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Editor's Note
The Ballers Magazine is a digital magazine dedicated
to shining light on amazing people in sports that are
inspiring the next generation.
Through a series of in-depth, exclusive interviews,
this magazine will bring you along the journey to
success of the industry's most incredible athletes and
business professionals. From sports to business to
motivation, we are committed to sharing stories that
encourage you to seek greatness. Whether you are a
sports enthusiast or are looking to enter the sports
industry, we are excited to provide this platform
for you to connect with these sports all-stars.
Connect with us at
@TheBallersMagazine on
Instagram or send us an email,
and let us know who you would
like to see featured on our
forthcoming issues.

Sky's the limit,
keep ballin'.

SOFI DUMONT
Editor-in-Chief | @sofidumont

SUG
SUTTON
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For Sug Sutton, basketball was a world she was surrounded by from a very young age. Born and raised in St.
Louis, Missouri, Sug remembers training with her dad and playing with her older sisters growing up. The game
was a space that freed her mind. It was a space that energized her. When she was in fifth grade, Sug knew she
wanted to take her passion to the next level—she wanted to play professionally. It was only up from there!
Throughout her time in high school, Sug continued to strengthen her skills on the court. But, it wasn’t all
smooth sailing. During her senior year of high school, Sug tore her ACL. This was a challenge that would test
her determination to pursue her dreams of playing in the WNBA one day. A challenge that would uncover her
resilience to getting to the next level. Yet, she remained focused. She continued to work every day to come
back to the court better than ever. And, she did just that. During her collegiate career at the University of
Texas, Sug elevated her game season after season and earned an array of accolades both on and off the court.
She kept her eyes on the prize. She continued to work towards the opportunity to play in the WNBA. Little did
she know, but the chance to turn her dreams into reality was right around the corner. With the 36th
pick of the 2020 WNBA draft, the Washington Mystics selected Sug. She had done it. She had achieved her
dreams of playing basketball at the highest level. Suddenly, life threw another curveball. Sug was waived
from the Mystics. Although many perceived this experience as a minor setback, she embraced the challenge as
an opportunity to make a major comeback. She locked in. She began to train every day to get back on that
roster. Before she knew it, the chance to join the Mystics’ roster was here and she was ready. The rest is
history! Since then, Sug has completed her first season in the WNBA with the Mystics and is currently playing
overseas in Poland. She is excited to continue elevating her game on the court, while also giving back to her
community in the years to come through personal initiatives off the court.
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Take us through that transition
from high school to college,
what was that process like for
you?
I think that was kind of the toughest
time I had in my career—just
because my senior year of high
school I had an injury, a torn ACL. I
sat out my whole senior year of high
school. Then coming into college,
that was something that was kind of
hard because I had to deal with that
injury and deal with trying to keep
up at the college level. You know, the
pace was faster so it was a big
adjustment for me. I think that was
the toughest part of my career—just
the adversity that I was put through
with my injury, and then trying to
come in as a freshman and make an
impact.
During this time you were not only going through an injury, but you were also transitioning into
a whole new chapter—in terms of school and your basketball career. How did you work to
overcome those challenges?
I just had a supportive group behind me. My teammates were supportive, and then I had a really great
athletic trainer in Texas—Heidi Wlezien. She was amazing. She got me through my injury and everything
that came with it. I think just having my family and my teammates around me at all times lifted my spirits. I
also leaned on God—that's when I got close to God, when I went to college—because I knew I couldn't do it
on my own. I think my faith was a huge part of how I got through everything, honestly.
Let's talk about Draft Night! You were drafted by the Washington Mystics. What was that
experience like for you to hear your name being called, and achieving this dream that you've
been wanting since you were really young?
It was amazing. There are no words to describe the feeling that I had that night. It didn't matter if my name
was called in the first, second, or whatever round it was. My name was called. You know a lot of people
don't get that opportunity, and I was just thankful for that. It is just a feeling that I can't explain because it
is something that I've dreamed of since I started basketball at a young age. Just to see it come true was
amazing—not only for me, but for my family. My dad was the one that taught me basketball, he's the one
that instilled basketball into me. I think he was more happy and emotional than I was, which is
understandable, so it was just an emotional time for us because I have worked so hard for that and it was
a great time.
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As you embarked on this new chapter of playing professional basketball, you faced
adversity early on when the Mystics waived you. Throughout that time, what kept you
motivated mentally to continue growing and evolving?
Yeah. You know when adversity hits me in basketball, I don't take it hard because I've been
through the worst of the worst. So I just kept my head and stayed motivated. My motivation was
just getting back on the roster—(the idea that) my name could be called at any time. That was
my motivation. I just continued to work hard while I was at home and not in the WNBA.
Eventually, I got that opportunity when Coach Thibault called me to come play again. You know,
just staying ready and keeping my focus (motivated me). My dad was also mentoring me while I
was home, so just keeping my head on straight always (kept me going).

