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DARE TO DREAM





To the memory of Joe McGinn.



To all of my players, past and present,

who have made my basketball life a wonderful journey.



To all of my assistant coaches, laboring long and hard

as we collectively pursue excellence.



Most important, to my family.



To my wife, Pat.



To my sons, Jim and Jeff.



To my daughter-in-law, Jen, and

my future daughter-in-law, Amy.



And to my granddaughter, Emily.




Prologue

You think you know what you’re doing. That’s the thing. You work every day, every year, hard as you can. You think sometimes—even in a business where your face is on the television screen, your name is in the newspaper, and the results of your work are printed in agate type in the standings—that you’re all alone. 

You have no idea how many people are paying attention. No idea . . .



Dear Coach Calhoun, 



After many happy years together, both of my parents passed away this past year; my father on Nov. 23, my mother just this past Mar. 17. My Dad, whom I always was very close to, went to a rehab/nursing home in September after having a small stroke, pneumonia, and some other problems. After thinking he’d recover fully, he developed more health problems and slowly began to go. My Dad, like you, was a Boston native, lived in Dedham, then relocated to Connecticut in the ’50s. He loved the Huskies and always talked about the games. [He passed away] and then my mother died of a sudden, unexpected heart attack. It was a shock to our family. 

I can’t explain how depressed I was at her death. I was in shock and in pain that few can understand. The night of her funeral, my husband and I watched your game in Arizona and he said, “We’re going to St. Petersburg.” Not being sure I really could do it, in the haze of pain I was in, I gradually agreed to go. We DROVE DOWN NON-STOP with two other people. Despite the sheer exhaustion and hunger, it was all worthwhile because of you and your team. 

I want to thank you FROM THE BOTTOM OF MY HEART for putting a smile on my face and happy tears in my eyes. You don’t know how much your hardworking, determined, gutsy team has meant to myself and others in similar circumstances. Your victory is our victory. We love you all and thank you-please extend to the team the fact that we love and appreciate them more than they know and how their win is somehow all our win, especially for those facing tough times. 



Joan Sheehan                           

Glastonbury, CT 



You are caught up with the mundane, the small emergencies of the moment that never end. There always is another call to make, another kid to see, another meeting, another 20-second time-out to take to discuss the problem that suddenly has arisen. . . . 



Dear Coach Calhoun and Team, 



I’m a UConn graduate, Class of ’52, and I’ve seen a lot of games, from Vinny Yokabaskas down through the years to the TV thrills of Scott Burrell’s fantastic toss to Tate George for his last-second basket, and for all the wonderful moments of Donyell Marshall, Donny Marshall, “The Dove,” and Ray Allen, to mention a few. . . . 

Yesterday I bought a basketball, blue and white, with Jonathan [the UConn mascot] and the words “UConn Huskies” on it. . . . I raised the UConn banner on my flagpole and donned one of my two lucky UConn sweatshirts. (I change at halftime.) With the basketball at my feet, dressed in “full battle array,” I watched with clenched, sweaty palms until those last few glorious seconds when I realized you didn’t need MY help, you were doing just fine! After the game, I opened my front door and let out a war whoop that, if it didn’t wake all the neighbors, at least frightened a few deer out of the yard! 

Thank you, thank you. You made an old lady happy!! 



Natalie Hermandorfer 

Easton, CT                                                                                                                               



You have no idea . . . 



Dear UConn, 



I think you are a good team. You have good defense and offense. I like to watch your games. I taped the game against Duke. I’m glad you won! Ricky Moore had some nice shots. I liked when Khalid had three men on him and still got the shot. My family wanted UConn to win! My teacher, Mr. Theroux, likes UConn, too! He wrote “UConn National Champions” on the board. 



Michael Bhatt 

Cromwell, CT         



No idea at all . . . 



Dear Jim, 



We are UConn Alumni, classmates of ’53, and have been going to UConn basketball games since we first met in Storrs in 1951. Storrs is sacred ground to us. It’s where we met and ultimately celebrated our engagement a few days before we graduated together forty-six years ago. We’re season ticket holders for [the men’s and women’s teams] and have been for many years. You have brought a special joy to our lives since you arrived some years ago and we want to thank you for that and congratulate you on your NCAA championship. 

