
 

	  

 

i. 

Claire O'Brian is small and wiry. She's only eleven years old, but she's already got the 

characteristic swimmer build—broad shoulders, long torso, narrow hips.  

 

Imagine the human structure as a frame. The length of our bones, the composition of our 

muscles—with athletes, the frame bleeds into the object it’s designed to hold. After a while, the 

body adapts to its chosen sport. We become what we love.  In the case of swimming, the 

shoulders broaden, the back expands, and somehow, the torso seems to stretch. The sport takes 

up residence inside the athlete, begins to inhabit the very structure of his bones.  

 

The swimming is inside every gesture Grant makes, down to the rise and fall of his shoulders as 

he breathes. It's what has only begun to take root in Claire. 

 

* 

 

Grant is an old friend—a former college teammate. He's also the head age group coach of the  

North Carolina Swimming Club (NCSC), a club for which I coach.  

 

For a swimmer, Grant is uncharacteristically short—about 5' 8''. He has stiff arms and stocky 

legs. But these are not the things you notice when you look at him. What you notice is the color 

of his eyes—they are the pale blue of huskies and National Geographic portraits; they are the 

color of weather, the color of frozen sweat. They're the sort of eyes that give the impression of a 

piece of light that's cold instead of warm. When Grant stares at you, you cannot look away, and 



 

	  

you cannot shake the feeling that you've done something unforgivable. He's the most intense 

person I've ever known. He might raise his voice from time to time, but he doesn't need to. Grant 

and I can say the exact same phrase at the exact same decibel—Get in the water now, for instance—

and when I say it, the kids get in eventually. But when Grant says it, they get in now.  

 

* 

 

When a person falls in love, we say the lover has "gotten under the skin". I have spent 

approximately 65% of my life surrounded by competitive swimmers. I see water everywhere. I 

measure the hand I shake by the water it could hold. Sports are like love in that, once addicted to 

a new favorite person, we suddenly find ourselves unable to stop seeing that person. For a while, 

we judge the world by the presence or absence of a single body—it might not remain our favorite 

body forever, or even for very long, but it will irrevocably alter our understanding of every other 

body we touch. 

 

When I was a little kid, my sister told me that the word art comes from the root ar, meaning—to 

fit together, join. I think about this all the time—it's one of those strange pieces of information that 

the brain involuntarily keeps. I started to feel the split when I was in high school, or maybe even 

before. Or maybe it was always there, only, I didn't notice until later. There's a fissure between 

my infatuation with words, and my love for the water.  I'm always looking for a way across. 

 

* 

 



 

	  

In college, I dated another member of the swim team for about three years. He drove a black 

Volkswagen Golf. I've never cared about cars and I doubt that I ever will, but whenever I pass a 

black Volkswagen Golf—I stare. A map of my thought process at that precise moment might 

look something like this                                                                                    

Black Volkswagen Golf—>Junior Year—>Eddy—>Cream Rinse 

& Tobacco—>What Have I Done—>Heavy Legs—>Spring Back 

Yard Hammock—>He Never Loved Me—>He Made Me Feel Like 

I Had a Balloon in my Ribcage (in a good way)—>I Will Never Get 

Over Him—> 

There is no one event that acts as a beginning. Every roadmap has its triggers—one intersection 

leads to another, and another—> 

     What if I Never Feel Like There's a Balloon in my Chest Again—>  

 

Our brains don't know how to throw away the things we love once we are done loving them. We 

keep these things in storage, so it's easy to find our way back.  

 

I've written hundreds of poems about relationships/loss/death/etc., hundreds of lines about 

nothing. I have tried every route, every path—all of my maps lead to the same place. Love 

something or someone long enough, and you will find yourself marked. I've been in love with the 

sport for so long that every moment of every day is drenched in it.  

 

* 

 

 



 

	  

ii. 

Claire O'Brian doesn't talk much at swim meets. While most of the age-groupers are defacing the 

bathroom walls or discovering important information on their fathers' iPads—Claire is usually 

watching her teammates' races with a concern so tenacious it's almost frightening. For the age 

group swimmers (those between 8 and 12 years old), the North Carolina State Champs is the 

biggest meet of the season. This year, we're at the Mecklenburg Aquatic Center (The MAC) in 

downtown Charlotte.  

 "Coach Sam?" I look over my shoulder at Claire. Maybe it's the thick goggle marks that 

make her face seem so small.  

 "Yeah," I say, "What's up?" 

 "I'm about to go up for my 100 Fly." All the swimmers are required to talk to a coach 

(either me or Grant) before they go up to the blocks to race. Some are better than others about 

this rule, but Claire never forgets. 

