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KANSAS CITY, MO. 

MARVIN CLARK JR. was sold. Fresh off a recruiting visit to the University of 

Oregon two years ago, he was convinced he wanted to play there. 



He loved the Ducksô fast-paced offense, the team needed a player at his position, and one 

of his youth coaches had played for an Oregon assistant. That was the type of edge that 

could help in a battle for playing time. 

The campus wowed him. Everywhere he looked, he saw the Nike swoosh. The 

company's co-founder, a big Oregon donor, had helped finance some of the nicest 

facilities in the country. For a kid who had spent time in homeless shelters, it seemed like 

nirvana. 

A year ago, Mr. Clark made it official, committing to the Pac-12 program over more than 

a dozen other suitors. Around the same time, he had surgery to repair a fractured foot, 

forcing him to miss several months on the court. 

That night Mr. Clark hardly slept, 
fearing that he had lost his scholarship. 



 



COURTESY MARVIN CLARK 

A fractured foot, surgically repaired with a screw, set Mr. Clarkôs plans back a year ago. 

He was prepared to graduate from high school last year, but Oregon's coaches had 

encouraged him to spend a year at a prep school. The week he returned to the court, two 

Oregon coaches visited him there. It was his first game back, and it showed. After the 

game, he says, the coaches started to walk out of the gym without offering a word. 

That night Mr. Clark hardly slept, fearing that he had lost his scholarship. The next day 

he called one of his coaches, who had been in touch with Oregon. Mr. Clarkôs instincts 

were rightðOregon had moved on. 

Mr. Clark, who had turned down offers from Arkansas, Iowa, and other universities, now 

had only a few months to prove himself to recruiters. Would any of the spurned suitors 

still want to take a chance on that foot? 

The alternative was not so good. His father had died when he was 3, and his mother had 

spent years struggling with drug addictions and abusive relationships. As a young child, 

Mr. Clark watched her get beaten up by several men in her life. 



 
A portrait of Marvin Clark during his junior year in high school is in his mother's home, in Kansas 
City. 

His mom, who was recently diagnosed with lupus, hasnôt worked outside the home for 

years. She and Mr. Clarkôs five younger siblings share a four-bedroom apartment with 

one of her cousins here in Kansas City. 

There were times during Mr. Clarkôs childhood when the family bounced from shelter to 

shelter. The last time he counted, he says, he had been through 13 schools. Each time the 

family moved, his mother carried all of their belongings in a single black garbage bag. 



Since his elementary-school days, Mr. Clark has helped care for his brothers and sisters: 

making their meals, doing the family's laundry, even bathing them and putting them to 

bed. His mom was largely absent, either working late shifts as a nurse or too strung out to 

help. 

For all his mother's challenges, Mr. Clark still sees her as the glue that keeps the family 

together. Many people in her situation would have given up, he says, but she just pushes 

on. 

That upbringing has shaped Mr. Clark's temperament. He often puts others ahead of 

himself, and hates to disappoint people, particularly those he is closest to. At Christmas, 

he received hundreds of dollars in gift cards from the families of friends. He made sure 

that almost all the money went to his siblings. His holiday list had just one wish: a few 

nice bars of soap. 

His sense of responsibility for his family is at the center of his college decision. 

Basketball now looks like his best chance to help. 

ñIôve got to work fastðIôve got to get my family out,ò he said one night in January. ñI 

want to take care of my mom.ò 

But in the cutthroat world of recruiting, who is looking out for him? 



BEHIND EVERY ELITE RECRUIT is a team of handlers whose job, at least on 

paper, is to protect their playersô interests. Mr. Clark, an easygoing 19-year-old, has a 

half-dozen people around him, none closer than Bertram (Buzzy) Caruthers III. 

Like many handlers, Mr. Caruthers comes from the Amateur Athletic Union, a popular 

basketball program whose coaches are often derided for using their most-talented players 

to advance their own careers. 

Mr. Caruthers, an energetic assistant coach who worked this season at Dodge City 

Community College, would love a higher-profile job. But his main goal, he says, is to 

help kids like Marvin make it to college. 

Three years ago he identified Mr. Clark, then a skinny high-school sophomore, as 

someone who could use a lift. He offered him something no one else had: a chance to put 

himself first. He invited Marvin, midway through high school, to join his AAU program, 

Mokan, which competes in the Nike Elite Youth Basketball League. 



 
Buzzy Caruthers, an assistant coach at a community college, aspires to a bigger stage. But his main 
goal, he says, is to help players like Mr. Clark reach college. 

Mr. Clarkôs family did not have a car, so Mr. Caruthers began driving him to practice, 

and the two men, about a decade apart in age, developed a fast friendship. 

They come from different backgroundsðMr. Caruthers grew up in a quiet, middle-class 

neighborhood, far from the gang-marked streets where Mr. Clark was raised. And their 

personalities are little alike. Mr. Caruthers walks fast, talks fast, and often attracts a 

crowd. On the court, he keeps his players on task. But when practice ends, he becomes 

the team jester, always looking to draw a laugh. 



Mr. Clark is reserved and introspective. He likes time alone, and can often be seen 

smoothing his shooting stroke (with or without a ball) or thumbing through his phone. He 

also loves to sing. From the moment he wakes up, he has a song in his head, and there is 

rarely a moment when he isn't humming a tune. He has a soft spot for slow jams, and his 

pregame play list includes Beethoven and Bach. 

