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GROWING WITH THE GAME 

 

My hands were frozen and were becoming numb.  I no 

longer could control the ball.  My hands felt like they were 

permanently stuck in the shooting position.  I spent many days 

and nights like this as a kid, all by myself, shooting jump shot 

after jump shot in the cold, hoping somehow if I made just one 

more jump shot my dream would come true.  Maybe if I made 

that one special jump shot, the sun would appear out of 

nowhere, warming up my body and soul, allowing me to move 

freely and experience what it’s like when a dream comes true.  

Instead I would walk home in the cold, snot running down my 

nose, watching my breath disappear into the cold air.  I was just 

praying my dreams wouldn’t do the same.   

My name is Robert Stewart and it has always been my 

dream to play basketball.  I would see the superstars on TV 

playing basketball—Larry Bird, Michael Jordan, Allen Iverson, 

Kobe Bryant, and others.  I saw how they had everyone’s 

attention, how they were treated as above human, the money 

they were making, the power they had, and the people that 

listened to their every word.  Yeah, all that stuff was attractive, 

but what really made me want to be like them was the fact that 

they seemed like they were born to play the game.  And deep 

down so did I.  I wanted to play ball because I loved the game.  

Sure, all the other stuff made the game that much more 

attractive but I wanted to be taught through basketball and 

contribute what God had blessed me with to the game of 

basketball. 
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Man, did I love the game back then, and I still do.  I 

remember grabbing my basketball and walking around the 

neighborhood and shooting on random goals that weren’t mine.  

I didn’t know whose house it was or anything, I just wanted to 

play.  I think my ultimate goal might have been to make a shot 

on every goal in the neighborhood.  I don’t think I achieved it 

but I came pretty close.  My favorite part of the game was 

dribbling.  I used to wake up in the morning and go outside and 

just dribble.  I remember dribbling while cars were passing me.  

I would do difficult maneuvers with the ball as the cars would 

get closer to me.  Why did I do this?  Because I knew if I did 

not complete the move successfully, I would hit a car or the 

ball would roll onto the middle of the street.  It added pressure 

and made the situation more game-like.  I couldn’t mishandle 

the ball.  I don’t remember hitting a car or anything but that 

doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.  All I needed was a basketball, 

which sometimes was a wad of trash, an old balled-up sock or 

a balloon—anything I could throw into a "basket," which could 

have been an old tire, a trash can, a bent clothes hanger, or 

anything that could hold my perceived basketball.  Basketball 

was my thing.   

I could hear something talking when I played 

basketball.  I can’t explain what the voice sounded like, but it 

was the loudest voice I've ever heard that no one else could 

hear.  This voice had the power to make me feel good when 

tears of pain formed in my eyes.  This voice could also be 

soothing enough to make me continue hooping during the hard 

times and harsh enough to make me shoot continuous jump 

shots in the freezing cold.  It's hard to explain this voice.  I 

can’t explain a lot of things about my relationship with 

basketball, and maybe that’s why I love it so much. 
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It felt so good when I made my first real team in 

seventh grade.  I call it a real team because it was the first time 

the team I would play for was a full representation of the 

school I attended.  This also was the first time that I was 

actually really trying out for a team.  There was an A team, a B 

team, and the oh-so-dreadful C team.  The A team was like 

making varsity, the B team  was like junior varsity, and I have 

no idea how to explain what I thought the C team was—except 

forbidden.  I did not want to have any type of association with 

the C team.  Ultimately my goal was just to make the A or B 

team.  If I made the C team, in my mind it was the same as 

being cut.   

After reflecting on my own talents and getting bits and 

pieces of information from kids at school, I expected to make 

the B team.  That would be good enough—to make the B team 

and go from there.  

I remember being so nervous during tryouts.  My 

nerves were out of control, yet as nervous and challenging as 

tryouts were, I look back at it now and realize that was a very 

exciting and fun time in my life. 

I made the team, the A team! I remember my coach that 

year was probably one of the hardest coaches I ever had.  He 

was so tough on us.  I couldn’t stand his practices.  It seemed 

like all we ever did was run, run, and run.  After about a week 

of practices, I was thinking of quitting.  I actually thought 

about giving up on my dream.  I would look at the rest of my 

teammates and they looked like they were exhausted too.  But I 

don’t think they felt like I did.  Some of my teammates had 

played soccer and they just looked more conditioned than I did.  

Somehow I hung in there.  Somehow I didn’t emotionally or 

physically break down.  Once again I felt alone.  The thing I 

 6

It felt so good when I made my first real team in 

seventh grade.  I call it a real team because it was the first time 

the team I would play for was a full representation of the 

school I attended.  This also was the first time that I was 

actually really trying out for a team.  There was an A team, a B 

team, and the oh-so-dreadful C team.  The A team was like 

making varsity, the B team  was like junior varsity, and I have 

no idea how to explain what I thought the C team was—except 

forbidden.  I did not want to have any type of association with 

the C team.  Ultimately my goal was just to make the A or B 

team.  If I made the C team, in my mind it was the same as 

being cut.   

After reflecting on my own talents and getting bits and 

pieces of information from kids at school, I expected to make 

the B team.  That would be good enough—to make the B team 

and go from there.  

I remember being so nervous during tryouts.  My 

nerves were out of control, yet as nervous and challenging as 

tryouts were, I look back at it now and realize that was a very 

exciting and fun time in my life. 

I made the team, the A team! I remember my coach that 

year was probably one of the hardest coaches I ever had.  He 

was so tough on us.  I couldn’t stand his practices.  It seemed 

like all we ever did was run, run, and run.  After about a week 

of practices, I was thinking of quitting.  I actually thought 

about giving up on my dream.  I would look at the rest of my 

teammates and they looked like they were exhausted too.  But I 

don’t think they felt like I did.  Some of my teammates had 

played soccer and they just looked more conditioned than I did.  

Somehow I hung in there.  Somehow I didn’t emotionally or 

physically break down.  Once again I felt alone.  The thing I 



 6

It felt so good when I made my first real team in 

seventh grade.  I call it a real team because it was the first time 

the team I would play for was a full representation of the 

school I attended.  This also was the first time that I was 

actually really trying out for a team.  There was an A team, a B 

team, and the oh-so-dreadful C team.  The A team was like 

making varsity, the B team  was like junior varsity, and I have 

no idea how to explain what I thought the C team was—except 

forbidden.  I did not want to have any type of association with 

the C team.  Ultimately my goal was just to make the A or B 

team.  If I made the C team, in my mind it was the same as 

being cut.   

After reflecting on my own talents and getting bits and 

pieces of information from kids at school, I expected to make 

the B team.  That would be good enough—to make the B team 

and go from there.  

I remember being so nervous during tryouts.  My 

nerves were out of control, yet as nervous and challenging as 

tryouts were, I look back at it now and realize that was a very 

exciting and fun time in my life. 

I made the team, the A team! I remember my coach that 

year was probably one of the hardest coaches I ever had.  He 

was so tough on us.  I couldn’t stand his practices.  It seemed 

like all we ever did was run, run, and run.  After about a week 

of practices, I was thinking of quitting.  I actually thought 

about giving up on my dream.  I would look at the rest of my 

teammates and they looked like they were exhausted too.  But I 

don’t think they felt like I did.  Some of my teammates had 

played soccer and they just looked more conditioned than I did.  

Somehow I hung in there.  Somehow I didn’t emotionally or 

physically break down.  Once again I felt alone.  The thing I 

 6

It felt so good when I made my first real team in 

seventh grade.  I call it a real team because it was the first time 

the team I would play for was a full representation of the 

school I attended.  This also was the first time that I was 

actually really trying out for a team.  There was an A team, a B 

team, and the oh-so-dreadful C team.  The A team was like 

making varsity, the B team  was like junior varsity, and I have 

no idea how to explain what I thought the C team was—except 

forbidden.  I did not want to have any type of association with 

the C team.  Ultimately my goal was just to make the A or B 

team.  If I made the C team, in my mind it was the same as 

being cut.   

After reflecting on my own talents and getting bits and 

pieces of information from kids at school, I expected to make 

the B team.  That would be good enough—to make the B team 

and go from there.  

I remember being so nervous during tryouts.  My 

nerves were out of control, yet as nervous and challenging as 

tryouts were, I look back at it now and realize that was a very 

exciting and fun time in my life. 

I made the team, the A team! I remember my coach that 

year was probably one of the hardest coaches I ever had.  He 

was so tough on us.  I couldn’t stand his practices.  It seemed 

like all we ever did was run, run, and run.  After about a week 

of practices, I was thinking of quitting.  I actually thought 

about giving up on my dream.  I would look at the rest of my 

teammates and they looked like they were exhausted too.  But I 

don’t think they felt like I did.  Some of my teammates had 

played soccer and they just looked more conditioned than I did.  

Somehow I hung in there.  Somehow I didn’t emotionally or 

physically break down.  Once again I felt alone.  The thing I 



 7

loved so much was putting me through so much of a challenge.  

This would just be one of many such times that this happened.  

When the season started I was on the A team.  Yes, the 

A team.  I was the backup point guard, and I received limited 

playing time.  I didn’t shoot much, but I think I played pretty 

good defense and did a decent job handling the ball.  People 

often told me to shoot more—especially kids who really knew 

me, who had seen me play outside of the team—particularly 

one of my teammates and friend, Joey Rooney.  

I would often practice and play at Joey Rooney’s house.  

He had a basketball hoop that was set up on the street instead 

of in the driveway.  I had the entire street to myself.  I could 

even start my dribble from far away and imagine myself 

bringing the ball up three basketball courts and then pulling up 

for a game-winning 3 pointer.  Joey and I would play one-on-

one games all the time.  He would win half the games and I 

would win the other half.  This made us work that much harder 

on our game.  We made each other better as we battled on the 

court seemingly every day. And when Joey and his family were 

gone, I would shoot at his goal all by myself.  I probably shot 

more shots on Joey’s goal than he did.  Sometimes I would see 

his dad or someone in his family outside and they would watch 

me while I was shooting.  They weren’t watching me because 

they were upset that I was using their goal; they were surprised 

that I was still playing as if my life depended on it.  

 One thing about my basketball career is that my father 

was never there.  There were times he told me he would be at 

the game but when the game ended, he was not there.  I may 

have felt empty inside like no one cared about me or I may 

have been glad because I thought he would only hurt me.  He 

showed up to a game once and I just remember feeling 

embarrassed.  How was he going to show up to a game, but I 
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didn’t really see him any other time?  It was also embarrassing 

that I never had much to say about my father, especially 

anything good, and then he might show up just to disappear 

again.  I didn’t want to explain to my friends who this 

unfamiliar man was and what I went through with him.  I hope 

he didn’t think that one of these brief visits could ever make up 

for the fact that he wasn’t a good father or even a father at all.  

Maybe I should give him some credit for being around while 

he was (when it was convenient) or even for popping up every 

once and a while.  But it might have been easier if he never 

was around in the first place.  I know nobody is perfect, but 

there does come a point in time when you can correctly label 

someone as a bad parent. 

That next year I really grew as a basketball player—in 

eighth grade I really broke loose.  I made the A team and I was 

a starter.  Not only did I play the point guard position but I 

even played at the shooting guard spot also.  This year my 

coach was a lot easier on us and he gave us—or at least me—

more freedom on the basketball court. I felt I could experiment 

more on the court and find out what I could do. This coach put

a lot of confidence and faith in me. 

I finally was given a chance to play the way everyone 

thought I could play. I had a chance to play the way I did at

recess and at parks and in people’s driveways.  The game was 

pure.  People were starting to recognize me as a “hooper.”  If 

you could really play ball and the people respected your game, 

then the correct basketball term for such a person was a

“hooper,”

Before the season started that year, I remember one of 

my favorite players died while playing basketball.  His name

was Reggie Lewis and he played for the Boston Celtics (along 

with Larry Bird at one point in time). I remember he had a soft
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jump shot and was capable of highlight worthy slam dunks.  

That year I drew crosses on my basketball shoes in hopes that 

God would be present with all affected by Reggie Lewis’s 

death.  I can’t remember if it happened by my decision or not 

but that year I also wore Reggie Lewis’s former number, 35. 

Don’t get me wrong—I thought Reggie Lewis had 

game, but I was mainly doing this because I thought it was sad 

that someone actually died on the basketball court.  It put 

everything in perspective.  When you are alive, you can play 

basketball, not the other way around. 

My favorite player was BJ Armstrong.  He played for 

the Chicago Bulls along with the person some consider the 

greatest basketball player of all time, Michael Jordan.  At the 

time, the Bulls had just won their first championship and were 

on their way to championship number two.  BJ was my man.  I 

used to study his game and his mannerisms.  He seemed like a 

fairly quiet guy who was capable of being loud if needed.  He 

used to spot up and hit three point shots, mainly from the 

corners.  Like me, he was a jump shooter, but he could go to 

the hole also.  He looked like a little kid though.  I thought that 

was cool because people probably underestimated him because 

he looked so young, and it was probably only working to his 

advantage.  I liked BJ so much that people called me BJ, even 

when I got older.   

One day I even made a BJ Armstrong jersey.  You 

could buy players’ jerseys at the store but companies only 

made and sold jerseys of players that were considered 

superstars.  BJ was a role player who came off of the bench and 

was far from being considered part of the NBA’s elite.  BJ was 

overlooked and underestimated so his jerseys were not 

available to buy at the store.  I made his jersey.  I bought a red 

tank top and painted it as best I could and made a BJ 
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Armstrong jersey.  I even wore it to school.  I’m pretty sure 

some people laughed at me—and rightfully so.  I mean I 

painted a tank top and created a Chicago Bulls jersey out of it.  

Some people didn’t care if I made it or not.  I kind of worried 

about what other people thought, but I am very glad that I 

made and wore that jersey as a middle school kid and didn’t let 

what other people thought change my actions to follow my 

heart.   

One moment in time that I will never forget is one 

particular eighth grade game.  We were playing Oakland, and 

everyone knew Oakland had a good team.  We were definitely 

the underdogs.  Oakland was far more athletic than we were.  I 

mean they had quick athletic players at several positions.  My 

team, West Junior, was fairly slow.  Thaddeus and I played the 

two guard positions and were probably the main athletes on the 

team along with another kid named Kelvon.  We were the 

underdogs, but we were the underdogs who happened to have a 

lot of heart and belief.  It was a low-scoring game and 

somehow we kept it pretty close.  In the fourth quarter we were 

down to Oakland 30 to 35.  Oakland had the ball and began 

setting up their offense.  I don’t remember how, but somehow 

the ball was knocked loose and I ran and grabbed it.  I took off 

towards our basket.  As I was sprinting towards the basket I 

seemed to break away from the crowd, but there was one guy 

who seemed to be catching up with me.  His name was Joe 

Mcfalls.  He was a tall, strongly built athlete.  He represented 

Oakland’s power and dominance.  I remember some of my 

teammates talking about him like he was some sort of 

untouchable player that couldn’t be beaten.  I didn’t know if 

these rumors were true or not, but I decided I would put this 

theory to the test, at least for the moment.  As I began to attack 

the basket, I was very aware that he was close enough to 
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possibly block my shot.  I leaped towards the basket and 

anticipated his challenging my shot.  I threw the ball up high 

off the glass, hoping I could throw it so high that he couldn’t 

get to it.  I actually threw it so high that I thought I might have 

lost control of my shot.  I heard silence.  The shot had left my 

hands and now it was time to see what would unfold.  The 

basketball hit the backboard and fell through the basket.  The 

crowd cheered and I ran back on defense.  For some reason Joe 

Mcfalls didn’t even jump.  I don’t know if maybe I used my 

body correctly to give him a bad angle to attempt to block the 

shot or if he was lazy or figured he couldn’t block it or what.  

But I made a shot over him, and I would remember that shot 

for years to come. 

As much as I remembered that shot, there were two 

more shots that were yet to come in that game that were just as 

memorable, if not more so.  After that shot over Joe Mcfalls, 

there were no more points scored by either team, leading to a 

timeout called with 3 seconds left in the game.  My team was 

down three points with three seconds left in the game and we 

had the ball.  Up until this point, I don’t remember anyone on 

our team shooting a three-pointer.  Coach drew up a play; I 

don’t really remember it, but I know I was an option in it.  

Coming out of the timeout there were a lot of things going on.  

While walking onto the court, the cheerleaders were clapping 

and cheering.  One of my teammates, Jeremy Collins—a hard 

working, emotional, and unathletic post player—came over.  

He grabbed me by my jersey, encouraged me, and patted me on 

my behind.  Then the whistle blew.  The ball was in bounded 

but my man left me and gambled for a steal which left me wide 

open, standing behind the three-point line with my arms open 

wide waiting for the ball.  It was passed to me and I instantly 

squared my shoulders to the basket, set my feet, bent my knees, 
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and took the shot.  Oakland had a tall, long-armed player by the 

name of Scott Sells who attempted to block my shot or at least 

distract my concentration while I was shooting.  I don’t even 

think I noticed him; I just concentrated on the mission at hand, 

trying to make the shot.  As the ball was in the air, I just 

followed through with my arms and hoped that it would go in.  

The gym seemed to be quiet, and for a second in time 

everything stopped.  All the noise from the crowd stopped, my 

heart stopped, and the nervous feeling in my body stopped 

because the ball was in the air and I had to wait on destiny.  

The shot went in.  I pumped my fist and the crowd was going 

crazy.  My teammates ran onto the floor, and it seemed like we 

had won the game.  But as our celebration started to dim down, 

we realized the game was not over, we had just hung in there 

enough to be granted overtime.   

There is one thing I want you to know.  Without the 

help, guidance, and hopes of others I wouldn’t have made that 

shot.  I needed coach to draw up a play, I needed the 

cheerleaders to support us, and I needed the crowd to be hoping 

and praying for us.  I definitely needed Jeremy to encourage 

me and show faith and support in my God-given abilities.  It 

seems like I made the shot but actually we made the shot.  And 

that’s what made that shot so special.  

There was not much scoring in overtime.  As a matter 

of fact, with eleven seconds left in the game, my team had not 

scored yet, and Oakland had scored only two points.  That left 

us down by two points with only seconds left to determine the 

game.  Scott Sells, an Oakland player, was at the free throw 

line, shooting a free throw.  We really needed him to miss this 

shot because it was the difference between us being down by 

two points or three points.  We didn’t want to have to shoot 
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another three at the end of the game.  We would rather be down 

by two so that our last second shot could be from anywhere on 

the court instead of limited to behind the three-point line.  

Thankfully he missed the free throw.  My teammate Jeremy 

Collins got the rebound and began dribbling the ball up court.  

He had his head down, but he was doing the best that he could 

while dribbling through traffic with time ticking away.  It’s still 

amazing to me that no one stole the ball from Jeremy because 

he was definitely not considered a great ball handler for us.  

But he made it up the court and passed the ball to an open 

teammate named Sean Dumas.  Sean Dumas was a very 

talented player.  The year before he led our team in scoring and 

was a dominant post player for us.  Sean could score on his 

opponent easily.  As he began to catch the ball I am sure the 

Oakland players regretted leaving him so wide open.  I would 

imagine that everyone on our team had complete confidence 

that Sean could make that shot from that distance.  I know I 

did.  So here we are down by two points, with the clock ticking 

away, and Sean open for a two-point shot to send it to double 

overtime.  But then something I didn’t expect happened.  Sean 

flipped the ball to me, standing behind the three-point line 

again.  When Sean caught the ball, he didn’t even look at the 

basket.  He knew exactly where I was and decided to give me 

an opportunity to decide the outcome of the game. Being down 

two, if I made the three-pointer, we would leave celebrating a 

victory, but if I missed it we would go home losers. 

I shot the ball the exact way I did previously.  I squared 

my shoulders to the basket, set my feet, bent my knees, and 

took the shot.  Once again I heard silence.  People in the crowd 

began to raise their hands up as if they were about to receive a 

gift straight from the heavens.  There was a sound of 

anticipation as some people inhaled a deep breath in hopes of 
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being able to exhale a joyful celebration noise when the shot 

went in. 

I missed the shot.  It felt good and it even looked good 

while it was in the air.  Everything seemed to be right for me to 

make the shot.  I was open.  I had made a shot like this already 

and the crowd and my teammates had confidence in me.  It 

seemed like the ball was halfway through the basket, but 

somehow it rimmed out.  Our supporters exhaled a sound of 

disappointment, and the buzzer sounded to indicate that we had 

lost and there would be no more shots taken for the night.  

Jeremy Collins was bent over and holding his head as if he 

couldn’t bear the pain of us losing like that.  I think he really 

expected me to make the shot and so did I.   