 "Okay, what's your plan?" I ask. 

 "Stay relaxed on the first 25, sprint the middle 50, then get home."  

 

A nervous swimmer is always cold. I know this because I was always cold. Claire looks shaky, 

tense, and a little blue—but I know she'll be fine. Grant looks at me, and for a second, it seems 

like he's about to say something—but he doesn't. We both love Claire. She's the kind of athlete 

that most coaches would kill for, but given a choice between the two of us, Claire gravitates 

towards me. Most folks in the coaching community would say that Claire trusts me because I'm a 

female, but I don't think that's it. Grant is big on "taking responsibility." He trains his swimmers 

to take care of themselves—they should know when to warm up, when to eat, and when to head 

up for their races. It sounds simple, but when you've got fifty-plus kids between the ages of eight 



 

	  

and twelve, it can be a challenge. Grant gets caught up in the idea of what his swimmers should be 

able to do. He forgets that it's not the same as what they can do. 

  

 "Sounds good," I say, "don't forget to punch your walls and stay strong on the 

 underwaters." Claire already knows this, but I say it anyway—not so much for myself, 

and not because saying it makes me feel as though I've done something (it does)—I say it because 

I want her to feel like I'm the one carrying the worry. She's holding too much right now, and for 

a second, I want her to feel like she doesn't have to. 

 

It's strange—standing on the deck of this pool as a coach, not a swimmer. Most of the meets we 

attend are hosted by the Raleigh Swimming Association (RSA)—we rarely come down to the 

MAC in Charlotte. In Raleigh, the facilities are new. The blocks are white and the windows are 

large—I never raced in those pools; I never stood behind those blocks and waited to place my 

feet. But here in Charlotte, the pool is at least twenty-five years old. Here, the blocks are beige 

and yellow. I've been in this water. I was here when I was ten years old, and I was here when I 

was twenty-one, and I was here for countless races in between. 

 

* 

 

Growing up, my coach's name was Van. He was the first adult I'd ever met that made me call 

him by his first name. My mother was very traditional and very southern, so I'd been 

programmed to respond with Yes Sirs and No Ma'ams. At first, I thought it might be some sort of 

trick—it took me a long time to stop calling him "Coach O'Donnell." 

 



 

	  

My high school English teacher, Mr. Kline, loved sports. He was friends with Van, and he used 

to ask me about swimming all the time. He didn't know much about it, and for whatever reason, 

it seemed to fascinate him. Mr. Kline also loved words, but not for the way they fit together—he 

loved them one at time, each for its separate history. The word "coach," he told me, comes from the 

German "Kotsche"—meaning "one who carries."  I imagined words orbiting us like planets. I love how one 

word can gather up so much and hold it all inside, he said.  I imagined a gravity that pulled the world 

inward. 

 

* 

 

Claire is lined up behind the block with all the other girls. She jumps up and down, and then puts 

on her goggles—every muscle in her body stands out. She reminds me of a pinched nerve, or a 

tightened bolt that's been stripped so it can't come loose.   

 

When the human body prepares for action, it goes into fight or flight mode. The nervous system 

releases a series of hormones (including adrenaline) into the bloodstream, prompting improved 

reflexes, enhanced memory, and regulation of blood flow. Claire doesn't look at me, or Grant. 

She doesn't look for her parents in the stands the way a lot of the young kids do. She looks at the 

water, but water is not what she sees. This is a survival mechanism. 

 

* 

 

 

 



 

	  

The oldest variations of the verb to wait all translate into some form of to watch: 

  

 Old North French (Waitier) —> To watch 

 Dutch (Wacht)   —> A watching 

 German (Wachten)  —> To watch, To guard 

 

Only the Old English (Wacian) has a different translation—to be awake.  

 

There's nothing like standing behind the block (very awake) and watching yourself. Whenever 

people talk about "out of body experiences," they describe a sort of detachment; they often say 

they were able to "watch from outside." I can't speak to the truth of those comments, but I have 

felt an inexplicable placelessness—a silence full of sound. Those moments just before a race are 

truly separate, truly outside of time—which is perhaps why we do it—to fuck with the clock that 

fucks with us. 

 

* 

 

Van had a habit of finding me when I was behind the blocks. It's been my experience that the 

nervous athletes are always the ones that care the most. I was so in love with the water. I was 

terrified. Anything that has the capacity to matter that much is terrifying—no matter how old you 

are. Van must have known. I never noticed him there behind me until I felt his hand on my 

shoulder. Relax, he'd say. Don't try too hard.  

