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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I am often asked how I came to title this book the way I did, and specifically whether the title was inspired by Venus Lacy, the twelfth woman added to the ’96 Olympic team. The truth is that I came up with the title shortly after meeting the U.S. women’s national basketball team—and long before I, or anyone for that matter, knew that Venus eventually would join the team.

Early on, in researching women’s basketball, I came across a New York Times Magazine article from 1960, an Olympic year, with the headline “Venus Wasn’t a Shot-putter.” In it, the author—a male writer—asserted that muscled women as a rule were not beautiful and that if America was going to be proud of its strong female Olympians, we might as well start bragging about having the “world’s best-looking automobile wrecks.” He also made a distinction between “acceptable” female athletes, namely tennis players and swimmers (whose outfits he liked), and others, like shot-putters and field hockey players, who he felt betrayed a certain standard of femininity. The “Venus” in his headline is the same “Venus” of my title—the Roman goddess of feminine beauty—only our conceptions of her are vastly different.

Though much has changed since 1960, we as a culture still struggle to fit strength and femininity into the same figurative sentence. Traveling as a member of the national team’s gypsy caravan over the course of 1996, I saw firsthand how the players on the team, and female athletes everywhere, still battled a deeply embedded set of stereotypes and prejudices every time they stepped into the spotlight. What’s particularly significant about the way women’s basketball is now flourishing, however, is that it offers up a new vision of female beauty: a woman who is big and strong and unashamed of it. There is nothing dainty about basketball. It does not involve miniskirts or leotards but rather mouth guards and super-saggy shorts, not to mention full-body contact, lots of sweat, and the occasional hard foul. Not only do female basketball players work together toward a goal, but they celebrate unapologetically when they accomplish it, filling our television screens and our sports pages with images of strong, successful, and proud women.

I conceived of this book as a kind of rebuttal to “Venus Wasn’t a Shot-putter.” My hope was that a portrait of the charismatic and accomplished women of the ’96 Olympic basketball team might herald the arrival of a new kind of Venus, for whom femininity is not measured by submissiveness, modesty, or comeliness, but rather strength, self-possession, and drive.

I was with the team in Australia in May of 1996 when I first heard that Venus Lacy would be trying out for the last available spot on the Olympic team. At the time, I worried I’d have to change the title of my book-in-progress. But then I met her. She was everything a Venus should be, literally and symbolically—tall, sturdy, competitive, and full of life.

Sara Corbett                  
Andover, Massachusetts
May 11, 1998               


PROLOGUE
Lubbock, Texas, April 1995

The less she thinks, the better her game tends to be. Thus she begins each night just shooting the ball to clear her mind. Like most basketball players, each time she steps onto the court she must take a few minutes to relearn the weight of the ball, recalibrating the relationship of hoop to ground, ground to body, body to ball. For Sheryl Swoopes, shooting to warm up has become ritual, a gradual draining of the mind that each evening as daylight fades over Lubbock takes her out of one world and deposits her unshakably into another.

She starts close to the basket, moving through her arsenal of inside shots, a quick turnaround jumper, the same with her left hand, then a soft hook from inside the foul line. Slowly her shots grow longer, her body edging farther from the hoop, the ball suspended in the air for another heartbeat. She is six feet even and solid, with her dark hair cut short in such a way that it puffs gently over her forehead. Her legs are planed with muscle, her arms, extending as she puts up a shot, drift together like beams on a cathedral. When the ball drops into the hoop, she doesn’t smile. She’s been around far too long to let one shot or another, even if it’s a gloriously articulated left-hander on an otherwise glum day, affect her mood. Instead, her face bears a prim, don’t-mess-with-me expression that seems to quiet the guys starting to mass on the sidelines, waiting somewhat impatiently for pick-up.

There was a time when the shift came automatically, when a single jump shot was enough to obliterate the mundanities and frustrations of daily life. But back then she was untouchable, the surest shot in college hoops, her emergence like a lightning bolt that lit up women’s basketball and made it, if even briefly, something that people talked about, not just in West Texas, but all over the country. They called her the female Jordan, a point-scoring machine. She earned every Player of the Year award in the book and more or less single-handedly won the national championship for Texas Tech. People would drive hundreds of miles across the plains to see her play. She could hardly cross a street in Lubbock without somebody asking for an autograph. In the end, they retired her number, 24, hoisting it high into the rafters at the Municipal Coliseum.

But the white-hot intensity of those days comes less easily now. When she trains, it’s in a crowded gym at the Texas Tech rec center, an aerobics class going full blare through the wall. When she plays, it’s with part-time students who come in the form of out-of-shape insurance agents and car dealers and ranch hands who don’t shower and any number of the other guys who show up for pick-up, intent on disavowing the roll of fat around their middles. Sometimes, gathering on the court, they look at her as if to say: How the hell did you get here? There is an answer to this question, but she doesn’t often offer it. She’s not particularly looking for friends out here. Anyway, if she were to answer it, it might come out sounding like an apology.

Backing up until her toes touch the three-point line, she bounces the ball once, boosts herself a few inches into the air, and blam, her jump shot cuts a sharp parabola and collapses neatly into the hoop.

“You got it now,” says her companion, a round-faced guy with a freshly shaved bald head, stepping beneath the hoop. “You’re right there.” She shoots again, on the mark, and he feeds the ball back to her. Part of the ritual.

This is Eric Jackson, fiancé to Sheryl Swoopes. He calls himself her high school sweetheart, though according to Sheryl they started dating just two weeks before she went to college. There were plenty of boys in that high school, says Sheryl, though in the end there was only Eric, the most persistent of them all, who at the time he finally captured her heart was just sixteen years old.

Each time Sheryl shoots, Eric, who is now twenty-one, registers it, successful or not, with an almost imperceptible nod. He’s not a coach and he knows it. But the thing he knows better than anyone is Sheryl Swoopes, her moods, her frustrations, and the small things that can set her mind adrift, sometimes resulting in a half-cocked wrist or feet that are planted just a bit too wide.

“Think about your shoulders,” he says, watching keenly as she misses one then two shots from the perimeter, his brow furrowing slightly. “Get your stance right and then shoot. No hurry now.”

They have come here to the rec center, she and he, nearly every night for nine months straight, Sheryl to play, Eric to look after Sheryl. At the local bank, where by day Sheryl is a teller, Eric works security in the vault. In less than two months, their friends and family will drive out from Brownfield for Sheryl and Eric’s wedding.

Brownfield is a community of ten thousand set down in the wide-open plains southeast of Lubbock, built by the men who worked on outpost ranches and oil fields that cover much of West Texas, the kind of place where people raise their families modestly, sitting together on Sundays at the Baptist church downtown, praying for no tornadoes and no layoffs and the kind of faith it takes to live under the cumbersome white wall of Texas sky. Girls have babies in high school, boys get the same jobs as their daddies. People in Brownfield stay in Brownfield, says Sheryl, though her own daddy took off in 1971, when she was just three months old, never to come back. But those who stay are good to one another, they like things simple, and this is something Sheryl says she remembers when she looks at Eric.

