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In loving memory of my “Writing Mom,”

Joan Anderson

who was about my current age when I began writing this.

She would be ecstatic to know I finally finished it.

 

And

 

In loving dedication to my mother,

Shirley Wennerlind

Whose words to live by, “Be a blessing,”

inspire my life and my writing.

Love you, Mom.

 


There was a time . . .

before computers, microwaves, and energy drinks.

 

A time before

backpacks were popular, when boys carried their girlfriend’s books.

Nissan cars were called Datsuns, and the most popular diet sodas were Tab and Fresca.

 

It was a time

of social change. Women sought liberation, not only in the workplace, but in the bedroom with the availability of the Pill. Roe v. Wade legalized abortion. Women no longer had to wait until marriage to enjoy sex and, for some, the concept of virginity had been knocked off its pedestal. Adoptions were closed.

 

It was a time

when college dorms became co-ed. Strong coffee pulled us students through finals. We heated our water for coffee or tea in electric kettles.

 

It was a time

when I typed on a typewriter the first chapters of this book for my novel writing class.

 

It was the ’70s.

 


Prologue

Lake Washington, December 7, 1973

CARRIE KEPT HER STEPS on the dock slow, more out of reverence than worry of slipping on the slick surface. This would be her last time to row. She tried hard to swallow the knot of sadness mixed with fear which clenched her throat. She held the fragile little boat, keeping it steady though she herself trembled within. She managed to ease herself and gained her balance and pushed away from the dock. She dug in her oars wanting to treasure each last stroke. She was surprised at the smallness of the single. The eight had been such a monster by comparison. Stranger still was the feeling of sitting without a team. It had been a long time since she had felt so alone.

She forced a smile, telling herself how great it was to be in control, to row alone, setting her own pace without worrying about hitting the girl in front of her. She thought back on the one-on-one races with Jan. They were so much fun—so new—so exciting—their first years on crew . . .

But it was no use. The races with Lenny soon crowded out these memories. They returned clearer and more defined, no matter how hard she tried to suppress thoughts of him.

She moved toward the middle of the lake, rowing slower and slower until she just held the blades of her oars silently upon the water, her eyes gazing at her reflection. A blue-eyed, twenty-year-old girl stared back at her with eyes that had seen things she never wanted to see. She’d done things she never thought she would. Her long blond hair, slipping out of its hair band, blew loosely in the breeze. She held her oars in one hand and pulled the loose hair back from her face with the other. Though her complexion appeared smooth, she felt the roughness the continual impact of the wind had left behind. She looked disapprovingly at her jaw which seemed almost too fixed, too determined.

Was it me he found pretty or my sport? she wondered. Or was I just sport?

Both hands picked up the oars, unconsciously following the old familiar course she had always followed. She became aware instead of each intricate movement, back, shoulders, arms, legs, wrists, and knees working together in a continual cycle, moving her oars in and out of the water. She rowed slower still, noting how each move of the oars commanded a different part of her body to respond. Eric and Coach McLoughlin had done their job well, teaching her a pattern more ingrained than the color in her cheeks.

It had been difficult at first, every stroke so tense, so choppy, so uncoordinated, and she laughed, finding her mind drifting in the reflections of the past three years.

 

 


Chapter 1

April 8, 1972, The Montlake Cut

THE NOISE OF THE CHAOS around her was nothing compared to the pounding of her heart. Anxiousness gnawed in her stomach. She had raced head-ons before, but this was her first sprint regatta with the novice eight. One thousand meters, in a lane against three other teams.

She had practiced hard with her own crew of nine young women since the beginning of the year. This was now a real competition challenged by three teams all dressed in colors other than the purple and gold she wore. Theirs was no longer the only shell on the lake. This was it—all they had trained for.

She tried to remain calm, telling herself they were all beginners like her team facing their first side by side race. Carrie’s novice team had practiced against Washington’s own second-year junior varsity, the JV, but she had known most of those girls and their abilities. Their coxswain, Kelly Chan, was the eyes of her team. She had seen the other teams’ weaknesses in the fall sweep racing and could hopefully use these to their advantage. Carrie didn’t envy Kelly having to keep track of three other boats while concentrating on spurring their team to victory.

After the pre-race tasks of getting equipment ready, adjusting seats, and weighing each shell to verify its legality was completed, Carrie sat in the eight plus shell with seven other rowers along with the plus—the ninth person, Kelly the coxswain.

