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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Initially, I believed it was respectful to use preferred pronouns, like they told us it was.


The use of pronouns is natural and something you pick up on before even forming full, coherent sentences. At first, I didn’t see the harm in using preferred pronouns when referring to individuals who identify as transgender. I knew it contradicted both biology and common sense, but I wanted to be respectful.


It wasn’t long in my activism role before I realized that my understanding of respect was skewed and that I was compromising on my values and the truth. This is why I insisted upon using sex-based pronouns in this book when referring to trans-identifying individuals. Hiding sex behind pronouns hurts women. In the name of not wanting to “offend,” we were being gaslit. I have personal experience with this.


As I began working on this book, I also found myself using the term “biological female” when writing about women. A quarter of the way through, I stopped myself. What was I doing? By adding the word “biological” as a prefix to “male” and/or “female,” I was compromising the English language and making a joke out of science. I was subconsciously conforming without even knowing it. I was using that phrase as if there was an unbiological alternative to male or female. There isn’t.


People are desperate for honesty, and they want to see that it is okay to use clear language. The language I speak and the words I write must reflect that. We can still be respectful, compassionate, and empathetic without disregarding truth. It IS loving to speak the truth.
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN:



The What, How, and Why


I never would have considered myself a feminist.


Yet here I am fighting for the rights of women.


There have been two pivotal moments that fortified this advocacy role I’ve undertaken. The first was on March 18, 2022, when I experienced firsthand the effects of competing against and changing in a locker room with a male at our national championships. The second defining moment was on April 6, 2023, when I was ambushed and physically attacked on a college campus in California for publicly stating that what happened at the national championships was unfair, unjust, and detrimental to women’s rights to privacy and equal opportunity.


This experience was the first time I had ever feared for my life.


It also unveiled a scarier truth, scarier than the punches that were thrown and landed that day. Barricaded in a room for hours, listening to vicious vitriol being spewed outside the room that would become my prison through the night, it hit me—when common sense and truth are exposed, people resort to violence and threats to try to annihilate what is true. To these people, violence and threats are all that’s left. And that day, despite being in physical danger, I decided I wasn’t going to stop speaking the truth.


I won’t ask you the question “what is a woman” on the first page of this book, but I do think we should define feminism for clarity. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, feminism is “the advocacy of women’s rights on the basis of the equality of the sexes.”1 In theory, that sounds wonderful, and like something most of today’s society would agree upon. So how did this movement (or lack thereof) end up being the root of one of the most controversial and divisive topics of the twenty-first century?


When you think of late-nineteenth-century first-wave feminism, you probably think of women’s suffrage and trailblazers like Susan B. Anthony. This wave had the most clear and defined goals like property, voting, and educational rights for women. I would make the point that 99 percent of the public today is largely supportive of the intent of the original feminist movement: equal rights and opportunities for the two sexes, reiterated by the definition of feminism provided above.


Things escalated during second-wave feminism in the 1960s and 1970s. Second-wave feminism had less delineated legislative goals and is most often linked with sexual liberation and reproductive rights as the dominant issues. Picture the women who torched their bras in protest of beauty pageants, symbolically throwing off the cultural mores that defined and oppressed women. Many women-only groups and organizations like the National Organization for Women (NOW) were created during second-wave feminism, and phrases such as “identity politics” were coined during this time. The development of the Equal Rights Amendment, which aimed to establish legal rights for all American citizens regardless of sex, and the birth of Title IX, which prevented discrimination on the basis of sex in educational programs that receive federal funding, also occurred during this second wave of feminism. These federal civil rights proposals continue to be legislated and discussed today.


In the 1990s, third-wave feminism began. Further awareness was brought to rape culture and the pay gap. A clear distinction was made between gender and sex as traditional gender roles and the nuclear family came under fire by these activists. The term “toxic masculinity” was introduced as well. Individuality and self-expression among women were fully embraced in a way it hadn’t been before. Third-wave feminism paid more attention to how sexuality, race, and gender intersected and the disparities that came with their intersection. This wave was also more radical and therefore polarizing than the previous two waves.


It’s becoming clearer daily that we’ve been thrust into a fourth wave of feminism, the most ironic and contradictory wave yet: the wave where men make the best women. The objective of this wave is equal outcomes for all humans rather than individual freedoms, opportunities, and the ending of sex-based discrimination. This ideology is in direct opposition to traditional American values. The aims of fourth-wave feminism have shifted to combat movements like slut-shaming, fat-shaming, and transphobia, extending far beyond individualism. Internet activism has advanced this movement like wildfire. Fourth-wave feminism no longer just attends to the struggles of women; it’s a demand for the elimination of “men” and “women” by rendering them the same and interchangeable.


