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To Lawrence, Pete, Tracey, and Eric—my first friends, first foes, first protectors, and lifelong supporters. My siblings—who taught me and continue to show me unconditional love.

To Philadelphia, for instilling in me the fearlessness to stand, the toughness to fight, and the resiliency to win. Without you, I wouldn’t be me.

And most of all, to Estelle Staley, my beautiful mother. It all started with you. Through you I learned to live courageously, to trust my heart, to walk in unwavering faith, and to never give up. You were my greatest blessing, and I pray that I’ve made you proud.






PREFACE

I was made for basketball.

I knew from the moment I was old enough to run. Maybe earlier. I can’t recall a time when I didn’t know it.

When I think back on my childhood, the movie in my head is always basketball. How it drove me every day. Cradling the ball, running the court, passing, shooting, charging, blocking, jumping. Every bit of the game came more naturally to me than breathing.

Basketball allowed me to travel to an imaginary place where everything felt good, everything felt right. My skin fit. My soul sang.

I loved the game with my whole heart.

And so it was that basketball became what I devoted myself to, above all else.

I never cheated on it. I never took it for granted. I didn’t care what anybody else was doing.

Not then. Not now.

Come hell or high water, I was going to play.






LESSON NUMBER ONE The Disciplined Person Can Do Anything


The disciplined person can do anything. My mother taught me that.

In truth, she taught me everything that ended up mattering in the long run of my life, even if I didn’t recognize those lessons at the time. Estelle Staley was loving, funny, compassionate. She sacrificed her needs to provide us, her children, our wants. She was also the epitome of discipline in every way. A southern, South Carolina–born woman who suffered no self-pity and certainly no fools. Especially in her home.

I was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on May 4, 1970. My family lived in North Philly, in the Raymond Rosen housing projects. If you know anything about the projects, it’s a place where the people who reside there have each other’s backs.

From the outside, Raymond Rosen may not have seemed a picture-perfect Mayberry, but to me, my neighborhood felt like a neighborhood. Yes, we shared struggles and pain. But we also shared our happiness and hope. Raymond Rosen in the eighties was a world where every adult believed they had jurisdiction to parent any young person. If you were acting out, there were multiple sets of eyes on you. Multiple grown-ups ready to set you straight. All to say, I did not run wild. Quite the opposite.

The Raymond Rosen layout consisted of five apartment towers that loomed over rows of smaller houses that were pressed up tight against each other, like pearls strung on a necklace. We had designated blocks. The first block, second block, third block, and so on up to six. My family lived in a three-bedroom house on the fourth block. It was my mother, Estelle; my father, Clarence; my oldest brother, Lawrence; then Anthony; my sister, Tracey; another brother, Eric; then me, the baby.

The people (us) who lived in the row homes really thought we were something else, because the high-rises were filled with a bit of everything, most of it not good. You’d see feces, urine on the floors. Often the elevators didn’t work. A lot of unsavory stuff happened there. I’m not trying to shame the high-rises, but once you crossed the big field that separated the row homes from the towers, anything could happen. You’d hear shots fired. You’d see people running.

On our block, we cared about each other. Everybody had disagreements and misunderstandings, but for the most part, when you moved onto our block, you moved into a community.

There were the Martins, who went to our church. The Thomases, who were all super tall, with a son they called Big Butter. Mr. Woods, he didn’t like noise. He also claimed his own parking space on the street. If someone else pulled into that spot, he would let them have it. There were the Jacksons, the Davises. There was Miss Adams, who cleaned her steps with a toothbrush and cut her grass with a pair of scissors. She’d sit on a tiny stool wearing a housedress and move foot by foot until the yard was uniformly trimmed.

One of my best friends was a guy I called Herb. I was around ten years old when he moved into the projects. He was thirteen, the new kid on the block. I mean, Herb looked like what we would call a noodle. You know, those people who look as if you could get over on them.

Herb dressed nice, premium jeans, polo shirt tucked in with a belt, lotion on his face to the point of being shiny. I tried to tell him, dude, nobody’s got time to do all of that. Let’s get on out here and play. But Herb wanted to stay clean. I have to say, with love, that he was corny, real, real corny. He just didn’t fit into the projects.