As a girl, even unconsciously, it seems she was intent on leaving. From the gravel of her backyard, she watched the airplanes crossing the sky, on their way from Dallas to L.A., flashing in the sun. She’d seen the stewardesses on TV, their burgundy skirts and lipstick and little caps on their heads, the perfect ladies, and she dreamed someday of becoming one, of living her life high in the air above Brownfield. Out in the gravel with James and Earl, her two older brothers, she would toss a basketball through the rim of an old bicycle wheel they’d nailed to a post. She played each day until the sky got dark and the taillights from the planes blinked red above her. Sometimes one of the boys would give her a hard shove and she’d run sweating inside to find her mother cooking dinner, who, hugging her, would say, that’s all right baby, you belong here with me.

In the end, however, where she belonged was on the basketball court. At Brownfield High they’d never seen anyone play the way Sheryl Swoopes did. She was lean and graceful and could shoot the ball from anywhere on the court. Beyond that, she was fast, hustling past defenders so quickly that they could hardly turn around before she’d made her move to the basket. Her junior year, Brownfield beat Comanche, Slayton, and Ingleside, and finally on the strength of 26 points from Sheryl, they beat Hardin-Jefferson for the state championships in Houston. James and Earl drove down and watched their kid sister dance on the court with both hands raised in the air. Everyone in Brownfield knew it then: Sheryl Swoopes would soon be leaving.

She was offered a scholarship for the University of Texas Lady Long-horns in Austin, then one of the top three women’s basketball programs in the country. But when she flew there after her graduation, she found it to be big and disorienting and she missed her mother and she missed Eric and no amount of great basketball—no promise of a high-profile NCAA future—was worth that. She was home after a week, enrolled at the local junior college, where she stayed and played basketball until Eric finished up at Brownfield High. Nobody called her a quitter exactly, but sometimes it was suggested in the way people spoke to her that she’d done a dumb female thing and traded a career for a man.

When finally after two years at junior college Sheryl packed up and drove thirty-eight miles across the buffalo grass and sage to play ball at Texas Tech, there were awards and accolades and plenty of nights when she could do no wrong. Little boys and little girls tried to imitate her famous jump shot, so effortless that the ball seemed to lift from her fingertips of its own accord, arcing over the heads of opponents and teammates alike before dropping delicately into the hoop. Attendance at the Municipal Coliseum nearly quadrupled. And in 1993, her second and final season at Tech, Sheryl Swoopes brought home the national championship.

It’s a day that Eric still sees when he closes his eyes. The numbers rattle easily off his tongue. She scored 47 points, a record. Her tournament statistics were all records too: most points (177), most field goals (56), and most free throws (57). When it was over and Sheryl was dancing on the court, Eric, from his place in the stands, danced with her.

But the problem with having the best day of your life is that there’s always a day after and more days and weeks and even months that will never be as good as that one day. Two years after cutting down the net in Atlanta, the female Jordan is back in Lubbock, working behind the teller window at South Plains National Bank of West Texas, biding her time at the rec center and nursing one last dream.

Some nights she runs and dribbles and jumps until the sweat rivers off her body and her legs lose their spring, her last shot at greatness seeming utterly in reach. Other nights she can’t find it inside herself—the day at the bank was too long, the last workout hurt too much—and instead she sits at home and reads in the newspapers about this kid Lobo who’s come after the last kid, Leslie, the new sensations, and suddenly the impossible seems possible: Swoopes is old and basketball is on the verge of passing her by. Never mind that Nike has said it wants to name a shoe after her, that she still gets autograph requests from little kids. If she’s only as good as her last game, then she’s good enough to play the insurance salesman and car dealers and she’s a Lubbock bank teller and not a lot more.

And thus there is an urgency to the way she plays these days. Tryouts for the U.S. national team, the one that will play in the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, are a week away in Colorado Springs at the Olympic Training Center. The place seems jinxed to her. She’s got a disaster story for nearly every trip up there she’s made. There was a sprained ankle one year, a concussion the next, and finally a busted knee that dashed her hopes for the 1992 Olympics. When finally she did make a U.S. team, last summer, she went to Australia to play in the World Championships, and she blew it, shooting poorly and tiring easily, unable to keep pace against the stronger and tougher international competition.

When on the plane home from Australia, Sheryl asked the world championship coach, the hard-nosed Tara VanDerveer of Stanford, how she could bring her game up to par, VanDerveer said, “I don’t know, Sheryl, but playing with guys is not the answer.”

Yet on a Thursday night in Lubbock, with team trials looming, the guys are all Sheryl Swoopes has. When the battered-looking wall clock lurches to seven, the group collects itself at center court. Sheryl throws up one last shot, then tosses Eric her ball and joins them as they divide into teams. Several of the men nod hello to her, gestures she acknowledges coolly. The sunbeam smile that was her trademark in college is kept firmly in check. Instead, she stands with eyebrows arched, lips set in a firm line, hands on hips, waiting finally to play.

As the game gets under way, Eric monitors it gravely from the sideline, bent over at the waist like a baseball ump. From time to time he offers a directive, though Sheryl seems hardly to hear him. She hadn’t wanted to come at all tonight, having plunked herself on the couch after work and flipped on the TV, but he’d stood in front of the couch and reminded her maybe a bit grumpily, this was the home stretch. On the way there, they’d quibbled over the fact that Sheryl had forgotten her ankle braces. For a second they considered turning back to get them, but Sheryl waved it off. It was just another night of practice. What was the difference?

At its best, pick-up basketball upholds a certain egalitarian ideal, governed by an open-acceptance policy that allows the worst to play side by side with the best, the fit to meet the unfit, strangers to become teammates. The rule being that whoever shows up plays. By extension, pick-up play tends to be rough, catering to the lowest common denominator of skill, a breeding ground for bad habits. Egos flare, passing is kept to a minimum, rules concerning double-dribbling, traveling, and camping out beneath the basket are often abandoned, and in the end even the most polite of games can quickly devolve into a thrashing free-for-all.

“Watch yourself there!” Eric calls out as one player, an older white guy, charges his bride. When the man misses his layup, Sheryl grabs the offensive rebound and tosses the ball back out, then while her teammate tangles with the ball, she accelerates expertly in and out of the under-the-hoop traffic until she’s found an open patch of court. “Here!” she calls out, her voice rising above the others, her right hand flipped high in the air. “Right here!” The ball flies in her direction and she jumps to catch it just as a defender bears down. She spins out of his way and comes up in shooting position, lofting the ball into the net.

The perspiration is beginning to drip from Sheryl’s forehead. Several of the guys are huffing hard as they thunder up and down the court, chasing the ball through nearly continuous turnovers.

