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Part One 
“I hope everyone is excited for our first day! Our season lasts 20 weeks. There are roughly 10 
concepts that we are going to learn over the course of this season so I have divided it up into 
10 two week segments. At the end of practice I will hand out the schedule for each week. Our focus 
for the next two weeks will be Presence of mind. Does anybody know what Presence of mind 
means, or what it is?” 

“Coach I thought we were going to be learning new skills.” 

“Maya we are!” 

“No like volleyball skills.” 

“We are!” 

“No I mean like learning new things to get us better at playing.” 

“Maya, We are!” 

“Never mind!” 

“This practice and next practice we will be doing a lot of hand digging. And the inspirational quote 
today is from Bethany Hamilton, 

‘Courage doesn’t mean you don’t get afraid. Courage means you don’t let fear stop you.’” 
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Part Two 
Before the next practice, all the athletes and coaches were already waiting patiently under the 
tent for Coach’s poem of the day. It was the ritual for the afternoon practices, and everyone 
loved his poems—especially Maya.  

When Coach arrived, he greeted everyone with a huge smile and said, “Good afternoon! How is 
everybody doing today?” 

“Great!” shouted Maya. “What’s the poem for today? I want to hear it!” 

Coach looked down at the sand and said, “I actually don’t have a new one today.” 

Everyone was in disbelief, but he quickly remembered the one he prepared for a rainy day a couple 
months back. While he began flipping through his notebook, everyone started to gather around. Once 
he found the right page, he prefaced, “This one might seem a little ironic: it’s called ‘There Is Nothing 
New Under the Sun,’” and then began reading it to the group. 

“What has been, That will be; What has been done; That will be done. 

There is nothing new under the sun.” 

Everyone applauded. 

In the far back, Maya yelled, “Coach! Drop the mic! That was fire!” She pushed her way to the front 
with a plastic spoon from her lunch box in her hand, then said, “Here coach! Use this!” 

Everyone quickly went to their courts after the mic drop to start warming up. Except Maya. Maya 
panicked, quickly realizing she must find the spoon she gave coach. Maya’s mother would be 
disappointed if she lost the Tupperware or utensils from her lunch box.. 
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Part Three 
Coach Tyler loves creating character development workshops for the athletes, their parents, and 
the coaching staff. Tyler believes a majority of character development happens off the court. 
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Half way through the event, Tyler handed each person a book, "Atomic Habits" by James clear. 

 

At the end of the character development workshop, Tyler told the group of parents, athletes and 
coaching staff, "Our goal for the season is to remove as much friction from good habits as 
possible and add friction to bad habits if necessary. Personally, I drink more water when there is 
already a full glass waiting for me in the refrigerator. I also use my phone less at night when I 
turn it off before going to bed, even if I end up turning it back on. 
Eventually these subtle changes begin to compound, and in no time, you will find yourself light years 
ahead of where you ever thought possible."  

By the following weekend everyone found ways to make subtle changes that fit their lifestyles, 
some adjusted their eating habits to better fit their schedules. One parent designed new hats and 
visors that block the sweat from dripping in your face. Our trainer also did extensive research on 
pillows and recommended an ergonomic pillow for the best possible sleep and recovery. 

 



 

8 
 

 

 

 

 

Part Four 
The first tournament of the season is just around the corner and the group couldn’t have been 
more prepared. Or at least everything looked perfect on paper. 

“Is everyone excited for our first tournament next weekend?” 

Everyone screamed 

“Yes!” 

Except for Maya. Maya answered with a contingency 

“Only if someone watches my parents for the weekend so I can compete in peace.” 

A couple athletes knew  

“Coach! Will you tell us a story about when you used to compete?” 

“I have a perfect story.” 
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“No seriously though! Tell us a real story.” 



 

10 
 

 

 

 



 

11 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

12 
 



 

13 
 



 

14 
 



 

15 
 



 

16 
 

 

 

Everyone began clapping!  

“Great story!” 

“Coach! What’s your story for us?” 
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Presence of Mind 

 
It is the ability to remain calm and think clearly in stressful or unexpected situations. 

Presence of mind is the difference between panic and problem solving. 

 

 

 

“Don’t send it,” Maya said. “I left something out.” 

Coach Jordan emailed Maya’s mother saying he wanted her to apologize to Taylor after the next 
practice. 

“I told Taylor I wished I’d picked someone else.” 

“Why?” 

“She kept missing serves. Then she said my sets were too low.” 

“And you said that?” 

Maya nodded. 

“Did you mean it?” 

“Then I did, but not anymore.” 

Maya pulled at the cuff of her sweatshirt. 

“Everyone heard me.” 
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“Then taylor was probably embarrassed.” 

“I know.” 

For a while, neither of us spoke. 

“I don’t want to go tomorrow.” 

“Because you don’t want to play, or because you don’t want to face her?” 

“The second one.” 

“I’ll drive you.” 

Maya looked up. 

“You’re making me go?” 

“I think you need to talk to her. I’ll walk over with you, but you need to do the talking.” 

“What do I say?” 

“Tell her what you’re sorry for.” 

“Can I explain why I was upset?” 

“Yes. But don’t make your apology another conversation about her missed serves.” 

Maya opened her messages. 

She typed for a minute, “I’m sorry I wished I’d picked someone else. I shouldn’t have said that. 
Can we talk before practice?” 

“Does that sound okay?” 

“Yes.” 

She sent it. 

Twenty minutes went by, then Maya said, “She hasn’t answered.” 

“Give her some time.” 

“Do you think she’ll still play with me?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Maya put her phone down and pulled her chair closer to her mom. 
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Solidarity 

 
Mutual support within a group, especially during hardship or struggle. In times of crisis, neighbors 
demonstrated solidarity by sharing food and shelter instead of fighting each other for the 
remaining resources. Solidarity turns “I” into “we” without erasing individuality. 

“We are only as strong as we are united, as weak as we are divided” J.K. Rowling. 

“The only way to prove you’re a good sport is to lose” Earnie Banks. 
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Maya found out she hadn’t made the travel roster from a group text. 

Not from Coach Jordan. 

Not from Taylor. 

Not even from Samantha, who knew everything approximately fifteen minutes before everyone 
else. 

A group text. 

Jordan had sent the list at 6:42 in the morning. 

Maya read it while brushing her teeth. 

Taylor. 

Brittney. 

Emma. 

Samantha. 

Six more names. 

Not Maya. 

She stopped brushing. 

Read it again. 

Still not Maya. 

She refreshed the message. 

Nothing. 

Her mother walked past the bathroom. 

“You okay?” 

Maya pointed at the phone with the toothbrush still in her mouth. 

Her mother looked at the screen. 

“I don’t know what I’m looking at.” 

Maya spit into the sink. 

“I’m not going.” 
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“Where?” 

“The tournament.” 

“I thought you’ve been talking about that tournament for three months.” 

“I have.” 

“Then why aren’t you going?” 

“Excellent question.” 

She called Jordan. 

Voicemail. 

Called again. 

Voicemail. 

She typed: 

Can you call me? 

Deleted it. 

Typed: 

Why am I not traveling? 

Deleted that too. 

Then: 

Can we talk before practice? 

She sent it. 

Three dots appeared almost immediately. 

Yes. 

That somehow made her angrier. 

At practice, Maya arrived twenty minutes early. 

Jordan was setting up a court. 

She walked directly toward him. 
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“Why?” 

Jordan didn’t pretend not to understand. 

“Because you’re not in the ten we’re taking.” 

“Obviously.” 

Maya crossed her arms. 

“Why?” 

“You’re eleven.” 

She stared at him. 

“That’s not funny.” 

“I wasn’t joking.” 

“I’ve beaten half those players.” 

“Yes.” 

“I’ve been playing well.” 

“Yes.” 

“I’ve been here every day.” 

“Almost.” 

“Almost?” 

Jordan continued tightening the net. 

“You missed Tuesday.” 

“I had an exam.” 

“I know.” 

“So you’re punishing me for school?” 

“No.” 

“Then why did you say almost?” 

“Because you said every day.” 
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Maya stared at him. 

“You are unbelievably annoying.” 

“I’ve heard.” 

“Then explain it.” 

Jordan finally stopped working. 

“Emma and Samantha give us more flexibility in the lineup right now.” 

“I’m better than Emma.” 

Jordan said nothing. 

Maya immediately regretted saying it. 

Not because she didn’t believe it. 

Because Emma was standing about thirty feet away. 

And she had heard. 

Emma looked down at the ball in her hands. 

Maya closed her eyes. 

“Great.” 

Jordan looked toward Emma. 

Then back at Maya. 

“That right there.” 

“What?” 

“That’s part of it.” 

Maya’s anger sharpened. 

“So now I can’t think I’m better than somebody?” 

“You can think anything you want.” 

“Then what’s the problem?” 

“You made your disappointment somebody else’s burden.” 
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Maya looked toward Emma. 

Emma had walked to another court. 

“I didn’t know she was there.” 

Jordan nodded. 

“Would it have been okay if she wasn’t?” 

Practice started. 

Jordan paired Maya with Brittney. 

Brittney immediately said, “I’m not getting involved.” 

“I didn’t ask.” 

“Your face asked.” 

“Just play.” 

“Wonderful.” 

The first game was against Emma and Taylor. 

Of course it was. 

Maya served Emma. 

Ace. 

Next ball. 

Emma again. 

Bad pass. 

Maya dug the next attack. 

Brittney converted on an option deep cross court. 

Point. 

Third serve. 

Taylor looked across the net. 

“Subtle.” 
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Maya ignored her. 

She served Emma again. 

This time Emma passed perfectly. 

Taylor set. 

Emma hit high line. 

Point. 

Emma didn’t celebrate. 

That made Maya feel worse than if she had screamed. 

At 12–10, Brittney walked toward Maya. 

“Can you stop?” 

“Stop what?” 

“Trying to settle your existential crisis through serving.” 

“I’m serving the weaker passer.” 

Brittney looked at Emma. 

Then back at Maya. 

“Sure.” 

“She is.” 

“Then serve her.” 

Maya rolled her eyes. 

They lost 21–18. 

Maya immediately walked toward her water bottle. 

Emma followed. 

“Do you actually think I’m bad?” 

Maya stopped. 

“No.” 
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“You said you’re better than me.” 

“That’s not the same thing.” 

“It sounded pretty similar.” 

Maya looked toward Jordan. 

He was intentionally looking somewhere else. 

Coward. 

“Emma, I’m angry.” 

“At me?” 

“No.” 

“Then why did you serve me seventeen times?” 

Maya almost corrected the number. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Emma nodded. 

She didn’t say it was okay. 

Then she walked away. 

Maya sat down. 

Brittney dropped beside her. 

“How’s your morning?” 

“Fantastic.” 

“I could tell.” 

Maya took a drink. 

“Do you think she’s better than me?” 

Brittney groaned. 

“Why does everyone keep trying to get me killed today?” 

“I’m serious.” 
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“So am I.” 

“Brittney.” 

Brittney sighed. 

“Better at what?” 

“Volleyball.” 

“That’s not a thing.” 

“What?” 

“Better at passing?” 

“Blocking?” 

“Serving?” 

“Playing in wind?” 

“Playing with Taylor?” 

“Playing with you?” 

“Making good decisions when they’re furious?” 

Maya looked at her. 

“That last one felt unnecessary.” 

“It was extremely necessary.” 

Maya threw a handful of sand at her. 

Brittney laughed. 

Then she became serious. 

“You want me to tell you you’re better so you can feel like something unfair happened.” 

Maya didn’t answer. 

“And maybe you are better at a bunch of things.” 

Brittney shrugged. 

For the rest of practice, Maya said very little. 
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The travel group finished with a competitive drill. 

Maya’s group went to another court. 

That hurt too. 

Every separation suddenly felt symbolic. 

Travel. 

Not travel. 

Chosen. 

Not chosen. 

Important. 

Not important. 

She knew that wasn’t what Jordan had said. 

It was what disappointment translated it into. 

After practice, Maya stayed. 

Everyone else slowly left. 

Jordan was rolling a boundary line as Maya walked over. 

“Can I ask you something without being awful?” 

Jordan smiled. 

“Let’s see.” 

“What do I need to do?” 

“For what?” 

“To travel next time.” 

“Don’t get carried away.” 

Maya smiled slightly. 

Jordan continued. 

“You’re trying to prove you belong in the lineup every time you touch the ball.” 
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“Isn’t that the point?” 

“No.” 

“Then what’s the point?” 

“Making your pair better.” 

Maya frowned. 

“Those are the same thing.” 

“They should be.” 

Jordan looked at her. 

“For you lately, they aren’t.” 

Maya didn’t understand. 

Jordan explained. 

“When you’re competing for yourself, you take bad swings because you want to bounce the ball 
and get spectacular kills for highlight reels.” 

“You serve harder when placement would be smarter.” 

“You get frustrated when your partner makes a mistake because you think her mistake makes 
you look worse.” 

“And when another player succeeds, you experience it like something has been taken from you.” 

Maya looked toward the empty courts. 

“That’s harsh.” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you think I’m selfish?” 

“No.” 

Jordan picked up the rolled line. 

“I think you’re scared.” 

That was worse. 

Maya laughed uncomfortably. 
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“Of what?” 

“That there aren’t enough opportunities.” 

She didn’t answer. 

To Maya there never seemed to be enough. 

College roster spots. 

Travel teams. 

Scholarships. 

Partners. 

Starting positions. 

Invitations. 

Attention. 

Jordan started walking away. 

Maya called after him. 

“So what am I supposed to do?” 

He turned. 

“Practice making other people good.” 

“That’s your advice?” 

“For now.” 

“How do I do that?” 

Jordan smiled. 

“Figure it out.” 

Maya groaned. 

“I hate when you do that.” 

“I know.” 

The travel team left Friday morning. 
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Maya stayed home. 

She told herself she wouldn’t check the scores. 

At 8:07 she checked scores. 

Then at 8:14. 

Then again at 8:19. 

At 8:26, Brittney texted. 

The text read, Stop refreshing the scores. 

Maya stared at her phone. 

How do you know? 

Because I know you. 

Maya put the phone down. 

Three minutes later she picked it back up. 

By noon, the team had won its first two duals. 

Emma was playing well. 

Maya stared at the results. 

She felt jealous. 

Then guilty for feeling jealous. 

Then annoyed that she felt guilty. 

Being a person was exhausting. 

She typed Emma a message. 

Good job today. 

She stared at it. 

It felt fake. 

Deleted it. 

Then tried again. 
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I saw the scores. Looks like you’re playing well. Keep going. 

It still felt weird. 

Delete. 

Finally: 

How’s the wind? 

Emma replied two minutes later. 

Horrible lol. 

Maya smiled. 

Of course. 

She typed: 

Then stop trying to be pretty and win ugly. 

Emma responded: 

That’s actually helpful. 

Maya stared at the message. 

Something loosened. 

Saturday morning, Emma texted first. 

Their blocker kept showing line then taking the angle super late. What would you do? 

Maya immediately started typing an answer. 

Then stopped. 

Jordan’s voice appeared in her head. 

Practice making other people good. 

She asked: 

What is your partner asking of you? 

Three dots. 

To go cross. 
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So? 

A minute passed. 

Then: 

Oh. 

Maya smiled. 

Emma’s pair won. 

When the team returned Sunday night, Maya wasn’t there waiting with some dramatic 
reconciliation. 

Monday arrived. 

Practice was starting soon 

Emma walked onto the beach carrying her bag. 

“Hey.” 

“Hey.” 

“Thanks for Saturday.” 

“You figured it out.” 

“You helped.” 

Both things were true. 

At the start of practice Jordan paired Maya with Emma. 

Maya looked at him. 

“Seriously?” 

Jordan shrugged. 

“Its Random.” 

“Liar.” 

Emma laughed. 

They played Taylor and Brittney. 

The first rally, Emma passed badly. 
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Maya chased it. 

Terrible set. 

Emma swung. Or at least attempted 

Blocked by the abnormally high net 

The old Maya would have immediately explained what Emma should have done. 

Instead Maya asked: 

“What’d you see?” 

Emma brushed sand from her knees. 

“Nothing.” 

“Excellent.” 

Emma laughed. 

“Set me again.” 

Next rally, she scored. 

Later, Maya missed a serve. 

Emma walked past. 

“Trying to settle an existential crisis?” 

Maya stared at her. 

“Brittney told you?” 

“Everyone knows.” 

Across the net Brittney was laughing so hard she had to turn away. 

Maya laughed too. 

They lost the game. 

Then won the next one. 

Three weeks later, another travel roster was posted. 

Maya opened the message. 
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Her name was there. 

She smiled. 

Then she kept reading. 