Carrie watched their competition warming up around them. It was appropriate “Cal”, as Berkeley was called, had been given Lane One since they were ranked the highest. Her university’s varsity team had already run a close second to theirs. She found them more than a little smug in their number one rating.

They’re just first-year rowers like us, Carrie told herself.

She felt her friend and teammate, Jan, pat her on the back, saying, “Don’t worry, Care. We’ll knock them off their pedestals!”

In Lane Two were Oregon State’s women, all dressed in black T-shirts with orange shorts. These colors reminded Carrie of flames of fire. She decided to call them the devil’s team. Can’t let the devil catch up with you.

Washington, being the home team, had been given the somewhat middle Lane Three. “You’ll have great visibility, Chan,” Carrie cried out, trying to assure their nervous-looking coxswain. Carrie was well aware of the tension she felt from the rest of her teammates. Hopefully they could channel it to winning a medal.

The last team, in Lane Four, San Diego State, wore mismatched red shirts with black shorts. Only the colors were matching. Women’s teams had to acquire their own uniforms, and most times they were far from “uniform.” She heard the cheer of “Go, Red Hot Mamas!” from the stands. Saluting in acknowledgment, San Diego’s coxswain put her fist up in the air.

The other teams loved coming to races with the University since Phoebe McLoughlin and her American Association of University Women (AAUW) group made and presented medals and ribbons. They had also sewn letters on her team’s matching shirts. Phoebe said if it was good enough for the men’s team, it was only fair the women should be uniformed and awarded too.

Carrie was brought back to attention when she heard Chan shout out, “Falconer, keep your eye on the Stroke. I need you to coordinate your strokes with the rest.”

What ever happened to the cox being the team’s cheerleader?

Before she knew it, they were at the starting line getting into position. Chan cried, “Number off!”

“Bow,” Carrie’s partner in position one cried.

“Two,” Carrie shouted. Ready or not, here she was.

She heard a “Three,” then Jan shouting “Four.” Carrie was so glad Jan was with her.

Carrie heard the rest of her team continue the position count to “Eight.” Her team froze in ready position until the starter finally announced the traditional words used since the beginning of rowing races in France, “Êtes-vous prêts? Partez!”

Her crew answered the French words for, “Are you ready? Go!” by rowing as quickly as they could, picking up their starting speed in ten fast strokes.

Carrie loved the euphoria of being pushed back into the seat as the shell almost seemed to fly over the water as they settled. She tried not to look at the competition—that was Chan’s job—but quick glances confirmed Cal had the lead. Carrie’s team was second. She struggled to keep up with the pace set by number eight, known as the Stroke. Soon she was hit by the weariness of thirty-two strokes a minute.

“Two-hundred-fifty meters approaching!” Chan shouted.

They crossed it with Cal still leading.

Why aren’t they losing momentum? Carrie thought until she heard another voice—not Chan’s.

At a quick glance, she could see the red team’s boat beginning to overtake them as their coxswain shouted out the seats it was passing, “Eight, seven, six, five . . .” The splash of the wake they made hit Carrie in the eye.

Chan, do something! she thought.

“Power ten!” Chan ordered.

Be sorry what you wish for, Carrie thought as sharp pains stabbed her legs when she increased her strokes along with the rest. The count went up to bow, however, as the Mamas quickly passed them.

Washington was in third place as they crossed the mid-mark of five hundred meters, continuing a swift pace when Chan commanded them to “Settle.”

What? Carrie thought. It was appropriate to bring the stroke rate down for the rest of race to save more power for the end, but they needed to pass San Diego, which was only a length away. I would have called another power ten. Chan was probably helping them survive the second half of the race.

She was a bit relieved, though. Keeping up the strong pace was killing her. The pain in her body was like knives being driven into her legs and arms. So this was what all that brutal conditioning had been for.

She decided to count the steps to her strokes to take her mind off the pain. Under her breath, she panted, “Catch.” She leaned forward, her back was straight, shins vertical to the bottom of the shell as her oar blade hit the water to start a new stroke. “Drive.” This was where she felt the sharpest pain in her legs, since this was where most of the power came from. She pushed down on the foot stretchers with all her body weight onto her feet. Her legs straightened as she pushed her body back on the seat pulling the oar up in an arc. “Finish,” she panted as her arm muscles took over the last part of the oar movement. “Recovery.” What an ironic name for a step, she thought as she pushed forward to bring the oar out of the water. Her knees were up close to her chest again to start the whole process over. How dare they call it recovery when all it meant was she had to start the cycle again?