My coach was clapping on the sidelines after the 

missed shot.  I mean, we had lost but my coach was still 

clapping.  Doesn’t that sound strange?  Not only that, but my 

teammates had their arms around me and I even think I was 

smiling as we shook the hands of the Oakland team.  I think 

everyone knew we gave it all we had.  We got the shot we 

wanted, and I don’t think anyone regretted anything.  I missed 

the shot.  We missed the shot.  We found out who we were and 

our faith in ourselves grew hugely that night.  If we continued 

to work hard and do the right thing we would have a chance at 

beating anybody. 

As that season ended, I began to shoot more three-point 

shots in actual games and became more of a leader.  That year 

my team wasn’t that good, and I don’t think we had a very 

good record.  That season ended quietly and seemingly with 

little notice.  But that one night we played Oakland our efforts 

did not go unnoticed, and there was nothing quiet about it. 
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TRANSITION 

 

As I entered my ninth grade year, a lot of things began 

to change for me.  I started paying more attention to the girls 

and it seemed like they were paying more attention to me.  I 

even seemed to be getting more and bigger muscles and I was 

definitely proud of that, I was no longer just a hooper or a good 

basketball player, I was a leader.  I was learning how to 

become a better leader and how to work with different people.  

I was becoming very popular because of my shooting ability 

and I was becoming more confident with my three-point 

shooting.   

The first game of the season coach moved me to the 

wing position.  I think he did this in hopes that I would attack 

the basket and shoot more and become more of a scorer.  I shot 

terribly that game and we lost to an unknown team.  I even 

fouled out of that game.  I felt miserable and embarrassed. For 

me to be considered some sort of leader I sure didn’t look like 

a good one that day. 

Coach must have sensed something also because he no 

longer played me at the wing like that anymore.  He allowed 

me to play the point guard position more, and I felt a lot more 

comfortable.  I didn’t feel like I had to shoot the ball and be a 

scorer.  I could just be a basketball player.  I really liked 

getting assists (this is when you pass the ball to someone and 

they score).  I could focus on setting up others and getting 

assists more while playing the point guard position.  I also 

could score or shoot when I felt like it.  I still would hear 

whispers from various people that I needed to shoot more.  I 

think I did become more aggressive and left my comfort zone a 
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little bit by shooting more than I normally would have, but I 

was just a point guard in my heart.  

As I said, this year I started noticing the girls and they 

started noticing me.  This year I had my eyes set on one 

particular girl named Candace Green.  I thought she was real 

pretty and physically attractive.  She also had a nice skin tone 

and was a cheerleader for our basketball team.  I don’t know 

exactly how we started talking, but everyone knew I liked her 

and everyone knew I was extremely shy.  Candace’s main 

complaint about me was that I did not talk to her enough.  

Believe me, I wanted to talk to her and be her boyfriend but I 

was just too nervous.  I had no idea of what to talk about.  I 

often saw guys talking to girls and trying to run game or sweet 

talk girls because it seemed like the cool thing to do.  These 

types of guys were just trying to get in some girls’ pants.  I felt 

a lot of peer pressure to try to do the same, but I think I really 

liked Candace and just wanted to be around her.  I just wanted 

to say she was my girl and make her happy.  Don’t get me 

wrong—she was looking real good to me.  She had a nice body 

and I definitely noticed it, but I wanted to get to know her, as a 

person.   

So I went through the year mainly sending notes to her 

and occasionally calling her and trying to set up dates with her, 

but things never seemed to work out.  Neither one of us had a 

car, so we just saw each other at school and during basketball 

events.  I remember my friends trying to hype me up into 

making physical advances on her.  And like a dummy, I tried a 

few times, but my heart was never into it and it didn’t get me 

anywhere.  I thank God that it didn’t, because a lot of my 

friends who were like this ended up with kids and problems 

later on from moving to quickly with girls. 
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Eventually I found out she was talking to another guy at 

another school and I left her alone.  I had a feeling that this guy 

was more aggressive than I was and may have done some 

sexual things with her, and that just broke my heart.  This was 

the first time I can really remember being heartbroken.  I would 

listen to sad love songs and think about her and how I wished it 

could be.  During the time that I spent talking to her and even 

after we went our separate ways, I began writing poetry.  I 

would write poetry about my feelings and my dreams.  Man, I 

really was feenin (strong desire) to be with her.  But ultimately 

this disappointment only made me stronger. 

Eventually our basketball season came to an end and I 

had grown and learned a lot as a basketball player and person.  

I had broken the school record for three-point percentage and I 

was second in the most threes made in a season with 14 total.  I 

also learned how to hustle and play with heart.  Maybe the best 

coach I ever had, Coach Whitney, taught me a lot and allowed 

me to grow that year.  I learned the value in diving on the floor 

for loose balls, playing defense hard, and never giving up.  

Eventually that would one day become my claim to fame.  I’ll 

never forget Coach Whitney; he was a great example of a man 

and coach, on and off the court.  He was the first coach to 

believe in me.  He helped me believe that I was special.  A 

special boy, a special basketball player, and in time a special 

man. 

Coach Whitney helped me recognize and develop my 

heart for basketball.  As a kid I didn’t know how to play with 

my heart and give my all to the game I loved.  Coach Whitney 

taught me how to hustle.  He taught me that by sacrificing 

myself I could show how much I loved the game. He would 

encourage me to dive after loose balls, to think about my 

teammates, and to be a leader as I played. 
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One day at practice there was a loose ball that was 

bouncing towards the sideline and out of bounds.  I was about 

fifteen percent sure that I could save it, but I went one-hundred 

and ten percent in trying to dive after it and tap it back into 

play.  I actually was successful and the ball landed in bounds.  

As I laid there recovering from the fall and picking myself up, 

one of my teammates recovered the loose ball.  He passed it 

ahead to his teammate who passed it to the next guy and they 

scored.  I got up and started playing defense.  Coach stopped 

play and asked us all a question.  “Do you guys know why you 

just scored?”  I figured we scored because the guys on my team 

either made good unselfish passes or because one of the guys 

concentrated on finishing the lay-up.  Coach said, “We scored 

because of Robert’s hustle and sacrifice.” I’ll never forget that 

moment.  I realized I could impact the game and people around 

me not by scoring but by playing with all of my heart. 

At the end of that season Coach informed us that there 

would be tryouts held at Hickman High School following the 

season.  See, I was playing at the freshman level at my middle 

school (which included ninth grade), while Hickman had a 

varsity and junior varsity team (which included tenth through 

twelfth grades). Hickman still had a few games left in its 

season and I was still hungry to play more ball, especially at a 

higher level like at Hickman High School.  I went to tryouts at 

Hickman, and there were many guys there from several 

schools. Even some kids from Oakland were trying out.  I saw 

the top talents from different schools there, and that was an 

intimidating situation.  I still knew I could make the team but I 

also knew I had to have a good tryout and play close to the best 

basketball that I could.  I don’t remember much about tryouts 

but I do remember driving to the lane and throwing up a wild 

left-handed lay-up that miraculously bounced on the rim and 
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went in.  I also remember there being a loose ball on the floor 

and I dived for it and skinned up my arm pretty good.  And the 

Hickman Coach just happened to be standing close to the play 

watching. 

After tryouts I just went back to West, the junior high 

school I attended, and hoped I would get a call.  I found out 

that a kid had already been called by Hickman and was on the 

team.  This really hurt because I figured that meant I didn’t 

make the team.  That day while waiting to play basketball at 

lunch/recess, I received a note from the office.  The note was 

letting me know that I was expected to be at practice at 

Hickman High School. Man, I was so excited!  

The practices at Hickman were challenging.  There 

were new personalities, coaches, players, and plays for me to 

learn quickly.  There were only about three games left in the 

season and I was anxious to play in one. 

In the meantime I remember going to my junior high 

school with a newfound confidence.  I had a little swagger in 

my step and was proud of myself.  Kids new that I was still 

attending West Junior High but I was playing basketball at 

Hickman High School, and that was impressive.  I also wore 

my Hickman High basketball shirt to school a lot so people 

would know I made it.  That was a huge deal to me.  I loved to 

play ball so much and I was beginning to recognize a payoff 

for those cold nights and days I spent shooting alone.  

I didn’t play much for Hickman in those last games, but 

I did play some and enjoyed every minute of it.  I watched the 

older guys on Hickman’s varsity basketball team at practice 

and they seemed great.  These guys were taller and stronger 

and more athletic.  I remember watching a varsity game and 

noticing how many people came to those games, and it just 
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seemed amazing.  That’s what I wanted to be a part of.  That 

was my next goal in my mind to try and accomplish. 

Even though I was only playing junior high basketball, 

I always had the dream of playing prime time, nationally 

televised Division One basketball.  I would always keep up 

with our local college team, the Missouri Tigers.  Everyone in 

the city loved the Tigers.  They would play in the NCAA 

tournament, and the whole city seemed to shut down to watch 

the games.  Sometimes school would stop just so we could 

keep up with the tournament games.  This was always a great 

time of the year.  And this time of the year always added fuel 

to my dreams of being there myself one day.  My favorite 

player of all-time for the Tigers was Kendrick Moore.  He was 

a freshman guard from Massachusetts.  He played real smooth 

and seemed to always be under control.  I just liked his game, 

his passing ability, and the way he could knock down shots in 

traffic.  The whole year I rooted for him and tried to pattern my 

game after his.   

I went to basketball camp that summer in St. Louis with 

Hickman High School, but I was not on the varsity team.  I was 

on one of the junior varsity teams.  I was the starting point 

guard and I was a leader for that team also.  My team arrived to 

camp late—we hopped off the bus and immediately began 

playing our first game.  In that game I played fairly well and 

ended up making a shot at the buzzer to send the game into 

overtime.  I don’t remember if we won or lost that game, but 

instantly I had gained respect at that camp.  

We ended up playing an athletic city team named 

Sumner.  I just remember people playing scared and tentatively 

because they were so intimidated by the physical appearance 

and athleticism of Sumner players.  I had a pretty good game.  I 

was aware of Sumner but I did not allow that to stop me from 
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playing up to my ability.  I think the coaches and players 

noticed that and it worked to my advantage. 

I have no idea how this happened, but the junior varsity 

team I played for was matched up to play against St. Charles 

West’s varsity team.  St. Charles West had a real good player 

by the name of Troy Robertson, who would later go on to 

receive a basketball scholarship for St. Louis University, a 

Division One School.  That was a big deal and a huge 

opportunity to play a team with such a player.  And to make it 

even worse, St. Charles had won the state title that year.  It 

definitely did not look good for us, the inexperienced, tentative, 

and less talented team.  But somehow we hung in there.  It was 

a total team effort.  We were executing our plays well and 

playing smart.  Towards the end of the game there was a pretty 

good-sized crowd watching our game.  They probably couldn’t 

believe the game was so close and couldn’t understand how it 

was happening.  The game was very close, and St. Charles 

West had the ball as time was expiring.  I decided to gamble 

for a steal and stole the basketball and scored a very big and 

important lay-up.  

I don’t remember everything, but at the end of the game 

I had to shoot an important free throw.  I stepped up to the line 

and felt all the eyes watching me.  This is what I lived for.  

This is what we had played so hard for—a chance to win the 

game against the state champs.  I shot the free throw.  I 

airballed the attempt, and we lost. 

I walked outside with the rest of the team and headed 

towards our dorms with the rest of the camp.  Even though 

there were a lot of people walking near and around me, I felt so 

alone.  How could I have let all my teammates down?  Why did 

I let them down?  Was I as good as I thought I was?  Would I 

ever bounce back from this?  I was just hurt.  It seemed like all 
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of the energy and excitement that had built up in my basketball 

life had turned into a deep, sunken, heartbreaking feeling.  And 

I was its victim. 

That night I sat in the lobby, sipping on root beer, 

waiting for someone to tell me it was all a dream.  But that 

never happened.  This experience was real.  

I’ve heard people say that after the rain, joy comes in 

the morning.  And boy is that true.  Coach promoted me and 

another player named Patrick King to play with the varsity 

team.  I was so excited and overjoyed.  I couldn’t believe it.  

My goal was to play varsity basketball one day for Hickman, 

but I don’t think I imagined it would happen this quickly.  I 

don’t remember much from that camp, but it definitely 

motivated me to continue to work hard in hopes that I would 

one day play in a regular season varsity game instead of just in 

camp. 

That summer I was at home one day just chilling, 

probably watching TV. I got a call.  Coach wanted me to play 

with the varsity team and asked me if I would play.  Of course 

I said yes and hurried off to the gym.  I played briefly and was 

even in during the last seconds of a very close game.  I played 

in a few varsity games that summer, and the future seemed to 

look bright for me.  One day Coach Johnson, the varsity coach, 

told me that I would be playing varsity that upcoming year.  I 

think he told me this to get me mentally prepared and to reward 

me for my hard work.  Mission accomplished, or so it seemed.  

All I had to do now was continue to work hard, and I would be 

wearing a varsity uniform as soon as the season started.  Or so I 

thought. 

Finally school started and I was ready to go.  Then I 

received the bad news.  Coach Johnson was leaving.   The 

rumor was he was moving to Virginia or somewhere for 
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another coaching job.  I was stunned.  How could coach work 

with us all season, build a relationship with me, give me the 

promise of seeing my dreams, and then unexpectedly announce 

he would be disappearing?  I couldn’t help but think that along 

with my coach my dreams were also disappearing. 

We ended up getting a coach that year named Coach 

Simmons.  He was an older guy, and in my opinion was not a 

very good coach and was doing the job just because. I don’t 

think his heart was really into it, and I don’t think he cared like 

it seemed Coach Johnson did. 

That year I played junior varsity the entire season.  I 

didn’t play one minute of varsity.  No varsity jersey or 

anything.  That year I lost a lot of motivation.  I tried to give a 

maximum effort but things just didn’t work out for me.  I 

ended up getting shin splints, getting sick and missing 

practices, and there were times when my playing time started 

to decrease.  So there I was—thinking I was going to be Mr. 

Big Stuff playing varsity basketball, and instead I was sitting 

on the bench for junior varsity.  What made it hurt even worse 

was that Pat King got moved up to play varsity basketball.  I 

mean we got moved up together that summer when Coach 

Johnson was coaching, but now he was getting moved up 

without me when it really counted.  I was happy for Pat 

because he was a hard worker, a good guy, and he deserved to 

get moved up.  I was hurt because I was left behind and I 

couldn’t escape reality.  I spent a lot of time wondering “why 

me” and what could have been if Coach Johnson was still 

there. 

That season ended on a very low note.  Another kid was 

moved up to play varsity and I ended the season feeling like a 

failure, and I really couldn’t prove to myself that I wasn’t.  

Maybe it was good I didn’t make varsity that year.  Maybe I 
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wouldn’t have gotten along with Coach Simmons.  Maybe he 

would have started some bad habits in me that would have hurt 

me later.  Maybe I wouldn’t have been so motivated to prove to 

myself and others that I belonged on the varsity team. 
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NEW SEASON 

 

I was getting a new fresh start.  Sometime during that 

summer we were told that we would be getting a new coach, 

Coach Sutherland.  I was so excited.  I began working on my 

game and imagining a new start with a new coach.  I thought I 

could become the man and play so well and so hard that I 

would make up for all of the hurt from the previous year.  

When you talked about Hickman basketball, I imagined that 

you were going to have to talk about me.  I could just see my 

name in the paper now and it would read, “Robert Stewart is 

the man!” 

So I met my new coach and began playing summer ball 

for him.  I was on the varsity summer team and I was playing 

quite well.  There was a lot of competition for the starting point 

guard position but I was definitely ahead of everyone else so 

far.  My main competition was a guy named Tom Woodstock; 

we called him Wood.  He was quicker than I was, more 

athletic, and could easily beat me one on one.  The only thing I 

could do better than he could was hustle.  I would get on the 

floor and go all out on defense.  It soon became evident that he 

might  be better off playing at the shooting guard position 

because he was so good at scoring.  I was not a scorer like he 

was; I was better at setting up others and looking to get them a 

shot.  I was pretty confident that I was going to be the starting 

point guard that year.  Coach really seemed to like me and 

often complimented me in front of my teammates. 

Not only that, but I was beginning to shoot better.  I had 

been working on my game all summer shooting jump shot after 

jump shot.  A lot of people who saw me play junior varsity the 
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year before were surprised at how much I had improved, 

especially as far as scoring and shooting.  Even I was surprised.  

I think the pressure of competing with Wood and thinking my 

dream was so close to coming true that I could smell it helped 

push me into becoming a better player. 

 Eventually summer camp ended and practice began.  It 

looked like I was going to be the man.  It looked like 

everything was about to go my way.  That year the gym floor 

was redone and there was new bright paint on the floor.  Like 

the gym floor I felt repainted and fixed up.  On the first day of 

practice I was the starting point guard.  I was very confident 

and playing well.  I couldn’t wait until our first game when I 

would show the world I was the guard of the present and future 

of Hickman High School.  As the days drew closer and closer 

to our first game of the season things started to fall apart.   

Another guy by the name of Derek Broadus, who was a 

year younger than I was, started to catch coach’s eye in 

practice.  I also could see that he was full of talent and more 

athletic than I was.  I didn’t consider him that much of a threat 

because I was a junior and he was a sophomore who was 

mainly playing for our junior varsity during the summer.  Plus I 

thought I was the man; I just knew it was my time to shine. 

I often would buy and look through basketball 

magazines and wonder what it would be like to play pro or 

college ball.  I really wanted to play college ball one day for a 

major Division One basketball program in college.  I had a 

college basketball book that listed hundreds of player names 

for various Division One Schools.  Sometimes it even listed 

certain player’s High School statistics as they were entering 

into their first college basketball season.  I would look at their 

High School stats so that I could see what I needed to do in 
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order to possibly be a college player one day.  I came to the 

conclusion that I would need to average around fifteen points 

and six assists.  I figured I could do that.  I figured one day my 

name would also be in an official basketball magazine—it was 

just a matter of time.  But then time threw an unexpected turn 

into my plans. 

I decided to wear a pair of my friend’s basketball shoes.  

I thought they were cool and I just wanted to see if they were 

comfortable and give them a spin.  I ended up injuring my big 

toe.  I ended up with something called turf-toe and was forced 

to watch a few practices.  In that time on the sidelines I lost a 

lot of my momentum.  I lost some of my touch and comfort 

with my position.  Derek Broadus began to play more and 

become more comfortable.  It seemed like he was very capable 

of running the team.  I started to think I wasn’t the only one 

who realized this.   

When I returned we were nearing the first game of the 

season and it wasn’t very clear who would be the starting point 

guard.  There were nights when I would lay in my bed, 

prepared to go to sleep, and I would see myself as the starting 

point guard.  I had been anxiously waiting for the day of the 

season opener.  I couldn’t wait for my friends, fans, and even 

enemies to see me starting for Hickman High School’s varsity 

basketball team, and boy, would I be waiting.  Derek Broadus 

was announced the starting point guard for the team and I was 

simply a bench player.  Eventually I got used to starting 

basketball games on the bench because for the rest of that 

season that’s where I started every game. 

Every game that year I thought I was going to have a 

breakthrough.  I could imagine myself having a breakout game 

of 20 points and catching everyone’s attention.  I just wanted to 

have that special game where I would make up for all of the 
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lost playing time I had spent on the bench in so many games.  

That game never came to be.  I just couldn’t get things right.  

The game was different for me.  The guys were much quicker 

and faster and stronger.  I still thought I could do the exact 

same things I used to do in Junior High.  Boy was I wrong.  

When that year ended, I wondered where I stood with coach 

and with the team.  I wondered if Coach still wanted me to play 

for him and if I was good enough to earn a spot on the team the 

next year. 

Heading into the next year I was going to have to 

compete with some of the same guys who played my position 

the previous year, along with some new, young, talented 

players.  It also was obvious that Coach favored the new talent 

because he could build with them and work with their 

potential.  I, heading into my senior year, only had one year left 

to offer Coach, and time was against me.   

