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Corn Country
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Dina Jacobs sat on the hard bleachers in the Amelia Earhart Middle School gymnasium, wishing the athletic director would wrap up her welcome speech. The volleyball tryouts should have started already. She sighed and looked around her. The gym at her old school in Hawkinsville, Long Island, New York only had one volleyball court, not three like this one. Her parents told her that everything would seem bigger in Indiana. They weren’t lying. Indiana seemed to go on and on and on, and all it seemed to have was corn, corn, and more corn. Oh, and soybeans. Whatever those were.

Her mother nudged her in the side. “Are you nervous, honey?”

“A little.” Dina readjusted her knee pads and pulled her jet black hair into a pony tail. She liked to keep the hair off her neck when she played, so she tacked the end of the ponytail to the back of her head with a barrette.

Dina leaned close to her mother and whispered, “All these girls in cawn country probably have nuttin’ bettuh to do than play volleyball twenty-four sev.”

“Cawn country?” Her mother laughed. “Honey, you’ve got to work on that Long Island accent of yours.” She patted Dina on the knee. “You’ll be fine. I’ll be right here on the bleachers if you get nervous, okay? Just look back, and I’ll give you a thumbs up.”

“Okay.”

Dr. Lewiski, the athletic director, finally stopped talking and directed the sixth graders to the court at the far end of the gym. She then called for the seventh graders to go to the middle court. 

“Oh, there you go,” her mother said.

Dina stood up. “Wish me luck.” With her mom’s well wishes, she bounded down the bleachers.

Adina Jacobs and her parents had moved to West Lafayette, Indiana in June after Dina’s mother had been hired as an assistant professor of Environmental Science at Purdue University. Dina wasn’t happy getting ripped away from her friends in New York, but her mother promised they’d go back to visit as often as they could. So far that hadn’t happened, but then again it had only been about a month and a half since they left. School in Indiana was set to start in a week, and with volleyball tryouts for the next three days, they wouldn’t get back to Long Island for a while. Maybe not even until next summer.

Dina hustled to the seventh grade court, not wanting to be the last one, and stood with the other girls. A quick count revealed about twenty-five seventh graders. There would definitely be cuts. She hoped she wasn’t one of them.

“All right, girls,” the seventh grade coach said, “because we have three full teams in here tonight, it’s important that everyone remain focused and listen. Is that understood?”

Dina nodded along with the other girls and took a deep breath to shake out her nerves. The seventh grade coach looked more like an army sergeant than a volleyball coach with her short brown hair, dark eyes, and lack of smile. Dina exchanged a worried glance with the short girl standing next to her.

“My name is Coach Matthews, but you can call me Coach.” She glanced at the clipboard in her hand. “Right now, I need you to form three straight lines for stretching.” The girls looked around at each other. “Move it.”

Twenty-five seventh graders burst into activity. In what seemed like forever, they finally formed three straight lines of roughly the same size. Dina, luckily, found a place to hide in the back row, although at five-foot-nine she kind of stuck out like the Empire State Building. She smiled at the short girl who had found a spot next to her.

“Let’s stretch,” Coach Matthews snapped.

While the coach led them through their stretching routine, Dina snuck a peek at the girls around her. She didn’t know a single one of them. The only new girls she’d met so far in Indiana were at Temple Beth Israel, and none of them went to Earhart Middle. She was all alone.

“Okay. Break into pairs,” Coach Matthews said, once they were done stretching. “One ball between you.”

“Wanna be my partner?” the short girl asked.

“Sure.” Dina was relieved she didn’t have to find a partner on her own.

The short girl grabbed a ball from the bin. 

“I’m Christine Hannigan,” she said when she came back.

“Nice tuh meet cha. I’m Dina. Dina Jacobs.” She stuck out her hand.

Christine looked perplexed for a second at Dina’s outstretched hand, but then finally shook it. “Nice to meet you, Dina. Are you new here?”

“Yeah, I just moved he-uh.” They passed the ball back and forth, following the coach’s instructions.

“He-uh? Where’s he-uh?” Christine sounded confused.