We volunteer at the Grey Cancer Center at Hartford Hospital on Friday mornings. Last Friday, a woman who appeared to be well into her nineties arrived for chemotherapy treatment wearing a UConn championship T-shirt. Norton said to her, “How about those Huskies?” She lit up, eyes wide with a huge grin, and proudly responded, “You know, I stayed up till 11:30 and saw the whole damned game and loved every minute of it.” 

We thought you should have yet another example of how your good work brings happiness to so many. 



Janice and Norton Glass 

Avon, CT                                                                                                                                                                                              



You are caught in that dark tunnel of work. Everybody is. You are just doing what you’re supposed to do . . . 



Dear Coach Calhoun, 



I am a 1973 UConn graduate. I recently lost my husband to brain cancer. I am pleased to say that during his illness, from Dec. 5, 1997, to Dec. 1998, he always felt well enough to watch every game, never missing any. He asked for a TV in neuro intensive care before and after his surgery. 

Your team, your wonderful group of talented and friendly and generally pleasant guys, is what got my entire family through our worst nightmare and tragedy. Whenever I watched a game, I could forget my own misery and completely immerse myself in total Huskymania. When we got past that locked door [into the Final Four] this year was great, but almost even better was kicking Duke’s butt. . . . Before my husband passed away, I whispered in his ear at Connecticut Hospice, “Lee, when you get to Heaven, make sure the Huskies win.” 

Now he knows he’s made it. 



Susan Mohn                                             

North Haven, CT 



You come out of the tunnel. 

You are amazed by the brightness of the light. 




Chapter 1

FINAL FOUR



Dear Jim, 



What a great time for you, the team and your family. Your new little granddaughter, Emily, is precious (I saw you hold her picture for the camera when you were being interviewed). 

I have started this letter to you before the game begins-just to tell you how proud I am and feel. I have a very strong feeling that your old coach is looking down on you and smiling with great pride. He would be so happy for you. 

I have the newspapers from around this area. You really have put old Braintree in the headlines. I can empathize with Pat and all of your family for all the pressures you are going through, but you’ll handle it to perfection . . . 



Mrs. Fred Herget 

Braintree, MA                                    







I was down to my last dress shirt, and it was not a great shirt. I guess that is what happens when you never have been to the final game of the Final Four. You simply don’t know how to pack. Other things seem more important. 

The sleeves on the shirt were about an inch too short. The collar on the shirt simply wouldn’t settle, the white wings on either side of my tie looking like they had started to fly out the windows of the suite at the Hyatt Regency Westshore in Tampa and into the Florida sky. I was not a picture from Gentlemen’s Quarterly. 

“You don’t have something else?” my wife, Pat, asked as I finished dressing. 

“It’s all that was left in the bag,” I replied. 

There was no debate about the tie. It was the same patterned purple tie I’d worn nine days earlier at the America West Arena in Phoenix, Arizona. It was a match for the black suit I’d also worn at the America West Arena. A friend, Bill Mitchell, a clothier in Westport, Connecticut, had given me three suits to wear for the weekend, but I was sticking with what I knew. 

Pat was worried that the suit might have shrunk from the water dumped on top of me at the end of that Arizona afternoon—University of Connecticut 67, Gonzaga 62—but apparently it had come back from t he cleaners in fine shape. If it had shrunk, well, it would match the shirt, then, wouldn’t it? 

This was not a time for great changes. 



•                                    •                                    • 



I was the lead character in the story—not a story, really, but a saga—that was going to be played into the Neilsen-rated homes of America on this night of March 29, 1999. The Coach Who Couldn’t Get to the Final Four. That was me. Now not only was I at the Final Four, I had a shot to win the damn thing. A 9½-point underdog’s shot, perhaps, but a shot. 

The University of Connecticut vs. Duke. 

NCAA Championship Game. 9:18 P.M. (EST) 

The Tropicana Dome, St. Petersburg, FL 

CBS (Jim Nantz and Billy Packer). 

I was cast as the coaching veteran of 27 years, the new grandfather, 56 years old, who had shown the patience of Job, the perseverance of Sisyphus, pushing that boulder up that long, torturous hill. I had reached the summit at last. The chains were gone; the great cloud had lifted. 

