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  Dedication

  I dedicate this book to my children, Ella Aspen Tree and Ali Bird: may you continue to grow into strong, independent, and gracious young women who have the courage to find the beauty in vulnerability.

  To my wonderful parents who have made everything possible and better!

  To my best friend, Jen Mendel Pascua, who is part of the family I choose.

  And to mi amor, Esteban Acuña Arancibia.


  Preface

  As I begin this journey with you, I am in the year of my 20th reunion from the US Naval Academy, 2014. After twenty years, I finally decided that I was ready to dust off my memories, smooth out their edges, and share my story. You will find excerpts from my journals and many other pieces that I have written—these are true snapshots of exactly how I felt as I was living these moments. Most names have been changed to protect people’s identities, but the story is true.

  Woven throughout my story are a few underlying beliefs and theories on life that I’d like to share with you. The first of these is called the sine wave theory. Sometime in my late teens, I came up with this idea that I have often called upon in different stages of my life. It is such a part of me that it even found its way into my first marriage vows and into my mind as everything was falling apart around me. It is something that I regularly think about when things are going particularly well. Life is like a sine wave—the amplitude is what you have the courage to risk.

  The amplitude varies from person to person. The majority hover around a comfortable, albeit boring, 5 out of 10. I believe that it takes courage to risk everything (including failure) to shoot for a 10 knowing that you may not make it and may swing all the way down to a 1. I believe that there is beauty in knowing that you have the strength to withstand and bounce back from a 1 and the courage to allow yourself to experience a 10. So I have chosen to live my life literally going for it! That said, I am not advocating being a loose cannon! As I write this, you find me currently bouncing out of a 0 or 1 on an upswing. The key is to never stay in the 0–1 range too long!

  Another theory that I have found comforting is the seed planting theory. Having been an athlete pretty much my entire life, I am a big believer in goal-setting and adjustment. I think that it provides you with something to work toward and gauge your progress against. But even beyond that, I think that it’s critical to allow yourself to dream.

  
    Plant your seed.

    Water it.

    Take good care of it.

    Make sure it’s in sun and has food.

    Dream Big! Dream Small! Dream the impossible! Just allow yourself to stretch and reach beyond what you thought you were capable of . . .

  

  I believe that thoughts and ideas are often like planting seeds. Your soft hopes and dreams are constantly guiding and directing you even subconsciously when you are not aware of it. I have had so many instances where even merely thinking that “something was cool” has helped to indirectly and subconsciously guide me toward it. Each day, we make thousands of choices—some of them big and some of them every day mundane choices with seemingly no consequences. The point is that every single small choice adds up and amounts to something much greater than the sum of the parts.

  Choose to plant a seed. It starts with a small thought and grows from there. Set a goal. Allow yourself to dream the big, scary, amazing dream. Honestly, there are times that you won’t even realize that you are making choices that take you closer to that thought and your desired destination—your subconscious can gently guide you through the sum of all of those little choices. Of course, it also takes action, care, and being deliberate in order to make your dreams a reality.

  Allow yourself to chart your own personal course to get there. Some people call this manifesting. I like to surround myself with people who have amazing green thumbs when it comes to their seeds.

  Beyond the courage to achieve your dreams, there is also a courage in loving someone. My next theory I call the vase theory. Everyone has their own precious, priceless vase—much like their own emotional fingerprint. I see a parallel between love and your own special vase.

  Many people choose to keep their vases locked up tightly and safely. They rarely ever take their vase out and surely would never put it in the hands of a reckless toddler to watch it shatter into a thousand pieces. Part of maturing is being able to get the glue out in order to put your vase back together after a difficult breakup or challenging life event. I believe that those glue lines can make your vase even stronger than it was at first. Beauty lies in our cracks and scar tissue as they tell the story of when you lived, felt deeply, and had to survive.

  To me, really loving someone is when you let them see and hold your fragile vase. The beauty in your apparent vulnerability at allowing someone to see, hold and touch such a big part of you.

  In February 1994, I set out on a real mission to seek my own literal vase out. I went to an antique show in Northern Virginia with my sponsor mom, Nora, and found my vase at a small booth among hundreds of antique dealers. It was over one hundred years old and was perfect in every way for me—it was made of metal on the inside (emotionally strong like me) with an intricate, beautiful cloisonné design around its skin of a vibrant hummingbird, greenest of green reeds, and a scarab all surrounded by delicate white. This vase felt right in my hand as I gently spun it around. I made a good choice—especially with its strong metal interior and ability to withstand falls and harsh treatment.

  The final theory I’d like to share is called the settling theory. You know when you’ve got a huge test and everyone’s inclination is to cram and pull an all-nighter to make sure you’re ready for it? At the Academy, so many of my classmates succumbed to this study model. I abhor this idea!

  I believe that you should study until it no longer makes sense to you. If you keep catching the book about to fall on your head, notice that you’ve dozed off in the Iliad and thirty minutes have passed with the book soundly on your chest, or you can’t see straight or make sense of what you’re reading or doing—you need to stop! You need to sleep. Everything will settle in its right place in your mind and be easily called upon when you need it.

  Give your mind the gift of rest. It will in turn give you the gift of sifting through everything you’ve learned and putting it in the right place in your brain to be easily called upon during the exam. Your mind will sift and settle all of the information that may have become jumbled and allow you to succeed in the morning. I didn’t always follow this, but more times than not, it worked well for me in an incredibly stressful, pressure-cooker environment.


  US Naval Academy or Bust

  
    Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—I took the one less traveled by, And that has made all the difference.

    –Robert Frost

  

  Everyone seems to go to the Naval Academy for a different reason: some following in the footsteps of a father (or mother!); some out to prove what strong, noble warriors they are; some for a higher purpose—what they call their God; others for a free ride to college; and then there was me. Perhaps my reason was not to immediately be willing to die for my country . . . or the idiot standing next to me (as I had to repeatedly chant as a plebe), but rather the more selfish reason of wanting desperately to become the person that I was meant to become—even if that equated to painfully forcing myself to become her!