Emma’s was too. 

For a moment, Maya felt something surprising. 

Not relief that she’d beaten someone. 

Not satisfaction that she’d reclaimed something. 

She texted Emma. 

We’re going. 

Emma responded immediately. 

WE’RE GOING. 

Years later, Maya didn’t remember which tournament she’d missed. 

She didn’t remember who traveled instead of her. 

She vividly recalls how rejection had felt. 

But how temporary it actually was. 

She remembers learning that competition creates a strange illusion. 

It convinces us that everyone pursuing the same thing must be standing in our way. 

Sometimes they are. 

There are limited roster spots. 

Limited scholarships. 

Limited opportunities. 

Pretending otherwise doesn’t make competition kinder. 

But scarcity doesn’t require hostility. 

Another person’s success can challenge you without insulting you. 

Someone can be selected instead of you without becoming your enemy. 
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You can want the spot. 

You can believe you deserve it. 

You can be furious when you don’t get it. 

Eventually Maya learned that solidarity wasn’t pretending competition didn’t exist. 

It was refusing to let competition decide who she was allowed to care about. 

And strangely enough, once Maya stopped spending so much energy proving she was better 
than everyone around her, she became a much better volleyball player. 

Mostly because everyone around her started getting better too. 
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Mindfulness 

 
Stay calm and respond rather than react. Acceptance of the situation or experience. 

Practice meditation and breathwork. 

 

 

 
The text came at 9:14 on Friday night. 

Can’t play tomorrow. Sorry. 

Maya stared at it for a few seconds. 

Then she called Samantha. 

“What does that mean?” 

“She’s playing with someone else.” 

“What?” 

“I saw the entry list.” 

Maya opened the tournament page. 

There it was. 

Her partner’s name. 
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Next to somebody else’s. 

She read it twice. 

Three weeks earlier, they had agreed to play together. 

Maya had turned down another partner because of it. 

Now, less than twelve hours before check-in, she didn’t have anyone. 

She called her partner. 

No answer. 

She called again. 

Voicemail. 

Then another text appeared. 

I got an opportunity to play with someone really good and I couldn’t pass it up. I hope you 
understand. 

Maya didn’t. 

She typed three different responses. 

Deleted all three. 

Finally she wrote: 

You could have told me earlier. 

The reply came almost immediately. 

I know. I’m sorry. 

Maya threw her phone onto the bed. 

Her mother was standing in the doorway. 

“Everything okay?” 

“No.” 

Maya explained. 

Her mother listened. 

When Maya finished, she asked, “So what are you going to do?” 
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“Not play.” 

“You sure?” 

“I don’t have a partner.” 

“That’s different.” 

Maya looked at her. 

“Different from what?” 

“Not playing.” 

Maya hated when adults did that. 

Took something obvious and turned it into a question. 

She picked up her phone again and started texting people. 

One couldn’t play. 

Another was out of town. 

One had already committed to somebody else. 

Another never responded. 

At 10:36, Taylor texted. 

I found a partner for you! 

Maya called immediately. 

“Who?” 

“Brittney.” 

She paused. 

“No.” 

“She’s available.” 

Maya knew Brittney. 

Everyone did. 

She sometimes showed up five minutes before check in carrying nothing but a volleyball and a 
water bottle. 
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Maya liked plans. 

Brittney consider plans as suggestions. 

“I’d rather not play.” 

Taylor was quiet. 

“Okay.” 

She expected her to argue. 

She didn’t. 

That somehow made it worse. 

“That’s it?” 

“You said you don’t want to play.” 

“I don’t.” 

“Then don’t.” 

Maya stared at the phone. 

“You’re annoying.” 

“I know.” 

They hung up. 

At 11:02, Maya texted Brittney. 

You still available? 

Her reply arrived seconds later. 

Yep. 

Can you be there at 7? 

Probably. 

Maya stared at the word. 

Probably? 

She almost canceled. 

Instead she typed: 
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7 means 7. 

Brittney responded with a thumbs-up. 

At 6:58 the next morning, she wasn’t there. 

Maya stood near check-in watching the walkway. 

7:01. 

Nothing. 

7:04. 

She called. 

No answer. 

7:07. 

Still nothing. 

Maya could feel herself getting angry. 

Of course. 

She had known this would happen. 

At 7:09, Brittney came jogging toward the beach with her backpack bouncing behind her. 

“Morning.” 

“You’re late.” 

“Nine minutes.” 

“That’s what late means.” 

Brittney looked at her. 

“Good morning to you too.” 

They checked in without speaking. 

Their first match started badly. 

Maya wanted a call for every serve. 

Brittney didn’t. 

Maya wanted to block line. 
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Brittney peeled without warning. 

Maya called a high line shot. 

Brittney tried a cut shot and hit it into the tape. 

At 6–10, Maya finally snapped. 

“Can you just do what we talked about?” 

Brittney picked up the ball. 

“We’ve talked about fifteen things.” 

“Because you’re not doing any of them.” 

“Maybe that’s the problem.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It means you’re trying to coach me.” 

“I’m trying to play with you.” 

“No.” 

Brittney tossed her the ball. 

“You’re trying to make me play like somebody else.” 

Maya caught it. 

“Maybe because my actual partner decided to play with somebody else.” 

Brittney’s expression changed. 

She hadn’t known. 

The referees called them back onto the court. 

Neither said another word. 

They lost 21–13. 

Maya grabbed her water bottle and walked away. 

Brittney followed. 

“You want another partner?” 

She turned. 
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“What?” 

“I can leave.” 

“That’s not what I said.” 

“You don’t have to say it.” 

Maya looked toward the next court. 

Her original partner was warming up. 

Laughing. 

Everything about it made Maya angrier. 

“She dumped me last night.” 

“For somebody better.” 

Brittney sat in the sand. 

Maya remained standing. 

“That sucks.” 

She expected advice. 

None came. 

Brittney took a drink. 

After a minute Maya sat too. 

“I turned somebody else down to play with her.” 

Brittney nodded. 

“That sucks more.” 

Maya laughed despite the situation. 

“You’re not very helpful.” 

“I wasn’t trying to be.” 

They watched the match on the next court. 

Maya’s former partner and her new teammate looked good. 

Really good. 
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Maya hated that too. 

Brittney finally spoke. 

“You know we’re probably going to lose again if you keep watching them.” 

“I’m not watching them.” 

“You’ve been staring at their court for three minutes.” 

Maya looked away. 

“Fine.” 

Brittney stood. 

“Come on.” 

“Let’s figure out how we’re going to play.” 

“I tried that.” 

“No.” 

She picked up a volleyball. 

“You figured out how you wanted me to play.” 

Maya almost argued. 

Then stopped. 

“Okay.” 

Brittney drew a court in the sand. 

“What are you good at?” 

She laughed. 

“You know what I’m good at.” 

“Tell me anyway.” 

“Passing.” 

“What else?” 

“Serving seams.” 

“What else?” 
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She thought. 

“I see the defender pretty well.” 

Brittney nodded. 

“What am I good at?” 

“Doing whatever you want.” 

“Excellent.” 

Maya laughed. 

“I’m serious.” 

“So am I.” 

She pointed at the court she’d drawn. 

“What if we use that?” 

“Use what?” 

“The fact that you know what you’re doing and I don’t.” 

“That’s your strategy?” 

Brittney smiled. 

“No.” 

“The fact that you’re predictable in a good way and I’m unpredictable in a good way.” 

Maya looked at the drawing. 

For the first time all morning, she became curious. 

Their second match wasn’t beautiful. 

Brittney missed a serve at 19–19 because she tried to hit the back corner instead of putting the 
ball safely in. 

Maya stared at her. 

She held up both hands. 

“That one was stupid.” 

“Thank you.” 
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They won 23–21. 

Their third match was better. 

Not because Brittney became predictable. 

Because Maya stopped needing her to be. 

She started asking what she saw. 

Brittney started telling her before changing defensive calls. 

When Maya wanted to serve short, she explained why. 

When Brittney wanted to peel unexpectedly, she told her what she had noticed. 

They disagreed constantly. 

They also started listening. 

By early afternoon they had somehow reached the quarterfinal. 

Across the net stood Maya’s original partner. 

Of course. 

Brittney saw the matchup and laughed. 

“You’ve got to be kidding.” 

Maya didn’t laugh. 

Her stomach tightened. 

During warm-ups, her former partner walked over. 

“Hey.” 

“Hey.” 

“I’m sorry about yesterday.” 

Maya bounced the ball once. 

“Okay.” 

“I should’ve told you earlier.” 

“Yes.” 

“I just thought this was a really good opportunity.” 
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Maya looked at the new partner warming up behind her. 

“Then you should’ve taken it.” 

Her former partner seemed relieved. 

“But you should’ve called me.” 

The relief disappeared. 

“I know.” 

The referee called captains. 

That was the entire conversation. 

No hug. 

No sudden forgiveness. 

Just enough truth to play volleyball afterward. 

The match was ugly. 

Nobody dominated. 

Maya served three balls long. 

Brittney got blocked twice trying shots she probably shouldn’t have attempted. 

At 18–18, Maya’s former partner served her. 

The pass drifted off the net. 

Brittney chased it. 

Maya expected the safe set. 

Instead she poked the pass from behind her head. 

Maya almost stopped moving. 

Almost. 

She chased it and also poked the ball but into the open corner. 

Point. 

She looked at Brittney. 

“What was that?” 



 

53 
 

She smiled. 

“You got there.” 

“That wasn’t the question.” 

“I didn’t have a better idea.” 

Maya started laughing. 

The next serve came. 

They lost 22–20. 

For several seconds Maya stood with her hands on her knees. 

She had wanted that match. 

More than she wanted to admit. 

Brittney walked over. 

“Sorry.” 

“For what?” 

“The set.” 

“The set worked.” 

“I meant losing.” 

Maya stood upright. 

“Yeah.” 

She looked across the net. 

Her former partner was celebrating. 

The anger was still there. 

Just smaller. 

Maya walked over. 

“Good game.” 

Her former partner looked surprised. 

“Good game.” 
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That was it. 

Maya didn’t forgive her that afternoon. 

Not completely. 

They didn’t have a heart-to-heart conversation that fixed everything. 

Trust took longer than that. 

Months, actually. 

But the next time Maya committed to a tournament, she noticed something different about 
herself. 

She didn’t ask whether her partner was the best player available. 

She asked whether they meant what they said. 

And when Maya had to cancel a tournament later that season because of a family commitment, 
she didn’t send a text. 

She called. 

Her partner was disappointed. 

Maya let them be disappointed. 

She didn’t defend herself. 

She didn’t try to make the conversation easier. 

She simply gave them the respect of hearing it from her. 

Years later, Maya remembered almost nothing about the quarterfinal she lost with Brittney. 

She couldn’t remember the final score without thinking hard. 

She couldn’t remember who won the tournament. 

She did remember the Friday-night text. 

She remembered waiting at check-in while Brittney was nine minutes late. 

She remembered wanting her to become somebody she wasn’t. 

And she remembered the ridiculous pokie set at 18–18. 

Mostly, she remembered discovering that people don’t always hurt us because they’re cruel. 

Sometimes they’re scared. 
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Sometimes they’re ambitious. 

Sometimes they’re careless. 

Sometimes they want something badly enough that they convince themselves the way they get it 
doesn’t matter. 

That doesn’t make the hurt disappear. 

It doesn’t mean trust has to return immediately. 

But it leaves room for something besides revenge. 

 

 

 



 

56 
 

 

 

 

 

Love 

 
“Love is the only force capable of transforming an enemy into a friend” Martin Luther King Jr. 

“Where there is love there is life” Mahatma Gandhi. 

“The only way to do great work is to do what you love” Steve Jobs. 

 

 

 

Maya knew something was wrong when Taylor didn’t celebrate match point. 

They had just beaten the number one seed. 

Three sets. 
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Almost ninety minutes. 

The final rally ended when Taylor chased a cut shot nearly into the neighboring court, somehow 
kept the ball alive, and Maya finished the point with a roll shot into the deep corner. 

The crowd erupted. 

Maya turned expecting Taylor to be running toward her. 

Instead, she was standing still. 

“You okay?” 

“Yeah.” 

“You don’t look okay.” 

Taylor forced a smile. 

“We won.” 

“That’s not what I asked.” 

She picked up the volleyball. 

“Let’s get ready for the next one.” 

Maya watched her walk away. 

She knew Taylor well enough to understand that “I’m fine” usually meant the conversation wasn’t 
finished. 

Twenty minutes later, she found her sitting alone near the water. 

Her phone rested face down beside her. 

Maya sat without asking. 

For a while, neither spoke. 

Finally Taylor said, “My dad’s in the hospital.” 

Maya looked over. 

“What happened?” 

“He collapsed this morning.” 

“Taylor.” 

“I know.” 
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“Why are you here?” 

She stared at the water. 

“Because we had a tournament.” 

Maya waited for her to hear her own answer. 

She didn’t. 

“Does your family know you’re here?” 

“My mom told me to play.” 

“That’s not what I asked.” 

Taylor rubbed both hands across her face. 

“They know.” 

“And?” 

“My sister thinks I’m an idiot.” 

Maya almost smiled. 

“I like your sister.” 

Taylor laughed despite herself. 

“He’ll probably be fine.” 

“Probably?” 

“They’re running tests.” 

Maya looked toward the courts. 

Their semifinal was scheduled in forty minutes. 

Taylor had spent years trying to earn opportunities like this. 

Neither needed to say it. 

This tournament mattered. 

They had talked about it for months. 

Taylor looked at Maya. 

“If we make the final, there are three coaches here I really need to see me play.” 
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“I know.” 

“This could change things.” 

“I know.” 

She stared at the sand. 

“I’ve sacrificed everything for this.” 

Maya said nothing. 

Taylor’s voice grew sharper. 

“You don’t understand.” 

She looked at her. 

“Then help me.” 

“I’ve been waking up before five for two years.” 

“I’ve missed trips.” 

“Birthdays.” 

“I stopped playing basketball because tournaments overlapped.” 

“My parents have spent money they don’t have.” 

“I’ve done everything people say you’re supposed to do.” 

Her eyes were wet now. 

“So what am I supposed to do? Walk away when I’m finally getting somewhere?” 

Maya let the question sit between them. 

Then she asked, “What do you want to do?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“That’s different from what you’re supposed to do.” 

Taylor looked frustrated. 

“I need you to tell me.” 

“No.” 

“Why?” 
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“Because then you get to live with my decision.” 

She pushed herself up from the sand. 

“You need to live with yours.” 

Taylor looked at her. 

“What about you?” 

“What about me?” 

“If I leave, you’re done too.” 

There it was. 

The part neither had wanted to say. 

Beach volleyball was unforgiving that way. 

Two people entered together. 

One person’s decision became the other’s consequence. 

Maya had sacrificed for this tournament too. 

She had driven thousands of miles that season. 

Worked evenings to pay for travel. 

Skipped a family reunion. 

Turned down an indoor opportunity because she believed this partnership could take them 
somewhere neither could reach alone. 

If Taylor left, Maya’s tournament ended with hers. 

She looked toward the courts. 

Then back at her. 

“I’ll be angry.” 

Taylor seemed surprised. 

“What?” 

“I’ll be disappointed.” 

She continued. 
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“I might spend the whole drive home wondering what would’ve happened.” 

Taylor looked down. 

“But that’s mine to carry.” 

She looked up again. 

“You’re not going to tell me to stay?” 

“No.” 

“You’re not going to tell me to leave?” 

“No.” 

Maya picked up her phone and placed it in her hand. 

“I’m going to remind you that you’re more than my partner.” 

Taylor stared at the screen. 

For the first time all day, volleyball became quiet. 

She called her mother. 

The conversation lasted less than three minutes. 

When she hung up, she stood. 

“I have to go.” 

Maya nodded. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“So am I.” 

They walked back toward the tournament together. 

Taylor expected anger from the tournament director. 

Instead she received a clipboard. 

“Sign here.” 

“That’s it?” 

“That’s it.” 

“We’re forfeiting a semifinal.” 
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The director nodded. 

“I know.” 

“Aren’t you upset?” 

The director looked at her strangely. 

“Taylor, I’ve run tournaments for twenty-five years.” 

He pointed toward the courts. 

“I don’t remember who won most of them.” 

Taylor signed the paper. 

The semifinal disappeared from the bracket with one line of ink. 

Months of preparation. 

Thousands of serves. 

Early mornings. 

Long drives. 

Gone in seconds. 

At least that’s how it felt.  

Word spread quickly. 

Some people understood. 

Others didn’t. 

“I would’ve stayed.” 

“She could’ve left after the tournament.” 