Herb and I lived on the same block. We played basketball together. He would tell you that he taught me everything I know about the game, when really, he was just a rebounder. At first, he seemed scared of the people in the neighborhood. When he initially arrived, people would try him. As they would any newcomer who didn’t know the rules of the block. It was almost an initiation process. Kids are kids. They’re going to take advantage.

I decided to become his protector. Even as a ten-year-old I had an innate sense of right and wrong and an impulse to protect the vulnerable. I took him around to make sure that none of the guys would pick on him. I vouched for him until he found his footing. (To this day, Herb and I are friends. He’s a supervisor at a mental health center working with young kids in Philly. He comes down to South Carolina to see our games.)

Every block had a captain, and ours was Miss Jones. Miss Jones looked like a cartoon character. Short, heavyset, in a salt-and-pepper wig that flipped up in the back. She had thick glasses and false teeth she put in on fancy occasions. She had a peach tree in her yard. And yes, we did now and again help ourselves to some peaches when she wasn’t looking.

Miss Jones lived in the corner house, prime real estate. She’d been in the Raymond Rosen projects for decades. Her kids grew up there. Her grandkids, too. With this longevity came a fierce pride.

Miss Jones ran the fourth block like a drill sergeant. She didn’t even allow her grandchildren to get out of line. Back then, the fourth block could have competed and won against any suburban neighborhood when it came to manicured yards, blooming gardens, and tidy upkeep. If you didn’t mow your lawn every week, you stuck out. And if you needed your lawn mowed, somebody in the neighborhood would take care of it. Miss Jones made sure everything was immaculate.

My mother shared Miss Jones’s love for flowers. We had flowers all over the house, and mom would plant new ones for every season—annuals, perennials, all bright colors. Her favorite flowers were lilies.

Between my mom and the watchful eye of Miss Jones, the fourth block stayed fresh, cheerful. That was the overwhelming feeling I had back then about my home. It may have been rough around the edges, but we took care of each other, we looked out for each other. We planted flowers. We cultivated joy.

Most days of my childhood, our neighborhood sounded like school recess. Tons of kids running around, yelling and playing. In the summers we would figure out which house was doing the cooking, and by that I mean preparing lunch for the whole block. When it was my mom’s turn, we would go to Murry’s Steaks for the meat, and we’d buy cheeseburger surprise. Hamburgers with cheese in the middle. You bit into it, and the melted cheese would ooze out. For a kid, that was a sort of magic trick.

Every Sunday my mother and her friend Miss Marie would buy us kids five single cones of chocolate ice cream (and a double dip of butter pecan for Mom) from a place called Jonesy. When they melted on the walk home, we would lick the paper wrapper.

In the projects you have free heat, free electricity. We were fortunate that we had a few air-conditioning units in our house, too, but you couldn’t run them all at once, or you’d trip the breaker. In the summertime, we ran the air conditioner downstairs and made pallets on the floors to sleep.

When it wasn’t sweltering hot, my sister and I shared a bedroom. My three brothers shared another. My parents took the third. There was a single bathroom for the seven of us. No shower. We all had to take baths, or you had to wash up in the sink. My father, who worked construction, used to come home and bathe, and then he wouldn’t clean out the tub. There were rings upon rings of dirt on the inside. Either you had to scrub all that out, or you did what you could to clean yourself using the sink tap and a washcloth. When it came to chores, everybody dreaded cleaning the bathroom.

Another onerous task was washing dishes. Each kid was assigned a week to clean them. My mother cooked virtually every night, and there were no paper plates. She hated paper plates. Seven people eating at home every night—the dishes piled up. If for some reason you didn’t wash the family dishes when it was your turn and Mom arrived home from work to a teetering stack of plates and cups in the sink—watch out and run for cover. The scene was about to get dramatic.

My mother cleaned houses to make ends meet. She did it with pride, like a boss, like the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. I came from a strong woman who believed in doing things the right way, no matter what it was. She saw discipline as the route to self-respect.