  My journey to the Naval Academy began in my sophomore year of high school. I had a guidance counselor who felt that the Service Academies were one of the best-kept secrets in the country. Where else could you go to one of the most prestigious schools in the country, earn a fantastic education, get paid to go there, and have a meaningful, exciting job guaranteed after graduation? I was sold! The good news was that I had actually been recruited to swim by the Naval Academy, West Point, and the Air Force Academy. By the time I was a sophomore in high school, I had performed really well on the national scene in swimming and was noticed by many college coaches around the country and began receiving serious letters of interest. By my junior year, I had become an All-American, just missed the US Olympic Trials, and placed in the top three at the US Nationals while training with some of the best athletes in the world. Swimming had been a huge part of my life and something that I dedicated countless hours to, in and out of the pool.

  My guidance counselor, Dr. Guerra, had been the counselor of a star student-athlete who got an appointment to the US Air Force Academy. Dr. Guerra was a huge advocate of all the Academies and helped to plant the proverbial seed for me. Although he was very helpful to me as I was making my decision (go to an Academy or one of the best swimming schools in the country?), the truth is that nobody can do all the work necessary to get into an Academy but you.

  Many of the girls that I swam with laughed at the Academy letters of interest because they came from extremely liberal families that scoffed at a military education or career—parents who were hippies when they raised their children. My father had been a Marine and I was raised to be patriotic. But attending an Academy was not something that had crossed my mind or been a lifelong goal. I did not grow up memorizing The Naval Institute’s Guide to Ships & Aircraft of the US Fleet or Jane’s as some of my classmates had. In other words, I didn’t grow up in a military family fantasizing about someday being in the captain’s seat. I didn’t get inspired by watching The Right Stuff or Magnum, P.I. or have some compelling family history of attending an Academy. I came from a very solid, upper middle-class family from a very middle-class Chicago suburb called Berwyn, and was an athlete.

  My interest ebbed and flowed through my junior year. Although the athlete in me toyed with the idea of swimming for one of the best swimming schools in the country, I couldn’t quell the small voice in my head that had been listening to Dr. Guerra. I decided to do the “Early Action Plan” and actually finished the entire package the summer before my senior year of high school. The entire package included lengthy essays, letters of recommendation, and taking medical tests and physical fitness tests, as well as interviews with my Congressman. This application is not for the lazy person. I honestly had no idea what the hell I was getting myself into, to be honest.

  Dick Purdy was Navy’s swim coach—and was he ever persistent! Ray Bosse was West Point’s coach along with his wife, Cheri. I really liked her a lot—she was a Division I backstroker from Nebraska and we had really connected. I thought for certain that I was going to go to West Point and so did Ray and Cheri. They were so certain that they had me in the bag that they stopped calling me and assumed that I was a done deal. What they didn’t know was that I was being heavily pursued by Navy.

  Just before my birthday, I got a call from the Navy coach. Coach Purdy said, “Happy birthday, Joanna! How would you like this nice birthday present: You got into the academy!” Shortly after that, I received a similar call from Ray Bosse wishing me a “Merry Christmas and a Happy Birthday,” but more importantly a “Congratulations for getting into West Point.” Both appointments were delivered at my home with much fanfare. They were packaged in such a way that they looked like beautiful gold embossed diplomas (Navy’s in a little blue case and West Point’s in a little green case) and had the feel of something very significant.

  It was such a great feeling to know that I had gotten into both schools and to not have to worry the whole second half of my senior year. On that particular birthday, I was easily at a high 9 on the life scale. I never expected to be faced with having to make such a huge life decision by getting accepted to two of the most prestigious schools in the country. I liked both coaches and didn’t quite know what to do. In the end, Coach Purdy’s persistence won me over, as I could easily talk myself into Annapolis and being near the ocean since I’ve always been a huge lover of the water. The real clincher for me was the fact that I believed the academics to be a little stronger at Navy and I thought that there were more options available to women. There was also this small, quiet voice that rather liked the option of going Marine Corps if I chose to. So with those things in mind, I accepted the appointment to the Naval Academy.


  Berwyn

  
    Dreaming, after all, is a form of planning.

    –Gloria Steinem

  

  I sure hit the jackpot when parents were divvied up! My mom’s name was originally Julia Margie—though nobody ever called her that. She went by Margie and that nickname suited her just fine. She was a Southside-Chicago bred, tell-it-like-it-is “tough cookie.” You always knew exactly where you stood with my mom—good or bad, she let you know. She had the courage to often say what most people would just think but be afraid to verbalize. Margie had to become a fighter at a very young age in order to survive. Margie was a first-generation American born to two immigrants from Slovakia: Anna, a housekeeper, and Joseph, a carpenter and handyman. During the Depression, my mom had to steal food in order to eat. When she was quite young, my mom found her father drunk and passed out on the lawn in front of her house. Little Margie was terrified that her daddy was dead and went into shock. She could not feel the entire right side of her body and became paralyzed with St. Vitus paralysis. Margie couldn’t move the right side of her body for close to two years—we all know how mean kids can be when someone is “different.”

  When she finally overcame the paralysis, she ended up taking to folk dancing and became quite good, often performing around the Midwest and even in Europe. For her to eventually become the “Queen” of her nationality—of the Czechoslovakian people of the Chicagoland area—was a major accomplishment for a girl from the south side of Chicago with a drunk father and cleaning-lady mother who had once been paralyzed.