“Her dad wasn’t dying.” 

“They gave up a semifinal?” 

Beach volleyball communities could be wonderfully supportive. 

They could also be small enough for everyone’s opinion to reach you before you reached the 
parking lot. 

Taylor heard most of them. 



 

63 
 

Maya heard the rest. 

Neither responded. 

At Taylor’s car, she threw her bag into the back. 

Then she stopped. 

“I cost you the tournament.” 

Maya leaned against the passenger door. 

“Yes.” 

She looked surprised by her honesty. 

“I thought you were supposed to tell me it didn’t matter.” 

“It mattered.” 

She smiled. 

“You matter too.” 

Taylor hugged her. 

Then she drove away. 

Maya stayed. 

She could have gone home. 

Instead she returned to the courts. 

Jordan was helping warm up two younger athletes before their semifinal. 

One of them looked nervous. 

“Can you pass?” Jordan asked. 

Maya picked up a ball. 

“For how long?” 

“Until they stop needing you.” 

She smiled. 

“That could take years.” 

“Hopefully.” 
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For the next hour, Maya worked. 

Nobody watching would have known she’d been scheduled to play a semifinal herself. 

She chased balls. 

Encouraged athletes. 

Helped a player figure out a serve that kept drifting long. 

Eventually one of the younger athletes asked, “Weren’t you supposed to play?” 

Maya nodded. 

“What happened?” 

“My partner had somewhere more important to be.” 

The athlete thought about that. 

“Were you mad?” 

“A little.” 

“Are you still?” 

Maya looked toward the parking lot where Taylor’s car had disappeared long ago. 

“No.” 

“Why?” 

She tossed another volleyball. 

“Because loving someone means their choices never cost you anything.” 

The athlete caught the ball. 

Maya smiled. 

“Sometimes that’s exactly when you find out whether you mean it.” 

Taylor’s father soon recovered. 

The doctors found a heart problem that required treatment but had been caught early enough 
to manage. 

Taylor spent three days at the hospital. 

She sat beside her father’s bed watching television, eating terrible cafeteria food, and 
occasionally wondering what would have happened in the semifinal. 
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On the second night her father asked. 

“Did you win?” 

Taylor laughed. 

“We forfeited.” 

Her father looked confused. 

“Why?” 

“Because I came here.” 

A long silence followed. 

“You shouldn’t have.” 

Taylor stared at him. 

“Seriously?” 

“You worked hard for that tournament.” 

Taylor smiled. 

“So did you.” 

“For what?” 

“For me.” 

Her father looked away. 

Taylor continued. 

“Driving me everywhere.” 

“Paying entry fees.” 

“Standing around beaches for twelve hours.” 

“Working while I got to play.” 

Her father shook his head. 

“That’s what parents do.” 

“Exactly.” 

Taylor sat back. 
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“I figured maybe I could do it once too.” 

Her father didn’t answer. 

He didn’t need to. 

The following weekend Taylor returned to practice. 

Maya was already there. 

Neither mentioned the hospital. 

Neither mentioned the tournament. 

Taylor picked up a volleyball. 

“Want to play?” 

Maya smiled. 

“I thought you’d never ask.” 

Their first game back was terrible. 

Taylor missed two serves. 

Maya shanked an easy pass. 

They argued about a defensive call. 

Then laughed because the argument felt familiar. 

At 18–18, Taylor looked at Maya. 

“Line?” 

She shook her head. 

“I’ve got an idea.” 

“What?” 

“If I tell you, you’ll argue.” 

“Probably.” 

She smiled. 

“Trust me.” 

Taylor did. 
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They lost the point. 

Taylor stared at her. 

“That was your idea?” 

“It was better in my head.” 

She started laughing. 

Soon Maya was laughing too. 

They lost the game. 

Neither cared very much. 
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Collaboration 

 
A process of sharing ideas, responsibilities, and credit to produce something better than any 
individual could alone. Collaboration is like cooking with others: different ingredients, one pot, and 
a shared recipe that evolves. 

 

 

 

The partnership ended in the middle of a parking lot. 

There wasn’t a fight. 

No yelling. 

No dramatic scene that made people stop loading coolers into their cars. 

Just two folding chairs leaning against the tailgate of an old pickup truck and two teammates who 
had finally run out of things to say. 

“We’re done.” 

Taylor looked at Maya for a long moment. 

“Are we?” 

She nodded. 

“I think so.” 
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The words landed harder than any loss either of them had taken that season. 

For three years they had played almost every tournament together. 

They knew which side of the court the other preferred when the wind shifted. 

They knew when silence meant focus and when it meant frustration. 

They knew how each celebrated after a great rally and how each reacted after a bad one. 

They also knew exactly how to hurt each other. 

Somewhere along the way, volleyball had stopped being something they shared. 

It had become something they defended. 

Taylor believed Maya never trusted her to make decisions. 

Maya believed Taylor stopped listening the moment she thought she had the answer. 

Neither of them was completely wrong. 

Neither was completely right. 

They entered one last tournament together because both felt they owed the partnership a proper 
ending. 

It became their worst finish in years. 

Not because they lacked skill. 

Because every rally contained two separate plans. 

Walking back to the parking lot after losing in the second round, neither spoke. 

Finally Maya broke the silence. 

“I don’t think we’re making each other better anymore.” 

Taylor nodded. 

The next week they entered with different partners. 

Everyone watched. 

That was another strange thing about beach volleyball. 

The community was small enough that every partnership felt personal. 

People pretended not to speculate. 
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They speculated anyway. 

Taylor’s new partner was Jordan. 

Calm. 

Patient. 

An exceptional defender. 

Maya partnered with Nathaniel, whose creativity had frustrated opponents for years. 

The first tournament arrived. 

Taylor and Jordan won three straight. 

Maya and Nathaniel reached the final. 

People immediately started talking. 

“They should’ve switched sooner.” 

“They’re better apart.” 

“I knew it all along.” 

Taylor heard the conversations. 

So did Maya. 

Neither believed them. 

Because they knew something everyone else had missed. 

Both new partnerships were struggling too. 

Just in different ways. 

Jordan rarely disagreed with Taylor. 

At first Taylor loved that. 

Then she realized something uncomfortable. 

Taylor had become so accustomed to defending every decision that agreement suddenly felt 
suspicious. 

During one match Taylor called for a line block. 

Jordan quietly shifted cross-court instead. 
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The hitter attacked exactly where Jordan had expected. 

Point. 

Walking back to the service line Taylor asked, “Why didn’t you do what I called?” 

Jordan smiled. 

“I trusted what I saw.” 

Taylor frowned. 

“You should’ve told me.” 

“I tried.” 

Across the beach Maya faced a different struggle. 

Nathaniel questioned everything. 

“What if we served short?” 

“What if we switched after the first point?” 

“What if we never blocked line today?” 

Maya found it exhausting. 

One afternoon she finally said, “Can we just stick to one plan?” 

Nathaniel laughed. 

“We are.” 

“What?” 

“The plan is adapting.” 

Maya drove home that evening more frustrated than after any loss. 

She wanted stability. 

Nathaniel wanted possibility. 

For the first time she wondered whether Taylor had felt the same way. 

Halfway through the season, both partnerships found themselves at the same tournament. 

Taylor and Jordan lost in the quarterfinals. 

Maya and Nathaniel were eliminated one round later. 
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Walking toward the parking lot, Taylor noticed Maya sitting alone near the boardwalk eating a 
sandwich. 

For a moment she considered walking the other way. 

Instead she sat down. 

Neither mentioned volleyball. 

They watched families leaving the beach. 

Children dragging folding chairs too large for them. 

Parents brushing sand from coolers before loading them into cars. 

An older couple walking barefoot near the water. 

Finally Maya spoke. 

“I owe you something.” 

Taylor looked over. 

“So do I.” 

She laughed. 

“I’ll go first.” 

Taylor nodded. 

“I spent years trying to make you play the way I thought.” 

Taylor smiled sadly. 

“I spent years trying to win every conversation.” 

They both laughed. 

Not because it was funny. 

Because it was finally honest. 

“I thought you were the problem,” Maya said. 

“So did I.” 

She looked toward the ocean. 

“Turns out we were both carrying something.” 
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Taylor nodded. 

“Pride.” 

“And fear.” 

“What were you afraid of?” 

She thought for a moment. 

“That if I wasn’t right…” 

She shrugged. 

“…maybe I wasn’t good enough.” 

Taylor stared at the sand. 

“I was afraid that if I admitted I didn’t know…” 

She paused for a second. 

“…people would stop following.” 

Neither spoke for a while. 

The tide was coming in. 

One wave reached the edge of a court before sliding back into the ocean. 

Maya watched it. 

“You know what the funny part is?” 

“What?” 

“I think we made each other better.” 

Taylor looked surprised. 

“We did?” 

“We just didn’t realize it until we stopped playing together.” 

The following month the club held a mixed training day. 

Current partnerships were split apart. 

Everyone played with someone new. 

One younger athlete complained immediately. 
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“I don’t want a different partner.” 

Jordan smiled. 

“Neither did I once.” 

“What changed?” 

Jordan looked toward Taylor and Maya, who were helping another pair solve a defensive problem 
together. 

“I learned something.” 

“What?” 

“A partner isn’t someone who thinks like you.” 

He picked up a volleyball. 

“It’s someone who helps you discover the parts of yourself you couldn’t see alone.” 

Late that afternoon the final drill ended. 

Athletes carried the net bags back toward the storage area. 

Parents folded shade tents. 

Volleyballs disappeared into mesh bags. 

Taylor and Maya happened to reach the last boundary line at the same time. 

Without saying anything, each picked up one end. 

They rolled it together. 

Halfway through, Taylor smiled. 

“We’re finally working together.” 

Maya laughed. 

“Maybe we always were.” 

“What do you mean?” 

She looked at the neatly rolled line between them. 

“We just thought the goal was staying partners.” 

Taylor nodded slowly. 



 

75 
 

“It wasn’t.” 

“No.” 

She rested the line against the others. 

“The goal was becoming better people.” 

The partnership had ended months before. 

The friendship had nearly ended with it. 

Neither had imagined that losing one would eventually save the other. 

As the last families left the beach, Jordan watched Taylor and Maya talking beside the parking lot. 

“You think they’ll ever play together again?” one athlete asked. 

Jordan smiled. 

“Maybe.” 

“You think they’d win?” 

He looked toward the ocean, where the wind had already erased the footprints leading away from 
the courts. 

“I think they already did.” 

Not every victory ends with a medal. 

Some end with two people finally becoming humble enough to thank each other for the struggle. 

Sometimes the hardest partnerships are the ones that leave us with the greatest gift. 

They teach us that growth often begins the moment we stop trying to win against one another 
and start learning from one another instead. 
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Self compassion 

 
Treat yourself with the same kindness and understanding you would offer a friend in distress. 

“You yourself, as much as anybody in the entire universe, deserve your love and affection” Buddha. 

“Pain doesn’t tell you when you ought to stop. Pain is the little voice in your head that tries to hold 
you back because it knows if you continue you will change” Kobe Bryant. 

 

 

 

“Please don’t talk about volleyball on the way home,” Maya said. 

Her father was watching the last point on his phone. 

“I wanted to show you something.” 
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“I know.” 

She put her bag in the trunk and got into the car. 

They had lost in the quarterfinals. Maya had missed two serves in the final set. She had already 
talked with Brittney and their coach. Now she wanted to eat and go home. 

Her father drove past the playground and up the hill. 

“You two played well most of the day.” 

“Thanks.” 

“You just need to get those serves in when it’s close.” 

Maya looked out the window. 

“What?” 

“I asked you not to talk about it.” 

“I’m not upset with you.” 

“I know. But I’m upset, and I don’t want to explain the match again.” 

He turned off the radio. 

“I’m trying to help.” 

“Then can we stop for lunch?” 

They drove quietly until they reached a sandwich shop. 

While they waited for their order, her father opened the video again. Maya saw him, and he put the 
phone away. 

“I didn’t realize how much I was doing that,” he said. 

“You do it after every tournament.” 

“Even when you win?” 

“Especially when we win. You want to show me everything we did right.” 

“I thought you liked that.” 

“Sometimes.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I did. In the parking lot.” 
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He nodded. 

“You did.” 

Their food arrived. He asked about a class she had mentioned earlier in the week. Maya told him 
about a presentation she was worried about. 

For the rest of lunch, they didn’t discuss volleyball. 

Back in the car, Maya took out her phone. 

“Brittney wants to practice Friday.” 

“Do you need a ride?” 

“Probably.” 

“Okay.” 

She read another message. 

“Can you send her the match video?” 

“Sure.” 

“And send it to me.” 

He looked over before starting the car. 

“You want to watch it?” 

“Yeah With her. Not you. We’re going to look at it before practice.” 

He sent the file. 

Maya put her phone away. 

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“You’re welcome.” 

She reached for the radio. 

This time, he left it on. 
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Authenticity  
“You are not a drop in the ocean. You are an entire ocean in a drop” Rumi. 

“Be yourself: everyone else is already taken” Oscar Wilde. 
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Part One 

 
“I don’t have to wait for nobody. I move when I wanna move” Floyd Mayweather. 

 

 

 

 

Taylor felt the ball touch one finger. 

Barely. 

The referee called it out. 

The scorekeeper flipped the board. 

Fourteen–thirteen. 

Match point for Taylor and Brittney. 

The crowd surrounding the court began to clap. 

Brittney turned toward Taylor with both fists raised. 
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Taylor didn’t move. 

The opponent who had attacked the ball was already walking back to serve receive. 

Nobody had seen it. 

Not the referee. 

Not Brittney. 

Not even the hitter. 

Taylor looked at the mark outside the boundary line. 

Then at the referee. 

“Touch.” 

The applause stopped. 

The referee leaned forward. 

“What?” 

“I touched it.” 

For one second, nobody reacted. 

Then the referee changed the call. 

Point to the other team. 

Fourteen–thirteen against Taylor and Brittney. 

Brittney stared at Taylor. 

“You touched it?” 

Taylor nodded. 

Brittney looked toward the referee, then back at Taylor. 

“Nobody called it.” 

“I touched it.” 

The referee whistled for the next serve. 

There was no time for anything else. 

The serve came short. 
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Taylor passed it too close to the net. 

Brittney barely reached the ball and sent it high toward the middle of the court. 

The blocker pressed over and threw it down. 

Fifteen–thirteen. 

Match over. 

For several seconds, Taylor stood in the backcourt listening to the other team celebrate. 

They had been one point from the final. 

One point from playing on the championship court. 

One point from another full match in front of the college coaches who had been standing behind 
Court Two all afternoon. 

Then Taylor had given the point back. 

The teams met at the net. 

“Good game.” 

“Good game.” 

One of the opponents looked at Taylor. 

“You didn’t have to do that.” 

Taylor wasn’t sure whether it was gratitude or disbelief. 

“I touched it.” 

The player nodded slowly. 

Brittney said nothing. 

She walked directly toward their bags. 

Taylor followed. 

Brittney picked up her water bottle, took one drink, and began stuffing clothes into her backpack. 

“Can we talk?” 

“No.” 

“Brittney.” 



 

83 
 

“Not yet.” 

Taylor stood beside her. 

“I know you’re mad.” 

Brittney stopped packing. 

“Do you?” 

“Obviously.” 

“No.” 

Brittney looked up. 

“You know I’m mad. That’s not the same as understanding why.” 

Taylor crossed her arms. 

“Because we lost.” 

“Because you made a decision for both of us.” 

“The ball touched me.” 

“Nobody saw it.” 

“I saw it.” 

Brittney laughed once. 

“Congratulations.” 

“What was I supposed to do?” 

Brittney stood. 

“I don’t know.” 

“You wanted me to lie?” 

“I wanted five seconds to be angry before you turned yourself into the most honest person on 
the beach.” 

Taylor’s face tightened. 

“That’s not what I did.” 

“It kind of is.” 
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“I called my own touch.” 

“And now you get to feel great about your integrity while I get to wonder what would’ve 
happened in the final.” 

Taylor stared at her. 

“You think I feel great?” 

“I think you think the answer is simple.” 

“It was simple. I touched the ball.” 

“The call was simple.” 

Brittney pulled the backpack onto one shoulder. 

“The consequence wasn’t.” 

She walked toward the parking lot. 

Taylor remained beside the court. 

Coach Jordan found her ten minutes later sitting in the sand with her knees pulled against her 
chest. 

He sat beside her without asking. 

Taylor watched volunteers reset the scoreboard for the next match. 

“You heard?” 

“The entire beach heard.” 

“Brittney thinks I betrayed her.” 

“Did she say that?” 

“Not exactly.” 

“What did she say?” 