“Seven hundred-fifty mark, Montlake Bridge approaching,” Chan called.

Carrie wanted to quit, but she couldn’t let her crew down. She clenched her teeth. I need to win a medal to show Jake and my dad!

She heard the crowds cheering from the shore. When she heard the chants suddenly muffle, she knew they were under the bridge. She quickly looked and smiled when she saw they were in third place until she heard a shout from Oregon’s coxswain. “Look ahead!”

Don’t let those devils take my medal!

“Take a ten to stop them,” Chan ordered. Carrie was amazed at the energy that returned and surged within her as she heard Chan continue, “They only have two seats. Let’s take them! Firm up. Press for ten.”

The adrenaline was at an all-time high as the team heard Chan shouting, “Look ahead” back to Oregon State’s boat. The whole team continued their pace, thrilled as Chan shouted the seats they were passing.

“Eight, seven, six . . .” Her voice getting louder as they overtook seat eight just in time to cross the finish line close behind the Red Mamas. Cal finished first, San Diego second. Their own Washington crew boat crossed third.

Passing the finish, Carrie made up a fifth stroke step, “Collapse,” as she noted how her teammates sat exhausted, regaining their breath. Many held their stomachs. All Carrie could do was mouth the words, “Bronze. We got a medal!” Wait till you see it, Dad and Jake!

Though their faces smiled in victory, their bodies ached as they slowly recuperated. Stepping up at the award ceremony to the third-place stand, they bent their heads to receive their medals. As Phoebe McLoughlin hung the medal around her neck, Carrie found herself thinking how it all began.




Chapter 2

Lake Washington, September 27, 1971

WHEN CARRIE ARRIVED at the dock that first day and saw the practice barge floating in the water, she remembered her morning Quiet Time reading about Jesus rescuing the disciple’s boat. Well, if Jesus could save the disciples, He could easily keep her from falling overboard.

Doubt crept in again as she watched other girls step off the dock onto the barge in the lake. She followed them, praying she wouldn’t tip it as she stretched her short legs to board. She was happy to find it was sturdy, though wet. Puddles of water seeped into her tennis shoes as she claimed one of the seats.

As Mandy, her roommate, had reminded her that morning, Carrie had never rowed a boat in her life, but that wasn’t supposed to matter. The signs had read “Wanted: Girls for Crew, no rowing experience necessary.”

She’d seen the boats glide almost magically across the beautiful lake and had thought, That looks like fun. She’d never been good at any sport, unlike her older brother Jake whose letterman’s jacket was full of award patches. Her dad was so proud of him.

Suddenly her brother’s voice haunted her. “Let’s sign Carrie up for Miss Riverdale,” he had teased, “but what would be her talent? Let’s see, she’s hopeless at sports, can’t sing. Maybe—I got it—maybe swinging on her swing.”

So here she was trying out, hoping this might be something she could do to prove to him and her father that she too could be athletic.

There were sixteen seats, each with a huge oar. She claimed one to sit behind, but as she lowered her body toward it, the seat rolled out from under her. She saw that it had wheels on the sides. A tall, lean girl wearing a shirt that read “Women’s Crew” came over to assist her, sliding her seat back in place. Carrie managed a smile.

“Thanks,” she said and sat down quickly, not giving the wheels a chance to roll. She tried to look confident as she put her feet in the straps and grasped the huge oar. Her shoulders tensed when she leaned back, while the slide her seat rode on dug into the back of her legs.

“First time rowing, huh?”

She turned to the girl sitting opposite her.

“Yeah,” she answered, laughing at herself.

“Mine too.” The girl smiled back. “Guess we’re in the same boat.”

“Yeah.” She laughed at the play on words, and in relief that she wasn’t the only one shaking in her tennis shoes.

“I’m Jan McDonald. You?”

“Oh, Carrie Falconer.”

“Falcon, like your shirt, huh?”

“Ah, yeah,” Carrie murmured, realizing which shirt she was wearing. It was her lucky shirt with the bird on it. Mandy had given it to her for her sixteenth birthday, swearing the bird looked just like a falcon. Whatever had possessed her to wear it today?

“Okay,” a male voice said. Carrie’s eyes were drawn to the front of the barge where a man, obviously the coach, stood towering over his new recruits.

“You, on starboard—push down on the handle to lift your oars up to clear the dock. Push us off, Eric.”