We could always hear her making her way up the street, chatting with the neighbors and saying good evening to the people she passed by. Inside the house, we’d scramble. “Mommy’s coming up, Mommy’s coming up!” We kids could clean that house in three minutes flat, pristine. But there was a time or two when the dishes stayed dirty. When my mom walked in exhausted and spotted that stack of plates, she would march over to the kitchen, take a deep breath, then pick them up one by one and slam them onto the floor.

I mean, Every. Single. Dish. Then she’d go upstairs and leave us to deal with the mess. As you might imagine, there wasn’t any cooking going on those nights. We had to fend for ourselves for dinner.

When people ask me to describe my mother, I say she was a giver. That was her essential nature. Her reflex as a parent, as a person, too. My mother cared about everybody. She was social, involved in the community. In the projects they used to call her Miss Stelle, shortened from Estelle. A tremendous cook, she would stay up all night, preparing meals for twenty people, then invite dozens more neighbors over. She could not allow a mouth to go unfed. She was generous that way.

At the same time, she abided zero nonsense from us kids. We had to go to school. We had to do our homework. We had to be in the house by her curfew. There have been times when I’ve wished I’d been less of a shy kid. But I suspect I would’ve gotten myself into way more hot water if I had been. My introversion combined with the fear I had of disrespecting my mother, of embarrassing her in any way, kept me from making unwise choices. Probably for the best.

If you did not comply with my mom’s rules of order, you felt her wrath, meaning you felt her shoe, you felt an extension cord, you felt a switch, which is an old country weapon, where you take a branch from a tree and slide the leaves off till you’re left with a thin reed that, if it snapped your flesh, would sting pretty good. My mother ran a tight ship. If you were good with that, she was good with you.

My mom didn’t have to speak very often about what her expectations were, because we already knew the rules. What you never wanted, ever, was to put her in a spot where she felt the need to repeat herself. Now, when she did speak, she would say “Didn’t I tell you…” as some random object would come across your head.

The biggest no-no in our house was breaking curfew. This could have been for our safety, but that’s not how it was presented to us. The rule was posed like, “I’m telling you to be in this house by ten o’clock, period.” If you weren’t, Mom was waiting for you at the door, at the bottom of the steps. Now, what was she waiting for you with? That all depended on what was close by.

I was a disciplined kid. Like I said, my mother would not have had it any other way. I did what I was supposed to do. I wasn’t a rule breaker. (I’m still not.) If you gave me instructions, I followed them. And the only time I didn’t was when the hours got away from me while I was playing basketball, and I’d find myself late getting home. After a while, my mom knew to come get me on the court. I was never anywhere else.

My mother didn’t love that I missed curfew, but it was the only rule I ever broke. And while I may have been punished for staying out late, it made my mom aware of my devotion to the game.

My father, Clarence Staley, was a different animal. He couldn’t wrap his head around my playing. A girl trying to become a basketball star didn’t compute for him. He was a southern man at heart; the women he knew cooked and cleaned and raised children and looked after the men. I remember him forbidding me to travel on a basketball trip out of state when I was around twelve. He didn’t see the point. Some forty-odd years later and I’m still pissed my dad didn’t allow me to go.

In many other ways, we were similar. Like me, my father was quiet, reserved. He didn’t let many people into his inner life. He was intelligent and well versed in a lot of areas, but he wouldn’t brag about it. He was especially good with his hands and skilled at carpentry, working as a mechanic and a construction worker. One summer, he made us a picnic table for the backyard. If you wanted a fence built in the neighborhood, my dad was your guy.

My mother called my dad Leonard. We kids called him “Cut Money,” ’cause he cut the money short. Like, we ate fish Friday nights. My dad was too cheap to get the fish cleaned at the market. He would bring the whole fish home, dump it on the counter, and wait for my mother to prep the meal. That job would ultimately fall to my brother Pete, since he’d worked as a fishmonger and knew his way around a deboning knife.

As generous as my mom was, my father was stingy. When it was his week to give out our lunch money, he would “forget.” Thankfully, my mother had hiding places around the house where she stashed cash for us to take to school. She had a way of covering all the bases.

On his off-hours, my dad ran numbers as a bookie. There’s a lottery in the inner city. People rang him to put in their numbers, and if they hit, he’d pay them out.