Photographs courtesy of Sug Sutton (@sugsutton)

Reflecting back on that transition from college into the league, what has this process and
experience been like for you so far?
It has been a pretty fun experience. It has been a learning experience—not so much in the hard part of
(what I went through) from high school to college where I couldn’t keep up and I had to focus on my
physical game and everything else. Now, I am physically ready and mentally ready, so the transition was
more so of having to learn the plays, learn the speed of the game a little bit, learn how to create stuff for
myself and for my teammates, and learn about my teammates as well. I came in the middle of the
season, so that was a big adjustment as well right there. You know, just learning what the Mystics do and
what they do best, and trying to figure out what I can do to help them. So I think that has been the
biggest adjustment. It hasn't been too hard— the coaches have been helpful, the players have been very
helpful. I'm just so thankful to be here with the Mystics right now.
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As you continue your career in the WNBA and overseas,
what are some personal goals that you have?
My role overseas is going to be different than my role in the
WNBA, but my goal is to go over there and make an impact—
win some championships. Just do everything that I can for the
team that I'm going to (play for). I think that's the biggest goal.
You know I'm all about winning, I'm a competitor. So I think one
of the biggest goals is winning a championship and getting
better as a player.
Transitioning a little bit off the court, how have you
started to build your personal brand?
Yeah! I have made connections with a lot of people, and
hopefully soon I will get merch out with my personal brand. I
think just connecting with other people, and connecting with
people that have personal brands and personal merch that
they are selling, has been a big key with me (to getting started
with my personal brand). I want to do something with my
hometown (as well) like opening a basketball facility or
something like that—where we can do basketball camps. I
have just been making connections and trying to figure that
out, but I think the basketball aspect of it has helped me a lot
with having my brand. You know, there aren’t too many people
that come out of St. Louis, Missouri and play professional
basketball. So I think it's a big thing. I think it's big that I give
back to my community and look out for them.

That actually transitions perfectly into my next question which is: Being from St. Louis, making it
into the WNBA, and getting the opportunity to play at the professional level, what does that mean
to you? What impact has your city had on your journey?
My city has had a big impact. Like I said, there aren’t too many people that come out and play professionally.
You see a few (people) that have been in the WNBA, and there are a few in the NBA right now. We take that to
heart (though) because there are a lot of people that look up to us in St. Louis, and you want to be that role
model to little kids out there. You want them to know that they can do whatever they put their mind to. I think
there aren’t a lot of people out there that tell these kids that. I feel like when they see us on TV or see us doing
great in our profession, it really motivates them. It makes me happy because that's all I want to do—give back
to my community. I'm all about that, and I'm all about little kids having someone to look up to so that they can
be successful in the future as well.
Throughout this journey, what are some additional things that fuel you and keep you inspired to
continue pushing yourself while giving back to others?
I think what inspires me is my little brother, my little sister, and my nieces. I have a lot of younger siblings and
family members in my family—that's my motivation right there. I want to be the person that they look up to
and just be like, “I can do whatever I put my mind to because Sug did it.” It doesn't even have to be basketball,
it can be anything that they aspire to be. I just want to be that role model to show them that you can do
whatever you want in life. That's my motivation, and that's what helps me get through my tough times—just
thinking about my little brother, my little sister, and my nieces. Because if I don't do it, who's going to do it for
them? Who's going to be that role model for them? It's all about them. They are the reason why I do what I do.
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Going into the advice out of things, what are
some pieces of advice that you would give to
someone who is interested in pursuing a
similar career path, and playing basketball at
the professional level?
I would just say, “Keep working. Don't give up. You
can do whatever you put your mind to. If adversity
hits, you just have to overcome it. You have to
persevere. You can do anything that you put your
mind to.” That is all I have been living by. Like,
when things get tough and you don't see the light
at the end of the tunnel, you just have to push
through and persevere. You have people around
you that are going to support you, use that. Use
the people around you (to help you push through).
Don't isolate yourself and think you can do
everything on your own, because you can't. That is
something that I have learned throughout my
career as well—(the fact) that you can't do
everything alone. You have to reach out and seek
help in order to get it done. You have to persevere
and seek the support that you need—that is what
got me here.
Reflecting back on your own personal
journey, what is a piece of advice that you
would give to your younger self and why?
I would probably tell my younger self, “Stay in the
moment.” I think when I was younger, I always
looked ahead. Even in college, I looked ahead too
much and I wasn't in the moment. I look back now
and I’m like, “Man I miss college." Even though
sometimes it was just like a drag, now that I am a
professional and I look back on college, it’s like
those were the best days of my life. In the moment
you don't think like that because you're like, “Dude
I gotta go to practice again? I gotta do this? I gotta
do that?” Now that I look back, it’s like those were
the best moments of my life—being with my
teammates every day, having the connection that
we had, and having the resources that I had at
Texas—it was amazing. You know, I would just say
to my younger self, “Just stay in the moment. Enjoy
what is going on right now and don't look ahead.
Don't try to look into: ‘Oh will I be this? Will I be
that?’” Just stay in the moment, enjoy the people
around you, and enjoy what's going on right now.
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"Keep working. Don't give
up. You can do whatever
you put your mind to. If
adversity hits, you just
have to overcome it. You
have to persevere. You can
do anything that you put
your mind to."
- Sug on pieces of advice she would give to
someone who is interested in pursuing a
similar career path and playing basketball
at the professional level.