While many modern Americans wouldn’t consider themselves feminists, most still support legal, social, and economic equality between the sexes. The reason most don’t identify as feminists is a result of the conflation of the fundamental principles of feminism with identity politics. Real feminism, I contend, is not a concept that should contort itself to fit the politics of the day.


Most of those who openly and proudly call themselves feminists believe men and women are equal and the same, which is why I mentioned I wouldn’t have previously considered myself a feminist. While I certainly believe men and women were created equal and in God’s image, I don’t believe they are the same. Men and women are inherently and beautifully different. Neither is inferior to the other, as we each have unique strengths and weaknesses.


I believe that women deserve to be recognized, embraced, and celebrated for their unique contributions and achievements, not overshadowed or overlooked by men struggling with their own gender identity. I believe it’s time for a new wave of feminism where we fight to take back womanhood, the language we use, and our sex-based rights as endowed by our Creator and enforced by our constitution.


We are being force-fed the message that women’s rights, privacy, dignity, feelings, and safety do not matter. What does seem to matter, however, are the feelings and experiences of men who decide that they are women and subsequently integrate themselves into female spaces. Daily, I hear story after story of men forcing their presence into the spaces of vulnerable girls and women because their self-perceived identity does not match up with their sex and they feel they belong in the female sphere. In the process, women, real women, become collateral damage.


The hard-won rights women have fought for are being erased.


I never could have imagined that being a twenty-one-year-old NCAA swimmer from Tennessee would have ignited a life path to fight for the current and future generations of women. I suppose I have one person to thank for that—Lia Thomas, who was previously on the University of Pennsylvania men’s swimming team before competing in the women’s category at the 2022 NCAA Swimming and Diving Championships after beginning to identify as a woman. Thomas so perfectly brought to light the reality of the injustice against women that was happening right before my eyes. I began to recognize the subtle devaluing of female athletes and have since experienced the rapid widening of this travesty as it continues. I’m grateful that Thomas sparked this fire in me and in so many others. Gender-critical feminists have been screaming what I’ve now been able to amplify given my testimony and my platform. I’m grateful for them and their guidance as I continue to mature and adapt.


This book is the story of how I unexpectedly became a nationally known advocate for women and a champion of our uniqueness. I also hope it inspires and empowers you to speak the truth and stand up for common sense in this world that seems to have lost its mind.


Whether or not you have personally been affected by gender identity ideology, or know someone who has, it’s important to understand what is happening and what’s at stake. If we all wait until we’re directly impacted to take a stand, it will be too late. We’re already headed down a slippery slope.


Today I’m using my platform to advocate for the bare minimum—privacy, safety, and equal opportunities for both sexes. And for that, I have been physically attacked, verbally assaulted, labeled some of the most obscene things you can imagine, and had many superficial jabs hurled at my reputation. The pain is worth it. As a big sister to a little one and a wife to a wonderful husband who hopes to have a daughter of my own one day, I feel compelled to stand up for them, so they have the same opportunities and chances for success that I was awarded because of the women who came before me and fought relentlessly for my rights. I cannot remain silent and watch as women’s efforts and accomplishments are destroyed. I hope to encourage you to find your voice and your stance in these uncharted waters and to swim against the current.


Culturally speaking, to swim against the current entails following the cause of truth despite the slander and abuse we encounter. It is refusing to acquiesce to a false sense of inclusion and virtue when you know it is wrong. It is knowing you may be misunderstood and misrepresented but choosing to stay true to your convictions rather than falling in line with popular opinion. When you swim against the current, unlike going with the flow, you cover less ground in way more time, which can lead to a lot of frustration and the temptation to quit. But it’s in those hard moments, when it hurts, that it matters most to sprint.


Swimming Against the Current is about standing up for reality, facts, and common sense. It’s my story of how I became a passionate advocate not only for myself as a collegiate athlete but for every woman whose future is at risk of being jeopardized. For me, this is the biggest race of my life. It won’t be complete until no young girl or woman is losing out on opportunities or having their privacy and safety threatened by males claiming our identity. I’m nowhere near touching the wall yet.


I’m still swimming.
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EARLY STROKES


The first lesson I was taught on mental fortitude took place when I was eight. I didn’t realize what was happening until it was over.


I was in the second grade when, one winter, I went with my dad on a weekend business trip to Memphis, Tennessee. On an afternoon with an empty schedule, Dad told me to get up, put on the robe in the bathroom, and follow him. Zero elaboration. Um, okay, Dad. I had no clue what his intentions were, but I knew to do what I was told.


While I was flooded with curiosity, Dad was quiet as we took the elevator down to the lobby. The waffle-weaved robe trailed behind me like a train from a wedding gown. We slipped through the lobby doors that opened to the back of the building. Cold air blasted my face.