I didn’t even go to school on the first day of classes my 

senior year.  I was sick and depressed.  I had received some 

discouraging news that all but guaranteed that I would have a 

terrible senior year.  We were getting a player by the name of 

Ryan Howard.  He had previously played for our archrival high 

school opponents, Rock Bridge, and now he had transferred to 

my high school, Hickman High.  I had even heard coach talk 

about how good Ryan was and how he would love to have him 

on our team.  I was already at the bottom of the totem pole 

when it came to guards.  With the addition of Ryan Howard, I 

was all but sure that I would not have a spot on the team my 

senior year.  Ryan had played varsity basketball since he was in 

the ninth grade and secretly I admired his game.  He made 

good sound decisions on the basketball court and he had a real 

good pull-up jump shot.  I had only played varsity basketball 

for one year and saw very limited playing time at that.  I had 
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talked to Rock Bridge players previously about transferring in 

hopes of getting more playing time.  I had even talked to the 

son of the head coach at Rock Bridge and he assured me that 

his dad was interested in me and expected big things from me 

if I transferred. 

Since I wasn’t at school the first day, some of my 

teammates thought I had transferred.  But I came to my senses, 

and I knew my mom wasn’t going to let me transfer just for 

basketball.  I soon found out that Ryan was not eligible to play 

varsity basketball that year because of some sort of transfer 

eligibility rule.  

Ryan became one of my good friends that year, and we 

often would joke around with each other throughout the year.  

I’m glad I didn’t transfer and I’m glad Ryan was one of my 

teammates.  God really worked it out.  
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SENIOR YEAR 

 

Senior year had officially started and I was ready to go.  

There is one particular class that I remember that year: art 

class.  I had Ryan Howard and Derek Broadus in my art class.  

Derek was the starting point guard that year and was a very 

good friend.  Derek and I would often eat lunch together, talk 

about girls, and definitely talk about basketball.  That art class 

gave me an opportunity to enjoy life and relax and be me.  I 

loved art, I love making things and working with my hands to 

create things.  All of us would tell jokes and act silly all class 

period long.  We would make fun of each other and clown 

around consistently.  I clowned around so intensely that the art 

teacher accused me of drinking alcohol in her class, and I don’t 

even drink.  I had a bottle of Hawaiian Punch and she thought I 

had spiked it because I was acting so crazy.  She banned me 

from bringing any beverages into her classroom.  Now that I 

look back at it I don’t blame her, I was acting awfully crazy.  

As the season started I knew my role exactly, and I was 

trying my best to accept it.  I was a defensive player.  My role 

would be to come off the bench as a point guard, set up the 

offense, and most importantly hustle and play all-out defense.  

Everyone knew I was a worker.  You could count on me to 

give you an effort, to dive on the floor for loose balls and to 

show you my heart through my play.  I knew I wasn’t going to 

score much or shoot much, but I just wanted to contribute.  

See, I loved the game and I just wanted to be around it, I just 

wanted to give something to the game. 

We started the season full speed ahead and surprised 

everyone, including ourselves.  I had accepted my role and I 
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was only playing around five minutes per game, but they were 

good minutes.  I was playing good defense and handling the 

ball pretty well.  I was confident and ready to go.  We started 

the season winning our first seven games and being ranked 

number seven in the state.  I had never played for a team that 

was ranked in the state before, and it felt rather good.  I was 

starting to put my individual feelings to the side and was 

learning how to be a team player, on and off the court. 

The first six games of the season I hadn’t even taken a 

shot.  It was funny to me because at that time I felt the best 

about how I was playing and I hadn’t even scored a bucket.  

The season was looking real good for my team.  Everyone 

seemed to understand their role and accept it.  We knew who 

the scorers were, who the rebounders were, who the shot 

blockers were and all of our strengths and weaknesses.   

Even though I would briefly contribute in games by 

hustling and playing defense, my biggest contributions were 

made outside of the games; they were made in practice.  I had 

something inside of me that wouldn’t allow me to not take 

practice seriously.  I valued every possession and every minute 

of practicing with my teammates.  I loved to scrimmage.  I 

would sometimes be scared, worried, insecure, and 

embarrassed during scrimmage.  But I loved it.  I also loved to 

dive.  I know that sounds crazy and it’s hard to explain, but I 

loved to dive after loose balls.  If a ball was close to going out 

of bounds or if the ball was loose and up for grabs, everyone 

knew I was going after it and I was going to get on the floor 

and dive.   

I wished I could be a scorer.  I wished I had the ability 

to average twenty points a game. I wished I could be the 

superstar of the team but I wasn’t. I wished I could be a starter 
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and have some of the limelight.  Those wishes didn’t come 

true.  So I would try every day in practice to become a star and 

to become a starter, and if I failed at least I was getting better 

and at least I was making my teammates work that much 

harder.  I had to find the silver lining in the clouds because 

after we lost our first game and I started to assess the 

probability of my dreams coming true, things got awfully 

cloudy.  And they were dark grey clouds at that. 

How in the heck was I going to play college basketball?  

I couldn’t even average one point a game for my high school 

team, and I was a senior.  I had to look at reality.  I was 5’ 10”. 

A little guy. I wasn’t a great shooter or jumper. I averaged 0.4 

points per game, and I couldn’t earn more than three minutes a 

game for my high school team.  After noticing all of these 

realities I was still stuck with a dream that would not let me go.  

I still wanted to be a college Division One basketball player.  I 

wanted to play for a nationally ranked team on ESPN.  Man, 

were my dreams big.  But the possibility of them coming true 

seemed smaller than small.  But like I said, my dreams would 

not let me go.  And as my dreams would hug me and whisper 

to me at night, I found myself giving them an occasional hug 

and a whisper back.  I was glad to have a dream and often 

hoped and prayed that they would come true.  Sometimes I 

would get scared and wonder when they would disappear and 

leave me all alone.  As my playing time began to decrease and 

my senior year got closer and closer to the end, I started 

realizing the dream didn’t look so promising.  

December 18th will always be a special day to me 

because of what happened on my way to school that morning.  

I still remember waking up in the morning and driving myself 

to school.  I had the newspaper with me and opened it up inside 

my car.  My heart stopped.  The world stopped.  It was hard to 
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believe.  I opened up the sports section of the newspaper and 

saw a picture of myself.  There I was in my basketball uniform, 

jersey number 14, with the ball in my hand, and I looked 

perfect.  I looked like I belonged there in the basketball game 

and in the newspaper.  I looked like one of my favorite players 

who I often read about in sports magazines.  The caption that 

went along with my picture even said “Robert Stewart and the 

Hickman Kewpies.”  I had a big picture of myself and captions 

with my name in the newspaper.  That’s where I thought I 

belonged.  That’s where my dreams told me I belonged.  

Basketball in hand and in the sports section is where I wanted 

my dreams to take me, and it had come true.  I was just 

randomly selected to have my picture in the paper for no 

particular reason.  But God had a reason.  This kept my dreams 

alive.  That day helped me to continue to believe.  That 

newspaper gave me something tangible to look at.  It gave me 

hope.  Around that time I had been praying for faith, for more 

faith and I was beginning to receive it. 

As my senior year progressed, my playing time started 

to decrease and I had to seriously take a second look at my 

dreams.  Here I am, 5’ 10”, and playing an average of three 

minutes a game with a dream of playing Division One 

basketball on national television like all of my basketball 

heroes.  The dream started to sound stupid to me.  And 

sometimes I would wonder how stupid I was for following it.   

I came to the realization that no one was going to give 

me a scholarship.  I just wasn’t producing enough of anything 

for any school to notice me.  My statistics, my friends and my 

family were telling me to let this dream go, but my heart 

wouldn’t let it go.  So I decided if schools were not going to 

contact me, then I was going to contact them.  I found a book at 

school that listed almost all of the Division One schools in the 
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randomly selected to have my picture in the paper for no 

particular reason.  But God had a reason.  This kept my dreams 

alive.  That day helped me to continue to believe.  That 

newspaper gave me something tangible to look at.  It gave me 

hope.  Around that time I had been praying for faith, for more 

faith and I was beginning to receive it. 

As my senior year progressed, my playing time started 

to decrease and I had to seriously take a second look at my 

dreams.  Here I am, 5’ 10”, and playing an average of three 

minutes a game with a dream of playing Division One 

basketball on national television like all of my basketball 

heroes.  The dream started to sound stupid to me.  And 

sometimes I would wonder how stupid I was for following it.   

I came to the realization that no one was going to give 

me a scholarship.  I just wasn’t producing enough of anything 

for any school to notice me.  My statistics, my friends and my 

family were telling me to let this dream go, but my heart 

wouldn’t let it go.  So I decided if schools were not going to 

contact me, then I was going to contact them.  I found a book at 

school that listed almost all of the Division One schools in the 
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nation.  I then would look at the population of each school.  I 

was looking for the Division One School that had the least 

number of students because I figured that meant I would have 

less competition when trying out.  I had several schools in 

mind that I thought I could try out for.  I basically scrapped all 

of the major, big time schools out of my consideration—there 

was no way I was going to pursue a big time school in big time 

conferences such as the Big 12, ACC, SEC, and Big East.   

I sent basically the same letter to every school.  The 

letter explained to the specified coach that I was a hard worker 

with a great passion for the game and I was willing to 

contribute in any way I could as a player.  No one wrote me 

back, except one coach.  It was the coach of Creighton 

University.  He actually handwrote a letter back to me.  He said 

that I should not go to any particular school because I thought I 

had a good chance of walking on (making a team by trying out 

and not receiving an athletic scholarship).  He said I should go 

to school for school.  This was very discouraging.  The one 

letter I did receive was actually a letter telling me once again 

that my dream was stupid.  I mean I one-hundred percent 

respect and appreciate the letter that the coach sent me.  He 

actually took out the time to write a letter to a kid that was 

nowhere on the basketball radar so that I could focus on what 

was ultimately important, my education.  I was sort of excited 

that a Division One coach had actually written me a letter, but I 

was still stuck where I started, in search of hope. 

Not long and my senior basketball season would be 

over.  A sophomore named Stephen Williams became eligible 

in the middle of the season, and Coach was awarding him more 

and more of my playing time.  By the time the playoffs rolled 

around, it became evident that I was not in any of coaches’ 

playing plans.  I sat on the bench and rooted for my team.  I 
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even thought about what it would be like if I quit.  I thought 

about what good was actually coming from my accepting my 

role as a senior who was sitting at the end of the bench getting 

no playing time.  I just wanted to keep a good reputation for 

being a good teammate and for persevering, in case any future 

coaches decided to contact my high school coach.   

It was very difficult for me to accept what my high 

school basketball career had become.  I had dreams—that at 

the time seemed very realistic—of becoming a high school star.  

I thought I could easily become a three-year varsity basketball 

starter.  I thought there would be numerous detailed articles 

written about me in the paper.  I’d have several major 

universities recruiting me and telling me how good I was at 

basketball.  But when the smoke cleared I had a difficult time 

convincing myself that I was any good.  Somehow God held 

me tight and I hung in there.  I accepted my role as a senior 

who just pushed guys in practice and prepared others for the 

games.  I just worked as hard as possible in practice.  Practice 

was my game.  I had built up a reputation as a hustler and 

scrapper.  I was proud that God would not allow me to give up 

even if the mission was impossible. 

We made it to the district championships my senior 

year.  We were playing the championship game against the 

highly acclaimed Jefferson City basketball team.  Everyone 

respected Jeff City as a powerhouse.  They usually beat us.  

Jeff City was bigger than we were, stronger than we were, 

more experienced and better than we were.  The players they 

had were so strong and skilled that two of their starters would 

go on to play in the NFL.  They had several players that were 

good enough to play major college basketball and/or football.  

They were a team that was built around experienced senior and 

junior players.  Our best player was a skinny, undersized 
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freshman.  Our seniors who had been in the program for a 

while still had limited playing experience; we consisted of 

mainly long-time senior benchwarmers.  We played a lot of 

first-year juniors and sophomores.  But we felt like we could 

win.  Even if Jeff City could beat us 99 out of 100 times, this 

might be the one time we could pull it off. 

I sat at the end of the bench rooting for my team.  I had 

on a pair of brand new Allen Iverson shoes and I was really 

excited.  The whole week leading up to this game I just thought 

about what it would be like to upset Jeff City and be part of a 

district championship team.  I knew I wasn’t going to get in.  I 

was about 99.9 percent sure I wasn’t going to play unless 

someone got injured or the game became a blowout.   

We played a real tough game.  I mean we hung with 

Jeff City blow for blow.  Our young guys really stepped up and 

seemed to be unintimidated by Jeff City’s strength and 

experience.  We soon realized that even though we were 

smaller, our hearts pumped just like our opponents’.  And our 

hearts were pumping to win.  Our freshman sensation, Jamaar 

Howard, was very impressive.  Each aggressive blow that was 

sent his way he seemed to absorb and then release it into 

fantastic plays.  I mean you could tell Jamaar was special.  You 

could tell he was destined to play prime time basketball one 

day.  He was a ninth grade kid, but on the court he transformed 

into a twelfth grade man. 

As the fourth quarter approached it became very 

realistic for us to be named district champions when the last 

eight minutes of the game had been played out.  I could feel the 

excitement, anticipation, and hope rising inside of me.  I didn’t 

care if I played one second or not, I had the opportunity to be a 

part of something bigger than myself, a championship team.   
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Then it happened—we fell apart.  It seemed like Jeff 

City made every jump shot they took in the fourth quarter.  

What made it even worse was the fact that we were leaving 

their number one shooter wide open.  We mentally broke 

down.  We didn’t communicate effectively, and Jeff City’s 

experience and mental toughness showed up at the right time 

for them. 

We were down by about eight points with a minute or 

so left in the game.  I felt sad.  I sat on the end of the bench and 

began to realize that my marriage with basketball was coming 

to an end.  My eligibility was running out by the seconds.  The 

horn sounded, and the game was officially over.  I was 

officially no longer a senior guard for Hickman High School; I 

was now a washed-up bum who didn’t exist.  I was a kid with 

this stupid college basketball dream stuck in his head and heart, 

with no clue of where to find it or where to hide. 

The tears began to well up.  As the rest of the team left 

the bench and shook hands, I couldn’t move.  I just cried, 

hands covering my face and soaking up the tears.  Somehow I 

managed to eventually walk into the locker room.  I sat by my 

locker and coach came by and gave me a hug.  As soon as he 

touched me, the water gates opened.  The tears came down 

faster and faster.  I had no idea all of this was inside of me.  

Soon my teammates realized that I was hurt a little more than 

most and they came to pat me on my back and give me hugs.  

One of my best friends, Derek Broadus, came over and put his 

arm around me.  I thank God for a friend like him.  He saw I 

was hurt and he knew how much the game meant to me, so he 

offered me a hand in the midst of my hurt.  He walked with me 

to the front of the locker room to listen to coach’s final words 

of the season.  My head hung down, not because I was mad, 

disappointed, or shameful.  But because I didn’t know were to 
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horn sounded, and the game was officially over.  I was 

officially no longer a senior guard for Hickman High School; I 

was now a washed-up bum who didn’t exist.  I was a kid with 

this stupid college basketball dream stuck in his head and heart, 

with no clue of where to find it or where to hide. 

The tears began to well up.  As the rest of the team left 

the bench and shook hands, I couldn’t move.  I just cried, 

hands covering my face and soaking up the tears.  Somehow I 

managed to eventually walk into the locker room.  I sat by my 

locker and coach came by and gave me a hug.  As soon as he 

touched me, the water gates opened.  The tears came down 

faster and faster.  I had no idea all of this was inside of me.  

Soon my teammates realized that I was hurt a little more than 

most and they came to pat me on my back and give me hugs.  

One of my best friends, Derek Broadus, came over and put his 

arm around me.  I thank God for a friend like him.  He saw I 

was hurt and he knew how much the game meant to me, so he 

offered me a hand in the midst of my hurt.  He walked with me 

to the front of the locker room to listen to coach’s final words 

of the season.  My head hung down, not because I was mad, 

disappointed, or shameful.  But because I didn’t know were to 
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look, where to turn to or what to expect.  My vision was too 

blurry and my eyes too watery for me to see what could lie 

ahead.  There I was with my head hanging down and leaning 

on a friend. 

The bus ride home was a hurter.  I still had my jersey 

on in the bus and I would look at it and feel pain.  I knew once 

I took it off it was really, really over.  I wondered if I kept it on 

if I would still have to face reality.  While riding home on the 

bus, Jamaar seemed to be fairly jovial.  I mean he was only a 

freshman and he would probably be playing ball for years to 

come in high school as well as college.  I remember he turned 

to me and seriously asked, “Rob, what college are you going to 

play ball at?”  I chuckled.  I chuckled because at the time that 

was the stupidest question I had ever heard from the most 

unexpected person on the entire bus to ask such a question.  

What in the world would make this kid think I had a chance at 

playing college ball?  Did he not notice that I had not played 

one second during the playoffs, that I hardly played all year, 

and that I averaged less than one point a game?  What was this 

kid smoking?  So I laughed.  That was actually funny.  I 

laughed to cover the pain.  Somehow that helped me realize 

that even though everything felt over, nothing would be one 

hundred percent officially over until I failed at making a 

college basketball team, and that hadn’t happened yet.   

Eventually I took the jersey off, gave it back to coach, 

and accepted the fact that it was over.  The next day I stood in 

the halls with Derek and some of my teammates.  A lot of my 

friends were underclassmen and this was not their last season.  

I would look at them and wish I were one year younger.  I just 

didn’t want it to be over.  They were talking amongst 

themselves and I stood off to the side looking out of the 

window.  I was crying.  I couldn’t stop the tears from coming 
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down my face and I didn’t want my high school classmates to 

see me like that.  I would wipe my eyes when they weren’t 

looking and talk to them, but it seemed like every time they 

turned their heads I would feel tears welling up and I would 

walk away.  I mean, I didn’t know what to do.  My whole life 

revolved around basketball.  My self-esteem, my sense of 

belonging, my friendships, my popularity, and my heart were 

all depending on where I was with basketball.  At that moment, 

basketball was up in the air.  I had no idea where basketball 

was going with me or if basketball included me at all.   
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COLLEGE FRESHMAN 

 

My mom also had big dreams for me.  She wanted me 

to be a Fortune 500 engineer.  I bought into her vision and told 

people I wanted to be a Fortune 500 engineer.  I didn’t even 

know what an engineer really did and I surely didn’t know 

what Fortune 500 Company was.  I scored high on my 

standardized math tests and I was pretty good in math.  

Engineers make a lot of money so I can see why someone 

would encourage me to be an engineer.  What my mom was 

trying to do was actually a good thing.  She recognized my 

talents and gifts and tried to place me in an environment that I 

would be successful in.  She tried to give me a vision.  But the 

only vision that mattered to me was the God-given vision I had 

of playing big time basketball.  The only thing is no one 

understood that vision.  It seemed illogical and impossible, and 

I didn’t even fully understand it.   

My mom took me to visit Tulane University in New 

Orleans, and it was cool.  All I really remember was that their 

colors were white and green and they had a pretty good-sized 

gym.  Their stadium was much smaller that the one back home 

that the Missouri Tigers played in.  I thought maybe if I tried 

hard enough that I could one day play for Tulane. 

Then we visited the University of Kansas.  Man, was 

that an eye opener.  Kansas was huge.  Kansas and my 

hometown Missouri Tiger team were archrivals, and it was 

considered a tragedy to be a Kansas fan in Columbia, Missouri.  

But deep down inside I loved the Kansas Jayhawks.  I mean 

they had great players like Adonis Jordan, Jacque Vaughn, 

Ryan Robertson, Billy Thomas, and numerous others.  I knew 
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their roster up and down.  At the time, Kansas was sending 

multiple players to the NBA consistently.  I mean Kansas was 

always a big-time favorite to win their conference and go to the 

Final Four.  Kansas was rich in tradition. I had never been to a 

place like this.  

My mom knew I had a basketball dream and 

encouraged me to go to the basketball office and talk to a 

basketball coach.  I was scared out of my mind.  Kansas was 

way too big and way out of my reach.  As I walked into the 

basketball office, I could only imagine the coaches laughing at 

me when hearing about my little silly dreams.  The whole idea 

was stupid.  This was making me realize how incapable I was.  

The idea of walking into the University of Kansas’s basketball 

office seemed strong enough to convince me that I was not 

good enough.  All of my shortcomings flashed before my eyes.  

I realized I was too short, too slow, too stupid, too 

inexperienced, and too unsure of myself to ever play D-1 

college ball.   

Somehow my mom got me to go.  I just remember the 

basketball office was clean and nice looking.  The building was 

so nice that you would have thought the office of the President 

of the United States was there.  I remember blue and red carpet 

everywhere.  There were pictures and signs and posters that 

made me know in my heart that basketball was serious business 

at Kansas.  The more I realized it was a business the more I 

realized I wasn’t much of an investment. 

I ended up sitting in the office of the assistant coach, 

Matt Daugherty.  He seemed like a nice guy and was very 

upfront with me.  He told me they usually have around sixty 

guys trying out a year.  Some were high school standouts and 

some were junior college award winners.  I was none of those.  