Taylor repeated the conversation. 

Jordan listened. 

When she finished, he asked, “Do you regret calling it?” 

The answer came immediately. 

“No.” 
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Jordan nodded. 

“Do you regret what it cost her?” 

Taylor looked toward the parking lot. 

“That’s not the same question.” 

“No.” 

She stayed quiet. 

Jordan stood. 

“That’s probably why she needed you to answer it.” 

He walked away before Taylor could ask what he meant. 

On the drive home, Taylor replayed the film from that point. 

She imagined saying nothing. 

Brittney celebrating. 

The next serve. 

The final. 

Maybe a college coach starting a conversation afterward. 

Maybe an email later that week. 

Maybe nothing. 

Taylor turned up the radio. 

It didn’t help. 

Her mother glanced over from the driver’s seat. 

“You want to talk about it?” 

“No.” 

“Okay.” 

Five minutes passed. 

Then Taylor said, “If nobody sees something, did it still happen?” 

Her mother kept looking at the road. 
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“That sounds like a question you already answered.” 

Taylor leaned her head against the window. 

“I think Brittney hates me.” 

“That sounds like a different question.” 

Taylor looked over. 

“Why does everyone keep doing that?” 

“Doing what?” 

“Turning one problem into two.” 

Her mother smiled slightly. 

“Maybe it was already two.” 

At practice on Monday, Brittney warmed up with Maya. 

Taylor worked with Samantha on the next court. 

Nobody announced the change. 

Jordan simply wrote the pairings on the board and walked away. 

Taylor pretended not to care. 

She cared. 

Halfway through practice, a ball landed near the sideline between the two courts. 

Samantha called it out. 

Taylor had seen it catch the line. 

“In.” 

Samantha looked at her. 

“What?” 

“It caught the line.” 

Samantha walked toward the mark. 

“I don’t think it did.” 

Taylor pointed. 
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“Right there.” 

Samantha looked at the sand, then at Taylor. 

“Replay?” 

“No. It was in.” 

Samantha shrugged. 

“Fine.” 

They gave away the point. 

Across the neighboring court, Brittney had stopped to watch. 

Taylor noticed. 

For the rest of practice, Taylor called everything she saw. 

Touches. 

Lines. 

Net contacts. 

Even during drills when nobody cared about the score. 

By the end, Samantha looked exhausted. 

“You know you don’t have to officiate our entire lives.” 

“I’m just being honest.” 

“I didn’t say you weren’t.” 

Samantha shagged the balls then placed them in the bag. 

Taylor watched her walk away. 

Jordan appeared beside her. 

“What are you proving?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Good. It’s going well.” 

Taylor rolled her eyes. 

“I called a touch. Now everyone thinks I’m dramatic.” 
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“No.” 

Jordan picked up the last ball. 

“Everyone thinks you’re dramatic because you’re calling touches during a warm-up drill nobody is 
scoring.” 

Taylor looked toward Brittney. 

“She thinks I wanted attention.” 

“Did you?” 

“No.” 

“Then stop performing for the argument.” 

Jordan tossed the ball into the bag. 

“You don’t have to turn one honest decision into your whole personality.” 

That afternoon, Brittney left without speaking to Taylor. 

The next day was the same. 

By Thursday, Taylor had become angry too. 

She had apologized for the loss. 

She had explained the touch. 

She had given Brittney space. 

What else was she supposed to do? 

After practice, she found Brittney sitting on the retaining wall with Maya. 

Taylor stopped several feet away. 

“Can I talk to you?” 

Brittney looked at Maya. 

Maya stood. 

“I’ve suddenly remembered I have somewhere else I need to be.” 

Taylor sat beside Brittney. 

Not close. 
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But still close enough. 

“I would make the exact same call again.” 

Brittney stared toward the water. 

“Great start.” 

“I’m not going to lie and say I didn’t.” 

“I didn’t ask you to.” 

Taylor took a breath. 

“I think I kept defending my call because I thought that feeling sorry meant I was admitting the 
call was wrong.” 

Brittney looked at her. 

“And?” 

“And it wasn’t wrong.” 

Brittney groaned. 

“Taylor.” 

“But I am sorry.” 

“For what?” 

“For thinking that you wanted me to cheat.” 

Brittney’s expression changed. 

Taylor continued. 

“You lost the match too.” 

“You made sacrifices for that tournament too.” 

“You wanted the final too.” 

“And every time you tried to tell me that, I explained the touch again.” 

Brittney looked down at her hands. 

“I didn’t want you to lie.” 

“I know that now.” 
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“I wanted you to care that telling the truth cost me something.” 

Taylor nodded. 

“It cost me too.” 

“I know.” 

For the first time since the match, neither was arguing. 

Brittney leaned back against the wall. 

“I was so mad at you.” 

“I noticed.” 

“I spent the whole drive home imagining the final.” 

“Did we win?” 

“Obviously.” 

“How badly?” 

“Twenty-one eight. Twenty-one six.” 

Taylor laughed. 

“Seems realistic.” 

“I got recruited by four schools.” 

“Only four?” 

“One coach even offered me a job as an assistant during the handshake.” 

Taylor laughed harder. 

Brittney finally smiled. 

Then she became serious again. 

“I’m still mad.” 

“Okay.” 

“I might be mad for another week.” 

“Okay.” 

“I don’t want you trying to fix that.” 
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Taylor nodded. 

Brittney looked suspicious. 

“Can you?” 

“Probably not.” 

They both laughed. 

It wasn’t forgiveness. 

Not yet. 

But it was the first conversation that wasn’t trying to produce a winner. 

The following Saturday, they entered a smaller tournament together. 

Neither mentioned the previous weekend. 

Their first couldn’t have been worse. 

Taylor passed too tight. 

Brittney missed two serves. 

They argued over a defensive call at 8–8. 

All very familiar problems. 

Late in the second game, Brittney tried to block a hard-driven ball. 

The ball grazed past her left arm and landed just outside the side line. 

The referees called it out. 

Point Brittney and Taylor. 

Brittney stood beneath the net. 

Taylor saw her expression immediately. 

“Touch?” 

Brittney nodded. 

The referee hadn’t seen it. 

Neither opponent had asked. 

Brittney looked toward Taylor. 
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For one second, Taylor understood everything Brittney had felt the week before. 

The point. 

The score. 

The work. 

The fact that one person’s honesty had become two people’s consequence. 

Taylor nodded toward the referee. 

“Tell them.” 

Brittney did. 

They lost the game three rallies later. 

Afterward, Taylor sat beside the bags. 

Brittney walked over. 

“Don’t say anything.” 

Taylor shrugged. 

“I wasn’t going to.” 

“You were.” 

“I was going to ask how your integrity feels.” 

Brittney dropped beside her. 

“Expensive.” 

Taylor laughed. 

“Very expensive.” 

They sat quietly. 

Finally Brittney said, “I still hated it.” 

“Calling it?” 

“Yes.” 

“Me too.” 

Brittney looked over. 
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“That’s helpful.” 

“What is?” 

“Knowing you hated it.” 

Taylor nodded. 

They entered another tournament the next month. 

Then another. 

They didn’t call themselves the honest pair. 

They didn’t make speeches before matches. 

They didn’t turn every close call into a ceremony. 

Sometimes they disagreed about the ball marks. 

Sometimes they replayed points. 

Sometimes Taylor was certain and Brittney wasn’t. 

Sometimes neither had any idea. 

They learned to ask questions. 

“What did you see?” 

“What did you feel?” 

“Are you sure?” 

And when one of them knew, the other trusted the answer. 

Not because it always helped them. 

But because trust built around convenient truths wasn’t much trust at all. 

Months later, Taylor and Brittney reached another semifinal. 

Different beach. 

Different coaches watching. 

But the exact same score. 

Thirteen–thirteen in the third set. 

The opponent swung hard down the line. 
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Taylor was sitting in the angle and dove into the line. 

The ball was just outside. 

The referee signaled out. 

Brittney looked at Taylor. 

“Touch?” 

Taylor checked her fingers. 

Nothing. 

She shook her head. 

“Out.” 

Brittney nodded. 

Fourteen–thirteen. 

No celebration yet. 

Next rally. 

Brittney served deep. 

The pass drifted toward the net. 

Taylor went up to block and swatted it straight down. 

Fifteen–thirteen. 

This time they reached the final. 

They celebrated. 

Loudly. 

Not because their honesty had finally rewarded them or because the universe had balanced the 
scoreboard. 

It was simply because they had won a volleyball tournament. 

Years later, Taylor became a coach. 

During a junior tournament, one of her athletes came off the court furious. 

“We lost because my partner called a touch nobody saw.” 
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Taylor looked toward the partner, who was sitting alone beside the court. 

“Did she touch it?” 

“She said she did.” 

“Do you believe her?” 

The athlete hesitated. 

“Yes.” 

“Are you still mad?” 

“Yes.” 

Taylor nodded. 

“Both can be true.” 

The athlete waited for more. 

Taylor gave her nothing. 

Instead she handed her a water bottle and sat beside her. 

After a minute, she stood. 

“Where are you going?” 

“To talk to my partner.” 

Taylor smiled. 

The athlete took two steps, then turned back. 

“What am I supposed to say?” 

Taylor thought about the match from years earlier. 

The touch nobody saw. 

The final they never played. 

The argument in the sand. 

The second touch. 

The anger that had taken longer to release than either of them expected. 

“Tell her the truth.” 



 

96 
 

“Which truth?” 

Taylor looked toward the court. 

“Start with the one that costs you something.” 

The athlete walked away. 

Taylor watched the two sit together. 

The conversation didn’t look easy. 

It wasn’t supposed to be. 

The call only took one second. 

But learning how to carry on and move forward together would take much longer. 
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Part Two 

 
“You have to remember that the hard days are what makes you stronger. The bad days make you 
realize what a good day is. If you never had any bad days, you would never have that sense of 
accomplishment” Aly Raisman. 

 

 

 

Taylor stopped keeping score when she was losing 17–8. 

“What’s the score?” 

“You know.” 

“I want to hear you say it.” 

“Seventeen to eight.” 

Brittney smiled. 

“Thank you.” 

Taylor served directly into the net. 

“Eighteen to eight.” 

“I know.” 

“I thought we were saying the score.” 

Taylor stared at her. 

“You’re enjoying this way too much.” 

“A little.” 



 

98 
 

They had been playing against each other every Friday morning for almost three years. 

First game started at six. 

No coaches. 

No parents. 

No drills. 

Just playing. 

They had started when they were fourteen because both wanted extra touches before school. 

At first they kept track of wins. 

Then the notebook disappeared. 

Nobody remembered who had won more. 

That wasn’t why they came anymore. 

Some mornings they played three games. 

Sometimes seven. 

Once they played until Taylor’s mother called at 8:20 asking whether either of them planned to 
attend school. 

They competed hard. 

They also made each other better. 

Taylor learned how to defend Brittney’s cut shot. 

Brittney learned that Taylor could serve the same seam until frustration became a physical 
sensation. 

They knew each other’s tendencies almost better than their partners did. 

They also knew things about each other that volleyball had nothing to do with. 

Taylor knew Brittney hated bananas but ate them at tournaments because they were easy to 
pack. 

Brittney knew Taylor called her grandmother every Sunday. 

Taylor knew when Brittney was pretending not to be nervous. 

Brittney knew when Taylor needed to be left alone. 
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They were competitors. 

They were friends. 

For years, those things had fit together easily. 

Then the college coaches arrived. 

Neither knew she was coming. 

She stood near the boardwalk wearing sunglasses and carrying a coffee. 

Brittney noticed first. 

“Don’t look.” 

Taylor immediately looked. 

“Seriously?” 

“What?” 

“I said don’t look.” 

“I thought you meant there was something weird behind me.” 

“There is.” 

Taylor recognized the coach. 

So did Brittney. 

Both had emailed the program. 

Both had received responses. 

Both wanted the same roster spot. 

Neither had ever said that part out loud. 

The score was 8–8. 

After the coach arrived, the volleyball changed. 

Taylor served harder. 

Brittney stopped trying shots she’d normally attempt. 

Taylor argued about a line call she would usually have laughed off. 

Brittney chased a ball into the next court and nearly collided with another player. 
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At 14–13, Taylor hit a ball long. 

“Touch.” 

Brittney looked at her. 

“What?” 

“You touched it.” 

“No, I didn’t.” 

Taylor stared. 

“Brittney.” 

“I didn’t touch it.” 

“You absolutely touched it.” 

Brittney walked back to serve. 

“Fourteen all.” 

“No.” 

Brittney turned. 

“What?” 

“It’s fifteen-thirteen.” 

“You hit it out.” 

“You touched it.” 

“I didn’t.” 

Taylor looked toward the boardwalk. 

The coach was watching. 

Brittney saw her look. 

“Oh, come on.” 

“What?” 

“That’s what this is about?” 

“You touched the ball.” 
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“You don’t care about the ball.” 

Taylor stepped toward the net. 

“And you do?” 

Brittney laughed. 

“You’re unbelievable.” 

They stood on opposite sides of the net. 

For the first time in three years, neither wanted to be there. 

Taylor picked up her backpack. 

“Where are you going?” 

“School.” 

“We’re not done.” 

“I am.” 

She walked away. 

The college coach left ten minutes later. 

That afternoon Brittney texted. 

You were right. 

Taylor stared at the message. 

About the touch? 

Three dots appeared. 

Yes. 

Taylor waited for something else. 

Nothing came. 

She put the phone down. 

Five minutes later another message appeared. 

I don’t know why I lied. 

Taylor knew why. 
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That’s what bothered her. 

Friday came again. 

Taylor didn’t go. 

At 6:07 Brittney texted. 

You coming? 

No. 

Okay. 

The following Friday, neither went. 

Three years of Friday mornings ended without anyone deciding they were over. 

At regular practices, they avoided each other. 

Nobody else understood. 

Jordan eventually asked Taylor. 

“You two fighting?” 

“No.” 

“That’s convincing.” 

Taylor kept gathering volleyballs. 

Jordan waited. 

She finally told him. 

The coach. 

The touch. 

The argument. 

All of it. 

Jordan listened. 

When she finished, he asked, “Which part are you mad about?” 

“She cheated.” 

“She admitted it.” 
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“That doesn’t make it okay.” 

“I didn’t say it did.” 

Taylor threw another ball into the mesh bag. 

“Then what are you asking?” 

“Whether you’re angry about the point and what the point meant.” 

Taylor stopped. 

She knew the answer. 

The point didn’t matter. 

They had probably played five thousand points against each other. 

Taylor couldn’t remember four thousand nine hundred of them. 

That one she remembered perfectly. 

“It meant she’d do that if something important was on the line.” 

Jordan nodded. 

“Maybe.” 

“Maybe?” 

Taylor looked at him. 

“That’s convenient.” 

“It is.” 

Jordan picked up the bag. 

“It’s also true.” 

Across the beach, Brittney was having a different conversation with Maya. 

“I screwed it up.” 

“Then fix it.” 

“I apologized.” 

“That’s not the same thing.” 

“What else am I supposed to do?” 
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Maya shrugged. 

“Maybe nothing.” 

Brittney frowned. 

“Helpful.” 

“You don’t get to control when somebody trusts you again.” 

Brittney hated that answer. 

Mostly because she knew it was true. 

The next Friday, Brittney went to the beach alone. 

Six o’clock. 

Same court. 

She put down two backpacks. 

One was hers. 

The other was empty. 

She started serving. 

At 6:20, Taylor hadn’t arrived. 

At 6:45, Brittney stopped checking the walkway. 

At seven, she left. 

She came back the following Friday. 

Two backpacks. 

Again. 

Taylor didn’t come. 

The third Friday, Brittney almost stayed home. 

Instead she went. 

At 6:12, Taylor appeared. 

Brittney was peppering against the net by herself. 

Neither said hello. 
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Taylor put her bag down. 

Brittney picked up the ball. 

“Want to play?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Okay.” 

Taylor looked at the court. 

“Did you really come out here every Friday?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Why?” 

Brittney shrugged. 

“Because Friday.” 

Taylor almost smiled. 

Almost. 

They stood there awkwardly. 

Finally Taylor asked, “Why did you lie?” 

Brittney looked at the sand. 

“Because Lance was watching.” 

“I know.” 

“I wanted the point.” 

“I know.” 

Brittney took a breath. 

“And for about three seconds, I wanted the opportunity more than I cared about you knowing I 
cheated.” 

Taylor hadn’t expected that answer. 

It felt worse than an excuse. 

Brittney continued. 
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“I’ve thought about that point every day.” 

“So have I.” 

“I wish I could tell you I’d never do something like that again.” 

Taylor looked at her. 