I, to tell the truth, was less charmed by the tale than just about anyone. I gave no time to it. None at all. 

I simply wanted to win that damn game. 



•                                    •                                    • 



The question had been coming at me for almost ten years now. Yes? The stocky gentleman in the back of the room with the notebook and the mustard stain on his shirt? Yes? How do I feel about not going to the Final Four? Well . . . 

I always had refused to be judged by whether or not my teams from UConn advanced those last couple of steps. Would I have been a better coach if the shot by Duke’s Christian Laettner had rimmed out or fallen short in 1990 . . . if Donyell Marshall, our best foul shooter, had made one of two against Florida in 1994 . . . if we hadn’t been sent to play UCLA in 1995 in California, or North Carolina in 1998 in North Carolina . . . if and if and if? Nonsense. 

That litany of doom had grown longer and longer with the end of each season, but I never changed my explanation. The NCAA tournament was a tightrope, understand? One subtle push, one unforeseen rush of air, and you can be sitting at home with your mending clavicle, your surgically repaired pelvis. Your broken heart. Anything can happen in a single-elimination tournament. Excellence was climbing back on that tightrope, again and again. Excellence was inching forward, step by step. Excellence was a longterm proposition. I didn’t feel any differently now. 

“It’s great you’ve finally made it after all you’ve been through,” people would say, meaning well. 

“Thank you” was the answer I gave. But what I wanted to say was, “What do you mean,‘after all I’ve been through’? Do you mean six Big East championships in the nineties, five in the last six years? Do you mean seven trips to the Sweet Sixteen in the past 10 years? Do you mean the four 30-win seasons, an average of 26 wins every year in the past decade? Yeah, it’s a bitch. I make over $500,000 every year, my physical health is fine, and my mental health, while always questionable, at least seems to stay the same. Yeah,I’ve been through a lot.” 

I was the same coach I always had been, the same guy. I had the same values, same ideas. The perception that I was better, that I somehow had changed, that I had done something differently this time was ridiculous. The package might have changed—different styles for the nineties than the seventies—but the contents were the same. I was the same guy who had watched Laettner’s shot go through the basket at the buzzer, making it Duke 79, UConn 78 in overtime. Maybe a little older, but probably not much wiser. 

“This Is Our Time” was the message I had written on the blackboard again and again during our long season. 

Maybe it was as simple as that. Maybe this was our time. 

Maybe not. 

I would still be the same coach I always had been. 



•                                    •                                    • 



The University of Connecticut might never have been to another Final Four, but it had been at this one forever. I had brought the team into Tampa on Wednesday night, a day before Duke and Michigan State and Ohio State arrived. It was silly, I suppose, a little bit of gamesmanship that probably meant nothing, but I liked the idea that we were already there on Thursday morning, when the other teams were just getting ready to make the trip. On my personal scoreboard, that gave us the early lead. It let us establish our patterns, our routines, first. 

I am a believer in routines. 

I like familiarity. 

I had talked with a few coaches who had taken teams to other Final Fours. There are different strategies about whether to let the kids go, let them enjoy the event, or to hold the reins in a tight grip and be all business. I probably chose a path somewhere in the middle, but I did have hold of those reins. No doubt about that. 

I picked the Hyatt Westshore, near the Tampa airport, from a list of hotels offered by the NCAA. I liked the idea that it largely had been booked by CBS, so it wouldn’t be filled with fans. I liked the idea that it was away from the action downtown. It had two pools, the second one hidden and private. I liked the two pools. 

The first thing we do on any road trip, even a bus ride to Boston College for an overnight, is meet in the captain’s room (we had co-captains, Ricky Moore and Rashamel Jones, but mostly always we met in Ricky’s room). I like the way everyone is crowded together. I can see all the eyes. 

I start by laying out the schedule for the rest of the night and the next day: up at 7:30, breakfast at 8:30, bus for practice at 9:30, practice at 10 . . . it’s all out there, bang, bang, bang. I then deliver a message of some kind. 