“Heeeeere, I mean. I just moved here.” She over exaggerated the proper pronunciation.

“Yeah, I can tell. Your accent is way weird.” Christine smiled, and Dina knew she was teasing.

“My accent? No, seriously, youse guys are da ones wit duh accents.” She laid it on thick.

Christine laughed again. “Where are you from anyway?”

“Whatsa matta wit you?” Dina said playfully. “You can’t tell a New Yawk accent when ya hears one?”

“No way. You’re from New York?”

“Yeah,” Dina said with a laugh, “but it’s not that exciting.”

They passed the ball back and forth for a few minutes without talking, since Coach Matthews was wandering nearby. Christine bumped it a little too hard, and Dina chased it down.

“You there,” Coach Matthews called to Christine, “use your legs. Don’t just swing your arms.” She bent her legs to show Christine what to do.

Dina tossed the ball, and Christine successfully bumped it back. Coach Matthews nodded her satisfaction.

Dina passed the ball to Christine.

“Good job, Stretch,” Coach Matthews said and then headed to another pair of girls.

As soon as the coach was out of earshot, Christine started giggling. “She called you Stretch.”

“Yeah, I heard.” Dina didn’t have time to think about it because Coach Matthews changed the drill to setting. They spent a few hectic minutes setting and then moved on to flat-footed kills and digs.

“Laps,” Coach Matthews barked when they finished the kill-and-dig drill.

Dina stood in line behind Christine at one of the two water fountains. She was still a little breathless after what seemed like six hundred laps. “Hey, Christine, did ya play on yer sixth grade team he-uh?” Dina laughed. “heeeere. Did you play here?” She groaned in frustration. Not speaking New Yorkese was hard.

“Uh huh. Did you play at your school last year?”

“Yeah.” Dina took a long drink and then another quick one. “I played on a club team, too. The Hawkinsville Honeys.”

Christine laughed.

“I know. Seriously,” Dina said. “We all hated that name. We wanted tuh be the Hawkinsville Hornets or somethin’ cool, but our coach wouldn’t change it.”

“I want to try out for a club team this year,” Christine said. “The West Lafayette Landsharks. They travel all over. They even went to Chicago last year.”

“They did?” Dina had never been to Chicago.

“Yeah, but you have to be invited to try out. And I won’t get invited, like, ever.”

Dina opened her mouth to reassure Christine, but Coach Matthews started counting down. They hustled back to the court. If all the girls weren’t back on the court by the time she got to zero, they’d have to redo all those laps.

“Ten . . . nine . . . eight,” Coach Matthews continued.

Dina groaned. Two of the girls apparently didn’t hear the countdown or maybe just didn’t care, because they sauntered their way back to the court. 

“Thanks to Brittany Nelson and Marguerite Dunlop you now have five more minutes of laps,” Coach Matthews said way too calmly. “Go.” She pointed to their starting point.

“Drill sergeant,” Dina mumbled under her breath. Actually, she was more upset at the girls named Brittany and Marguerite than at her new coach.

On her first lap around the court, she looked up at her mother in the stands. As promised, her mother smiled and threw her a thumbs up. Dina waved back as she ran.

“Faster,” Sergeant Matthews yelled. “And don’t cut corners.”

Dina groaned as she picked up the pace. She wasn’t sure how much more of this corn country boot camp she could take.
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Boot Camp—Day Two
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Dina grabbed her volleyball bag and headed toward the garage door just off the laundry room. “Mom, are you ready yet? I can’t be late to tryouts.”

“Coming, honey.” Her mother adjusted her silk scarf in the mirror in the front hall. She grabbed her briefcase and ushered Dina out the door and into the garage. “How many days of these tryouts left?”

“Just today and den Monday. We get Saturday and Sunday awf.”

“Off.”

“What?” Dina tossed her bag into the backseat and plopped in the front passenger seat. She buckled her seatbelt.

“Try to pronounce your words less, uh, New York.”

“Okay, I’ll try, but it’s hawd.” Dina groaned. “Harrrd. It’s hard to speak prop-er-ly.” She over enunciated every word and then grinned at her mother, quite pleased with herself.

