Great Commission Northwest

Stardom Awaits a Prodigy, and Assist Goes to Her Father

The coach of a Naperville, Illinois, area girls' basketball team was seething at his star player. She was not rebounding to his satisfaction, she was spending too much time lofting what he considered lazy shots from the perimeter instead of using her height advantage around the hoop, and she was not breaking a sweat on defense — for starters.

 
 He yanked her out of the game near the end of the first half of an Amateur Athletic Union tournament in the 13-and-under division in Orlando, Fla. As soon as the half ended, he took the eighth grader, who was about six feet tall, behind a curtain where he sought privacy and gave her a tongue-lashing. He did it with the added emphasis of grabbing her by the shirt and putting his nose to hers, to make sure she would not miss the point. When he took a breath, he looked up to see several of the other coaches watching in amazement.

"Now give me a kiss," Larry Parker whispered sharply to his daughter, Candace. He pointed to his cheek.

"No," she said.

 Then he pulled her to him, kissed her on the forehead and smiled at the coaches, as if this were normal parent-child stuff.  

"She's my princess," he said to the wide-eyed onlookers. Then under his breath he told her, "Now let's go out and try harder!"

That was four years ago. Candace Parker, now a 17-year-old senior at Naperville Central High School, some 25 miles west of Chicago, recently recalled the incident with a laugh. She can be tickled about it now because, as she said, the instruction to play better, the motivation to excel, the understanding of the game and the attempt to fulfill her potential have been elicited from her father. 

He laid the foundation for his daughter, a 6-foot-3 forward, to become the highest-rated schoolgirl basketball player in the nation. 

Last spring, she and LeBron James were Naismith award winners as the best female and male high school players in the nation. 

Parker was the first girl to receive the honor as a junior. She has committed to Tennessee to play for its renowned coach, Pat Summitt. 

Parker, willowy but strong, who can play with muscle or grace, who can snare a rebound, dribble the length of the court, elude a defender with a behind-the-back move and finish with a dunk, has been named Ms. Basketball of Illinois the past two seasons. The odds are in her favor to win it a third time. She is also the star on the defending state Class AA championship team, which finished last season with a 35-0 record. This season the team is 13-2 (both losses came when she was injured and out of the lineup) and rated No. 1 in the state.

In telling the story of the A.A.U. game in Florida, Larry Parker, in the insurance business and soft-spoken except perhaps when coaching one of his children, said, "You're making me sound like Daddy Dearest here."

Candace Parker said: "The difference is that I know my dad will always love me. And it's only around basketball that we have those kinds of conflicts. When the game is over, we go home and watch television together and joke. His main theme is, “If you work hard at something, you get out what you put in.”

She spoke in a confident and affectionate tone, and with the articulation one might expect from a student who has a 3.7 grade-point average, earned straight A's last year and is taking courses like calculus and advanced-placement chemistry. 

"And what happened in that game?" said Larry Parker, his mind still in Orlando four years ago. 

His wife, Sara, answered. "She came out and scored, what, 20 points? And had 10 rebounds in the second half, and we blew 'em away."

Candace said: "He lit a fire under me. And I knew he was right."

When Tennessee’s Coach Pat Summitt was asked what she liked about Parker, she said, "What did I not like?" Then she answered her own question: "Nothing. Unlike some high school stars, she's not satisfied with her game and wants to continue to improve. She has all the physical ability to be a great player, and she has an uncanny understanding of the game."

And that comes from her father, Candace Parker said. 
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