And there we were, standing on the concrete deck that surrounded the outdoor pool. It was closed for the season. If we couldn’t figure out this key detail by the big sign, the pool itself was topped with a vinyl cover. I didn’t have time to process what was happening when, suddenly, Dad peeled back a portion of the pool cover, as if it was a totally normal thing for any hotel guest to do in the middle of winter. I stared at the gentle waves lapping against the concrete wall. Dad broke the silence. In the same tone of voice as he used when he’d remind me to brush my teeth every night, he said, “Okay, Riley, jump in.”


My eyes bugged out of my head. “But Dad, it’s cold!”


“It’s not cold. There’s no such thing as cold. You just think it’s cold. Your body wants you to think it’s cold. Now listen, you’re going to jump in and wait for me to tell you when to get out. But first, there are a few rules. One, your teeth are not allowed to chatter. Two, you are not allowed to shiver. Three, you are not allowed to say, ‘I’m cold.’”


I spouted back, “What do you mean there’s no such thing as cold?! I’m cold now!”


“No such thing as cold. There is only the absence of heat. Kind of like there’s no such thing as the dark, just the absence of light.”


This went right over my head as the color drained from my face. I never wanted to call my mom so bad in my life. This was some form of child abuse. It had to be. At least something like it. A former football player at Vanderbilt University who went on to play professionally in the NFL and who had multiple brothers who were also SEC athletes and NFL superstars, Dad was all tenacity and steel. I remember watching him manage to squat over five hundred pounds with a broken ankle when I was little. I knew he was tough—but this?


“I don’t get it, Dad. Why do you want me to jump in?”


“It’s time you learned mental toughness, Riley. Look, if you can stop focusing on your teeth chattering and your body shivering and the obvious fact that it feels cold, eventually you’re going to realize it’s just that: it’s a feeling. And we, as humans, have control over our feelings. It’s all relative.”


I still didn’t get it.


“After you get in,” Dad continued, “I’ll tell you when you can come out, and we’ll go back to the room.” Then he jerked his head in a curt nod, the sign for me to jump. I don’t remember how I managed to throw myself into the pool, but I’ll never forget the feeling of being punched in the lungs when I hit the water. The cold sliced right through my bones.


“No shaking or chattering!” Dad yelled from beside a rusty lounge chair. I scrambled to remain calm in a frantic circle of bubbles while I treaded water. I just needed to breathe. And remember the rules. Do you know how hard it is to control reflexive muscle spasms?


“Just one more minute!”


Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. My legs churned in furious circles. I’m not cold. I’m not cold. I am not cold.


Dad made me stay in the cold pool for three to four minutes. My lips were so purple it looked as if I had eaten a grape Popsicle, a notorious trait I had all the way through college when I would get out of cold pools. Once we got back to our room and my body eventually acclimated to a normal range of temperature, he sat me down and explained the value of a strong mind. “This is something my brothers and I had to learn at a young age. Having a tough mind is important in sports, in relationships, in school, and in your career. Whatever you decide to do with your life, Riley, whether it’s sports or not, just know that having mental toughness is going to get you farther than physical toughness ever will.”


Dad was right. And although, at the time, jumping in a cold pool would not have been the experience I’d have chosen to illustrate mental fortitude, his words have echoed in my mind ever since. “Success depends less on strength of body than upon strength of mind and character.”
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Dad isn’t the only seasoned athlete in my immediate family. Mom played Division 1 softball at Austin Peay. My oldest sister, Taylor, was a three-sport athlete; my younger brother, Bradford, is a collegiate football player; and my little sister, Neely, is a Tennessee state champion gymnast. Neely is probably the best athlete of us all, but I would never admit that to her (if you’re reading this, Neely, don’t let your head get too big). Growing up around Nashville, Tennessee, sports was my thing. My parents didn’t have to push me to say yes; I just never said no. And I tried it all—softball, basketball, horseback riding, track. There wasn’t a sport I didn’t beg my parents to put me in. I was four years old when I started swimming. It was just your typical summer swim that a lot of young kids get involved in.


I don’t have a love-at-first-sight story to share with you. I didn’t fall in love with the stench of a chlorinated pool at first sniff. Nor did I become infatuated with the sport the very first time I won a race at my first meet. In fact, my most vivid early memory in swimming is of six-year-old me desperately trying to convince my mother to not make me swim the mini IM (individual medley) at a meet. All that meant is I had to swim the twenty-five yards (one lap) of backstroke then turn around and swim freestyle back to the wall I started at. I was terrified and used every excuse I could think of in hopes of convincing her to rescue me.


“I can’t do it, Mom,” I cried through clenched teeth.


“Yes you can, Riley,” she encouraged. “And when you do, I promise I’ll take you to Target, and I’ll buy you whatever you want.” This memory perfectly illustrates the philosophical differences between my parents. While Dad would have never stood for my theatrics and likely would have thrown me into the pool himself, Mom was a little more tenderhearted. I mean, at least one parent must have some compassion, right? I don’t remember how I did in the mini IM or what I bought at Target, but Mom’s brilliant tactic worked.