“That’s a good start.” Her mother hit the garage door opener and backed the Crown Victoria out of the driveway. “School starts Tuesday, right?”

“Yeah. How come school starts in August he-uh? I mean, heeere. Robyn still has two weeks of summuh vacation left.” Robyn Goodman was her best friend at home on Long Island.

“Somebody owes you two weeks of summer, don’t they?”

“Seriously.” Dina laughed.

“Have you talked to Robyn recently?”

“Yeah. She’s goin’ to that elite volleyball camp at Suffolk Community College this week.” Dina hoped her mother hadn’t heard the disappointment in her voice. Going to camp with Robyn had been the only thing she’d wanted to do that summer.

“Oh, honey, I know you miss home, but you’ll make a lot of new friends here. And we can always fly Robyn out here to visit any time.”

“I know, Mom.” She looked out the window at miles and miles of green plants going by. Maybe those were the soybeans. “I just miss home is all.” 

“When are they posting the team lists?”

“Tuesday mornin’ outside the P.E. teachers’ awe . . .” Dina heard her New York accent, “ . . . office.” She sighed. Living in corn country was tiring.

“From what I saw, you’ll make that team no problem. Hey, let’s call Daddy tonight and tell him how well you’re doing.”

“Okay.” Dina perked up. Her father’s many business trips often kept him away from home for weeks at a time. “When’s he comin’ home?”

“He wanted to get home before school started, but he can’t wrap up his meetings in Kuwait by then.”

Dina missed her dad when he went away on business, but she was used to it. The company he worked for, Nammurg Corporation, was a global defense and technology company that sent him all over the world. He had to check in at the New York home office every now and then, but other than that, he pretty much worked from home when he wasn’t travelling.

They pulled up to the gymnasium at Earhart Middle School, and Dina sat in the car for a minute before getting out.

“Are you okay, honey?” her mother asked.

“Tryouts are just—” Dina sighed. “I dunno. Tryouts are seriously nerve wracking.” 

She loved volleyball, but she didn’t have any friends at this new school, except maybe Christine now, and she wasn’t looking forward to another one of Sergeant Matthews’s tryout days. After the extra set of laps at the call out practice the night before, they had worked on serves, did pushups, worked on setting for outside hitters, did sit-ups, and ended the hour-and-a-half workout running more laps. The practice looming ahead of her was scheduled for three whole hours with the added bonus of no parents in the stands.

“Oh, you’ll be fine. Now, go get ’em. I’ll pick you up at eleven, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Do you have your cell phone in case you get out early?”

“Yeah.” Dina kissed her mom goodbye and got out of the car. She steeled herself for another day at boot camp.

Brittany Nelson and Marguerite Dunlop pulled up in a car right behind hers. Brittany stepped out of the car and put her bag down. She pulled her long blonde hair into a pony tail. Marguerite pushed her silver wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose and stood behind Brittany, her bag slung over her shoulder.

“Hey, you’re Dina, right?” Brittany smoothed down her ponytail and fell into step with Dina. Marguerite remained a step behind them.

Dina nodded. “And you’re Brittany, right?” She opened the door to the gym and let Brittany go through first.

Marguerite hesitated for a second when Dina held the door open for her to pass through.

Dina stuck out her hand. “I’m Dina Jacobs.”

“Hi.” Marguerite seemed surprised that Dina had actually spoken to her. They shook hands. “I’m Marguerite Dunlop, and you’re, like, totally awesome.”

“Oh, thanks.” Dina felt her cheeks get hot. “I’m seriously sore from yestidday. How ’bout you?”

“I know, I’m so—”

“Anyway.” Brittany maneuvered in between them and steered Dina toward the gym. “So where are you from? Boston or something?”

“New Yawk. Longuyland.”

“Where’s Longuyland?”

“Long I-land,” Dina enunciated.

“Oh. Why didn’t you say so?” Brittany linked arms with Dina and steered her toward the bleachers. Marguerite trailed behind. “Our sixth grade team was pretty good last year, but we could use a tall player like you.”

“I hope I make the team.”