“Finish your shot,” Eric calls to an awkward kid of about fourteen, unable to help himself. “See it through now.” The kid’s shot bounces out. He reaches for the rebound, but Sheryl is there first, her body sixteen inches in the air, her fingers wrapping neatly around the ball as she drops back to earth. But somewhere in that moment the kid has slid himself beneath the hoop, inadvertently undercutting Sheryl as she comes down. Eric knows it’s coming before he even sees it. Her feet land crookedly, thrown off by the boy’s foot; her knees buckle and she thumps to the floor, the ball skittering away.

Then there is silence. Suddenly Eric comes storming, and before anyone knows it he has a hand on the guy’s shoulder, his other hand curled in a fist, but when he sees the apologetic face he pulls back—it was a mistake, he knows it immediately—and then he catches sight of Sheryl, strewn on the floor and screaming as her ankle balloons grotesquely, and he wheels around and takes off running. Some of the guys think he’s gone for help or ice, but he doesn’t come back. They try to help her, but she’s barely able to breathe, letting loose with great hiccuping sobs.

“Breathe, Sheryl. C’mon, girl.”

“I’m fine, leave me alone, don’t touch it. I’m fine,” she’s saying, her voice a barely concealed wail.

“Just … please, leave me alone for a sec. Somebody get Eric. Don’t worry about me, just go get him. Tell him … tell him I’m okay.”

Nearly an hour later they drive home in silence. Sheryl’s ankle is packed in bags of ice and swaddled in an Ace bandage. Her eyes are puffed from crying. She chews on a thumbnail and stares morosely out the window. Eric can’t think of a thing to say to her. What is there to say? He simply lost it, running out into the hallway and up the stairs that led outside, needing a few minutes just to calm himself down before returning to piggyback her off the floor. Maybe it’s not right, pouring so much of himself into her, taking on the weight of her dream, even as she herself seems to falter under it. He steers the car gently, easing it around corners and into stoplights, as if that somehow could make it easier on her. Outside, the streetlights seem to glare, their frank white light blotting out the vast Texas plains in the distance.

She’ll have to stay off the ankle for at least a day or two. She won’t play hard for a solid week. But at least it’s not her knee. It doesn’t mean surgery or rehab or anything more than easing up a little. In a week she’ll still be able to play, anyway, even if it’s not at top form.

At home, he will rewrap her ankle, maybe fix her a chocolate milk shake, rub her shoulders. “It’s going to work out,” he says quietly. “You’re going to be okay.”

Five days later Sheryl is back on the basketball court, both ankles wrapped tightly in athletic tape, working her way stiffly around the three-point line, banking on the one shot she knows might distinguish her from the other women going to Colorado Springs. Eric stands off to one side, chasing the occasional loose ball but mostly remaining quiet as the once-great Sheryl Swoopes works to resurrect herself. The indifference that once calmed her is gone. Instead, there is a prayer to accompany every shot, not particularly a fully formed prayer but a hope that borders on the religious, a silent request that things will work out.

As her muscles begin to warm up, she tests her ankle gingerly, dribbling the ball slowly down the passing lane, throwing up an easy set shot, which bumbles on the rim and then bounces away. With two quick, pained steps she recaptures the ball near the foul line. Grimacing, she sizes up the basket and then almost in anger breaks into an instinctive run, dribbling the ball ahead of her, favoring her right leg just slightly as she charges beneath the basket and lets the ball fly, a looping hook shot she sends off into the air with a single desperate thought: please.


Chapter 1

Team Trials

Colorado Springs lies seventy miles south of Denver, located precisely where the flats of the eastern part of the state escalate abruptly into the boulder-strewn front range of the Rocky Mountains. The city itself is laid out at the foot of the mountains in a quiet grid of broad, tree-lined streets, with a sleepy but vaguely corporate downtown area and a large, landscaped park that fronts the Monument River on both sides. On a spring evening the park overflows with joggers, dog walkers, and Frisbee throwers, while brilliantly colored flocks of cyclists zip through the streets, past well-dressed men and women floating down Cascade Avenue, headed for the evening symphony.

Life in “the Springs,” as it’s known in Colorado, is generally prosperous. Drawn by a combination of mild weather, a low cost of living, and an influx of relocating businesses, people have moved to Colorado Springs in droves recently, making it one of the country’s fastest-growing communities. The population is overwhelmingly white and mostly middle class, lending the city a comfortable if unstimulating homogeneity as well as a decidedly conservative bent. The U.S. Air Force Academy sits on the bluffs north of town, while the right-wing Christian organization, Focus on the Family, has its headquarters nearby. Local radio broadcasts daily Christian call-in shows led by former University of Colorado football-coach-turned-evangelist Bill McCartney, who not too long ago relocated himself and his fundamentalist men’s coalition, the Promise Keepers, to town.

Set on a nondescript street about a mile behind the stately mountain-view homes on Cascade is the Olympic Training Center, situated conveniently next to a hospital and across from a Taco Bell. The center is perhaps best described as the Pentagon of American athletics, home to a brain trust of physiologists, trainers, sports psychologists, and coaches whose sole purpose is to boost the strength, speed, and competitiveness of elite U.S. athletes. Helped along by small stipends from the U.S. Olympic Committee, athletes of all stripe—wrestlers, fencers, cyclists, swimmers—come here for training residencies of various length, housed in several unsightly concrete dormitories that were once barracks in the compound’s former incarnation as an Air Force base. As the center has grown over the years, it’s been supplemented with a mixture of new buildings and hastily thrown-up modular cubes that serve as trainers’ rooms and sports science labs. Today, with its cheery industriousness and bric-a-brac buildings, the training center bears the aura of part college campus, part trailer park. A large digital sign on a grassy lawn counts down the days to the next summer and winter Olympics.

On a Thursday in late May, the day that twenty-four female basketball players came to try out for the U.S. national team, the sign registered 425 days before the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta. The last of the winter’s snow lay patchworked across the mountains, the Monument River was fast and bloated with spring runoff, a touch of the passing season’s brusqueness still hung in the air. For the women who checked in at the training center’s front desk, receiving dormitory keys in exchange for their signature, Atlanta seemed immeasurably far away. The colorful six-foot-high Olympic rings that festoon a large wall in front of the gym seemed to signify only a distant and evanescent place in time, an abstraction rather than an actual event. Yet it was for this abstraction, the promise of it, that they had come.

They brought with them little more than what it would require to get through the next week: gym bags, basketball shoes, mouth guards, piles of freshly laundered white socks, an outfit or two to wear to the movies or the mall or the Japanese restaurant near the mall. Packed into their bags, too, were the small individual things—amulets, distractions, baubles they could return to in quieter moments. Lisa Leslie, a lanky forward from southern California, brought a thick paperback romance novel. Pint-sized point guard Dawn Staley packed two decks of cards for acey-deucey in the dorm; Nikki McCray, a young guard for whom singing was the ultimate anodyne, brought her Whitney Houston CDs and a portable player; Val Whiting packed a worn-looking teddy bear and a bag full of vitamins; Jennifer Azzi brought a Bible; Ruthie Bolton arrived from Florida with little to help her but the memory of her mother, who had recently died of cancer.