  During the famous Houbi Day Celebration, my mother was asked to lead the parade through the streets of her town. Dressed in traditional costume with a flower wreath in her hair and two horses at her side, she led the parade. By all accounts, this should have been her special day—a day for her alone to shine. There was an excitement in the air as she stepped off. The soft pleats of her Slovak costume swayed and colorful ribbons flowed behind her as she waved at the cheering crowds and smiled warmly. Everything was perfect until she spotted her father sitting off to the side on the gutter of the street with his arm outstretched. Drunk. For a moment, she faltered and wasn’t sure what to do.

  With conviction and certainty, she stopped. The procession behind her came to halt and watched as she walked over to gently kiss her father on the forehead and help him up. She swallowed hard, picked her head up and turned back to the empty spot between the horses. Margie swiftly went back to her place and was able to gracefully continue leading the parade.

  My mom ran a construction company in the ’60s and early ’70s until she had me. She wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty, be it labor or firing staff. The company she worked for, Ryerson Steel, put up the foundation for the Playboy Club in Wisconsin and the Sears Tower in Chicago. It was through this job that she developed “construction mouth” (she swore quite a bit) and a penchant for smoking in order to fit in and be one of the guys. By the time my mom had met my dad, she was thirty-eight years old while he was ten years younger. She knew that she wanted to have children badly and within two years, they had me very early on Christmas morning in 1972. My mom left her job to be home with me.

  I grew up in a small middle-class town called Berwyn about twelve miles west of Chicago. In the ’70s and ’80s, my neighborhood was a very ethnic community with strong Czech, Slovak, and Polish roots until it began to turn more Hispanic. In fact, the Son of Svengoolie used to broadcast very hokey movies and reviews from Berwyn. Anyone who grew up in the Chicagoland area during the ’80s would have remembered the long-haired, scary-looking guy with the annoying voice who opened every show from “Berrrrrwyyyyn.” Berwyn was bordered by Cicero, Al Capone’s stomping grounds, to the east, Oak Park to the north, Riverside to the west and Stickney to the south. As neighborhoods often do change and “roll” in a certain direction, things got better and better as you either went west or north. I am not at all doing the way in which Rich Koz would enunciate Berwyn justice—it made my city sound like some complete hick town and it became very easy for my peers to remind me where I’m from.

  I started grade school at Komensky, a public school about two blocks from where we lived. I liked the school enough until third grade when I got Mrs. Ondrasek. She had just taken a special course on how to improve her teaching skills and decided to break the classroom up into three different groups in an effort to show what she had learned. I’m not sure exactly what the official labeling of each group was, but let’s just call it what it really was: the smart kids and her favorites, the ones she didn’t quite know what to do with in the middle, and those kids that were constantly disruptive and seemed to struggle with basic skills such as reading, writing, and math. Mrs. Ondrasek had decided to put me into the line-straddling “middle group,” stuck between watching her favorites color great pictures and silently read happy books and the over-hyper, class-clown troublemakers work on icky math problems. I was green with envy! I terribly wanted to be in the group closest to the windows and longed to be with the “smart kids.” So I began to pay attention to what they did that I wasn’t doing. They were generally quiet, respectful, and non-fidgety. Mrs. Ondrasek had accused me of having ants in my pants in the bathroom line just days before, so surely that must have been it!

  I began to put more effort into printing neater and re-checked my spelling over and over. I studied hard. Really hard. I was pretty darn competitive and didn’t like being labeled a limbo kid. So I changed it! About two weeks before the school year was over, she called me and my parents in to talk to her about my progress. I had sweat my way into straight As and finally got moved into the smart group days before the end of the school year. By the time I finally had a window seat, it didn’t matter to me anymore.

  One could make the argument that her classroom strategy was brilliant, but my mom had had enough of the public school system for a while. In an effort to give me more opportunity, my parents decided to move me into a local private Catholic school. I was to begin fourth grade at St. Odilo’s about a mile away.

  I ended up attending St. Odilo’s from fourth to eighth grade and, as an added bonus, got my first real taste of what cliques felt like. At Odilo’s we looked like the unsexy ’80s version of a Britney Spears video. We were only allowed to wear green tartan pleated skirts with white bobby socks pulled up to our knees (better not show any skin!) topped with short-sleeved, white cotton collared shirts and a forest-green polyester vest. I hated having to wear the same ugly thing every day. But the uniform was the least of my concerns.

  There’s always someone who just doesn’t fit in and unfortunately, at Odilo’s, that was me. At first the jokes centered around me being “Spurtle Gurdle” (a funny take on my last name that lacked vowels and my size)—I was on the chunkier side despite being a pretty competitive swimmer. It hurt a lot, but I tried to just let it roll off my back as best I could. At first, that seemed to work OK since it was just the dumb boys that were making the jokes and singing the made-up songs.

  In the spring of fourth grade, my family took an amazing trip to Hawaii together. We visited both Maui and Oahu and had planned the trip for months—I even did my very first report on Hawaii so that I could learn all about it. My dad and I spent our days snorkeling, swimming, boogie-boarding, playing around on the massive slides, and visiting the early morning tide pools. As a family we explored the more cultural parts of the islands. I did all athletic pursuits with my dad enhanced by my mom’s enthusiastic background support. This pretty much became a common theme in my life.

  I think that oftentimes we don’t see ourselves exactly as we are until something shocks us into reality. For me, that “shock” came in the form of a picture from Hawaii that I couldn’t even talk myself into thinking was OK. I remember being very excited to get the pictures back from the big trip. There was one picture in particular that made me cringe when I saw it. My legs did not look at all how they did in my head—they looked massive to me as I peered down at the image. Adding to that was my distaste for shorts that rode up and the feeling of my inner thighs rubbing together in the heat as I wore a dress. I decided then and there to make a change.

  How does a nine-year-old just decide to not be the bigger girl anymore? I already swam two hours a day on a very competitive team, had begun to see some success placing in the recent State Championships, and ate pretty healthy for the most part (my mom cooked all of our meals from scratch and I very rarely drank soda). Because it never occurred to me to ask anybody, I decided to just watch what my skinny friends did (this method seemed to serve me well in the past). The first thing that I noticed was that if we were eating something together, I had a tendency to be the first one done with what I was eating.

