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For Bill, my bridge over troubled water, the backbone of our family, my rock.

Our time together was too short, but I thank God for each moment of it. I thank you for your love, devotion, and commitment to our family, and especially for the gift of our children. I see you in them every day—in strong, sensitive, hard working David; in respectful, mild-mannered, outgoing Justin; and in beautiful Nina, whose smile lights up the whole room.

I know you’re watching over them, and that you’re as proud of them as I am. This book is dedicated to them and to you.



You may encounter many defeats, but you must not
be defeated. In fact, it may be necessary to
encounter the defeats, so you can
know who you are, what you
can rise from, how you
can still come
out of it.
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MAYA ANGELOU



Introduction

Ten minutes.

Ten fouls.

Every time one of my girls moved, an official blew a whistle. Never mind that the players on the other team were much bigger and more aggressive—they had not a single call against them.

Those refs were seeing fouls because of who my girls were, not what they were doing, and my girls knew it. But they didn’t say anything, and neither did I.

That might surprise you. But they were prepared. We’d spent countless hours in practice readying ourselves, mentally and physically, for whatever we might encounter, and none of us was willing to concede that the game was in anyone’s hands but our own. We would not let them break our spirit.

The onslaught continued, and yet my team never stopped knocking at the door; their courage was magnificent. You see, my young ladies knew that in order to prevail, they needed to think like champions. That means stepping up, no matter what kind of obstacles life puts in front of you. It means digging deep within yourself and finding the will to fight, no matter how many times you get knocked down. Most of all, it means never taking the easy road out.

It means no excuses, no matter what.
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I am the last stop before the young women I coach take their place in society, and it is a responsibility I take seriously. My goal is to give them the confidence to dream big and the skills to overcome any challenge they face, whether it’s under the basket or in the boardroom. The drills we run in practice may be designed to condition my players’ bodies and minds for competition, but for me, there’s always a larger prize at stake than any individual win or season. By the time one of my players throws her cap in the air on graduation day, I want her to know that she is a true winner, in every sense of the word.

As much as I love basketball—and I do, as much as anything else in the world—it has always been a vehicle for me to instill values and self-respect in the girls I coach. For thirty years, my mission has been to create the next generation of leaders. As I always say to my teams, “It’s more than a game; I’m teaching life lessons here.” My hope is that they will come to share my fundamental and unshakable faith: that each and every one of us has the ability to triumph in the face of adversity, to lift ourselves up and succeed, no matter what trials we encounter.

It is a faith that has been tested many times in my own life. Too often, I have been called upon to be strong in the face of great personal tragedy. Ironically, these tragedies have always gone hand in hand with personal or professional triumphs. To have the best moments of my life so interwoven with the worst ones is a strange and painful symmetry.

I have prayed a great deal, and in those prayers, I have asked why these things have happened to me and my family. One answer came during my darkest hour. In 1981, my fourteen-month-old daughter, Nina, lay in the hospital, fighting for her life. A missed diagnosis of spinal meningitis left her brain hopelessly damaged; my happy, dancing baby girl would never walk or talk again.

In those early days, just after she was devastated, I looked to every quarter for comfort and counsel. A priest, passing me in the hospital chapel one night, suggested that perhaps this terrible thing had happened so that I could go on to inspire others, to give them hope.

It spoke to something I already believed. From childhood, I had believed that I had a purpose on this earth: to give hope to those without hope, strength to those whose strength had failed. At the time, the price seemed far too steep. It was not until more than twenty years later, when my own life was in danger, that I truly appreciated what that priest had said, when a woman I had never met reached out to comfort me.

To rise and give hope. Whether by bringing pride to a small, historically black school through basketball excellence or simply by believing in a young woman even after she has stopped believing in herself, I have been able to achieve that purpose in my life. But I believe that the time has come to widen the circle.

In 2007, my team came to the nation’s attention when we responded to comments made by radio host Don Imus about us after our participation in the NCAA championship game. Many people were surprised by the intensity of feeling surrounding the debate. I was not. The overwhelming show of support for us in the aftermath of those comments showed me very clearly that Americans are ready for something better than the casual vulgarity and hurtfulness that characterize so much of our culture. My team stood up and spoke out, not just on our own behalf, or on behalf of all female athletes, but for all of us. And people all around the country saw, some for the first time, how—and whom—this kind of thoughtless prejudice hurts.

As Myles Brand, the head of the NCAA, pointed out, we became part of a great tradition of athletes who helped shake America out of its complacency, who set an example in the eyes of the world. When Jesse Owens sped past Hitler in the stands to take four gold medals at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, he didn’t just make America proud; he showed Hitler’s ideas of racial superiority for the dangerous nonsense they were. When Joe Louis fought Max Schmeling in 1938, he was there as an American, not a black athlete. But he was a black man, and when President Roosevelt told him, “Joe, we need muscles like yours to beat Germany,” he was putting the hopes of the whole country in the hands of a black man—and that sent a message to the world. When the Brown Bomber beat Schmeling, it felt like more than a fight; it felt like a country united against all the prejudice in the world.