“You’re going to really enjoy this week, but the reason we’re here is to win a national championship,” was this message. “Every team here—Duke, of course, and Michigan State, Ohio State—is on a roll. But the opponent doesn’t make any difference. We’re here to win a national championship.” 

The hotel becomes your home pretty quickly. The arena becomes your place of work. The 30-minute trip from hotel to arena—in this case on a long causeway between Tampa and St. Petersburg—becomes your commute. By the sixth day, when the championship game arrived for us, we couldn’t have been more settled if we had a second mortgage and crabgrass. 

Example 1: On Friday night we ate a team dinner in the hotel dining room. It was a terrific restaurant, good food, but too good for the kids, if you know what I mean. When the chicken cordon bleu arrived, they all looked at it as if it were food for aliens. Most of the team went out for fastfood replacements as soon as the meal was done. 

On Sunday night we ate again at the restaurant. We thought about taking the kids somewhere else, but decided against it because we wanted to conserve all energies for Monday. We did talk to the restaurant about the menu, though, and this time the chicken was fried, brought in from outside with burgers and fries and hot dogs. Everybody loved it. 

Example 2: Probably the moment it hit me first and best that we were playing for the national championship came on Sunday, when we went to practice at Tropicana Field. The dressing rooms for Ohio State and Michigan State were now empty. The little signs with the names were still on the doors, but the people were gone. Duke and Connecticut were the only ones left. 

“You can switch to the Michigan State room if you’d like,” an NCAA official said. “It might be a better room.” 

“Noooo,” I said. “We’ll just stay where we are.” 

Familiarity. 



•                                    •                                    • 



The plotting and planning for Duke mostly had taken place in my suite on Saturday night—the early hours of Sunday, really. After we beat Ohio State, 64-58, in our half of the semifinal doubleheader, my coaches and I stayed around to watch Duke outlast Michigan State, 68-62, in the second game. We then went back to the hotel, celebrated a little bit, ate dinner with our families, but gathered in my room at midnight. 

In our first practice in Florida, at Hillsborough Community College on Thursday, we’d worked on some of the things that we had to do for Duke. It was a generic practice, really, but there was a definite Duke tinge to it. I know it sounds cart-before-the-horse crazy, working on Duke before we played Ohio State, but it was our last chance for a hard workout. We could put the Ohio State stuff in the next day. By this point in the season, we’d had 123, 124 practices, including game days, and we had the basics down pretty well. It was okay to work a bit on Duke. 

We practiced a big-man double team we’d need to contain Elton Brand, Duke’s large-bodied center, the college player of the year. We worked on a little bit of zone defense that maybe we’d need if the double team didn’t work. We refined our perimeter defense, which we’d need against Duke, but also would need against Ohio State or Michigan State. 

I also had my blue index cards, which later would become borderline famous. During the season, watching a game at home, I’d make notes to myself on things I saw Duke do. It was nothing out of the ordinary. I like to watch games. I’m the guy in your office who’ll say, “Hey, did you see that Pepperdine-Santa Clara game last night?” (You’ll say, “Didn’t that game start at midnight?”) I’ll jot down things other coaches do, ways they’ll run a certain offense differently from the way we do, looking to see if I can improve the way we do things. 

I’d made a bunch of notes on Duke mostly because Duke was on television a lot. I probably made more notes on Temple, to tell the truth, because I always had a feeling we were going to run into Temple, with its tough zone defense, somewhere along the way. This never happened, so the blue cards for Temple stayed on my desk. The blue cards for Duke came to the Final Four. 

I liked our chances; that was my first thought. I liked our chances a lot. 

I suppose the oddsmakers and the media were swayed, rightfully so, by the fact Duke had won 32 straight games and had 7 McDonald’s All-Americans on the roster, a staggering collection of high-school talent coached by Mike Krzyzewski, only the most successful coach of our generation. I suppose they questioned us because we had only two McDonald’s All-Americans—Richard Hamilton and Khalid El-Amin—and we’d lost twice in the second half of the season. We certainly weren’t as convincing in our wins as Duke was; in fact, we’d trailed at halftime in nine games we’d won. 