I was far from those.  He said some years they might pick up 
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one walk-on player and some years they may pick up no one.  

How in the world could a guy like me make the team?  What 

was I thinking?  I was fully intimidated.  I started thinking 

about all sorts of things.  Maybe I wasn’t born to be a 

basketball player.  There was no shame in that.  I would 

probably make a good engineer or businessman.  Basketball 

wasn’t everything. 

That night my family and I spent the night in Kansas.  

All I could think about was this silly walk-on dream, and I had 

to do something about it.  I had a poster of the current players 

for Kansas and I kept up with them, so I pretty much knew who 

the walk-ons were.  I would look at them on the poster and 

wish I could be one of them.  I wished I could ask them what I 

needed to do. So I did.  I called the operator for the phone 

numbers of a couple of the walk-ons: C.B. McGrath and Terry 

Nooner.  Those were the names of the guys I called.  First I 

called C.B. McGrath.  I told him I was in high school and I 

wanted some information on being a walk-on.  He seemed cool 

with answering my questions.  He told me he wasn’t a true 

walk-on.  He didn’t really have to try out.  Kansas already 

knew about him and he was offered a non-scholarship position 

on the team.  This bit of information scared me.  That meant 

there were fewer spots available for guys like me—guys that 

didn’t know anybody or have any credibility in the basketball 

world and were just trying out because they loved to play.  I’m 

not mad at C.B. McGrath or even how he got on the team.  It 

was just discouraging to find out that some walk-ons already 

had previous arrangements to be on the team without even 

trying out. 

Next I called Terry Nooner, who had a good high 

school basketball career before also making the Kansas team.  

He too had no problem answering my questions, and his story 

 42

one walk-on player and some years they may pick up no one.  

How in the world could a guy like me make the team?  What 

was I thinking?  I was fully intimidated.  I started thinking 

about all sorts of things.  Maybe I wasn’t born to be a 

basketball player.  There was no shame in that.  I would 

probably make a good engineer or businessman.  Basketball 

wasn’t everything. 

That night my family and I spent the night in Kansas.  

All I could think about was this silly walk-on dream, and I had 

to do something about it.  I had a poster of the current players 

for Kansas and I kept up with them, so I pretty much knew who 

the walk-ons were.  I would look at them on the poster and 

wish I could be one of them.  I wished I could ask them what I 

needed to do. So I did.  I called the operator for the phone 

numbers of a couple of the walk-ons: C.B. McGrath and Terry 

Nooner.  Those were the names of the guys I called.  First I 

called C.B. McGrath.  I told him I was in high school and I 

wanted some information on being a walk-on.  He seemed cool 

with answering my questions.  He told me he wasn’t a true 

walk-on.  He didn’t really have to try out.  Kansas already 

knew about him and he was offered a non-scholarship position 

on the team.  This bit of information scared me.  That meant 

there were fewer spots available for guys like me—guys that 

didn’t know anybody or have any credibility in the basketball 

world and were just trying out because they loved to play.  I’m 

not mad at C.B. McGrath or even how he got on the team.  It 

was just discouraging to find out that some walk-ons already 

had previous arrangements to be on the team without even 

trying out. 
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school basketball career before also making the Kansas team.  
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one walk-on player and some years they may pick up no one.  

How in the world could a guy like me make the team?  What 

was I thinking?  I was fully intimidated.  I started thinking 

about all sorts of things.  Maybe I wasn’t born to be a 

basketball player.  There was no shame in that.  I would 

probably make a good engineer or businessman.  Basketball 

wasn’t everything. 

That night my family and I spent the night in Kansas.  

All I could think about was this silly walk-on dream, and I had 

to do something about it.  I had a poster of the current players 

for Kansas and I kept up with them, so I pretty much knew who 

the walk-ons were.  I would look at them on the poster and 

wish I could be one of them.  I wished I could ask them what I 
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was a lot more encouraging to me. He told me he went to 

tryouts and was just balling.  He played extremely well at 

tryouts, and he was exactly what the team was looking for.  I 

think he even said that tryouts ended early because the coaches 

quickly realized he was just the right person for the job.  He 

seemed to be on top of his game at the right time and at the 

right place.  Maybe one day that could be me. 

Terry Nooner was about my height and my build.  

When he got into the games he didn’t play much but he kept 

things stable.  He was a good ball handler and a decent shooter.  

I thought he was a good backup point guard.  He was exactly 

what I wanted to be.  I just kept his story in my mind.  I just 

hoped and prayed that one day I would also be in the right 

place at the right time playing the best ball I ever had played.  

As I thought about it, I never could really know where the right 

place was or when the right time would come, but I could 

control if I would be ready if/when this time and place rolled 

around.  I had to work on my game, even if it meant working 

all alone. 

I worked on my game.  I worked on my game hard.  I 

worked on ball handling, shooting, jumping, and that was all 

by myself.  Then I would play games.  It seemed like I did this 

all summer.  It seemed like I had done that every summer.  The 

typical summer for me went like this.  I would wake up around 

noon; go to the gym at about 3 or 3:30, and hoop until about 

5:30.  Then I might get a couple of Gatorades or All Sports and 

head to the park.  I would then play ball at the park until 

around 9 or 10 o’clock.  I would probably hang out with my 

friends and eat McDonald’s or some sort of fast food.  Finally I 

would go home and watch TV, hopefully something about 

basketball, and then fall asleep. 
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This summer was different.  This summer I had been 

accepted to the University of Missouri, which was only a few 

blocks up the street from my high school.  I had been accepted 

with a partial academic scholarship.  In order for me to fully 

receive this scholarship I had to first complete and pass some 

summer school classes. 

When I found out I was going to Mizzou, I was 

depressed.  I was going to go to college in the same city I grew 

up in, right down the street from my high school.  That wasn’t 

my picture of what college was supposed to be like.  I 

imagined being on the east coast in Virginia, particularly 

Hampton.  I imagined a new me.  I imagined having nice 

expensive clothes, money in my pockets, girls calling me, 

beautiful sunsets, and playing ball.  Instead my college 

vacation was right down the street.  My college vacation 

consisted of taking challenging college classes and playing ball 

at the same old Rec Center.   

Basketball wise Missouri wasn’t a good place for me to 

be.  They had a pretty good team at the time and had a good 

chance of going to the NCAA tournament.  I figured if I had 

any chance of ever walking on to the basketball team, it would 

be as a backup point guard.  That year Missouri had a bunch of 

good guards.  One guard in particular that stood out to me was 

Brian Grawer.  He stood slightly under 5’11.  He was good 

though.  His handle was real smooth and he just had this 

confidence about him.  Not a cocky confidence, but he just 

knew he was where he belonged.  I wanted to be able to walk 

and talk and dribble like I belonged one day, just like him.  But 

things didn’t look that good for me. 

On top of having too many guards Mizzou was too 

good a school for me.  They were even in the tough Big 12 
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conference.  That’s a serious conference.  I realistically only 

imagined myself playing for a community college or possibly 

whatever school happened to be the worst Division One 

basketball school available.  Mizzou just seemed too big, too 

hard, and too important for me.   

That summer I spent most of my time in class or at the 

gym.  Study, hoop, eat, sleep, and dream.  That was my daily 

schedule.  Somehow from time to time I would find someone at 

the gym who would rebound for me as I shot jump shot after 

jump shot.  Usually I would shoot one hundred jump shots at a 

time, while someone rebounded for me.  This was extremely 

helpful to me when it became time to play, but more than that, 

it worked miracles for my confidence.  If I knew I had put in 

the time, work, and effort to prepare for my moment, then I felt 

more confident and comfortable for when the moment 

appeared.   

One time I was working on my game by myself, just 

shooting around taking jump shots off the dribble.  An older 

guy came over and shot around with me and rebounded for me.  

I was on fire.  I was hitting almost all of my shots.  I was in a 

nice rhythm and my shot was real fluid.  See, the more I 

practiced, the more I believed I could play and the more others 

saw it in me.  When I was done shooting around, the guy asked 

me if I played for Mizzou.  He seriously asked me.  He said it 

like it was a real possibility in his mind, like he thought I was 

good enough to be on the team.  I kept that in my heart and 

never let it go.  Someone thought I could play!  Someone saw 

something in me that made them think I could play college 

ball!  I thank God for people like that—people who come 

around at the right time to encourage you and speak life to your 

dreams.  This only inspired me to work that much harder on 

my game.  My confidence began to skyrocket.  Not only did it 
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seem realistic to me that I would be on the team next season, 

but someone else thought it too.   

As my confidence grew I started to think about 

contacting the Missouri basketball coaches so they would know 

me and maybe even give me a chance.  I called the basketball 

office and left messages, but I don’t remember getting any 

return calls.  I even wrote letters to the coaches and hand 

delivered notes to their personal office mailboxes.  The letters 

went as follows: 

 To whom it may concern: 
 

My name is Robert Stewart and I played high school 
basketball at Hickman.  I am currently a student at the 
University of Missouri and I would like to be a member 
of your basketball team.  I am 5”10 and believe that I 
am a hard worker and could contribute in practice, 
mainly by playing good defense and by hustling.  I 
would like to know when tryouts are being held and 
what you would suggest I work on to be able to 
contribute to your team when the season starts. 

That’s how most of my messages and letters went.  I 

wrote down exactly what I had in my heart.  That was all I had.  

I figured if my height and talent and everything leading up to 

that moment couldn’t separate me from the pack then maybe 

my heart could.  That was the plan and I was putting it into 

effect. 

The coaches never replied to my letters.  I never got one 

call.  I don’t even know if they read the letters.  I figured they 

briefly looked over the letters and just laughed at them.  And if 

they did laugh at them, I couldn’t blame them, because 

sometimes I would laugh at the letters myself.  Sometimes they 

just seemed so stupid.  But sometimes they seemed so real and 

true.  I could feel them in my heart.  And when I got through 

debating whether or not what I was doing was stupid or not, I 

would always end with the conclusion that it never hurts to try.  

The worst thing that could happen was that I failed.   
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mainly by playing good defense and by hustling.  I 
would like to know when tryouts are being held and 
what you would suggest I work on to be able to 
contribute to your team when the season starts. 

That’s how most of my messages and letters went.  I 

wrote down exactly what I had in my heart.  That was all I had.  

I figured if my height and talent and everything leading up to 

that moment couldn’t separate me from the pack then maybe 

my heart could.  That was the plan and I was putting it into 

effect. 

The coaches never replied to my letters.  I never got one 

call.  I don’t even know if they read the letters.  I figured they 

briefly looked over the letters and just laughed at them.  And if 

they did laugh at them, I couldn’t blame them, because 

sometimes I would laugh at the letters myself.  Sometimes they 

just seemed so stupid.  But sometimes they seemed so real and 

true.  I could feel them in my heart.  And when I got through 

debating whether or not what I was doing was stupid or not, I 

would always end with the conclusion that it never hurts to try.  

The worst thing that could happen was that I failed.   
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I continued to work on my game regularly.  I would go 

to the gym and work on my game all by myself, and then play 

in pickup games.  Then the Lord blessed me.  There were two 

guys in my dorm named Heath and Jarvis who were also 

freshman.  They were from Kansas City and Chicago, and I 

spent a lot of my free time hanging out with them, playing 

video games and stuff.  We would talk about girls and classes 

and even our dreams.  I guess after hanging around them and 

talking to them long enough, they figured out I really wanted to 

play college ball.  They cared about me and my dream and 

decided to help.  All I had to do was ask, and they would help 

me practice and work on my game.  They would rebound for 

me as I worked on my jump shot.  Some days I may have 

needed 150 shots or 300 shots.  It didn’t matter—somehow 

they became characters in my dream story and they were trying 

their best to contribute what they could.  I thank God for 

friends like that. 

As tryouts got closer and closer I felt like I had to do 

more than just work on my game and practice jump shots.  I 

had to get my foot in the door.  I called the basketball office 

and tried my best to talk directly to the head basketball coach, 

Norm Stewart.  I could never get hold of him.  So I had to 

settle with talking man-to-man with the assistant coach, Kim 

Anderson.  He was a nice guy.  He was very patient with me 

and really seemed to be listening to me even though I was a 

young kid begging for an opportunity.  He ended up inviting 

me to work out with the team and scrimmage with them.  This 

is exactly what I needed.  I didn’t know how to feel.  I was 

extremely excited because I was going to get to play with the 

big boys. I was going to play with the team.  But on the other 

hand I was scared—I mean super scared.  Was I big enough to 
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hang with these guys?  Did I even have the talent to run around 

the court with some of these highly recruited high school super 

stars?  I questioned myself.  I questioned everything that lead 

up to this point but all that didn’t matter.  I had a date to play 

with the team and I couldn’t wait. 

 

WORKING ON MY GAME 

 

The time had come and I was preparing to go to the 

Hearnes Center, the stadium where the Missouri Tigers of the 

Big XII Conference played Division One basketball.  I put my 

basketball shoes in my backpack and grabbed my portable CD 

player and went outside to hop on the bus.  I could feel the 

excitement, and nervousness that had built up inside of me.  I 

was listening to the best CD I had at the time—Lauryn Hill.  

Her songs were like sweet music to my ears and soul.  One 

particular song spoke directly to my soul.  It was about finding 

the answers to problems or obstacles in your life. The song said 

that sometimes the answer is inside of you.  I really believed 

that.  I also was listening to a song by Notorious B.I.G.  I didn’t 

particularly agree with some of the things that he would say, 

but the beat really got me pumped up to play and go all out.  I 

hopped off the bus, prayed, and headed towards the Hearnes 

Center. 

I walked through the big double doors that I had walked 

through so many times as an anxious ticket-holding fan.  This 

time was different.  I was here to play on the actual court, to 

participate, to contribute, and not to just be a mere wishful 

spectator.  I walked into the arena and saw the players shooting 

around and goofing around on the court.  I slowly walked down 

the stairs towards the court.  I felt strange.  I wasn’t scared or 
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anxious, maybe a little nervous, but I can’t pinpoint the exact 

word to describe how I felt at the time.  I didn’t reach the court.  

I was a little timid, a little unaware of what was really going on 

and a little scared of the unexpected so I just sat down.  I sat 

where the fans sit, in the bleachers, just watching and observing 

the guys.  I played it off real well like I wasn’t nervous by 

taking my shoes out of my bag and putting them on.  I had on 

my cross necklace and tucked it in.  I didn’t want everybody to 

see it or have to take it off so I tucked it in my shirt.  It was that 

much closer to my heart.   

Eventually I made it down to the court, and a few of the 

players recognized me just from the gym and from being 

around campus.  No one acted as if I was out of my element, 

and that gave me a little bit of confidence.  The guys eventually 

began to scrimmage and I watched.  I wondered if and how I 

was going to get a chance to actually play.  Somehow I got on 

a team, and we were up next to play.  I ended up guarding the 

one other guy who was also there in hopes of being a walk-on.  

The only thing is this guy was like 6’7” and had a way better 

high school career than I did.  But I stuck with it.  I tried the 

best I could even though I was the smallest and most timid guy 

on the court.  I even ended up blocking one of his shots.  Every 

once in a while I would have to switch up and guard one of the 

scholarship guys, but I never got completely exploited.  I never 

felt totally at ease or completely comfortable, but I did start 

feeling like I might belong there, like somewhere there was 

room for me on this court and on this team.   

On my team I had a player named Brian Grawer.  He 

was the starting point guard and secretly was my favorite 

player on the team.  I remembered rooting for him when I was 

in high school.  I could hardly believe I was playing with my 

favorite player whom I used to watch on TV.  I think he scored 
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a majority of our team’s points by hitting a number of three-

point shots.  He was an all-around good point guard.  He had 

great handles, an accurate jump shot, and his size and stature 

often made people underestimate how good he actually was.  

He had a charisma about him that I liked.  He was confident 

but not cocky, sure of himself but not arrogant, and he always 

seemed to be able to stay positive. 

I finally decided I needed to make a move.  The game 

was close to over and I had to test out my abilities a little 

before I went home.  I had the ball on the right wing and I 

knew it was my turn to see what I could do.  I got around my 

man, and the defense seemed to be far away from me.  It was 

just the basket, and me, and I had to go for mine.  I was just a 

couple of dribbles away from scoring my first bucket in a 

Division One scrimmage.  My eyes got big and I elevated 

towards the rim.  Right before I took off, out of the corner of 

my eye I saw Missouri’s star starting forward, Albert White, 

jump into the air.  I had already started my shooting motion, 

and I was uncertain if he would be able to catch up to my shot 

in time to block it.  In order to adjust to his presence I 

attempted to throw the ball high off the glass.  Either I didn’t 

throw the ball up quickly enough or high enough because 

Albert beat my shot against the glass.  He reemphasized that he 

had blocked my shot by yelling and flexing his muscles.  My 

heart dropped.  I felt embarrassed and I felt stupid for believing 

I could actually score against players of this caliber.  As my 

confidence and will seemed to sink lower and lower Brian 

Grawer walked up to me. 

“Hey, that was a good move, keep your head up, let’s 

go.”  

After Grawer said those words I was good to go.  I got 

my heart back.  My confidence and belief rose back up to the 
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brim.  I mean, the starting point guard whom I once idolized 

told me “good move.”  He came up to me and talked to me.  He 

didn’t have to say anything to me.  He had never seen me at the 

Hearnes Center before but he still encouraged me.  Sometimes 

that’s all you need is just an encourager.  I’m so glad Brian was 

on my team that day. 

I jumped back on the bus to take me home and reflected 

on what had taken place that day.  I knew I had so much work 

to do.  Both physically and mentally.  I think if Brian had not 

encouraged me that day I might have given up.  I might have 

ridden the bus home with shattered dreams.  Instead, I rode the 

bus feeling like if I just kept working, kept believing, and kept 

praying that just maybe one day I could play on that same court 

as an official member of the team. 

The next time I showed up to scrimmage, the team was 

taking pictures.  I just sat in the stands and watched.  The 

jerseys were cool too.  I really liked them.  I sat there and 

imagined myself in one.  But that’s all I could do was imagine.  

I don’t even think they scrimmaged that day.  I did build up 

enough nerve to eventually walk down to the floor and 

introduce myself to Coach Anderson.  He remembered me 

from the phone conversation we had, and that was it.  The next 

day I didn’t go to scrimmage because I had class at the time.  I 

don’t think I ever returned again to scrimmage after that.  I 

figured I was out of luck.  When I saw the guys in their 

uniforms it put me at a distance.  It showed me I had nothing 

tangible to prove or show that I was making any progress 

towards my dreams.  All I had was a story about how I got to 

play with the guys one day.  All I had was hopes, and dreams, 

and prayers, but nothing tangible, nothing that I could see. 

So I just practiced by myself until tryouts.  I still called 

Heath and Jarvis when I needed shots, still played pickup 
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games, still prayed, and continued to hold on to my memories 

of playing at the Hearnes Center.  Then tryouts came. 

 

TRYOUTS 

 

Today was the day.  I even wrote a journal entry that 

went as follows: 

Tryouts are today and I’m nervous.  I know in my heart 
that I can ball and work hard.  This is an opportunity 
that few have.  I know I’ve been blessed to make it this 
far in life and in basketball.  It’s just that I’m so close 
and so hungry that I can smell it.  I just wonder if I’ll 
ever get to taste it.  All I can do is play my hardest, 
believe, have faith, and know the Lord has my back. 

 
Tryouts were scheduled to begin at the Hearnes Center 

at 4 p.m. but I showed up at around 3 p.m.  I was just so 

excited and I wanted to make sure I was there on time.  I got 

there so early that I even got to watch the team practice.  I just 

sat in the stands holding on tightly to my dreams on the inside 

and looking at the team practice.  I just had to be down there.  

What I wouldn’t do to be on the team one day. 

Practice ended and then I was informed that if I was 

here for tryouts that I needed to report to the practice gym.  I 

headed to the practice gym and I started to feel the butterflies 

taking flight in my stomach.  I began to shoot around and 

loosen up.  But I kept missing all of my shots while warming 

up.  I mean I couldn’t hit a thing.  Eventually my nerves started 

calming down and I began to start making a few shots. 

All of the coaches walked into the gym and tryouts 

began.  First the coaches put us in a basic lay-up line and we 

just shot lay-ups.  Then we shot a few jumpers and went 

through some easy drills.  Finally coach split us up into teams 

and we played 3 on 3.  During the game I started off kind of 

shaky but I showed leadership by encouraging guys and talking 
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and communicating as we played.  Eventually I started feeling 

comfortable and I begin to get around whoever was guarding 

me.  I took it strong to the hole a few times and I attacked the 

basket aggressively.  I don’t know what happened—I just 

turned into an animal.  My will to get to the basket even if it 

meant getting knocked to the floor surprised me.   