Each one of them had been to Colorado Springs before, auditioning for the various teams that USA Basketball, the sport’s nonprofit governing body, sends on the yearly rotation of summer tournaments, including the Goodwill Games, Pan Am Games, and World Championships. More often than not, they’d made every team they tried out for. They had been NCAA Players of the Year and All-Americans, forces who had led their college teams to national championships. They’d played professionally all over the world—from Brazil to Japan to Sweden—and garnered every award that basketball had to offer a woman. Two of them had Olympic medals already; others weren’t even out of college. They ranged from five foot five to six foot six, from twenty to thirty in age. They hailed from Oregon and Illinois and Mississippi and Massachusetts and all parts in between. Fourteen of them were black; ten were white. Four had their college numbers retired. Some of them were friends, others nodding acquaintances, still others were rivals from years before. But what they would have in common, at least for the next week, were the same two hoops and a ball filled with eight pounds of air.

Whether the athletes fully understood it or not, women’s basketball had reached a new threshold in terms of popularity that year. Three weeks earlier, led by senior star Rebecca Lobo, the University of Connecticut Huskies had capped off an undefeated season by winning the national championship at the Target Center in Minneapolis. As the final point was scored in front of 19,000 rambunctious fans and a national television audience of 5.4 million, one thing became clear: America was paying unprecedented attention to the women’s team from Connecticut.

Perhaps it was fortuitous that the Huskies had their home court in the media-rich Northeast, near the well-to-do suburbs of New York City where a number of influential marketing executives made their homes. Surely it helped that they went undefeated in a season during which it was announced that women were outbuying men in the athletic shoe market, when BusinessWeek was reporting that women’s hoops attracted “well-educated, family-oriented fans,” i.e., demographic dreams for television advertising. It was significant, too, that cooperative, humble stars like the Huskies’ Rebecca Lobo leapt into the limelight just as a Sports Illustrated cover story was bellyaching about the “pouting prima donnas” of the NBA, and polls showed that the 1994 baseball strike had rendered Americans disenchanted with the millionaire celebrity culture created by men’s professional sports. A more recent hockey strike had left sportswriters with empty columns to fill, and because of this, women’s basketball had gotten more coverage lately than ever before. Given what seemed to be a harmonic convergence of factors, at the finish of the 1995 college season, women’s basketball was poised to bust into the mainstream.

If anyone had been paying attention to all of this, it was Teresa Edwards, a guard with broad, rounded shoulders, cornrowed hair, and a half-inch scar between her eyebrows, the result of a childhood mishap long forgotten. For her, basketball had become political. It went beyond the totaling of wins and losses, of gold medals and bronze medals and the arcane math of statistics; basketball was instead about discipline and tenacity and, above all, fairness. She had grown up poor, the child of a single mother who had left high school to work in the vegetable fields outside Cairo (pronounced kaý-ro), Georgia, when she got pregnant with Teresa at the age of sixteen. For Teresa, the basketball court had become an equalizer, the place where with something as simple as determination she could transcend the circumstances that by a sociologist’s measure were most likely to doom her. She went to college and became the first in her family ever to graduate. She traveled the world playing basketball, her athleticism and control on the court making her one of the best guards in the world, her career growing into one of the longest and most distinguished in the history of the women’s game. She was the grande dame of the international scene, a player who could not let go of the game of basketball, even as nearly every one of her contemporaries had retired. Eventually, she had earned enough money to go home to Cairo and buy her mother a car and a three-bedroom house with a deck in the nice section of town. This, Teresa liked to say, meant more than any shot she could ever take.

Still, she was thirty years old, and having played in the last three Olympics, her wisdom was tempered by a sober pragmatism. She’d read in the papers about UConn and Rebecca Lobo and all the attendant hoopla, but she had also seen basketball brilliance flare and then fizzle in the past, with Sheryl Swoopes, for example, or back in the eighties, when Cheryl Miller’s prolific scoring had briefly captured the country’s imagination. She’d seen pro leagues for women come and go, most of them defeated by what she felt to be the misguided, almost surreal perception that women’s play needed to be accessorized with things like colored balls, lowered hoops, and players wearing shiny, body-hugging spandex unitards.

In fifteen years of basketball, she had seen a whole lot, and while the victories stood out like mountain peaks, in particular the gold medals in the ’84 and ′88 Games, the defeats made her feel shallow and a touch bitter. The U.S. team had settled for bronze in Barcelona, soundly beaten by the Russians and the Chinese. They had lost again at the World Championships in 1994, this time to a feisty, trash-talking Brazilian team. Over the course of Teresa Edwards’s unusually long career in basketball, the once-preeminent U.S. women had been overthrown, toppled. The worst part of it all was that back in the States, nobody outside the insular world of coaches and players had really seemed to care one way or the other about post-college women’s basketball. While on the college level women’s basketball was starting to grow a following, the American sports machine, fueled as it was by shoe companies and television contracts and salary wars, male sportswriters and the star-making wizards of the NBA, was still built to support men and not women. Given what Teresa had seen in her lifetime—the empty coliseums and practices scheduled late at night in order not to interfere with the men’s teams, the unitards and all—that was pretty clear.

Perhaps as a result she had learned to trust people just as much as she needed to, letting them in only by increments, meeting the world with an even gaze that revealed little emotion, her brown eyes frank and at times intentionally intimidating. While a basketball team was a good place to find at least a tenuous racial equity, stepping off the court into the masses of mostly white coaches, mostly white media, mostly white marketing people, and even the mostly white fans, she felt the powerful imbalance of the world come rushing back. More than once she had done interviews only to have the interviewer forget her name and inadvertently substitute the name of another black player instead.

“You gonna remember me tomorrow?” she once asked a television producer before agreeing to an interview, one eyebrow cocked doubtfully. On a number of occasions she simply refused to give interviews at all.

Years had passed and international tournaments had come and gone and each season the faces got younger, the women Teresa played with seemed more resilient, shaped by a different kind of basketball—a quick and more privileged version of what she had known in college, back when Division I programs were cash poor and uncelebrated. Beyond that, the young players had a new optimism, a fresh-faced eagerness that in turns eased and aggravated her sagging spirit.

In the moments following the U.S. loss in the semifinals at the 1992 Olympics in Barcelona, a television reporter had caught Teresa and one of her teammates, both still shining with sweat, as they left the court and asked whether they’d be back in 1996. “Not me, I don’t think so,” announced Teresa without hesitation, punctuating the declaration with an emphatic shake of her head. “… I’m getting too old for this.”