They say that God never gives you a burden you can’t bear, and maybe that’s true, but I know that there have been plenty of days when I have not been able to see my way forward, days where I have thought, I cannot lift my head and go on. But I know that it has always been better for me to pick up that burden, no matter how heavy, and to carry it to the very best of my abilities.

You have to stay true to yourself and to what you believe. The minute you allow disappointment or tragedy to stop you in your tracks, you have stolen something from yourself, something more precious than you can even imagine: your dreams.

It is through overcoming that we understand what we are capable of; it is only after we have been tested that we can go on to offer comfort to others. My dream for the young ladies I coach is that they never measure themselves with someone else’s yardstick, or simply by wins and losses. I would like them to know that real success is achieved when you set your own worth, fulfill your own destiny, and stand up for what you know to be right. And I want these young women, the leaders of tomorrow, to go forth and multiply: what we have learned, we now must teach.



1

Team Together

“Tell us something we don’t know about you.”

Every year, I give my teams the same icebreaker: at the end of every dinner, one player is chosen to stand up and share. The challenge comes when it’s time for me to stand up. Like everything else, I see it as an opportunity to coach. If practices have been tough, I’ll tell them something that will give them a good laugh. But during the 2005–2006 season, there was something else on my mind.

In the first days of 2006, the whole country stood by and waited for word on thirteen men trapped deep underground after an explosion in a coal mine in Sago, West Virginia. Prayers for those men came from all around the world, but I felt a special kinship with those families. You see, I grew up watching my father go down into the mines of Pennsylvania every day of his working life, and I prayed each and every night for his safe return. I know, as everyone who grew up in a mining town does, what it feels like to hear that siren rip through town. I know what it feels like to see my own panic reflected on every face I pass. I know what it feels like to run into the fire hall, asking, “What shift was down there?” And I know what it feels like to wait.

So one night, I stood up after dinner and said, “I ask a lot of you, especially in terms of discipline and hard work. You come out of practice banged up and sore, and if I don’t feel that you’re being as aggressive as you can be, I’ll push you some more. But you know I never ask you for anything in the hard-work department that I don’t give myself.

“My father loved music more than almost anything in the world. He was invited to record and tour with some of the best jazz musicians in the world at the time, but he didn’t believe that a career in music could give our family a stable life. So he crouched in the wet, dark corridors of the mine, knowing that a metal bucket hitting a wall ten miles away could cause a spark, trapping him and the men he worked with. In the middle of August, he’d go to work dressed like it was twenty degrees below zero, because miles under the earth it felt like the dead of winter. And at the end of his eight-hour shift, he had nothing but a paycheck to show for it. No glory, no trophies, just a hacking cough that sent up black phlegm—and money to put food on our table.

“My father worked hard with his back bent over, miles underneath the ground. We get to stay in the light. When I fall asleep with Xs and Os running through my brain, I feel like the luckiest woman alive, and I want you to know how lucky you are, too. Basketball may be the greatest game there is, but it’s more than a game—it’s a reflection of life’s lessons. What you learn on the court will take you everywhere you need to go. That’s why I don’t mind the work we have to do to be the best, and why I push you so hard to show me the purest effort you’ve got.”

I could tell by the looks on the faces around the table that I had told my team something they hadn’t known about me. People often ask me where I get my drive, my work ethic, my discipline, and the ability to go on under circumstances that might stop someone else. When they ask, I see the faces of my parents—as I do whenever I am up against a challenge.
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I’m the eldest of the six Stoner kids. We were an extremely close, tight-knit family, growing up in the extremely close, tight-knit community of Edenborn, Pennsylvania, a town so tiny that it’s not on most maps. In the fifties, when I was growing up, there was one paved street in Edenborn, along with four side streets, three churches, two taverns, and about five hundred people. That’s it. There wasn’t even a stoplight. In rural Pennsylvania, they call places like Palmer and Gates and Leckron and Edenborn “patches.”

I’ll never know how my parents did such a great job of making us feel special. They never burdened us with the everyday problems of their lives—the bills they had to pay or the decisions they had to make. And because they did such a good job of pinching pennies, we were never hungry. We’d get day-old bread and packaged cakes and cookies from the thrift store, but it didn’t matter to us; we just knew that the day my dad got paid, we’d have cookies with fresh milk from a nearby farm.

It might sound funny, but, growing up, I didn’t know that we were poor. We had each other, and that was all that mattered. Of course, I heard my parents talking; I knew that we went to a certain store because a can of condensed milk was a few cents cheaper there than at another. I could tell that money was tight when the miners were on strike, because we ate powdered eggs, corned beef, and pork and gravy from a can. And sometimes, when the week was especially tight, my brothers and sisters and I would walk to the slate dump near the elementary school and dig for coal to fill the furnace. But I didn’t really understand the economic situation we were in until I left the area and heard what people say about the coal-mining towns of Appalachia. Apparently, the rest of the world knew I was poor, but I didn’t!