When the money was flowing, my dad would meet up with my granddaddy, and the two would come home drunk together. They’d collapse onto the living room sofa and call out to me and Tracey to come take their shoes off so they wouldn’t have to stand up. My granddaddy would yell out, “Donna! Donna!”

Donna? Who’s Donna?

I decided I didn’t need to answer to that name. Those shoes could stay on.

My father enjoyed his liquor. My dad, outside the booze, was a cool dude. But when he drank, he got demanding, bossy. Those nights, I avoided him. I wasn’t frightened. I just felt uncomfortable around the energy. It’s why I don’t drink. Even as an adult, I only partake occasionally, and never to excess. I like to stay in control.

My parents knew of each other as teens, when they lived back in Woodford, South Carolina, where they were both born. Families all know each other down there. Everyone has heard of so-and-so who is related to such-and-such. My folks knew of each other, but they hadn’t really intersected much.

Once my mom moved to Philadelphia, Dad was quick to follow. They may not have dated in South Carolina, but once they were both in Philly, romance bloomed. They married in 1962. The same year, my oldest brother, Lawrence, was born. I don’t think my grandmother liked the fact that my mom was pregnant and unwed, so the nuptials were very much of the shotgun variety.

Lawrence was the bully in the house. The first son, he thought he was next in line under my dad and took that to mean he had the authority to hand down his chores to us. Mom would tell him to clean the kitchen, so he would bark to me, “You got to clean the kitchen.”

I’d say, “Mommy told you to do it.” Then we would fight. Knockdown drag-outs.

He’d put his hands on me in a way that big brothers do younger siblings; we call it mugging. He’d take his palm to my forehead and mush my head when I didn’t do what he told me. I was the one he picked on the most because I was the youngest, and we shared the same birthday, eight years apart. (I couldn’t get nothing of my own, y’all!)

My second-eldest brother, Anthony, was the sweetest in the family. He was the most like my mother, wanting to make sure that everybody was okay all the time, their needs met. We called him Petey. “Sweet Pete” is how they knew him in the neighborhood. He passed away in 2021 from a stroke at fifty-seven years old.

My youngest brother, Eric, was the best athlete. Way better than I was. I’m sure when we were kids he saw me as the annoying little sister, not that he ever said it out loud. We were close in age and both sports-obsessed, so no doubt it irritated him that I was hanging around with all his pals. His nickname was Top.

Top could run fast; he could play basketball, softball, baseball. He looked out for me, too. Acted as sort of a protector in the projects. To this day, we’re compatible because he’s low maintenance. He appreciates the simple things in life. Watching a movie. A glass of wine. Smoking a cigar. We can sit side by side and not talk for hours. An ideal scenario for an introvert like me. Top still plays local-league baseball and softball at fifty-eight.

My sister, Tracey, was born six years before me. The room we shared was tiny. Neither one of us was thrilled with the arrangement. Tracey was a neat freak. She hung her T-shirts on hangers. I kept my clothes shoved under the furniture. Tracey made her bed every morning. I slept on top of the covers so I wouldn’t have to make my bed at all.

The pair of us slept in a full-sized bed at first. Then we got bunk beds. I had the top bunk. Eventually, as we got older, we brought the bed down and put the two of them side by side, with a small side table and a dresser. Dad made us a headboard, doors for the closet. Our window opened to a view of a pair of huge pine trees. In the winter we would watch the snow blanket the branches.

Even as a kid, Tracey was a hard worker. She was nineteen when she bought herself a television. Brand-new out of the box. It was brown, and she’d purchased a matching brown stand to set it on. She earned the money from her job at a pet shop. When she wasn’t home, my brothers would steal the TV and take it to their room.

As the youngest child, I didn’t have much that was originally mine. Everything I had were hand-me-downs from my siblings. It didn’t bother me, except when it came to socks. New, clean socks were my prized possessions. When you live with boys, they don’t care. They’ll wear anything. They’ll pull on a sock so crusty it doesn’t bend. When they used to come for my clean socks I would flip out. That was always a fight waiting to happen.