“Okay guys, we’re done.”  Coach ended tryouts 

quickly.  I was confused.  I don’t think we’d even played for 

more than forty-five minutes total.  I didn’t know what to 

think.  Maybe they knew exactly whom they wanted or maybe 

we were going to continue tomorrow.  Who knows?  Coach 

Norm Stewart called all of us over.  He thanked us for showing 

up and giving an effort.  He then started singling guys out and 

telling them why they hadn’t made the team.  I just knew when 

he got to me I was going to hear some good news.  I had played 

my heart out and I was more aggressive than anyone.  I showed 

him I was tough enough to play at this level, and I knew he had 

to be impressed with my performance because even I was 

impressed.  When he got to me, he said, “You know you’re a 

good little guard, but unfortunately I have enough little guards.  

Maybe if you were a little taller like 6’5” or 6’6” I could take 

you, but I can’t.” My heart sank.  My head went down and so 

did the possibility of my stupid dream coming true.  All of the 

hard work I had put into this, and this was the result.  I was too 

short and there were already enough guards on the team.  What 

type of crap was this?   

I put my shoes in my backpack, looked around the gym, 

stared at the Missouri Tiger logo on the court, and headed out 

the door.  So much for a dream.  I guess I could still go back to 

the Rec Center and play daily like I always had.  I mean, life 

wasn’t completely over.  I just tried to focus on what coach 

said to me.  He told me I was a good little guard, and that was 
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encouragement and motivation to get even better, even tougher, 

and even stronger. 

Even though coach had clearly explained to me that I 

had not made the team, I decided to give him one more call.  I 

ended up having to leave a voice message with one of the 

assistant coaches.  The message went as follows: 

This is Robert Stewart, I tried out last Monday, and I 
understand that a guard is not what you are looking for 
at this time, especially since you have a number of 
them.  I know my only chance of playing on your team 
would be if a couple of players were to get injured or 
something like that.  But I still want to be a part of your 
team.  I was wondering if I could be a manager or even 
a water boy.  I just want to somehow be able to watch 
or attend practice so that if an opportunity ever does 
open up for me to play, I will already know the plays 
and the environment.  If any of this is possible please 
call me back and let me know. Thanks.” 
 
Nobody ever called me back.  Sometimes I would 

watch the Tigers play on television and a guy would get hurt 

and I would wonder if the coaches still had my number or if 

they ever considered calling me.  It was probably just wishful 

thinking, but I had to keep hope alive.  That’s all I had to hold 

on to.  As I would watch the games on television, I did feel a 

connection between the team and me.  It felt good to know that 

I had played with some of those guys, especially Brian Grawer.  

I didn’t feel so bad watching them on T.V.  I just kept it in 

mind that I could always try out again next year, and I hoped 

the coaches and players would remember all the hard work I 

had put in this year. 

I spent the rest of the year playing at the Rec Center.  I 

usually could find real good competition there throughout the 

week.  There were a lot of ex-college players there and even a 

former Mizzou player or two.  I really improved at the Rec that 

year.  More importantly, my confidence improved.  I knew I 

had once played at the Hearnes Center and held my own, so it 

made me feel that much better about myself.  I no longer felt 
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like a high school bench warmer whose ability was connected 

to his pitiful high school statistics.  I felt like a ball player, like 

I belonged on a basketball court with the ball in my hands.  

That year was real good for me.  I realized I had it in me to 

make the team.  I wasn’t sure if I’d ever have a real chance or 

if I ever would make the team but I knew I had what it takes. 

The shocking and terrible news flashed across my T.V. 

set.  Norm Stewart had retired as the head coach of the 

Missouri basketball team.  This was bad news for me.  All the 

phone calls and letter writing to Coach Stewart and his staff 

had just gone down the drain.  I figured I would be one step 

ahead of everyone else and that much closer to making the 

team because they would have all remembered me from the 

previous year.  I also felt like I had gained some respect from 

the coaching staff because of the way I played at tryouts.  Now 

I would have to reestablish myself all over again.  I just hoped I 

would be as impressive as last time.  I felt pretty bad.  I had 

just wasted a whole year of my basketball life and eligibility.  

Something good had to come from this, I hoped. 

Maybe things weren’t as bad as they seemed. Maybe 

the new coach would be more open to potential walk-on 

players.  All I could do was wait and see.  Who knows— the 

new coach may even want to have a practice team, and if I 

could at least practice with these guys every day, then my 

dream would be fulfilled because then I could consider myself 

a real player.   

The new head coach was finally announced towards the 

end of the school year, and there was a buzz all around campus. 

Everyone in the basketball community was geared up for a 

fresh new start and a world of possibilities.  Our new coach 

was Quinn Snyder.  He was a young, up and coming coach.  He 

had spent previous years at the ultimate college powerhouse, 
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Duke University, as an assistant under Coach Mike 

Krzyzewski, also known as Coach K.   

Coach K was the ultimate head coach in my mind.  

Duke was the ultimate program.  It seemed like every year 

Duke was in the Final Four and competing for a national 

championship.  It was almost a surprise or down year if Duke 

was not in the Final Four.  Coach K was so big-time that he 

had a video game named after him (Coach K basketball).  It 

was one of the first real official NCAA college basketball 

games ever available.  I loved that game.  I played it 

religiously, and I always used Duke or Missouri.  I was 

extremely excited.  I thought for sure this new Duke assistant 

was going to bring the winning tradition along with him.  I just 

knew we were going to get some new and exciting players at 

Mizzou because of this new hire of Coach Snyder, also known 

as Coach Q. 

I didn’t know much about Coach Q but he seemed like 

a real nice and personable coach on T.V.  He seemed real down 

to earth and glad to be at Mizzou.  It seemed liked Mizzou was 

headed towards a new fresh beginning, and I just knew I could 

be part of it.  I had to do something so that this new coach 

would know about me and what I was about.  He had to know I 

could contribute and possibly open up a spot for me on the 

team. 

School ended, and I had to find a new summer job.  I 

ended up working at K-Mart every day from around 9:30 until 

3 p.m.  It was a cool job.  I met a lot of people there, and I 

clowned around a lot.  I clowned around a little too much.  I 

almost got fired and realized that I needed to get my act 

together.  While I was learning life lessons at K-Mart, I longed 

to be on the basketball court.   
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After work I would usually head over to the Rec Center 

and play for two or three hours, then head to the park and play 

for another hour and a half.  I was obsessed with playing 

basketball.  But once again I felt like I was missing something, 

like there was more for me to do.  I still hadn’t made contact 

with the basketball office or any of the new coaches.  It was 

time for me to get my name out there.   

Somehow I found out that the guys would sometimes 

work out in the practice gym at the Hearnes Center, and I 

decided to investigate the situation.  I decided to show up one 

day after work.  I showed up unannounced and without asking 

for any one’s permission.  When I arrived, I saw a few of the 

players playing, and there weren’t even enough to play a full 5 

on 5 game.  I was actually needed in order to play 3 on 3.  I 

ended up playing with the guys and I didn’t do anything 

particularly good or bad.  I just kind of blended in, and that was 

that.  Once again, that made me feel like part of the program 

and it reassured me of everything I had learned about myself 

during my freshman year. 

I felt like the Hearnes Center wasn’t the place for me.  

As much as I would have liked to play with the actual team all 

summer, I knew I wasn’t ready.  I needed to work on my game 

more.  I needed to believe in myself again.  Actually, I needed 

to believe in more than myself and I needed to believe more 

than I ever had.  So I went to the church religiously. 

My former high school teammate Derek Broadus 

somehow had keys to a church gymnasium.  He was a year 

younger and had a scholarship to go play college ball once 

school started, while I was just hoping to make Mizzou’s team 

the next year.  It seemed logical for us to work on our games 

together during the summer. We battled against each other all 

summer.  We would start by shooting around three hundred to 
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five hundred shots a day, and then we would go into intense 

wars of one on one.  We usually played two to three games of 

one on one to sixteen.  Those were probably the most 

productive games of one on one I had ever played in my life.  I 

got an opportunity to work on shooting off of the dribble and 

consistently staying in a defensive stance while guarding 

Derek.  We eventually knew each other’s game like the palm of 

our hands.  We learned each other’s strengths and weaknesses 

and played each other accordingly.  We both grew that summer 

to become better players.  But more importantly, we grew to 

become stronger and better friends.  Having Derek around to 

help me with my game was a great blessing, but I think the 

even bigger blessing was the friendship that was built.   

One day I showed up at the church and Derek and I 

started our normal routine—business as usual.  Somebody 

came inside of the church and spoke privately with Derek.  

Derek told me he had to go, and I was left standing in the gym 

all by myself.  Derek never gave me an explanation, but I could 

just tell and feel that it was serious.  Later I got the news that 

Derek’s mother had passed, and I felt a deep sympathy for him 

and his family.  I wished I could do something to make him 

feel better, but I couldn’t.  All I could do was pray.  I called 

him and left a message, telling him I would pray for him and 

his family.  I didn’t really want to bother or bug him, so I just 

chilled out until he was ready to hang out again.  We didn’t 

hoop at the church any more that summer, and soon school 

started for both of us anyway.  

When classes started back up, I was once again at the 

gym every day.  I was lifting weights, jogging, and hooping.  I 

was going for all around improvement.  I really wanted to work 

on my ball handling because I had heard that Coach Q wanted 

to run a fast paced, up-tempo offense.  I knew in order for me 
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to be recognized and to fit in I would have to be able to handle 

the ball real well. 

One day I even built up the courage to go straight to the 

basketball office and speak face to face to anyone who would 

listen to my desire of being a Missouri Tiger basketball player.  

I searched and searched but I was only able to speak to a 

secretary.  So I had to settle with just going and sitting in the 

stands of the Hearnes Center and imagining that I would one 

day be a player.  Then I noticed someone walking a few seats 

away from me.  The guy seemed to be looking at the floor and 

imagining what his future might hold as well.  It was Coach Q.  

I had about half a second to get my thoughts together and to 

overcome the nervousness of approaching the man with the 

ability to hand deliver my 19 year old dream.  I said, “Hi, I 

want to try out for your team and I was wondering when 

tryouts were.” I planned on eventually getting around to telling 

him how much I wanted to make the team and how I knew I 

could contribute in some capacity.  I was also going to ask him 

what type of things I should work on to help my chances of 

making the team.  But before I could say another word he said 

“Making the team as a walk-on is probably one of the most 

difficult things to do; it’s real tough.  I’m not sure when walk-

on tryouts will be held and I’m really not responsible for walk-

ons and that process.”  I said O.K. and the conversation was 

over.  As I was about to leave he turned around and said a few 

last words to me.  He said,”What’s your name?” I replied 

“Robert Stewart,” and I walked off.  In my mind nothing had 

been accomplished other than Coach Q had just pushed me to 

the side and shown minimal concern about my dreams and his 

possible addition of me on his team.  

As I played more and more at the Rec Center I started 

to notice a new guy at the gym.  Just by observing him I could 
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tell he was a student of the game.  I could tell he probably had 

been playing organized ball for a while and he was pretty good.  

His name was Ryan Kiernan, and I knew if he decided to try 

out that he would be my main competition.  He was a white 

boy, and his game wouldn’t allow me to push him to the side as 

not being real and serious competition just because of the 

stereotype that white players don’t have any game.  What made 

him even more of a threat was that he played the same position 

as I did—point guard.  And not only could he offer some of the 

same things I could, such as ball handling and defense, but he 

could offer it at a bigger size.  I was about 5’10” but he stood 

6’ tall.  I knew he was my number one competition.  I figured I 

had a little more heart than he did, and when it came down to it 

I was better than he was.  But he was definitely a threat.  If he 

tried out he had a good chance of stealing my dream away from 

me. 

I felt like this was my year to make the team.  I had 

endured and persevered, and now with the changing to a new 

head coach and Mizzou’s unveiling its new logo, I was going 

to be part of that change.  The next step in my mind was for 

Mizzou to get a new player—me.  Why wouldn’t I think like 

this?  I had persevered through last year’s hurt and 

disappointment of not making the team and I stuck with it.  I 

still went to the gym four to five times a week.  I still lifted 

weights and worked on my ball handling.  I had learned the 

lessons that come with waiting your turn and not giving up.  It 

was my time. 

Once again it was tryout time and I was fully ready to 

go.  I figured tryouts would be a little different than the 

previous year, but I pretty much thought I knew what to expect.  

The only thing is that this year it seemed like around seventeen 

guys were trying out.  The previous year only around seven 
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guys had tried out, so automatically I noticed statistically the 

odds were more against me.  Plus I noticed that the level of 

talent at this year’s tryouts was exceptionally higher compared 

to my freshman year.  Ryan Kiernan, my main competition, 

and a guy by the name of Steve Weaver who was a walk-on 

player from two years ago were both at tryouts. I started getting 

nervous once I realized all of these things, and I knew I was 

going to have to have the best games of my life in order to rise 

above these guys.  Before tryouts started I looked around, but I 

could not find Coach Q.  I didn’t see him anywhere. 

Soon the coaches got all of us together and tryouts were 

under way.  The coaches put us in a few drills and then we 

scrimmaged.  This year we actually got to try out on the actual 

Hearnes Center floor instead of the practice gym, which 

seemed real cool to me.  We scrimmaged for a game or two, 

and I was playing horribly.  I was trying my best to pass the 

ball and distribute the ball and be a team player but that wasn’t 

helping me stand out from the crowd.  I was just blending in, 

and I knew I wasn’t going to make the team because I blended 

in so well.   

Then something totally surprising happened.  Coach 

told us to get to the baseline and prepare to run.  The balls were 

placed back on the ball racks and we were about to run. A lot 

of us were already tired, and running seemed kind of crazy to 

me, especially since this was just a tryout.  Why would we 

have to run wind sprints in the middle of scrimmaging during 

tryouts?  I figured that meant Coach planned on picking up 

some of us to make the team.  Why else would he invest this 

much in us?   

So we ran a few wind sprints.  Then we ran a few more.  

Then we ran a whole bunch more.  Then we ran way too many.  

And then we ran more than that.  I started thinking about 
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some of us to make the team.  Why else would he invest this 

much in us?   

So we ran a few wind sprints.  Then we ran a few more.  

Then we ran a whole bunch more.  Then we ran way too many.  

And then we ran more than that.  I started thinking about 
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quitting and just going home.  This was absolutely ridiculous.  

I had been waiting for this moment ever since I first picked up 

a basketball but I had been pushed so hard and had run so long 

that I actually though about quitting.  Fortunately Coach quit 

making us run before I did.  Tryouts were over and I was more 

exhausted than I had ever been my entire life.  My freshman 

year I had performed at a high level, and tryouts were only 

around forty-five minutes long.  This year I played lousy, and it 

seemed like I had run non-stop sprints for two hours.  The 

coaches told us they would call us and notify us if anyone had 

made the team. 

I knew I wasn’t on the team.  Nobody needed to explain 

to me why I wouldn’t be selected. I already knew.  I played 

horribly, I didn’t stand out, I wasn’t as fast as I thought I was, 

I’m too short, I couldn’t keep up with the running, and when I 

looked at the facts I’m just a no-talent having kid with a stupid 

and unrealistic dream of having a Missouri Tigers basketball 

jersey with my name on it.   

My confidence had hit a new all time low.  I just 

couldn’t compete.  Not only did I know I couldn’t compete 

with any of Mizzou’s players, but it was becoming obvious that 

I couldn’t even compete with the other guys who were trying 

out.  I don’t remember seeing Coach Q at the tryouts and 

maybe that was a good thing.  I don’t even think when I 

returned to the Rec Center that I was as good or as confidant as 

I once was.  I lost a lot of energy and breath and stamina at my 

sophomore year tryout, and more importantly, I lost a lot of 

belief as well. 

I eventually pushed my hoop dreams to the side and 

decided to be a normal student like everyone else.  I started 

going out a lot and just having what I considered to be normal 

college fun.  Instead of chasing some stupid dream and 
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allowing some voice to continue to haunt me—a voice that 

seemed to leave everyone else alone—I decided to ignore it.  I 

decided to kick it.  I had met a new friend named Theo at 

tryouts and we began to hang out a lot.  He would take me to 

the nightclubs and to the parties, and everything seemed to be 

cool.  I was becoming a little more popular on campus, and 

most importantly, more popular with the ladies.  I planned on 

leaving my childhood dream alone.  I was no longer a kid.  I 

was becoming a man in my mind and I was ready to grow up. 

As the year moved along and I continued to go 

clubbing, I found out some news from Theo.  Theo was close 

to a few of the Missouri players and often would have inside 

information.  Theo told me that Ryan Kiernan was a manager 

for the basketball team.  A manager is just a guy who runs 

errands and cleans up behind the players.  But I got word from 

Theo that Ryan was more than a manager.  Sometimes when 

they needed an extra body, Ryan was given a practice jersey 

and was able to practice with the team.  Ryan was living out his 

dreams.  I was out clubbing trying to talk to a bunch of fast 

girls that I had no business talking to anyway.  I had no one to 

blame.  I was lost. 

It was obvious to me and to anyone else who keeps up 

with basketball that Ryan was going to be a real member of the 

team soon.  It was also obvious that as long as Ryan was on the 

team I most assuredly was not going to be on the team.  No 

team was going to keep two walk-on point guards who were 

close to the same size.  On top of that, Ryan and I were the 

same year in school.  That meant that as long as I was around 

trying to make the team, Ryan was also going to be around, 

holding down the spot on the team that I so desperately needed.  

I began to think that sometimes dreams just don’t come true, 
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sometimes they just fade away and that’s O.K.; you don’t 

always get what you ask for. 

I continued to go to the gym, go to the clubs, talk to 

girls, and occasionally watch a Mizzou basketball game on 

T.V.  I accepted the fact that I was now a fan and not a 

potential player, and that was O.K.  The school year ended, and 

I couldn’t wait until next year because I was going to have 

plenty opportunity then.  Plenty of opportunity to go to the 

clubs, meet new girls, and become even more popular.  Next 

year was going to be the year. 
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A FRIEND 

 

You know God knows who and when to place certain 

people in your life.  That summer I met a guy from St. Louis 

named Earnest, E for short.  We instantly became friends on 

sight.  I had grown my hair out towards the end of the school 

year, and I wanted braids badly.  E introduced me to a girl he 

knew named Onome, and she did my hair.  I didn’t have 

enough hair to get it braided but she twisted my hair, and off to 

the club E and I went.  E was just a cool friend to be around.  I 

told him about my little stupid dream and how it hadn’t worked 

out.  He acted like the dream wasn’t so stupid, and that 

surprised me.  I thought for sure it would and should sound 

stupid to everybody. 

When school finally started back up, E and I were like 

twins—wherever you saw one of us, you would see the other.  

We would hoop at the gym together, try to talk to girls 

together, and surely go the clubs together.  I imagine people 

would probably make fun of us behind our back because we 

were similar in a lot of ways.  We were both around the same 

height, close in complexion, and we both had braids.  

E could tell that when it came to girls, I was a very shy 

person.  I didn’t always know what to say and I often worried 

about what girls and their friends thought about me.  I was so 

worried about looking and being perceived as cool.  I was too 

concerned about my image.  What made it so bad was that 

nobody cared about my image except for me.  Eventually E 

began to teach me that just being me was cool enough.  He 

encouraged me to simply approach girls and then say what I 
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felt and not try to be someone I was not.  You know, that 

actually worked.  E helped me feel comfortable being me.  

I know it sounds crazy, but I was a 20 year old virgin, 

and I didn’t tell too many people that.  I wasn’t really all that 

embarrassed, but I hated all the attention I got and all the 

questions that came along with people finding out that at the 

age of 20 I had not had intercourse.  You know, it was 

embarrassing!  I wasn’t a virgin because I hadn’t had the 

opportunity.  I was a virgin for a lot of reasons.  One reason 

was I was scared. I also wasn’t ready for everything that comes 

with having sex, and deep inside I knew God wouldn’t be 

happy with me having sex.   

I told E I was a virgin and I expected him to help me 

find a girl to have sex with.  I even thought he would 

encourage me.  Instead, he kind of thought that me being a 

virgin was cool. He encouraged me to stay true to my heart. 

Once again, E made me believe that I was fine the way I was. I 

can’t remember anyone who was as effective as E when it 

came to making people feel comfortable being who they were.   