The truth is, we were rich in our souls, and we wouldn’t have been happier if we’d lived in a palace. When I think of my childhood, I immediately think of the music. Every Sunday afternoon, my father, Buddy, would sit down at his organ and play for hours, lost in his own world. I loved seeing him getting ready to play jazz at the Crawford Grill in Pittsburgh on a Friday or Saturday night. Most miners have permanent black lines under their nails, but when it came time to play, my father would sit there with a hard wooden brush and 20 Mule Team Borax soap and work until his hands were immaculate.

Sometimes my mother would go to the club to see him play, and we were so happy to see them go off together! Everyone called her Bird. She was so young and beautiful; she liked pretty things, and they looked great on her. Everything always matched, and she wore high heels so gracefully. And my father was so handsome in his starched shirt and white pocket handkerchief, his shoes shined to a mirror finish, his suit with not a wrinkle in it. We thought they’d live forever.

My dad didn’t go to church but once every three years; when he did, everybody understood that Buddy Stoner had been there. He’d give his own rendering of a church song and he’d bring the house down. I was always so proud. But everyone in the community would come around our house for the music, late on Sunday afternoons. We had an organ, a piano, a trombone, a flute, a xylophone, and a saxophone. The whole family participated in those Sunday-afternoon sessions; if you were too little to play an instrument, you’d use a stick to bang on a bucket or a jar full of marbles to help the rhythm section. We used a big soup pot as a bongo drum, and we’d beat out the bass on an old galvanized wash tub, the same one my mom scrubbed clothes in and where the little ones took their baths. People would come and sit on the porch—and on the neighbors’ porches—to listen. If they could play, they’d bring their guitar or their sax and join in, and if they could sing, they sang.

Sometimes the professional musicians whom my dad played with at the club would stop by. He played the organ and loved the music of Richard “Groove” Holmes and Jimmy Smith. There would be food and cold sodas, and people would stay late into the night. Those nights were really special, and to this day, nothing soothes and transports me like music. Music is a gift my parents gave all of us, a gift that has lasted our whole lives. I can’t think of a better way to spend an evening than in a jazz club with my sons, and when my brother Tim comes to visit, you’ll often find us sitting up to all hours of the night, just listening to the sounds coming out of the speakers. And I never hear Ray Charles’s “Drown in My Own Tears” without thinking about my dad.

Nothing was more important to my parents than family unity. We sat down and ate dinner together every single night of our lives. My brothers and sisters and I really enjoyed spending time together. There were six of us, so there was always someone to talk to. We had lots of friends, but we never slept over at their houses, and when we played with them, we always had one of our siblings by our side.

When we were a little older, we’d fill a shopping bag with popcorn, make a jug of Kool-Aid, and go to the outdoor drive-in. We loved the smell of the popcorn and the hot dogs from the concession stand, but we didn’t have the money to pay for something we could bring from home. I saw Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner and The Graduate from the hood of our car, as well as more monster movies than I could count. Sometimes we’d see a couple necking and we’d interrupt them by pretending to get into the wrong car; we thought that was just the funniest thing imaginable. Nobody could make me laugh like my sisters and brothers could, something that’s true to this day.

My dad always told us, “The clothes don’t make the man; it’s the man that makes the clothes!” but my mom knew how important it was for us to look and feel good about ourselves, especially the girls. She understood about a purse matching a dress, and she always made sure we had nice new outfits each Easter and Christmas, even if she had to work an extra job to afford them. It was important to her that we were strong and that we understood the consequences of things, just as it was for my dad, but she would plead our case if she thought he was being too hard on us. And she’d usually find a way to slip a dollar or two into our pockets, because she felt that a young lady should always be in the position to make a phone call or buy herself her own soda.

My father’s policy was to buy you what you needed—once. Tim and Verna were better at holding on to their personal belongings than I was; I never got through the winter without losing a mitten, so I’d put a sock over one hand to keep it warm, and hide that hand in my pocket until I got to school.

We always got together to buy something special to celebrate my parents’ birthdays. We never talked about who had put in five cents or five dollars; those gifts came from all of us. After I started working after school, we could afford something a little better, and that year we all chipped in to get my dad a Helbros watch.

My sister Verna always slept late, but we were so excited to give him his present that we couldn’t wait for her to wake up. As soon as Dad was sitting with his coffee at the kitchen table, the rest of us gathered around and gave him the box. He was so surprised and happy; he just loved it.

An hour later, we heard Verna getting dressed upstairs and decided to play a joke on her. We grabbed the gift, rewrapped it, and told Verna that she should be the one to give it to Dad. He had a nickname for everyone and often he’d call you the exact opposite of what you were. Sure enough, when she solemnly presented the watch to him, Dad just looked at her and said, “You’re a little late, aren’t you, Zip?”

She realized she’d been had, and the rest of us died laughing. After that, on birthdays, Verna would be the first one down.

My brothers and sisters are still the people I let in when I want to shut out the rest of the world, the ones who know what’s behind my professional persona. They help connect my past to my present. No matter what hits I have taken in my life, my family has always been there to make sure that I wouldn’t fall. I could never have been successful without their support, and sometimes I think that I couldn’t have survived without it.