MOTIVATION
MONDAYS
SHARING THE FAVORITE
QUOTES/WORDS TO LIVE BY OF
OUR FEATURED GUESTS

WISDOM
WEDNESDAYS
SHARING PIECES OF ADVICE &
KEYS TO SUCCESS FROM OUR
FEATURED GUESTS
INSTAGRAM | TWITTER
@THEBALLERSMAGAZINE | @BALLERSMAGAZINE
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JACQUELINE
LUNA-CASTRO

Jacqueline Luna-Castro has been passionate about
the game of basketball for as long as she can
remember. From her dad playing soccer to her
older sister playing basketball, the world of sports
was a space she was immersed in from a young
age. It wasn’t until her time in high school though,
where Jacqueline solidified her interest in playing
the game at the highest level. Throughout her time
at Boise High School, she earned several
accolades on the court—including Idaho’s
Gatorade Player of the Year—, and strengthened
her commitment to taking the next step in her
career. As she embarked on her collegiate career,
Jacqueline continued to deepen her knowledge of
the game and strengthen her skills on the court. It
was during her junior year of college, where
everything changed. The possibility of pursuing
a career in professional basketball became more
and more apparent. As her teammates were
graduating and starting their careers overseas,
Jacqueline began to explore opportunities to
follow in similar footsteps. She hasn’t looked
back since. After graduating from college,
Jacqueline began her ehehh
Jacqueline began her professional career overseas and has had incredible success playing for teams in
Australia, Finland, Puerto Rico, Spain, Mexico and Greece. She has also co-founded Ball2Books—an
organization dedicated to providing students around the world with resources to be successful on and off
the court. Simply amazing!
You had a great high school career in Idaho. Could you take us through that journey early on? How was
that transition like from high school to college?
It was difficult. Basketball in Idaho wasn’t a huge thing. Even when I was growing up, there were like two AAU teams
in the South. So going from playing in Idaho to playing in Division I was a huge change—mostly on the conditioning
side of it. Our coach was super demanding, and that part was just something that I wasn’t used to. But overall I
really, really enjoyed it. I enjoyed having a little bit more responsibility and freedom, and just getting to know people
from different cultures. I think there was just a lot more diversity in California, and I loved that.
How do you think your game elevated throughout your time in college? Was that the time when you
decided you wanted to play basketball at the professional level?
I definitely think I got stronger and understood the game better during my time in college. I had a great coach in
high school, but in college, they really just pushed us to that next level. Playing against good competition every day
in practice and against other teams, I think that really helped me elevate my game and become a better player. I
always wanted to play basketball at the professional level—even when I was a kid—, I just didn’t know it would be
realistic. I think when I was going into my junior year, that is when I realized that I could play (at the professional
level). A couple of my teammates were graduating and going overseas, and they were telling me: “You can definitely
do it.” That let me know that (playing professional basketball) was a reality, and that is when I decided that I had to
put even more effort into it so I could have the opportunity once I was done with college.
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Could you share more with us about what that experience of playing overseas
has been like?
It has been amazing! I am so grateful and I feel so blessed to be able to play basketball
as my job. I love it so much. I enjoy it every day. It has definitely been difficult in a lot of
ways—not exactly what I expected—, but I just try to stay really positive and enjoy the
experience through it all. It has been really fun to get the opportunity to travel, try
different foods, and learn the different styles of basketball in every country. Just
amazing.

Photographs courtesy of Jacqueline Luna-Castro (@jaxlunac)

You also competed with the Mexican National Team. What was that
experience like and how special was it for you to play for that team?
I think that is probably the biggest accomplishment in my career because it is an
opportunity for me to not only represent my family, but (also) represent my country. It
is just a really special thing to do. It has definitely been a little bit complicated, but I love
every time I get to put on that jersey. I just feel really honored.
What are some key takeaways that you have gained from your time overseas?
Just to be really open-minded. I think that being able to travel and spend time with
people from different cultures is pretty amazing. You can learn so much from people,
and they can learn so much from you. I think just being open minded, networking, and
embracing (those experiences) has been a huge thing for me.
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"...one of the most important
things is to put in the work.
You have to be disciplined.
You have to be willing to work
hard every single day because
there is a lot of talent out
there, and there is not always
a ton of opportunity. If you
stay disciplined and put in the
work (though), it is definitely
going to pay off in some way."
- Jacqueline on advice she would give to
someone who is interested in pursuing a
similar career path and playing
professional basketball.

