

[image: ]




Books by Pat Summitt with Sally Jenkins

REACH FOR THE SUMMIT





[image: ]




[image: ]
A hardcover edition of this book was published in 1998 by Broadway Books.

RAISE THE ROOF. Copyright © 1998 by Pat Summitt. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher. For information, address Broadway Books, a division of Random House, Inc., 1540 Broadway, New York, NY 10036.

BROADWAY BOOKS and its logo, a letter B bisected on the diagonal, are trademarks of Broadway Books, a division of Random House, Inc.

First trade paperback edition published 1999.

The Library of Congress has catalogued the hardcover edition as:

Summitt, Pat Head, 1953–

    Raise the roof: the inspiring inside story of the Tennessee Lady Vols’ undefeated 1997–98 season / Pat Summitt with Sally Jenkins. — 1st ed.
        p.   cm.
    eISBN: 978-0-307-81446-3
    1. University of Tennessee, Knoxville—Basketball.   2. Lady Volunteers (Basketball team)   3. Summitt, Pat Head, 1953—I. Jenkins, Sally.   II. Title.
GV885.43.U58S86   1998
796.323’63’0976885—dc21

98–36854

v3.1






[image: ] To the players, their parents,

and the Tennessee staff,

all of whom are an

irreplaceable part of the

Lady Vols family.



Pat Summitt







Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Author’s Note



Part One: Playground Lullabies

Chapter One: No Girls Allowed

Chapter Two: Teresa Geter Comes over the Mountain

Chapter Three: Chamique

Chapter Four: Family Matters

Part Two: No-Limit Soldiers

Chapter Five: Glamour Girl

Chapter Six: Catch

Chapter Seven: Stitches and Sideshows, or, “Who Will Guard Nykesha Sales?”

Chapter Eight: February, Full Body Sacrifice, and the Third Meek

Part Three: Society Kiss

Chapter Nine: Survive and Advance

Chapter Ten: The Forty-Minute Game

Chapter Eleven: K.J. and the Final Four

Chapter Twelve: Aftermath: Raise the Roof

Chapter Thirteen: The Last Lesson


Acknowledgments




AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE REAL AUTHORS of this book were the players. They ran the court. They raised the banners. Most importantly, they permitted their personal stories to be told.

Unfortunately, NCAA rules prohibit the use of their photographs. Otherwise they would have been on the cover.

This account of Tennessee’s 1997–98 season was based in part on journals kept by Pat Summitt and by Sally Jenkins, who traveled with the team throughout the NCAA tournament. However, a great deal more of what’s recorded here was related by the Tennessee Lady Vols themselves, all of whom agreed to participate in this project and sat for a series of interviews after the season was concluded.

Family members also contributed. June Holdsclaw, Robert Geter, Joanne Geter, Ken and Peggy Jolly, Wanda Catchings, Harvey Catchings, Bertha Randall, Sue Carney, and Sheryl Elzy gave of their time, their family histories, and their insights.



PART ONE

[image: ]    Playground
Lullabies

Q & A with Semeka Randall (Freshman guard)

What made you go to Tennessee?


Pat’s been with me since the ninth grade. She’s just always been there. I had some second thoughts after I visited Connecticut, because it could have worked out for me there. But she called me up and started yelling at me. She said, “Look here. I’m only going to tell you this one time. I’ve wanted to be your coach since you were in the ninth grade. Since day one. And you know that. So you make your decision.” I was like, wow, Pat’s yelling at me.



She recruited you by yelling at you?


I thought that was cool.






CHAPTER ONE

No Girls Allowed

I’M A FORTY-FIVE-YEAR-OLD woman with a controlling nature and crow’s feet from squinting into the country sun, and it’s just not like me to act the way I did. To be so free with my feelings, and to wear blue jeans, of all things. Ordinarily, I’m in charge. I wear a suit and a perpetual glare. I’m a coach, so I take the issue of control personally. I’ve always seen the movements of players on a basketball court as an extension of myself, like puppets on a string. Their failures were my fault, their successes my responsibility. I demanded that they act like Pat, and think like Pat. A row of little Patlings. So when, exactly, did I let go? When did I decide to let this team run? And when did they start running me?

The truth is, I loved them. Of course, all coaches say they love their teams. When really, you love some of them more than others, and some of them you don’t like at all. But love or like, I’ve always yelled at them. I yell, because I’m a yeller. I’m a yeller, and so I yell. My voice gets so hoarse it sounds like tires crunching over gravel. During the season, I go through economy-sized packages of throat lozenges.

With this team, though, I was different.

My top assistant coach, Mickie DeMoss, was the first person to suggest I should go softer on them. As our recruiting coordinator, she knew the strengths and sympathized with the flaws of the 1997–98 Tennessee Lady Volunteers more deeply than any of us. Something in them got to her, early. Maybe it was the fact that they were so young and unguarded, or that they had such large eyes, begging to be taught. “Pat, don’t yell at this team,” Mickie said, back in the summertime. “They want to play for you.”

We were driving through a desolate strip of Texas on a recruiting trip. I said, “What do you mean?” I’d been shouting for twenty-three years, as long as I had been the head coach at Tennessee. It had always worked before. We had been to the NCAA Final Four fourteen times, and won five national championships in ten years. But Mickie said I ought to consider something new. For once, I should try not raising my voice.