That closeness is something I’ve tried to replicate with my teams. I want them to play with and for one another; even if a girl doesn’t have the self-respect or discipline to go that extra mile for herself, she’ll do it out of respect for the girl next to her. Whether she’s a starter or someone who plays half an hour all year, I’ll make her feel like she’s part of something important, and she’ll look within to find whatever she can give to make it better.
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My parents believed in hard work, and my mother was, and is, a meticulous housekeeper. Every one of us, no matter how young, had a list of chores, from washing the dishes to sweeping the floors to raking the yard. We banked the furnace every night, so it would be a little cooler when we slept. You had to shake the ashes down and then cover the fire without smothering it. You didn’t want to do that halfway; if you were careless, everyone would wake up cold. Everything was always scrubbed spotless and in its place; we couldn’t afford steel wool pads, so my father would gather ashes from our coal furnace for us to scour the pots and pans.

A master manipulator, my mother could get anyone to do anything. You can buy all the books you want about managing people, but my mom was born knowing everything there was to know about getting people excited to work for her. We used to tease her, asking her if she’d had six kids just to make sure she’d have a clean house. The only way you could get out of helping was by doing something cultural or educational; for instance, you didn’t have to wash breakfast dishes if there was a play rehearsal before school. I hated housework so much, I was in every band, choir, and play at our school.

To make sure we were all toeing the line, my parents held a family meeting every Sunday, right after church. We went over our grades, our extracurricular activities, our chores, and the way we’d been treating one another. Although my father ran the meeting, we all had an opportunity to ask questions and clear the air about perceived injustices. If we were having problems with one another, my parents helped us to iron them out. If a punishment was in order, my father always asked what we thought would be appropriate. My parents made the final decisions about everything, but we always felt that we had a say.

Being the oldest, I always went first. My parents made it clear that I had a position of special responsibility. “Your brothers and sisters look to you to know what to do, and how to act,” they’d tell me. That was the price you paid for the privilege of having everyone look up to you: you had to do the right thing.

After me, Verna would go, and then Tim, Madeline, Richelle (whom we have always called Ricky), and finally, Jack, the youngest. By the time we got to Jack, my dad would always say, “Well, Jackson, what do you have to say for yourself? ’Cause it looks to me like there’s nobody for you to talk about except the dog.” Poor Jack’s eyes would be big, because by that point, everyone ahead of him had accused him of something.

The meetings I hold with my teams are very much like the ones my father held when I was growing up. It’s good to be able to talk frankly about what’s going right and what could be better, and for the freshmen to feel as comfortable talking as the seniors do. “Team together,” I always say, and I learned that from my family. Nobody felt more important than anyone else in my family, and I want everyone to understand that we’re all equal in the family that is our team. Everyone is entitled to an opinion, if she has worked hard and done the best she can possibly do; you don’t have to be the person who scores the most in order to speak. From the manager to the practice player to the all-star, everyone has a role to play and a responsibility to give what they can for the sake of the others. In order for us to rise to the highest level, to taste that rare air, each one of us must do our part.
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We were sheltered from a lot of the pressures and injustices out there in the world, not just by my parents, but by the community we lived in. Coal miners are a breed apart, because they need to be. When your life and safety depend on the man next to you, the color of his skin or what church he goes to ends up mattering much less than what kind of a man he is. You aren’t black or white, Christian or Jewish—you’re a miner.

We had every nationality under the sun in Edenborn, and my father was respected by everyone, white or black. He would often go across the street on a Sunday evening to have a glass of homemade wine with Mr. Tiberi, who was Italian, and no one thought anything about it. Everyone in our community cared about one another so deeply that it didn’t seem unusual for a black man to sit down with a white one for a drink and a neighborly chat.

My parents always taught my brothers and sisters and me never to think of ourselves as “less than.” They told us that if we worked hard, didn’t look for excuses, and never gave up, we could do whatever we wanted to do, and become whatever we wanted to be. We were always told to sit at the head of the table and accept no crumbs from the floor.

I believed them; I dreamt about faraway places. I could see myself playing Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata” on the stage of a great concert hall in Vienna, taking a bow afterward to wild applause. I could see myself reading a jury’s verdict in my judge’s robes; all would stand as I changed the laws of the land and the social consciousness of the world. I imagined taking my victory lap at the Olympics, cameras flashing as I bowed my head to accept the gold medal. I’m not sure how many young girls were encouraged to hope and dream like I was, especially in the 1950s, and I credit that dreaming with a great deal.

As I was to learn, though, it’s not enough to have a dream. You have to know the price of your dreams, and you have to pay that price. My piano teacher, Mrs. Everett, would come to our house every Saturday to teach me Mozart, Chopin, and Bach. I took the lessons, but my parents were wasting their money, because I was busy not practicing Monday through Friday. I loved the idea of playing jazz in a nightclub like my dad, but I didn’t like running scales; I liked to improvise, to go where the music took me.

But when I was a junior in high school, I came to realize why my father had always emphasized the fundamentals. Mr. Tokish announced auditions for the cantata, our school’s annual musical theater production. I wanted to play the piano music for that show more than anything in the world. Anyone could sing in the chorus, but the person selected to accompany the singers was going to feel pretty special, and I wanted to be that person.

