge. We practiced six days a week in the preseason, sometimes twice a day. Two weeks meant twelve to fourteen practices, totaling about forty hours of basketball. And do you know how many drills can be packed into that amount of time?

  I had no idea how to respond, so I didn’t.

  “Here’s the thing,” Coach Barry continued. “I think I misjudged how you need to be coached.”

  A tear rolled down my cheek, and I quickly wiped it away with the back of my sweatshirt. Coach put a frown on her face. It was a pitying look that seemed to say, See? This is exactly what I mean. And she was right. She didn’t really get me yet, but I couldn’t fault her that much. After all, I didn’t get me, either. She would say later that she assumed I had a thick skin because I was stoic, that of all the current players she had recruited, she thought she’d be able to criticize me the most. Every coach needs a whipping girl, a player to make an example of, to teach the lessons intended for the rest of the team. In this way, college basketball is a lot like medieval punishment: Behold this young woman in the stocks! This is what happens to anyone who misses a block-out!

  In those first months of college practice, Coach Barry had been breaking me down. And trust me, it didn’t take her long. I understand her miscalculation, though. I had a dry sense of humor, I was from New York (not the city, but to people in Colorado, all of New York was a city), and I actively tried to give off the vibe that nothing bothered me, even though most criticism whipped through me like an arctic wind. I hadn’t even thought that my souring on basketball had anything to do with Coach Barry—which is odd, considering some of the on-court interactions we had.

  The week prior to my “quitting,” I was chasing down the starting point guard in a defensive drill, and I couldn’t get into position in time. So I fouled her, grabbing her from behind just as she was about to go up for a layup. This seemed like the best option, because the alternative was watching her score, which felt like giving up. “Stop! Stop! Stop!” Coach called out, walking from the sideline onto the middle of the court. She put her hands on her hips and stared at me, each second excruciating. “What the heck was that? First you’re late getting back; then you commit a dangerous foul? So you didn’t execute the drill, and you made it worse with a dumb play. What the heck are you thinking? Are you even thinking?” She let her words linger, looking at me as if waiting for a response. But of course I knew, as did everyone in the gym, that her questions were rhetorical and not an invitation to dialogue.

  I stood on the baseline, surrounded by my teammates, who kept their eyes on Coach Barry and dared not look at me. I considered turning around, walking back to the locker room, collecting my things, and leaving—not just the arena, but the city of Boulder and the state of Colorado. I think I was even pivoting on my heel when Dee, my roommate, placed her hand on the small of my back and leaned over, the whole time keeping her eyes forward, as if Coach might be a bank robber and Dee needed to tell me to hit the panic button under the counter. “You’re okay, Kate,” she whispered, then drifted back to her standing position. I wanted to hug her, but of course I didn’t. Coach Barry waved her hand in disgust, signaling the restarting of practice. I nodded to Dee, then walked to the end of the longest line, giving myself as much recovery time as possible before my next turn.

  “I’ve been too hard on you.” Coach Barry’s words snapped me back to reality, to that little office in Dal Ward. She motioned toward the other chair in the room. I pushed myself away from the wall and shuffled forward. I was crying now, tears dripping down my cheeks faster than I could wipe them away. I noticed that the sleeve of my light gray Colorado sweatshirt was now stained wet. Coach laid out our game plan for the next two weeks. She would have our trainer schedule appointments for me with a sports psychologist. She would also revamp her approach to coaching me.

  “You’re way more sensitive than I imagined,” she said, which made me roll my eyes and laugh—Ya think?—through my tears.

  I accepted her terms. What choice did I have? Still, I wasn’t particularly hopeful that a simple shift in coaching style, which seemed like a minor factor in my I Hate Basketball crisis, would make much of a difference. The day after my meeting with Coach Barry, I walked out to the court with Dee, who had supported my decision to quit even though it meant she would lose her closest friend on the team. She had proven herself an empathetic listener, and that made me like her even more.

  “You ready for today?” Dee asked, as we each took a basketball off the rack and walked to a side hoop.

  “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “What could possibly change? I just have to get through these two weeks.” I dribbled until I was directly under the rim, then began the warm-up routine my dad had taught me. His words rang in my ears every time I stepped onto the court: The best shooters never start from the three-point line; they gradually ease into the motion.

  “Maybe you’ll be surprised,” Dee said, lofting the ball off the backboard and in.

  When practice started, I still had the same knot in my stomach—and dread is a burden when playing, like trying to run while wearing a weighted backpack. One of the first drills was a three-man weave down the court, returning in a two-on-one fast break, with the person who took the layup on the way down sprinting back as the lone defender. I started in the far right line, caught the pass from a teammate, and fired it across the court to the third member of our group. We bolted down the court and I ended up with the layup, banking it off the glass left-handed and quickly turning to race back on defense. At half-court, I spun around and began backpedaling, just as Coach Barry had taught us, so we had eyes on the offense as it attacked. My teammates passed the ball back and forth; then one of them took a dribble toward the rim, planted her foot, and reached for a layup. I slid under her, attempting to take the charge, and the two of us landed in a heap under the basket.

  As we helped each other up, Coach Barry blew her whistle. The noise was short but intense, and translated to: I have something to say about this. I knew that I had been late in taking the charge. In a game, the referee would have called me for a blocking foul. So I held my breath and watched as Coach let the whistle drop from her mouth. “That’s exactly the kind of effort we need more of,” she said, making eye contact with the team. My brain scrambled to process the sentence; it seemed to be a compliment! “Kate has been busting it for weeks now,” Coach continued. “And to tell you the truth, we could use more of the energy and effort she’s been giving. Did everyone see how she backpedaled, got into position, and took that charge? That’s what we need.”
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