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A Graduate of Doggy Paddle from Swimming Class

On the first day of summer vacation, my mother walked me to the gate of the
swimming pool and told me a hundred times not to drink the water. I changed into my
swimsuit and stood at the edge, looked down once, and my legs went weak: the water
was a deep kind of blue, wave upon wave rising from the bottom of the pool and
swaying up to my face. The coach blew the whistle and called names. Other children
jumped in one after another with splashes. I held the ladder and moved down one rung

at a time, stopped halfway, my hands gripping the iron until they turned white.

For the first twenty days I was inseparable from an orange kickboard. I kicked
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holding it, stroked holding it, and tucked it under my arm even when taking a shower.
When the coach said let go and try, my mouth answered yes but my hands were more
honest than my head: the moment I touched the water I hugged it back. The edge of the

board wore two rows of shallow finger marks from my grip.

The embarrassment came on the twentieth day. The coach had me practice breathing:
bury my face in the water and blow bubbles, 1lift up to breathe. I counted, one two
three, lifted my head, and a mouthful of water poured in right through my nostrils.
The sting ran from my nose all the way up behind my eyes. I coughed holding the pool
edge, bent double, and children all around turned to look. A girl whispered that his
face was red like a boiled shrimp. I walked from the pool edge to the steps feeling

as if all the water in the pool was watching me.

The turn came from someone who never taught swimming. He was forty—ish and came
to soak in the water after work every day, lying on his back reading a newspaper —
the paper resting on his belly, page turning page, his body not moving at all. That
day I sat on the steps sulking, and he swam over and said: little guy, what you fear
is not the water, it is your feet not touching the ground. He had me squat in the
shallow end, hug my knees, and let the water rise to my chin, then just stay there
counting. For the first time I noticed that water at chin level does nothing to you;
my ears buzzed as if hearing the world through frosted glass. After seven or eight

rounds I dared to soak the back of my head under the surface.

On the last day we were tested on twenty meters. Others lined up and swam
breaststroke, arms and legs in neat order. When my turn came, I took a deep breath
and pushed off, and what I swam was a doggy paddle nobody had taught: two hands
raking the water alternately, legs kicking in a hurry underneath, head bobbing out of
the water bit by bit. The form was ugly, the speed was not slow, and I never stopped
on the way — one breath, raked all the way to the far wall. The instant my hands
caught the pool edge, my mother was clapping in the crowd on the bank, louder than

anyone.

On the bus home I leaned by the window, my fingers soaked white, the skin
wrinkled in folds, the smell of pool disinfectant still in the cracks of my nails.
The bus was crowded, and no one noticed a soaking—wet child secretly smiling. Twenty
meters cannot compare with other peoples fifty, but between the me of the first day
who could not let go of the ladder and the me of today who raked to the far wall lies

a whole summer.

I often think of the man who read with a newspaper on his belly. I never learned
his name and never met him again. [ only remember the sentence he dropped before
leaving: the more you fear water, the more it drowns you. I think that line works

better than every command the swimming class ever gave.
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