
AN UNWANTED KNOCK ON THE DOOR 
 
It was the last day of YMCA Long Course Nationals in the summer of 2007. I was completely exhausted. 
We had finished lunch, we had one more session before the end of the meet. I had about an hour to try 
to catch a quick nap. I lay down on the bed at the hotel, closed my eyes, and started to nod off. As 
entered that fuzzy place between consciousness and unconsciousness it happened. The unwanted knock 
on the door. My chance for a nap was probably gone. I went to the door, hoping it was housekeeping 
that I could wave away without regaining full consciousness. It wasn’t housekeeping.  
 
Ashley,17, and Abbey, 15, were at the door. We didn’t have team captains, but if we did it would have 
been them. Both good swimmers, both with incredible work ethics, both with team first attitudes.  
 
“We have an idea,” one of them said.  
 
On the last night of YMCA Nationals that year they would award the 800 free relay from the night before 
in addition to the two relays that would be contested that night, the 200 free relay and the 400 medley 
relay. The night before we had been 16th in the 800 free relay and we had qualified for the “A” final of 
each of the relays for that night, which meant that we would be awarded for 3 relays the final night, 
unless we had a DQ that night.  
 
“What is your idea?” I asked.  
 
“You know how we always talk about how on a team everyone is a part of the accomplishment of 
everyone else. Without everyone working hard day in and day out, without everyone making the 
commitment, without everyone pushing each other every day in practice, without everyone contributing 
to the culture none of us would achieve what we do. So this is our idea. Tonight, we want all 12 of our 
girls (we had exactly 12 girls that year) to represent our team on the podium. Even though there are 
only 6 of us that swam in the 3 relays being awarded tonight, we wouldn’t have made it there without 
all 12 of us. Each girl has earned the honor of representing the OSHY team on the awards stand.” 
 
I was stunned. It doesn’t get any better than that. It wasn’t about “me”, it was about “we”. It was about 
recognizing that on a team there is no such thing as an individual accomplishment. Ashley, Abbey, and I 
worked spent the next 15-20 minutes figuring out the plan.  
 
This is how it all happened.  
 
I told one parent, sworn to secrecy, the plan. I knew that when the first set of kids marched up to the 
podium to receive their awards and it wasn’t the kids that swam that race there could / would be some 
concerned or worse not so happy parents. Parents want to see their child receiving the accolades for 
their efforts. I needed a co-conspirator to pacify parents, making sure they stuck it out to watch the 
whole thing unfold.  
 
At the hotel Ashley and Abbey talked to the other four girls scheduled to receive awards that night and 
easily got them on board with the plan. As we drove to the pool the 6 other girls still didn’t know what 
was instore for the night. Arriving at the pool, the athletes entrance led the swimmers through a tunnel 
before coming out on the pool deck. As we walk through the tunnel Ashley and Abbey stopped the 12 
girls – 6 in the know, 6 clueless – as I stood back with our boys. Ashley and Abbey told them what was 



going to happen that night. There was disbelief, there were tears, there were hugs, and there were 
smiles.    
 
After warm-ups the first set of awards were given. Two sets of OSHY sisters walked up, hand in hand, all 
smiles. Having a co-conspirator in the stands was a good idea. It helped the parents, expecting to see 
one thing, understand how special what they were seeing instead was. As the evening went on each of 
the 6 swimmers, each who never thought they would get a chance to be on the podium at YMCA 
Nationals, took their turn representing the OSHY team. There were more tears in the stands from the 
parents than there had been in the tunnel with the kids. All the parents got to see their children 
rewarded for their contributions to the team.  The tears in the stands were of joy, pride, and humility. It 
was overwhelming for them to see their children so caring and so committed to each other, seeing their 
children understand the bigger picture, seeing their children embrace being a team, feeling fortunate 
that their children had such wonderful teammates.  
 
As their coach every time I watched a new group of 4 walk up I was overwhelmed with how fortunate I 
was to have a group of kids like that. That UNWANTED KNOCK ON THE DOOR turned into one of the 
most special moments I have witnessed in sport.  
 
 
The rest of the story  
 
Of the 50+ years of OSHY swimmers, without question Ashley and Abbey went on to have the most 
successful NCAA Division 1 swimming careers. Ashley was the school record holder in multiple events at 
TCU and the Mountain West Woman of the Year. Abbey was the team captain and team record holder 
at the University of Iowa. I do not think that it is a coincidence. I believe that colleges want / need 
athletes that are willing to look beyond themselves. “ME” focused athletes have a hard time surviving in 
college athletics. The day to day demands of high-level college athletics reward athletes that focus on 
something bigger than themselves.  
 
 
The rest of the rest of the story 
 
Coaches talk with each other. This year at the Champion Meet I was talking with Jim, the OCSC head 
coach, about great leaders that we have had on our teams. I stood on deck with Jim for 10 minutes 
telling this story. As I was reaching the story’s conclusion I looked over Jim’s shoulder at the volunteers 
timing the 25’s for the younger swimmers and stopped talking mid-sentence as stunned as I had been 
that day 11+ years before when Ashley and Abbey presented their plan. Timing in lane 8 while I was 
telling that decade old story were Ashley and Abbey’s mothers. Ashley and Abbey’s families had both 
long since graduated their youngest child from the OSHY team, neither mother had any obligation to be 
helping, but they were there putting the team first, putting others first.  
 
The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.  
 