Mickie said, “They’re different. They’re spirited, and I don’t want to see that spirit broken.”

I thought about it for a minute.

I said, “Well, I can’t promise you.

Mickie said, warningly, “Pat …”

I said, “All right, I’ll try.”

I’m not saying I didn’t have my snappish moments. It wasn’t like I underwent a complete personality transplant. But something happened to me. In the 1997–98 Lady Vols I finally met a group of players more driven than I am. They were harder on themselves than I ever could have been. That was clear from the moment they stepped on campus.

The funny thing was, what turned out to be the toughest game of the year may have been played before the season ever started. And I wasn’t even there for it. I should have known right then that this team was out of the ordinary.

It was a sweltering night in the dregs of summer, August 23, 1997, a Saturday, their first day on the University of Tennessee grounds. What’s the first thing they did? They went looking for a basketball. Long before anyone put on a Tennessee uniform, the whole team, a dozen young women clad in baggy, mismatching rayon shorts and raggedy T-shirts, gathered to play pickup. It was a contest of us against ourselves. A showdown. The Tennessee Lady Vols against the Tennessee Lady Vols.

There were no scoreboards, no officials, no crowds, no coaches. It was just pure game, a strictly private affair. I didn’t even know about it until after the fact—and I probably still don’t know the half of it. You could ask one of our players for the full story, but I doubt they would tell you because, like most great teams, they’re a secretive bunch. And even if they did tell you, you probably wouldn’t understand much of what they said. As someone remarked not long ago, the Lady Vols aren’t a team, they’re a cult. They have a tendency to speak in code. For instance, a ball is not a ball, it’s “the rock,” and you don’t shoot it, you “throw it down.” Your best friend is “your dog.” If something is great, it’s “tight,” or if it’s silly, it’s “sadiddy.” And this isn’t a beginning, it’s “the jump.”

So it’s up to me to tell the story.

The thing about that pickup game is that right from “the jump,” it was no everyday contest. It was more than that. It was an initiation: Earlier in the day, four new freshmen had arrived, a quartet of high school All-Americans with big games and even bigger reputations. They were being called the single best recruiting class in history. And maybe they were.

But each one of them came to Tennessee with a host of private insecurities.

One by one, the freshmen parked in back of Humes Hall on the Tennessee campus and began unloading their bags and carrying them to the suite they would occupy together for the next year. They drove in from various points of the compass, from Ohio, Texas, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina. The 1997–98 Lady Vols were about to arrive.
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KRISTEN “ACE” CLEMENT had one thought in her mind as she pulled up to the dorm. “Please God, don’t let it be like high school.” She was a glamorous left-handed point guard from Broomall, Pennsylvania, with a floppy ponytail and an almost illusory passing ability, a sleight-of-hand artist who could make the ball seem to flicker around the court. And she had a remarkable record to her credit—she had broken Wilt Chamberlain’s all-time city high school scoring mark in Philadelphia. But Ace was to prove fragile, as I would discover.

Ace was the youngest of six children, the daughter of a fifty-five-year-old divorcee named Sue Carney. I knew Ace wasn’t the only one starting a new life that day. So was Sue. When Ace went south, Sue simply decided to go with her. Sue had reared her six kids largely on her own, despite the fact that she had struggled to work ever since complications from back surgery had left her with a long-term disability. She was scraping by on savings and a military pension.

Sue wanted to get out of the cold northeast, having spent her whole adult life moving from job to job in Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire. Sue imagined that the south represented an easier kind of living. So when Ace was recruited by Tennessee, Sue made up her mind. She visited Knoxville with Ace and found that the pace was slow and the people friendly. It was perfect—this way she could change her life, and follow Ace’s career at the same time.

Ace and Sue were wracked by nerves the day they left Philadelphia. Sue was a fast-talking, enthusiastic woman under any circumstances, but as they packed up she was going one hundred miles an hour. “Come on, come on, we’re going to be late,” Sue told Ace, in her staccato Philly accent, as she hustled Ace out the front door of their Broomall condo for the last time. It was 11 P.M., and they had a ten-hour drive ahead. Sue intended to make Knoxville by early morning. She wanted Ace to be on time, to get off on the right foot in the program. They had heard that I was exacting on the subject of punctuality.

When they pulled up to Humes Hall, it was only a little after 9 A.M. The doors were just being unlocked. Ace rolled her eyes. They were the first ones there. There wasn’t another car or student in sight.

One thing about Sue, she didn’t intend to baby Ace, even if she was her youngest. She loved her daughter enough to follow her to Tennessee, but she wanted this day to be a genuine leave-taking. Ace should feel like she was going away to college, not like she was crossing the street. That meant living in the dorm, not running home at the earliest opportunity, and not calling her mother every time she felt a stab of insecurity.

Ace was feeling plenty insecure, all right. Already, she missed Philadelphia. She was city bred. Her whole life, all of her friends, her dates, her sisters and brothers, were back in Philadelphia and New Hampshire.