Despite the deeply rooted trauma from having to swim two laps in a row, every summer my siblings and I came back to swim for our neighborhood team. By the time I was eight, the summer swim coach, Andreea, convinced my parents I had natural talent and should really consider swimming year-round. Coach Andreea was of Romanian descent and relatively new to the United States, so you can imagine I had a hard time understanding her harsh accent at eight years old. It wasn’t “kick faster,” it was “keek faster!” The number of push-ups I had to do for nodding as if I understood her instructions before pushing off the wall and having no idea what she had just told me is innumerable. Thank goodness having kids of her own softened her, because she would turn into my second mom for the next ten years.


“If you start Riley young,” she told my mom and dad, “she could be really good.” Ultimately, Andreea prevailed, and I started swimming year-round for a team called Excel Aquatics. Despite being lifelong athletes, my parents never pressured me into swimming. Whether I chose to swim on a higher level or told them I’d rather play the flute (they knew I was the least musically inclined person on this planet, so I guess this wasn’t a worry of theirs, but you get the picture), I’d have their full support. At that point, I’m not sure anyone had seismic dreams of me becoming one of the fastest swimmers in the country. But Coach Andreea did point out the good genes I possessed as it pertained to swimming. I had big hands, big feet, and an athletic build. Not going to lie, I was pretty buff for an eight-year-old. According to her, I also had natural abilities that many young kids don’t possess. There are certain skills in swimming that are hard if not impossible to teach, such as maintaining a proper body line in the water and being self-aware of what your body position looks and feels like while swimming. I instinctively knew if I was moving my head too much or if my elbows weren’t high enough, making my pull inefficient. Recently while coaching my neighborhood summer swim team, I found myself telling the same group of kids to keep their heads down while they swam. Each kid told me they were keeping their head down when in reality it was clear to anyone watching that their eyes didn’t point to the black line at the bottom of the pool, but rather to the wall they were so desperately trying to reach in front of them. As I mentioned, self-awareness in the water is a hard thing to teach.


It wasn’t until high school that I started focusing on things that actually make you faster like form and technique, so until that time, I simply swam laps. I excelled in butterfly and freestyle early on so, naturally, those were my favorites. When I progressed into the 9–10-year-old category, I began breaking team records in various events, most of which I still hold to this day. It still didn’t occur to me that I was a pretty good swimmer. Whatever success I was told I had in the pool flew over my head. I never dwelled on the wins. It wasn’t something we did, or I guess didn’t do, in the Gaines family. Neither Mom nor Dad was the type to celebrate an accomplishment with much fanfare. They used to say, “Don’t focus on the past. Don’t focus on the future. Be where your feet are.” At the time, I didn’t understand how broad this advice was, yet I find myself still alluding to it even after finishing my collegiate career. Another one of Dad’s favorite lines I’ve heard thousands of times over the years is “Just keep chopping wood.” It’s essentially a Southern way of saying, “Keep your head down and don’t stop grinding.” Remember how I said only one of my parents was tenderhearted and it wasn’t him? In fact, I called him a few days ago simply to vent. I was feeling exhausted, overwhelmed, and mentally drained. I don’t know what I was thinking expecting even a small smidgen of sympathy. Dad listened before he offered a reply in his thick Southern drawl. “Keep chopping wood, Riley. Just keep chopping.”


Other parents would approach mine at meets and say things like, “Wow! Your daughter just got her AAAA time! That’s amazing!” Mom and Dad would just smile, nod, and say thank you. They had no idea what the other parents were talking about. “What’s an AAAA time?” They were athletes, yes, but not being part of the swimming world, they weren’t keen on the lingo. We didn’t sit around the table during dinner chatting about best times or fangirling over Olympic swimmers. Nor were Mom and Dad screaming in my ear at every meet ordering me to go faster or demanding that I train harder.


When I was twelve years old, I led the nation in my age category in the 100-yard butterfly. I honestly don’t remember much of the details of that race. After I came out of the pool, my coaches swarmed me, alerting me I had just posted the nation’s leading time for the event, making me the fastest twelve-year-old girl in the entire country. I just nodded, trying to catch my breath.


By that point, the intensity of the sport had picked up the pace. My life was simple and predictable. Get up early. Swim for a couple hours. School. Swim for a couple hours. Back home for dinner and homework. Ice shoulders if we swam a lot of butterfly that day. Sleep. Do it all over again the next day.