But four years later, having returned home to her house in Atlanta from a draining season in France, Teresa was reading the sports pages and half believing that this time things could change for real. Attendance at women’s games was up all around the country, women were getting more press. The shoe companies had been giving women free gear for years, but now they were starting to pay female players to wear their shoes.

And then there was this national team. The bronze in Barcelona had been enough of a debacle that USA Basketball had decided to make changes: In the past, Olympic teams had been chosen just six weeks before Opening Ceremonies, thrown together under a good deal of pressure to learn plays, scout the competition, and adjust to the various personalities and styles within the team. This year, USA Basketball, with the help of the NBA, had lobbied companies like Sears, State Farm, Tampax, and Champion to finance a women’s national team, paying twelve top U.S. players to spend an unprecedented fourteen months preparing for Atlanta under the direction of one of the country’s most renowned coaches, Tara VanDerveer of Stanford. With a $3 million budget and the marketing muscle of the NBA’s merchandising department behind it, the team would embark on a barnstorming world tour, complete with public appearances, nationally televised games, and a movable feast of reporters following along.

Understanding this, Teresa Edwards had started thinking. She thought about what she’d given to basketball and what basketball had given her back, about the long hours of practice and all the travel and how it could make her feel strong and weak at the same time. Then she considered the future, the day that would come when her body would start resisting the workouts, her joints stiffening and her reflexes slowing. She would become a coach or an administrator, someone close to the court, for basketball would always be there for women, though the question was to what extent and how and where and in front of whom. Thinking that here was her chance to shape the answers, she arrived at a thought that four years earlier she couldn’t have conceived of: She had one comeback left.

The creation of a national team had infused a new hope in many American players. While male college stars graduated (or, as was increasingly the case, didn’t graduate) to the happy excesses of the NBA draft, their female counterparts faced the ignominious choice between early retirement or a career playing for the largely substandard club and corporate teams in Europe, Asia, and South America, places where professional women’s basketball had been around for years, drawing modest crowds and varying amounts of corporate sponsorship, but thriving enough to give certain teams budgets to bring in two foreign players, usually Americans, each season. Life abroad was far from glamorous, however. Female players routinely complained of loneliness, racism, and professional mistreatment. In Japan, where higher salaries lured many American athletes, male coaches often kicked and punched their female players, even during time-outs in a game.

In the three years since she’d finished her NCAA career at Virginia, Dawn Staley had rotated through six different teams in France, Italy, Brazil, and Spain and was quick to admit she was tired of it. (“I’m not going back to Europe ever,” she declared. “Not even on vacation.”) Sheryl Swoopes had signed on with a team in Italy following her final season at Texas Tech, but it was only three months before a dispute over her paycheck had brought her home. Shanda Berry had a lawyer write a “no abuse” clause into her contract before going to play in Japan. Twenty-seven-year-old Ruthie Bolton had left her husband of three years each fall for nearly six months in order to compete in the European season, and Val Whiting had logged two unhappy seasons abroad in order to save money for medical school. As rumors of a national team had floated across Europe early on in the 1994–1995 season, they were met by exiled American players with a uniform joy.

The only exception was Katrina McClain, a soft-spoken black twenty-nine-year-old forward from Georgia who happened to be Teresa Edwards’s best friend. She had played on USA Basketball teams nearly every summer for the last thirteen years and had won a gold medal already, in the 1988 Olympics. On the ill-fated ’92 Olympic team, she had been the top rebounder, and when the U.S. lost the World Championships to Brazil in ’94, it had been despite the best efforts of Katrina, who scored more points per game than any other American. She was widely considered one of the best female players in the world, a dynamic six-foot-two power forward who could hurl herself into the rowdiest tussle under the hoop and emerge, a foot and a half in the air, with the ball in hand. She had weathered years of highly physical basketball with hardly an injury to speak of. Now, pushing thirty, she was at the pinnacle of her game. Playing for a corporate team in Japan, she was making more than $200,000 a season, over twice the average salary of an American player abroad.

To Katrina’s way of thinking, the invisibility that went along with playing women’s basketball was just fine. Or maybe she was simply used to it, having been right there in ’92 as the women’s team vanished in the shadow of Michael Jordan and the rest of the men’s Dream Team. Either way, returning home from Japan in late February, she had little interest in trying out for the national team. First, the physical exhaustion of the last season, of seven years of nearly continuous basketball, pushed her to say no. Then there was the money. She’d had an offer of $300,000 to play for a Hungarian team next season, while USA Basketball could pay just $50,000 and wanted over a year of her life. Then, of course, there were all those obstacles, she said, all the ways the women got treated worse than the guys, all the attitudes people had about female players. When the 1992 team had returned from Barcelona, The Washington Post published a story by staff writer Tom Callahan entitled “The (Lesser) Games Women Play,” which criticized the female basketball players, observing that “They walked like men, slapped hands like men. They played like junior high school boys. No, to be fair, high school boys, the junior varsity.” The attitude was familiar and infuriating. Sometimes, said Katrina, you could feel it in the way people looked at you, as if being tall and strong and female to boot made you some kind of mannish freak.

Beyond that, playing for Tara VanDerveer last year at the World Championships had been no piece of cake. VanDerveer was a saturnine coach with a work ethic that bordered on the maniacal. Her teams won—and they usually did win—because they outworked their opponents, running the ball up and down the court fast and hard enough to leave the other team breathless and spent. The superior conditioning of VanDerveer’s teams could be attributed to her fondness of lengthy “two-a-days,” morning and evening workouts that allowed little time for rest. During the early season, her Stanford teams spent nearly as much time on the track as they did on the basketball court. But those were twenty-year-olds, ardent owners of healthy knees and unjaded minds, ready to jump and sprint at the coach’s command. And VanDerveer made no bones about the fact that she liked twenty-year-olds, even preferred them to the veterans. So why, reasoned Katrina, should she haul herself to Colorado Springs and kill herself to try out for a coach who would not only run her ragged but would fill her ears with a year’s worth of strident opinions to boot?

Teresa and Katrina had been friends for so long, they couldn’t remember the exact year in which they had met. They had been high school players competing in some sports festival, the location of which they’d forgotten, too. Teresa, says Katrina, was calm and self-possessed, radiating a determination that seemed to cow the other players, including Katrina. According to Teresa, Katrina was so shy, she hardly spoke a word the whole time. But she was kind and good-humored, and when Teresa threw the hardest and fastest no-look pass, Katrina was always there to catch it and lay it in. When several years later Katrina was recruited to the University of Georgia Bulldogs, where Teresa was already a sophomore starter, the two ended up as roommates. In time they were known almost solely by their nicknames, Tree and T, often uttered in the same uninterrupted breath. Like so many friendships born in a gym or on a playing field, theirs was a connection that was largely unspoken, an outgrowth of what happened on the court, an instinctive call and response, dependence answered by reliability.