If you could put it into words, what does basketball mean to you? Why is this game so
special?
To me, basketball is just a blessing. (The game) is so special because it has really been able to shape
who I have become. It has been with me through really tough times, and through great times (as
well). It is just that thing that I have in my life that keeps me going—something I can fall back on. I
have met most of my best friends through basketball. A lot of the closest people that have shaped
me into the person I am today, I have met them while playing basketball. Like I said, when I was
younger, I was super timid. So I think that just being able to play basketball—and it being a place
where I felt comfortable—just really changed my life.
Transitioning a little bit off the court, let’s talk philanthropy! You are very passionate
about giving back to the community, and have co-founded your own organization—
Ball2Books. Could you share more with us about your organization?
Yeah! It is a community-outreach initiative. I really like doing community service and giving back to
my community, so I wanted to find a way that I could give back while traveling. My friend and I
decided to do an Instagram challenge—where I would donate school supplies and then challenge
five friends to donate supplies. From there, it just kept adding on and adding on. We were able to
donate to over thirty different schools in six different countries, and just wanted to keep going with
it. We have given a lot of donations to different organizations and nonprofits, and have hosted a
couple of camps. The one we did in Mexico in December, (for instance), we wanted a maximum of
100 kids and ended up getting 140 kids. It was just an awesome event because we were able to
provide kids with the opportunity to attend a basketball camp for free. Hopefully we will have some
more camps and events in the future, it is just a little bit difficult with the pandemic (right now).
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What are some pieces of advice that you would
give to someone who is interested in pursuing a
similar career path, and playing basketball at
the professional level?
I think one of the most important things is to put in
the work. You have to be disciplined. You have to be
willing to work hard every single day because there is
a lot of talent out there, and there is not always a ton
of opportunity. If you stay disciplined and put in the
work (though), it is definitely going to pay off in some
way. Once you do make it, you have to continue to
put in the work because it is not something that is
guaranteed.
Reflecting back on your own personal journey,
what is a piece of advice that you would give to
your younger self and why?
I would tell my younger self, “Don’t be so worried
about other people.” I think I was definitely just way
too nice, and always wanted to please other people. I
would tell myself to be a little bit more selfish
sometimes because not everyone has your best
interest in mind. Sometimes, you have to have your
own best interest in mind.
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BUSINESS ALL-STARS

TYKERA
CARTER

Digital & Social Content|
NBA & WNBA

Photographs courtesy of Tykera Carter (@tykera.carter)

Born and raised in Alexandria, Virginia, Tykera
Carter knew she wanted to pursue a career in
sports from a young age. From playing basketball
growing up to becoming a Division I student-athlete
at Sacred Heart University, Tykera has been
surrounded by the game for as long as she can
remember. It was during her time in college though
that she discovered her interest in sports
broadcasting and journalism. After interning with
WTNH News 8 and CT Sports Now in Connecticut,
Tykera learned the ins and outs of what it took to
create content and put together a live production.
It has only been up from there! From working
on a series of freelance projects to starting her own
digital show and podcast, Tykera has fostered her
personal brand in the industry. She is currently a
Digital & Social Content Publisher for the WNBA &
NBA, and looks forward to strengthening her
knowledge in the world of content creation—while
working towards her ultimate goal of becoming a
sports broadcaster. This is only the beginning!

How was that transition of going from basketball to sports broadcasting like for you?
I always knew that the basketball would stop bouncing at some point in my life. I was pretty sure that one thing that
I wanted to do was stay around sports. I knew it wouldn't be the easiest transition, but because I loved sports, it was
something that I was willing to do and hone in on. I don't full-time broadcast at this time, but that is the route that I
eventually want to end up pursuing. Being able to do so in school, and getting some experience in it, has been
pretty cool—especially since I know the game of basketball and have been playing ever since I was a little girl. Being
able to highlight the game in a different light has been important for me, and it has been fun as well.
Definitely! Let’s dive more into that transition. Now that you are out of college, how was that transition
like of going from being a student-athlete to being a full-time creative immersed in the world of sports?
Yeah! You know, it was tough at first. When I first graduated, I did not have a full-time job in sports. I was just
freelancing, networking, going to different events, meeting people, and trying to build my resume doing work for
free. One of the things that I did for free that I actually really enjoyed and helped me get immersed more into the
world of sports and basketball was working for DMV Sports 1. When I was doing that, I would go to football games
and basketball games to shoot players—that was my first experience going into the Washington Mystics’ locker
room, the Washington Wizards’ locker room, and different things like that. I was a little star-struck (at first), but then
you kind of get used to it and accustomed to it. It was a great transition for the most part. Even though there were
some days where I was sad that everything wasn't paid, I remembered the fact that I was doing it solely off of the
love and wanting to be great at something. It took sacrifice, and through the process, I was working part-time at
DSW for a little bit while freelancing. Then I was also working a part-time job at a car dealership, but I didn't lose
sight of what I wanted to do full-time.
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BUSINESS ALL-STARS - TYKERA CARTER
Diving into your inspiration, how did you remain
motivated and inspired to continue pushing—at
times where people may feel discouraged
because they are not getting paid or they don't
have that job. What kept you inspired during
that time?
I think the bigger picture kept me inspired. Keeping
into perspective that I was young at the time, that
everybody's journey is just different, and that I was
running my own race (kept me inspired). I had to
really look into that and just know that my journey
was going to be different than somebody else's. I had
to remember that the way that I viewed success or
didn't view success wasn't going to be the same as the
next person. So I think that was important for me
because it allowed me to really hone in on that, and
continue going—even on the days where it was tough
or the days when I wasn’t getting paid much at DSW.
You know, experience pays, so having an open mind
was definitely very important too.
Going into your personal brand, how did you get
started building your personal brand in the
space?
You know, that was a little hard for me because I was
shy at first. When I was in grad school, I was Game
Night Staff for the New York Liberty and I met a lot of
great people in the process. One of the people who I
met with, I believe you know her, Arielle Chambers, we
went to Starbucks one day and I was just picking her
brain about things. I was curious as to who she was
because I saw her on the court recording stand ups,
doing different things, and interviewing the players. So
I just went out of my comfort zone to speak to her,
and something that she told me was, “You can really
do anything with what you have in your hand.” She
was referring to my phone. She was just talking about
how she was building her personal brand through the
use of her cell phone and, you know, just recording at
any time and being open and willing to talk to people.
So basically it just gave me the mindset to start
somewhere. That began my networking, and that is
how I kind of molded and evolved to building my own
personal style (in the space). I became friends and
have a mentor named Monica McNutt, she helped me
out a lot too as far as shaping me and telling me to go
for it. Those experiences are kind of how I started
building up my personal brand—making a podcast,
wanting to try different online things like my web
series called “Checking in”, and you know, just growing
(from there).
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"It is important to have
people who care about you,
and have that group of
people who you know you
can reach out to when you
need something—whether
that's advice or you just want
to talk. Their impact makes
you want to impact the next
person and continue to grow
that network, especially
when it's women in sports."
- Tykera on the importance of having that
group of people or mentors in your
network that encourage you to step
outside your comfort zone.