Five kids in a house makes everything a competition. To eat was a competition. To get in the bathroom first was a competition. I may have been born competitive, but my environment definitely added fuel to that fire. Inside, there wasn’t much room to do anything. Which led to a lot of squabbling.

There was zero privacy. I remember we had a ten-foot telephone cord we stretched to its breaking point so we could chat with no one eavesdropping.

For the most part, I kept in my shell. I didn’t talk because there wasn’t a lot of invitation to talk. (Even as an adult, for me there is no such thing as an uncomfortable silence.) No one wanted the opinion of the youngest. My siblings would announce, “You’re too young to get to have an opinion. You’re just going to do what we tell you to do.” It wasn’t mean. More that I didn’t rank. In the mix of my family, I was largely invisible.

Which was fine by me. I was intensely withdrawn. Especially if I didn’t know you. I wouldn’t say two words if you were outside my circle. I mean, I probably wouldn’t even make eye contact. You wouldn’t know you existed if it was determined by my giving you attention.

I was also a bit of a crybaby growing up. All kinds of things made me teary. You could hurt my feelings, and I would cry. You could call me a tomboy, insult me, and I would cry. I cried a lot in front of my family. I also sucked my thumb. My mother ironed her sheets, all the linens in the house. I’d take the edge of the freshly pressed sheet (it had such a silky feel), suck my thumb, and rub the fabric between my fingertips. It comforted me. All to say, I was the most softhearted child. The true baby of the family. But the more I played basketball, the more I discovered that all that anxiety quieted when I was on the court.

The primary way I communicated was through my game. Basketball was me talking. My actions when playing. Basketball was me showing you what I was about. On the court, I was free. I wasn’t in the confines of a crammed row home. There was room for me to breathe, run, jump. To release the person I longed to be.

When you are an introvert, you feel more than you can convey. Basketball allowed me to express myself without uttering a word.

When I started playing, I typically tapped in to two emotions: happiness and anger. Both fueled my competitive drive. Competition was fierce in our neighborhood. I was the lone girl in the mix. The guys only accepted me once I proved I was strong-willed enough to throw down. Now, their girlfriends had other ideas. They thought I was there to go after their men. I would roll my eyes, say, “No, I don’t want your boyfriend. He stinks. No, really, when we play, he smells.”

What interested your average preteen girl could not have interested me less. The boys were having all the fun as far as I could tell. There was nothing in me that was traditionally girly. Every fiber of my soul screamed sports, sports, sports. Before long, my family nicknamed me “Dirt” because it became clear I’d rather play ball than bathe.

I longed to be good before I knew whether I had talent. My dreams were about being the best at what I loved, becoming a college champion, an Olympian. The folks who knew me then ascribe my basketball success to determination rather than innate gifts. They say I was less a born athlete and more of an obsessive devotee.

I can’t argue with that. I didn’t stumble on a natural aptitude and decide to capitalize on its potential. I was singularly preoccupied with basketball. Driven to the point of fixation, I molded myself into an athlete. I was disciplined with a capital D.

In our projects we had what was called the Big Field, which was separated by a six-foot fence from the Little Field. When you’re under-resourced you get creative. In the Big Field we sketched out makeshift football end zones with spray paint. We would paint lines and run the hundred-yard dash. Between the fourth and fifth block there was a light pole where we nailed milk crates with the bottoms kicked out. We would play horse. I mastered bank shots on those crates. I’d stay outside and shoot hour upon hour until I could no longer see the basket through the dark.

I didn’t even go home to eat. I’d pop in the corner store, inhale some cheese fries. Or hit up the Chinese joint. You could buy three chicken wings with rice and gravy for two dollars.

Sometimes, if we found two poles and two crates, we would make a full court. We had some mean games on those courts. We used to dunk on them! There were proper cement courts on the Big Field, but the younger generation couldn’t play there. You had to earn your spot. Some people never did.

When you grow up in inner-city projects, you often don’t see anything beyond what’s in front of you. It’s like being deep in a valley where the horizon is invisible. Your perspective is limited, and the world shrinks into something very small.

It’s easy then, almost natural, to assume you’re never going to reach beyond the walls you see every day. You don’t even have a vision of what “beyond” could look like. (Especially when I lived there, and the internet wasn’t even a thing.) The projects pull you in and keep you there.