Auditions for the cantata were held in the school auditorium. There were only two people auditioning for the part of accompanist: me and a friend, an excellent student by the name of Carla Daruda.

I went first. I sat down at the piano, which was in front of the stage, and Mr. Tokish opened an enormous book of music to the piece we’d be playing. I was not a good sight reader, and as soon as I took a look at the sheet of notes in front of me, I knew I was in real trouble. The sheet was black with sharps and flats, and I could see that the piece changed keys a number of times.

I didn’t have time to panic. Mr. Tokish counted, “And a-one, and a-two, one-two-three-four,” and I started playing. It was rough going, and I stumbled my way through; I could tell that it didn’t sound great. But I still thought I had a chance; after all, I’d have lots of time to practice it before the show, and when the time came to perform, every note would be perfect.

But then my friend Carla sat down. She looked up at Mr. Tokish as he counted off the intro, and then she put her hands on the keys and started to play. She’d never seen the piece before either, but you’d never know that she hadn’t been practicing it every day from the way the music sounded. The music just flowed from her fingers, pure and clean and clear, with such expressiveness and beauty that everybody stood still and listened. Carla played the entire piece through without a single mistake, and by the time she was finished, it was obvious to everyone in that room that Carla would be the pianist for that year’s cantata.

I thought to myself, Well, Vivian, that’s pretty clear, isn’t it? You can’t, and she can. Why? You didn’t practice; you didn’t do what you needed to do. I realized then that if I had paid attention to the lessons my parents had scrimped and saved for, I might have been up to the challenge.

I might have fantasized about the standing ovation I’d get on the concert stage, but you need passion to do the work it takes to succeed. I see the same thing in my players sometimes: they see the victory lap very clearly, but they’re not willing to do the work it will take to get them there. Sometimes it takes a humiliating defeat—or a series of defeats—for them to get serious.

When you really want something, you’re willing to pay the price. My parents stopped paying for my piano lessons, so I got a job selling clothes on the second floor of Moss’s supermarket so that I could pay for lessons myself. (My mom got me that job. She went to see Mr. Moss and pointed out that although there were a lot of minorities shopping at Moss’s, there weren’t any minorities working there, and why did he think that was?)

I ended up accompanying the choir with a few songs at our senior graduation. I can feel, to this day, the pride I felt when they announced that the Germantownship senior choir would sing “Climb Every Mountain,” accompanied on the piano by Vivian Stoner.
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In a small community like Edenborn, your name meant something. Even if you were meeting someone for the first time, they knew something about you. “You’re Buddy Stoner’s kid? He was a smart boy; I remember when he was captain of the football team, and your aunt Stella was president of her class. You make them proud, you hear?” And so you did.

“Do you know who you are?” my father used to ask us. “Do you know what that means?” Our name was a badge of honor, and it went before us. “The Stoners do well in school. They pay attention, they work hard, and they bring home good grades, and this family is going to continue that tradition.”

My parents didn’t settle for anything less than excellence, so neither did we. Every child in the community memorized a poem or an essay to present at church during the holidays; it was called the Christmas speech. Some would get up there and freeze, or forget the words, or lose the rhythm, but not the Stoner kids. My father made sure that we went through those poems again and again. We practiced everything: our entrance, the bow or curtsy we’d make, making eye contact with the audience. We were so well rehearsed that we usually ended up knowing all of our brothers’ and sisters’ poems as well as our own. We’d try to fake out one another during the tricky passages, staring at our siblings and willing them to crack up or forget the words, but it never happened. The honor of our family name rested on the fact that we never stumbled.

This is going to sound funny, but when we learned that my sister needed to start wearing glasses, I felt embarrassed, as if she’d let us down. Isn’t that something? Having poor eyesight seemed like a sign of weakness, an indication that the Stoners were less than perfect. It goes to show you how much pride we had in our family.

When you grow up in a place like Edenborn, where everybody knows everybody, you can pretty much forget about getting away with anything at all! One of our neighbors, Ms. Annette Poole, had grapevines in her yard, and one day on my way home from school, I found occasion to cut through and snag myself some of her good grapes. By the time I got home, Ms. Annette had already been on the phone with my mother. Another time, just after I got my driver’s license, I passed a school bus at the top of the hill, down the street from my house. I don’t know how in the world I thought I was going to get away with that, but I can tell you that I didn’t. By the time I walked in the door, not five minutes later, our neighbor Mr. Ware had already been on the phone to my house. “You’re done,” my dad said, his palm out for my keys.

It went both ways: when you did something right, it seemed like the whole town was proud of you. One of the first awards I ever got was Pennsylvania State Conference Coach of the Year. I was twenty-four years old, and the ceremony was at the state capitol in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Mr. Ware organized a couple of vans, so when I walked out onto that floor, surrounded by all that granite, there was a row of people from my hometown, applauding: “There’s our V.I.!” (My nickname, pronounced Vee-Eye.) Many of them had never traveled outside of a twenty-five-or fifty-mile radius of Edenborn before, but they came to clap for me. I felt as much pride in them as they did in me. Their only claim to fame was to have worked hard and protected one another, but I felt like people saw how special our little town was that day.

