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        Deborah Rudell, author of Grit & Grace: The Transformation of a Ship & a Soul
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      I was ten years old the first time I understood what it meant to fight for air.

      The attack came on suddenly, the way it always did, with a tightness deep in my chest like invisible hands pressing inward, squeezing harder with every breath I tried to take. I sat on the edge of the exam table in the doctor’s office, legs dangling, shoulders heaving, inhaler clutched in my hand, waiting for the medicine to work.

      It didn’t.

      My mother stood beside me, trying to stay calm, though I could see fear in her eyes every time my breath caught short. My father paced in the corner, hands folded behind his back the way he always did when he was worried. The room was too bright, too quiet, and every wheeze echoed like a reminder that something was wrong inside me.

      The doctor listened to my lungs, frowning. “He’s not improving,” he said quietly.

      Then he turned to my parents with a suggestion that would change the course of my entire life.

      “He needs physical exercise. Real conditioning. Swimming would be best. If he learns to breathe through the water, he might strengthen the lungs enough to overcome this.”

      I remember looking up at him, chest burning, thinking how impossible that sounded. I could barely breathe sitting still. How was I supposed to swim?

      But my parents agreed. So, I found myself standing at the edge of a crystal clear chlorine blue pool a few weeks later, the water stretching out like a challenge I wasn’t sure I could meet. I pushed off the wall and took my first awkward stroke. Then another. And another.

      I struggled. But with every session, my lungs opened a little more. The wheezing faded. The tightness eased. The boy who once fought for air could breathe.

      Swimming didn’t just save my lungs.

      It built the discipline, resilience, and mental toughness that would carry me from childhood asthma to college athletics to lifeguard towers along the California coast and eventually to the underwater training facilities and mission rooms of America’s space program.

      I didn’t know it then, not that day in the doctor’s office, not that first shaky lap in the pool, but that fight for breath was the beginning of everything.
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      What began as treatment soon became something much larger. Swimming became my environment, training ground, and the foundation of everything that followed.

      I began swimming lessons at age ten and soon progressed to my community swim team. As my skills improved, I joined a local Amateur Athletic Union swim team, which allowed me to compete in numerous meets across California and neighboring states like Oregon and Arizona. This experience gave me the chance to race against top swimmers in my age group. Participating in major competitions and invitationals, such as the Junior Olympics, prepared me to compete at the highest level throughout my high school career.

      By this time, I was training intensively on a daily basis, gaining both physical and mental benefits from the rigorous demands of competitive swimming. It was within this environment that I not only excelled in the sport but also experienced a complete resolution of my childhood asthma. Throughout high school, strong race times began drawing attention from Division 1 swim coaches. I carefully considered several National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division 1 universities where I could pursue both academics and athletics, specifically water polo and swimming. Ultimately, I accepted a scholarship to San Diego State University (SDSU), where I continued to excel in both sports and academics. My performance earned me the distinction of scholar-athlete from the Pacific Coast Athletic Association (PCAA).

      It was at the annual PCAA Championship Swimming Meet in Long Beach, California, that I recorded my all-time best swimming times. Representing SDSU in my three main events, I swam the fifty-yard freestyle in 21.9 seconds, the hundred-yard butterfly in 52.8 seconds, and, as the anchor in the 4x100-yard freestyle relay, I finished my leg in 47.8 seconds.

      These were strong collegiate times, yet what made them especially meaningful to me was that swimming had always been my “second sport.” Achieving these times reminded me that the discipline, endurance, and mental focus I had honed in water polo translated into success across the broader aquatic arena. It was a moment of pride, proof that the countless hours spent training in the pool had shaped me into not just a specialist, but a versatile athlete.

      At SDSU, I trained alongside many talented athletes, including Greg Smith, a standout swimmer who became a lifelong friend. Greg had an exceptional athletic career, competing in the Olympic Trials and NCAA Championships, and was ranked ninth in the world for the hundred-meter breaststroke. Greg's dedication and discipline were a constant source of inspiration, motivating me to improve both in the pool and in the classroom. His mentorship and example significantly shaped my personal and academic growth.

      Both Greg and I observed that the rigorous training in swimming not only developed physical strength but also cultivated mental resilience, teaching us the importance of persevering through challenges and discomfort. Greg later leveraged both his aquatic training and academic background to achieve success in two distinct careers: Hollywood filmmaking, particularly in sound production, and in the financial sector, where he secured a prominent position. His journey remains a source of inspiration and a model of excellence, motivating me in my own endeavors.

      Even today, Greg continues to generously share his wisdom with me. On one occasion, reflecting on my family, he offered this insight: “Though you are born of the same parents, it is your individual life journeys that shape you differently, molding each of you into the unique people you become.”

      Looking back on my own path, from childhood illness to competitive aquatics, from lifeguard towers to aerospace engineering, I came to understand how deeply true his words were, reminding me that every challenge I faced was quietly shaping the person I was becoming.

      Competitive Aquatics Yield Lifelong Lessons for Success

      Competitive swimming and water polo imparted several life-changing lessons that have shaped my approach to various aspects of life. I learned that success requires thorough preparation, including proper conditioning and continuous skill development. Equally important is the need for strategic thinking, understanding both one’s own strengths and the opponent’s tactics. I also learned the value of giving one's full effort in competition, maintaining aggression while exercising discipline, and controlling emotions under pressure. Above all, the principle of always finishing strong became a guiding tenet.

      These lessons have transcended sports, influencing my approach to education, professional endeavors, and personal development. They have shaped my mindset and approach to challenges, providing a framework for achieving success across multiple domains of life.

      What I didn’t realize at the time was the pool and the water polo arena were far more than athletic stages, they were training grounds for life itself. The discipline, endurance, and resilience I gained through aquatics taught me to push beyond discomfort, control my emotions under pressure, and finish strong. Those lessons became the foundation on which I would build my future in education, aerospace, and beyond. As Olympic gold medalist Jesse Owens once said, “We all have dreams. But in order to make dreams come into reality, it takes an awful lot of determination, dedication, self-discipline, and effort.” My journey in the water proved the truth of those words, and as the next chapter reveals, those same qualities would be tested and refined on the beaches of California, where ocean lifeguarding demanded not only vigilance, courage, and strength but also the profound responsibility of protecting lives in an unforgiving environment.
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