  My first private goal became to be the last one finished when we had a snack. I was determined to master this simple task. I soon found out that it wasn’t exactly easy or as simple as I thought! My neighbors, skinny gymnast sisters Sharon and Chris Deck, were in my mint green basement, a color I loathed, having a snack and I sat there talking and slowly chewing each and every bite while my stomach quietly rumbled inside of me. With each rumble, it reminded me of how much I wanted to take a bigger bite and stuff it into my mouth. But I didn’t. I smiled and ignored the rumble and figured that it would go away eventually. It was a loud hungry rumble that didn’t want to be ignored, but it was no match for me—Ms. Stubborn Determination. Finishing last was my first small victory. Really tasting my food, chewing it, and eating it slowly became a deliberate, conscious effort for me. I started to eat less and to get full faster as I listened to my body more.

  The next thing that I began to notice was what I was putting into my mouth versus what they were putting into theirs. I had been eating a lot more—oftentimes not even because I was hungrier, but more because I had been eating so fast that I never stopped to taste my food . . . or stopped when I was full, as opposed to being a constant member of the “clean plate club” that my dad had touted for so many years. The slower I ate, the less I ended up eating and the better choices I made.

  That summer, I became a master of controlling myself. I began the extended break at nine and a half years old and a rather high 104 pounds. Not only did I adjust my intake, selection of food, and speed with which I consumed it, but also summer swimming training ramped up considerably with double practices. After swim practice, I’d eat my breakfast and then go about my day. I vividly remember lying on the couch during a lazy, hot Chicago afternoon reading a book when that first annoying pang of hunger would surface. I tried a little experiment to see what would happen if I ignored that nagging hollow feeling. I noticed that if I waited long enough, it’d go away within five to ten minutes for what seemed like quite a while. But then, within an hour or two, pang would resurface, bearing its now-starving, angry head and would not leave as quickly as before, refusing to be ignored. So then I’d cave and grab a healthy snack and be on with it!

  The combination of self-control, moderation (I still ate the things that I liked, just not as much), and swimming at a very competitive level had amazing results for me. I entered fifth grade weighing about seventy pounds and fitting into the coveted slim jeans. My swimming also benefited greatly as I became stronger, leaner, and faster in the water. My times dropped (along with my weight) significantly as I worked harder and harder each practice and became a force to be reckoned with in Illinois age-group swimming.

  It was with this that I entered fifth grade hoping for the fat-joke songs to end. I longed to be one of the first girls picked for sports teams in class, not the last. Competitive team leaders pick their teams based upon athletic ability, while the more social kids pick the popular kids first. At first, my classmates didn’t know what to make of my transformation. But mean kids still find a way to be mean. If the fat has gone away, something else becomes the focus. The next couple of years were a blur—I excelled academically and in the pool. But, socially, as I finished up seventh grade things began to change.

  I didn’t seem to fit into either group of girls that had begun to form—I wasn’t silly and I wasn’t a slut. I didn’t want to fit into either of those groups as I couldn’t bring myself to giggle at the letter E (in reference to Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band) and had no idea what the hell a blow job was. I stood there in this little circle of girls as one girl discussed blow jobs and the other three laughed as if they knew exactly what she was talking about. I stood there just fidgeting with my hands and cracked a smile. I didn’t want to be the only one not laughing at something that was obviously hilarious. The girls in this group had begun to not only experiment with boys—some of them with much older boys and even with sex—but also with alcohol and drugs. I knew that I had to get out of there as quickly as possible. I was literally saved by the bell.

  After school, I went to swim practice as usual. When I finally got home after practice and ate my snack, I really wanted to get to the bottom of what all the fuss was about. I was in our dining room when my dad walked in. I really threw him a zinger when I said “Dad, what’s a blow job?”

  He looked at me, turned his head away for just a moment—likely trying to not panic or show any distress—spun back around and very quickly and abruptly blurted out, “It’s when a woman sucks a man’s dick.” Just as quickly as he managed to get those words out, he disappeared.

  I was completely shocked that these eighth-grade girls were discussing and laughing about blow jobs. I had barely even been kissed at all!

  After this incident, I felt funny sitting with any of them at lunch. So I didn’t. This choice, though sound, made lunch a particularly difficult time for me.

  The room was set up with two very long large tables smack dab in the middle. You either sat at the girl table or at the boy table. No girls ever ventured over to the boy table—it was the never-never land. This left me in quite the predicament of exactly where to eat my lunch and how to keep myself busy to not feel . . . so alone.

  Eighth grade couldn’t come to a close fast enough for me. Even though it was hard for me, I learned many important lessons about myself and was ultimately able to do quite well and have fun in high school. The more difficult experiences made me appreciate high school and the good friends I made even more.


  Swimming History

  
    You miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.

    –Wayne Gretzky

  

  I began swimming competitively at the age of four and a half with a small AAU team run by the high school coach, Coach Ellinger. I loved swimming! My mom tried to put me into ballet like all of the other little princess girls, but I was much better suited for swimming and was quite a sight as I forcefully flopped my leg up on the barre in a little pink tutu (almost a precursor to the way in which Junie B. Jones would have done it years later).

  I recall hearing Coach Ellinger tell the best swimmer on the men’s high school team, Gary Simms, that he “was gonna get you a scholarship.” I had no idea what a scholarship was, but I knew that I wanted one if Gary wanted one. Of course, I also had no idea that a coach has no part in getting a swimmer a scholarship except for helping him or her to train hard and achieve their goals. Gary had earned a sixth-place finish in the 50 free at that year’s Men’s Illinois High School State and got a full ride to a local Midwest college.

