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    Swim Recruit




    by Jennifer Lane




    WITH ONLY ONE HOUR until my flight, I was itching to get moving. But my mother’s hand remained latched onto my elbow. I glanced down at her restraining grip with scorn.




    “Call me when you get there?” Her brown eyes were pleading.




    I nodded, feeling my exasperation building.




    “And don’t let them body scan you when you go through security. I don’t like all that radiation.”




    “I don’t think I have a choice,” I said.




    “Opt out,” she ordered. “Do a pat-down.”




    Getting groped by a TSA agent would be the most action I’d seen in my seventeen years on this earth. At least I’d have that. “Okay.”




    “And, Abby, don’t get mugged.”




    Getting mugged would definitely mean some action. “Aw,” I whined. “I wanted to get mugged this trip. Please?”




    Her eyes narrowed. “Cute. Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”




    I wriggled free from her grip. “Parents don’t come on recruiting trips, Mom. That’d be weird.”




    “This is your first solo flight—to a strange city too.”




    “Chicago’s not strange. After all, Dad —” I stopped midstream, choking on my next words. Once my heartbeat slowed again I muttered, “Anyway, I’ll be fine.”




    Mom gave me a sympathetic look. “Yes, your father grew up in Chicago. Why don’t you call him? I’m sure he’d love to join you up there, show you around —”




    My icy glare cut her short.




    “Honey, you can’t ignore him the rest of your life.”




    “How do you do that?” I countered rather loudly, feeling my cheeks flush as nearby passengers glanced over.




    “How do I do what?”




    I lowered my voice, hearing it quiver. “How do you just forgive him?”




    She gave me one of her sad smiles—the ones that made me want to scoop her in a hug and tell her it’d be okay, no matter how much she was annoying me with her clinginess. The ones that made me want to gouge out my dad’s eyeballs with a spoon.




    “We were married twenty-three years, Abby. Your father may not love me anymore, but I still love him.”




    I eyed her suspiciously, wondering what had brought on her Zen acceptance of their divorce. Apparently the sessions with her therapist were working. Then I saw her eyes mist over, and I was back to thinking therapy was a scam.




    A tear escaped and slid down her cheek. Looking away, I blinked a few times, pressing my lips together.




    I felt my mom’s warm hand cradle my face, drawing my eyes back to hers. Knowing I couldn’t handle an emotional scene in the middle of the Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport, even if it was somewhat deserted on an early Saturday morning, I leaned in for a quick hug. “I’ll be fine, Mom. I’ll call when I get there, ’kay?”




    She nodded, squeezing me tight, then stepping back, resigned. Her eyes shone, and she forced a smile. “Have a great time.”




    My throat constricted, and all I could manage was a quick nod. Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I grabbed the handle of my small roller bag and made my way to the line for security. When I snuck a glance back at Mom she waved, this time giving me a genuine smile.




    “Go get ’em, Abby!”




    Feeling bolstered, I turned back to the line and dug out my driver’s license.




    My first college swimming recruiting trip—a chance to leave Cincinnati and all of my family problems behind. I couldn’t wait.
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    Mesmerized by the progressive rainbow lights that bounced along the ceiling in a glittery electronic array, I almost tripped when the moving sidewalk ended. I quickly regained my footing and resumed walking with my head held high, pretending nothing had happened. I was thankful the Northwestern coach had missed my klutzy moves. Sometimes swimmers didn’t fare so well on land.




    Once I reached O’Hare’s baggage claim, I scanned the area until my eyes rested on a dark-haired man in a purple parka. His eyebrows lifted when I approached. “Abby Donahue?”




    I shot him a nervous grin. “That’s me.”




    He smiled back, reaching behind me for my bag. “Welcome to Chicago. I’m Eric Landon, the assistant coach. My car’s just a short walk from here if you want to follow me.”




    On our trek to the parking garage, we dodged busy travelers, including a couple in the throes of PDA. I was simultaneously appalled and jealous when the guy groped the girl’s butt during their kiss.




    I’d wanted a boyfriend my entire high school career, but a suitable one had yet to materialize. Looked like I was going to prom yet again with Anthony Jackson, a nice but nerdy boy who was one of the only seniors ahead of me in class rank.




    I looked over to find Eric staring at me, and I realized I’d missed his question. “Uh, sorry?”




    “I asked you how your flight was.”