I thought everyone was missing a few things. No. 1, we had more experience. Duke, with all that talent, was still a very young team. Corey Maggette, the great kid off the bench, certain NBA player, was a freshman. Good as he might be, he still would make freshman mistakes. No. 2, we had more speed. We lost on size on most indvidual matchups, but we made up for it with speed. No. 3, we might have lost two games during the season, but in neither one of them were we whole, healthy. We were whole, healthy now. The nine games in which we trailed at halftime? I thought the fact that we had the grit, the resolve, to come back nine times was more important than the fact that we had trailed nine times. 

I liked the way we played together as a unit. Cohesiveness seems to be a rare quality these days. The teams I watched as a kid—the Boston Celtics, winning all those championships with Cousy and Russell, Heinsohn and Sam and K. C. Jones—were based on unselfishness, on roles, on everyone doing his own job. Who scored the points never mattered. Which team won the game did. That was how our team played. 

Richard Hamilton—6'6", 185 pounds—the scorer. 

Khalid El-Amin—5'10", 203 pounds—the point guard, the motor that keeps the whole operation running. 

Ricky Moore—6'2", 195 pounds—the defender. 

Kevin Freeman—6'7", 235 pounds—the constant, the janitor under the glass. 

Jake Voskuhl—6'11", 245 pounds—the goalie, the last line of defense. 

Put this unit against, say, those Kentucky teams ofa few years ago. You’d look at Kentucky, with seven future pros—guys like Antoine Walker, Ron Mercer, Jamal Mashburn, and the rest—and you’d say the talent matchup was ridiculous. You’d be right. But you know what? Play a game of basketball, five against five, and I think we’d win the game. I really think so. 

I also thought we’d win the game against Duke. 



•                                    •                                    • 



I was late to the Blue Devils’ victory over Michigan State in the semis, held up by the postgame interviews and hoo-ha after Ohio State, but one thing was obvious as I watched the second half: Duke was not the same team when Elton Brand was not involved. The big man had three fouls and sat for a while. That was when Michigan State came back. The big man returned. That was when Michigan State died. 

Our first job was to try to take Elton out of the game. Our obvious strategy was to double-team him with our two big men, Kevin and Jake. Every time he got the ball, Kevin and Jake would converge on him and our other three players would try to fill the hole created in the rest of our defense. This was nothing new. Kevin and Jake had been playing the big-man double for three years now, playing it against every good big man we met. 

“Michigan State tried it,” Tom Moore, my assistant, said, “but Michigan State doesn’t have the defensive speed we have. It’s interesting, our defensive speed. It somehow doesn’t translate on film. Teams look at us, but they don’t get a feel for how fast we really are. They always are surprised by it.” 

The second thing we had to do was to get the ball out of point guard William Avery’s hands. I felt he was the one ball handler Duke had, the Blue Devil’s version of Khalid. We had to pressure him, force him to pass to someone else. Maybe we could put Ricky on him, at least at the start. We wanted Trajan Langdon, the other guard, the shooter, to do the bulk of the ball handling, but we also had to get someone on him on the outside, not let him shoot the three-pointer. 

Our third problem was pace. I was convinced we didn’t want to get involved in an up-and-down shootout with Duke. If that happened, if the score were 96-90, we would lose. Duke averaged 10 points per game more than we did. There was a reason for that. Duke had better offensive players than we did. We had to play under control on offense a little bit, which sometimes was hard for us to do, especially with Khalid running the show, but we had to do it here. 

There were some other things Tom and Dave Leitao and Karl Hobbs and I discussed, but these were the important ones. This was the blueprint. We ate bad food—pass the french fries—and talked until four in the morning. Not bad for us. We imparted the message to the team the next day. 

With passion. 



•                                    •                                    • 



“You can create, in two hours, a lifetime of memories,” I told the team. “You’ve had a great season, 33-2, and I’ll be proud of you no matter what, but in this one game you have a chance to do something that is very special. And there is no doubt in my mind you can do that.” 

I told them this again and again. Our time. 

At the Sunday practice, scheduled for an hour and a half, with maybe three hours of needed work laid out in my head, I pulled the plug after about 50 minutes. I looked around Tropicana Field at all those empty seats; looked at the kids; thought about the practice, which had been pretty good but nothing special; and decided enough was enough. I very rarely do that. The kids looked at me. Maybe I was a tad dramatic about it. 

