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The pain is still there. 

It's heard in his voice, through trembling, cracking words as he talks about blowing hundreds of thousands of dollars. It's seen in his face, visible in his teary eyes, as he reminisces about his parents. It's felt in his deep breaths, uneasy pauses, as he tries to conjure up what brought on the days when suicide was an option. 

Yeah, Dale Brown still hurts. 

But this Dale Brown is a different man now. The future no longer looks bleak. His past no longer haunts him. It now drives him. 

Brown, the first-year Dillard basketball coach, is a living testament on the perils of careless spending, constant drinking and wasting a chance at an education. 

He is a poster boy for reform, having turned away from the bottle, graduated from college and put his career on the right path. 

"That's what I'm trying to teach my kids now," Brown said. "Don't make the same mistakes I did. Get it done while you are in school. Just be smart and have a financial plan." 

Brown wishes he had practiced years ago what he's now preaching, perhaps then his life would have turned out like several of his former teammates, who have mansions and fancy cars. 

Those days are gone, however. Brown, 40, doesn't kick himself anymore. He's accepted the path his life has taken. Yet he's motivated to improve. 

And keep his players straight along the way. 

"We feel honored to have a coach who has been through all the things he has been through," Dillard junior point guard Autrail Manning said. 

Good ol' days 

Before Brown was an upstart coach, he was a star basketball player, one of the best prep players to come out of Mississippi, a former junior college All-American, a two-year starter at Kentucky. 

At Kentucky, Brown was the SEC Newcomer of the Year in 1992 and Defensive Player of the Year in 1992 and 1993, sharing the defensive honor in 1992 with LSU's Shaquille O'Neal. 

On his way to helping the Wildcats to the Elite Eight in 1992 and the Final Four in 1993, Brown was credited with helping contain some the nation's premier players. 

Those were the days. He and his Wildcats teammates Jamal Mashburn and Tony Delk would spend late nights discussing what they would do when they made it to the NBA. 

Brown planned to buy his mother a house. He also promised he would come back to Lexington and take care of his boys. 

After he finished his two years at Kentucky -- his first two years of college were spent at Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College -- Brown, still more than 30 hours shy of his degree, signed a free-agent contract with the Sacramento Kings. 

He was hoping to be drafted, but his $150,000 contract with the Kings for the season would suffice. 

It was enough to move his mother out of Mississippi and bring her to Sacramento and keep his word to his former teammates. 

"We were poor," Brown said. "I wanted to better my mom's life because I never was a materialistic kind of guy. I just wanted to do it for my mother and my family." 

Brown never got that chance. 

The day he signed with the Kings, his mother died in a traffic accident. 

The happiest day of his life turned into the worst day of his life. 

Making matters worse, Brown said the Kings' front-office executives didn't want the rookie guard to leave training camp to be with his family at the funeral. 

Brown didn't heed the front office's advice. He packed his bags and headed home. 

The Kings made a decision as well. They waived Brown. They did, however, pay him his entire salary. 

"When my mom was gone, it was like my whole world came to an end," he said. "It was so hard that I needed people talking to me constantly just to keep me going." 

Eventually, Brown pulled himself together. He went overseas and played four seasons. But it wasn't the same. 

Although he never got to fulfill the promise to his mother, he kept his pact with his former teammates. 

He visited Lexington often. And each time, he brought along wads of cash. He'd gather up his old buddies, rent a limousine and take their party to Cincinnati. 

"The night life was getting to me," Brown said. "When I got the little money that I had, I didn't have a lot, I just got my guys and we just had fun. 

"We'd go shopping and I'd buy clothes for everybody like I was rich or something. I didn't think the little money was going to run out. I thought I'd continue to keep getting those paydays." 

He was wrong. 

By 1997 his playing days had ended and so had the paychecks. 

He spent much of the next few years wallowing around Lexington. With his bills mounting, Brown took on one menial job after another. 