That cool demeanor has sometimes held him back. But Mr. Caruthers, a high-school 

standout whose game was built on hard work and grit, has pushed him to play with more 

intensity and raise his voice on the court. Off the court, his coach has been a rockðpart 

big brother, part best friend. When his number comes up on Mr. Clark's phone, he is ñMy 

Mans Buzz.ò 



 
Matt Suther (right) runs an amateur team on which Mr. Clark plays in Kansas City. Buzzy Caruthers 
(left) is Mr. Clarkôs closest mentor: ñMy Mans Buzzò on his cellphone. 

Where other coaches saw Marvin as midmajor material, Buzzy saw NBA potential: a big, 

athletic kidðnow 6-foot-7ðwho could shoot. He was special enough that Mr. Caruthers 

and Matt Suther, who started Mokan 10 years ago, took an unusual step. About a year 

after they had started working with him, they persuaded Mr. Clarkôs mother to hand over 

guardianship of her son. 

Their goal was to remove their star player from an unstable environment, giving him an 

opportunity to flourish. Their first move was to place him in a foster home in a 

comfortable Kansas City suburb, where he would spend the next seven monthsðone of 



his longest stretches under one roof. His foster parents bought him an extra-long mattress 

and scheduled meetings with teachers to get him on track academically. They brought 

him on family vacations (they have four other children as well), and he began referring to 

them as ñMomsò and ñPops.ò For the first time, his world seemed stable. 

But his AAU coaches were not satisfied. They didnôt like having him in a large public 

school, where they felt there were too many social distractions. They also knew that if 

Mr. Clark wanted to play major-college basketball, he needed to bulk up and face tougher 

competition. 

So his coaches stepped in againðwithout consulting his foster familyðthis time sending 

him three hours away, to Sunrise Christian Academy, a small prep school with a high-

profile basketball program. 

Mr. Clark initially resisted. 



 
Mr. Clarkôs mother, Donette Collins-Miller, and his five siblings share a four-bedroom apartment with 
one of her cousins. She allowed her sonôs coaches to become his legal guardians. 

ñIt tore me up,ò he says. He hated leaving the comfort of his new home and worried 

about being so far away from family. With his mother in poor health, he wondered who 

would take care of her and his siblings. 

His mother also needed him financially. Before Mr. Clark comes home, he often 

withdraws cash from the Social Security payments he gets because of his fatherôs death. 

His mom uses the money for food, haircuts, and other incidental expenses. 



At one point, she asked him to cosign a lease for an apartment, putting him in a difficult 

spot. If he didnôt sign the form, he knew that the family could end up homeless. But by 

legally obligating himself to his mother, who has a history of missing payments, he knew 

that he was flirting with credit problems himself. He decided not to help. 

Despite his misgivings about the move to the prep school, Mr. Clark has thrived. Without 

the responsibilities at home, he has been able to focus on his studiesðand his game has 

taken off. Over the past two years, he has grown stronger and gained confidence 

competing against some of the countryôs top players. 

Recruiters have noticed. Several say he has developed a ñpro body.ò The coaches in one 

major program started calling him a ñwarrior.ò 

  

ñIf you donôt work hard,ò Mr. Clark acknowledges, ñschools will just find someone else.ò 

THE RECRUITING DANCE often starts during the summer, when college 

coaches crowd into a handful of gymnasiums across the country to watch the top players 

compete. Mr. Clarkôs injury last year kept him off the summer circuit, putting extra 

pressure on his AAU coaches to get his name out. 

Thanks to Mr. Caruthers and Mr. Suther, whose phones are filled with the numbers of 

Division I coaches, Mr. Clark didnôt sit long on the market. 

Among the first programs to show interest was Kansas State University, which has close 

ties to Mokan. Its head coach, Bruce Weber, visited as soon as he heard that Mr. Clark 



was available. Ole Missðwhich has Sunrise and Mokan connectionsðand Seton Hall 

also jumped in. 

Recruiting is as much about tapping connections as it is showcasing talent. And while 

those connections have helped Mr. Clark, they are also crucial to his handlers. Sunrise 

lands some of its best players from college coaches looking to try out talent. Mokan 

benefits, tooðthe more players it places in big-time programs, the easier it is to recruit 

the next generation. 

Mr. Clark made his first official visit, to Kansas State, in October. The university, located 

about two hours from Kansas City, is known more as a football power. But Mr. Weber, a 

former head coach at the University of Illinois, has helped raise its basketball profile. 

Mr. Clarkôs mother, Donette Collins-Miller, joined him on the trip, and they sat together 

at a football game amid a stadium full of rowdy Wildcats supporters. That night they took 

in the annual ñmidnight madnessò basketball tipoff, where nearly every seat was filled. 

But what won them over was Kansas Stateôs emphasis on family. The university 

promoted its academic-advising unit, which gave Ms. Collins-Miller comfort that her son 

would have a ñmom away from homeò to help with homework. 

At one point, the wife of one coach pulled her aside to let her know that her son would be 

in good hands. ñI got your baby,ò she told her. 

Before Mr. Clarkôs visit was over, Kansas State's coaches asked for his formal 

commitment to play for them. Mr. Clark told them that he didnôt want to rush his 

decision. The dance was just starting. 




