Kate rolled over in her bed, she stretched out her arm, searching for the alarm clock which was ready to ring her awake. “Oh God, have mercy!” 

She read the blinking red numbers; 5:15, no matter how long she looked at it, the total was too early. Kate swung her long legs out of bed; she forced herself to put her feet on the tile floor, her initial touch confirmed her suspicions, it was freezing. Kate had lived in this dorm room for nearly four years, and from October to May, it was never warm enough in the morning.

Kate eyed the distance between her bed and the bathroom door, a bathroom she shared with her two suite mates; both connecting doors were open. Kate knew that they wouldn’t wake up if she closed the access before turning on the lights. With just a momentary pause she bolted toward the door. Her feet barely touched the sub-zero tile. She blocked out all feeling until she was inside the room. Once she was inside, she dug her toes into the shaggy rug, trying to extract some warmth from the fibers. She leaned over and shut the door to the other suite; then turned on the light as she closed the door to her room.

“Ugahhhh!” She responded to the face looking back at her in the mirror over the sink. “What a mess!”

Kate reached for the shower and turned on the hot water, and miraculously, it poured out its warmth immediately, she slipped out of her tee shirt, and stepped into the bliss of a warm rain from the shower. She was confined in the bathroom, a refuge from the cold awaiting her outside the doors. While the water pored all over her body, and the steam began to permeate the small space, she thought about the day’s coming events as part of her wake-up routine. When she stepped out of the shower, the room was toasty warm from the mist. She recited a mental checklist.

“First, I get this Unity breakfast thing out of the way; forty-five minutes of making nice with my with my lacrosse teammates. Then classes are my priority. I have two quizzes today.”

They had been practicing for two weeks, and today’s breakfast was a bonding ritual for the players, the first, as this year’s edition of the Blue Ridge Bears Women’s Lacrosse Team. She squinted through the steamy haze into the mirror. This examination of her body was a ritual; usually she was annoyed with her appearance. This morning she noticed that the conditioning was beginning to show. Her body was slim and curved; it was a body that in the right places would draw plenty of attention.

Kate cupped her hands under her breasts and pursed her lips in a mock glamour pose. She eyed her body in the full-length mirror on the door.

“Nice boobs, killer legs, perfect ass, what more could you ask for?” She began the rest of the examination. “Round bruises on the outside of each thigh, one on the inside; several bruises on my ankles and calves, and a massive contusion on my right ass cheek that resembles a map of Australia. Then there is the split finger, and too many scrapes on my knuckles and arms to bother counting. A faint bruise left over from the rib I cracked the first day of practice… the trainers never even noticed.” 

Kate chose not to recite the litany of prior seasons, the crescent scar above her eyebrow, the slight bump on the bridge of her twice broken nose, and the brain ready for the next concussion. The doctor had warned her that next time it would take less of a bump to knock her silly. She sucked in her already flat stomach, stuck out her breasts; put one hand on her hip. She felt invincible, the arrogance of a true athlete. Struck by her own reflected visage staring back at her from the steamy mirror, she flashed an affected and exaggerated smile.

“If I knocked out a few teeth, I might be able to make a living waiting tables, and turning tricks down at the I-81, Truck ~n~ Wash diner.”

She toweled her hair dry while she eyed herself more carefully. 

“I don’t get it.”

In her mind she didn’t understand why some of her girlfriends said they envied her looks. Kate brought her self back to reality by thinking about working toothless, smacking gum, and swinging her hips at the local truck stop.

“You order the salt cod breakfast, Hon?”

Kate’s self-deprecating humor was one of her best qualities.

***

Kate sat on her bed; she was blow-drying her hair and trying to read this year’s schedule arranged across her lap. Last night, Taylor and Andi, her two best friends on the team sat and discussed the upcoming season. It looked like a long expedition, and a tough one. There were several factors that might make this season a disaster; two key players who decided not to return to the team this year, a new head coach, who did not have a background in the sport, and of course, the three teams in their league that were usually strong. Two of the teams were ranked in the top fifteen nationally. Her friend, Taylor, put the season in perspective for them; after all she was their resident philosopher.

“Girlfriends, we all are goin’ to take a beating from the big girls, but maybe, just maybe, if we take it a day at a time, we’ll make it to tomorrow.”