“Phht. You will. Don’t you just love Coach Matthews?” Brittany rolled her eyes. “Criminy, she thinks she knows everything.”

Before Dina could come up with a response, Christine saved the day by bursting into the gym. “Am I late?”

Dina laughed. “No, I think we’re a little bit early. I don’t even see Coach Matthews.”

“Oh, thank goodness. I overslept.” Christine sat on the gym floor, opened her bag, and dumped everything out. She grabbed her sneakers and a hair tie and then shoved the extra pair of socks, shorts, t-shirt, wallet, gum, and a set of keys back in.

Dina chuckled.

“What?” Christine asked with a grin.

“Nuttin’. I just never saw anybody do that.” Dina opened her own gym bag and gently took out her sneakers. She put them on and then pulled her jet black hair back into her usual tacked-up ponytail. She smiled when Christine did the same to her light brown hair.

“So, Dina,” Brittany said. “Did you play on your sixth grade team on Long Island?”

“Yeah. Wait. No.”

“Which is it?” Brittany exchanged a glance with Marguerite.

“We didn’t have a sixth grade team. We just had one middle school team. I guess volleyball isn’t as popular on Longuyland, I mean Long Island. Suffolk Community College has a team, but—”

“I want to play for Penn State,” Marguerite blurted.

“Penn State?” Brittany said with disbelief. “They stink.”

“Uh, no, they don’t, Brittany,” Christine said. “Not only were they the Big Ten champs two years in a row, but they were the NCAA champs back to back, too.”

“Whatev,” Brittany said with derision. “If you want to go anywhere in volleyball, you have to play for a California team.”

“Like who?” Christine challenged.

“Criminy. C’mon, people. You have to play for Stanford, girls. That’s the ticket for getting to the Olympics. Logan Tom and Ogonna Nnamani played for Stanford. Kerri Walsh, too. Please tell me you all know she and Misty May won the beach volleyball gold medal at the last Olympics.”

“Hey,” Christine said, “did you guys watch indoor volleyball in the Olympics last summer?”

“No,” Dina admitted a little too quickly.

Brittany and Marguerite stared at her in astonishment.

“What?” Dina shrugged. “We were on a . . . We were on vacation.”

She almost said that she and her family were on a cruise around the Hawaiian Islands, but she wasn’t sure if people from Indiana went on cruises. She also felt kind of stupid that she hadn’t watched the Olympic volleyball games. She and Robyn had never watched volleyball on TV. Maybe she was right when she’d told her mother that the kids in Indiana played volleyball 24-7. “How did Team USA do?”

Brittany started to answer, but Christine shushed her. “Don’t tell her. I have all the games recorded on DVD’s, and she can watch them for herself.”

“What countries played in the—?” Dina started.

“Team USA was in Group A with Japan, China, Venezuela, Poland, and Cuba,” Marguerite said.

“And group B was Brazil, Italy, Russia, Serbia, Kazakhstan, and and and . . . Shoot, there was one more.” Brittany stomped her foot.

“Algeria,” Marguerite finished smugly.

“Ah,” Brittany groaned. “You’re such a brainiac. Team USA wasn’t ranked very high, so nobody predicted a medal for them.”

“Seriously? Did we get one?”

“You really don’t know what happened?” Christine raised an eyebrow.

Dina shook her head and felt really stupid in front of her new friends.

“Okay, for real. Nobody tell her.” Christine glared at Brittany and Marguerite.

They nodded, and then Brittany tapped Marguerite on the arm. “C’mon, brainiac, I have to practice my sets.”

“Okay.” Marguerite got up with a grunt and lumbered behind Brittany.

“Do you want to come over tomorrow and watch one of the Olympic games at my house?” Christine asked. “We can watch Team USA play Japan.”

“Cool.” Dina instantly felt better. Nobody would ever replace her best friend Robyn, but it would be fun to hang out with Christine. “I just have to ask my mom is all.” They stood up and walked to the unlocked bin of volleyballs, and Dina took one out. “Oh wait, I have to go to Temple tomorruh mornin’, but after that, I’m sure I can come ovuh.”