We were lucky in that every summer our family would leave Raymond Rosen for a two-week road trip. It was during my dad’s vacation. We had a big station wagon. The seven of us would pile in, and we’d drive all the way down to see our grandparents in South Carolina, landing twelve hours later in Woodford. We called it “the country.”

When it was time to travel south, we’d load up the vehicle with supplies. My mom would fry chicken. We’d have sandwiches. A cooler. It was one of those situations where you didn’t want anybody to sit by you in that car, but there was no way to avoid it, we were all squished together, somebody was forever leaning on you, falling asleep, that kind of thing. I rode way in the back. I could lie down. Make myself a fort.

Our destination was my grandparents’ house, where my mother was raised. We’d spend time with our grandmother and grandfather, our aunts and uncles, all the many cousins. My mom had sixteen siblings. Compared to the big city, the South was slower, calmer. We felt untethered, like we could run wild.

In Woodford, my grandparents lived on several acres. The cousins kept pigs and chickens. I didn’t go out at night. I wasn’t trying to run into the animals in the dark. Some of my relatives had a trailer, a double-wide, nearby on the property. I was fascinated because it was basically a house on cinder blocks. As a kid, I remember wondering whether that meant you could pick up and go anytime you wanted. Even though it had no wheels.

My mom seemed really content in Woodford. She relished that family time. The ease that comes from being among your people. Everyone says I favored her, but my grandmother scared me. I would describe her as harsh, but my sister, Tracey, says that’s ungenerous. She’d paint her as firm. How else was she to run a tight ship with sixteen children in the house? Of course, Tracey was the sole grandchild my grandma allowed to sleep in her bed with her. The rest of us had to find a place on the floor. Little wonder she thought Grandma was nice.

I remember my grandmother would rise early, maybe four thirty in the morning. They lived on a street that was not paved, so she’d walk to the road to get her ride to town. One of her children would go with her since it was still dark out.

I enjoyed South Carolina in the short term. But I couldn’t imagine living there full-time. (Ironic, I know.) After a while, I would be itching to return to the city. Back to Raymond Rosen. Back to basketball.

My cousins would tease us. They thought we were rich because we had a house in the city. We were the equivalent of them in Philly, but in their eyes, what we had sounded fancy. There weren’t any pigs. So, I guess they had a point.

Honestly, in some ways we were rich (spiritually, emotionally), though I wouldn’t have thought to label it that way back then.

What I did know, even as a kid, was that I wanted to do right by my neighborhood. I wanted to make the people I knew proud. I wanted to impress the guys at the playground. I wanted to show respect to our neighbors. I came of age feeling in my bones the desire to represent my community. To stand proud within it, and to show the world who North Philly was.

Until I could manifest my imagined future of playing basketball as a career, I inhabited my small world to the fullest. I sized up the resources around me and made the most of every opportunity, even if that opportunity was shooting free throws against an empty crate till the sun dipped.

It’s a rare gift to find your place in the world as a child. To stumble so early onto the thing that makes you whole. I still remember the antsy feeling I got waiting for my school day to hurry up and end so I could get back to business.

Basketball seemed like a life raft and a magic carpet. A sanctuary and a rocket ship. Young as I was, I knew that basketball brought out the best of me and always would, even before I knew what the best of me could be.

All I wanted was to earn my place on the court.

That, as my mother so often reminded me, would take discipline. And thus, disciplined I would be.






LESSON NUMBER TWO Hope Is a Ladder


I was in eighth grade when I received what I believed was a letter of interest from Dartmouth College. A single sheet, folded in thirds, outlining an opportunity to come play basketball. When I opened that envelope and saw my name on there, you couldn’t tell me anything.

Now that I’m in coaching, I know that mailer was simply an invitation to a basketball camp, one of hundreds they send to students all over the country. However, when I was thirteen years old, that brochure felt like a letter of intent.

Against all odds it had found its way into my parents’ mailbox in the projects in North Philly. To me, that was an unmistakable sign. (Even as a kid, I was a great follower of signs.) Somebody somewhere had their eye on me as an athlete. It kicked my ambition into high gear. It offered me a ladder of hope. My job was to start climbing.