After many discussions, I told E that I was kind of 

planning on trying out again for the team.  He thought it was a 

good idea and even volunteered to rebound for me and help me 

prepare.  We did this a few times, but somewhere along the 

road I lost heart.  The dream wasn’t calling me like it used to.  

Or maybe I had been discouraged so badly by the previous year 

that I was frightened to go through it again.  It might have been 

the fact that I kept remembering all the running and pain I went 

through just to be told no.  I felt like it wasn’t worth it.  Plus, I 

was beginning to have back problems and the team already had 

enough guards.  Not to mention that I heard Ryan Kiernan was 

now an official member of the team, which also meant I would 
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and I didn’t tell too many people that.  I wasn’t really all that 

embarrassed, but I hated all the attention I got and all the 

questions that came along with people finding out that at the 

age of 20 I had not had intercourse.  You know, it was 

embarrassing!  I wasn’t a virgin because I hadn’t had the 

opportunity.  I was a virgin for a lot of reasons.  One reason 

was I was scared. I also wasn’t ready for everything that comes 

with having sex, and deep inside I knew God wouldn’t be 

happy with me having sex.   

I told E I was a virgin and I expected him to help me 

find a girl to have sex with.  I even thought he would 

encourage me.  Instead, he kind of thought that me being a 

virgin was cool. He encouraged me to stay true to my heart. 

Once again, E made me believe that I was fine the way I was. I 

can’t remember anyone who was as effective as E when it 

came to making people feel comfortable being who they were.   

After many discussions, I told E that I was kind of 

planning on trying out again for the team.  He thought it was a 

good idea and even volunteered to rebound for me and help me 

prepare.  We did this a few times, but somewhere along the 

road I lost heart.  The dream wasn’t calling me like it used to.  

Or maybe I had been discouraged so badly by the previous year 

that I was frightened to go through it again.  It might have been 

the fact that I kept remembering all the running and pain I went 

through just to be told no.  I felt like it wasn’t worth it.  Plus, I 

was beginning to have back problems and the team already had 

enough guards.  Not to mention that I heard Ryan Kiernan was 
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never have a chance again to make the team.  My opportunity 

had come and gone. 

I didn’t try out that year.  I never called the coaches or 

attempted to meet with them.  I had to face the facts, I was a 

loser. My dreams had come and gone.  

Surprisingly I didn’t have a tough time adjusting to this 

new reality.  I began going to the clubs more frequently and I 

even had a girl that I dated frequently.  Truth be told, I would 

often plot out trying to have sex with her.  Like I said before, I 

was no longer a kid.  I was becoming a man.  I was at a time in 

my life where I was beginning to make big decisions.  At the 

time, I didn’t even realize how big the decisions were.  I just 

saw everyone else in the crowd having sex, drinking, and 

partying out of control.  And if there was one thing I learned 

about basketball, it was that I didn’t posses anything that would 

make me stick out from the crowd. 

So I continued to party more and more.  I even had a 

schedule—a weekly routine that I followed.  I would rotate 

between different nightclubs and I would hang out Monday, 

Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, and Saturday.  I lived each day 

to party at the clubs, and I did this week after week.  As much 

as I thought I wanted to drink and have sex, I just never got 

around to actually doing it.  There were times I would have a 

full bottle of alcohol in my hand but I wouldn’t drink it.  Then 

there were times I would spend the night over at a girl’s house 

lying in her bed.  We would fool around, but when it came 

down to it, I just couldn’t have sex (intercourse) with them.  As 

much as I tried to blend in and change my ways, I couldn’t 

shake the voice inside of me that haunted me and wouldn’t just 

let me throw away all of my values.  I didn’t know what was 

wrong with me and why I couldn’t be like everyone else.  Little 

did I know God was watching out for me. 
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IT’S POSSIBLE 

 

I still went to the Rec Center often and I kept up with 

the latest basketball shoes.  I had a few Jordan’s and Nikes, and 

it was general knowledge that I was up on the shoe game.  I 

remember I bought a pair of white and red Iverson’s.  They 

were called the Answer IV’s.  I really liked them and I 

considered them to be my day-to-day hooping kicks.  At the 

same time, my back was giving me major problems and I 

wondered if I would eventually need surgery.  Anyway, I 

would stretch my back, put on my Iverson’s, and muster up 

enough strength to go to the gym.  I would then stretch again at 

the gym and hope and pray that I would have enough strength 

to make it through the day’s series of games. 

But something strange was happening around this time 

period.  It seemed like I couldn’t miss.  I mean it was like for a 

whole month something had crawled inside of me and 

transformed my game.  I was hitting tough, tough jump shots 

over bigger, stronger, and more athletic guys on a consistent 

basis.  I was able to get around almost any defender.  I was 

making my teammates better by passing it to them in the right 

places and encouraging them to play hard.  My teams were 

starting to win games against more talented teams.  I wasn’t 

even thinking about it—I was just playing.  I thought for sure 

this was going to last for only a day or two, but it kept going.  I 

thought for sure my back would only hold up for one or two 

more games, but it kept holding up.  I honestly didn’t know 

what to think.  It seemed like, as my body got weaker my game 
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got stronger.  I remember people looking at me in wonder, and 

I would look at myself the same way when I got home in front 

of the mirror. 

I knew it wasn’t the shoes, but I’ll never forget those 

shoes.  It had to be God.  I regained my love for the game, and 

strangely enough I began to realize that I do stick out from the 

crowd.  I started believing maybe even if the odds were against 

me maybe something so extraordinary could happen that Coach 

Q would have no choice but to put me on the team.  I started 

believing God could work this out for me.  I just had to work a 

little harder, pray a little stronger, and go for it.  Those shoes 

represented that to me.  There was something going on in the 

inside of me that I couldn’t quite explain, hold, or touch, and 

that’s what those shoes symbolized to me.  

Slowly but surely I was deciding to try out again for the 

team.  I had one more year of school left and I wasn’t going to 

waste my senior year by not trying out one last time to play 

basketball. 

The summer rolled around and I went back to my 

training routine.  I also moved into my new apartment on a 

street called Stewart Road.  This was probably the raggediest 

apartment that ever existed.  It was extremely junky and 

unorganized, as you could tell as you took your first step in the 

apartment.  This was the first time I ever lived completely all 

by myself.  I was free.  I had to be responsible and I, like my 

apartment, was a complete mess.  I was irresponsible and I 

didn’t know the importance of trying to budget my money.  

There were times I didn’t have heat in the winter, no working 

telephone, and briefly went without electricity and hot water. 

The biggest obstacle was having no hot water.  Those 

cold showers after playing basketball and during the winter 

almost killed me.  But they didn’t.  I remember being amazed 
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at how I had the strength to wake up every day to take a 

freezing ice cold shower, but I made it.  One day E spent the 

night at my apartment, and he told me he could take the cold 

showers, or so he thought.  After that night, E chose not to stay 

the night with me anymore even though he still didn’t have a 

place to stay.  Those showers were cold enough to do that.  As 

crazy as it sounds, those showers actually made me stronger.  It 

was my fault that I had not paid the hot water bill, but I learned 

that I could endure a little more than I thought. 

My apartment was so horrible that I knew anybody who 

came over more than once and actually spent time with me was 

really my friend.  I didn’t have cable, and I couldn’t see any 

reason for anyone to come to my house other than to genuinely 

spend time with their friend.  There was little for a guest to do 

in my apartment other than just talk and converse about life. 

Then I was blessed with some of the best entertainment 

and inspiration that I could have received.  The 2001 NBA 

Finals.  This was the best Finals I had ever seen in my life, and 

I felt like I was connected directly to it.  It was the Philadelphia 

76ers vs. the Los Angeles Lakers.  The Sixers had my favorite 

player at the time, Allen Iverson.  And the Lakers had my least-

favorite player, Kobe Bryant, and a big goliath-like monster by 

the name of Shaquille O’Neal.  It was a David vs. Goliath 

match up, and I felt connected and related to the undersized, 

big-hearted Allen Iverson and the 76ers.  There was one guy on 

the Lakers that I really liked named Tyronn Lue.  He was about 

my size and height, and I rooted for him to play well, but I 

badly wanted the 76ers to win. 

Another reason I felt so connected to these Finals was 

that my two favorite players were not only playing in the finals, 

but they also had braids.  I had now had braids in my hair for 
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showers, or so he thought.  After that night, E chose not to stay 

the night with me anymore even though he still didn’t have a 

place to stay.  Those showers were cold enough to do that.  As 

crazy as it sounds, those showers actually made me stronger.  It 

was my fault that I had not paid the hot water bill, but I learned 

that I could endure a little more than I thought. 

My apartment was so horrible that I knew anybody who 

came over more than once and actually spent time with me was 

really my friend.  I didn’t have cable, and I couldn’t see any 

reason for anyone to come to my house other than to genuinely 

spend time with their friend.  There was little for a guest to do 

in my apartment other than just talk and converse about life. 

Then I was blessed with some of the best entertainment 

and inspiration that I could have received.  The 2001 NBA 

Finals.  This was the best Finals I had ever seen in my life, and 

I felt like I was connected directly to it.  It was the Philadelphia 

76ers vs. the Los Angeles Lakers.  The Sixers had my favorite 

player at the time, Allen Iverson.  And the Lakers had my least-

favorite player, Kobe Bryant, and a big goliath-like monster by 

the name of Shaquille O’Neal.  It was a David vs. Goliath 

match up, and I felt connected and related to the undersized, 

big-hearted Allen Iverson and the 76ers.  There was one guy on 

the Lakers that I really liked named Tyronn Lue.  He was about 

my size and height, and I rooted for him to play well, but I 

badly wanted the 76ers to win. 
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about a year and I loved them.  They were a good 

representation of who I was.  They also gave me some hood 

credibility and made me appear to be a little rougher than I 

really was.  They were part of my identity, and people at school 

liked them on me.  Allen Iverson always had the freshest 

braids, and I would do everything I could to get mine to look 

half as fresh as his.   

The 76ers had very little talent.  They were a team full 

of undersized defenders who made you question how they had 

even made it to the Finals and to the NBA at all.  They were 

definitely not a preseason prediction to make it to the Finals.  

The Lakers had already won a championship the previous year, 

and not only did they have invincible future hall of fame greats 

Kobe and Shaquille but they were full of proven veteran talent. 

The Lakers had not lost a playoff game yet, and that 

was against teams that looked far better than Philadelphia.  

Everyone knew and expected the Lakers to quickly demolish 

the 76ers in a four-game sweep.  As a spectator, I couldn’t 

really argue against that perspective, but I wanted to watch the 

finals anyway just to see Iverson get his.   

When game one came on local (non-cable) television at 

my house, I felt like the richest man alive.  My small raggedy 

apartment turned into a beachfront mansion for as long as the 

game was being played.  It was paradise.  Everyone knew my 

favorite player was Allen Iverson, and that I liked him because 

of how he played with so much heart.  I knew in order for me 

to succeed in reaching my dreams I too would need to play 

with an extraordinary amount of heart. 

I expected the 76ers to get blown out in game one 

because it was at Los Angeles on their home court.  Instantly, 

from the tip off, Iverson showed no fear.  He went all out, 

hustling, driving, and playing with passion.  His teammates 
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followed and they gave the Lakers some unexpected 

competition.  It seemed like the Lakers continued to throw 

blow after blow and score big bucket after big bucket to bury 

the 76ers.  But the 76ers kept digging themselves out of the 

hole with sheer will and determination.  As the game neared 

the end, it seemed like the 76ers might actually win the game, 

but the Lakers fought back and sent the game into overtime. 

It seemed like by forcing an overtime the Lakers had 

broken the 76ers’ spirit and taken away their momentum, or so 

I thought.  As overtime began I was even down myself.  

Overtime in L.A. almost certainly meant that Philadelphia was 

going to lose.  To my surprise the Sixers still had a little gas 

left in their tank.  Iverson seemed to have found a whole new 

bottle of mustard seed faith, and the Sixers hung in there.  

There was one particular play when Iverson shot a crucial 

game-deciding jumper over Tyronn Lue.  The whole play 

seemed to have gone in slow motion as I watched it on T.V.  

Iverson went baseline and crossed over before going out of 

bounds and hit a feathery yet authoritative jumper to seal the 

victory.  The 76ers had actually won.  My favorite player had 

actually reassured me and everybody watching that no matter 

how small you are or how unfavored an underdog you are, it 

was still possible to overcome. 

The Sixers ended up losing the series, but all I would 

ever remember was game one.  It showed me that some times 

the impossible is possible. 

I decided I couldn’t give up on my dreams.  I had proof 

that they could come true every time I watched the replay of 

that game.  I had proof when I laced up my Iverson basketball 

shoes.  I had proof when I prayed, and God continued to haunt 

me and give me dreams and desires of one day playing ball.  I 

couldn’t give up and I wouldn’t give up.  It was on.   
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GIVING MY ALL 

 

When school started back up for my senior year, all I 

had on my mind was trying out for the team.  I knew I was 

going to have to change my training routine.  I could no longer 

just shoot around and play pickup games; I was going to have 

to work a lot harder than that.  I was reminded of the nightmare 

I experienced from my sophomore tryouts when I almost died 

from running.  This year I was going to be in tip-top condition.  

This year I planned on laughing while running wind sprints.  

This year was my year. 

I ran and ran and ran and ran.  I would run sprints in the 

morning, at night, and sometimes in between classes.  It didn’t 

matter if it was one hundred degrees or minus ten degrees, I 

was going to be outside running.  I often would try to run when 

nobody was out at the track because I really wanted to keep my 

intense training regime a secret.  I didn’t want my competition 

to know how seriously I was taking this, and I also didn’t want 

to get embarrassed.  I figured if anyone knew I was working 

this hard, putting forth this type of effort, and following my 

dreams this closely, they might laugh.  And if I still didn’t 

make the team after this senior year attempt, they would also 

get the last laugh. 

I still planned on doing more than just training.  I was 

going all out.  I called every coach I could get hold of— which 

was four or five coaches.  I left a message on all of their 

answering machines that went as follows: 

Hi, my name is Robert Stewart and I feel that I can 
contribute to your team. I can play defense, hustle, dive, 
and do whatever it takes to make your team better.  I 
also can be a manager if you guys don’t have any room 
for me as a player right now.  So that you will notice 
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me at tryouts I will be the guy with the big afro.  I have 
no idea how I can assure you in a two-hour tryout that I 
have the right attitude, but I am willing to accept my 
role as a walk-on. 
 
That message came straight from the heart.  I could tell 

in my voice that I meant it and believed it, and from that point 

on I knew my time to shine was right around the corner. 

I still had an empty feeling inside though.  Once again I 

was hungry to make a move I had never made before.  I had to 

do something new, something to give me an inside advantage.  

I called Ryan Kiernan.  I got his number from somebody who 

knew somebody who knew somebody.  It was strange to me 

that I was going to call the exact guy who seemingly was in the 

position that I thought belonged to me.  But I figured if I 

wanted to be a walk-on guard for the University of Missouri. 

Who better to call than an actual walk-on guard for the 

University of Missouri? 

Our conversation went rather well.  I told him my goal 

of making the team, and I asked him for any advice he had to 

offer.  He told me that walking-on is one of the hardest things 

to do.  I asked him about what the coaches were looking for, 

and he told me they want to see a guy hustling and 

communicating on the court.  He advised me to yell “switch” 

and “help” from the top of my lungs whenever I switched on 

screens or anticipated help on defense.  I stored every word he 

said in my heart.  And when tryouts rolled around I planned on 

executing every last piece of advice. 

Tryouts came around, and I had never been so ready in 

my life.  I showed up with a big afro, as I had promised the 

coaches.  I knew they would remember my voice message and 

the afro would instantly bring it back to their remembrance and 

gain me some attention.  My plan seemed to be working to 

perfection. Because of all the hard work, all the practice and 
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have the right attitude, but I am willing to accept my 
role as a walk-on. 
 
That message came straight from the heart.  I could tell 

in my voice that I meant it and believed it, and from that point 

on I knew my time to shine was right around the corner. 

I still had an empty feeling inside though.  Once again I 

was hungry to make a move I had never made before.  I had to 

do something new, something to give me an inside advantage.  

I called Ryan Kiernan.  I got his number from somebody who 

knew somebody who knew somebody.  It was strange to me 

that I was going to call the exact guy who seemingly was in the 

position that I thought belonged to me.  But I figured if I 

wanted to be a walk-on guard for the University of Missouri. 

Who better to call than an actual walk-on guard for the 

University of Missouri? 

Our conversation went rather well.  I told him my goal 

of making the team, and I asked him for any advice he had to 

offer.  He told me that walking-on is one of the hardest things 

to do.  I asked him about what the coaches were looking for, 

and he told me they want to see a guy hustling and 

communicating on the court.  He advised me to yell “switch” 

and “help” from the top of my lungs whenever I switched on 

screens or anticipated help on defense.  I stored every word he 
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my past experiences, I had a new confidence in myself and I 

even had a little swagger in my stride. 

Before tryouts, I went out and bought some of the most 

expensive shoes that were out at the time.  They were called 

Nike Air Flightposite III’s.  They were priced at around $180 at 

the time.  I really had to get creative and scrape up money to 

buy these shoes.  I figured they were worth it.  For me to play 

at the ultimate level, I felt like I needed to buy the highest price 

shoe to get me there.  I don’t even remember anyone else 

having them at the time because they were so expensive and 

rare in my hometown.  They did help me feel more confident 

as if I had done all that I could to get the advantage on the next 

guy who was trying out 

I analyzed all of my competition, and there was no one 

there who played close to my position that I was worried about 

except for J.J.  J.J. was by far the fastest guy at tryouts.  He 

may have been the fastest guy at school.  He was nicknamed 

“Juice” because he was so energetic and quick.  I knew no 

matter how much running and training I ever did, I would 

never be as quick as he was.  But I wasn’t going to let that 

discourage me.  I had prepared too long and wanted it too 

badly to let that keep me down.  I planned on hustling my butt 

off.  I planned on leaving every piece of my heart on the court.  

I was going to let my game and determination speak for itself. 

I was all over the place.  Diving for loose balls over and 

over again.  Along with every dive you could hear my skin 

burning against the floor.  You could see the puddle of sweat 

that was left on the floor.  And as sure as everyone knew that I 

would dive after any ball that was within lunging distance, they 

also knew I would be the one to retrieve it from the crowd.  

There was one particular time that I dove after a loose ball and 

hit the wall at full speed.  It didn’t faze me one bit.  I was 
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surprised at what was happening to me.  I was hustling in ways 

I could never have imagined.  I was releasing all of the energy I 

had accumulated from running, crying, hoping, wishing, and 

praying to get my chance at making the team. 

I had reached a new level.  I was finding out that I was 

better than I thought I was.  I had been so scared to push 

myself in the past.  I had been scared to push myself to the 

max.  I was now doing it and doing it well.   

But J.J. was doing his thing too.  He was driving to the 

basket in quick bursts and attacking the basket aggressively.  

He was consistently beating everyone in a footrace as he glided 

towards the rim for each of his many lay-ups. He was not 

blending in at all, he was fully standing out.   

Not only that, but J.J. seemed to have a previous 

behind-the-scenes connection with a player who was on the 

team.  Mizzou had freshly signed a prize recruit named Usher 

Oakboro.  He was on the top of every list as far as top new 

talent in the country.  In some circles he was considered a sure 

future NBA player.  He was a seven-foot-tall basketball 

monster, and Mizzou took pride in acquiring such a player.  He 

was good friends with J.J.  Real good friends.  They were good 

enough friends for Usher to show up during the tryouts and 

openly talk with J.J. while the coaches were around.  It became 

obvious to me that J.J. knew how to play his cards, and boy, 

was he playing them right.   

I would assume that Usher was promoting J.J. as a 

possible pick-up to the coaches, and I knew the coaches would 

listen to Usher.  I also knew that they wanted Usher to be taken 

care of and happy during his time at the University of Missouri.  

So not only was J.J. good and fast, but he also had the inside 

scoop. 
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At the end of tryouts one of the coaches made an 

announcement. He announced that he would extend the tryouts 

one more day.  This was new to me.  I had never been in a 

situation where tryouts were extended.  To me this meant the 

coaches were actually looking at somebody, it meant someone 

had a chance.  That someone was me.   

That night I reflected on what I had done that day at 

tryouts.  I figured the selection was mainly between J.J and me.  

I had definitely out-hustled J.J., but no one could stop him on 

defense.  I knew what I had to do.  I had to guard J.J. the next 

day.  I would continue to impress the coaches with my hustle 

and scrappiness and then shut J.J. down with my defense and 

prove that I was the guy the coaches needed to put on the team.  

