Leslie Sherman 
by

Eyes Right

Blacksburg, VA  -   It was always her smile.  She wore it so often that it became her identity.  Sometimes it began as a laugh, at other times it was just there.  Now it is gone.

Leslie Sherman was one of the 32 who were murdered here last week.

I met Leslie in August of 2001 when she showed up at tryouts for the high school cross country team which I coached.  She smiled when I asked her name as I gave her a stack of forms to fill out to be eligible to run. 

That fall our team was very successful. Leslie was not our fastest runner, and she remained on the junior varsity throughout the first year.  She was, however, our best cheerleader for every other runner.  Cross country running is not for the weak. Some falter as they approach yet another hill in the middle of a ten mile training run.  Leslie was always there to shout encouragement to her teammates, even though she was struggling herself.  It was this loyalty which forged tight, permanent bonds with every runner on the team.
In her second year running, Leslie assumed new responsibilities.  Now that she “knew the ropes,” she took the younger runners under her tutelage to demonstrate by example how to survive this demanding sport.  On the long bus trips to distant invitational meets, she would entertain with her wit, with jokes, with costumes, with whatever it took to lessen pre-race apprehension or to mitigate post-race disappointment.  She was our glue.

I retired from coaching following Leslie’s second year, but she continued to contribute so much to the team.  She never became an all-District or all-Region runner, but she ran with determination and pride.  Her spirit was contagious.

I was pleasantly surprised when I scanned the rolls for my Honors Physics class the next year and noticed that Leslie was going to be one of my students.   She sat in front near the window to my right – I still see her doing problems with her left-handed intensity.  Again, she was not my top academic student, but she was one of the best.  Her homework was always completed, and she never complained.  She laughed at my jokes, and often made some quips of her own to lighten the mood of the classroom.  
When she graduated in June of 2005, she headed to Virginia Tech to study History and International Studies.  She loved languages and had plans to study overseas this coming summer.  She kept all of her high school friends and was in frequent contact via e-mail, text messages, and phone.  But she also made scores of new friends at Tech.  High octane personality performs in any setting.

Now we are faced with her tragic and senseless loss.  She will be buried tomorrow at Arlington National Cemetery.   Everyone I know who knew Leslie seems to feel as if we have each lost a body part.  There is a sickness in the stomach, a gnawing sensation, an unexplainable, but very intense, sadness.  We miss you terribly, Leslie.  I cannot imagine the grief of your parents and sister.  Your smile will be with us forever.
I thought you might like to know.
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