Kate remembered looking at the schedule every year, full of hope, anticipating what was ahead. The schedule would dominate her life for the next two months; it was her roadmap. The games started on March third, and the team had a chance to win more than they lost. Andi analyzed the schedule, and pronounced their potential fate.

“Every year we’ve started playing the first week of March we win like crazy until April, and then we get pounded. We make it to the playoffs as a fourth seed, and we win, or maybe we lose…if we win…we wind up playing perennial power Stone Gap! Season over.” 

Kate thought about their meeting last night. She looked at the tougher part of the schedule…there it was, April eighth, again…season over. Just once she wanted to make it to May. She daydreamed as she pushed the brush through her hair. It reminded her of her grandmother brushing her hair when she was a little girl, while telling Kate about the Shenandoah Valley. Then she spoke out loud, a diversion while she brushed. 

“It’s hard to believe that it was four years ago that I was agonizing over whether to come to this place.” 

Kate’s decision to attend Blue Ridge was based on logic. She researched the college on-line, looked at the academic reputation, and the courses that they offered in her career path. Of course they must have women’s lacrosse, and field hockey to complete the package, but in truth, there were two voices that called her to Blue Ridge.

Kate swallowed, holding back a sudden rush of emotion as she remembered her grandmother. She had passed away two years ago. The oddest things, voices, or a certain smell could bring her to tears. A mention of oatmeal cookies or a whiff of lavender, and she remembered Grandmother’s voice, and the voice of Coach Von Mater, they had brought her here. She recalled a promise she had made to them both. She promised her grandmother that she would graduate, and in a moment of joy her sophomore year, she blurted out a vow to the Coach that she would guarantee a championship for Blue Ridge, at least she was going to keep her promise to her grandmother.

Kate looked at the clock; 6:15, she had fifteen minutes. She looked out her window, just past the big oak tree and the Mall lights. It was still dark outside. As she stared into the dark, she wondered what went wrong, why each season started with such hope, and then things unraveled. Every year it was something, just like life, things never go in the direction that you plan.

Kate thought that this year’s team possessed a good combination of experience and talent. They had something else, rather intangible, something assimilated through adversity that either molds or breaks the character of a team, coaches called it chemistry; Kate called it heart. Her former coach, Georgia Von Mater concocted this chemistry. 

The teams were a product of Coach’s tenacious willpower and doggedness. Yet, she was the epitome of a genteel Southern woman. Georgia Von Mater, a tall reed-thin soft-spoken lady was a leader. In all situations, the Coach barely raised her voice. Nevertheless, if she asked you, in her well-mannered southern drawl, to run into Hell, you would make sure that you led the way.

   Last year, at the end of Kate’s junior year, Coach Von Mater surprised everyone by announcing her retirement. Kate’s first thought when she heard the news was “I’m going to miss my chats.” The long bus rides up and down the Shenandoah Valley that required someone to ride shotgun, especially during the trip home. Coach wanted someone to keep her from nodding off, as the miles hypnotically passed. Kate always volunteered because these were the times the Coach relaxed, and after a game Kate was wired like a cheap lamp, energy leaking out from everywhere. Kate was surprised to find out that the Coach was versed in all aspects of their lives. She knew who was dating whom and the petty scandals that arose between teammates. She never criticized or condemned. 

This was a side of the Coach that was usually kept hidden behind her natural reserve, laughing and joking while the rest of the team slept. Her humor was quirky, and often Kate was not sure that she had heard the words correctly. Occasionally, hours after getting out of the van, she would laugh out loud at one of Coach’s jokes. She had a list of favorites:

“When you make a mistake, make amends immediately. It’s easier to eat crow while it’s still warm… Everyone seems normal until y’all get to know them… You only need two tools in your emergency kit, WD-40 and duct tape. If it doesn’t move and it should, use WD-40. If it moves and shouldn’t, use the tape.” 

A bond formed between teacher and pupil that became important to both of them, but when the trip was over, and they were outside of the darkness of the van, neither one acknowledged that importance.  

At Coach Von Mater’s retirement banquet a cadre of old and young women stood up to honor her. Each one recalling how the Coach had touched their lives; how they had profited from her. One former player drew an analogy to the Coach and Robert E. Lee, the beloved General of the Virginians; this was in keeping with Kate’s feeling that no one in this valley knew the Civil War was over!    