  I was a pretty strong swimmer in the state of Illinois, often winning my major events at the State Championships and placing in the top three in zoned multi-state events by the age of twelve. I loved the sport to the point that every time I had to print the word “swim” or “swimming,” I took care to make it the best looking word on the page. I religiously read every Swimming World issue that showed up at my door. I could tell you my times (even now!) from the best practices that I had ever swum. I rarely missed practice and was my own worst critic—I have always been extremely hard on myself. My mom had to give me permission to miss a practice and if I ever did, it was not something that I took lightly.

  By the time I was twelve years old, I had made my first Y National Cuts in the 100 fly and in the 100 back. At the time, my dad had just lost his job and money was quite tight. So tight that it became a personal mission of mine to help fund my trip. As a fundraiser, our team was selling candy bars to help raise money. We got to keep ten percent of our sales toward funding our personal trips. I ended up selling two thousand candy bars in order to pay for my plane ticket to Orlando—a hard-earned $200.

  Sadly, I ended up getting a severe upper respiratory infection that seemed to stick around for several weeks too long—I couldn’t stop coughing no matter what I did, and my mom even resorted to home remedies of me drinking onion and garlic potions. I wouldn’t allow myself to miss practice in order to properly heal, so it became a vicious circle. Competing on the national level added a completely new dimension to the sport—suddenly, I was a part of the big time in swimming and this was truly my first big meet. I was terribly nervous as I swam my two little events on such a big stage. Being sick didn’t help either. I did the best that I could given the circumstances, but ended up not even getting a best time at my first nationals. Although I didn’t kill it in the pool, some very important seeds were planted for me! As we watched the finals each night from the bleachers, I decided that someday I wanted to earn a spot in the top eight myself. I wondered what the spotlight would feel like on me if I were to walk the length of the pool in my team parka and hear the announcer say my name in front of thousands. Every couple of minutes the “human wave” went around the large stadium that looped the pool area as swimmers and fans from all over the country enthusiastically stood up with their hands in the air and their lungs full of cheer. That year, our team had no swimmers qualify for the finals and we all sat there watching the best of the best fight it out for their final positions.

  I continued to swim each day with my goals in mind of someday making finals at a big meet. I had been doing double practices and lifting since the age of twelve and had continued to gain strength and speed. I would often go to school with breakfast (a bagel with cream cheese, piece of fruit, and a juice box), lunch (a home-made sandwich, pretzels, fruit, juice box, and note), and a snack. Although I went to school pretty prepared fuel-wise to make it through the day, 10:00 a.m. was always a difficult hurdle to get past as I would physically feel as if I were hitting the wall.

  I continued to improve and was a force to be reckoned with in the state of Illinois, but I longed to be on a bigger stage and to really compete. During the Senior Championships Meet in late March 1987, I struck up a conversation with a girl who was a year older than me. Her name was Julie Adams. She was kind of fast, but not the best on her team and not the best in the state. However, what she had told me changed the course of my summer and swimming career.

  Julie had been very close friends and teammates with a prominent Illinois swimmer whose family had relocated to Florida and she had relocated teams to the Bolles School Sharks, one of the best athletic prep schools in the country in Jacksonville. At the time, Gregg Troy was the head coach of Bolles and had successfully coached several National Champions and Olympians—he is now one of, if not the, most decorated coach in US Olympic history. Julie shared with me her experiences training the summer at Bolles and mentioned that I would come back completely different. What she couldn’t have possibly known is that she helped me plant a big seed in my life. The very next day, I had my mom call Coach Troy at Bolles and quickly decided that I wanted to see if I could hack it there.

  
    March 23, 1987

    I’m in history class right now. Last weekend was the Illinois Senior Championships! I had fun and swam pretty well—managed a 2:14 in my 200 fly and a 103.1 in my 100 back. Not bad for being unshaved and un-tapered.

    Last night, I was evaluating my swimming and attitude and noticed that something’s different. I’m no longer nervous swimming next to stiff competition and I’m also no longer scared of a tough practice like I used to be. Of course I’m a little nervous, but I feel as though I’m just as good as they are and have just as good a chance to win. I feel now, that I’m finally established as a swimmer. Sasha tried like hell to psyche me out before the 100 fly, but it didn’t work out at all! I was really proud of myself. All of my hard work is paying off. Julie Adams and I are becoming pretty good friends. She was telling me about how she went to Florida to train last summer and went super fast. While we were talking, she told me all about her experiences that summer and gave me all the information—a phone number—and my mom is going to call today at 9:30 a.m. I can’t wait!

    I hope hope hope that I can go this year. It would be a dream come true to be able to rub shoulders with people that are THAT GOOD. I mean, I could really improve. When I’m with people like that—really good—it starts to rub off on me. I mean, I know that I’ll work as hard as I possibly can to get myself up with them. Then, I’ll be really fast too.

    GUESS WHAT?!!! (written after I got home from school and practice) Mom called Coach Troy and they have room for me. YAY!!!!

  

  Training in Florida was a major departure from the norm of club swimming in Illinois and most definitely on my team, the Oak Park Tops. I had essentially chosen to give up my summer to get my ass kicked in Florida. My main goals before heading south to Jacksonville were to make my first Junior National Cuts in the 100 fly and to possibly attend my first Junior National swim meet.

  Right after that Senior Championship meet, we began our final countdown to the Y Nationals in Orlando, Florida. We had close to two weeks of hard training left and then would begin our two-week taper to the big meet. Taper for a swimmer is the best time of year—about two to three weeks before your target event, you dramatically cut your swimming yardage down to twenty-five to thirty percent of what you would normally be doing and all focus is on mental preparation, feeling rested, swimming fast, and getting a good feel for the water. For example, if you have the choice between sitting or standing, you sit; between running or walking, you walk. As the workload goes down, the intensity in these shortened practices dramatically increases. For me, taper was the best time of year.