“You can’t?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Brittney shook her head. 

“I didn’t think I’d do it the first time.” 

Taylor was quiet. 

Brittney tossed the volleyball gently between her hands. 

“I think I can tell you I’ll remember what it cost me.” 

Taylor looked at the empty court. 

“That’s a terrible apology.” 

“It didn’t work.” 

“I noticed.” 

Taylor laughed. 

“One game, 1 vs. 1, short court.” 

Brittney smiled. 

“To twenty-one?” 

“Eleven.” 

“Are you scared?” 

“Don’t ruin it.” 

They started playing. 

At 6–5, Brittney hit a ball near the sideline. 

Taylor looked down. 

“Out.” 
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Brittney walked toward the mark. 

Taylor’s stomach tightened. 

Brittney looked at the sand. 

Then at Taylor. 

“Your call.” 

Taylor nodded. 

“Six-all.” 

They kept playing. 

At 10–10, Taylor served. 

Finally Taylor swung from six feet off the net. 

The ball clipped Brittney’s fingers and landed out. 

Taylor looked at her. 

Brittney looked at the mark. 

Then at Taylor. 

“Touch.” 

Taylor smiled. 

“Eleven-ten.” 

“You still have to win by two.” 

“I know.” 

They played another fifteen minutes. 

Neither remembered the final score afterward. 

The college coach eventually offered the roster spot to someone else. 

That hurt both of them. 

Then another tournament came. 

Another coach watched. 

Another opportunity appeared. 
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Years later, Taylor and Brittney still played whenever they ended up on the same beach. 

They argued about calls. 

Sometimes Brittney was right. 

Sometimes Taylor was. 

Sometimes neither had any idea and they replayed the point. 

They had learned something competition rarely announces before teaching it. 

Pressure doesn’t create character as neatly as people like to say. 

Sometimes pressure exposes the parts of our character that still need work. 

Ambition can make generous people selfish. 

Fear can make honest people lie. 

Competition can make friends temporarily forget what friendship requires. 

That doesn’t excuse what happens next. 

But it does leave people with a choice. 

They can defend the worst moment. 

Hide it. 

Explain it away. 

Blame the pressure. 

Or they can look directly at what they did and decide what it will cost them the next time they’re 
tempted to do it again. 

Taylor never forgot the point Brittney stole. 

Brittney never asked her to. 

Maybe that was why the friendship survived. 

Some things don’t need to be forgotten to be forgiven. 
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Part Three 

 

“Treat a person as they are, and they will remain as they are. Treat them as he could be, and 
they will become what they should be” Jimmy Johnson. 

 

 

 

 

Taylor knew they were in trouble when Brittney arrived to the tournament carrying only a 
watermelon. 

Not sliced watermelon. 

Not watermelon in a container. 

A watermelon. 

An entire one. 

She was holding it under one arm like a football while dragging her backpack through the sand with 
the other. 

Taylor stared at her. 
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“What is that?” 

“Breakfast.” 

“That’s a watermelon.” 

“I know.” 

“You brought a watermelon to a beach volleyball tournament?” 

Brittney looked down at it. 

“Apparently.” 

“Do you have a knife?” 

Brittney stopped walking. 

“No.” 

Taylor nodded. 

“Excellent.” 

It was 7:12 in the morning. 

Their first match was at eight. 

Brittney had forgotten sunscreen, sunglasses, and apparently every reasonable breakfast food 
available in Southern California. 

But she had remembered a twelve pound watermelon. 

Maya was already at the court stretching. 

She looked up. 

Brittney dropped the watermelon beside her backpack. 

“What?” 

“I’m not participating in whatever this is.” 

“It’s fruit.” 

“It’s a commitment.” 

Coach Jordan arrived a few minutes later. 

He stopped when he saw it. 
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“Whose watermelon?” 

Everyone pointed at Brittney. 

Jordan nodded. 

“Of course.” 

The tournament began normally. 

Then the wind arrived. 

Not gentle beach wind. 

The kind that makes every umbrella on the beach reconsider its career. 

Sand moved sideways. 

Hats disappeared. 

The paper bracket escaped from the tournament table and headed toward Mexico. 

A parent chased it for nearly forty yards before giving up. 

Brittney watched it disappear. 

“That bracket is free now.” 

Taylor ignored her. 

Their first match started. 

Taylor served. 

The ball moved six feet in the air. 

“Was that supposed to go there?” Brittney asked. 

“No.” 

“Good.” 

Brittney passed the next serve directly to the endline. 

Taylor chased it. 

“Nice pass.” 

“Wind.” 

“That ball went backward.” 
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“Strong wind huh?” 

They somehow won the first set. 

During the break, Brittney sat beside the watermelon. 

“I’m hungry.” 

Taylor looked at her. 

“You’ve had an hour to solve this problem.” 

“I’ve been playing volleyball.” 

Maya walked past eating a banana. 

Brittney watched her. 

“Can I have that?” 

“No.” 

“You have two.” 

“Correct.” 

“Why do you need two bananas?” 

“Why do you need an entire watermelon?” 

“Fair.” 

Their second set began. 

At 4–4, a ball from another court rolled underneath their net. 

Taylor stopped playing. 

Their opponents didn’t. 

“That ball was on the court.” 

“It wasn’t affecting the play.” 

“It almost hit me.” 

“It was ten feet away.” 

Taylor looked toward Brittney. 

Brittney shrugged. 
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“I’ve been hit by things farther away.” 

Nobody knew what that meant. 

The point was replayed. 

At 9–8, Taylor called the ball out. 

Their opponents called it in. 

Everyone walked toward the ball mark. 

Four players stared at the sand. 

There were approximately eight or nine marks. 

“That one,” Taylor said. 

“No, that one.” 

“That’s a footprint.” 

“Whose?” 

Everyone looked at Brittney. 

“What?” 

“Your feet are enormous.” 

“They’re normal.” 

“That’s definitely your footprint.” 

“Why am I on trial?” 

After two minutes of forensic investigation, nobody knew where the ball had landed. 

“Replay?” Brittney suggested. 

Everyone agreed. 

Taylor looked at her while walking back. 

“That was surprisingly mature.” 

“I’m evolving.” 

The next ball hit Brittney in the face. 

She stood completely still. 
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Taylor tried not to laugh. 

“You okay?” 

“Did we win the point?” 

By noon, they had reached the semifinals. 

The watermelon remained untouched. 

It had now become part of the team. 

Brittney moved it whenever they changed courts. 

At one point Jordan found her drawing a face on it with a marker. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Team morale.” 

The watermelon now had two eyes, a crooked smile, and eyebrows. 

Taylor walked over. 

“Why does it look angry?” 

“It’s competitive.” 

Maya joined them. 

“Does it have a name?” 

Brittney thought. 

“Wilson.” 

Taylor stared at her. 

“You named a watermelon Wilson?” 

“Do you have a better name?” 

“Literally any other name.” 

“Wilson stays.” 

The semifinal was against a pair Taylor and Brittney had lost to twice that summer. 

Good players. 

Disciplined. 
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Focused. 

The kind of team that warmed up like they were preparing for the Olympics. 

Brittney watched them pepper. 

“They look terrifying.” 

Taylor nodded. 

“Don’t worry.” 

“Why?” 

“We have Wilson.” 

The first set was ugly. 

Their opponents served Brittney repeatedly. 

Brittney struggled. 

At 6–11, she shanked another pass. 

Taylor chased it but couldn’t reach it. 

Brittney looked toward the sideline. 

Wilson stared back. 

She started laughing. 

Taylor looked at her. 

“What?” 

“I just got disappointed in front of a watermelon.” 

Taylor tried not to laugh but failed. 

The opponents looked confused. 

Something changed. 

Not tactically. 

They simply stopped being afraid. 

Taylor missed a serve and laughed. 

Brittney got roofed and complimented the block. 
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Their opponents made a ridiculous dig, and Brittney yelled, “That’s disgusting!” 

The player laughed. 

The match loosened. 

So did they. 

They lost the first set. 

Won the second. 

It was 13–13 in the third set. 

Taylor served. 

Long rally. 

Brittney made a perfect hand dig from a hard-driven ball attacked directly at her face. 

Then Taylor set and Brittney swung. 

Blocked. 

The ball came back over. 

Taylor covered. 

Brittney set. 

Taylor attacked the recycled ball deep. 

Dig. 

Another rally. 

Then another swing. 

Finally, the opponent hit a shot toward the sideline. 

Brittney dove. 

Missed. 

13–14. 

Match point. 

Brittney stayed face down in the sand. 

Taylor walked over. 
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“You alive?” 

“No.” 

“Get up.” 

“Tell Wilson I tried.” 

Taylor started laughing. 

“Get up.” 

Brittney stood. 

The next rally was a first ball side out. 

14–14. 

Brittney looked at Taylor. 

“All that drama for that?” 

“Apparently.” 

They won 17–15. 

Brittney immediately picked up the watermelon and carried it toward the final. 

“Wilson believes.” 

Taylor followed. 

“Wilson is produce.” 

“Don’t talk about him like that.” 

The final started twenty minutes later. 

They lost. 

Badly. 

21–12. 

21–14. 

No comeback. 

No miracle. 

No inspirational movie ending. 
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At match point, Brittney served six feet long. 

She watched the ball land. 

Taylor laughed. 

They shook hands. 

Second place. 

Brittney sat beside Wilson. 

“Sorry, buddy.” 

Maya walked over. 

“Are we finally eating that thing?” 

Everyone looked at Brittney. 

Brittney looked at the watermelon. 

“No.” 

Taylor’s mouth dropped open. 

“What do you mean, no?” 

“We can’t eat Wilson.” 

“You carried a watermelon around for eight hours because you were hungry.” 

“That was before he had a face.” 

Jordan walked over. 

“Absolutely not.” 

He picked up the watermelon. 

Brittney gasped. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Finding a knife.” 

“Coach!” 

“You need help.” 
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Ten minutes later, someone produced a plastic picnic knife that was nowhere near strong enough 
for the job. 

Jordan attempted the first cut. 

The knife bent. 

Maya laughed so hard she had to sit down. 

Taylor tried next. 

Nothing. 

Brittney stood with her arms crossed. 

“Wilson is fighting back.” 

Eventually, a parent returned from a nearby store with an actual knife. 

The watermelon was cut. 

Brittney insisted nobody eat the piece containing the face. 

Nobody argued. 

They sat in the sand eating warm watermelon. 

It wasn’t particularly good. 

It didn’t matter. 

The team they had lost to in the final wandered over. 

“Can we have some?” 

Brittney looked at Taylor. 

Taylor looked at Maya. 

Maya looked at Jordan. 

“Apparently we’re hosting.” 

Soon both teams were sitting together. 

Someone brought chips. 

Another family had oranges. 

A parent appeared with cookies. 
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The tournament director walked over and somehow ended up with watermelon. 

Twenty minutes earlier, they had been opponents. 

Now everyone was arguing about whether Wilson had technically been murdered. 

Brittney insisted it was more of a ceremonial sacrifice. 

Jordan asked everyone to stop talking. 

Nobody did. 

Years later, Taylor remembered almost nothing about that tournament. 

She couldn’t remember the score of the semifinal. 

She couldn’t remember who they played in pool. 

She couldn’t remember which college coaches were there. 

She remembered the wind. 

She remembered Brittney getting hit in the face. 

She remembered the opposing team looking confused when they started laughing in the semifinal. 

And she remembered Wilson. 

Especially Wilson. 

Because somewhere between wanting desperately to win and eating warm watermelon with the 
people who had just beaten them, Taylor learned something she’d forgotten. 

Volleyball was supposed to be fun. 

Not easy. 

Not meaningless. 

Fun. 

You could work incredibly hard and still laugh. 

You could want to win badly and still appreciate the people trying to beat you. 

You could be disappointed without making everyone around you miserable. 

You could lose a final and still have one of the best days of your summer. 

But somewhere in Taylor’s heart, Wilson was still undefeated. 
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Collaboration Part Two 

 
‘The greatest danger for most of us is not that our aim is too high and we miss it, but that it is 

too low and we reach it’ Michelangelo. 

‘Having an opportunity in life is important but what defines you is what you do with that 
opportunity” Richard Whitehead.’ 

‘I will do what others won’t, so I can accomplish what others can’t Jerry Rice‘. 

 

 

 

Brittney knew Maya was going to ask before Maya opened her mouth. 

They were sitting on the curb outside a taco shop after practice, still wearing sandy sweatshirts 
over their volleyball clothes. 

Maya had been unusually quiet. 

Finally, she said it. 

“Will you play the qualifier with me?” 

Brittney stopped chewing. 

“When?” 

“Next month.” 

Brittney put the taco down. 

“You already have a partner.” 

“I know.” 
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“Emma.” 

“I know.” 

Brittney wiped her hands on a napkin. 

“Then why are you asking me?” 

Maya looked toward the parking lot. 

“Because I think we can win.” 

There it was. 

Brittney leaned back. 

“You don’t think you can win with Emma?” 

“I didn’t say that.” 

“You didn’t have to.” 

Maya and Emma had played together almost the entire summer. 

They were good. 

Not spectacular. 

But good! 

Emma was steady. 

She passed well. 

Rarely missed serves. 

Communicated constantly. 

If she said she’d be at practice at six, she arrived at 5:45. 

Maya trusted her. 

But trust and potential weren’t always the same thing. 

Brittney was different. 

On good days, Brittney could take over a tournament. 

She saw the court differently. 

She attacked balls most players would bump over the net. 
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She served aggressively when everyone else became cautious. 

College coaches noticed her. 

People stopped walking past courts when Brittney was playing. 

Maya had spent years wanting an opportunity like the qualifier. 

And if she was honest, she believed Brittney gave her a better chance. 

“Does Emma know you’re asking me?” 

Brittney asked. 

“No.” 

“Are you going to tell her?” 

“If you say yes.” 

Brittney stared at Maya. 

“That’s backwards.” 

“What is?” 

“You want to know whether I’m available before you decide whether you’re loyal.” 

Maya’s face tightened. 

“This isn’t about loyalty.” 

“What is it about?” 

“My future.” 

Brittney didn’t answer. 

Maya continued. 

“There are going to be college coaches there.” 

“There are college coaches everywhere.” 

“Not these coaches.” 

Brittney knew exactly which programs Maya meant. 

They had talked about them for years. 

“I need to put myself in the best situation.” 
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Brittney nodded slowly. 

“Then talk to Emma.” 

“Will you play?” 

“Talk to Emma.” 

“Brittney.” 

“No.” 

Maya looked surprised. 

“No, you won’t play?” 

“No, I’m not going to help you decide what kind of teammate you want to be.” 

The drive home was quiet. 

Maya didn’t call Emma. 

Not that night. 

The next morning she almost did. 

Then practice started. 

Emma arrived carrying two coffees. 

“I guessed.” 

She handed one to Maya. 

Maya looked at it. 

Vanilla. 

Two sugars. 

Exactly right. 

“Thanks.” 

“You look exhausted.” 

“I didn’t sleep.” 

Emma started stretching. 

Maya hated the coffee. 
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Not because it tasted bad. 

Because it made the conversation harder. 

They practiced for two hours. 

Emma played well. 

During the final game at practice, Maya overpassed at 19–19. 

Emma chased the ball toward the net and somehow kept it alive. 

Maya recovered. 

Emma dug two balls in a row. 

Then Maya finished the point and they celebrated. 

For a moment Maya forgot about the qualifier entirely. 

Then Coach Jordan walked past. 

“Nice volleyball.” 

The compliment should have felt good. 

Instead Maya wondered what the rally would have looked like with Brittney. 

That evening, she called Emma. 

“Can we talk?” 

Emma was quiet for a second. 

“That’s never good.” 

They met at the beach. 

No volleyball. 

Just two people sitting on the retaining wall watching the last few players finish games before 
sunset. 

Maya told her everything. 

Emma listened without interrupting. 

When Maya finished, she asked one question. 

“When were you going to tell me?” 
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“I don’t know.” 

“Before registration?” 

“Yes.” 

“Before or after Brittney said yes?” 

Maya looked down. 

Emma nodded. 

“Okay.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“I’m not mad that you want to play with Brittney.” 

Maya looked up. 

Emma’s eyes were wet. 

“I’m mad that you wanted to keep me until you knew you had something better.” 

Emma stood up. 

“I don’t want to play the qualifier with you.” 

Maya hadn’t expected that. 

“What?” 

“You don’t have to drop me.” 

Emma wiped her face. 

“I’m dropping you.” 

She walked away. 

Maya stayed on the wall. 

For the first time since the conversation with Brittney, the qualifier seemed very far away. 

The next day, word spread. 

It always did. 