I had a perfect plan and I was going to do my best to execute it. 

The next day at tryouts my plan started off perfectly.  I 

voluntarily guarded J.J., and off we went.  I continued to hustle 

just like I had done the previous day.  I was accumulating floor 

burns at the same pace as I dove for loose ball after loose ball.  

I was also doing a decent job of containing J.J., but he was just 

too quick for me to fully shut down.  Overall, I thought I had 

done a good job.  I knew the coaches would never forget who I 

was.  I knew they would have to go to their offices and discuss 

the kid with the afro and his collection of bruises.  I had risen 

above the crowd.  I had separated myself from the pack.  I had 

the best chance of making the team that I’d ever had. 

At the end of the tryouts the coaches stated that all of us 

would be getting a call that would let us know if we had made 

the team or not. 

I woke up in the morning and securely placed my cell 

phone in my pocket, anticipating the instant I would get the call 

informing me that I had made the basketball team.  I could 

hardly wait.  The seconds turned into minutes.  The minutes 
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into hours.  And soon the hours had turned into the end of the 

day and I still had not been called.  The next day I followed the 

same routine.  Eventually I got a call from one of the assistant 

coaches he said “Thank you for trying out and for your efforts.  

I am sorry to inform you that we did not select you for this 

year’s team and we have decided to go with a different player.”  

They had decided to go with J.J. 

I went into a deep dark depression when I heard this 

news.  How did J.J. make the team before I did?  That was his 

first time trying out and he made the team.  I had tried out for 

three years and I still got cut.  I had prayed night after night 

asking God to bless me.  I couldn’t figure out what I had done 

wrong this time.  I had worked my butt off leading up to 

tryouts.  I had made the perfect moves by calling the coaches 

and showing up with my big afro.  I had played the best ball of 

my life at tryouts and left every piece of my heart on the court.  

Then I realized I had done all that I could.  I realized I hadn’t 

made a mistake.  My dream was just not meant to come true.  I 

was a dream chaser but the dream was running faster than I 

could run. 

I just said the heck with this stupid dream and went 

back to my partying ways.  I was back at the clubs with E and 

Theo again.  This time I was even bolder and more convincing 

at the clubs than ever.  I was consistently looking for a new girl 

to approach and pursue each night that I went out.  I was 

headed in the wrong direction.  It was strange to me how when 

I was pursuing the wrong thing at the clubs I would get quick 

results but I had nothing to show for when pursuing the goals 

in my heart.  It just didn’t make sense. 

Towards the end of the school year it became evident 

that I would not be able to graduate on time and would possibly 

need an extra semester or year of classes to graduate.  It just 
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seemed like more bad news.  I wanted to get as far away from 

the University of Missouri as possible.   

I would watch Mizzou basketball games on T.V., and 

sometimes the camera would cut to the sight of Ryan Kiernan 

giving his teammates high fives or the back of J.J.’s head as he 

huddled up with the team.  My soul would cringe.  My heart 

would stutter and my eyes would turn away.  Basketball just 

represented pain to me.  It represented the fact that life was not 

fair and fairy tales are just make believe.  When I watched 

basketball on television I didn’t see a basketball game.  I saw a 

kid whose only goal in life was to play a game he loved, 

respected, dreamed about, and prayed about.  I saw 

disappointment and regret.  My heart was broken.  I was just 

trying to figure out the best way to live with the broken heart.  

There was no way it was going to get healed anytime soon. 

Soon I heard that J.J. had quit the team in the middle of 

the season.  By no coincidence he quit around the same time 

Usher Oakboro was declared ineligible and could no longer 

play for the team.  Maybe there was a connection to J.J. 

making the team because of his relationship with Usher.  At 

this point in time it didn’t matter, I hadn’t made the team.  I 

knew if I had made the team there was no way I would have 

quit.  They would have had to throw me into the Missouri river 

before I would have quit. 

The summer went by with me partying my life away.  I 

would still play ball here and there but not like I did the 

previous summers.  This summer I had no dream, or at least I 

opted out of following it.  I just played ball to stay in shape and 

to look good for the girls.  That summer came and went and 

nothing was accomplished. 
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School started and I just felt out of place.  I was now a 

fifth-year senior, and I felt like I had been in college way to 

long.  My academic scholarship only covered me for four 

years, and due to my lack of money I moved back into my 

mom’s house.  I was a fifth-year senior living in my mom’s 

house and that was nowhere near cool.  I lived in her basement 

and I went out almost every night.  I was headed down the road 

to self-destruction.  I was sneaking girls into my mom’s 

basement and plotting to have sex with them and letting them 

spend the night with me.  But it kept happening.  God wouldn’t 

leave me alone.  I could just feel his presence and I would fool 

around with these girls but I wouldn’t have intercourse. 

At the time I was working at Footlocker (a shoe store at 

the mall).  I went on my lunch break to get a bite to eat.  I had 

real long hair and it was not braided, and I looked like a hot 

mess.  As I was standing in line to get my Chinese food I heard 

someone say my name.  It was one of my old coaches, Coach 

Whitney, from ninth grade, the coach that taught me and 

encouraged me to play and follow my heart.  The coach that 

first believed in me.  We chitchatted for a while, and as we 

parted ways he said, “Rob, you were always a special player, I 

haven’t had many, if any, players like you.” That stung my 

chest.  It just sank in real deep.  I hadn’t seen or talked to 

Coach Whitney in six years or so, and he still remembered me 

and thought of me as a special player.  It was obvious that I 

must have done something in the year I played for him that left 

an impression.  But I couldn’t figure out what it was.  I was 

glad he told me that and I knew he had told me that for a 

reason, whether he realized it or not. 

This time was different though.  This year I was going 

to test God and see how much further I could go with the 

ladies. I was going to do what I wanted to do.  The next time I 
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planned on ignoring that convicting feeling and doing what I 

wanted to do.  I planned on ignoring that voice in my head and 

heart and then just let the chips fall where they may.  

I continued to go out to all the parties, but one night 

something happened.  As I was returning home around 2 a.m. 

after yet another wild party I noticed a newspaper clipping on 

top of my telephone.  It was obvious that someone in my 

family had left it there for me to read.  It was a picture of a 

Missouri basketball player dunking a basketball and it read, 

“Attention all Missouri students:  Basketball tryouts will be 

held in two weeks so come on out and take your shot at being a 

Tiger.” 

I thought about who I was as a freshman.  I was a kid 

who just wanted to be on the team and contribute.  I was a kid 

who vowed to try out every year if possible.  I knew the guy I 

once was would still give it one last try.  I thought about how 

much genuine love I had for the game.  I was going to try out 

one last time for that kid.  I owed it to myself.  I wouldn’t be 

able to look at myself in the mirror for the rest of my life if I 

fought for four years trying to make the team and I gave up on 

my last shot of making it.  I knew that since I was enrolled for 

another year of college classes and I was a fifth-year senior, I 

still had one year of eligibility to play basketball.  I was gong 

to give it one final chance. 

The next morning I ran two or three miles before I 

headed to morning classes.  I then went straight to class, then to 

work, and then outside to run wind sprints in the night before I 

went to sleep.  I no longer was focused on parties, clubs, or 

girls.  I had my mind on basketball and basketball on my mind.   

I still needed to practice my shot but I didn’t have a 

rebounder.  I let E know I was trying out again, and when I 

looked in his eyes he seemed just as excited and revived as I 
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was.  E was there for me.  E would have done anything in his 

power to help me make the team.  He rebounded for me and 

helped me work on my game whenever I needed it.  He was 

there between classes, at night, and even when it seemed like 

the world had gone to sleep.  He was even there at 2 a.m. when 

I needed to shoot jump shots just to calm me during the night.  

There were times I couldn’t sleep; I just had to work on my 

game.  E would feed me pass after pass so that I could get as 

many shots as I needed to get my fill.  If God had not sent me a 

friend like E, I have no idea how I would have gotten through 

my preparation for tryouts.   

But there were still nights that I was all alone.  There 
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give my body a chance to recover a little bit from the intense 

training I had just put it through.  

I got a call from E; he wanted me to participate in a 3 

on 3 tournament that the school was having that weekend.  He 

seemed really excited, but I had to tell him no.  The tournament 

was going to be held outside and it just sounded stupid to me.  I 

could easily get hurt playing out there, and besides, I was 

trying to get some rest.  I was trying to prepare to play at a 

Division One level and it didn’t make sense to participate in a 3 

on 3 tournament that had little importance in my eyes.  E 

wouldn’t take no for an answer and somehow convinced me to 

play. 

I showed up to the 3 on 3 tournament and prepared 

myself to just go through the motions, not get hurt, and get it 

over with.  On my team were E, Justin, and myself.  Justin was 

a pretty good ball player and a sporadic shooter.  We were all 

6’ or under, and we seemed overmatched as we glanced at the 

other team’s size and strength.   

In our first game we started off pretty shaky.  We were 

small compared to our competition and had a hard time getting 

rebounds.  All three of us couldn’t hit a shot to save our lives.  

But we played defense as best as we could.  By playing defense 

so well we were actually still in the game even though we 

weren’t shooting well.  Eventually E hit a couple of shots and 

Justin began to catch fire and hit a variety of 3 pointers.  Then I 

tried to make my own contribution.  But I was completely out 

of it.  I was missing everything.  My timing was off and I even 

threw up an airball.  I didn’t feel like a basketball player, and if 

you watched me play I definitely didn’t look like one.  I 

couldn’t do anything to help the team.  It seemed like 

everything I touched turned into dirt.  I noticed that I was the 

problem and just continued to play defense.  On offense I 
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would just pass the ball to E and Justin because I knew that if I 

did anything with the ball I was going to mess it up.  E and 

Justin carried us to victory.  We closely won the game and 

advanced to the second round of the tournament.   

I went and found a quiet place a distance away from the 

court.  I just sat there with my head down.  I couldn’t figure it 

out.  Why was I playing so terribly?  I mean, I had been 

working on my game and training to be a college player and 

now during a little 3 on 3 tournament I looked like I had never 

picked up a basketball in my life.  I wanted to curl up, stick my 

head inside the sand and hide from reality. 

Then I started questioning everything all over again.  

Maybe this was a sign that I would never be a good ball player.  

Maybe this was just a preview of what was in store for me 

come tryout time on Monday.  Then Justin walked up to me 

and told me the team was going to need me for our next game.  

I knew they needed and expected more out of me, but so did I.  

I was not only letting myself down but I was also letting my 

team down, and that made the pain and hurt that much deeper.  

Our second round opponents were reminiscent of the 

Lakers from the 2001 championships.  They were heavily 

favored to win by everybody.  I don’t even know if my team 

fully expected to beat this team. We just figured if we stepped 

out on the court then we would have some sort of chance of 

winning no matter how slim that chance may have been.  E, 

Justin, and I were just guys who played ball at the gym, but our 

opponents had a better resume than that.  They had two players 

who had played college ball and even had experience playing 

professional ball.  These two guys were both 6’5” and 6’6” and 

were very athletic.  They also had a player who was a former 

local college walk-on who stood 6’2”.  E, Justin, and I were 

5’10”, 6’0”, and 5’10”, respectively. 
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As the game started I could sense the crowd staring at 

our game, anticipating that we would get crushed.  The crowd 

wasn’t watching to see if we would get crushed but to see in 

what manner we would get crushed. 

Right from the jump E started scoring buckets.  E was 

definitely not known for his scoring ability, but this time he 

seemed unstoppable.  He hit big bucket after big bucket and 

began to talk trash to the other team.  E was on fire.  He scored 

our teams first six points consecutively against the other team’s 

6’6 “superstar.  I have no idea how E was doing this, but it 

inspired us all to play that much harder.  By talking trash and 

getting into it with the other team, E got everyone’s attention, 

including the crowd’s.  E was playing at a whole other level, 

and it caused Justin to follow his lead.  Justin turned his game 

up a notch and began to let the three point shots fall like soft 

rain.  One after another hit nothing but net.  Soon the crowd 

began to cheer for us and we gained a little momentum.  As 

well as we were playing, we were still down by a few buckets.  

I mean our opponents were so talented and big that it was hard 

for us to stop them no matter how well we were playing.   

I decided to test out my abilities and I started trying to 

make plays, but it just wasn’t working out for me.  I would 

dribble off my foot, turn the ball over, or miss yet another shot.  

Eventually E just looked at me.  Our eyes connected from 

across the court and I could read his eyes.  He looked at me 

like he knew there was more inside of me than what I was 

showing.  He looked at me like it was impossible for me to fail-

-especially when he knew I had worked so hard and practiced 

so long.  He looked like he believed in me, and that caused me 

to once again believe as well.  He glanced at me and flicked his 

wrists in a shooting motion and whispered under his voice “just 

shoot it.” And that’s exactly what I did.   
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I decided to test out my abilities and I started trying to 
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I shot a deep three, and it touched nothing but the 

bottom of the net.  It was officially back on.  I was ready to go.  

The intensity of the game seemed to pick up along with the 

cheering of the crowd, and we kept hanging in there.  One 

moment E was talking junk to our opponents and the next 

Justin was hitting yet another three-pointer.  I started taking my 

man to the hole, and even got a few oohs and aahs from the 

crowd as I crossed my man up and completed a high left 

handed finger roll over the defenders’ outstretched arms.  We 

felt like nothing could stop us, and we had even turned the 

crowd into believers as they cheered for the underdogs. 

We were down by a few points and time was running 

out.  We had no chance of getting back into the game unless we 

hit three-pointers in bunches.  That’s exactly what we did.  

Justin and I took turns knocking down consecutive three-

pointers while E kept our opponents off track by continuously 

talking crazy to them. 

We had done the impossible, we were still in the game, 

down by one three-pointer, with the ball, and a few seconds left 

on the clock.  The whole game had been a collection of 

miracles, and we needed one more miracle to force the game 

into overtime.  With ten seconds left in the game Justin had the 

ball on the wing but could not break free for an open jumper.  

He passed the ball to me with around eight seconds left in the 

game.  I tried move after move but I could not break my 

defender down enough to create the space I needed to get a 

good shot attempt.  As the seconds were expiring, so were my 

moves.  There were two seconds left on the clock and I had just 

enough time for one more move.  I crossed the ball over from 

right to left and took a quick step back to create some space.  I 

had to shoot it. 

 86

I shot a deep three, and it touched nothing but the 

bottom of the net.  It was officially back on.  I was ready to go.  

The intensity of the game seemed to pick up along with the 

cheering of the crowd, and we kept hanging in there.  One 

moment E was talking junk to our opponents and the next 

Justin was hitting yet another three-pointer.  I started taking my 

man to the hole, and even got a few oohs and aahs from the 

crowd as I crossed my man up and completed a high left 

handed finger roll over the defenders’ outstretched arms.  We 

felt like nothing could stop us, and we had even turned the 

crowd into believers as they cheered for the underdogs. 

We were down by a few points and time was running 

out.  We had no chance of getting back into the game unless we 

hit three-pointers in bunches.  That’s exactly what we did.  

Justin and I took turns knocking down consecutive three-

pointers while E kept our opponents off track by continuously 

talking crazy to them. 

We had done the impossible, we were still in the game, 

down by one three-pointer, with the ball, and a few seconds left 

on the clock.  The whole game had been a collection of 

miracles, and we needed one more miracle to force the game 

into overtime.  With ten seconds left in the game Justin had the 

ball on the wing but could not break free for an open jumper.  

He passed the ball to me with around eight seconds left in the 

game.  I tried move after move but I could not break my 

defender down enough to create the space I needed to get a 

good shot attempt.  As the seconds were expiring, so were my 

moves.  There were two seconds left on the clock and I had just 

enough time for one more move.  I crossed the ball over from 

right to left and took a quick step back to create some space.  I 

had to shoot it. 



 86

I shot a deep three, and it touched nothing but the 

bottom of the net.  It was officially back on.  I was ready to go.  

The intensity of the game seemed to pick up along with the 

cheering of the crowd, and we kept hanging in there.  One 

moment E was talking junk to our opponents and the next 

Justin was hitting yet another three-pointer.  I started taking my 

man to the hole, and even got a few oohs and aahs from the 

crowd as I crossed my man up and completed a high left 

handed finger roll over the defenders’ outstretched arms.  We 

felt like nothing could stop us, and we had even turned the 

crowd into believers as they cheered for the underdogs. 

We were down by a few points and time was running 

out.  We had no chance of getting back into the game unless we 

hit three-pointers in bunches.  That’s exactly what we did.  

Justin and I took turns knocking down consecutive three-

pointers while E kept our opponents off track by continuously 

talking crazy to them. 

We had done the impossible, we were still in the game, 

down by one three-pointer, with the ball, and a few seconds left 

on the clock.  The whole game had been a collection of 

miracles, and we needed one more miracle to force the game 

into overtime.  With ten seconds left in the game Justin had the 

ball on the wing but could not break free for an open jumper.  

He passed the ball to me with around eight seconds left in the 

game.  I tried move after move but I could not break my 

defender down enough to create the space I needed to get a 

good shot attempt.  As the seconds were expiring, so were my 

moves.  There were two seconds left on the clock and I had just 

enough time for one more move.  I crossed the ball over from 

right to left and took a quick step back to create some space.  I 

had to shoot it. 

 86

I shot a deep three, and it touched nothing but the 

bottom of the net.  It was officially back on.  I was ready to go.  

The intensity of the game seemed to pick up along with the 

cheering of the crowd, and we kept hanging in there.  One 

moment E was talking junk to our opponents and the next 

Justin was hitting yet another three-pointer.  I started taking my 

man to the hole, and even got a few oohs and aahs from the 

crowd as I crossed my man up and completed a high left 

handed finger roll over the defenders’ outstretched arms.  We 

felt like nothing could stop us, and we had even turned the 

crowd into believers as they cheered for the underdogs. 

We were down by a few points and time was running 

out.  We had no chance of getting back into the game unless we 

hit three-pointers in bunches.  That’s exactly what we did.  

Justin and I took turns knocking down consecutive three-

pointers while E kept our opponents off track by continuously 

talking crazy to them. 

We had done the impossible, we were still in the game, 

down by one three-pointer, with the ball, and a few seconds left 

on the clock.  The whole game had been a collection of 

miracles, and we needed one more miracle to force the game 

into overtime.  With ten seconds left in the game Justin had the 

ball on the wing but could not break free for an open jumper.  

He passed the ball to me with around eight seconds left in the 

game.  I tried move after move but I could not break my 

defender down enough to create the space I needed to get a 

good shot attempt.  As the seconds were expiring, so were my 

moves.  There were two seconds left on the clock and I had just 

enough time for one more move.  I crossed the ball over from 

right to left and took a quick step back to create some space.  I 

had to shoot it. 



 87

The ball sailed off into the air.  The crowd became 

paralyzed, and all anyone could do was watch, wait, and see.  I 

didn’t even think about the shot as I released it—there wasn’t 

enough time to think.  I shot it as effortlessly as I had at 2 a.m. 

when E and I would practice.  Nobody knew about all the hard 

work I had put into trying to be the best player that I could be.  

All the hard work was over with; it was now time to see what 

would result from all of my teammates’ efforts.  Swish. 

The crowd went crazy.  E, Justin, and I were jumping 

up and down like we were on pogo sticks.  The crowd rushed 

the court as if their dreams had come true through us.  But my 

team knew we had only won the prize of playing into overtime.  

We stayed calm and regrouped while the crowd continued to 

move and chatter in amazement.  We weren’t playing any 

longer to just hang in there. We were playing to win.  And 

that’s exactly what we did.  Eventually E hit two free throws in 

double overtime to seal the victory.  Once we put the game into 

overtime, you could tell we had taken the life out of our 

opponents and breathed life into all that were watching.  We 

lost in the championship game but I know we were the 

“people’s champ.”  I knew nobody was going to remember 

anything about that night other than how our team had played 

and had overcome the odds.  We played with our hearts.  We 

depended on our heart.  And we proved to ourselves and 

anybody watching that following your heart can result to great 

victories. 
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PRAYER CHANGES THINGS 

 

Everybody who attended that game knew who we were 

after that game.  Random spectators told me that was the best 

game they had ever seen.  Multiple people congratulated me on 

the big shot I hit to push the game into overtime.  And there 

were people who didn’t say anything—they just looked at me 

and smiled.  All I could do was smile back.  I had no idea of 

what had just happened.  I had no idea that people would 

continue to talk about that game weeks and months afterwards 

as if it were still being played.  I had no idea of the magnitude 

of that 3 on 3 tournament.  I did know one thing though.  That 

was the greatest game I had ever played in.  I had never played 

with a group of guys who collectively had such a strong will to 

persevere.  We forced each other into believing that we could 

win.   