“You’re ready,” I said. “The things that we are, we aren’t going to be able to change. The things that Duke is, they aren’t going to be able to change. The quickness ofour feet and our ability to take away their strengths is only going to get better, and there’s nothing they can do about it. And it’s going to be . . .” 

Our time. 

In the team meeting at the hotel on Sunday night, I played on our role as the underdog. I always have loved being the underdog. Throughout my coaching career, my teams have had some great underdog games. It is so much easier being the underdog, with the world against you, something to prove. I fret the worst during the season before the games we are supposed to win easily—the game against Quinnipiac, which we’re supposed to capture in a romp. What if our kids aren’t motivated? What if their kids somehow explode? Ask anyone, I am most anxious before the game where we are supposed to cruise. 

As we have become better and better through the years, there have been fewer and fewer chances to be the underdog. I now often have to fuel that underdog fire synthetically. I listen to the airheads on sports radio talk shows. That always can get me going. I read. I read anything, everything. Write something bad—even a little bit bad—about our team in the Waterbury Republican or the New Haven Register or the Yakima, Washington, Bugle, and I will see it and respond. They say we can’t do this? Can’t do that? I eat this stu? like M&Ms, like vitamin pills. 

There was no shortage of M&Ms now. 

“Confidence is not a problem for Connecticut, not like, oh, inside defense, shot selection, or, judging by the waistline of its star point guard, Khalid El-Amin, second helpings of everything,” Bernie Lincicome of the Chicago Tribune wrote. “A team so flawed as this ought not be so full of itself, though it is certainly full of something. . . . UConn has had its nose pressed up against the window [of the Final Four] so long it looks like a decal.” 

Okay, Bernie. 

“Brand might foul out 6'11" Jake Voskuhl in warm-ups,” Skip Bayless, also of the Tribune, wrote. “All those thuggish Huskies will look like Lilliputians against a sophomore from Peekskill, N.Y.” 

Right, Skip. 

Tom Moore does our scouting reports. He is a young guy, energetic, talented, organized. He watches more tape of more teams than anyone I know. I sort of blindsided him. Sorry, Tom. 

He ran about 11 minutes of breakdown tape on Duke at our Sunday meeting. There was stuff on offense, stuff on defense, then stuff on maybe their top 8 or 9 individual players. It was the usual nuts and bolts, about how “Elton likes to get the ball on the left block and then turn back to find the open man,” and so on. One player after another. Avery does this. Langdon does that. 

As he talked, Tom also delivered some opinons. He said Avery might be the best point guard we faced all year. He said Langdon might be the best shooter we faced. Elton might be the best player we faced. I could hear some of the kids moaning about this. When Tom got to backup forward Chris Burgess and said, “He might be the best defensive forward we’ve faced,” I could hear someone, I think it was Kevin, say, “Yeah, right.” There were some giggles. 

I took the floor after Tom. I lambasted him. 

“Apparently the 1,600 writers here, the oddsmakers, think Duke is 10 to 12 points better than us,” I said. “And even our assistant coach thinks they’re a hell of a team. Everybody thinks Duke’s great—and it has been, for 32 straight games. But do you know what? In those 32 games, Duke hasn’t faced the University of Connecticut. 

“They don’t know about your character. They don’t know about your quickness. Well, in less than 24 hours they’re going to know. You’re going to beat Duke. I’m not saying Duke isn’t good. They are as good as you. But there are things we can do against them, and there isn’t anything they can do against you. There’s nothing they can do in that hotel room tonight that’s going to put foot speed on Elton, on Shane Battier,on Burgess . . .” 

It kind of went on from there. 

I said once during the season that I’ve always seen myself as a Don Quixote kind of guy, charging off at impossible causes, windmills. My wife disagreed. She said I was smarter than Don Quixote, that my causes always had substance, that my windmills need to be attacked. 

I don’t know about that. I do know it felt good to be back in the saddle. Duke was a very nice windmill. 



•                                    •                                    • 



The day ofthe game seemed endless. I woke up, first thing, and said, “I wish we were playing at one o’clock this afternoon.” A nine P.M. start is torture. 