That actually transitions perfectly into our next question which is about your podcast, IGTV,
and YouTube series. Could you share more with us about how those segment ideas came
about, and what your experience has been like with these projects throughout this journey?
My podcast is called “Life After: With Tykera Carter,” and we just talk about the transitions from being a
college student-athlete into the real world. Some guests who I have had on my show, they play
overseas, so they talk about that transition from being a college athlete here in the states to moving
overseas by yourself and starting your life that way. Other people are in completely different fields that
you would never imagine outside of their respective sports. I thought it was important because a lot of
people are going through different things that you may never know, so why not highlight that and
showcase that on my platform. I really enjoyed that process of creating a podcast. It was something
that was on my mind and my mom sort of told me, “When you have things on your mind, you have to
execute it or God will put those same plans on somebody else's heart.” I always took what she said
seriously, so whenever I put my mind to something—whether it is creating a web series, trying to reach
out to people, or creating a podcast—, if it is on my mind heavily I will more than likely try to execute it
—because I know if it does well great, and if it doesn't, at least I tried it. That's pretty much what (my)
mindset (is) with a lot of things. As far as the web series, we were in quarantine and I hadn't been
doing anything so I was like, “You know, let me try to come up with something to keep me active, keep
me fresh, and keep me motivated.”
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Throughout this journey, what are some things that you have learned about yourself?
I think I (have) learned that I really love to be creative. I've learned that perseverance is key when you want something, and
that you have to continually strive for it. I have also learned that you never know who you are impacting through the little
things that you do—it's not about the amount of followers that you have. There have been countless times when people
have just reached out to me and said, “We’ve noticed your growth. We see what you're doing.” That alone is inspiring. So I
have learned that even on my small little platform, I can continue to inspire other people.
Something that you mentioned early on was the impact of your tribe, your group of mentors, and the people
in your network. So let's talk about tribes! Could you share your thoughts on the importance of having that
group of people that encourage you to step outside your comfort zone, and also give you feedback on how
you can grow?
Absolutely! I think my mentors have played a very big role in just me continuing to evolve as an individual. It is important to
have people who care about you, and have that group of people who you know you can reach out to when you need
something—whether that's advice or you just want to talk. Their impact makes you want to impact the next person and
continue to grow that network, especially when it's women in sports. For me specifically, they are women of color wanting
to help and uplift me throughout this process. It has been very important, helpful, and I owe a lot to my mentors for just
being there for me. Even if I wasn't in this job right now or in this space, I would still just say thank you to them for
continuing to reach out, talking to me, and just being there for me.
Going into the advice side of things, what are some pieces of advice that you would give to someone who is
interested in pursuing a similar career path as yours?
I would say, “Just go for it. Don't count certain positions out.” I think a lot of people are very concerned with the money
aspect of things, which is important, but sometimes you just have to follow your passions. I think the money and all of that
stuff will follow along with it—especially if you do right by people, and you do right by your dreams and your goals. You
know, if you want to be on air one day, maybe you have to take a producer position to get there. Or maybe you have to do
something on social media to get there. But, it is about building the resume, networking, and meeting good people. Also I
(would) say, “It's okay to try different things on the road to where you want to get to.”
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C.J.
WATSON

Author | Retired NBA Veteran

Photographs courtesy of C.J.Watson (@quietstorm_32)

Born and raised in Las Vegas, Nevada, C.J. Watson
discovered his love for the game of basketball at a very
young age. Growing up, C.J. remembers training
continuously to improve his skills on the court in hopes of
playing in the NBA when he was older. In 2008, those
dreams came true. Not only did he sign with the Golden
State Warriors and officially begin his career in the league,
but he also unlocked the door to what would become an
amazing journey in the NBA—one that would give him the
opportunity to play for the Chicago Bulls, Brooklyn Nets,
Indiana Pacers, and Orlando Magic. After 10 seasons in
the league, C.J. decided to embark on the next chapter of
his life. A chapter fueled by his passion for mentoring the
youth and giving back to his community. The rest is
history! In addition to implementing a series of
community initiatives through his philanthropic work with
the Quiet Storm Foundation—a nonprofit organization
founded by him and his family—, C.J. has also written and
published three children's books that inspire young kids
to chase their dreams, work hard, and uplift one another.
Truly inspiring!