I could hardly sleep the next two nights.  I had three 

million thoughts running through my mind.  I had a million 

thoughts of what had just happened during the 3 on 3 

tournament and I had not yet settled down from that 

experience.  But I had two million thoughts about tryouts, 

which were just a few hours away.  This was guaranteed to be 

my final attempt at making the team.  This was for all the 

marbles.   

I grew up going to church; my parents would take me 

there almost every Sunday.  Here I learned about Jesus and His 

love.  I would listen to the preacher and my Sunday school 

teachers, and I liked what I was being taught.  I believed that 
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everything I heard was true.  I was often taught that prayer 

changes things, but I had never really tested it out.  I had 

prayed at night a few times, but I had not asked God or talked 

to Him about anything really personal.  Even though I was a 

kid and I didn’t know a whole lot, there was something about 

the name of Jesus that made me feel something in my heart.  I 

had been baptized, but I didn’t really know God like I could.  I 

decided to do what the old folks at church encouraged me to 

do.  I took my problems to Jesus. 

I prayed long and hard to God about my final attempt to 

make the team.  I didn’t just pray long and hard but I prayed 

straight from my heart.  I was sincere and I humbled myself the 

best way I knew how.  I didn’t even call any of the coaches this 

year, I just called on Jesus.   After praying, I didn’t know what 

to expect, but I would always feel better about what I was 

going through.  I knew I had done all I could, and I had 

followed my heart.  By praying I knew that the outcome was 

no longer up to me, it was up to God.  So I just prayed and 

prayed and waited for tryouts. 

Tryouts rolled around, and I was ready to go.  I was so 

confident and ready because I was still feeling the emotional 

high of my 3 on 3 performance.  It served as a fresh reminder 

that miracles can happen for just regular guys like me.  I also 

wore my hair in a big afro again, in hopes that the coaches 

would remember me from the previous year. 

That year I didn’t even go out and buy any expensive 

basketball shoes.  I went to Wal-Mart and bought some low 

budget shoes.  These were the kind of shoes that could make 

people laugh at you, but I liked them.  I didn’t care that they 

were Wal-Mart shoes (Starter Brand shoes).  I felt like I was so 

determined and ready that I didn’t need any expensive shoes 

this year.  I had all I needed. 
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I recognized most of the coaches from the previous 

year’s tryouts, and I know they recognized my huge afro.  

That’s part of the reason I felt no need to call the coaches 

because I knew they would remember me.  I knew they would 

remember the floor burns and the dives and the determination I 

played with.  I wanted to try out this last year in the same 

manner.  I was going to leave everything on the floor and give 

the coaches something they wouldn’t soon forget. 

I remember a guy asked me how I felt about trying out 

and already failing so many times.  I told him I was fine with 

failing, but I owed it to myself and to everything I was hoping 

for to try out one last time.  I was surprised at how calm and 

how at peace I was even though there was a lot of pressure for 

me to perform at a high level during my last and final tryout. 

As I stretched out and scrimmage time approach I 

prayed one last time and got on the court and it was time to go. 

All the coaches had us do was scrimmage.  We just 

played 5 on 5 without having to do any drills or run any sprints.  

I was real calm while playing.  I was definitely aggressive and 

focused, but I was still calm at the same time.  I made quite a 

few good passes and a couple of good defensive plays.  There 

were not as many loose ball opportunities for me to get on the 

floor as last time.  But I kept my composure and made basic 

simple plays to help my team win the game.   

After playing 5 on 5, coach decided he wanted to look 

at four specific guys, and he selected two teams with two 
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coaches I was still that hard nosed, scrappy player they had 

witnessed the previous year. 

My opportunity showed up.  As a jump shot was 

missed, people started fumbling around the basketball to gain 

possession.  Instead of joining the juggling competition for the 

basketball I decided to try another approach.  I lunged out like 

superman and jumped in the air, diving head first towards the 

basketball as others continued to bobble the ball amongst 

themselves.  I grabbed the ball with both hands and in mid-

flight flew out of the crowd just as smoothly as I had flown in.  

After that game coach informed us that tryouts were 

over and there would be no extension.  Coach said he would 

call us, and home we went. 

As I walked to my car, I felt good about my 

performance but I didn’t know why tryouts were so short.  We 

had scrimmaged for only an hour.  I was hoping to have an 

opportunity to do wind sprints so that I could impress the 

coaches with my conditioning, but I realized there was nothing 

I could do about it, so I went home and waited for Coach to 

call. 

A couple days had gone by and I started to wonder if 

Coach had forgotten to call me to let me know his decision or 

if the fact that he hadn’t called was a sign that his decision was 

no.  I began to get frustrated and wondered if I would ever get 

a call.  My mom and I somehow got into an argument over if I 

should continue to keep my hopes up.  She insisted that I 

prepare to live life without basketball.  I began to get upset 

with her because she just didn’t know what was inside of me.  

And how could she?  I didn’t even fully understand what was 

going on inside of me.  At that exact moment the phone rang.  I 

picked up, and it was Coach Perez, an assistant coach for the 

Missouri basketball team.  He told me to meet him in his office 
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the next day at 11:15 a.m.  I wasn’t sure if I had a class at that 

time or not but it really didn’t matter.  I was going to be there 

at 11:15 if I had to walk through a snowstorm.  Right before he 

hung up he asked me what size shoe I wore and I told him a 

10.5 or 11.  That was it.  I told my mom and I think it shocked 

her that my dream had not ended yet.  There was still chance, 

hope, and more time to pray.  I went to my room in the 

basement and prepared myself for the possibilities of 

tomorrow. 

Of course I showed up early to the basketball office at 

the Hearnes Center—around 10:45.  I had my hair braided, so 

at first I think the coaches had a hard time recognizing me.  I 

think one coach even commented that I looked a lot better with 

my hair braided.  I wasn’t really nervous.  I was extremely 

humbled and grateful though.  I was just glad to be in the 

position I was in.  I was going to actually talk to the coaches 

about the possibility of making the team.   

After waiting a few minutes in the lobby, I was called 

into Coach Perez’s office to talk to him and another coach.  

They asked me basic questions like what my major was and 

what my plans were after school.  We just had a general 

conversation for the first few minutes.  This kind of relaxed me 

and I think it helped them gather a quick first impression of my 

true character.  Eventually the coaches shifted the conversation 

to the matter a hand, basketball.  They told me they planned on 

letting me participate in official practices with the team for a 

one-week trial period.  After that week was over with, they 

would then assess where I was at and give me further notice or 

instruction.  I gave them my class schedule, and it did not 

conflict with practice.  Finally, one of the coaches had one last 

word to say to me.  He hinted at the fact that none of the 
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current players on the team had long hair—especially braids—

and it would be a good idea if I thought about eventually 

cutting my hair. 

I had been growing my hair for a little over two years 

and now coach was suggesting I cut it.  As much as I had 

grown attached to my hair, I knew if I made the team that I 

would cut it off.  But I hadn’t made it that far ahead to worry 

about that decision.  I had to take it one day at a time, one hour 

at a time, and one step at a time. 

Coach showed me where my locker was, which was 

separate from where the rest of the team dressed.  Coach gave 

me a practice jersey, undershorts, practice shorts, socks, and a 

brand new pair of size 10.5 Nike Shox basketball shoes.  Coach 

left me in my small isolated locker room and the journey 

began. 

In my locker room was a giant mirror.   I would look at 

myself and find it hard to believe that I was actually about to 

go out to the court and play with the big boys.  I put on my 

jersey and just stood in front of the mirror and stared at myself.  

I looked like a whole different person.  It was hard to recognize 

the guy I saw in the mirror.  Usually when I looked in the 

mirror I was wearing oversized basketball shorts from Foot 

Locker and a cutoff t-shirt that I cut on my own.  Now I was 

looking at myself wearing a uniform that I had not purchased, 

all the way down to my shoes.  I had on a matching top with 

shorts.  My uniform had a huge Missouri Tiger on the chest 

and on the bottom of my shorts.  I just looked in the mirror and 

tried to believe the best I could that the guy I was looking at in 

the mirror was actually me.  No amount of money could buy 

that practice uniform.  Only blood, sweat, prayers, and tears 

were able to purchase it for me.    
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Coach told me I had thirty minutes until I needed to 

report to the practice gym for practice.  He informed me that I 

would not be playing that day at practice.  He would just 

introduce me to the team and I could observe practice and kind 

of get used to the environment.  Off coach went, and my thirty 

minutes of preparation started. 

I mainly just stretched and tried my best to calm myself 

down.  I knew I needed to do more though.  I decided to do the 

very same thing I did to get there.  I prayed.  I knelt down on 

the bench in the locker room and just prayed to God.  I thanked 

him for allowing me to get as far as I was and I asked him to 

take care of me—my mind, body, and soul.  I asked him to 

bless me, and if it was in his will, to eventually make the team.  

Those prayers were probably only three minutes long, but they 

felt so good that when I was done I thought I had prayed for 

about two hours.  After the prayer I felt good and ready so I 

headed upstairs to the practice gym. 

I started shooting by myself on a side basket and slowly 

the rest of the team made it up one by one.  As players entered 

the gym, I knew exactly who they were because I had watched 

them on T.V. so often.  They all looked me up and down as if 

in a quick glance they could know everything about me.  I tried 

to stay focused and continued to shoot around as if I was totally 

comfortable with my new surroundings.   

Coach called all of us over to sit, and he introduced me 

to the team.  Everybody said hi to me and practice began.  That 

day in practice all coach did was let us scrimmage.  It was like 

one long two-hour game.  I just sat and watched like coach said 

I would.  I instantly noticed that the guys were a lot quicker 

than I imagined.  They could jump higher and move swifter 

than I realized.  I wondered if I would be able to hang.  I was 
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bless me, and if it was in his will, to eventually make the team.  
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felt so good that when I was done I thought I had prayed for 

about two hours.  After the prayer I felt good and ready so I 

headed upstairs to the practice gym. 

I started shooting by myself on a side basket and slowly 

the rest of the team made it up one by one.  As players entered 

the gym, I knew exactly who they were because I had watched 

them on T.V. so often.  They all looked me up and down as if 

in a quick glance they could know everything about me.  I tried 

to stay focused and continued to shoot around as if I was totally 

comfortable with my new surroundings.   

Coach called all of us over to sit, and he introduced me 

to the team.  Everybody said hi to me and practice began.  That 

day in practice all coach did was let us scrimmage.  It was like 

one long two-hour game.  I just sat and watched like coach said 

I would.  I instantly noticed that the guys were a lot quicker 

than I imagined.  They could jump higher and move swifter 

than I realized.  I wondered if I would be able to hang.  I was 



 94

Coach told me I had thirty minutes until I needed to 

report to the practice gym for practice.  He informed me that I 

would not be playing that day at practice.  He would just 

introduce me to the team and I could observe practice and kind 

of get used to the environment.  Off coach went, and my thirty 

minutes of preparation started. 

I mainly just stretched and tried my best to calm myself 

down.  I knew I needed to do more though.  I decided to do the 

very same thing I did to get there.  I prayed.  I knelt down on 

the bench in the locker room and just prayed to God.  I thanked 

him for allowing me to get as far as I was and I asked him to 

take care of me—my mind, body, and soul.  I asked him to 

bless me, and if it was in his will, to eventually make the team.  

Those prayers were probably only three minutes long, but they 

felt so good that when I was done I thought I had prayed for 

about two hours.  After the prayer I felt good and ready so I 

headed upstairs to the practice gym. 

I started shooting by myself on a side basket and slowly 

the rest of the team made it up one by one.  As players entered 

the gym, I knew exactly who they were because I had watched 

them on T.V. so often.  They all looked me up and down as if 

in a quick glance they could know everything about me.  I tried 

to stay focused and continued to shoot around as if I was totally 

comfortable with my new surroundings.   

Coach called all of us over to sit, and he introduced me 

to the team.  Everybody said hi to me and practice began.  That 

day in practice all coach did was let us scrimmage.  It was like 

one long two-hour game.  I just sat and watched like coach said 

I would.  I instantly noticed that the guys were a lot quicker 

than I imagined.  They could jump higher and move swifter 

than I realized.  I wondered if I would be able to hang.  I was 

 94

Coach told me I had thirty minutes until I needed to 

report to the practice gym for practice.  He informed me that I 

would not be playing that day at practice.  He would just 

introduce me to the team and I could observe practice and kind 

of get used to the environment.  Off coach went, and my thirty 

minutes of preparation started. 

I mainly just stretched and tried my best to calm myself 

down.  I knew I needed to do more though.  I decided to do the 

very same thing I did to get there.  I prayed.  I knelt down on 

the bench in the locker room and just prayed to God.  I thanked 

him for allowing me to get as far as I was and I asked him to 

take care of me—my mind, body, and soul.  I asked him to 

bless me, and if it was in his will, to eventually make the team.  

Those prayers were probably only three minutes long, but they 

felt so good that when I was done I thought I had prayed for 

about two hours.  After the prayer I felt good and ready so I 

headed upstairs to the practice gym. 

I started shooting by myself on a side basket and slowly 

the rest of the team made it up one by one.  As players entered 

the gym, I knew exactly who they were because I had watched 

them on T.V. so often.  They all looked me up and down as if 

in a quick glance they could know everything about me.  I tried 

to stay focused and continued to shoot around as if I was totally 

comfortable with my new surroundings.   

Coach called all of us over to sit, and he introduced me 

to the team.  Everybody said hi to me and practice began.  That 

day in practice all coach did was let us scrimmage.  It was like 

one long two-hour game.  I just sat and watched like coach said 

I would.  I instantly noticed that the guys were a lot quicker 

than I imagined.  They could jump higher and move swifter 

than I realized.  I wondered if I would be able to hang.  I was 



 95

rather relaxed watching them because I knew I wasn’t going to 

play that day.  I was glad too, because they seemed to be going 

extremely hard out on the court. 

“Robert, get in,” Coach shouted.  I didn’t know what 

was going on. I thought Coach said I would only observe that 

day.  I didn’t even have enough time to get nervous.  I just 

jumped out of my seat and on to the court as if I belonged 

there.  I subbed in and picked up my man on defense at 

midcourt.  My heart was pounding a million beats per second 

and I seemed to be moving faster than I ever had before.  I 

could feel the adrenaline moving in my body and I couldn’t do 

anything to fight it off.   

I had to guard the teams starting point guard, Ricky 

Clemons.  Ricky had been on top of all the major national 

prospect lists and had been heavily recruited nationally.  He 

was one of the top scorers in the junior college ranks and 

averaged a ridiculous 38 points per game in high school.  But I 

was out there guarding him.  All I was thinking of was sliding 

my feet step by step to stay in front of him.  I didn’t have 

enough time to remember that I only averaged .3 points per 

game in high school or that the odds pointed to the reality that I 

shouldn’t have even been on the same court as these guys.  

That type of thinking was all gone.  I was focused on the task 

at hand.  Play defense.   

I did a pretty good job overall, and I blended in for the 

time that I played.  Coach subbed me out of the scrimmage and 

told me “good job.”  I was thirsty, and I began to look around 

for a water fountain. Instead, somebody pointed out that there 

were water bottles underneath our seats.  I picked up my water 

bottle and began drinking.  Then I noticed my water bottle had 

my number on it.  I don’t know why that felt so good.  I felt 

like I was somebody important.  I never had my own water 
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bottle, and it sounds stupid that something that small could 

make me feel so big, but it did.   

I sat and watched, but before I could get comfortable 

Coach called my name again, and I checked into the game.  

This time I was told to guard Ricky Clemmons again, but I was 

also responsible for bringing the ball up the court on offense.  I 

once again did a good job on defense and I started the offense 

pretty well, especially for it being my first day.  As I started 

realizing I could actually hang with these guys and found out 

that I was just as quick if not quicker than most of them I 

decided to make a bold move.  I was going to shoot my first 

real Division One shot of my career. 

I remember bringing the ball up the court and passing it 

to the left wing.  I continued on and set a series of screens and 

then I popped out to the top of the key.  I briefly lost Ricky 

Clemons as he fought around a screen and the ball was passed 

to me.  I was wide open, and I stepped into the catch and shoot 

movement beautifully.  I jumped into the air and positioned my 

arms properly as if I were shooting jump shots with E between 

classes.  I had a perfect release and the ball took flight.  The 

next sound I heard was the ball bouncing out of bounds.  I had 

thrown up an air ball.  I missed totally and the ball went to the 

opposing team. 

Things were moving so fast that I didn’t have an 

opportunity to get down about it; I had to go play defense on 

Ricky Clemmons.  I finished out the game and then coach had 

us run wind sprints.  Of course I was ready for those and 

finished in the middle of the pack.  I grabbed my water bottle 

and separated from the team as I went back to my lonely locker 

room and thanked God for taking care of me. 

It became a daily habit for me to pray before practice in 

the locker room by myself.  At first it seemed like some sort of 
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cruel punishment that I had to dress by myself away from my 

teammates.  But it was actually a blessing in disguise.  In the 

midst of my weakness and uncertainty, connecting to God and 

praying before every practice was actually strengthening me.  

That week seemed to just fly by.  I just played my heart out 

every day.  I think I even surprised the coaches because I was 

in such good shape.  And I know I surprised my teammates by 

the way I would hustle, dive, and endure the pounding that was 

dished out by guys twice my size. 

Soon I was comfortable with my new teammates, and 

we developed somewhat of a bond.  When practice was over I 

began to feel sad because I couldn’t go into the locker room 

where my teammates laughed, joked, and reflected on their day 

together.  I just sat in my locker and looked in the mirror.  I 

wondered how much longer I would be in that locker room and 

if and when I moved out would I be going home or would I 

join my teammates and friends in the players locker room as an 

official member of the Missouri basketball team. 

One day after practice a few of the players took me to 

the side.  They told me they liked my game and I seemed to be 

fitting in pretty well.  They felt I was just a few steps away 

from making the team.  They suggested to me that I cut my 

hair.  They were asking me to make a huge commitment and to 

lose part of my identity in hopes of taking the final step to enter 

into my lifelong dream.   

I thought about what they said and I knew they were 

right.  I got my hair braided one last time and went to as many 

places as I could for about a day and a half.  After taking my 

last tour with my braids intact, I went to my bathroom.  I 

looked at myself in the mirror, hair unbraided in a full-fledged 

afro and I paused.  I knew once I cut my hair things would 

never be the same and I wouldn’t be able to go back.  I would 
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be losing a part of who I was in hopes of gaining a stronger 

part. I picked up my clippers and cut my hair completely bald.  

I looked in the mirror again and saw a new person.  I was 

changing drastically every day, but those changes were internal 

and were hard to measure and gauge.  But this change was 

obvious and drastic.  This change almost scared me.  As much 

as I had hoped and dreamed and prayed to be on the basketball 

team, I was beginning to get scared of the dream becoming a 

reality.  I wondered if I had what it took and if I was really 

ready for this.  My biggest fear was change, but it was too late 

for that. I had already begun to change—I just hadn’t realized 

it.   

The next day I went to practice, and once I hit the floor 

with my teammates to stretch out a lot of them made fun of me 

and my new hair style.  We all laughed together and practice 

started.  As we ran laps around the gym everything seemed to 

be operating as usual.  Then in mid stride Coach Q jumped in 

front of me and grabbed me by my shoulders.  He looked me 

square in the eyes with a smile on his face.  He said, 

“Congratulations.”  I had made the team.   

I don’t even remember what I was thinking at the time.  

I think at some point in time I realized I had made the team 

way before coach told me. I can’t exactly put my finger on the 

day I realized it, but it wasn’t a surprise that coach told me I 

had made it. Somewhere along the road the question wasn’t if I 

had made the team; the question was when was coach going to 

make it official?  During my weeklong trial period my heart 

received the message that I was on the team.  My mind had 

also reasoned out the fact that I was on the team.  I guess I was 

just waiting for the world to be told I was on the team.  Coach 

announced it.  I was officially on the roster and a dream had 

come true. 
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More importantly I learned that prayer does change 

things and that through all the tough times, disappointments, 

and setbacks my heart had always led me in the right direction.  

It led me away from drugs, having sex, peer pressure and 

blending in and had led me towards standing out, respecting 

myself, making my own decisions, believing in my God-given 

abilities, on to the basketball team, and most importantly 

towards a relationship with Jesus Christ. 
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