Make no mistake. I’ve always had a love/hate relationship with swimming. Most swimmers do. Heck, most collegiate athletes of all sports do. From the start and until I finished my career at the University of Kentucky, I loved being on a team, setting and meeting goals, and being pushed and challenged to keep improving. Weirdly enough, one of my least favorite aspects of swimming was feeling like I was always wet, especially my hair. Despite wearing a swim cap, my hair is still recovering from spending the last eighteen years in a chlorinated pool. Also, though I was used to smelling like chlorine, I can’t imagine how the stench hit anyone I passed outside of my swimming circle. Even when I was out of the pool, bleach reeked from every pore. No amount of showers, body wash, or perfume can mask it.


There was one thing I hated the most about competing—losing. I hated losing even more than I loved winning. I’d always been like that. And I still am like that. My husband won’t even play Uno with me. I was seven when my family introduced a new Thanksgiving tradition. We figured if we were going to be watching football, we might as well play it. We played our first Turkey Bowl in the backyard, which was just a friendly game of flag football. Football ran in our blood. The Gaines family bred professional football players. Because Mom was an only child, all my cousins came from Dad’s side of the family. My dad is the youngest of the brothers, meaning, in turn, my siblings and I were the youngest of the cousins. When it was draft pick time, I and my sister Taylor were chosen last. Shocker.


The absence of puberty, a Y chromosome, speed, power, or experience didn’t deter me from giving the game my all. I sprinted until my leg muscles quivered and attempted catches that knocked me splat on my back without much effort. While everyone else seemed to be playing “for fun,” I was playing to win. And when my team lost, I took it to heart. You’d think my best friend just told me she was moving away. My world, or at least Thanksgiving that year, imploded. My mom had to shove me into the family photo as the winning team hooted and hollered while holding up their fingers in a “number one” sign. She didn’t promise me a trip to Target that day. While everyone else went on with their day after the game, gorging on turkey and stuffing and talking sports, I sulked and scowled. It was at this exact moment when I realized I hated losing more than I loved winning. Losing sucked. But when you play sports all your life, you’re not always going to win. It was a lesson I eventually would have to learn.


By the time March 2016 rolled around, I was a sophomore in high school and was a month out from my sixteenth birthday. At this point, I was also a four-time state champion in the 100-yard freestyle and the 100-yard butterfly. When my coaches told me I was on track to qualify for the Olympic Trials, for the first time in my swimming career, a pressure I had never known started living rent free in my head. The “O-word” was filled with magic, untouchable energy, something reserved for superstar athletes. It was real. And it freaked me out. Looking back, I still can’t pinpoint the root of my mellow attitude about swimming up to this point. Maybe I was afraid of failing and figured it was better not to care or think about it much. Maybe I wasn’t ready to make an all-out commitment to the sport. Either way, listening to my coaches use my name and the words “Olympic Trials” in the same sentence, I suddenly forgot what it meant to “be where your feet are.”


The National Club Swimming Association Junior National Championships took place in Orlando, Florida, in March 2016. I was closest to achieving my Olympic Trial cut in the 100-meter freestyle, which had a qualifying time of 56.49 seconds. I had missed it merely by one hundredth of a second three times before, the most recent time by .07 of a second. Not even a blink of the eye. I felt like I was psyching myself out. This event is an all-out sprint. Because it’s such a short distance, two 50-meter laps, pretty much the only successful strategy a swimmer has is to swim as fast as you possibly can from the start and pray your legs don’t give out before you make it back to the wall again.


I shot off the block and hit the water like a rocket. I remember flip-turning at the halfway point with a feeling I beat my best time in the 50 (I had). As I swam back to touch the wall, my legs burned, starved of oxygen and laden with lactic acid buildup. There was no way I could make them kick any faster. I swum my best time yet, 56.31 seconds. In swimming, it’s not just every second that counts. Every hundredth of a second counts.


The trials for the 2016 Summer Olympics were held in Omaha, Nebraska, at the end of June 2016. I’ll never forget arriving at the pool a day or two before the meet actually started so I could get acclimated to the pool. I got on the elevator to go down on the pool deck, but the elevator doors opened a floor too early. When the doors separated, my mouth dropped. Michael Phelps stepped into the elevator and stood right next to me. To date, Phelps has won twenty-three Olympic gold medals, the most ever won. It was hard to act cool and not like a fangirl when you’re standing right next to a swimming legend. What am I doing here? I wondered. This is crazy! Without trying to seem like I was freaking out, I hesitantly asked Phelps for a photo, which he graciously posed with me for, and then gave me some great advice. Phelps congratulated me on being at the trials and told me to get this one under my belt; then when I swim at the next trials in 2020 (which turned into 2021 because of COVID), it would be like a weight is off my shoulders since I will have already experienced the hype of this meet. I thanked him and went on my way, still in disbelief. Phelps wasn’t the only heavy hitter at this event. Gold medalists from the previous Olympics, including Ryan Lochte, Katie Ledecky, and Missy Franklin, were also qualifying. I added over a second to my time, meaning I was well behind my personal best, but I was just excited to be there, especially being one of the youngest ones on the pool deck. Clearly, I knew I wouldn’t qualify to compete at the Olympic Games. I’m hopeful, but not unrealistic. Being at the trials did push me to want to work harder going forward. When I was there, I stalked the top-tier swimmers from afar. I watched what they ate for fuel before they raced and what they ate for recovery after they raced. I observed what stretches they would do before getting on the block. I noticed how long they stayed in the warm-down pool. I was itching to learn their routine and have new skills to learn and tweaks to make when I returned home.