Some athletes sided with Maya. 

“It’s recruiting.” 
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“You have to look out for yourself.” 

“College coaches don’t care about hurt feelings.” 

Others sided with Emma. 

“Your word should mean something.” 

“You don’t use people as backup plans.” 

“That’s messed up.” 

Maya heard all of it. 

The worst part was that she agreed with pieces from both sides. 

Finally Maya asked Coach Jordan. 

“What do you think?” 

Jordan continued putting volleyballs into a mesh bag. 

“About what?” 

“You know what.” 

“I do.” 

“So?” 

“So what?” 

“Was I wrong?” 

Jordan stopped. 

“Why do you want me to answer that?” 

“Because you’re my coach.” 

“That’s why I’m not answering it.” 

Maya rolled her eyes. 

“Helpful.” 

Jordan smiled. 

“You had two things you valued.” 

“Your opportunity and your commitment.” 
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He picked up another volleyball. 

“They came into conflict.” 

“That’s life.” 

“So what am I supposed to learn?” 

“That’s the part you don’t get to outsource.” 

Maya hated that answer too. 

A week passed. 

Emma found another partner. 

Taylor. 

They entered the qualifier together. 

Maya saw their names on the entry list. 

Her stomach dropped. 

Brittney still hadn’t committed to playing with anyone. 

Maya approached her after practice. 

“Emma’s playing with Taylor.” 

“I heard.” 

“Will you play with me now?” 

Brittney looked at her. 

“Did you apologize?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did she forgive you?” 

“No.” 

“Good.” 

Maya frowned. 

“Good?” 

“Means the apology probably wasn’t just a transaction.” 
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Brittney picked up her backpack. 

“Yeah. I’ll play.” 

Maya should have been thrilled. 

Instead she felt strangely empty. 

The qualifier arrived four weeks later. 

The beach was packed before eight that morning. 

College coaches stood outside courts with sunglasses, notebooks, and expressions nobody could 
read. 

Maya noticed every one of them. 

Brittney noticed none. 

“Stop looking.” 

“I’m not.” 

“You’ve counted the same coach three times.” 

Maya laughed. 

“I’m nervous.” 

“Good.” 

“Why does everyone keep saying that?” 

“Because saying ‘don’t be nervous’ has never worked in human history.” 

Their first match went great. 

Then badly. 

Then great again. 

They reached the quarterfinal. 

On the court beside them, Emma and Taylor were still alive. 

Maya tried not to watch. 

She watched. 

Emma looked good. 
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Calm. 

Comfortable. 

Taylor was talking constantly. 

They looked like they’d played together much longer than four weeks. 

Maya felt something she hadn’t expected. 

Relief. 

Emma was okay. 

Maybe better than okay. 

Suddenly they were in the final. 

The opportunity Maya had imagined for months was happening. 

College coaches surrounded the court. 

She could feel every pair of eyes. 

During warm-ups Brittney walked over. 

“You know what’s funny?” 

“What?” 

“You finally got exactly what you wanted.” 

Maya nodded. 

“And?” 

“You look miserable.” 

Maya laughed. 

“I think I’m going to throw up.” 

“Try not to do it on our side.” 

The match began. 

Maya played terribly. 

She missed her first serve. 

Then another. 



 

131 
 

And another. 

She passed an easy ball too tight. 

They fell behind 4–9. 

During the timeout, Maya stared toward the spectators. 

Brittney stepped directly in front of her. 

“Look at me.” 

Maya did. 

“Who are you playing?” 

Maya pointed across the net. 

“Them.” 

“No.” 

“What?” 

“You’re playing all of them.” 

Brittney motioned toward the college coaches. 

Maya didn’t answer. 

“You wanted them to watch you.” 

“They’re watching.” 

“So play volleyball.” 

Simple. 

Annoyingly simple. 

Maya laughed. 

“That’s your coaching?” 

“I’m free.” 

They returned to the court. 

Maya stopped looking outside the boundary lines. 

The comeback wasn’t dramatic. 
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One point. 

Then another. 

A good serve. 

Then a better dig. 

At 16–16, Maya finally forgot who was watching. 

They lost 21–19. 

For several seconds Maya stood disappointed. 

Then Brittney hugged her. 

“That was fun.” 

“We lost.” 

“Both can be true.” 

Maya laughed. 

While they gathered their things, she heard cheering from another court. 

Emma and Taylor had won their side of the bracket for qualification. 

Maya hesitated. 

Then walked over. 

Emma saw her coming. 

For a second neither knew what to do. 

Maya solved it. 

“Congratulations.” 

“Thanks.” 

“You played really well.” 

“So did you.” 

“We lost.” 

“I know.” 

Maya laughed. 
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“Of course you know.” 

Emma smiled. 

The tension softened. 

It didn’t disappear.  

But it softened. 

“I’m still mad at you,” Emma said. 

“I know.” 

“I don’t know if I’d partner with you again.” 

“I know.” 

Emma looked toward Brittney. 

“Was it worth it?” 

Maya could have answered quickly. 

A month earlier, she would have. 

Instead she thought. 

“I don’t know yet.” 

Emma nodded. 

“That’s probably the right answer.” 

They hugged briefly. 

Years later, Maya would remember that qualifier differently than she expected. 

She wouldn’t remember which college coaches stood around the final. 

She wouldn’t remember whether any of them emailed afterward. 

She wouldn’t remember most of the scores. 

She remembered Emma asking when she planned to tell her. 

She remembered sitting alone after Emma walked away. 

She remembered Brittney refusing to make the decision easier. 
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And she remembered discovering that growing up rarely means choosing between something 
obviously right and something obviously wrong. 

Those decisions are easy. 

The hard ones arrive when two things matter. 

Ambition matters. 

So does loyalty. 

Opportunity matters. 

So does your word. 

Self-determination means having the courage to pursue the life you want. 

It doesn’t mean pretending your choices don’t affect anyone else. 

Sometimes pursuing an opportunity will disappoint somebody you care about. 

Sometimes keeping a promise will cost you something you wanted. 

There isn’t always a perfect answer. 

Years later, when one of Maya’s younger teammates asked her for advice about changing 
partners before an important tournament, Maya didn’t tell her what to do. 

She told her about Emma. 

All of it. 

The opportunity. 

The secrecy. 

The argument. 

The qualifier. 

The apology that didn’t immediately fix anything. 

When Maya finished, the younger player asked: 

“So what should I do?” 

Maya smiled. 

“I don’t know.” 

The athlete looked disappointed. 
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Maya handed her the phone. 

“But I know who you should call before you decide.” 
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Self-Determination 

 
“The most courageous act is still to think for yourself” Coco Chanel. 

“You must be the change you wish to see in the world”  Mahatma Gandhi. 

“Believe you can and you’re half way there” Theodore Roosevelt. 

 

 

 

 

 

Taylor knew Maya was lying because she had heard the same lie from herself. 

“I’m not tired.” 

They were sitting in the parking lot before sunrise. 
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Maya had one shoe on. 

The other was somewhere beneath the passenger seat. 

Her hair was still wet from a shower, and an unfinished piece of toast rested on a napkin beside 
the gearshift. 

Taylor looked at the clock. 

5:42 a.m. 

Practice started at six. 

“What time did you go to sleep?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Maya.” 

“Like midnight.” 

Taylor waited. 

“One.” 

She kept waiting. 

“One-thirty.” 

“What were you doing?” 

“Homework.” 

“Until one-thirty?” 

Maya found the missing shoe. 

“And watching film.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I need to get better.” 

Taylor leaned against the car. 

“You’re falling asleep sitting up.” 

“I’m fine.” 

There it was. 
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The lie. 

Maya was sixteen and halfway through the most important summer of her volleyball life. 

At least that’s what everyone kept calling it. 

College coaches could begin contacting athletes in her recruiting class. 

Every tournament seemed important. 

Every practice seemed important. 

Every video mattered. 

Every email mattered. 

Every ranking update mattered. 

There was always another athlete committing somewhere. 

Another highlight posted online. 

Another player announcing an offer. 

Maya had started waking up every morning feeling behind. 

So she did what ambitious people often do when they feel behind. 

More. 

More practices. 

More lifting. 

More film. 

More tournaments. 

More emails. 

More private lessons. 

If someone trained five days, Maya wanted six. 

If someone arrived thirty minutes early, Maya arrived forty-five. 

Her answer to every problem had become the same. 

More. 

Taylor recognized it because she’d done the same thing the year prior. 
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“Take today off.” 

Maya laughed. 

“No.” 

“I’m serious.” 

“So am I.” 

“You can barely keep your eyes open.” 

“I drove all the way here.” 

“Then drive home.” 

Maya slammed the car door. 

“Why are you trying to make me soft?” 

Taylor didn’t answer. 

Maya started walking toward the beach. 

Taylor followed. 

“I asked you a question.” 

“I heard you.” 

“Then answer it.” 

Taylor stopped. 

“Because I don’t think destroying yourself is the same thing as being determined.” 

Maya turned. 

“I’m not destroying myself.” 

“Okay.” 

That made her angrier. 

“Stop doing that.” 

“Doing what?” 

“Acting like you know everything.” 

Taylor almost laughed. 
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“I definitely don’t know everything.” 

“You act like it.” 

“And you act like exhaustion is an accomplishment.” 

That ended the conversation. 

Maya walked toward practice alone. 

She trained terribly. 

Her first ten serves included four misses. 

She got caught under sets she normally reached easily. 

Her reactions were slow on defense. 

During a transition drill, she dove for a ball and stayed face down in the sand longer than usual. 

Coach Jordan walked over. 

“You good?” 

Maya pushed herself up. 

“Fine.” 

Jordan looked at Taylor. 

Taylor said nothing. 

“Water,” Jordan said. 

“I don’t need water.” 

“I didn’t ask.” 

Maya walked off the court. 

Twenty minutes later, she was back. 

The rest of practice wasn’t much better. 

Afterward Jordan gathered everyone. 

“Tomorrow is optional.” 

Maya immediately asked, “What time?” 

Several athletes laughed. 
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Jordan didn’t. 

“You’re not coming.” 

The laughter stopped. 

“What?” 

“You’re taking tomorrow off.” 

“You can’t make an optional practice mandatory to miss.” 

Taylor covered her mouth to hide a smile. 

Jordan almost smiled too. 

Almost. 

“Apparently I can.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you’re exhausted.” 

“I’m not.” 

Jordan looked at her. 

“Maya, you fell asleep during film yesterday.” 

“I was resting my eyes.” 

Taylor couldn’t help herself. 

“That’s impressive.” 

Maya shot her a look. 

Jordan continued. 

“Tomorrow, sleep.” 

“I don’t need a day off.” 

“Then consider it practice.” 

“Practice doing what?” 

“Nothing.” 

Maya stared at him. 
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“That’s stupid.” 

Jordan nodded. 

“You might be terrible at it.” 

The next morning Maya woke at 5:17 without an alarm. 

For several seconds she didn’t know why. 

Then she remembered. 

No practice. 

She reached for her phone. 

Three recruiting emails needed responses. 

A teammate had posted training clips. 

Another player had announced a commitment. 

Maya opened the post. 

Congratulations filled the comments. 

Her stomach tightened. 

She got out of bed. 

By 6:10 she was dressed to run. 

Her mother found her tying her shoes. 

“Where are you going?” 

“For a run.” 

“I thought Coach Jordan told you to rest.” 

“He told me not to practice.” 

Her mother looked at the running shoes. 

Maya sighed. 

“Running isn’t volleyball.” 

Her mother poured coffee. 

“I’m staying out of this.” 
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“Thank you.” 

“But if you’re looking for a loophole at six in the morning, you probably already know the answer.” 

Maya untied her shoes. 

At 8:30 she was still home. 

It felt wrong. 

At ten she cleaned her room. 

At eleven she reorganized her volleyball bag. 

At noon she watched film. 

Then remembered that probably defeated the purpose and shut the laptop. 

By two, Maya was losing her mind. 

She texted Taylor. 

This is horrible. 

Taylor responded: 

What is? 

Nothing. 

Three dots appeared. 

Then: 

You’re losing to nothing? 

Maya laughed. 

Shut up. 

Taylor sent another message. 

Come to the beach. 

Maya stared at it. 

I’m not allowed to practice. 

We’re not practicing. 

When Maya arrived, Taylor was sitting near the water with two sandwiches. 
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No volleyball. 

No net. 

No workout clothes. 

Maya looked suspicious. 

“What are we doing?” 

“Eating.” 

“That’s it?” 

“For now.” 

Maya sat. 

For ten minutes they talked about nothing important. 

A terrible movie. 

Someone Taylor had gone on a date with. 

A dog that kept running into the water and then acting surprised every time a wave hit it. 

Eventually Maya asked, “Don’t you ever feel behind?” 

Taylor stopped eating. 

“All the time.” 

“Then how do you deal with it?” 

“Badly, usually.” 

Maya laughed. 

“I’m serious.” 

“So am I.” 

“When I was sixteen, I thought every day had to move me closer to something.” 

“That’s how it works.” 

“No.” 

Taylor shook her head. 

“That’s how I thought it worked.” 
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“What changed?” 

“I got hurt.” 

Maya looked over. 

“Bad?” 

“Bad enough.” 

“What happened?” 

“Nothing dramatic. My body just stopped cooperating.” 

Taylor wiped the sand from her feet. 

“I had been training through pain for months. I thought taking a day off meant somebody else 
was passing me.” 

“Were they?” 

“Probably.” 

Maya looked surprised. 

Taylor smiled. 

“That’s the part nobody wants to hear.” 

She continued. 

“Someone will always be doing more than you.” 

“Someone will train while you sleep.” 

“Someone will play a tournament while you’re at your cousin’s wedding.” 

“Someone will lift while you’re studying.” 

“Someone will send emails while you’re having dinner with your family.” 

Maya looked toward the ocean. 

“So how do you keep up?” 

“You don’t.” 

Maya frowned. 

“That’s terrible advice.” 
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“It’s the best advice I have.” 

Taylor looked at her. 

“You build a life you can actually keep living.” 

They sat quietly. 

A few minutes later Maya noticed two kids playing near the water with a volleyball. 

They couldn’t have been older than ten. 

There was no net. 

They had drawn a line in the wet sand. 

The rules appeared to change every thirty seconds. 

One kid caught the ball. 

The other complained. 

“You can’t catch it.” 

“You could last time.” 

“New rule.” 

“That’s unfair.” 

“Fine. You can catch it too.” 

They kept playing. 

Maya watched them longer than she expected. 

“When did we let volleyball get so serious?” 

Taylor smiled. 

“Probably around the time adults got involved.” 

Maya laughed. 

The next day Maya returned to practice. 

She expected to feel behind. 

Instead she felt good. 

Really good. 
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Her feet moved faster. 

The ball looked slower. 

Jordan walked past. 

“Interesting.” 

“What?” 

“Apparently doing nothing works.” 

Maya rolled her eyes. 

“Don’t get excited.” 

Two weeks later, Maya played one of her best tournaments of the summer. 

She and Brittney reached the final. 

They lost. 

Maya was furious for approximately seven minutes. 

Then Brittney asked if she wanted tacos. 

Maya did. 

They sat on a curb afterward still covered in sand. 

Brittney pulled out her phone. 

“You see who committed?” 

Maya looked. 

A player they both knew. 

A school Maya had emailed twice. 

For a moment, the old feeling returned. 

Behind. 

Maya almost opened her email. 

Instead she put the phone face down. 

Brittney looked at her. 

“You okay?” 
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“Yeah.” 

Maya paused. 

Then smiled. 

“Actually, I’m tired.” 

Brittney laughed. 

“That’s allowed.” 

Recruiting didn’t suddenly become easy. 

There were still unanswered emails. 

There were still tournaments where Maya played badly at exactly the wrong time. 

There were coaches who watched her worst match and missed her best one. 

There were schools she loved that didn’t love her back. 

Once, after a particularly difficult weekend, Maya cried most of the drive home. 

She still wanted it badly. 

That never changed. 

What changed was her belief that wanting something badly required sacrificing everything else. 

She began taking one evening each week completely away from volleyball. 

At first she hated it. 

Then she protected it. 

She went to birthdays. 

She slept. 

She occasionally ignored her phone. 

She played volleyball with younger kids without coaching them. 

Sometimes she went to the beach without touching a ball. 

Nothing terrible happened. 

She didn’t become lazy. 

She didn’t lose her ambition. 
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She became harder to exhaust. 

Months later, Maya received a call from a college coach. 

The conversation lasted nearly forty minutes. 

Volleyball came up, of course. 

So did school. 

Family. 

Books. 

What Maya wanted to study. 

What she liked doing when she wasn’t playing. 