  Another benefit of tapering was that you got to shave down for the meet—shave off all hair that stuck out of the suit (not just legs, but arms and back too) in order to feel sleek in the water. I was particularly excited about shaving since I hadn’t shaved my legs in months and looked like a hairy beast! We were scheduled to leave for Florida the week of April 18, 1987, and return after the conclusion of the meet on April 26. I had big goals for the meet and hoped that this would be my year to make the finals and “jump” into the big time. Unfortunately, I was also battling another upper respiratory infection (déjà vu from the previous year’s Nationals) and missed about a week of our taper.

  Although my relationship with some of the girls on the team was OK most of the time, it became strained and left me feeling alone and left out. They all went to the same high school and trained together year round, OPRF (Oak Park River Forest), while I went to neighboring Morton West. My parents couldn’t afford to move into that school district as they had planned to and I went to a different high school—a much more middle-class high school. Although we had all virtually grown up together and shared many sleepovers and parties over the years, things changed as we aged and the stakes in the pool got higher. Many of the girls came from a lot of money and were a little stuck up. But, more than that, we were all incredibly competitive with each other in our events and in every single practice leading up to the grand finale of the season.

  The best way to say it is that the team was like Mean Girls on steroids, where different people were left out at different times. The coach, Jim Kesslering, even resorted to a “bitch and roses” session before the start of every Monday afternoon practice where all the girls on the women’s team could air out their issues with each other and we could enter the water with no internal issues. This seemed to work except in the nastiest of cases where the bitches and roses session lasted the entire two-hour practice.

  I wanted badly to fit in with the girls on the team, but didn’t truly know exactly what that entailed until we were in Florida for the National Championships. I was acutely aware of the sheer quantity of expensive makeup and jewelry that most of the girls on the team had—some had so much that I was shocked that their parents would knowingly pay for thirty of the expensive five-dollar lipsticks from the grocery store, let alone the same in all other makeup types. This doesn’t even take into account the obscene amount of jewelry that they all had. What I didn’t realize until I was finally allowed into their little clique was that they had taken the swim team aspect one step further to a shoplifting team.

  The girls would enter a store and one would “case” it to see where the cameras and mirrors were while the others innocently browsed. Although not anywhere near a pool, the competitive spirit burned fiercely in this clique as it was a game to see who could come out with more loot from each store. It became evident that their parents didn’t spend hundreds of dollars on all of their makeup and jewelry—they had stolen it. What began as a freshman prank to steal packs of gum during the swim team initiation became a full-blown addiction for many of them.

  I’m embarrassed to say that during that trip, I wanted to fit in so badly that I too took a couple of things from the unassuming shops on the strip near our pool. I was horrified at myself for the adrenaline rush it produced inside me as my palms sweated and heart raced through the rush of the act. I hated myself for it and vowed to never ever do it again and didn’t.

  
    April 26, 1987

    I write to you on the plane headed back to Chicago. We took off only seconds ago. I’m a little sad as I write this because I really wanted to do better than I did. But, when I think about it, I did pretty good under the circumstances of missing the four most important days of our taper. I was in tears yesterday. I mean, I got all best times, but I know that I could have done much better. I ended up getting a 59.7 in the 100 fly, a 102.4 in the 100 back and a 2:11.21 in the 200 fly. I think that I could have been faster if I didn’t miss that week. I haven’t had a good taper in almost two years. I know that someday I’ll be up there and look back on these rough times and remember.

    Things for me managed to get better toward the end of the week at Nationals with the girls. I mean, I was included more, but then as the week went on it didn’t seem to matter to me as much anymore. I was doing things with all of my other friends from the other Illinois teams.

    I never told you about how they all steal, ALL OF THEM, and I was so stupid that I followed right with them. Yes, I did the shameful thing of stealing things. I’ll NEVER do it again in my whole life. I felt so bad. They all do it all the time. One of the girls, who I must admit seemed to have impressive style and taste, took almost the entire store! This was the first time that I ever did it in my life. I felt so bad and ashamed of myself.

  

  As soon as I got home, my mom went through my bag and what I came back with and immediately knew that she didn’t give me that much money to buy stuff. She questioned me and made me swear on my grandmother’s sacred holy bible that I would never ever do such a thing again. I learned a very valuable lesson about not ever again compromising myself and my values in order to fit in.

  Training at the Bolles School, Jacksonville, Florida

  After much anticipation, my dad and I boarded the plane to Jacksonville, Florida—he flew with me to meet the coach and left the next day in order to make sure that I was properly situated. My original roommate was to be a girl about my age named Jean who was not swimming with the Senior Team, but still swimming with the age groupers. We all went out to dinner together that evening before I hit the water for the first time with the Bolles Senior Team.

  Much to my surprise, pretty much everyone on the Senior Team was older than me—and not just by a little bit. There was one girl who was within six months of my birthday named Nicole Haislett who was a sprint freestyler (and eventual three-time Olympic Gold Medalist) and another girl about a year older than me who was also a butterflyer named Laura DeVore. Many of my teammates were returning college students and international students who boarded and went to school at Bolles. I had missed the first part of our ramp-up in yardage sarcastically dubbed “hell week.” Coach Troy’s plan was to ramp us up in yardage to a peak of over 22,000 meters for the sprint lane—for those of you that aren’t swimmers, 22,000 is a lot of yardage (over ten miles)—and then slowly back off on yardage until our official taper would begin and count down to our biggest races.

  The first day of practice, I walked down to the parking lot to meet my ride, Ginger Petersen (a junior in college who was a prominent backstroker and also living in the dorms), over to the pool at 0520 as practice was to begin at 0530. It was dark and a little muggy outside as we rode the five minutes to the outdoor long-course pool. I had little butterflies in my stomach as I wondered what I would be in for that day at practice. As I hit the water and felt its coolness around my body, I decided that I would do whatever it took to keep up with them all—even if it meant sprinting through warm-up. As the practice progressed with unbelievable intervals and distances, I continued to hold on and managed to survive through the end. That first practice, we swam close to 10,000 meters and were scheduled to swim another two hours in the afternoon, preceded by an hour-long land training session.