Today it’s much harder to have a sense of your family’s place in a community. In Edenborn, you knew who your neighbors were, and it was very important that they thought well of you. Not in a “keeping up with the Joneses” kind of way, because none of us had enough of anything to worry about fancy cars or stylish clothes or anything like that. (I remember being served Ritz crackers and cream cheese at someone’s house and thinking it meant they were rich.) But it was important to represent our family honorably, and we knew that people were looking out to make sure that we did. We might have chafed under the scrutiny, but there was a comfort in knowing that people were looking out for us, too.

That’s not to say that we were perfect. One New Year’s Eve when I was about seventeen, my mom went with my dad to hear him play music, and my friends Randy, Raymond, Lionel, and Chuckie came over. We sat down with Verna to figure out what we could do. I was responsible for the younger kids, so we needed to find something we could do around our house. One of us came up with an idea: we’d cut down Mr. Metro’s Christmas tree. Mr. Metro was our neighbor across the street, known in the community for the accordion polkas you could hear coming out of his house on Sunday mornings. He had a massive pine tree in his yard, almost as tall as the house itself.

We thought the whole thing would be hilarious. Every New Year’s Eve, Mr. Metro would come outside and shoot off his rifle to ring in the New Year. Imagine the look on his face when he came out and saw that tree in the street! So we got our lanterns, flashlights, and the saw and got busy. As we started to saw, the lights went on in the Metro house and we could hear Mr. Metro yelling in his Polish accent: “Who there? Who go down there?” I think he’d gotten a little toasted, so he wasn’t coming out. We stopped, putting our hands over our mouths to cover the laughter, but as soon as he left the window, we started sawing again.

That tree finally fell, right across the only street in and out of Edenborn. The noise was fearsome, even though it landed on a huge pile of snow. I don’t think I’ve laughed that hard since. Lights went on in all the houses; Mr. Metro was hysterical, crying and yelling from his window, and Mrs. Tiberi could be heard yelling, “What the devil did they do?” in her heavy Italian accent. We scattered and ran, of course, but my brother Timmy, stuck inside with the little kids, turned the outdoor floodlight on so everyone could see which house we were running back to.

I remember sitting in our kitchen, laughing until our stomachs ached. Needless to say, I did not have any idea how much trouble we were in.

The next morning, we were all getting ready to go to church when my father called us into a line. “It took me about an hour to get into Edenborn last night; seems there’s a tree lying right down the middle of Main Street, and I had to go all the way around. Any of you know anything about that tree?”

Nope, no sir. We didn’t know anything about that tree. “You know, that tree, it took a couple of hundred years to grow,” my dad said. I felt a little sick—I hadn’t known anything about that—but, of course, I couldn’t act like I felt anything at all.

He said, “Well, they’ll get to the bottom of it soon enough. The police are getting involved. I was down at the firehouse and the Belkos saw who did it. They’re sending the state police down to the school. You sure you kids don’t know anything?” I couldn’t tell if he was bluffing or not. My sisters and brothers always looked to me for direction, and I was shaking my head no. “No, Dad, we don’t know anything about that.”

“Well,” he said, “I sure hope none of the kids involved wanted to go to college, because that won’t be happening now. In the meantime, I’m going to have Mrs. Tiberi come over to do a lineup. She saw whoever it was running into this house, and I want to make sure she doesn’t recognize any of you.”

Trust me, I made sure my brothers and sisters knew to keep their mouths closed once we were called onto the carpet. “She can’t prove anything,” I told them.

My father lined us up against the wall, pointed to me, and asked Mrs. Tiberi: “Was V.I. one of the kids you saw running into our house from the street?” I looked at her while she answered in her heavy, singsong accent. “Oh, no. Vivian is a good girl, a polite girl. She always say hello to me on the street. She play the piano. No, Vivian is a good girl.”

Was it Verna? “Verna! Oh, no. She’s a good girl. She study hard.”

My father pointed to Tim. “Tito. No, no, he’s a good boy. He plays the horn; he takes the garbage out. He’s a good boy—like you, Buddy.”

By this point, she’s down to Madeline and Ricky, who were clearly much too small to have had anything to do with it. She shook her head. “Madelina. I don’t know about her. We talk about her. Maybe it was Madelina.” Madeline started crying and carrying on. “I don’t know anything about this!!! It wasn’t me!” Then Mrs. Tiberi looked at Ricky, who wasn’t more than seven or eight and hadn’t even been there. She stopped and thought, and then began nodding her head. “Yes, Buddy. I think I recognize that-a one. Yes, I think it was Ricky; she was the one.”

It didn’t take a minute for Ricky to start jumping up and down, her voice high: “It wasn’t me! It was V.I. and Verna! They did it! I didn’t do anything!”

They pressured the little one, and the little one ended up caving.

It was funny the way they did it, but we were in trouble for months. I honestly thought my chance at a college education was ruined. Most of all, we had hurt Mr. Metro. My dad walked us over to apologize in person. We’d just been playing, but he genuinely loved that tree.