The last question caught her off guard. 

“Who are you without volleyball?” 

A year earlier, Maya wouldn’t have known how to answer. 

Now she did. 

The answer took several minutes. 

Volleyball was still in it. 

Just not all of it. 

After the call, Maya found Taylor. 

“How’d it go?” 

“Good.” 

“Offer?” 

“No.” 

“You disappointed?” 

“A little.” 

Taylor waited. 

Maya smiled. 

“But I’m not going to go train.” 
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Taylor pretended to look shocked. 

“Who are you?” 

“Apparently somebody with hobbies.” 

“What hobbies?” 

Maya thought. 

“I haven’t gotten that far.” 

They laughed. 

Years later, Maya wouldn’t remember how many practices she attended that summer. 

She wouldn’t remember how many serves she hit. 

She wouldn’t remember most of the recruiting posts that once made her feel as though her future 
were disappearing one commitment at a time. 

She would remember the practice Jordan made her miss. 

She would remember sitting beside Taylor eating sandwiches while two kids invented rules near the 
water. 

And she would remember discovering something ambition had nearly hidden from her. 

Sacrifice matters. 

There are mornings when you have to get up while everyone else is sleeping. 

There are parties you’ll miss. 

There are difficult practices you have to finish. 

There are days when commitment means doing the work even when you don’t feel like doing it. 

But sacrifice without judgment can become its own kind of fear. 

Fear that stopping means failing. 

Fear that resting means weakness. 

Fear that someone else’s progress means you’re running out of time. 

Maya still worked hard. 

Maybe harder than before. 

She simply stopped measuring dedication by how much of herself she could give away. 
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Some days, becoming better required another hundred serves. 

Some days, it required putting the volleyball down. 

Learning which day was which turned out to be one of the hardest skills she ever learned. 
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Leadership 

 
Leadership is the act of guiding or directing a group toward a goal. The capacity to inspire, 
influence. It is less about being in front and more about making it safe for others to step 
forward. Think of it as creating a stage where everyone can perform their best. 

 

 

 

After every match, win or lose, Coach Tyler asked the same question. 

“What point do you wish you could play again?” 

Not the best point. 

Not match point. 

Not the spectacular diving save everyone remembered. 

Just one point. 

At first, athletes hated the question. 

“I don’t know.” 

“I wasn’t thinking about one point.” 
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“It doesn’t matter now.” 

Tyler never argued. 

He simply nodded and helped take down the court. 

The next tournament, he asked again. 

“What point do you wish you could play again?” 

“The missed serve at 18–17.” 

“The free ball I should’ve set higher.” 

“The easy dig I overthought.” 

Tyler listened. 

Then he asked another question. 

“If you could replay it tomorrow, would you make a different decision or just execute the same 
decision better?” 

Most athletes answered immediately. 

“I’d execute it better.” 

Tyler smiled. 

“Maybe.” 

He never said they were wrong. 

He simply let the question linger. 

One windy Sunday morning, Maya lost in the semifinals after a long rally ended with a shot into the 
net. 

She walked off the court shaking her head. 

“I can’t believe I hit that.” 

Tyler handed her a bottle of water. 

“What point do you wish you could play again?” 

“The last one.” 

“Why?” 

“I should’ve gone line.” 
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“You sure?” 

She frowned. 

“I hit cross.” 

“I know.” 

“But why line?” 

“I don’t know.” 

They sat quietly for a minute. 

The ocean was louder than the conversation. 

Finally Tyler asked, “When did you decide to hit cross?” 

“After Jordan blocked line twice.” 

“And what happened right before the last swing?” 

Maya closed her eyes. 

“The defender cheated cross.” 

Tyler waited. 

“I saw it.” 

“You did?” 

“I think so.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I ignored it.” 

“Why?” 

She looked down at the sand. 

“Because I had already decided.” 

Tyler picked up a shell and rolled it between his fingers. 

“Volleyball doesn’t care about your plans.” 

She laughed. 

“No.” 
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“It rewards your attention.” 

That sentence stayed with Maya longer than the loss. 

Over the next few weeks she started keeping a small notebook. 

Not for statistics. 

Not for wins and losses. 

But for observations. 

One Tuesday, Coach Jordan walked by while Maya was writing. 

“What are you working on?” 

“I’m trying to notice more.” 

Jordan smiled. 

“That’s harder than practicing.” 

“Why?” 

“Because paying attention means admitting how much you’ve been missing.” 

Jordan laughed. 

“Welcome to coaching.” 

A month later, Maya volunteered to help with the younger practice group. 

While the athletes were working on attacking one girl asked, “Coach, where’s the best place to hit?” 

Maya almost answered. 

Instead she stopped herself. 

“What do you see?” 

The girl looked confused. 

“I don’t know.” 

“Take your time.” 

“The defender keeps moving early.” 

“What could you do?” 

“I could pokie.” 
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“You could.” 

“What else?” 

The girl thought. 

“I could hit where she just left.” 

“Try it.” 

She did. 

Point. 

The athlete looked back smiling. 

“I figured it out.” 

Maya smiled even bigger. 

Beach volleyball changes too fast for memorized answers. 

The sun moves. 

The wind shifts. 

The sand softens. 

Partners grow tired. 

Opponents adjust. 

Every rally asks a new question. 

The players that last aren’t the ones with the biggest toolbox. 

They’re the ones willing to build a new tool when the old one no longer fits. 

Later that summer, the club hosted a mixed-age scrimmage. 

College athletes played alongside high school players. 

Parents officiated. 

Younger athletes kept score. 

The goal wasn’t winning. 

It was learning from different people. 

“We spend so much time wishing we could replay old points.” 
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“The beautiful thing about beach volleyball…” 

Tyler smiled. 

“…is that it always gives you another one.” 

And sometimes, if you’ve been paying attention, that next point becomes the one that changes 
everything. 
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Imagination 

 
“Imagination is more important than knowledge” Albert Einstein. 

“Logic will get you from A to B. Imagination will take you everywhere” 

Albert Einstein. 

 

 

 

Coach Tyler was never the first person to arrive Saturday mornings. 
Most people thought it was. 

They’d see him carrying net bags across the sand before sunrise and assume nobody had beaten 
him there. 

They were wrong. 

It was Maya. 

She never carried anything at first. 

She simply walked the courts. 

She looked at the ocean. 

She watched the wind move across the water before it reached the beach. 
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She wasn’t inspecting anything. 

She was reminding herself that every practice began long before the first volleyball was touched. 

One Saturday she found Jordan already standing near the water. 

Neither spoke for a while. 

Finally Jordan broke the silence. 

“I almost quit coaching this week.” 

Maya looked over. 

“What happened?” 

“Nothing.” 

She waited. 

“I think that’s the problem.” 

Jordan picked up a shell and tossed it back into the surf. 

“I’ve been coaching for almost ten years.” 

“I know.” 

“I’ve taught the same passing drills hundreds of times.” 

“The same serving progressions.” 

“The same conversations.” 

He laughed quietly. 

“I think I’ve become really good at repeating myself.” 

Maya smiled. 

“And?” 

“I don’t think I’ve been learning.” 

Maya bent down and picked up a piece of driftwood 

“See this?” 

Jordan nodded. 

“It didn’t start here.” 
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She tossed it gently back toward the water. 

“It traveled.” 

“So?” 

“So did every idea you’ve ever had.” 

Jordan frowned. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You didn’t invent everything you teach.” 

“No.” 

“You borrowed it.” 

Jordan smiled. 

“That’s true.” 

“You borrowed it from coaches.” 

“Players.” 

“Partners.” 

“Opponents.” 

“So why would learning stop now?” 

That morning Jordan changed one thing. 

Instead of beginning practice with his first drill, he gathered the athletes together. 

“I need your help.” 

The athletes looked surprised. 

One whispered, “Coach needs our help?” 

Jordan nodded. 

“I’ve been teaching this practice the same way for years.” 

He held up a volleyball. 

“I think there’s a better way.” 

Silence. 
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Then one younger athlete slowly raised her hand. 

“What if we warmed up with games instead?” 

Jordan smiled. 

“What kind of games?” 

Another athlete jumped in. 

“What if every team invented one?” 

Some were impossible. 

Some were hilarious. 

One involved serving at towels. 

Another involved calling colors instead of scores. 

One athlete suggested everyone switch partners every five minutes. 

Jordan wrote everything down. 

Not because every idea was good. 

Because every idea mattered. 

Practice became noisy. 

Not with instructions. 

With imagination. 

Coach Tyler walked over from the next court. 

“What happened over here?” 

Jordan laughed. 

“I finally admitted I didn’t have the best idea.” 

Tyler looked around. 

The athletes weren’t waiting for permission anymore. 

They were experimenting. 

Some drills worked beautifully. 

Others fell apart almost immediately. 
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Nobody seemed disappointed. 

They simply changed them and tried again. 

That afternoon one of the parents stopped Tyler as athletes packed up water bottles and 
folded chairs. 

“Can I ask you something?” 

“Of course.” 

“My daughter came home last week talking about creativity.” 

Tyler nodded. 

“Today she came home talking about courage.” 

He smiled. 

“What’s the difference?” 

The parent looked toward the beach where athletes were helping one another carry equipment 
toward the storage shed. 

“She said creativity isn’t having a new idea.” 

“It’s having the courage to say it out loud.” 

Tyler looked at Jordan, who was laughing with a group of athletes about one of the games that 
had completely failed. 

“I think she’s right.” 

Over the next several weeks something changed across every practice. 

Athletes started asking more questions than coaches. 

Parents stopped asking whether a drill was correct and started asking what their children had 
discovered. 

Coaches wandered between courts looking for ideas instead of comparisons. 

No one worried about who invented what. 

They only cared whether someone else could build on it. 

One afternoon a younger athlete walked over carrying a notebook. 

“Coach Maya?” 
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“Yeah?” 

“I’ve got three new games.” 

Maya smiled. 

“Let’s see them.” 

“They might not work.” 

The athlete laughed. 

“If all three work the first time…” 

“…you probably weren’t imagining enough.” 

The athlete spent the next thirty minutes testing every idea. 

One game lasted less than a minute before everyone agreed it was terrible. 

Another became so complicated nobody could remember the rules. 

The third… 

The third made everyone stop. 

Athletes were laughing. 

Communicating. 

Problem-solving. 

Encouraging one another without realizing they were doing it. 

Jordan walked over. 

“This one’s staying.” 

The athlete looked stunned. 

“Really?” 

Jordan nodded. 

“What should we call it?” 

The athlete looked around. 

“I don’t know.” 

Tyler smiled. 
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“I love that name.” 

The athlete rolled her eyes… 

As the sun settled lower, the coaches gathered the athletes one final time. 

Nobody gave a speech. 

Nobody summarized the day. 

Maya simply asked one question. 

“What did you create today that wasn’t here this morning?” 

The answers came from every direction. 

“A new drill.” 

“A new friendship.” 

“A better question.” 

“A different way to serve.” 

“The courage to speak up.” 

Jordan listened quietly. 

Weeks earlier he had stood on this same beach wondering whether he still had anything new to 
offer. 

Now he understood. 

The greatest coaches don’t spend their careers protecting yesterday’s ideas. 

They spend their lives creating space for tomorrow’s ideas to appear. 

The beach had taught that lesson long before any of them arrived. 

No wave is exactly the same. 

No wind stays in one direction forever. 

No two practices should leave people exactly as they found them. 

The athletes picked up the last volleyballs and started the walk toward the parking lot together. 

The courts would be gone by morning. 

The footprints would disappear with the tide. 



 

165 
 

But imagination has never needed perfect conditions. 

It only needs people willing to sacrifice the comfort of always being right, struggle through the 
uncertainty of trying something new, and love one another enough to keep building together. 
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Reflection 
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Part One 

 

 
Dear diary, 

I remember my mom always yelling at me, criticizing some aspect of my game. I wish I had the 
opportunity to rely on myself more. I’ve always had my mom pushing me and guilting me into working 
harder so its never felt like anything I accomplished was mine, it always felt like it’s my mom’s doing. 
Which I think led to my lack of confidence. I wish I was tougher mentally when I played in college. I 
still believe that was the main thing hindering me from performing better. I remember being so hard 
on myself and that every mistake I made meant I was actually terrible at volleyball… That 
would literally ruin my week. I’m still learning how to get out of that mindset. I’ve come a long way 
since high school. It helps not having my mom in my ear all the time. Coach always said being more 
self compassionate will change my life. 
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The first time I noticed the empty chair, I assumed someone was running late. 

It sat at the edge of Court Four every Tuesday afternoon, beneath the same blue umbrella. 
Around it, parents unpacked coolers, coaches rolled out boundary lines, and athletes warming 
up before practice, but nobody ever sat there. 

“Who usually sits there?” 

She smiled without looking up from tying her daughter’s shoe. 

“Whoever needs it.” 

I didn’t understand what she meant. 

At the time, I had been the director for six months, long enough to know everyone’s names but 
not long enough to know everyone’s stories. 

The club had grown quickly. More athletes. More coaches. More parents. More expectations. 

Growth looked exciting from the outside. 

From the inside, it sounded like phones ringing during dinner and emails arriving before sunrise. 

Every coach wanted more court space. 

Every parent wanted more communication. 

Every athlete wanted more opportunities. 

I wanted to give everyone everything. 

Instead, I found myself becoming shorter with people I genuinely cared about. 

One Wednesday afternoon, Coach Mason knocked on my office door. 

“You’ve got a minute?” 

“Make it quick.” 

The words left my mouth before I realized how they sounded. 

Mason hesitated. 

“Never mind.” 

He closed the door. 

That evening I drove home wondering why he hadn’t come back. 
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The next morning I realized I had answered my own question. 

Over the next few weeks, little things began adding up. 

Coaches stopped stopping by my office. 

Parents emailed instead of talking after practice. 

Athletes smiled when they saw me but rarely started conversations. 

Nothing dramatic had happened. 

The distance had been built one rushed response at a time. 

I finally asked Ryan, our oldest coach, if something had changed. 

He looked out across the beach before answering. 

“You’ve become difficult to interrupt.” 

“I’ve been busy.” 

“I know.” 

“I’ve got responsibilities.” 

“I know.” 

I waited. 

Ryan smiled kindly. 

“So does everyone else.” 

The sentence stayed with me long after practice ended. 

The following Tuesday I arrived early. 

The empty chair was already there. 

Practice began. 

Halfway through, a father walked over and sat down. 

A few minutes later, Coach Emma joined him. 

They talked quietly while their athletes worked on defensive movement. 

Neither looked upset. 
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Neither appeared to be solving a crisis. 

They simply talked. 

After practice, I asked Emma about the chair. 

“It started years ago.” 

“For what?” 

“When someone needed another adult.” 

She shrugged. 

“Sometimes advice.” 

“Sometimes encouragement.” 

“Sometimes just somebody who would listen without trying to fix everything.” 

I laughed. 

“We should put that in the handbook.” 

Emma smiled. 

“Handbooks don’t listen.” 

The next week I sat in the chair. 

Not because I needed to. 

Because I was curious. 

Ten minutes later, a first-year assistant coach named Daniel wandered over. 

“You waiting for someone?” 

“No.” 

He nodded awkwardly. 

Then started walking away. 

“You can sit.” 

He hesitated before unfolding another chair. 

“I’ve been thinking about quitting.” 
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That surprised me. 

Daniel had become one of our most dependable coaches. 

The athletes loved him. 

Parents constantly complimented his energy. 

“Why?” 

“I don’t think I’m good enough.” 

We talked for nearly forty minutes. 

Not about volleyball. 

About comparison. 

About confidence. 

About feeling like every experienced coach had already figured things out. 

When we stood to leave, Daniel laughed. 

“I thought directors had all the answers.” 

“I thought coaches thought that.” 

“We do.” 

“I don’t.” 

Daniel smiled. 

“That actually helps.” 

The next Tuesday another conversation happened. 

This time between two parents whose daughters had competed against each other for years. 

One worried her daughter wasn’t improving fast enough. 

The other admitted she’d been worried about exactly the same thing. 

By the end of practice they had exchanged phone numbers. 

The chair remained empty for exactly twelve minutes before someone else sat in it. 

The weeks passed. 
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The chair became part of the club. 

Nobody reserved it. 

Nobody owned it. 

It simply existed. 

One afternoon I watched Coach Mason sitting there with Coach Olivia. 

Mason had recently taken over an older age group and felt overwhelmed. 

Olivia listened. 

Asked questions. 

Shared a story from her own first season. 

The conversation ended with both of them laughing. 

As they walked back toward practice, I realized something. 

Neither had asked me for permission. 

They hadn’t needed leadership. 