 

You don't see too many coaches behind the blocks. Most of them try to leave their swimmers 

alone during those last moments before the race. Sometimes, it's impossible to know what to say. 



 

	  

Especially when you've been there, heard the words, and felt their simple uselessness. It's my job to 

worry, he'd tell me.  

* 

 

iii. 

In 2012, a graduate student at the University of Michigan (Andrew Driska) decided to come up 

with a comprehensive definition of mental toughness (MT). Driska partnered up with two other grad 

students from the University of Minnesota and together, they sought to define the favorite phrase 

of sport commentators everywhere. Due to the "need to clarify how the mental toughness (MT) 

framework generalizes across team and individual sports," the three students focused their study 

specifically on swimming. Because there weren't any studies of MT that focused exclusively on 

the sport of swimming, Andrew Driska, Cindra Kamphoff, and Suzannah Armentrout figured 

that a study on the attributes and development of MT in swimming would be "insightful."  

 

* 

 

Claire's heat is about to start—her hands grip the block's outside edges; her legs twitch. The 

cheering stops—quickly, but not all at once. It's as if the echo of voices has been interrupted mid-

thought. The dying sound is not what's noticeable; it is the replacement—the absence, the 

unforgettable quiet. This is placelessness; this is the silence full of sound. The referee blows one long 

whistle, signaling for the swimmers to "get ready." Grant and I glance at one another—we are 

too familiar with this moment. It holds just as much for us as it does for Claire. The silence spills 

out of itself like water from a shattered glass.  

 



 

	  

Driska, Kamphoff, and Armentrout interviewed thirteen coaches from the U.S. (nine male, four 

female)—all of which had coached swimmers at the national level. When asked about the focus 

of mentally tough swimmers, a former Division I coach commented—the fascination to me, of 

swimming, is that the great ones are able to take hours, years, months of instruction and training and produce at 

exactly the right moment.  

 

Three long whistles signal for the swimmers to "step up." Claire steps onto the block and places 

her feet.  

 

A starting block is not a flat surface—it's angled downward, towards the water. When a swimmer 

takes his mark (aka—crouches down like a track & field sprinter), his weight shifts forward. It's a 

precarious balance, when gravity pulls you to the water. It's impossible to turn your head. It's 

impossible to look at anything else. 

 

* 

 

According to Driska, mentally tough swimmers are able to "channel anxiety." They do not think 

about the possible negative aspects of competition. They embrace the opportunity. When asked 

about this "ability to handle pressure," one D-I coach was reminded of a swimmer he'd trained 

several years before—He wants to win, but he's not worried about losing. 

 

As an athlete, it's hard to understand the inner-workings of a coach's mind—the decisions, the 

repetitive practices, the impossible intervals. I was an extremely nervous swimmer—the kind of 

nervous that was contagious. It was painful for my teammates to be around me. Right up to the 



 

	  

end of my college career, I could be found (five minutes before my race) vomiting in the 

bathroom. I loved the actual race. Those one to two minutes of pure body are what I think about 

when I try to bridge the gap between athletics and art. It wasn't the competition that bothered 

me; it was the waiting, the worrying. It seemed like there had to be something else I should be 

doing, there had to be some other way to prepare. I pestered Van incessantly. But do you think I 

need to add another double—I'd ask—all the charlotte swimmers do three doubles a week and I only do two. 

 

Don't get yourself so worked up—he always said the same thing. You're right where you need to be. That 

would be the end of the conversation. As far as Van was concerned, he'd said all that needed to 

be said. Sometimes, words helped. Sometimes I was able to take a deep breath, and simply listen. 

I knew Van had my best interests at heart, but somehow, that didn't matter. At the time, I felt 

annoyed. I wanted him to keep talking. I was sure that he knew exactly what my problem was—I 

didn't understand why he wouldn't just tell me. It wasn't until I started coaching that I 

understood—there was nothing he could say. I was alone with my worry.   

 

* 

 

When I was in college, I swam for a man named Randy Arnold. Randy was known for his 

outbursts—once, he'd thrown a very heavy chair into the deep end of our college pool, then 

refused to let the facility's staff fish it out. Randy reminded me of Van—not because of his 

outbursts—but because he rarely spoke. For Randy, talking seemed to be overrated and 

irrelevant. The summer after sophomore year, I asked him if I could miss a meet so that I could 

go home and visit my family. While we were required to train and compete in the summers, our 

off-season schedules weren't quite as etched in stone as our in-season regimen. It's your swimming—



 

	  

Randy told me. I went home and missed the meet. But I regretted it later. The winner of a meet 

is the entire team. But the race is individual. A team score is always the sum of its individual 

points.  