Together, Ace and Sue unpacked the car. Sue hung pictures and helped Ace put her belongings away, and then she lingered in the dorm, making sure Ace was settled in. For all of her determination to let Ace go, Sue needed to feel comfortable and sure her daughter was okay before she could leave. But it was time. Sue had to apartment hunt and find what would be her own home for at least the next four years. Sue kissed Ace and was gone.

Ace was alone. She surveyed the two-bedroom suite that she was to share with the other three freshmen. Ace hoped fervently that they would get along. In high school, it seemed there was always someone who hated her. They hated her for being good. They hated her for being beautiful. It wasn’t her fault she looked like a Miss Hawaiian Tropic beauty contest winner (which she was). “It’s your cross to bear,” Sue would tell her. This time around, Ace was determined to be liked for who she was, not hated for how she looked.

She finished unpacking. She wondered how long it would be until the first vacation. She wondered how quickly she could get back to Philadelphia.
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BY NOON, Semeka Randall and her mother, Bertha, were exhausted. They had driven all night from Cleveland, Ohio, eight straight hours on no sleep. They should have gone to bed early on Semeka’s last night at home, but they just couldn’t make themselves do it. They stayed up, sitting on the front porch of their house, or hanging out in the middle of the street. There were so many neighbors and cousins and well-wishers who wanted to say good-bye. Semeka was the toast and triumph of Farringdon Avenue; from the time she was tiny everyone on the street had watched her play ball, first in her driveway, and then later when she braved the public playgrounds playing with the guys. Now she was the USA Today high school player of the year, a 5-feet-10 guard built like a stick of dynamite, and with the temperament of one, too.

Semeka’s last night at home had been like a spontaneous block party, with Bertha as the hostess. Bertha was ordinarily not one for hanging out in the street. She worked too hard, holding two jobs as a guidance counselor to disturbed kids, to waste time sitting on the stoop. But that night she was right there in the middle of it all. Semeka had never seen her mother so carefree. Every once in a while Bertha would jump on Semeka and hug her, saying, “Let’s go, girl!” Or she would stop and look concerned and say, “We’d better go to sleep.” But they never did. Finally, when the crowd had thinned out, they sat on the porch together, side by side like a couple of girlfriends, telling stories and reminiscing and whooping with laughter. Then, at about 2 A.M., they got into a car and they drove straight through the night, crossing from Ohio into Kentucky, and into Tennessee.

Almost before the car stopped in back of Humes Hall, Semeka bounded out. She was always springing around, no matter where she was going. She moved like there were steel coils in her limbs, a cache of constricted energy in her arms and legs that was ready at any moment to release. She got it from Bertha, who herself was like a can of soda that had been shaken, in a constant state of fizziness.

Without an ounce of regret, Bertha began to unpack Semeka’s things. All around her, there were sad, tearful mothers. But there wasn’t a sad bone in Bertha’s body, at least, not one that she would show Semeka. Semeka going off to college was cause for celebration. Sad? Sad was the violence she saw in children she dealt with back in Cleveland. Sad was having no God to pray to. Sad were all the teenagers having babies—and, in fact, two of Semeka’s best high school friends would be pregnant before the year was out. This day was not sad. This was a joyful day. “Girl, you just go on and do your thing,” Bertha said, waving good-bye, blithely. “Do what you got to do.”
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TERESA GETER WAS THE SLEEPER in the group, literally. For a start, she slept all the way to Tennessee. A center-forward with a stalk-like build, she was the best player in the state of South Carolina, and that’s exactly where she would have stayed, if it had been up to her. Fortunately, it was up to her daddy, Robert Sr.

Teresa wondered what she had gotten herself into. Tennessee was a famously rigorous program, and I was widely known for my less-than-sympathetic demeanor towards people of her laid-back temperament. Teresa wasn’t sure she was up to any of it. She had been named Miss Basketball in the state of South Carolina, but she was somewhat lesser known compared to the other big name freshmen. Still, Teresa was only beginning to explore her potential. Robert was convinced that playing for the Lady Vols would be the making of her, and so was I.

What her father knew, what I suspected, and what few other recruiters realized, was that Teresa was a big occasion player. She would nap through most of a game, and then explode when it was on the line. Something different came out of Teresa when it really mattered. She had practically carried Columbia High School to a state championship on her intermittently somnolent back.

But Teresa had never really been out of her neighborhood, much less out of the state of South Carolina, and she wasn’t nearly ready to leave home yet. She was nervous and blue the whole trip up from Columbia. She just didn’t know if she could handle Tennessee. Her way of dealing with it was to sleep. When she woke up they were on the outskirts of Knoxville and it was quiet in the car. Her younger brother, Robert, 15, didn’t say much of anything, and neither did her stepmother, Faye.

But quietest of all was Teresa’s father. Robert Sr. was a lanky former semipro basketball player turned schoolteacher, who had raised Teresa from the age of thirteen after her mother, Joanne, could no longer afford to keep her. Robert had taken over rearing his daughter as carefully as he coached her. He had taught Teresa everything he knew about the game on the courts of the Valley Park recreation center, where he was the activities director. Valley Park was a playground haven in the center of what was, for a time, one of the worst neighborhoods in Columbia. Robert was determined to see that his kids didn’t get lost in what he called “the new world,” even if it meant, as he phrased it, “putting ’em in lock down.” So Teresa was going to Tennessee.