I think of that tree caper sometimes, when one of my children or one of my players has made a mistake. We were all good kids. We hadn’t meant to hurt anybody, or to destroy something that had taken hundreds of years to grow. We were mischievous and thoughtless, not malicious; it never occurred to us that we were causing real harm. That’s something that has been good for me to remember over the years.
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Late one night, when I was in high school, my father was driving back from playing jazz at a club in Pittsburgh, hauling his organ behind the car in a trailer. We couldn’t afford a new car, which meant he rarely got home without having to raise the hood. This one cold night, the gas can fell on my father’s toe and cut it, but he didn’t feel anything until he got home. I watched him and my mother bandage it and cut a hole in his shoe so that it would be more comfortable, but that toe never healed, and it soon became clear that it was a much bigger problem.

Eventually, the doctor had to amputate the toe, and then the foot on that side, and then the leg just below the kneecap. Ultimately, he lost both of his legs up to the knees. They never did figure out what was wrong with him; some of the doctors I talked to years later thought it might have been a circulatory disorder called Buerger’s disease. The fact is, coal mining is hard on the body. One of my father’s doctors said that he looked like a twenty-five-year-old outside, but his arteries were that of a ninety-year-old man.

Dad learned to walk again using his prosthetic legs at the Harmerville Rehabilitation Center, which was located about fifty miles north of Pittsburgh. Tim would travel after school to pick him up on Friday afternoons so Dad could spend the weekend at home, but Tim was the star quarterback on the football team, so they’d have to hurry back to make his games.

Even with all his health problems, my father didn’t take the easy way out. Before he got sick, he’d had perfect attendance at his job in the mine. After he lost his legs, he could easily have sat back and collected disability. But he didn’t take a day more than he needed. Instead, he had our beat-up car fitted with hand controls so he could drive himself to a job in the mine office.

I never once heard him complain, though many times I would wake up in the middle of the night to hear muffled moaning coming through the walls; my father lived with great pain. But he never talked about the hurt or the inconvenience in front of us kids. He never wanted us to think that he couldn’t handle it. In the morning, he would slide down the stairs, sit at the table, and put on his prosthetic legs, cracking jokes as if he’d slept like a baby. When people in the community would ask him how he was, he’d always laugh and say, “I’m kicking, but not too high.”

My father’s example inspires me every day of my life, and I use it to inspire my players. He went back to work at the coal mine even after losing both of his legs, so you can imagine how I feel when I hear some gifted nineteen-year-old at the peak of her physical condition tell me that she “can’t” do this or do that!

Can’t wasn’t a word in my father’s vocabulary, and it’s not one in mine. All things are possible as long as you’ve got breath in your body, as I tell my players. I would have done anything for my father to have had his legs back again; I would have been glad to sit up on a mountaintop and never mix with life again. That’s why during practice, you’ll often hear me say, “You have all these God-given talents, and the chance at a world-class education, and all you have to do is give everything you can to a sport you love. If this is what you want, how can you look me in the face and say ‘I can’t’?”

No, I don’t have much tolerance for “I can’t.”
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The C Stands for—Cheerleader?

When we weren’t doing housework, the six Stoner kids were always outside, riding our bikes in the summer, sledding in the winter. To this day, I can’t smell leaves burning without wanting a football in my hands. I would wake up every morning, eat a bowl of Wheaties, drink a glass of milk, and then run around the neighborhood, sure that I was the next Wilma Rudolph. I’m sure the neighbors thought I had lost my mind.

I loved using my body, and I loved every sport imaginable. Especially basketball.

I’d hear the kids outside, bouncing the ball and yelling for me, and I couldn’t get down the stairs fast enough. Of course I couldn’t leave until my chores were done, and my mother saw a golden opportunity to get some work done. The boys would help me out in order to get me onto the court faster; my mother, sweet as could be, treated them like her own personal army.

“Ronald, as long as you’re here, would you use those big strong arms to clear these chairs out of here so we can really get this floor clean? Get lots of soapy water, too, sweetheart.” She had the nicest way of correcting you, too. “Wait, wait, wait a minute, hon—let’s lay that dishcloth out flat so it dries nice and evenly for Bird.”

“Yes, Miz Stoner,” they’d say, and these hulking teenage boys would meekly follow my tiny mother around, washing dishes and sweeping the porch. She was generous with her thanks and compliments, and, even though they’d look away and pretend not to hear, it pleased them. It’s human nature to enjoy a kind word, and she always seemed to make you wonder what more you could do. It was from my mother that I learned how powerful a positive word can be.

By the time we were ready to play, the boys had dishpan hands, and my mother’s whole house was sparkling. That night, their mothers would be on the phone with my mother in complete disbelief. “Doggone it! I can’t make him lift a hand to help at home—how in the world did you get my Ronald to take out your trash?”

I was often the captain of the teams we put together, and always one of the first to be chosen when I wasn’t. A girl named Arlene Gary lived down at the other end of Edenborn, site of the one little basketball court in town, and she was a very talented basketball player, too. Arlene was a much bigger girl than I was, and she could hit a softball so hard it was something to see. We picked who would play, and we called the shots; it was an unusual situation, now that I think of it.