When I was a junior in high school, it was time to choose a college where I could continue excelling in my athletic career. I also wanted to follow the footsteps of my dad and my uncles, who played football in the Southeastern Conference (SEC), the best and most competitive conference, especially in swimming (I know I’m biased, but it’s true). Though I was heavily recruited, it was my dream since middle school to become a Florida Gator. Having memorized the university’s fight song years earlier, I was ready to “give a cheer for the Orange and Blue.”1 I was always told you would just know when you’re at the place meant for you. I didn’t know what this meant or what it would feel like, but I tried to force this feeling on myself my entire recruiting trip there. You can imagine my disappointment at the end of the weekend when that feeling never came, even when I tried to force it. It’s a great school with a stellar academic program and a strong swim team, but I returned home knowing it wasn’t the right fit for me. I was so gung-ho on being a Gator that I never even thought about where else I could see myself continuing my swimming career.


I started thinking about the University of Kentucky and the pesky voicemail and email messages Coach Lars Jorgenson of the swim team kept sending me since June 15 of that year. According to NCAA recruiting rules, in most cases, Division 1 coaches are only allowed to reach out to high school athletes via phone, text, and email starting on June 15 after their sophomore year. In fact, the first email I got from any school from any division was from the University of Kentucky at exactly 12:01 a.m. on June 15, 2016. The email invitations to visit the school kept coming. And I continued to blow them off, mainly because they didn’t boast a top swim program. Once I realized I wasn’t meant to be a Gator, and at the begging of my boyfriend, who at the time was a huge Kentucky fan, I accepted an invitation to visit the school sometime in the late fall. I figured it’d be a nice Christmas gift to give my boyfriend, who would be my plus-one to a Kentucky basketball game the coaches were enticing me with. Don’t judge: this was when Kentucky men’s basketball was actually good and not losing to the St. Peter’s Peacocks. Never in a million years did I think I’d actually fall in love with the school, which, of course I did. And that annoying coach who kept calling and emailing? He became, and still is, one of my best friends. What’s the saying, the quickest way to make God laugh is to make plans for yourself?


I remember when Coach Lars, who represented the US in the 1988 Olympics, pulled me into his office on that trip. I was sixteen and a lot shyer and quieter than I am now. He had pictures of some of the UK greats wearing their championship medals all over the office walls. Coach leaned over the desk. “So,” he said with a serious face, “are you ready to commit to UK?”


My face turned the color of a tomato in the span of half a second. “Uh, I need some time to think,” I sputtered.


It didn’t take long. A few days after I returned home, I prayed and thought long and hard about the decision. Kentucky may not have had the finest swim program, but being part of a developing team excited me. Lars had been at the school for five seasons before I got there, and the Wildcats were on an upward trajectory (which isn’t hard to do when you start at the bottom). I wanted to help build something great. I also loved the fact that the university had great academic resources and poured into their student athletes regardless of what they accomplished athletically. We were more than just moneymaking machines for the university. Plus, the University of Kentucky was big on community service. While our sport took up most of our time, as a student-athlete, giving back to others and the community was and still is important to me. Once my mind was made up, I canceled the other trips I had planned, and I made the leap of faith. I called Lars and told him I couldn’t wait to be a Wildcat.


Unlike most competitive swimmers, I wasn’t emotionally or mentally dominated by the sport. Being able to compartmentalize, partially thanks to my dad’s relentless lessons on mental fortitude, helped me for the most part to maintain a Zen-like approach to swimming. This wasn’t to say I didn’t get nervous for big meets, but I internalized the motto “doing your best is the best you can do.” Once my suit and goggles were off and I got to leave the pool deck, I tried not to obsess over times I was or wasn’t hitting in practice, how I needed to do more dolphin kicks to stay underwater longer after each flip turn, or how sore I felt from squat day the day before. I left swimming at the pool so when I was studying, I could focus on studying; when I was with my friends, I could zone in on them, and when I was sleeping, I could get in my seven or eight hours without monopolizing my snooze time with what I could have done better. This worked, until it didn’t.