 

All thirteen coaches in Driska's study commented on the "devotion" of elite swimmers. These guys 

embraced it—said one coach. They loved it. They all paid a price.  

 

Six months ago, a close friend of mine fell out of love. I tried everything. I was sure that if I cared 

enough, I would be able to find the right combination of syllables. 

 How does it feel? I asked. 

 I don't know, he said. It feels like I don't know. 

 Like there used to be a balloon in your chest?  

 Yeah, I guess. 

 

There is no way to get rid of the deflated balloon in someone else's chest. Whatever it is that you 

love—another human, a dog, a sport—that love is yours. No one else can carry it for you.  

 

* 

 

When the starter goes off, Claire's body forms a rigid line through the air. In competitive 

swimming, it's important for your entire body to enter the water through the same breach. 

Wherever your hands break the surface—that's where you want your feet to enter a split second 

later.  

 



 

	  

Claire's start is perfect. She kicks out fifteen meters underwater, her head tucked between her 

arms in a tight streamline. Grant and I are engaged in constant battle with these underwaters. 

We are always reminding our swimmers—Hands together. We get them out of the water, show 

them how to squeeze their tiny shoulders towards their ears, straighten their elbows, and tuck 

their chins. Don't kick from your knees, we say. This is the easiest thing you can do to improve your swimming. 

This is the fifth stroke. This is what Claire does best, and it's beautiful.  

 

* 

 

iv. 

While in college, my favorite professor was a man named Eric Donovan. He was one of those 

kind but curiously strange teachers. He had an eccentric laugh and when he thought something 

was funny, he would throw his head back and bellow into the ceiling. I was lucky enough to take 

one of his classes during my last semester of undergrad. I'm not arrogant enough to believe that 

I'm the only athlete to have ever majored in comparative literature—some of the most intelligent 

people I knew were athletes. But they all majored in something physically oriented, like pre-med 

or exercise & sports science. For most D-I universities, there's a standard form letter athletes give 

to their professors when they're going to miss class for a sport-related reason. Each February, I 

gave one of these forms—which detailed how I would be missing four days for the ACC 

championships—to each of my professors. I took a few larger lectures my first year. Those 

instructors signed the form without reading it—they'd seen it many times before. Once I was in 

my major, the classes got smaller. The reactions changed. You would have thought that these 

professors had no idea they worked for a university known for its basketball team. One particular 

woman refused to let me make up a test that I had missed for an away meet. That's too much 



 

	  

trouble, she said. We'll just factor that test into your final exam. She wasn't allowed to penalize me for 

missing the test, but she also didn't have to let me make it up. I begged. I considered going to the 

head of the department. But in the end, my final exam was 75% of my grade. 

 

 By the time I made it to my last semester, and Dr. Donovan's class, I had accepted my position 

as an outsider. The comp lit department was full of very fashionable, converse wearing, Urban-

Outfitter-clad twenty something’s. That's not to say they were bad people—I got along with most 

of them very well, and had I not been a walking pile of human exhaustion, I might have looked 

just like them. But that didn't make me feel any less out of place. I was usually too tired to dress 

myself. I showed up to class every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday with red goggle marks 

around my eyes and an unwashed knot of wet hair on top of my head. I wore the same navy-blue  

Swimming & Diving sweats every day, and I reeked of chlorine. One kid actually asked me if I had 

pink eye one day. No, I told him. My goggles broke this morning at practice. 

 

* 

 

I was twelve when Van was diagnosed with cancer. I'd been swimming with him for four years. 

When I was sixteen, he died. My memories of him are like a book that's been read over and over. 

The binding is cracked, and the cover is held together with tape. Lately, some of the pages have 

fallen out. I've tried again and again to translate it, but I'm not sure what's real. I'm not sure what 

goes where.  

 

The last meet that Van attended was the 2002 Southeastern Championships—and it was here, at 

The MAC.  



 

	  

 

Claire hops out of the water—1:12.3—a good swim, though not her best. In my head, I'm 

behind lane seven. As Claire walks by, I can see myself shaking out my legs—resting my hands 

on the block. By that time, Van had trouble walking. He didn't lose his hair until the very end, 

and even then, none of us saw it. He always wore a hat.  

 

Claire stops in front of Grant and I. "Nice race," Grant says. He gives Claire her splits, which are 

good. She's still breathing hard, her heart rate won't return to normal until after she cools down 

about 500 yards. "You swam a really smart race," Grant says, "but if you're gonna crack 1:12, 

you've gotta take it out a little faster." Coaches love to see a swimmer, especially a young 

swimmer, even-split a race. But it's infuriating—the fact that the best race you've ever swam 

might not necessarily have been the fastest. Ask any retired swimmer about the best race of his 

life and he'll tell you—I didn't think about it. It just happened.  