“We really have to work on that accent of yours. Is there a shortage of r’s in New York or something?” Christine laughed.

Dina felt her cheeks get warm. “My mom is always pesterin’ me about my accent.” She sighed. “Okay, fine. I’ll try to pronounce things prop-er-ly, but if I don’t, help me out, okay?”

Christine nodded. “Deal. Now what did you mean when you said you had to go to Temple? The Taj Mahal kind of temple?”

Dina laughed. “I don’t think the Taj Mahal is a temple. It’s a tomb for some Indian queen or somethin’.”

“It is?”

“Yeah, I’m going to go there someday.”

“Me, too.”

“I go to Temple Beth Israel for services on Satuhday,” Dina said as they stretched. “I’m Jewish.”

“Really?” Christine said. “I never met anybody who was Jewish.”

“You probably know some Jewish people, but don’t realize it.”

Christine seemed to think about it for a second. “Yeah, you’re probably right, and you know what?”

“What?” Dina bumped the ball to Christine to start their warm up.

“My grandma always said, ‘Variety is the spice of life.’ I’m Catholic, by the way.”

“That’s cool. I agree with your Grandma.”

Dina opened her mouth to ask what time Christine wanted her to come over the next day, but Coach Matthews barked for attention. 

“Balls away,” Coach Matthews ordered. “Warm up laps. Five minutes.”

Dina groaned and threw the ball in the bin and started her second day of boot camp.
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Team USA vs. Japan

––––––––
[image: ]


Dina stretched before sitting on the couch in Christine’s living room. “I can’t believe how sore I am after only two days of tryouts.”

“I’m sore, too. It’s all those pushups.” Christine turned the television on with the remote control. She picked up a second remote and turned on the DVD player.

Dina raised an eyebrow. “How many remotes do ya need?” 

“Oh, we’ve got a lot more.” Christine pointed at the television console, and Dina laughed at four more remotes lined up in a row.

“That’s crazy.”

“What’s crazy?” Christine’s mother asked as she came in the living room, car keys in hand. 

Dina saw the resemblance between mother and daughter immediately. They both had light brown hair, brown eyes, and the same button nose. She tried not to be self-conscious about her own nose, because she thought it was too honkin’ big.

“Dina wanted to know why we have three thousand remotes.”

Christine’s mother laughed.

“Oh, sorry, Mom. This is Dina. My new friend I told you about.”

Dina stood up and shook Christine’s mother’s hand. “It’s nice to meet ’cha, Mrs. Hannigan. Thanks for letting me come ovuh to watch the game. My mom told me to tell you she’s sorry she couldn’t come in to meet ’cha, but she was already kinda late for her office hours.”

“No problem. I’m sure I’ll meet your parents soon enough. At a volleyball game, I imagine.”

Dina nodded. “Yeah, my mom usually comes to every game.”

“Thanks for helping Christine babysit this afternoon.”

Dina shot Christine a look.

Christine smiled sheepishly. “Oh, did I forget to mention we’re watching my four-year-old brother, Joey, while Mom goes to pottery?”

As if on cue, Joey came tearing through the living room wearing his Batman pajamas and clutching a blue towel around his neck. The towel billowed out behind him as he flew around the room.

“Joey,” Mrs. Hannigan said, “I told you to get out of those pajamas.”

Joey continued to run circles around the couch. Dina pulled her legs up so the pint-size superhero wouldn’t collide with her.

“I’m outta here.” Mrs. Hannigan laughed. “Good luck, honey.”

Christine stuck her tongue out at her mother, but Dina could tell it was in fun. “Thanks a lot, Mom. I hope your clay melts.”

“Good one. Daddy will be home from the plant about the same time I will. Call me if you need me.”

“Okay, Mom,” Christine called after her mother.

Christine and Dina finally got Joey calmed down with a combination of orange Hi-C in a sippy cup and a bucketful of Duplo Legos. Christine pressed play on the DVD player, and the NBC broadcast came to life.

“Oh, no,” she cried.

“What’s wrong?”

“I forgot. The DVR messed up last summer, and we didn’t get the whole match. The first three sets are missing.”
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