Robert Sr. didn’t want this to be a sad day. He kept saying that coming to Tennessee was “the best thing in the world for her,” and there was no reason to mope. But he couldn’t sustain it. He adored his daughter, and he knew what a sensitive young woman lurked in that long body. He would talk for a minute, and lapse into silence again. Robert Sr. was just like Teresa. When he was quiet, that’s when you knew he was feeling the most.
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TAMIKA CATCHINGS and her mother, Wanda, had driven for fourteen and a half hours straight from Duncanville, Texas. Along the way, Tamika went through a slow revolution. Thoughts swirled through her mind like the leaves spinning under their tires. First, she was scared. Then, before she was even out of the state, she got homesick. Her mother was sitting right there next to her, but she already missed her.

Tamika was the last recruit to arrive on campus, and perhaps the most highly prized. A 6-feet-1 prospect with cobra-like athleticism, as a senior in Duncanville she had won the most prestigious honor in the country, the Naismith Award for player of the year. Her talent was at least partly inherited; she was the daughter of Harvey Catchings, who had played as a center in the NBA for eleven seasons and who was now a mortgage broker living in Chicago.

Wanda and Tamika were closer than most mothers and daughters, the result of a complicated family breakup. Wanda and Harvey Catchings had divorced when Tamika was in the seventh grade. Tamika had chosen to live with her mother while her older sister, Tauja, had moved in with her father. Tamika had been a source of comfort for Wanda, a good friend and partner as she struggled to find work and support herself as a newly single mother.

As they crossed the Texas state line, Wanda noticed Tamika’s eyes tearing up.

Finally, Tamika burst out, “I hope I’m making the right decision.”

Tamika was thinking about the distance. It seemed like such a long way from Texas to Tennessee. There would be no casual weekend visits, no dropping in to see how the other was doing. There would only be long distance phone calls. But if Wanda felt the same way behind the steering wheel, she didn’t show it. She reasoned with Tamika calmly. “This is a new chapter,” Wanda said. “You know, sometimes the only way to grow up is with distance.”

But as they got closer to Tennessee, something turned in Tamika. Her fear and sickness receded. She wouldn’t miss Texas all that much, she realized. There had been a pettiness in high school she would be glad to leave behind. There had been jealousy, pressure to fit in, and punishment for being different. She knew some of her peers talked behind her back. They talked about her because she had a hearing problem and her speech was somewhat labored. They talked about her for daring to be good at something. Who does she think she is? they seemed to imply. Tamika had never known quite how to please them. What was she supposed to do? Fail? Just so others could feel better?

Tamika decided she was ready to go to college.
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IT WAS FIVE O’CLOCK in the afternoon when Tamika and Wanda finally arrived up in front of the dorm. Tamika discovered that everyone was waiting for her, including Chamique Holdsclaw and Kellie Jolly, the Lady Vols’ juniors and most established returning stars. Throughout the afternoon, Tennessee’s upperclassmen had been dropping by Humes Hall to size up the new arrivals and to see how they were getting along.

As a group portrait, the impression Catchings, Randall, Clement, and Geter made was one of extreme youth. There was something about them that seemed fresh out of the box. They huddled together, as if for protection.

They might have come in with outsized reputations, but they were walking into a team that was already larger than life. Only the previous spring, Tennessee had won its second straight national championship. Holdsclaw, a two-time All-American, was already thought to be the greatest collegian ever. Some even said she was the Michael Jordan of the women’s game.

But everyone seemed friendly enough. Holdsclaw and Jolly chatted graciously and Kellie even helped Tamika carry some of her stuff in. The freshmen felt perhaps most comfortable with Kyra Elzy, a sophomore guard still young enough to remember what it was like to be a freshman.

Finally, at the end of the afternoon, the upperclassmen left them alone. “But we’ll be back to get you tonight,” they promised. It sounded innocent enough.

It was well after eight o’clock at night when Jolly, Holdsclaw, and Elzy showed up again. This time, they had virtually the entire Tennessee team in tow. “Okay, let’s go play,” somebody said. The four freshmen looked at each other, and smiled. They pulled on their sneakers. So the upperclassmen wanted to see what they had. Fine. It seemed the same question was on everyone’s mind.

They walked across campus to Stokely Athletics Center. Someone flipped on the lights and a shootaround began. From a distance, they could have been mistaken for guys. They were skinny, and their oversized shorts rode low around their hips. Most of them wore shirts with the sleeves cut out, to show their biceps. An occasional work of body art peeked out.

At first they just jogged up and down the court, freshmen mixing with the veterans. Everyone watched admiringly as Holdsclaw pumped in a few of her signature fall-away jumpers, an effortless stroke learned in the projects of Astoria, Queens. Feeding the ball to Holdsclaw was Jolly, the point guard from Sparta, Tennessee, whose workmanlike style and girlish blond braid could be deceptive; underneath it all she was bitterly competitive and determined to prove she could run this group. Circling around Holdsclaw and Jolly was Elzy, the shooting guard from LaGrange, Kentucky, with a rail-thin build and arms so long they appeared triple jointed. To the freshmen, the three upperclassmen seemed to have a telepathic relationship.