When I was young, I had two goals. First, I wanted to graduate from college. I didn’t know how I would get there or where I’d land, but I wanted that for my family. My mom and dad didn’t have college aspirations for us kids because we couldn’t afford it. Nobody was really thinking about advanced degrees in our neighborhood.

Second, because I only ever saw women play basketball on television at national championship games and during the Olympics, I wanted those accolades, too. To make my way into the big basketball arenas and, once there, to win.

For any of that to happen though, I first needed to conquer the court at our local recreation center. Located at Twenty-Fifth and Diamond, the center was around the corner from where I grew up and across the street from my elementary school. A modest brick building that hosted after-school and summer programs and legendarily competitive basketball games.

Back then it was called the Moylan Recreation Center. After the North Philly basketball legend Hank Gathers passed away, it was renamed the Hank Gathers Recreation Center.

I viewed Hank as the epitome of hard work. When you watched him play, you saw a person who was going to grind it out more than any other baller on the court. Six foot seven, he was a star at Dobbins Technical High School and earned a basketball scholarship to USC and then transferred to Loyola Marymount. When he was a junior, he became the second player in NCAA Division I history to lead in rebounding and scoring in the same season. His achievement saw him named WCC Player of the Year.

Hank was way prouder of rebounding than racking points. “Anybody can score thirty points a night if that’s what he’s concentrating on,” he would say. “But rebounding is special because it comes from the heart.” He also used to call himself the strongest man alive. He’d say it with a smile at the end.

Heading into his senior year, Hank was firing on all cylinders, projected to be a lottery pick for the NBA. His future was bright as diamonds. Then early in the season, on December 9, 1989, he collapsed during a home game against UC Santa Barbara.

Doctors diagnosed him with exercise-induced ventricular tachycardia, a heart abnormality. He was prescribed beta-blockers, which slowed his heartbeat, but also his speed of play. Hank couldn’t execute the way he wanted. He was forced to rest and sit out games.

LMU coach Paul Westhead had designed a fast, frenetic approach for his team. He favored full-court presses and ran his players up and down the court, emphasizing speed and sprints. Desperate to get back into peak form, Hank asked his doctors to reduce his medication dosage again and again. He fought through and seemingly recovered, returning to the court.

A month after his diagnosis, in a February matchup against LSU, Hank managed forty-eight points and thirteen rebounds even as he was being guarded by the future NBA icons Shaquille O’Neal and Stanley Roberts. A couple of weeks after, Hank lowered his meds even further, then skipped his follow-up cardiology appointment. The team was heading into the semifinals of the WCC tournament. Hank was unwilling to not give his all to the game.

On Sunday, March 4, with fourteen minutes remaining in the first half, Hank dunked off an alley-oop from the Lions point guard Terrell Lowery. Seconds later, he collapsed at the midcourt line.

“I don’t want to lie down!” Hank shouted, trying to right himself.

Then he stopped breathing. He was all of twenty-three years old.

They aired the footage of Hank hitting the floor on ESPN’s SportsCenter. His mother, Lucille, was in the stands. She was holding a sign with his name on it.

The tragedy of Hank’s death was immense, but when I think about him, it’s as the embodiment of who we are in Philadelphia. He wanted to make it to the league for his family, and that was cut short. But a lot of us will never forget him.

It was his mother who first said to me, “Hope is a ladder.” A tool to lift yourself to a brighter future, but also a tool to lift others by your example. Hank also grew up in Raymond Rosen. His folks believed basketball kept him out of the trouble they saw many of his peers in the projects sliding into. Hank made his way while clearing the path for those around him. He showed all of us what could be achieved if you committed yourself to your dream.

Back when I was a kid finding my way on the court, Hank took notice of me. Sometimes he’d encourage the boys to allow me to play. That unexpected support changed the direction of my life. How I saw myself and how others saw me. Because of that, Hank’s legacy lives on in my career. Just as it does in the rec center where we played together. That building remains a place where everybody from the neighborhood still comes together. For me, it’s the spot where I know that I’m home.