The kids ate breakfast—same breakfast buffet, same omelets, same scrambled eggs, same room, same tables, same, same, same—and were their usual selves. I didn’t see anything that indicated that this was the day. I, too, did not have the feeling that THIS WAS THE DAY. 

I was a little surprised by the lack of that feeling. I was really looking for it during the Ohio State game, waiting for some giant gargoyle to sit on my shoulder and play my nerves as if they were strings on the first harp in the Boston Symphony Orchestra. There was nothing. The feeling, really, was that this was just another game. I’d coached a lot of big games in big arenas. Maybe I hadn’t coached this one before, but I’d coached a lot that seemed just like it. We wanted to win. Period. 

I was up to 810 games as a Division I coach now. That’s a lot of basketball. I never, not once in all those near misses in the NCAA tournaments, never, had the feeling that if I didn’t win it this time around, I’d never have the chance again. I just don’t think that way. I always figure there’ll be another chance. If we didn’t win the national championship one year, then we’d win the next year. 

I probably wouldn’t want to coach a game where you said I was going to die that Friday. Or “the world shuts down on Friday and you can never coach another game.” I don’t know how I’d react to that. I’ve always been a believer in that old saying, “Failure is success turned inside out.” If it didn’t happen today, well, it would happen down the road. 

It wasn’t until we went to the late-morning shoot-around that I even thought there was something special about playing Duke. Everyone else was excited about it. Ask any of the kids—they all wanted Duke. None of them wanted Michigan State to win in the semis. Our fans wanted Duke because of our NCAA history, a chance for revenge. The general public wanted Duke, so that the two teams that had shared the No. 1 ranking during the entire season, finally would get to meet each other. I was the only one who truly didn’t care. I wanted us to be in the final, I wanted us to win the final, but the opponent really didn’t matter. 

Only on the way to the shoot-around did it hit me . . . 

“Yeah. UConn versus Duke. 

“Yeah. This is the way it should be. 

“Yeah. This is the only way it should be.” 

I guess I was late to the dramatics of the event. 



•                                    •                                    • 



I was at an interview, so I missed the moment when Kevin Freeman turned into the heavyweight champion of the world. The shoot-around was done, easy stuff, just getting loose, and the kids had showered and dressed. I was in the press conference area, unloading my last clichés before the big game. Sort of like getting rid of ballast. The kids and assistants were waiting for me in the locker room. 

Kevin took off his shirt. No one knew why. Kevin is a big kid, built the way some Hollywood spokesman would have you believe you’d be built if you sent in those three convenient payments of $19.99 each and received that magic machine and accompanying video. 

“I see no way they can win the fight tonight,” Kevin said. 

What?

He started to jab, shadow box. 

“I’m pretty. I’m the greatest.” 

Jab. Jab. 

“They’re going dowwwwwwwn.” 

The other kids started laughing. Khalid and Ricky are our usual clowns. This was different. Kevin? The other kids took up the words. 

“I see no way they can win tonight,” one kid said. 

Jab. Jab. 

“I’m pretty. I’m the greatest,” another said. 

Uppercut. 

“They’re going dowwwwwwwn.” 

Karl Hobbs told me, when I reached the room, that he wished the game were being played right now. We’d win by 15 points. 

Duke would go dowwwwwwwn. 



•                                    •                                    • 



The schedule became a countdown, starting at five o’clock. The entrées for the pregame meal were chicken and swordfish; we had the same two entrées for every game we played this year. Why swordfish? I like swordfish. Simple as that. I usually don’t eat with the team, and didn’t now, but swordfish always was available. The assistant coaches eat the swordfish. The trainer, Joe Sharpe, eats the swordfish. Lew Perkins, our athletic director, eats the swordfish. I don’t think anyone under the age of 30 eats the swordfish. 

Two pots of pasta were on each table, one with meat sauce, one with marinara. 

A pitcher of iced tea. 

A dessert buffet. 

We were on the bus at 6:30. I was there with my bad shirt. Pat was next to me. We were at Tropicana Field by 7:15. Same route. Same. Same. Same. 