  I was completely exhausted, but also didn’t want anyone to know just how much my body was hurting, being the new person on the team. I was the last to arrive for summer training and most of the team had been in the water together for over a week and had adjusted to the conditions. I was fortunate to not miss hell week, but would have to muscle through it somehow without the base that they all had going in. After practice we poured into the cafeteria and emptied it of its contents. You don’t want to mess with the hungry swim team with regards to not having enough food!

  That afternoon, we assembled at the track just outside the adjacent short course meters outdoor pool on campus. I had never run as part of my swim training before and this was a new experience for me. The entire team began dry-land training with a four-mile Indian Run around the track. Each time you dropped to the back of the line, you had to sprint up to the front of the line and repeat the cycle again and again. I didn’t mind this part so much, but going from running no miles to four miles was a little challenging for me—especially in the heat and humidity of Florida.

  After the run, we had to do a series of exercises perfectly before we were released to the pool. Specifically, we had to do 100 military-style “hello dollies” and “flutter kicks.” The only way to continue on to the next exercise was to have the entire Senior Team do all 100 without a heel hitting the deck. If one heel hit the deck, we had to start over. Inadvertently, by the time that it was all over with, we had done close to 500 of each exercise with the entire team screaming and sweating in pain by the end. We all hurt together, bled together, ate together, and celebrated together. After this grueling land workout, we swam another 8,000-plus meters during the afternoon workout. At any chance of rain, the team would collectively pray for thunder and lightning to somehow lighten our load.

  I barely managed to make it through my first day and stumbled up the stairs to my room completely exhausted and wondering what in the world I had gotten myself into. The second day, we only had one morning practice followed directly by an hour and a half of heavy weight lifting with the afternoon off before we were to reach our peak yardage on Wednesday. When I got to the weight room, I was told to not only follow Laura Devore around the gym, but to lift exactly the amount that she lifted on each exercise. Laura was an extremely strong butterflyer and freestyle sprinter who had qualified for the Senior Nationals in the 100 fly the year before and was one of the premier butterflyers on the team—she was one of the fastest girls in the state and in the country. While I had been lifting since I was twelve, I had never lifted quite that heavy. The only way that I could make it through each set of fifteen reps was to imagine myself out of my body on the ceiling watching someone else go through the pain as my already fatigued muscles were screaming at me. It was quite existentialist and something that I called upon later many times.

  Having to follow Laura in the gym was an interesting experience because it also seemed to put some pressure on her. I got the sense that she felt a little threatened by me and was worried that I might give her competition. The coach intentionally set up the dynamic and it worked in both of our favors and created a small, healthy rivalry. Eventually, I was able to complete the weight reps without existentialism—after a few weeks of gaining strength.

  The rest of the day we pretty much had free, but all that I could manage was laying out for a little bit, reading, and eating. The next day, only my third at Bolles, was the hardest training day that I would ever experience in my life. We swam 22,000 meters that day—and I was in the sprint lane! Somehow I managed to survive the day’s worth of practices and was still breathing in and out by the time I fell into bed. The truth was that I had never been away from home in such a physically demanding environment before and was wrestling with the pain that I felt all over my body . . . and I missed my parents who had always been my behind-the-scenes support. My room was on the fourth floor and even making the steps required a concerted effort and focus—I often stopped in the middle for my legs to stop screaming at me. Our weekly training regimen looked like this:

  •   Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays:

  [image: image]   Morning swim practice in long course meters: 5:30–7:30

  [image: image]   Dry-land work: 3:00–4:00 p.m. (four-mile run; calisthenics and core exercises to perfection)

  [image: image]   Afternoon swim practice in short course meters: 4:00–6:00 p.m.

  •   Tuesdays and Thursdays:

  [image: image]   Morning swim practice long course meters: 6:00–8:15 a.m.

  [image: image]   Weights: 9:00–10:00 a.m.

  I found myself fantasizing about being back home and even wanted to cut my six weeks at Bolles short.

  
    June 17, 1987

    I’m so confused! I want to go home, but if I do, I’d feel so stupid unless I was here at least three weeks. Coach Troy is an amazing coach, but I don’t know. I’m SO DEAD and tired that it’s almost amusing. I’ve never felt this way before!

    I never realized how hard it could be with practices and all. It wouldn’t be so bad if I could see my parents at the end of each day. I miss them so much that I could almost cry. I never knew that I’d even DREAM about them. But, if I went home, what would people say? How would I feel about myself? I know that what other people think shouldn’t matter to me, but the truth is that it does sometimes. I bet they’d all think that I was stupid and way too young and naïve. That I have to go home to mommy. The ironic thing is that I do. I don’t know—this whole thing is TOUGH. I wonder what if I only stayed through Regions?

    My body HURTS. Everyone here is so much older than me too. Sometimes, I just feel so alone here. I remember how I was so excited and bragging about how fast I’d get and everything. Now, I’m EATING it! I feel so bad.

    Want to know what I don’t understand? Julie Adams made it seem like she and Gretchen were such great friends, but when I told Gretchen about Julie, she acted sort of pissed off. Then, it seemed as though everyone was making fun of me just because I was asking if they knew her. I guess that I was just talking about her because it was an easy way to make conversation. I had hoped to use it as a bridge to make new friends, but that clearly wasn’t the right bridge. I didn’t know ANYBODY when I got there. Man, this is hard!