Then, the inevitable happened. Why didn’t they split up, freshmen against the upperclassmen? This was what they had been waiting for. Wasn’t it what they all wanted, deep down? The four incoming recruits were, collectively, an all-star team in their own right. On the other side, Holdsclaw, Jolly, and Elzy formed the core of a Tennessee squad that had just won consecutive national championships. It was a natural contest. The best-ever freshmen against the two-time defending national champions—who didn’t want to see that matchup?

The pace quickened. The four freshmen took a couple of loaners from the veteran side, Brynae Laxton and Misty Greene. Holdsclaw, Jolly, and Elzy were joined by two sophomores: LaShonda Stephens, a center everybody called Wilt, and Niya Butts, a reserve guard. The ball flew up and down the court. The tempo got faster, and faster again. The freshmen, so quiet and unsure of themselves all day, began to run in earnest. And they began to talk.

Randall penetrated the middle and spun in a layup.

“How you going to let freshmen come in here and do this to you?” Randall said, to no one in particular.

The game gravitated into natural matchups, starter against freshman. Catchings against Holdsclaw. Jolly against Clement. Elzy against Randall. Geter against Stephens.

It wasn’t just a pickup game any more. Now, it had a point.

Playing time was on the line, and they all knew it. The freshmen were determined to prove they would be immediate factors at Tennessee and the upperclassmen were just as intent on defending their seniority. Take Catchings and Holdsclaw. Ever since Catchings had signed her letter of intent to play for Tennessee, there had been talk that this team wasn’t big enough for both her and Holdsclaw. Everyone told Catchings she was crazy to go to Tennessee, that she would waste a lot of her career sitting on the bench behind Holdsclaw. Worse, some even said she was the next Holdsclaw. She didn’t want to be the next Holdsclaw. She wanted to be Catchings.

And Holdsclaw wasn’t exactly thrilled with the idea of a little imitator running around, either.

The two of them dueled furiously up and down the court. Catchings went up, Holdsclaw went up. Catchings scored.

“You can’t hold me,” Catchings taunted, smiling.

The taunts increased. Randall drove and laid the ball in. “We’ve been here two hours and we’re already beating ya’ll,” she said.

“Really?” Holdsclaw said.

Holdsclaw pulled up for a reply, and the ball settled gently into the net.

Suddenly, Teresa Geter, who hadn’t said a word all day, rose up from the floor and swatted away a jumper by Stephens. Both sides roared at the same time. The gym filled with the sound of catcalls, a high-pitched wooooooo.

They played for over an hour, back and forth, before they finally tired and went to bed.

Who won?

Nobody. And everybody.

The next afternoon, Kellie Jolly stuck her head in my office. Normally, Kellie isn’t very expressive. She’s a slow-talking sort, who doesn’t give much away. But I could see she was in a state of suppressed excitement. There was something overbright in her eyes.

“Well, we played pickup last night,” Kellie said.

I sat up straighter in my chair, but tried not to look too interested.

“Really?” I asked, nonchalantly. “How’d it go?”

“The freshmen are the real deal,” she said.

“So who won?” I asked.

“It was a draw,” she said.

I smiled.

[image: ]

I DON’T LIKE THAT WORD, “girl.” We don’t have any girls on our team. We don’t have any sweethearts, or babes, or junior misses, either. And I’m not Mary Poppins. My problem with the word “girl” is that, all too often, the word “little” comes before it. A “girl” is as likely to throw the basketball up in the rafters as she is in the basket. She is equally likely to call you up and tell you she is running off to marry her high school boyfriend, because he is the only one, absolutely ever.

What do I mean by “girl”? First, let’s talk about what I don’t mean. I don’t mean female. I don’t mean somebody who wears a skirt and does laundry. I’m not talking about somebody who runs like a girl, or throws like a girl, or cries like a girl, or any of those other traditionally negative usages, either. Crying is fine with me. I do a fair amount of it myself.

When I say I don’t like that word “girl,” I’m talking about a much finer distinction.

I’m talking about someone who was taught not to keep score.

I’m talking about someone who believes the world is divided into Boy-Girl. A girl thinks that competitiveness is the opposite of refinement. A girl isn’t bothered by the limitations society imposes on her. A girl refuses to sweat openly, and doesn’t get mad when she loses.

Don’t get me wrong. I love little girls. You can dress them up, and put hair bows on them.

But I don’t have much use for them at this level—the championship level.

Every year, a new group of young women arrives at Tennessee, seeking to win a collegiate basketball title. The first thing I tell them is that we do not win championships with girls. We win with competitors.

Sometimes it feels like I’ve spent my whole career as a head basketball coach trying to shuck labels. Labels are as confining as a corset. What happens when you get labeled is, people tell you how you are supposed to act. For instance, if someone calls you a girl, what they often mean is nice girl. Then they tell you what games nice girls are supposed to play, and how nicely you are supposed to play them.

So the label I want to see attached to our team is this one: National Champions.

The Tennessee players I welcomed to campus in the summer of 1997 were as young and uncertain as any we’ve ever had. But, as I would discover, there wasn’t one among them who could be classified by that single, limiting word, “girl.” Or by any other word, either.

The 1997–98 Lady Vols were a team of real complexity. They cried. On occasion, one or two of them swore. Some of them chanted lyrics to songs that came with warning labels on the covers. And yet, they were also the “Lady” Vols. Personally, I saw nothing wrong or contradictory in that, despite the number of pleas we received to remove the word. At least the word “lady” implied adulthood.