How was that transition from college into the league like? What were some of the challenges that
you faced early on?
I took an unconventional route. I went undrafted out of college, so I went overseas for my first year. It was
different being in a (new) country by myself, learning a new language, and trying to adapt to a different
culture that I wasn’t used to. It helped me grow as a person and as a young man (though). When I got to the
NBA, (the challenges) were more so learning about the business and the speed of the game. I think
everything after that comes to you if you put your mind to it and work into it.
You mentioned that you went undrafted out of college. Throughout that time, how did you
remain motivated to continue pushing through that adversity?
Just knowing what the end goal was (kept me going). There were definitely a couple of times where I wanted
to quit and give up. I thought, “Hey, maybe this isn’t for me.” But I just had a great support system around
me—my parents, my family. They wouldn’t let me quit. They knew how hard I had worked, and they knew
that the end goal that I wanted was the NBA. Throughout that process, I learned that there are going to be a
lot of ups and downs and things are not (always) going to go your way. As long as you keep that faith, keep
believing in yourself, and keep believing in the work that you have put in (though), you can be successful.
What are some things that you personally learned about yourself as you continued to work
through those challenges?
I learned how to persevere and how to be resilient. I learned that when things don’t go your way, not to
point the blame on anyone else, but to look in the mirror and make better adjustments to yourself. It is not
going to be easy—there are definitely a lot of ups and downs—, but if you persevere through all of those
challenges you can be successful at the end.
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Take us through that moment of signing
with the Golden State Warriors and officially
starting your NBA career. What was that
moment like for you?
It was a great moment. It was definitely nerveracking—I was in the G-League at the time. Just
me and my agent were always talking every day
and he kept saying, “This team is interested and
this team is interested.” But, I kind of got sick of
just hearing about all these teams that were
interested and I kept playing well. I just told him,
“Don’t call me until we have a call up.” He didn’t
call me for like two weeks, but then I finally got a
call up from two teams actually—the Charlotte
Bobcats and the Golden State Warriors. The
Golden State Warriors came first, so it was great
that I got a start there because they were actually
a team that had built a system around running
down the basketball, and that is kind of the
offense that I liked to play.
Over the years, you have played with a
variety of teams and have faced a series of
challenges such as injuries. Mentally, how did
you remain motivated and mentally tough to
persevere throughout those trials?
Just knowing that injuries are a part of the game (kept me going). There aren’t many players that have never
been injured playing sports—it just comes with the territory. I reminded myself that it depends on how you
deal with it. I tried to keep a sane mind and stay positive throughout the process of (recovering from) all of
the injuries that I had, and thanked God that I never had any career-ending injuries. There could have been
a couple that happened, but I just kept doing my treatments, kept being positive, and kept sticking with the
process. I knew that it wasn’t going to change overnight, but through the time and the work that I put in, I
knew I was going to get back healthy.

Transitioning a little bit off the court, how have you worked to foster your personal brand
beyond the court and outside of basketball?
I have always liked giving back to the kids. Writing books was something that I wanted to do—I liked the
idea and the challenge to see if I could actually do it. I wanted to mentor kids because I remember being a
young kid looking for inspiration and positive role models. If I can just be one to one kid, that makes my
day.
Definitely! Let’s dive into your journey as an author. You have already written and published
three books thus far. Could you share more with us about what that process of becoming an
author and writing your own books was like?
It was pretty difficult at first—just trying to figure out what I wanted to do and how I wanted to write. I knew
I had a lot of ideas in my head, but I didn’t really get them (down) on paper. So I called one of my old
coaches who I knew was an author and wrote a couple of books, and he introduced me to someone who
helped me bring all of my ideas to paper and these stories to life. That led to the three books right now. It
took about a six- to seven-month process, but the feedback so far has been pretty good so I am happy
about it.
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"I wanted to mentor
kids because I
remember being a
young kid looking for
inspiration and positive
role models. If I can
just be one to one kid,
that makes my day."
- CJ on how he began to foster his
personal brand off the court.

