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HANGING WITH A LEGEND—
Kertd Elisaldez, a basketball coach 
out of Orange County, got to 
know Kobe Bryant over the past 
two years. The two fathers ran in 
the same basketball circles. Here 
Bryant is shown with Elisaldez’s 
son Kayson, 4.
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Sarah Chester ;  and coach 
Christina Mauser.
 Kertd Elisaldez, who coaches 
a group of sixth grade girls rep-
resenting Nike-sponsored West 
Coast Premier, found it unusual 
that it was 11:30 a.m. and Bryant 
had not yet arrived. 
 “Kobe was a very early guy, 
for him not to be present watch-
ing the games an hour before 
his game starts was weird,” said 
Elisaldez, a father of four who’d 
gotten to know Bryant within the 
Orange County travel basketball 
scene. 
 Coaching the second half 
of his daughter Rajya’s 10 a.m. 
game, Elisaldez looked down at 
his iWatch—“Is it true? About 
Kobe?” one message read.
	 “When	I	first	saw	that	I	didn’t	
know what to think . . . was he 
hurt? I couldn’t really concen-
trate because I was coaching my 
game,” he said. “Then a little 
bit later I’m walking down the 
sideline and one of my parents 
pushes me in my back and I turn 
around like ‘What the hell?’ and 
he tells me, ‘Kobe just died, man! 

TMZ’s reporting Kobe died!’ And 
everything stopped.”
 Word of the crash spread 
through the giant gym in seconds. 

One after another, referees on dif-
ferent courts blew their whistles 
and waved their hands, signaling 
the games were over. 
 “The whole gym just ran to 
Kobe’s court, Court No. 4, and 
everybody was in a big circle 
praying. Grown men and women 
were crying,” Elisaldez said.
 After the group stopped pray-
ing, he said, there was only 
stunned silence. Then the most 
awful sound: wailing and scream-
ing	from	the	private	second-floor	
room where Gianna, Payton and 
Alyssa’s teammates had just re-
ceived news of the crash. 
 “I literally sat down because I 
was going to pass out. I sat down 
and started to cry,” said Elisaldez, 
31. “Because I’m a father, too.”
 Rosenthal, who was there to 
help coach his brother Shane’s 
game later in the day, said he 
was struck by the actions of one 
man, either a parent or coach, who 
rallied the group together and 
offered	words	of	encouragement	
“when no one else could speak or 
even think.”
 “He spoke in a moment of 
crisis when nobody knew what 
to do,” Rosenthal, 28, said. “I’m 
sure at that point he didn’t have a 
handle on it, none of us did—how 

could you?—but he did a great 
job of gathering everyone togeth-
er and speaking beautifully.”
 Videos Rosenthal captured of 
the moment have been viewed 
tens of thousands of times on 
social media.
 “I did go into reporter mode a 
bit, but only because I wanted to 
give people accurate information. 
I wanted them to know the truth 
of what was going on in there,” 
he said. 
 Rosenthal said he and his 
brothers, Shane, 13, and Blake, 
15, will cherish the memories 
they have of Bryant at Mamba 
Sports Academy. On Saturday, 
the Laker great had a brief ex-
change with Shane and promised 
to do pictures and autographs on 
Sunday. 
 “It was surreal that Kobe is in 
our hometown and we’re seeing 
him, and we’re 100% expecting 
to see them (Bryant and Gianna) 
again, and then they’re gone. It’s 
beyond shocking,” Rosenthal 
said. “It still feels like a dream. 
People have been reaching out to 
me who I haven’t talked to since 
high school. We’re all kind of in 
disbelief.”

What’s next for Mamba?
 The academy, which employs 

over 150 people, was closed 
Monday and Tuesday before 
opening for business Wednesday. 
Hundreds of items left in tribute 
to the victims still sit outside the 
front entrance. 
 Reached via email, Tzvi 
Twersky, Mamba Sports Acad-
emy’s	 chief	marketing	 officer,	
said, “We’re not commenting 
just yet.”
 The company has not released 
any statement via its social media 
channels since the crash.
 Elisaldez said his primary 
concern now is helping his kids, 
two boys and two girls, try to get 
past the tragedy. Daughter Caia, 
14, in particular, had developed a 
close bond with Bryant: “He was 
a mentor to her.”
 He would call her “killer” for 
her aggressive style on the court 
and would frequently check in 
with Elisaldez to hear about her 
progress (she’s a starter for the 
Mater Dei varsity team).
 “That’s what he brought to the 
table,” Elisaldez said of Bryant. 
“That’s why I respect him more, 
for what’s he’s done for girls’ bas-
ketball, and girls’ sports period, to 
show that they’re just as equal as 
men. That’s what he was trying to 
teach my daughter.”
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