Off the court, this translated into a quiet and comfortable unity. They had played together across the globe, had sat together in airports and hotel rooms and locker rooms all over creation, and found a way to laugh—Katrina with a wound-up, almost slapstick giggle; Teresa with a low, drawn-out chuckle—about nearly everything. Even when the reality of it stung, they had laughed about getting older and all the good old hard times and about the coaches who might not like their attitudes. But back in Georgia, after their seasons abroad this year, talking on the phone or getting together occasionally for a meal, when the subject turned to national team trials, Katrina tended to fall into silence and, following her lead, Teresa would too.

They had an inkling that VanDerveer had come away from the World Championships figuring them to be uncoachable, players whose games were competent but inflexible after so many years of doing their own thing, playing with minimal coaching abroad. But while Katrina had delicately laid aside the six-page agreement USA Basketball had sent regarding the national team trials, saying vaguely that she’d make up her mind later, Teresa had filled it out and faxed it in without a second thought. She was going. VanDerveer or no VanDerveer, this was important.

Teresa was not given to keeping her opinions to herself, but when it came to her best friend, she knew better than to push it. What, really, was there to say anyway? She could hardly step in as a friend and recommend that Katrina forgo $300,000 for what amounted to a USA Basketball gamble. Any athlete knew that a career lasted only as long as a body did, and as far as anybody knew, this could well be McClain’s last chance to make that kind of money playing basketball. She’d heard her friend say many times that she wanted to fatten her bank account so she could retire and get married, have kids, have a normal quiet life in Georgia. Teresa couldn’t argue with that, nor could she come close to guaranteeing that either of them would make the national team anyway. Thus she held her tongue, saying nothing, figuring that if Katrina wanted her advice, she’d ask for it. When she didn’t, Teresa took a deep breath and resolved to go to trials alone.

The Antlers Doubletree Hotel sits about a mile from the training center, a thirteen-story three-star hotel whose west-side rooms look out onto the Rockies and whose east side faces and even seems to dwarf the low, unremarkable buildings and bosky thoroughfares of downtown Colorado Springs. The most upscale hotel in town, the Antlers is a hive of constant activity, with conventions rotating in and out weekly—firefighters associations and cosmetic sales and various Christian causes—along with the usual traffic of tourists, wedding receptions, and visiting businesspeople. In late May 1995, a collection of real estate agents had invaded the Antlers and so, too, in a far less conspicuous way, had the off-court cognoscenti of women’s basketball.

While it was relatively easy to identify the basketball players trying out for the national team by their bags of ice, aching joints, and beleaguered expressions, the people who came to watch trials were far less recognizable, particularly in the lobby of a place like the Antlers, where nearly everybody was well-dressed, white, and given to crossing the plush green carpet with quick, purposeful strides. Armed with a keen eye and a passing familiarity with NCAA basketball, however, one might begin to pick out the notables as they came through. There was the strikingly confident Pat Summit, head coach at Tennessee, coach of the gold-medal-winning ’88 Olympic team. There was Connecticut’s Geno Auriemma, blue-eyed, with a helmet of immaculately blow-dried spun-gold hair and a dimly victorious air about him, having vanquished Summit’s Tennessee Vols at last month’s Final Four. There was Sylvia Hatchell, a small woman with a no-nonsense expression, whose North Carolina team had decimated both Summit’s and Auriemma’s the year before.

Next came Sue Levin, the thirty-two-year-old manager of women’s sports marketing at Nike, then Beth Bass, who bore a similar title at Converse, and behind her a few folks from Reebok. Then, one by one, the sportswriters piled in, from USA Today and the Associated Press and Sports Illustrated; and eventually more coaches—some volunteering to help as floor coaches, several of them part of the thirteen-member selection committee that would chose the team, still others there simply to see the players they had trained and molded go head-to-head against the players trained and molded by the other coaches.

Andy Landers, the jocular coach of the University of Georgia Bulldogs, enjoyed the vein of competition that ran through the NCAA coaching community. Particularly among top-ranked schools like Tennessee, Stanford, Georgia, North Carolina, and Connecticut, rivalries could be fierce, particularly late in the season as the tournament approached, and in the mid-fall when recruiting battles heated up, but the summer months usually offered a friendly reprieve. Arriving at the training center, he waved amiably to several of the other coaches, somewhat surprised by the fact that so many of them had showed up.

He himself had no intention of coming until just a few days earlier. He had gone to Tennessee to visit family for the weekend, when, as he sat in his mother’s living room at eleven P.M. on Friday night, four days before trials were to begin, the phone rang.

“Coach?” came a rasping familiar voice. “What are you doing?”

“Mac,” he said, instantly recognizing Katrina McClain, a player he hadn’t coached for eight years but with whom he’d remained close. Last he’d heard, she was making plans to play in Hungary. “I’m just knocking around.… What are you doing?”

“I’m going,” she said. “I decided to go.” Then, after a pause: “I’m just calling to see if you’re going.”

Surprised, Landers sat back in his chair and quickly rethought his plans, knowing his two old players would have to play their best in order to convince USA Basketball to take them. “Yeah, I’m going,” he said. “I’ll just see you there.”

“Okay, good,” said McClain. “Teresa wants to talk to you.”

An audibly cheered Teresa Edwards came on the line. “You going out? Really?” she said. In the wake of Katrina’s decision, she and Katrina had changed the airline tickets USA Basketball had sent so they could leave the next day, to join up with several other players to train together and adjust to the altitude before trials started.

“Absolutely,” Landers replied, “wouldn’t miss this for anything.”

On Thursday evening, just as the sun began to drop behind the mountains, trials began. They gathered in the freshly cleaned, echoing Sports Center gym on the training center’s west side: a chaotic cluster of players and evaluators, observers, trainers, USA Basketball employees, and there standing at the center of it all, arms folded, singular and serious, one Tara VanDerveer.

She wore blue nylon warm-up pants and a white USA Basketball golf shirt. A large silver whistle hung from her neck. At forty-two, she was relatively nondescript-looking, her coppery-brown hair cut so that it angled neatly away from her face, short enough to reveal the tips of her earlobes, in which she normally wore plain gold stud earrings. When she spoke, it was in a tone that was nasal and ringing, expertly whittled and honed over seventeen years of college coaching to cut through any kind of racket. When she watched, it was with piercing brown eyes beneath hooded eyelids, her lips parted almost imperceptibly. Even when she spoke, VanDerveer never stopped watching. Particularly on the basketball court but even in a place as unexceptional as an airport lounge or a busy restaurant, her eyes continually darted, her mind registering the surroundings as if to figure the odds and predict the results of whatever she saw, as if life itself were a grand-scale game.