Your first book, CJ’s Big Dream, was an Amazon Best-Seller. What were some of the emotions
that you felt after you released that publication and received that response?
Definitely happy, joyful, and surprised. I didn’t really know people even supported it like that, but I was
definitely happy. It was definitely something to shoot for. I think it was a goal that I didn’t have written
down, but it was definitely good to accomplish. My bigger goal, I feel like, is to get on the New York Times
Best-Sellers list—that would make me really happy.
What inspired the titles for each of your books? You have CJ’s Big Dream, CJ’s Big Project, and
then CJ’s Big Moment. What were some of the inspirations behind each of those titles?
They are all true stories. The titles kind of dictate the theme of the book. The first book, CJ’s Big Dream, is
about CJ—the character—dreaming of playing in the NBA and reaching that goal. The second book, CJ’s
Big Project, is about homework and how kids should maintain their homework. The theme (highlights) how
CJ couldn’t play in the big game unless he did that. The last one is CJ’s Big Moment. That one is about
bullying, and how to handle bullies in a positive manner.
In addition to your books, you have also founded the Quiet Storm Foundation with your family.
What was the inspiration behind that nonprofit?
Just growing up in the lower-income area here in Las Vegas, my parents always taught me and my brother
to give back. We would always go to homeless shelters and nursing homes to give back. I always said to
myself that if I was ever successful enough to give back to my community or just any kid in that manner, I
would want to do that. That is what we do in the foundation. We serve underserved kids and just try to
give them hope, support, and resources that they probably wouldn’t have growing up in that lowerincome area. I know how it is to not have resources and try to make something out of nothing, so that is
the whole basis behind it.
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Going into the advice side of things, what are some pieces of advice that you would give to
people who are looking to play basketball at the professional level?
I would just say, “Stick with it. Like they always say, ‘Practice makes perfect’.” What you put into it is what
you are going to get out of it. You have to put in a lot of sacrifice, you have to be courageous, you have to
be determined, you have to persevere, and you have to be resilient. All of these things. At the end of the
day, you have to stick with your gut and not worry about what other people say. If they say you can’t make
it or whatever, just (continue to) believe in yourself and shoot for your goals.
On the entrepreneurship side of things, what are some pieces of advice that you would give to
people who want to write and publish their own pieces of writing?
I would say, “Just take that leap.” I think a lot of the time as entrepreneurs we don’t take that leap, but I
think that is the first step—taking that leap and jumping off that cliff. Like in anything, there are going to be
ups and downs. There are going to be times where you don’t feel confident, and times where you want to
quit or second-guess yourself. But, you just have to stay focused, persevere, and stick with it.
Reflecting back on your own personal journey, what is a piece of advice that you would give to
your younger self and why?
I would tell my younger self, “Be resilient. Stay focused. Always know that other people are watching, and
are going to react to the choices and reactions that you make. Just shoot for your goals because, at the
end of the day, that is what it is all about. Everyone has a dream, and everyone wants to be something in
life. You just need to take that one chance—that one opportunity for you to really honor that dream and
make it come true.
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THE BALLERS MAGAZINE PRESENTS

THE SPOTLIGHT
SERIES

A new segment dedicated to highlighting sports
professionals that are up next! These feature
stories give an inside look into the transition of
athletes, creatives, and business professionals to
the next level of their careers.
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PEPPER
PERSLEY

Pepper Persley uncovered her passion for
sports journalism at the age of six years old.
After interviewing then-Liberty guard Sugar
Rodgers, Pepper discovered the opportunity to
combine her love for the game of basketball and
her commitment to highlighting WNBA players’
voices through thought-provoking, candid, and
insightful interviews. She hasn’t looked back
since. At just nine years old, Pepper has
fostered an amazing personal brand in the
industry and has conducted a series of powerful
interviews with players and sports professionals
across the league. From her show, “Dish with
Pepper,” to her podcast and blog series with The
Next and NetsRepublic.com respectively, Pepper
has taken the WNBA by storm. Not only has she
highlighted the importance of being fearless and
relentless in the pursuit of one’s dreams, but
she has also reminded the world that age is
nothing but a number. Her maturity, drive,
Photographs courtesy of Pepper Persley (@dishwithpepper)
passion, and genuine love for the game is
remarkable. As she continues to leave her mark on sports journalism,
remark!Pepper is looking forward to shining light
on the voices of more sports professionals in women’s basketball, and is excited to pursue her dreams of one
day playing in the WNBA as well. It’s safe to say that the world better watch out, because Pepper is just
getting started and she is incredible!
When did you discover that sports journalism was an area you wanted to pursue full force?
I think it has always been on my list—along with being and playing in the WNBA. I see people like Meghan
(McPeak), I hear her voice on broadcasts (during) Mystics games and I’m like, “I can do that. You know, she looks
like me and I can be just like her.” It is people like that who pave the way for me to be able to have the
inspiration and the ability to believe that I can be in the space.
Let’s dive right into your personal brand! How was that experience like of creating your personal
brand in the industry and really immersing yourself in the world of sports?
That’s a really good question. I think the reason I wanted to have my own brand was because I wanted to
highlight the voices of WNBA players—especially this season with what they are doing in social activism with the
“Say Her Name” campaign. I just wanted to highlight that. Before I created my @dishwithpepper Instagram page,
I knew very little about social media so I didn’t really know that was an option—where I could put my voice and
the voices of WNBA players and coaches out there. When I found that out I was like, “Yes! This is perfect.” So I
started my own show during quarantine, “Dish with Pepper,” mainly to bring a smile to people’s faces because I
knew quarantine was tough. That was really all where it started. It just branched out to contacting the WNBA PR
(team) and getting into their PR list to interview their players, and also getting two jobs with The Next—I have my
podcast with them called “She Got Next”—along with several articles and a video with NetsRepublic.com. I feel
like I just wanted to highlight the WNBA players’ voices and bring a smile to people’s faces, that’s really where it
started.
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First, let’s start with the WNBA. What has this experience been like for you of being able to cover all of
the teams this season?
I know it is a different season and something that has never happened before, but it is very convenient for me
because I wouldn’t be able to cover a lot of the WNBA teams (otherwise)—because I can’t travel from state to state
to state all of the time since I have school and different activities that I have to balance. So I feel very lucky to be in
this situation. I know a lot of people don’t feel that way with quarantine and all that’s going on in our world right
now, but I feel very lucky that there has been a positive outcome for me.