Beginning around age eleven, I’d walk to the rec center courts to practice, but I could only shoot when the older boys like Hank weren’t playing. Any chance I got I’d steal time. When they ran to the far end of the court, I’d shoot a couple of shots. Then they’d race back, and I’d grab my ball and dart off to the side. More than anything I wanted to be the one dribbling the length of the court in the heat of the game, not the weird little kid hoarding moments between runs.

I was an odd child. I didn’t even talk. Don’t get me wrong, I could talk, I just didn’t like to. I preferred to communicate through basketball. No surprise then that I practically lived on the court. Any spare moment, I could be found there sharpening my game. I was never lonely with a basketball in my hand.

Like any burgeoning athlete, I was shaping my body as a tool, testing the limits of how strong I was. My game said everything about me that I couldn’t. A visual illustration of who I was and what I thought was important. It revealed my determination, strength, fight, my never-say-die willfulness, and most of all, the confidence I couldn’t seem to find anywhere else. I became consumed with becoming the best player I could be.

I practiced like it was my job. Shot after shot. Hour after hour.

Over time, I developed a sense of pride. When other kids saw what I could do with the ball, the playground taunts about playing like a girl faded into respect. I knew if I could tough it out through a basketball game in the projects—if I could excel—I could survive anything coming down the pike.

In the beginning, I’d hang around with my basketball at the rec center or our neighborhood courts, waiting for the guys to invite me to join a game. When they’d ask whether they could borrow my ball, I’d shake my head. “Only if I play, too.”

By 1982, I’d gotten good enough to join a local league, where I competed from age twelve to fourteen. My coach’s name was Muhammad. Muhammad was a Philadelphia police officer who ran the Powell Center of the Police Athletic League. Talk about disciplined. On and off the court, he was calm, cool, and collected, always clean-shaven and smelling nice. He gave the impression of a man who had his act together and expected the same from us.

Muhammad wanted to create a great experience for us kids and had a caring heart for all young people, but I think he held a special place for me because I was the only girl in the mix. He acted as a protector when I was up against the boys. A moderating influence on guys’ comments and attitudes when there’s only one girl playing, and that girl is kicking their ass.

As I improved, some of the boys in the neighborhood started to come to our house looking to play with me instead of my brothers. They’d knock on our door and ask my siblings when I’d be home.

I knew I’d earned their ultimate respect when I no longer had to bring my own ball to the court or stand idle for hours to get chosen for a pickup game in the neighborhood. There had been so many times when I had to practice on the side or hold tight to get some shots up until they went down one end of the court.

Then came the day, the glorious day, when the guys invited me to play in the first ten. Now, that was a badge of honor. When you’re able to be a part of the first ten, you don’t have to wait around, you don’t have to shout, “I got next!” You’re already out there, balling out.

I was around fourteen years old when that happened, and man, did it feel like I had arrived. It was something I’d wished for the longest time—to play on the big-boy court and be part of the first ten. I knew from that day on, I was in. I was going to be picked. It didn’t matter whether twenty-five guys showed up to play, I was going to be in the first game. It shifted my mentality and made me even hungrier to compete. I wanted to guarantee they were never sorry they asked me.

I was naive about sex discrimination back then. I didn’t really register gender. All I saw was this righteous sport of basketball that I knew I had to be a part of. I was so detached from the limits of opportunity for girls versus boys that when I was very young, I imagined I could play in the NBA. If I was talented enough, why not? There was no women’s league in those years. If the NBA was the only professional gig, then that was what I would strive for. I was already playing alongside the boys, after all.

Soon enough I realized it wasn’t a realistic hope, but the fact is, having that hope at all drove me forward. Even a false hope can serve a purpose. Imagining myself in a pro uniform, playing in the premier league in the land provided me what I needed to continue pushing myself to greater heights.

I recall one game back in 1985, when I was an eighth grader at FitzSimons Junior High. I scored twenty-five points with ten assists and ten steals. We were competing in a summer league tournament inside Temple’s McGonigle Hall. The then men’s basketball coach, John Chaney, came to the gym, and I caught his eye. He was so impressed with my game that he called his assistant coach down to the court to watch. Chaney told his AC he wanted him to see what he was looking for in a point guard when he went out to recruit.
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