“Starboard,” she repeated out loud. “What the heck is that?”

“The right,” Jan whispered.

“Hey, you! With the bird shirt. Push down on the handle to lift your oar!” But it was too late. Her oar had already hit the dock. She recovered quickly, however, and with one more shove, they were off.

“Now, everyone, just stroke as you can,” the coach continued. “Let’s try for the middle of the bay.”

Carrie stiffly lowered her oar and moved it choppily in and out of the water.

“Cup the water with your oar and pull.” It was the tall girl again.

She must be over six feet, Carrie thought, eyeing her. More athletic than I’ll ever be.

“We call this square and feathering,” the coach continued. “Let’s get it together working as a team—smooth, even strokes.”

Carrie watched her oar as she tried her best to cup and pull the water. She hit the back of the girl in front of her. “Sorry.”

“Okay, ladies, rest your blades.”

Carrie looked at the surrounding water. She was happy it wasn’t as choppy as the rivers in her hometown. Union Bay was so beautiful. She always loved the view of the Seattle skyline, with the Space Needle, which was said to have a view of the entire city. She had heard romantic stories of couples becoming engaged there.

By some minor miracle, they’d reached the middle of the bay. As the coach showed them the various rowing techniques, Carrie wondered if they would ever see the dock again.

“Square, feather, square, feather, together now. Watch the girl in front of you. Keep those eyes up front.”

All went well until the moment Carrie’s oar refused to come up with the rest. Instead of her doing the pulling, the oar pulled her, and she had a sudden vision of it forcing her overboard along with everyone else.

“Help," she moaned. She was saved by a short young man who appeared to be the assistant coach, handing the oar back to her.

“It’s all right,” he assured her. “You’re doing fine. Just make sure your blade is square when it enters the water.”

Still, Carrie found herself praying that she wouldn’t capsize the barge.

“We are going to our ready position now. We call it ‘Sitting ready at the catch.’”

Carrie leaned forward, her oar angling back in alignment with the other girls.

“Stroke one, together, and two, another and—okay, you on port, lift your oars.”

She glanced over and was amazed to see the dock right there beside them. They had made it, and her eyes caught Jan’s in relief.

“Well, kid, how’d you do?” Jan asked.

“Ah, okay I guess,” Carrie said, laughing. “At least we didn’t sink.”

“Know something?” Jan added contemplatively. “It’s really kind of fun.”

“Yeah,” Carrie answered, amazed at her sudden reply, and realizing she had truly meant it.

***

This attitude of fun overrode the complaints of her stiff and sore muscles the next day when she was seated once again on the barge.

“Your lower back as stiff as mine?” Jan asked, lowering herself into the seat opposite. Jan was taller than Carrie, about five foot ten. Her legs were long and slim and as tan as her face. Her brown hair was short and un-styled as if cut more for practicality than style.

“I wonder what Coach McLoughlin has in store for us today?” Jan continued.

All the girls on the barge that day were identified by white pieces of tape on which they had written their names in large letters.

“So the coach knows who to yell at,” Jan whispered to her as they pushed off.

They arrived at the middle of the bay quicker and easier this time. A change in instruction began with Eric, the assistant coach, leading them in their drills as Coach McLoughlin walked up and down the barge, observing each girl as she rowed. Carrie rowed more smoothly this time until the sensation of someone looking over her shoulder caused her strokes to become stiff and jerky.

He’s watching, she told herself. Do it right.

“Faulk-ner,” she heard him say, misreading her tape. “Like the writer?”

“No, Fal-con-er, like the bird.”

“Oh, yes, you’re the one with the bird shirt. Didn’t you almost drown us yesterday?” The girls around her chuckled.

Better to be associated with a writer than a dumb bird shirt, she thought as she nervously rowed on, praying he’d go on to the next girl.

“Well, Fal-con-er . . . you’re looking pretty good. Just keep those shoulders relaxed.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and added, “Whee, you’re tense! And your grip? Keep holding it like that, and you’ll break the oar.”

She looked down at her hands turning almost white as she clenched the oar. Losing her place, she stroked out of rhythm, tapping the oar in front of her.

“And keep those eyes up front!” he added.

“Yes, sir,” she answered.

“Sir?” he repeated, laughing to himself and shaking his head as he moved on to the next victim.

Carrie rowed until a change in the command voice returned her attention to the front of the barge, where Coach McLoughlin had resumed his position.