In addition to that, you have also started your own podcast and blog series. What inspired you to also
dive into different areas within the sports journalism world?
I always thought that interviewing people like Meghan McPeak and Ari Chambers was a way for me to kind of give
back to them for paving the way for me to be able to have these opportunities. I feel like I also wanted to highlight
their voices. They do such a great job of highlighting the WNBA players’ voices and their important message, but I
feel like journalists and female Black journalists have such an important message that I wanted to share as well—
especially as a Black, female journalist myself. I wanted to highlight those voices too.
Throughout this journey, what are some challenges that you have faced? How have you worked to
overcome these challenges?
That’s a really good question. I feel like there are immediate challenges—being younger than the average journalist,
also being a Black female journalist, and covering the WNBA. The WNBA doesn’t get enough credit for what they are
doing, and their incredible high-level basketball. I feel like already that puts me at a disadvantage, but also the fact of
not being taken seriously because I am a kid. It is something that I expected to happen and I was prepared for, but it is
just tough to deal with that. I have always tried to look at the positive side of things (though). The fact that I have this
opportunity to be in these media availabilities, and to ask questions of All-Stars and people I look up to, is really
amazing.
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This season has been big on activism and social justice reform. How special has it been for you to be
able to cover this season—one that has a message that extends beyond the court?
I think that the universe (aligned it in a way) that this had to happen because it has been perfect and an amazing
experience for me. Especially with the social justice work that they are doing, it is very close to my heart as a
Black girl. I was doing work and then I saw the announcement that the Bucks were boycotting their game on
August 26th, and then the next day, the WNBA players were locking arms and standing in unity. I mean, the
advice and the things that they are doing is the ultimate inspiration. It was just eye-opening. I feel like I was
already inspired by them, but it just opened an entire new door of inspiration for me.
Throughout this journey, what are some things that you have learned about yourself?
I feel like I have learned that I need to be able to handle pressure better and need to be able to come up with
questions on the spot. I am very good at preparation and having the time to do research, but if there is a media
availability in like five minutes, I don’t do as well with that. But also, just being able to have this new circle of
people—people like Natasha Cloud, Meghan McPeak, Jasmine Baker, and Ari Chambers—has just opened an
entirely new door for me of people that have my back. I feel like they are the people in journalism and in the
WNBA that form this pillow (for me). So whenever I get up and I fall down, it is always a soft landing for me
because I have all of these people that are going to give me advice and give me hope that I got it.
That actually transitions perfectly into my next question, which is about building your tribe of
mentors and fellow journalists in the sports industry. How have they played a role in your journey
thus far?
I feel like they play the biggest role. They are the lead in this movie. I just feel like it is hard to picture yourself if
you don’t have an example. I basically can look around my apartment and see photos of people like Natasha
Cloud and see bobbleheads of WNBA players, and I feel like just being able to have that inspiration (is amazing). I
know for so many of the people that I look up to there wasn’t that inspiration for them, and I feel very lucky to
have that for me.
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If you could put it into words, what does
basketball mean to you? Why is this game
so special?
That’s a really good question. I feel like
basketball is special because it builds so many
important life skills: teamwork and selfconfidence. It’s hard to live life and be happy
without being on a team. It’s not even only in
sports—you have to work in a team pretty much
in whatever you do. Also, the self-confidence of
hitting a game winning shot—that boosts you up
and makes you feel good. But also, missing the
game winning shot makes you have that
motivation to keep going and to get out there. I
feel like that is what is so special about
basketball—it builds important life lessons and
life traits as well.
Going into the advice side of things, what
are some pieces of advice that you would
give to fellow journalists that are looking to
start their career in the world of sports
journalism?
I would just say, “There are always going to be
people that will doubt you, will tell you that you
can’t do it, and that you can’t be in this space.
Those people—I will make it an analogy—are like
little leaves. You can take off the leaf and
treasure the leaf because it is a good piece of
advice, or you can step on it and move on to
other things." So all the negative leaves, I just
encourage you to step on them and keep going.
Search and try to find those positive leaves.
If you could describe yourself in three
words, what would those words be and
why?
I would say passionate, curious, and happy.
Passionate because I love what I do, and I work
hard to do it to the best of my abilities. Curious
because it is what really has led me to be at this
point—just the curiosity of wanting to ask
questions. Happy because it is very unlikely and
rare that you don’t see me with a smile on my
face. Also, because I love to go into my room and
dance, sing, read, snuggle, and do all of those
things that make me happy. Part of the reason
why I am in journalism is because it makes me
happy, and so does basketball—because it
makes me happy.

"I see people like Meghan
(McPeak), I hear her voice on
broadcasts (during) Mystics
games and I’m like, “I can do
that. You know, she looks like
me and I can be just like her.”
It is people like that who pave
the way for me to be able to
have the inspiration and the
ability to believe that I can be
in the space."
- Pepper on when she discovered that sports
journalism was an area she wanted to pursue
full force, and her sources of inspiration there.
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MOTIVATION

EMBRACING THE PROCESS
Be patient. Remain persistent. Every experience is preparing you for
the life of your dreams. Continue to maintain clear sight of what you
want. Use this worksheet to write down your goals for the day, the
week, and the month. Remember, you are bound for GREATNESS!

WRITE DOWN YOUR
DAILY GOALS
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WRITE DOWN YOUR
WEEKLY GOALS

WRITE DOWN YOUR
MONTHLY GOALS

Sky's the limit, keep ballin'.
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