In the late fall of my senior year in high school, I had seemed to plateau. I stopped improving and getting best times when I would race. I was more fatigued than usual at the end of my races. I barely had anything to give during that final fifteen yards. I tried tweaking my diet, adding some dryland practice, and changing my technique entirely. Zero improvement. Now, plateaus are common. They usually stem from overtraining or puberty and the body changes that accompany it. This was different. The pressure piled on—of having successful athletic parents, of having to please my coaches and teammates, of having to exceed the expectations of everyone around me. But the source of this pressure wasn’t external; it was rooted in me.


There were times at the pool when I’d find myself suddenly out of breath for no reason. It wasn’t after a lap like you’d expect, but at random nonactive times like just resting on the wall before a hard set. It felt like a phantom was squeezing my chest in a deathly vise grip. My heart rate would double and the tips of my fingers and toes would feel like blood circulation had just stopped. At times my vision would even start to blur, and I would see stars. These instances started occurring not just during practice, but outside the pool. I noticed the pattern that this would only happen when I thought about swimming and the future I hoped to have as a Kentucky Wildcat.


On December 9, 2017, I had qualified for the Speedo Winter Junior Championships along with other elite swimmers around the nation. The meet was held at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville. Although I was already committed, I knew my future coaches from Kentucky would be there to recruit from the class below me, and I was a ball of nerves. Long story short, I did awful. I added tons of time in every event I swam.


One of the assistant coaches texted me right after I swam a horrible race: “Don’t leave before you see me.” My heart started beating out of my chest while my stomach coiled in thick knots. It was over, I convinced myself. He was going to tell me the University of Kentucky was changing their mind and was rescinding my offer and scholarship. I was so distraught from imagining my worst fear that I didn’t text him back. But this wasn’t like ghosting a bad date. Ignoring a future coach won’t make him disappear. I tried to escape the pool without seeing him, but he was posted near the door I had to use to leave the complex. He approached the conversation with concern and desperately tried to convince me to graduate from high school in December of my senior year so I could move to Lexington as soon as possible and get training with the team. That wasn’t an option. I made plans to move to campus right after I graduated the following year. In the meantime, these breathless episodes continued.


Mom had been scuttling me from doctor to doctor to get to the bottom of what I was struggling with. Though there was initial concern that I suffered from a recurrence of childhood asthma, my physician finally determined there was nothing physically wrong with me. He diagnosed anxiety attacks. Looking back, of course that was it. He prescribed a low and short-term dosage of antianxiety medication, which helped me quell the nerves and reclaim my focus. Between the plateau and battling the burden of pressure I placed on myself, I had to begin to understand that I wasn’t always going to get best times at every meet. I wasn’t always going to make finals. I wasn’t always going to be in lane 4. And that was okay. I could only do my best each day. Go in, work as hard as I could, leave, and don’t think about it.


When I got to college and started a new weight lifting routine, I beat the plateau. Coach Lars would always tell us, “Even when you feel depleted, you still have forty percent to give.” He never told us where he got the research from or how he came up with that 40 percent number, but I believed him. And somehow, it worked.


But wait, I’m getting ahead of myself. By the time I graduated from high school, I was a seven-time Tennessee state champion, an Olympic trial qualifier, a multiple-time Junior National–qualifying swimmer, a CSCAA Scholastic All-American, and, most excitingly, a future Kentucky Wildcat.


The college drop-off in the summer of 2018 was memorable. My mom stayed home and tended to the little siblings; I don’t think she wanted to cry in public saying goodbye to me. My dad had the honor of driving me the three hours to Lexington. We did the typical dorm room shopping spree and bought boring things like a laundry basket, some bath towels, and school supplies. Dad offered to get groceries while I went to a mandatory orientation for student-athletes arriving to campus. We both returned to my dorm around the same time.


Dad carried one grocery bag. In it, a jumbo pack of Oscar Meyer hot dogs, a bottle of ketchup and mustard, and toothpaste. That is it. After he handed me my apparent grocery stash for the semester, he gave me a bear hug, looked straight into my eyes, and said, “Brush your teeth. Say your prayers. And know I’d run here barefoot for you. If you ever needed anything.” And that was that.


I was on my own.
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SOMETHING IN THE WATER


My muscles, even ones I didn’t even know I had, hated me my entire first year at Kentucky. The weight room was an all-new space, and I was in an endless state of soreness from the training we had to endure. I’d never attempted a pull-up or incorporated squats into my swimming routine, and it took a while before my muscles forgave me.


I arrived on campus in June to start training early and take a few courses. I competed with my UK teammates at national-level meets before the fall semester even began. Once the excitement of being away from my parents wore off, the reality of fourteen practices a week, classes, and feeling like little fish in a giant collegiate sea set in.