The game of women’s basketball was changing, and Tennessee was on the leading edge of it. In 1996–97 two new pro leagues were launched, the WNBA and the ABL, giving women the unprecedented opportunity to actually make a living at basketball in the United States. Arenas were filling up with people wanting to see new types of female players, young women who could play up around the rim, and who had pro expectations. But with opportunity and newfound wealth came complications, too. Such as agents tempting players to leave school early for the pros (a topic that I will come back to). Our star player, Chamique Holdsclaw, represented a new level of ambition, and a new brand of athleticism. And she personified complexity.

I had seen overachieving teams, underachieving teams, and teams that came back from the dead. What sort of team would this Tennessee squad be? I had no idea. All I knew was that I didn’t want another year like the last one. I wasn’t sure I could survive it. The ’96–97 Lady Vols had lost ten games, the most ever by a women’s collegiate team that still managed to win an NCAA title. We raised a banner in the end, but in terms of wins and losses our 29–10 mark was the worst record of my twenty-three-year tenure, and one of the least enjoyable. We got killed by the traditional powers, teams like Stanford, Connecticut, Old Dominion, and Lousiana Tech, teams we usually matched up with. We lost to teams that had never beaten us before, like Arkansas and Florida. The effort had left us exhausted and numb. I had yelled my way through the whole season.

Even though we were about to start a new campaign, those ten losses still galled me. I cringed at the ugliness of the numerals, 29–10.

I refused to have them engraved on our championship rings.

I didn’t want to look at them every day. That may seem silly to you. After all, a record is just a number. But if you were involved in it, in the grueling day to dayness of it, it would matter greatly to you, too.

Maybe you know what our record would be in 1997–98, how the Lady Vols went a perfect 39–0 and won a third consecutive national championship. How we set a new record for the most victories ever by a collegiate basketball team, male or female. And how we created a whole new pace for the women’s game.

But what the record can’t convey is the cost. It doesn’t tell you what happened before and after the games, in the locker rooms and the dormitory rooms. It doesn’t tell you about the stress fractures, the dislocations, and the bad knees. It doesn’t tell you about the stitches, and the stalkers. Or the fright, the pressure, the family problems, and the death of a young boy.

In the summer before we began our 1997–98 season, I wrote a book, Reach for the Summit. At the end of the book, I swore I wouldn’t write another.

Well, I lied.

When I said I wouldn’t write another book, I didn’t know about this team. I had no idea what a remarkable story the Lady Vols would prove to be, and how much they would accomplish. I didn’t know what they would do to me.

Usually, it’s the coach who changes the team. But in this case, it was the team that changed the coach. That’s the story I intend to tell.

It’s the story of how I finally lost control.

I never knew it could be so much fun.

Q & A With Niya Butts (Sophomore guard)

What were your early impressions of the freshmen?


When I saw Randall, I thought, she’s just too fast. It’s going to be terrible for anybody who has to guard her. I hated it for them already.

With Tamika, I’m thinking to myself, “She has everything.” And she was so nice, which made it worse. She wasn’t going to say anything to you, she was just going to kill you, and not have a word to say about it. You’d almost rather she talk.

Ace, I don’t think she even saw who she was passing the ball to sometimes. She’d throw those no-look passes. And I’d say, “I know you didn’t see that girl.” She’d just laugh.

Then there was Tree. She would block everything that came her way, and she didn’t even know why she was jumping.

But it was hard not to like them. You couldn’t be mad about sitting on the bench, because you liked to watch them play. If you were a fan of the game, if you loved the game, you couldn’t see the way this team played and not be excited by it.




CHAPTER TWO

Teresa Geter Comes over the Mountain

YOU TRY IT. You try to say “Chamique, Tamika, and Semeka,” all in a row, and what’s more, try to say it during a time-out with a horn section shrilling “Rocky Top” frantically in your ear, 25,000 people screaming desperately, and twelve players gathered in a tight circle looking fervently to you for the answer that will win them the game. You can’t do it. You can’t. It’s impossible.

We had a major “Meek” problem.

I could just imagine it: we’d be in a close game, down to the final seconds, and I wouldn’t be able to call a play. I would have the game winner at my fingertips, I would diagram it on my clipboard—and I would stammer incoherently over their names.

For two years, there had only been one Meek. Everybody in the country knew who she was: Chamique Holdsclaw. But now, when you said, “Hey, Meek!” three people turned their heads.

What’s more, they called each other Meek. They’d walk into the locker room, and this is what you heard.

“What’s up, Meek?”

“What’s up, Meek?”

“What’s up, Meek?”

Not to mention the fact that after the “eeks” came the “a’s,” as in Teresa, LaShonda, Kyra, and Niya.

The day after the pickup game, the four freshmen wandered into the basketball office. I teased them about my problem. “Tamika, Semeka, Chamique, Teresa …” I rehearsed aloud.

I looked at Ace, with relief. She, at least, was easy.

“Ace-ika,” she said.

I buried my head in my hands.

In piecing together the 1997–98 Tennessee Lady Vols, we would start with something as simple and fundamental as our names. We had to decide who we were. Every team has its own personality and character. We needed to get to know ours.