It would go like this: two workouts a day; drills in the morning, scrimmages in the evenings, rest in the few hours between. VanDerveer would oversee every practice, regulating drills with bleats of her whistle, helped by her court coaches, whose job it was to be encouraging, who in their shorts, white golf shirts, and bright-hued sneakers looked not unlike camp counselors. The selection committee—made up of high school and college coaches—would watch it all. Sometimes they’d sit high in the bleachers, conferring; most of the time they’d sit at the long tables along the sidelines, scribbling silently on their clipboards. Either way, they were, in the manner of most good coaches, excellent observers: No turnover would be too small, no failed defensive assignment too minor to escape note. Late each night they would pull chairs around a low table in a room adjoining the gym and report to one another on what they’d seen.

The players were made to understand all of this in the customary speech that kicked off most trials, delivered by one USA Basketball official or another as the athletes, decked out in blue and white practice garb, twitched and fiddled in the bleachers. The speech covered the practicalities of the week ahead—meal tickets and laundry protocol—but it also always inevitably included a breathy riff on teamwork, on how the point was not to showcase yourself but rather to show that you could pass and play defense and make other players look good too, to be a team player.

Yet you couldn’t go through a trials, even for a junior team, and miss the irony in this type of speech. Everyone in the room knew it: Trials were about exalting one’s own high-flying self unabashedly over one’s peers. If you made the others look good, then you got cut and they didn’t. In the past, Olympic trials had been predictably high key, a trample-or-be-trampled rush to impress the selection committee. Any player invited to trials, a USA Basketball official once said, was talented enough to play in the Olympics. What trials determined was who wanted it most.

Some quiet banter aside, the players in the gym that night seemed wholly absorbed in their private preparations—lacing up their shoes meticulously, making final adjustments to the athletic tape that bound fingers and wrists and ankles, carefully removing the jewelry, earrings, and engagement rings that a number of them wore for luck until the last minute before play. Along the sidelines, several of the women bounced up and down on their toes as if that might unstopper some of the tension; others sat on a row of plastic chairs, elbows resting on knees, appearing to be lost in thought.

Sheryl Swoopes was fretting about her ankle, which still felt wobbly, and the details of her wedding, which was now just three weeks away. Ruthie Bolton was thinking about her family and her husband, Mark, of whom she’d seen too little recently. Sylvia Crawley was concerned with her finances, having left her season in Spain early in order to train for trials at home. Teresa Edwards thought about who would be judging her game that night. Rebecca Lobo thought about her college graduation, which she was missing in order to try out. Katrina McClain claims to have thought about nothing much at all, and Jennifer Azzi, a guard who’d played for VanDerveer at Stanford, was trying to think about anything but her failure to make the ′92 Olympic team, which had rendered her a bawling, defeated mess.

Taking to the court finally, they ran and shot and scrambled after the ball as if kingdoms depended on it. Elbows flew, passes shot cross-court at bruising speeds, bodies ricocheted off each other with startling impact, often sending one or both players to the floor. They played fast and hard for nearly an hour, running drills and half-court offenses, paced by VanDerveer’s whistle, before a scream went up and stopped them all dead. My knee my knee my knee! Dena Head, a five-foot-ten guard from Tennessee, had gone down under the basket, wilted over one leg.

As Head was loaded onto a stretcher and taken to the hospital—where she would learn that her anterior cruciate ligament had torn in several places, as busted as a knee could be—a moment of sweaty silence ensued among the remaining twenty-three players before the whistle sounded again and the howls of the fallen player got lost in the thunder of the game.

Arriving for the second practice on Friday morning, Andy Landers, the coach from Georgia, bypassed the gym itself, where most of the other coaches sat in chairs along the sidelines, and instead took up residence in the small, glassed-in boxing arena that overlooked the courts through a wide picture window. He watched the entire workout quietly from above, beginning at ten and going until noon, when VanDerveer gathered the players at center court and dismissed them with a brief, upbeat comment or two and a see-you-tonight. The players lingered only long enough to throw on sweatshirts and change out of their shoes before dragging themselves to the trainers’ room for ice or knee treatments or directly to the showers. Landers reached the court just in time to catch Edwards and McClain, who greeted him warmly.

“What did you think?” said McClain, grinning as she wiped her forehead with a white towel. “How’re we doing?”

“Let’s get lunch,” said Landers, putting a hand on both players’ shoulders. “Then we’ll talk.”

Thirty minutes later, sitting in a crowded Italian place with her best friend and their beloved old coach, McClain was riding high. So far trials hadn’t been as tough as she’d thought they would be. In the end, it had been a conversation with her older brother, Troy, a machinist in South Carolina, that had resolved the trials issue for her. She had called him the day the agreements were due, and he had sat on the other end of the line, listening as she talked. She ran on and on about money and being tired and all the bogus things written in that agreement, like how they had to give up certain marketing rights and they had to wear a certain brand of sports bra or else they’d get fined, and Troy just listened. She wondered what the Olympics would be like in Atlanta. Troy would drive up for Atlanta, wouldn’t he? She had talked about being old and out of favor, about the snappiness of VanDerveer’s tone and the many miles that team would have to travel together. She talked, too, about the two past Olympics and how having a gold medal hung around your neck was the truest kind of triumph she’d known. From time to time Troy had asked a gentle question, prodded when a certain answer didn’t make sense, but mostly he remained quiet, letting his baby sister ramble her way to a decision. The phone call went over an hour, at the end of which Katrina had signed her agreement and faxed it in.

At lunch she asked Landers again for his opinion of the trials.

“I’d cut you in a second,” he said, then watched as a beat passed as they realized he wasn’t joking, and their faces fell. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but that’s how you look to me. You’ve gone soft, playing overseas. You’re being lazy. You think the selection committee doesn’t see you shortcutting on drills, throwing away your passes?” He was talking mostly to McClain now. “You’re not impressing anyone out there, I hope you know that.”

McClain was silent. Edwards studied her plate. The waitress came by with the check.

“So what are we supposed to do, coach?” said Katrina softly after a moment, looking into the face of the man who years before had taken a risk in recruiting her, a once-unaggressive and only mildly distinguished high school player, into his top-seeded program.

Landers inspected her face, noting the furrowed forehead and the impatience in her eyes. “Try,” he said.

Many of their workouts began with a prayer led by one of the floor coaches, a quick circle into which most of the players gathered, held hands, bowed heads, closed eyes: “We ask that you would just heal any hurts or strains or cramps or anything like that bothering us, and we ask that you protect us and keep us free from injury, Amen. Okay let’s go, you guys.”

For several days they scrimmaged past eight o’clock at night and then woke up in the morning to do it all over again. The routine of it started to feel regular. They marched from the dorms to the gym to the noisy cafeteria, then back to the dorms again. Between workouts they sprawled on their beds or in one of the cramped athlete lounges, listening to music or reading to pass the time. When they talked, it was mostly about basketball.

“You see that pass I blew today?” said Dawn Staley to Carla McGhee as they tromped through the chilled air to dinner one evening. Carla was a brawny forward with soulful brown eyes and a quick wit. Like Dawn, she was uncertain about her chances of making the team.