 

* 

 

Palimpsest—Do we know this word?  Dr Donovan never assumed we knew a word. He had an 

uncanny sense for our collective confusion. It means, literally—"rubbed again." But the more 

contemporary meaning deals with layering. I don't remember the context in which he taught us the 

word; I only remember the word itself. It is anything from which the writing has been erased to make room 

for new writing. It is a piece of paper that contains several layers of text, simultaneously.  

 

When Claire sighs heavily, I don't know what to say. With any of the other kids, it wouldn't be so 

difficult. None of them remind me of myself like this. I can picture Van, I can see him standing 



 

	  

beside me in a grey NAVY t-shirt. If he were here, he'd be barefoot. He never wore shoes at 

practice, or at meets. I could ask him anything. What do I say to her? How do you coach this kind of 

need? 

 

As the director of the comp lit program, Dr. Donovan wanted to meet with each of the comp lit 

majors about their final projects. We all made appointments to see him individually. I had 

written my final paper on Lolita—on its obsession with artifice, it's indescribable manner of 

collapsing into itself. It was April; I'd been done swimming for two months. How does it feel to be 

done? asked Dr. Donovan. I asked Van a similar question once, and in the weeks since I'd been 

out of the water, I had tried to answer it for myself. Every route lead to the same place. 

 

We were at a summer meet, outside. Van was wearing aviators and huge hat. You'll know, he said. 

There was a shadow over half his face. I hit the wall, and saw that I'd missed NCAA's by one one-

hundredth. That was it. I didn't want it anymore.  

 

Dr. Donovan loved Lolita. In class he'd told us that his favorite part of the book was the scene 

where Humbert watches Dolores play tennis. When we asked him why, he told us—Because it's 

beautiful. I never talked about books or words at practice, and I never talked about swimming 

during class. At some point during our meeting, I mentioned this—I'd love to write about sports, I 

said. I hardly ever read anything about them. He looked at me for a long moment, the way people will 

when someone accidently lets a secret slip. I remember that long pause, how he let it open up 

and breathe. You know, he said, the word "marathon" comes from the Greek myth of Pheidippides. Art and the 

athlete—they need one another more than you might think. 

 



 

	  

* 

 

It was Lucian that first translated the myth of Pheidippides—but he wasn't even talking about the 

courier that ran 26 miles from Marathon to Athens to announce the Greek victory over Persia. 

Lucian recorded the myth because it was supposedly the first use of the word joy in the sense of—

a greeting.  

 

It's easy to assume that Van would know what to say.  The dead are empty vessels—we fill them 

with what we want, the things we can't do or say. As I watch Claire walk over to the cool-down 

pool, I try to remember him healthy, before the cancer. I close me eyes, I try to climb the map 

inward. I try to find a beginning. But it's the same image every time—a phone call, a floodlight. 

Windows and dust.  

 

* 

 

Walter Benjamin believed that translation could only offer "fragments" of a pure language. All my 

life I've searched for a place, some kind of intersection. Before I graduated, Dr. Donovan gave 

me a list of contemporary writing that included sports. I remember two in particular—a story 

about an eccentric tennis player in Barry Hannah's Airplanes, and a poem about Lynne Cox in 

Elizabeth Bradfield's "Approaching Ice."  Some people exist to make art—says Hannah. Other people 

exist to be art. At the time, I loved that line, but something about it didn't sit well. Perhaps that's 

why I've kept it all these years. There's a distance I don't understand. I need to know how to find 

my way back.  

 



 

	  

In 1987, Lynne Cox swam the 2.3 miles from the island of Diomede in Alaska, to Big 

Diomede—which was then part of the Soviet Union. This stretch of water is better known as the 

Bering Strait. Its temperature is roughly forty degrees. Among her many accomplishments, Cox 

also spent 25 minutes in Antarctic waters—swimming more than a mile in that short time. The 

last poem in Elizabeth Bradfield's documentary collection is dedicated to Cox's trek through the 

open water of the Arctic—> 

 How I hate the thoughtlessness of breath on land, the arms 

 that pull me to my awkward vertical, 

 the language anchored 

 —even here— 

 to the wet shore. 

 

There are plenty of synonyms for the word gap—canyon/ gorge/ ravine—all of which are formed by 

rivers. Given enough time, water drives a wedge through anything. It finds the hollow places and 

opens them up slowly. You have to swim your way across. 

 

	  

	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