The problem with a college freshman is that she has no identity on campus. There was nothing on Teresa Geter’s dorm room walls, just blank cinderblock. It didn’t exactly look like home. She had no close companions, no boyfriend, no allegiance to campus or coach or team. She might wake up, recoil at her surroundings, throw her belongings in a duffle bag and thumb a ride home. All she had was a locker with her name on it. She didn’t even have a nickname yet, that initial sign of belonging and acceptance.

As for me, most everyone called me Pat, players and coaches alike. There was a reason for that: while I wanted no mistake as to who was in charge, I wanted to be approachable, too. If I was renowned as a tough coach, I also wanted to be a caring one. What’s in a name? An entire relationship, that’s what: loyalty, friendship, knowledge, mutual respect, and the history of shared events. The name “Pat” was a statement. It said, “I might get on you in practice, but here’s my home phone number if you ever need me.”

So, all joking aside, I thought carefully about what to call the new players. A simple thing like a nickname could mean comfort and acceptance, the first signal to a lonesome freshman that this was her new home.

In those first few days it was obvious they were struggling. They went everywhere together, bonded out of necessity, a foursome of tall young women trailing knapsacks. They sat together in every class. They sat together at every meeting, and at every meal. We called them The Clones.

Over the next couple of days the parents departed one by one, making their long road trips back home. Some partings were more difficult than others. Wanda Catchings stayed three days, visiting with her daughter and shopping for her, telling her to be careful of this and that, not to spend too much time on the phone, and to be sure to study. On the morning she left they were both were a little tearful. But Tamika was ready to get on with it, too. She was already fitting in, a self-possessed presence whom everybody called “Catch.”

“Mom, it’s time for me to grow up,” she said.

Wanda said, “Well I know, but you’re still my baby, you’ll always be my baby.”

“Okay, fine, I’ll be your baby, Ma, but I’m not going to be your baby like that,” Tamika said. “I have to learn things for myself. You have to stop telling me what to do.”

She was right. It was time for her coach to start telling her what to do.

Randall stayed too busy to think. She moved at sixty miles an hour, with no middle gear. She was constantly on the run, looking for someone to play one-on-one with, or shooting by herself in the semidarkness of Stokely Athletics Center. We just called her Randall. We didn’t have time to call her anything else. She would streak by and I would bark out her name. “Randall!” I would say. “Slow your butt down!”

But the one who really worried me was Teresa Geter. She was expressionless and all but silent. So far, she was still Teresa to us. Her childhood nickname was Tree, because of her build, and that’s what our players would eventually call her. She was 6-feet-3, but only weighed around 150 pounds, giving the impression of a thin, wavy sapling. But there was something reserved in her large, quiet presence that made me use her full name. She had large, serious eyes, with eyebrows that seemed to be permanently raised.

Teresa was having the worst time saying good-bye to her family. Robert had stayed over in a hotel for a day, to make sure she was properly settled in. Teresa’s first night in the freshman suite had been disorienting. She didn’t like sleeping in a strange bed, in a strange room, sharing it with a virtual stranger in her roommate Semeka.

On Sunday morning, Robert came to the dorm to kiss her good-bye. They stood in front of Humes Hall, awkwardly. Teresa was determined not to cry in front of her father, but she had been on the verge of it all morning. As she looked at her dad she knew she wouldn’t get through a good-bye scene without dissolving. Suddenly, she hugged Robert once, quick, laughing, and then before he could hug her back or say a word, she turned and ran. She ran hard, sprinting back into the building, and ducked into the stairway. Tears streamed down her face. But at least she hadn’t let him see.

Down on the sidewalk, Robert wasn’t fooled. He knew his daughter was crying and it broke his heart. But he had been preparing for this. We had talked about it over the summer. I called him up to warn him that Tree might have a difficult adjustment to make, and that I would be getting on her. “She’s going to want to come home,” I warned him. “But I’m asking you now, please don’t let her come back over the mountain.”

Robert climbed in the car, and turned the key to begin the drive back through the Smokies into South Carolina. No way was Teresa coming back over the mountain.

[image: ]

ROBERT GETER didn’t like most babies, but he had felt a weakness for his daughter from the moment he first held her as an infant. It was extraordinary. He was a big man, 6-feet-6, and babies made him nervous. They were too small. But Teresa was different. She was long and sturdy, twenty-three inches at birth, to be precise, and she weighed nine pounds, eleven ounces. No one could believe the size of her, especially since her mother, Joanne, was only 5-feet-3. When Robert cradled Teresa, she seemed to settle in his arms just right, like she belonged there.

When Teresa was four years old, Robert and Joanne asked her what kind of doll she wanted for Christmas. She said, “I don’t want a doll. I want a basketball.” So Robert, delighted, bought her a ball, and she put her doll in a closet, and never took it out again. “From then on, we never saw the doll, it was just that ball,” Joanne says.

Robert was passionate about basketball, even though it had deeply disappointed him. Robert had been a promising collegiate forward at East Carolina and played for a while with a well-known semipro team in New York, the Harlem Professionals. He was flirting with the big time when he caught a bad break, one of those lousy cards you sometimes get dealt through no fault of your own. The Cleveland Cavaliers were talking about signing him when the NBA and the renegade ABA merged. The ABA rosters were absorbed by existing NBA teams. Suddenly, teams were swamped with players. There was no room for a little-known semipro who lacked big league experience.