Hearing Dawn’s question, though, Carla contorted her face into the openmouthed, exaggerated get-outta-town expression she often put on to amuse her peers: “Girl, I didn’t see you blow nothing out there.… You see Tree knock me down in that scrimmage? That,” announced Carla, pulling a hand from her jacket pocket to pound her own chest, “was rough.”

It was during these off hours that the fatigue manifested itself most. At night the dull ache in each of Dawn’s knees worsened. Teresa spent extra time icing the minor calf injury she’d suffered early that winter in France. The workouts had shucked so much weight from Jennifer Azzi’s already-thin frame that she made a special trip into town one afternoon to buy a powdered protein drink. Sheryl Swoopes could hardly keep her eyes open through a meal at McDonald’s with Eric, who along with one of her older brothers had checked into a nearby hotel.

Tara VanDerveer, too, was beginning to look frayed. Her voice had gone froggy, her skin looked pillowed and pale, her expression seemed to grow more severe as the week wore on. Hunched over her knees on the bench during the nightly scrimmages, she knit and unknit her hands, watching fiercely the proceedings on the court. At night she lay sleepless in her hotel room. Much of her anxiety, one had to figure, came from her relative lack of power in choosing the team, the result of some small clause in the massive and elaborate USA Basketball constitution that says the Olympic coach cannot vote on player selection. VanDerveer would get to speak her mind at two of the selection committee’s nightly meetings, but according to the rules, the committee was not particularly obligated to listen.

When she was appointed coach two months earlier, C. M. Newton, USA Basketball’s president, had given her a stern introduction to her new job. “This isn’t about silver,” he’d said. “This is about winning the gold.”

Later, VanDerveer was invited to lunch with NBA commissioner David Stern, whose organization was serving as the marketing agent for the women’s team, drumming up sponsorship on the promise that this would be the most successful and talented women’s team ever to play in the Olympics. During the meal Stern had turned to the coach and said, half seriously, “Well, there’s only one thing that can go wrong: You could mess it up.”

It was enough to keep anyone from sleeping at night. It was enough to make anyone crazy, being told in essence that you had to win the Kentucky Derby but that someone else would choose your horse.

As a college coach, VanDerveer was a methodical recruiter, assembling her Stanford team according to her own precise specifications: bringing in players who were more fast and lean than large and aggressive. Surveying the field at trials, though, recalling the size and strength of the international teams she’d competed against in the past, she wanted to fill the Olympic team with bangers—big, aggressive women who could take a charge from China’s six-foot-eight, 253-pound center, who could tangle for a rebound with Russia’s bullying forwards. Keeping an eye on the selection commitee, noting their various loyalties and prejudices, she sensed it coming: She wasn’t going to get the mix of players she wanted.

One reason for this, she might have guessed, was the secondary agenda USA Basketball had laid out for the team, which had less to do with winning a gold medal and more to do with marketing. According to the player agreements the athletes had signed prior to trials, they would spend the year participating in public appearances, charity events, media events, photo events, organized autograph sessions, and more or less whatever was deemed necessary by USA Basketball or Stern’s NBA Properties to promote the team, the sport, and most necessarily, the small cadre of corporate entities that had invested in the team’s fate. The players on the team would be responsible for selling not just tickets, T-shirts, and posters but also television ad space, high-priced sneakers, and by the sponsors’ bidding, everything from life insurance to tampons to Jell-O. Therefore, it needed pitchwomen with mediagenic looks and squeaky-clean personalities, quotable and cooperative, for if America was going to find a little room on its already-crowded athletic stage for a group of big, sweaty women, those women would have to squeeze themselves in politely and once there, they’d continually have to justify their presence not just with talent but with charm too.

The marketing efforts did not sit easily with VanDerveer. Players making public appearances took away from training time. Players who gave too many interviews could get distracted and, worse, egotistical. She was also a bit of a purist, holding true to the notion that athleticism sold sports, that the rest of it was relatively extraneous. At the very least, selling things was not part of her job description. What she needed was a team that could train and win together for over a year. She needed athletes, not media stars. There were some players who might fit both bills, she realized, like Sheryl Swoopes, whose striking looks and sunny public disposition were matched by explosive quickness and an unbeatable pull-up jump shot, and that was fine: She would make the team because she deserved to. More questionable and imminently troubling, though, was the current sweetheart of the sports-loving public, Rebecca Lobo, who seemed clearly overwhelmed by the older players, looking distinctly intimidated each time she stepped on the floor.

By Monday, the selection committee had made its first five cuts, posting a list that said who stayed and who went, dismissing two guards and two centers, most of them older players who did not seem as sharp or conditioned as the others. Teresa Edwards, the oldest of them all, didn’t need to look at the list to know that she was still in the running. In her estimation, she was playing well. But midway through the Monday-morning practice, her calf seized up suddenly, the muscle feeling like a thorn was being hammered into it, the flare of an old injury at exactly the wrong moment. She was examined by a trainer and told that trials for her were over, that her leg needed rest in order to heal.

For the next three days she watched two workouts a day from the sidelines, wearing sports sandals on her feet, an Ace bandage wrapped tightly around the hurt calf, shooting baskets by herself or simply just pacing the sidelines silently, her hands propped on her back, stealing glances at the selection committee as she wondered if what she’d done in four days was good enough to eclipse what others would do in seven.

Meanwhile, the competition had jumped up another notch as the trials moved into their end game. Katrina, who following Andy Landers’s lecture had gotten far more aggressive, emerged from a rebounding melee with a bloody nose. Nikki McCray, a guard just graduated from Tennessee, was knocked to the floor on a lay-up and came up limping. When two inside players, Shanda Berry and Tari Phillips, grappled for the ball, Phillips let out a bloodcurdling scream and staggered to the sidelines holding her ear. Rebecca Lobo was missing shots left and right. Sheryl Swoopes was playing well, but could not let go of the old superstition, the legacy of injuries that had taken her out of so many trials in the past. Everybody, it seemed, was tense and starting to fall apart.

The calmest member of the group appeared to be Lisa Leslie, a serene-faced, skin-and-bones center from California, who as the others worried their way to and from practice, walked around the training center grounds with her nose sunk into her romance novel—a habit that eventually caused her to trip and fall down a dormitory stairwell. She banged up a knee and scraped both hands, missing a practice to get patched up, but when she sauntered back to the gym dressed in a bright red baseball jacket with the words SUPREME COURT printed on the back, her hair in two thick braids that hung down on either side of her neck, she made a cheery foil to Teresa’s sideline anxiety. “Guess I learned my lesson,” she told a group of bystanders, merrily dismissing her clumsiness with a goofy wave of the arm, “I’ll never read and walk again!”

On Tuesday night, two more players were dropped—Sylvia Crawley, a center from North Carolina, and Niesa Johnson, a guard—leaving sixteen athletes still in
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