They’d needed each other. 

That thought unsettled me. 

I had quietly believed every important solution should flow through my office. 

Instead, the healthiest moments in the club were happening without me. 

Not because I wasn’t needed. 

Because the club was learning to depend on one another instead of depending on one person. 

The empty chair taught me something no leadership seminar ever had. 

Healthy organizations aren’t measured by how often people need the director. 

They’re measured by how often people support each other before the director is needed. 

That realization changed how I approached every meeting. 

Instead of answering first, I asked, “Who has experience with this?” 

Instead of solving every disagreement, I asked, “Who else should be part of this 
conversation?” 
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Instead of protecting every responsibility, I began sharing them. 

Some coaches led clinics I had always run myself. 

Parents organized volunteer teams without waiting to be asked. 

Athletes mentored younger players before practice. 

The work became lighter. 

Not because there was less of it. 

Because more people carried it together. 

Late one summer afternoon, a storm rolled in earlier than expected. 

Wind knocked over umbrellas. 

Boundary lines lifted from the sand. 

Rain sent everyone scrambling toward the parking lot. 

Without anyone giving instructions, coaches grabbed nets. 

Parents collected scoreboards. 

Older athletes helped younger ones carry ball carts. 

One father climbed into the equipment trailer while another organized wet chairs beneath the 
pavilion. 

Within fifteen minutes the beach was empty except for Ryan and me. 

He leaned against the trailer and looked across the sand. 

“Remember when you thought this club depended on you?” 

“I do.” 

“You were wrong.” 

“I know.” 

He smiled. 

“You should be happy about that.” 

“I am.” 

It took me a moment to understand why. 
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The strongest clubs are never built around one great leader. 

They’re built around ordinary people who believe they’re responsible for one another. 

Years later, new families joined the club having never heard the story behind the empty chair. 

They simply accepted that every Tuesday someone would sit there. 

Sometimes it was a nervous parent. 

Sometimes an exhausted coach. 

Sometimes a teenager worried about confidence or recruiting. 

Sometimes nobody at all. 

One afternoon I noticed an athlete helping another player through a rough day beneath the 
umbrella. 

Neither knew I was watching. 

One listened. 

The other cried. 

When they stood, they hugged before jogging back to practice. 

The chair remained empty again. 

Ready for whoever needed it next. 

People occasionally asked why we never replaced it with something newer. 

The fabric had faded. 

One armrest had been repaired with athletic tape. 

The aluminum frame leaned slightly to one side. 

I always gave the same answer. 

“Because it still works.” 

What I meant was something different. 

The chair had never been about sitting. 

It was about making space. 

Space to listen before correcting. 
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Space to understand before judging. 

Space to admit uncertainty without embarrassment. 

Space for people to discover they weren’t carrying their burdens alone. 

Volleyball clubs spend countless hours teaching athletes how to call a seam, trust a partner, 
and move together toward the same ball. 

The adults need those lessons just as much. 

Self-determination begins when someone decides to show up honestly. 

Solidarity begins when someone else pulls up a chair. 

Everything worth building grows from there. 
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Part Two 

 

 
Dear diary, 

When I was a kid, I had the most absurd expectations. Any time I played or practiced, I had to 
play perfectly. When I fell short of my expectations, it would consume my thoughts, and at some 
point, after ruminating on it long enough, I would let it ruin entire my day. My only focus should 
have been trying my best. I don’t know why I put so much pressure on myself to perform. A lot of 
what happens is out of my control anyway. 
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When I first started coaching, I thought the best coaches were always the first ones to 
arrive. 

They beat the sunrise. 

They had the courts built before anyone else parked. 

They carried more volleyballs than seemed physically possible. 

They answered every parent’s question, every athlete’s concern, every text from the director, 
every email from families who somehow believed ten o’clock at night was an appropriate time to 
ask about tournament schedules. 

I admired those coaches. 

Then I became one. 

For the first three years, I tried to be everything for everyone. 

If a parent wanted to talk, I stayed. 

If an athlete wanted another half hour of serving, I stayed. 

If another coach needed help with a practice, I stayed. 

If the director needed equipment loaded after everyone else had left, I stayed. 

People thanked me constantly. 

“You always go above and beyond.” 

“I don’t know how you do it.” 

“We’re lucky to have you.” 

I smiled every time. 

Inside, I was becoming someone I no longer recognized. 

By the middle of my fourth season, I had stopped enjoying the beach. 

I still loved volleyball. 

I still loved the athletes. 

But somewhere along the way I had confused serving others with carrying everything alone. 
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The breaking point came after a Saturday tournament in late August. 

The final match ended just before sunset. 

Families packed their umbrellas. 

Athletes exchanged hugs before heading toward the parking lot. 

The beach slowly became quiet. 

As usual, I started loading the trailer by myself. 

Halfway through stacking referee stands, I heard footsteps behind me. 

Coach Natalie was carrying a bundle of boundary lines. 

“You should’ve asked for help.” 

“I’ve got it.” 

She smiled. 

“I know.” 

She kept rolling the lines anyway. 

A few minutes later Coach Chris appeared with two ball carts. 

Then one of the parents walked over carrying scoreboards. 

Then three athletes. 

Within fifteen minutes nearly a dozen people were helping. 

The trailer filled in half the time. 

When we finished, Natalie sat on the tailgate and looked at me. 

“Can I tell you something?” 

“Sure.” 

“You don’t let people love this club.” 

I laughed. 

“I don’t stop anybody.” 

“You do.” 
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“How?” 

“You never give them the chance.” 

I didn’t answer. 

Because I knew she was right. 

For years I had quietly believed that leadership meant protecting everyone else from 
inconvenience. 

If something needed carrying, I carried it. 

If something needed fixing, I fixed it. 

If something went wrong, I absorbed it before anyone noticed. 

I thought I was serving the club. 

Instead, I had been robbing people of the opportunity to serve alongside me. 

The following Tuesday, practice started the way it always did. 

Parents arrived. 

Athletes warmed up. 

Coaches unloaded equipment. 

Only this time I left the trailer closed. 

The coaches looked at me. 

“You forgetting something?” Chris asked. 

“No.” 

“So…” 

“We’re waiting.” 

“For who?” 

“Everyone.” 

Within a few minutes the entire club had arrived. 

I climbed onto the trailer step. 

“I’ve got a favor to ask.” 
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The beach became quiet. 

“I’ve spent a long time believing that asking for help meant I wasn’t doing my job.” 

Several coaches exchanged glances. 

“I’ve realized something.” 

I looked across the families gathered around the courts. 

“This club doesn’t belong to the people who work the hardest.” 

“It belongs to everyone willing to care for it.” 

I opened the trailer doors. 

“If you’ve never helped build courts before…” 

A younger athlete stepped forward. 

“I’ll learn.” 

A parent followed. 

“So will I.” 

Another coach grabbed a net pole. 

“I’ve got Court Three.” 

Within minutes the beach became a workshop. 

Veteran athletes showed younger ones how to measure boundary lines. 

Parents learned how to tighten nets. 

Assistant coaches explained why antennas mattered. 

Nobody hurried. 

Nobody complained. 

People laughed every time someone accidentally measured a court backwards. 

The work that had always felt heavy suddenly felt light. 

Not because there was less of it. 

Because it finally belonged to more people. 
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Over the following months we stopped asking one question. 

“Who is responsible for this?” 

Instead we asked another. 

“Who would like to learn how?” 

The answers surprised all of us. 

Parents volunteered to organize tournament snacks. 

Athletes helped younger players understand tournament etiquette. 

Assistant coaches began mentoring new coaches before anyone asked. 

One grandfather quietly repaired broken scoreboards in his garage because, as he explained, 
“I’ve been fixing things my whole life. This one just happens to have volleyball attached to it.” 

The club changed without anyone announcing a new culture. 

Culture had simply found more hands. 

Near the end of the season we hosted a coaches’ roundtable after practice. 

Instead of discussing drills, I asked one question. 

“When did you feel most supported this year?” 

Coach Natalie spoke first. 

“The day I admitted I didn’t know how to help one of my athletes.” 

Coach Chris nodded. 

“I remember.” 

“You came over before I even asked.” 

Chris shrugged. 

“I’ve been there.” 

Coach Elena smiled. 

“My favorite moment wasn’t even volleyball.” 

“What was it?” I asked. 

“When my mom got sick.” 
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The room grew quiet. 

“I missed two weeks.” 

“I expected everyone to be frustrated.” 

She looked around the circle. 

“Instead, every one of you covered practices without making me feel guilty.” 

She paused. 

“I’ve never worked anywhere that did that.” 

Nobody rushed to speak. 

Some moments deserve silence. 

Finally Coach Marcus said quietly, “That’s because this isn’t just where we coach.” 

“It’s where we belong.” 

The sentence stayed with all of us. 

A few weeks later, one of our oldest athletes graduated. 

During the banquet she thanked her parents, her coaches, and her teammates. 

Then she surprised everyone. 

“I want to thank the people who are always here after we leave.” 

She pointed toward the equipment trailer. 

“I used to think the courts magically disappeared.” 

The room laughed. 

“I never noticed who stayed.” 

She looked toward the coaching staff. 

“Then one day Coach Natalie asked me to help roll boundary lines.” 

“I thought we were just cleaning up.” 

She smiled. 

“I didn’t realize we were taking care of each other.” 
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After dinner ended, families lingered longer than usual. 

Nobody seemed eager to leave. 

Parents stacked chairs without being asked. 

Athletes collected forgotten water bottles. 

Younger siblings chased loose volleyballs back toward the trailer. 

I stood quietly beside the equipment while watching it all unfold. 

Ryan, one of our oldest coaches, walked over. 

“You finally figured it out.” 

“What?” 

“The club never needed one person willing to do everything.” 

“It needed everyone willing to do something.” 

I nodded. 

“I wish I’d learned that sooner.” 

Ryan smiled. 

“Maybe.” 

He looked across the beach where a group of younger athletes were laughing while learning how 
to roll boundary lines for the first time. 

“But if you’d learned it sooner…” 

He gestured toward them. 

“…they might never have had the chance to learn it themselves.” 

The last family finally drove away as the sky turned orange. 

The trailer doors closed with their familiar metallic click. 

For years I believed the most important person in a volleyball club was the last one to leave. 

Standing there in the quiet, I realized I’d misunderstood. 

The most important person isn’t the last one to leave. 

It’s the person who makes sure no one ever has to leave alone. 
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And that is how communities outlive the people who build them. 

One act of service. 

One shared burden. 

One willing heart at a time. 
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Part Three 

 

 

 

Dear diary, 

I was a competitive swimmer before I began taking volleyball seriously. I always loved the relay 
events; they turned an individual sport into a team sport. After all these years as an athlete, 
parent, and coach, I don’t understand why so many coaches still allow select athletes to compete, 
especially on the starting squad, when they miss practice repeatedly, or on a regular basis. For me, 
the hardest part of the sport was cheering for a teammate who hadn’t been there to support the 
rest of the team. I wish everyone practiced more, not because I think everyone needs to get 
better, but because we all need to get better at BEING a teammate. If we removed the friction 
from our team dynamic and culture, we would have spent less time focusing on our team’s 
performance. I wish I never let losing get in the way of my friendships. 
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When I accepted the position as Director of Operations nobody warned me about the second 
scoreboard. 

I thought my job was courts, tournaments, scheduling, coaches, parents, and equipment. 

Instead, I inherited relationships. 

Eventually I found myself leading coaches instead of players. 

That sounded exciting. 

Over the next month I noticed patterns. 

Coach Emma stayed late almost every evening helping athletes who wanted extra reps. 

Coach Luis quietly repaired broken equipment before anyone else arrived. 

Coach Ben remembered every athlete’s birthday. 

Coach Olivia called parents after difficult tournaments. 

Everyone cared. 

But nobody seemed connected. 

The coaches passed each other every day but rarely talked beyond logistics. 

It looked like teamwork. 

But it wasn’t. 

They were working beside each other. 

Not with each other. 

The next Friday I canceled practice. 

The coaches thought we were having a day off. 

Instead, every coach met at the beach before sunrise. 

No whistles. 

No clipboards. 

No athletes. 

Just a pile of court poles waiting to be unloaded. 

“We’re rebuilding every court ourselves today.” 
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Ben frowned. 

“Why?” 

“Because I think we’ve forgotten that none of us own this place.” 

Nobody loved the idea. 

We carried poles anyway. 

At first, Taylor measured the court wrong. 

Luis laughed. 

Emma teased him. 

Ryan corrected the angle. 

For the first time in weeks I heard coaches laughing together. 

After breakfast I handed every coach a blank sheet of paper. 

Across the top I wrote one sentence. 

What does this club become if we’re at our best? 

After fifteen minutes we read them anonymously. 

The answers surprised everyone. 

Not because they were different. 

Because they were almost identical. 

“A place where athletes love learning.” 

“A place where mistakes are safe.” 

“A place where coaches keep learning.” 

“A place where creativity is encouraged.” 

“A place where families feel welcome.” 

“A place that develops good people before great players.” 

The vision had never been the problem. 

We had simply stopped talking about it. 
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Great teams don’t require identical personalities. 

They require shared purpose. 

Sometimes people need a common task before they can have an honest conversation. 

One twelve-year-old accidentally explained everything. 

“They act like teammates.” 

Years later, people would complement our athletes for their teamwork. 

They’d talk about our culture. 

They’d ask what secret training method we used. 

There wasn’t one. 

The athletes simply practiced every day in an environment where they watched adults disagree 
respectfully, ask for help freely, celebrate each other’s successes, and remember that no 
individual coach was bigger than the mission. 

 

 

 



 

189 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part Four 

 
 

Dear diary, 

The best memories I have came from playing volleyball as a family, even though one of us would 
end up crying almost every time. I wish my siblings and I weren’t so competitive. I remember we 
would make a competition out of almost everything. It didn’t matter how dumb the game was, we 
wanted to win. Our family played the wii a ton too. I think we liked it so much because it was an 
even playing field for the entire family, but honestly, we took the “we” out of the wii. We would fight 
and argue so much. Deep down I still don’t think my siblings actually know how much I care about 
them. I hope they know that never took away from how much I love them. I feel like they know that, 
but we don’t talk much anymore and it makes me sad. Another coach at the club said he would cry 
after every family game night as a kid too. Unless he won, then he said his sister would cry.  
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I had accepted the position of club mentor after nearly thirty years around beach volleyball. I 
wasn’t the director. I wasn’t a coach. I wasn’t there to evaluate anyone. My job was simple 
on paper and impossible in practice: help the people inside the club work together again. 

On my first afternoon, I watched practice from the far edge of the beach. 

The volleyball was beautiful. 

The relationships were not. 

A coach corrected an athlete without making eye contact. 

A parent questioned another coach before practice instead of after. 

Two assistant coaches taught the same skill in completely different ways and quietly criticized 
one another once the athletes walked away. 

None of the disagreements were loud. 

They didn’t need to be. 

During our bi-annual coaches meeting I interrupted the coaches small talk about weather and 
traffic. 

“We’re together every day but we’re almost never with each other.” 

That sentence changed the conversation. 

The coaches started telling stories. 

Not about work. 

But about how they found volleyball. 

Who taught them. 

The tournaments that changed their lives. 

The mentors who believed in them before they believed in themselves. 

One coach admitted he almost quit coaching after his first season because he thought he 
wasn’t good enough. 

Another confessed she still gets nervous before every practice. 

Someone else laughed and admitted they still forget athletes’ names during the first month of 
every season. 
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By the time breakfast ended, nobody had solved a single club problem. 

They had simply become more human to one another. 

The athletes noticed long before the adults did. 

A twelve-year-old walked over to Coach Aaron. 

“You guys are smiling more.” 

He laughed. 

“Are we?” 

Every session became less about proving who was right and more about exploring what each 
person could contribute. 

Parents stayed afterward asking questions. 

Not because they had received perfect answers. 

But because they had watched adults model respectful disagreement. 

The athletes were sitting in the bleachers during the final session. 

I asked one of the older players what she thought. 

“It makes me feel better.” 

“Why?” 

“Because if the coaches don’t know everything, I don’t have to know everything either.” 
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“It always seems impossible until It’s done” Nelson Mandela. 
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Extras 
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There are two types of volleyball players: 

 

 

Sky-Ball 
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“A champion needs motivation above and beyond winning” Pat Riley. 
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“I can accept failure, everyone fails at something, but I can’t accept not trying” Michael Jordan.  

 

 

“It isn’t the mountain ahead to climb that wears you out, it’s the pebble in your shoe” Mohammad 
Ali. 
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Bounce Contest 
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Dedicated to my Mother, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THANK YOU. 
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FIN. 