Even though his pro career was over, Robert never quit playing. He moved back to Columbia, where he was born and reared, took over the rec center at Valley Park and began substitute teaching, and set about raising his family. But he played organized ball until he was forty years old.

Robert loved to cart Teresa along with him to whatever games he was playing in. He would take her to the courts and sit her right on the bench, next to him. She dangled her legs while he played, or she ran around on the sideline, dribbling.

But when Teresa was seven, Robert and Joanne split up, effectively ending Teresa’s childhood. Robert stayed in the Valley Park neighborhood, running the rec center, and visiting his children. Robert and Joanne didn’t want the kids to suffer for their mistakes, they agreed.

Joanne took whatever work she could find, but with two small children it was difficult to keep a steady full-time job. She washed dishes, cleaned houses, and cooked in cafeterias. She made minimum wage, $4.25 an hour. Even with Robert’s child support, it was a lean existence.

Joanne enrolled in a nearby technical college, hoping to get a degree in accounting, and things were good for a while. But she only took half as many classes as she needed to, what with caring for the children. There wasn’t enough of her to go around, between work, school, and the kids. She quit school.

Teresa would tell you herself that they lived from paycheck to paycheck, and sometimes the checks didn’t stretch very far. She would also tell you that in some ways, young as she was, she felt like another parent. When Joanne worked a night shift, Teresa would feed Robert Jr. and put him to bed, clean the kitchen, and then put herself to bed. Fortunately Robert was always a phone call away. But there were nights, too, when there wasn’t anything to eat in the house and Joanne would go to relatives to borrow something to feed her children. Joanne would sit Teresa down and explain the situation. But Teresa always said she understood. She never complained, never talked back.

Finally, when Teresa was in eighth grade, Joanne and Robert Sr. made a decision. Joanne felt she couldn’t adequately care for Teresa and Robert Jr. anymore. They were supposed to spend that summer with Robert, but both parents decided it would be best for them to live with him full time.

At school, Teresa made up stories to tell the other kids about why she was living with her father instead of her mother. “I was bad, so she sent me away,” Teresa said.

Living with Robert Sr., Teresa had stability, and she had basketball. Slowly, steadily, Robert shaped her into a college prospect, until I came knocking on their door. Robert was deeply proud and relieved to deliver his daughter to college; they could all rest assured now that Teresa’s future was secure. Joanne was on solid ground, too. She worked in dietary services at the University of South Carolina.

But much as Teresa adored her father, she never quite got over her separation from Joanne. Every time Teresa tried to talk about it, which was rarely, her eyes filled up. Joanne had an equally difficult time discussing it. “It hurt then and it hurts now,” Joanne will tell you. “It will always hurt.”

[image: ]

ON THE EVENING OF August 24 we held our first team meeting. But beforehand, our staff gathered in my office.

The makeup of our team had completely altered over the summer. We did not have a single healthy senior. Our two leaders from the previous year, Abby Conklin and Pashen Thompson, had graduated. Our only returning senior, Laurie Milligan, was recovering from knee surgery but would shortly be diagnosed with degenerative arthritis and told she shouldn’t play basketball again. I had dismissed our only other senior, Tiffani Johnson, for violating team rules. There was some sentiment in Knoxville that I had personally jeopardized our chances at a title by not overlooking the transgression.

Without Tiffani we lacked a physically imposing presence in the middle, someone who could play in the painted area under the basket known as the post. Post players are primarily those who play inside with their backs to the basket, sometimes referred to as pivot players. Tennessee almost always had a presence in “the paint,” players with strong physical builds, who could muscle in and hold their positions.

We had plenty of perimeter players, those players who face the basket, who can create offense off of the dribble and shoot the three point shot from beyond the 19-foot, 9-inch circular line. But we didn’t have bodies. We needed bodies.

We had always had a post game. Always. A nice, reassuring, wide-bodied presence in the middle to haul down rebounds and play the physical game. I didn’t like finesse teams, and I didn’t trust them. But as I scanned our roster, that’s what we were shaping up to be.

Our prospects for the 1997–98 season depended on the following assortment of young women: Chamique Holdsclaw, our two-time All-American, a 6-feet-2 forward with an exquisitely silky pull-up jumper, who was hearing whispers that she could cash in by leaving school early to move to the pros. Kellie Jolly, the 5-feet-10 point guard who was our most reliable player, but was coming off of surgery to repair torn ankle ligaments, and had had two prior knee injuries. A pair of Tennessee-bred juniors, Misty Greene and Brynae Laxton, who were valuable role players but had seen limited playing time.

This meant three sophomores would have to become contributors if we were to have any kind of chance: Niya Butts, a guard from Americus, Georgia, who had chronic shin problems. LaShonda Stephens, another Georgian, nicknamed Wilt for her height and build, who was penciled in as our new starting center, but who had terminally swollen knees. And Kyra Elzy, a 6-feet-1 guard, who was



















































































































































































Q & A with Chamique Holdsclaw (Junior forward, All-American)
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