“Alright, ladies, keep a hold of your oars. In rest position. The blades just resting on the water.” They obeyed. “Okay now. You’re looking pretty good—pretty good, considering. Today we’re going to put it all together. We’ll try to row two or three strokes together, and I stress, together.” As he spoke, Carrie watched him.

Coach McLoughlin was in his late forties, his hair graying at the edges. Most of it, however, was concealed by a blue-cuffed watchman’s cap. He was of medium height. She was surprised at the type of pants he wore, a pair of flared Levi’s, the kind of pants her own father would never be caught dead in. His eyes were fascinating, reflecting the color in his bulky knit sweater, the blue of the water.

***

She didn’t learn about the crew positions until one wet day when the rain moved beyond a mist to a hard downpour forcing them to the weight room where the varsity girls were working out on rowing machines. The coach gathered his new girls around a chalkboard.

“Okay, we’re going to have a little Rowing 101 here. We race as a team, with three types of boats named for the number of rowers. So we have the fours and the eights. I’m going to show you what an eight looks like, and you just cut the positions in half with a four.” He drew a rough sketch of a boat. “Now, the back end of the shell is called the stern. It has the rudder, and this is where the coxswain sits.” He pointed with his chalk. “Now to her right is the starboard side, sometimes called bow side. To the cox’s left is the port side sometimes called stroke side. The front end of the boat is called the bow.”

He drew eight circles down the length of his drawing, numbering them. “These are the positions,” and he drew alternating lines from each of them, showing the way the oars were set. “Now I know you’ve seen all those ‘heave-ho’ Viking ships. You know my ancestors were Vikings.”

The girls laughed, and Carrie pictured the coach in a helmet with horns.

“Each position only handles one oar, not like a rowboat. So we alternate one on port, then the next on starboard. Our single boats, or sculls, are for sculling, which is like a rowboat where one person strokes with an oar on each side.”

He numbered the circles on the board as he spoke. “Okay, positions one through four are the bow fours. These are my most technical rowers. They are responsible for the stability—what we call set—and the direction of the boat. Numbers five through eight are right in front of the cox—they are my stern pairs. In my middle crew,” he pointed to positions three, four, five, and six, “is where I’m looking for my most powerful and strongest rowers. These are the powerhouse of the crew engine, my strongest women.

“Number eight here is very important. We call her the Stroke. It takes a very capable woman to be one. This is the one who sets the stroke length, setting the pace for all the rest. This is the timing the coxswain will then direct the rest of you with. Huge responsibility, this stroke position. Keep an eye on Margo there.” He pointed to a tall, long-armed girl on a rowing machine. “She’s magic. Emulate her.”

Carrie raised her hand hesitantly, half hoping he’d ignore her yet thankful when the coach nodded to her. “What’s the cox?” she asked.

“Well, Falconer, it’s the nickname for the coxswain. She’s the team’s voice. She sits in the stern facing the rowers. She’s your eyes. She’ll direct you and tell how close you are to the competition and the finish line. She’s a bit like your cheerleader without the pom-poms, but she does have a megaphone so you can hear her directions. A lot of big things come in this little package since she’s the lightest of the lightweights. Can’t weigh more than one hundred ten.”

Carrie smiled as she remembered her weight that morning: 109.

 


Chapter 3

AFTER ONE EXTREMELY COLD and tiring practice, many girls threatened to quit. This was until someone shouted, “Check out the guys!”

All eyes became fixed on a men’s crew boat that rowed by.

“Wow, are they buff!” one girl gasped.

“Check out the blond,” said Jan, and everyone turned to the guy in the Stroke seat. Carrie shook her head at how the girls stared. She grinned, however, as she herself had already taken a long look.

“He’s Lenny Larkin,” one girl said with a sigh.

The next day, the same girls who had threatened to quit returned with binoculars. But soon these sightings weren’t enough. The day that did it in for a lot of the girls was when the coach had them jump into the lake. As many girls dropped out of crew during those first few weeks, Carrie and Jan hung in there, participating in each workout faithfully.

Her roommate, Mandy, couldn’t understand why Carrie continued, especially when she returned home so sore and drenched one day. Carrie would pacify her by quoting the Bible verse in Hebrews about running with perseverance the race set before us. If truth were known, Carrie couldn’t even explain it herself. Something had taken over her—call it drive, call it ambition, call it the idea that this might be the something where her abilities and persistence could shine.

This kept her going through all the intense workouts, this and the assistant coach. Eric Swanson was
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