    “Good. My mom was freaking out ’cause we were supposed to get freezing rain, but I guess it held off or something.”




    “That’s lucky.” Eric nodded. “We don’t get much rain here in the winter—too cold.”




    As if on cue, I felt a blast of icy wind gust through the parking garage, and I eyed his Northwestern Swimming parka longingly while tugging up the zipper of my jacket. So this was the reason he willingly wore a coat that made him a shoe-in for Grimace. I wondered if Hamburglar was sneaking around here too.




    “Suzie’s running practice right now, so she couldn’t come out to the airport,” Eric explained as we turned down a row of cars.




    Suzie Thomas was the women’s head coach, and I was anxious to meet her. “Oh. I thought there was a meet this afternoon.”




    “Yep, we’re swimming Illinois at two.”




    I scrunched my forehead. “So the practice is more like a meet warm-up?”




    He considered my question. “An extended one, I guess you could say—about six thousand yards. Haven’t you ever had practice on a meet day?”




    “Sure.” I nodded. “Especially for dual meets when the other team sucks.”




    He chuckled.




    “But I thought you guys would rest for a Big Ten meet.”




    Eric shook his head. “We train through most meets. The challenge is to step it up even when you’re tired.”




    He aimed his remote key at a white Ford sedan, and the trunk popped open. I noticed Northwestern University etched in purple on the side of the car. After he secured my bag in the trunk, he walked around and opened the passenger door for me.




    I sat quietly, letting him concentrate on paying the parking garage attendant, and soon we merged with traffic on the highway. “So, Abby—do you go by Abby?”




    I nodded.




    “How do you handle that challenge?”




    I darted my eyes around the vehicle, trying to discern what the heck he was talking about. “What challenge?”




    “Oh, sorry—I was continuing the conversation from before. How do you perform in-season? How well do you step it up when you’re tired?”




    I blushed, debating whether to tell the truth, and winced when the words popped out. “Not well at all, actually.”




    My penchant for brutal honesty had won once again. The same honesty had led me to call my dad some really cruel names, right to his face. I could still remember the wounded look in his eyes as he’d said goodbye back in August. Now it was January, and we hadn’t spoken since he’d moved out.




    Eric looked at me expectantly, and once again it seemed I’d missed his question. I had to stop thinking about my life in Cincinnati and start focusing on my future in Evanston. Though Northwestern had some negatives—namely an association with my father—I didn’t want to blow it, especially if they were going to offer me a scholarship. “I’m sorry, Eric. I’m so excited to be here I’m acting like a ditz. What’d you say?”




    He waved his right hand noncommittally. “No worries. I know you’re bright—you’re an excellent student. You’re a fantastic swimmer too. We have some women on the team who struggle in dual meets but really shine when they’re rested. You’re more of a taper swimmer?”




    “Yeah. I love taper.” I grinned, anticipating the period of rest that would begin soon, prior to the Ohio high school state meet.




    Eric looked sideways, studying me without really removing his eyes from the road. “I bet you need a longer taper than most.”




    “Wow—how’d you know that?”




    “Because you’re quite muscular. Swimmers with more muscles need more rest.”




    When my non-swimming friends commented on my strong shoulders or cut calf muscles, I had mixed feelings. Part of me was proud of my strong body, culled through endless hours of training, but part of me was embarrassed I didn’t look like them. I wasn’t petite and willowy, batting my eyelashes at boys and giggling at their jokes. But when Eric pointed out my physique, I felt elated. A college swim coach thought I was muscular!




    I decided to ask him a question. “How long have you been at Northwestern?”




    “Four years. I started as a grad assistant coach and decided to stay.”




    “What’d you get your master’s in?”




    “Exercise science.”




    “What made you stay?”




    He glanced at me, appearing amused.




    “What?” I asked.




    “Normally I have to ask the questions with prospective student-athletes, not the other way around.”




    My cheeks reddened. “Sorry.”




    “No, it’s not a bad thing,” he insisted. “I like it. It shows you’re interested and involved. Anyway, Suzie’s the reason I stayed. I learn a lot from her every day, and as long as I’m learning, I’ll be here.”




    I debated internally again, wondering if it would be all right to ask another question. But as usual the debate was short-lived. “What have you learned from her?” I blurted.



OEBPS/Images/Omnific_logo_opt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/heart1_opt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/SwimRecruit_opt.jpeg
ommﬁg

Guvect Ginglls