As a high-level recruit, I always felt a low-level undercurrent of pressure to prove myself. Every day was an opportunity to learn and adjust, thanks to strength training for the first time, regularly getting lost on campus, keeping on top of schoolwork—which seemed impossible—and not having my siblings and my parents just down the hall. What I had were my best friends, which also, of course, happened to be my teammates, Sophie and Izzy. Sophie was my roommate and had bright red hair. You would never see one of us without the other following closely behind. We were often referred to as Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum. Izzy was one of the most intense athletes and hardest workers I’d ever met. When she became a cocaptain in our junior and senior year, she was the one everyone was intimidated of, but in a good way. As freshmen, the three of us were naturally clueless, but as the saying goes, there is always strength in numbers—and we were always together.
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Lars was instrumental in turning a lackluster swim team into champions. When he began coaching Kentucky’s program in 2012, the school was consistently ranked at the bottom of the SEC year after year. Within a few years, he and the team changed course. In 2016, Danielle Galyer won UK’s first NCAA swimming title in the 200-yard backstroke. The victory charged momentum. The following season the team finished top three at SECs and fourteenth at the NCAA Championships, the best our school had done under Lars and in a decade. The Wildcats repeated the same success in 2018, making another top-fifteen finish on a national stage, two years in a row. Asia Seidt excelled in 2018 when she became a 16-time All-American and won her fourth SEC gold medal. During that same season, Coach Lars was responsible for helping the swim program set a total of thirteen school records.


Lars’s goal was to enforce a positive and healthy team culture knowing that it would, in turn, bring athletic success. His mindset about winning wasn’t solely focused on swimming. It wasn’t just about being the top swimmers in the nation; it was about being women of great character and students who excel in the classroom as well. Take Danielle Galyer, for instance. She didn’t just bring home a national title; she also won the Elite 90 award for having the highest GPA at that same national championships. Lars made sure his swimmers were successful not just in their four years as a Wildcat, but for the rest of their lives. As far as the actual sport, his philosophy was that the freshman team had to be better than the seniors who left the year before if we wanted to continue climbing the ladder. To this day, I can count on him for anything. Not that I’m ever expecting this to happen, but if I ever landed in jail, he’d be my first phone call.


All that being said, I didn’t exactly mesh with Lars at first. In fact, I thought he sucked. I should rephrase. I didn’t think he sucked at his job. Clearly, he was knowledgeable and was very well accomplished in his athletic and coaching career. But personality-wise, he seemed to have no understanding of the adversity that we as student-athletes faced, especially us freshmen. I was used to keeping my feet on the ground and “chopping wood,” so I wasn’t looking for reassurances or compliments. But I didn’t expect utter savagery. In the beginning of freshman year, he continually addressed me as a LOFT. I had no idea what this meant and never questioned it until one day I mustered up the courage to ask. I was told it means “Lack of F***ing Talent.” Ah, cool, thanks.


I get the tough-love approach, but constant criticism doesn’t do much except break a girl’s spirit. At one point in my freshman year, I began documenting all the harsh words he said to me and wrote them down in a journal. It was cathartic. I used it not to feel sorry for myself, but to fuel the competitive spirit in me. And Lars knew this. That’s exactly why he did this. He didn’t actually think I was a LOFT. This was just his way of seeing how we liked to be motivated. He would test it out on the freshmen once we arrived on campus and pick out the ones who could take it and the ones who required a different approach to reach their fullest potential. While I wasn’t his only scapegoat, the whole team observed as I tended to receive the brunt of it. I felt somewhat relieved when one of my teammates and upperclassmen told me, “Don’t sweat it. Start worrying once he stops being hard on you.”


Swimming in college was life-consuming, to say the least. I imagine all collegiate sports are like that, but swimming… there are no adequate superlatives to describe the grueling demands it made of us. You don’t get the kind of social college experience an average student enjoys—like indulging the freedom to do whatever you want in the absence of your parents, going to parties, drinking, doing stupid things because you’re young and dumb. Swimming was my life. It was all our lives. There were a few full weeks each year I couldn’t even go to classes because of meets. And unfortunately, these weeklong meets often fell during finals. I was still required to carry an academic load, of course, which is why the university gave the student-athletes tutors and access to additional resources to help us get our work done and understand the material. Some professors were accommodating to athletes, but most were not. Outside of studying and being in the weight room, my life was in the pool. There were a few funerals I couldn’t attend, some weddings I couldn’t go to. We didn’t get to come home for summer, or Thanksgiving break, or Christmas break. Rather than getting time off, the intensity and practice schedule got more extreme over these breaks. Rather than fourteen training sessions a week, it amped up to sixteen. We added two more swim workouts each week into a schedule that seemed like it had no viable room for this. God forbid we had time to even remotely do anything social or take time to recover. We got a week off in August each year and that was it. I was a chlorine-drenched rat for four consecutive years, training to get faster, more efficient in my technique, and stronger in my body. Like all collegiate sports, either you’re all in or you’re not.
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