I did an interview early, as soon as we got to the arena, with Bonnie Bernstein of CBS. I said the usual, that it should be a great game, two best teams, blah, blah. I got held up when I was finished and was half listening while Bonnie did an interview with Khalid. 

“We’re going to shock the world,” Khalid said, looking straight at the camera. 

I’d never heard him say that before, but, OK, shock the world. It sounded all right to me. 

Dave Leitao said someone had told him the one thing that any coach should do on this night was take five minutes, early, before everything started, and walk to center court and simply look around, take a deep breath, and record the picture. He did it, and Karl did it, and Tom did it, and I should have done it. I look at pictures now—Tim Tolokan, our associate athletic director for communications, has a big 360-degree shot of Tropicana Field that night—and I don’t recognize anything. They could be pictures of the marketplace in Tangiers. 

I was mostly busy with my normal pregame worrying. It’s my ritual. What if Richard has a terrible night? What if we just can’t stop Brand? What if they run all over us, get us down fast, embarrass us in front of the nation? What if Khalid gets nervous? What if Jake gets hurt? What if a lightning bolt comes through the roof of the dome and strikes all of us dead? Think about the worst, I suppose, and anything else will be better. 

The NCAA works on a 60-minute pregame clock. The teams shoot and practice for the first 30 minutes, then return to the locker rooms. With 27 minutes left before the game, Joe Sharpe handed me my usual five sticks of Big Red chewing gum and two Certs. I put a stick of Big Red in my mouth, everything else in my pocket, and started chewing at the hyper sideline speed that would continue until the final whistle sounded. I talked to the team for the next five or six minutes. 

There was nothing new, nothing different that I could tell them. I emphasized our strategic keys: to double-team Brand, to keep the ball out of William Avery’s hands, to play hard defense, and to play a tight, controlled offense—not slow, but tight. I told them again that this was our time, that we should take advantage of it. 

With 20 minutes to go, the players gathered in the corridor and said a prayer. Khalid led them, as he had done since his first game as a freshman, when he changed the old formal prayer and moved to a more personal conversation with God. Sometimes other players spoke, sometimes not. 

Every kid on the team then started singing a song called “Ruff Ryders’ Anthem” on the long walk to the floor. It is a rap song, sung by a guy named DMX. I like all kinds of music, but I admit that I got off the bus when rap got on. I tell the kids every rap song is the exact same song, except it’s sung by another guy or three guys or sometimes a woman. The kids think I’m music-irrelevant. 

I tried to listen to this song once, but it seemed to be a string of curse words and grunts. I suppose there is a melody in there somewhere. Our manager, Josh Nochimson, says, “It’s kind of like ‘Eye of the Tiger’ was for your generation.” 

The kids started the season singing the song only near the dressing room, but with each success they had become bolder and bolder. This time they sang it all the way down the long corridor, out the dugout, and straight to the center of the Tropicana Field floor. 

With five minutes left before the game, I went to the floor, followed by Dave, Karl, and Tom. It is always the same order: myself, Dave, Karl, and Tom. We do not sing. 



•                                    •                                    • 



I suppose, somewhere in that long day, even at the last minute, when the three offcials came out, Tim Higgins and Gerry Boudreaux and Scott Thornley, I should have reflected on everything. I should have remembered the bus rides home from Colgate, the driver and I the only ones awake, him driving and me writing up a letter of resignation I never would submit. I should have thought about the climb, the quest, whatever it was that seemed to interest everyone else. I should have thought about the people, the players, the milestones. I should have thought about this great season, the convergence of so many good things, the unique cast that had brought us to this unique moment in a dramatic, unique way. 

I never did. 

I simply never would allow myself the luxury. 

I didn’t want to lose the concentration, the focus on the job at hand. 

I never had the time. 

But I do now. 




Chapter 2 

UCONN 



Dear Jim, 



I remember back just a few short years, to the summer of 1985, sitting in a dorm lounge talking with you about UConn basketball. You were about to start your first camp and you were interested to hear from a few local coaches about the state of basketball at the University. 

There was no Huskymania and there certainly was no one who would have thought a national championship was possible. Maybe not even you. Over the years you put together the coaches and players who built the foundation and pushed your program all the way to the top
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