Kate had played both field hockey and lacrosse for six seasons for that old woman; she had learned what graciousness was, and what determination could accomplish. It wasn’t easy as a woman athlete; many others that started with Kate had given up for various reasons: grades, time constraints, personal problems, or a lack of commitment to the game. Then there was the subtler pressure to be a lady, pursue a husband… in truth there was no athletic life after college for a woman. Taylor, Penelope and Kate, the remaining seniors, had stuck together for four years. They were rare individuals; each had been a starting player from the beginning.

The retirement of Coach Von Mater had disappointed Kate more than she would admit. She believed there was more to Coach’s unexpected announcement; however, the Coach was a very private person and her reasons would remain undisclosed. Kate quickly adjusted, and moved on. After all, she loved the game. It was hard to explain, but she needed to compete, and lacrosse demanded the utmost in competition. “Oh shoot!” Kate realized she had ten minutes to get over to the dining hall. She grabbed her hat, and bolted out the door.

***

Kate shoved the brass bar that secured the weathered oak door of Wilson Hall; the old metal device clanged open, releasing its seal against the outside world, announcing Kate’s existence as she stepped out into the morning. A stray gust of chilled air stopped her in her tracks. She stood motionless, elevated above the campus mall, looking down from the broad brick stairway. 

The noisy snick, of the door closing sharply behind her, jarred her out of her lethargy. She was alone in the half-light, separated from the bright marble and iron interior of her temporary home. She turned, looking back into the warm yellow foyer; it was inviting in contrast to the reality of the morning.

She responded to the invitation by inhaling deeply, allowing the breeze to awaken her senses. The air was cool and crisp, and its aroma carried a reminder of too many hours spent indoors. She shivered involuntarily; a reflex recalled more from her memory, than from an actual reaction to the temperature. She could still sense the remnants of winter, hiding beyond the mountains, dormant, and lurking, waiting to be aroused for a last glory ride up the valley from the south. 

The morning wind and the early hour worked its magic. There it was the breeze moving gently from the north, and the distinctive musk of…cow manure wafted her way. Kate had learned during her four-year stay at Blue Ridge College to judge the direction of the wind by the odor. A wind from the west was accompanied by the smell of turkey shit; cows, north wind, turkeys, west wind. By now, she was quite adept at differentiating between the odors. In a few minutes, her senses would be dulled, and blessedly, she would not be able to notice the smell at all. “I love this place,” she thought.

From the top front step, she took a quick look toward the Blue Ridge Mountains. This hour of the morning was unique, when the rising sun created a splash of beauty. This was the home of old mountains, worn by the ravages of time, echoing with the footsteps of legends, and travelers from the past. Men and women of all forms had walked these foothills for thousands of years, hunting, exploring, and moving toward the setting sun. The mountains looked eternal, familiar, and somehow comforting. 

In the background, the sky still had an insinuation of darkness, making it easy to imagine mysterious things in the tree-covered hills. From a distance, the stubble of the overgrown mounds of green looked like lumpy slumbering monsters to Kate. She fantasized that the sun warmed the backs of those huge lazy mound creatures, causing them to stir. Would the sleeping beasts get up from their resting spots and “my God, what about that odor?”

Kate pulled her favorite hat, a well-traveled and worn ball cap, snuggly down on her brow, shielding her from the distractions. The brim was bent into a perfect arc, created by hours of seasoning to get it into the proper shape. The hat was faded with perspiration nearly making the red Brine lacrosse logo indistinguishable from its blue background. “I need a new hat,” she muttered to the wind. 

By her own definition, Kate was a lacrosse player. Whenever she met someone, it was usually mentioned early in the conversation that lacrosse was her love. Lacrosse did not define Kate, but it was her raison d’être. Kate obsessed about her equipment as well as the game. She owned three sticks and a locker full of turf, running, and all-weather shoes; an embarrassment of footwear.  

The plastic heads and space age alloy handles of the sticks were made for speed and lightness. Allowing a quick twist of the wrist to capture the ball from the air, propelling it onward at blazing speeds, the stick became an extension of her hand. The heads of these sticks were laced with leather and nylon, and had to be just right, although this could change with Kate’s mood. This morning her mood was optimistic. This was the beginning of lacrosse season. It was Kate’s last season, her last chance to bring her team into the playoffs, gain respect from the perennial powerhouses, and have some fun.

Kate couldn’t delay any longer. She looked out across the campus, and shouted out to the valley.

“Haul ass, Kate Warner, haul ass!”