  

  In spite of how bad I felt, I didn’t know if I could forgive myself for leaving such an amazing opportunity willfully. So, I swallowed the pain deep down inside of me and continued to push forward. The first weekend, we had a swim meet in Gainesville, Florida, and I managed to do quite well in all of my events and got to know my teammates better. I made some new friends and began to feel like the training was somehow doable and that I was no longer suffering alone.

  I was training with the following swimming legends: David Zubero (1980 Olympic Silver Medalist from Spain in the 100 back), Anthony Nesty of Suriname (who touched out Matt Biondi in the 100 fly during the 1988 Seoul Olympics by one one-hundredth of a second), Martin Zubero (1992 Olympic Gold Medalist in the 200 back for Spain), Nicole Haislett (three-time US 1992 Olympic Gold Medalist), Gregg Burgess (1992 US Olympic Silver Medalist in the 200 back) and several other world-ranked athletes. Obviously, Coach Troy’s training methods worked well. During the stroke sets, I’d get to swim in Anthony’s lane and battle the wave behind his fly kick—his kick was so strong that it left a massive wave behind him and was difficult to maintain a smooth stroke. Somehow I gutted it out.

  I changed roommates—my new roommate became Ginger, the junior collegiate backstroker. She was uncomplicated and very easy to live with, plus she had a refrigerator! My life became much less filled with drama and I could focus on surviving the next two weeks of my taper which was no small feat. I loved to taper. Coach Troy commented on how fast I was looking in practice and I could feel a difference too.

  
    July 9, 1987

    I feel really great in the water! SUPER GREAT! I can’t wait until tomorrow when I get to swim my 100 fly. I haven’t ever felt this smooth and strong. Can you believe that on Saturday I’ll have been here a month?! Coach Troy said that there’s no way that I’d miss my Junior Cuts. He even said that “I might make a Senior Cut!”

  

  That evening, I shaved down my body and was finally rid of the long “barbarous” hair that was all over my legs—not a very attractive summer look! The process of shaving down was sacred for most swimmers that grew up in the ’80s and a huge event. I went to bed imagining the perfect race, from the whistle blowing to getting out of the pool with a Junior Cut (or senior) time. Somehow I managed to get some rest and when I woke the next day, everything came together perfectly for me. In the prelims, I felt incredibly strong, smooth, and powerful in the water. I took out my first 50 pretty strong, but not an all-out sprint so that I still had some energy left in my tank to bring the last 50 home. I remembered to shut my eyes on the turn and draft on the lane lines off the girl next to me. I blasted into wall at the finish and looked up at the clock with excitement and surprise. I had to do a complete double take of my time—I looked at the clock, looked back at my lane, and then back at the clock in disbelief—because I had dropped over two seconds and had not only made my Junior National Cuts, but was within a second of my Senior National Cuts in a very tough field and even earned a spot in the finals. I could barely eat anything between prelims and finals and was astounded that I was swimming in the same water at the same time as the Olympian Angel (Myers) Martino. I called my parents briefly to tell them the news and could hear their joy from thousands of miles away—I wished that they could have been there to see me swim that fast. I ended up getting another best time in finals by a couple hundredths and hit the wall eighth. I was exhausted, but thrilled with the results and watched in awe as Angel exited the pool to the waiting TV cameramen and interviewers.

  During that meet’s regular competition, I just missed cuts in the 100 back, 200 back, and 200 fly. I ended up time-trialing the 100 back and was able to make Junior Cuts in that event! I was very happy and planned to try the 200 fly again in a time trial since I was so close to the cut. I felt invincible in the water and for the first time, could see a clear path toward swimming greatness and finally felt that I was fast.

  
    July 11, 1987

    I always wondered what it would feel like to have Junior Cuts and be close to Seniors. Now I finally know! I feel the same, but slightly more confident in myself. Now I know that I can be as good as I ever wanted to if I’m willing to do the work. I swam with some of the fastest women in the world and got 8th! I never thought I’d ever get to meet, let alone swim with, some of these people.

  

  Reaching My Swimming Goals

  After that summer of training at Bolles, my body changed—a lot. I left Chicago a lean fourteen-year-old and returned an extremely strong athlete with new muscles and Junior Cuts to boot. I also came back much less naïve and was focused on my swimming goals. My perspective had dramatically changed training with Gregg Troy and the Bolles School Sharks. I became aware of all that was possible with the sport and also had hard-won knowledge about what it would take to accomplish those goals. I realized that none of the swimmers on my club team even had Senior National cuts on their radar screen, let alone the US Open or the Pan American Games. And . . . I also lacked the maturity to tactfully handle that knowledge without sounding stuck up or full of myself.

  I continued to improve that year and went into the spring Y National Training in the best shape of my life. One day during our taper, the coach, Jim, called on me to do a “get out swim.” In this particular challenge, if I could do a 2:12 in the 200 fly in practice, the entire team would “get out” of practice that day. I had about a minute to prepare as he sprang it upon me directly after warmup. I didn’t have much time to get nervous, and instead just stepped on the blocks and waited for him to start me. I began the 200 feeling smooth and strong. I didn’t take it out too fast and managed to hold on. I think that the coach was as surprised as the entire team was when I hit the wall at 2:12. Everyone was excited as they didn’t have to swim practice that afternoon and I was stoked because I had matched my best time in practice. If I could match my best time in practice, what would I do at Nationals in less than two weeks when I was shaved and tapered?

  I finally reached my goal of making the finals at the Spring Y Nationals—in almost all of my events! I was in the best shape of my life and my swimming showed it as we arrived in Florida for the tail end of our taper and the beginning of the meet. Although the relays were pretty much set, the fly and back positions could be changed based upon how we all did in our individual events. Relays are the only team event in swimming, where four women (or men) compete together with each person doing a different leg or part of the race. Going into the meet, I was not slated to be on a relay and had to earn my position. I knew that I wanted to be on that relay more than anything and hoped that my training would pay off and that I could earn a spot in either the backstroke leg or the fly leg.
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