There were terrible potholes on the court, and the balls we played with often had bubbles in them. You had to have good hand-eye coordination; between the holes and the bubbles, there was no predicting where that ball was going to come up. I’d squat and draw the play in the dirt: “Bobby, I need you to set a hard screen for Teapot, who’s going to take the shot at the top of the key. Raymond, you need to rebound. This is our game-winner.” Then they’d do it! I didn’t know it at the time, but I was already coaching.

When we played football, we played this game called “Dare I,” which boiled down to the person with the ball against everyone else on the field. We’d just drop the ball in the middle of a crowd, and someone had to have enough courage to grab it and run past everyone else to the goal line. If there were twenty of us, it was the one with the ball against the other nineteen! Trust me, you figure out some offensive moves fast when everyone else is trying to take what you have. It tested your willingness to get hurt, that was for sure.

When I was in charge of taking care of my younger sisters and brothers, we’d change the game to kickball so they could play. It always felt like Tim would wait until I was on second base to tell me he had to go to the bathroom. Nobody wanted my sister Verna to play because she was left-handed and kind of awkward—we always used to tell her she played like a girl—but the rule in our house was all for one and one for all. My parents would say, “Your sister can’t play? Guess what? You can’t play either.” So I got her into all the games.

To be honest, we also wanted her ball. Verna, always smart and careful, saved her money, so she always had a new ball, while the rest of ours were busted up and worn. We had to be careful with Verna; if we got on her case too much, she’d threaten to take her good ball home.
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The pickup games I played on that broken-down court behind the elementary school was some of the most enjoyable basketball I ever played in my life, and for a long time, it looked like they were as close as I was going to get to the game. There were no girls’ teams in our school, and there were certainly no girls playing on any of the boys’ teams. I just wanted to play, and Sunday through Thursday I did. But when Friday and Saturday came, the boys could put on their uniforms and represent their school, while I was stuck on the sidelines.

That still hurts me. I believe that each person should be given an opportunity to succeed or fail; every one of us has the right to pursue happiness and fulfillment in all that we do. When someone is denied that, it hurts all of us. Although the injustice of being forced to stay on the sidelines still rankles, I find comfort in knowing that while I may not have gotten a chance to play, I can now coach—and offer a scholarship—to someone who can.

It wasn’t just at school where I felt the sting of being treated like a girl. Once I hit eleven or twelve, adults started talking to me about what girls do and what they don’t do, and a lot of them thought girls didn’t have any place playing sports. It didn’t matter—I put my shorts into a paper bag so the neighbors wouldn’t know that I was going to play basketball after church.

My friend Lorraine’s grandmother told her she’d get knots in her legs from playing sports. Once we were playing badminton over a clothesline and her grandma chased her home with a switch. But Lorraine was incredibly talented; I think she could have turned into an Olympic-caliber track athlete. We’d walk back from church and the boys—boys who would later go on to become all-state football players—would bet her a box of vanilla wafers that they could beat her in a foot race. Lorraine would go behind the church and pull off her shoes and stockings, and then come back to leave those guys in the dust—in a dress and bare feet. She was so fast! We’d walk off with those cookies and laugh.

When a scout from West Virginia University came to our high school to ask Lorraine to consider a track scholarship, her grandmother wouldn’t hear of it. In the end, she didn’t attend university at all. It still makes me sad to think of it—what a waste of a great talent, and of an opportunity for an education.

I loved to play with the boys but hated it when my mom called me a tomboy. What did liking sports have to do with being a boy, or looking like one? I would get muddy like everyone else, but as soon as I was finished with the game, I would shower, change my clothes, and put on some jewelry. I didn’t want to be a tomboy; I just wanted to be a girl who played sports.

When I was out there, it felt like there was nothing else in the world except the opportunity to play. I’ve seen plenty of parents who have to push their kids to participate in sports, but mine never did. With basketball, I was always willing to do the work I wasn’t willing to do with music—the mastery of basic skills, the repetitive drills, the setting of new goals for myself when I’d conquered something. Once I heard the sound of the boys running to play ball, nothing could keep me inside practicing my scales, but I would practice shooting until there was no more light. Maybe it was easier to do the work because it never felt like work to me.

I wonder to this day why I feel so happy and right when I walk into a gym and hear the sound of sneakers. I love that sound more than anything in the world. I always say that I’ll know it’s time to quit the day I don’t feel my heart race when I hear it; I’ll know the light has burnt out and it’s time to go. I’d have to—the kids you’re coaching need to feel your enthusiasm, your passion, your drive. But I don’t see that happening anytime soon.

I will tell you something about me that has stayed true since those days: I always just wanted to play. There were kids who would take twenty minutes to fight about whose foot the ball had touched before it went out of bounds. I hated that. The game is so pure and so beautiful to me; I’ve never understood why you have to make it ugly with a stupid argument. Playing for the sake of playing was enough for me.

To this day, it’s just not in me to fight about possession. I know it sounds like a crazy position for a basketball coach to take, and it sometimes drives my kids and my assistant coaches crazy when we scrimmage in practice. It’s not that
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