When he did see old pals or Kentucky basketball fans, he tried to hide, hoping to take refuge from the embarrassing stares and snickering. 

"They were looking at me like, 'You played for the University of Kentucky and now you are doing a construction job. You are not supposed to be here.' 

"I just didn't want to live no more." 

Pulling it together 

Rick Pitino, Brown's coach at Kentucky, and Tubby Smith, who was Kentucky's head coach from 1997 to 2007, got wind of Brown's struggles. 

They talked the former standout player into re-enrolling in school through a scholarship program for former players. Two years later, at age 34, Brown had his degree. 

Slowly he started to piece his life together. 

"Rick Pitino and Tubby, those guys are great guys, they talked to me and talked some sense into my head," Brown said. "They got me to where I wanted to go back to school and get my life together." 

He got his first coaching gig in 2004 as associate head coach for the Southern Crescent Lightning, which won the 2004 World Basketball Association championship. 

In 2005, he became head coach of another WBA team, the Mississippi Gulf Coast Bandits, and led the team to an 18-11 record. 

In 2006, he became the interim coach at Pikeville (Ky.) College. Next he was an assistant at Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College, where he was selected to the Hall of Fame in September 2006. Then he spent a year at Moss Point (Miss.) High School, where he guided the team to a district championship, a trip to the state semifinals and the best basketball record in the school's history (32-6). 

But he was still unfulfilled. 

Two of his former teammates -- John Pelphrey (Arkansas) and Travis Ford (Oklahoma State) -- had earned big-time head coaching jobs, while Brown was still toiling in obscurity. 

He knows there's a reason, though. 

"I got in the coaching game too late," Brown said. "Even though I have all these contacts and they have all these big-time jobs, they couldn't fire somebody on their staff to hire me just because they know me. So I just had to go the hard way." 

Going the hard way 

Dillard Athletic Director Kiki Barnes had a list of candidates in mind for her vacant men's basketball job. 

None of them was Dale Brown. 

Heck, she had never even heard of Dale Brown, at least not this Dale Brown. But one day last summer while on vacation, Barnes got a call from Brown inquiring about Dillard's opening. She told the coach to send in his resume and a list of references. 

Brown had sterling basketball credentials. He had a who's-who college basketball list of references -- Smith, Pelphrey, Ford, Pitino and Florida Coach Billy Donovan. 

After speaking with Pelphrey and Ford, Barnes was even more enamored. 

"When I got a chance to look at his resume, I was like 'wow,'¤" Barnes said. 

Meanwhile, Brown wasn't leaving anything to chance. He got his references to call Barnes, and Brown said he could guarantee future games and a nice payday for the NAIA school with games against the likes of Minnesota, Arkansas, Oklahoma State and Louisville. 

"That was major," Barnes said. "That was one of the things that I really considered when I was considering who I was going to get to help get this program back on track. (Getting paydays to play NCAA teams) helps major because we are a smaller school and our budgets aren't as large as larger Division I institutions." 

Barnes said the Blue Devils have the perfect man for the job. 

Already, the improvements are noticeable. Dillard is 3-4, but it has won three of its past four games, using the same type of up-tempo style that Kentucky used when Brown played. 

The new coach has already seen loads of potential from his squad. 

"We are two years away from being a national powerhouse," he said. "This year is going to be a learning experience. I feel we will win a bunch of games this year, but it's going to be a learning experience." 

Although he longs to finally reach the big time that escaped him as a professional player, Brown is in no rush to leave. 

"Before I decide to leave Dillard I would want to stay here five or six years, however long it would take me to get this program back to where it used to be," he said. "I want to just get some good student-athletes in here. I'm the type of coach that I struggled academically myself at Kentucky because I was trying to dedicate all my time to making the NBA. I was forgetting what I was at school for. So I always try and let them know you got to take care of business in the classroom first before you step on my court." 

It's a lesson Brown learned the hard way.

