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MY DAD NEVER CAME to any of  my cricket match-
es. It’s true that I wasn’t on the team, and so didn’t go 
to the matches either, but still. It bears mentioning.

I was a small but terrifying fast bowler. I had spindly 
legs and bed hair, but I charged in like a man running 
late for a war. I used to bowl with these enormous run-
ups, in part to compensate for my lack of  upper-body 
strength. Sometimes they started in a different post-
code from the other players. I’d stand at the top of  my 
mark and scowl ferociously at the batsmen. But I was 
so far away it was lucky they could see me at all. It only 
took a few shrubs or a sloping ground for me to disap-
pear entirely from view.

My bowling struck fear into my mother more than 
it did the batsmen. She worried constantly that I’d get 
lost on the way to the bowling crease and insisted I car-
ry enough change for a bus fare. Every time I charged 
in to bowl, the coins jingled around in my pocket.

My mum was from Germany, but she tried to take 
an interest. Before a try-out she said, ‘Are you worried 
about getting LCW? I’ve forgotten how it works.’

‘It’s LBW mum,’ I said. ‘Leg before wicket.’ I rolled 
my eyes and went back to the cupboard to get out the 
butcher’s paper and the spreadsheets.

‘Oh shoosh,’ she said. ‘Not this again. I’ll just hope 
it doesn’t hit you on the legs.’

My dad was generally unimpressed with the world of  
sports. As a kid his passions were music, electronics 
and keeping chooks. That made you a non-entity in 
those days, if  you couldn’t also play football or cricket. 
At school he designed and built a steam-powered mod-
el of  a volcano that shot a boiled egg thirty metres into 
the air. He got a detention for his efforts, and the high 
school gave a Special Achievement Award to the kid 
who caught the egg on the way down. Which is pretty 
much Australia to a tee, and it’s fair to say he harboured 
some resentment about the whole thing. 

But for years he cut bats out of  wood for me with 

his scroll saw, duct-taped the handles, and let me mow 
pitches into the lawn. He even joined in on the big 
family games at the local oval, where he cheated out-
rageously, but still stood bravely and amiably, holding 
the bat with the wrong grip, as I tried to knock his head 
off  with the ball.

Melburnians will tell you that their city is the sporting 
and cultural capital of  Australia, but even here there 
is often the sense that sport and the arts have nothing 
meaningful to say to each other. At a party, I was telling 
a handsome member of  the Melbourne literary frater-
nity about my failed cricket career (how my dreams of  
being the next Allan Border were dashed, cruelly and 
unfairly, by me not being very good.) 

I asked him if  he followed any sports. He said No, 
but he seemed genuinely intrigued. I sloshed my glass 
around and cried, ‘Oh, it’s the great stage for human 
drama!  A chance to witness raw courage, to see players 
and teams attempt hitherto unthought of  things. And 
all without the need to go to war or appear on reality 
TV, because it unfolds within a commonly understood 
dramatic structure.’

He said, ‘Are you reading this off  your napkin?’
I said, Yes. That I’d been thinking about this a  

lot recently.
When I woke up in the morning, I felt that we could 

show him a side to sport that is missing from so much 
of  the daily coverage of  it. Some of  us have always 
loved the narrative that’s built into sport, others were 
just excited to see what our writers and illustrators might 
come up with, and our intern Caitie asked whether this 
meant we could finally wear matching outfits.

This issue is part-new writing, part-anthology. We have 
been referring to it casually as the sports issue, but 
sport is only the starting-off  point. Really the stories 
are about international politics, romance, psychodra-
ma; adolescent cunning, the fine line between triumph 
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and despair, and family.
We are thrilled to present new stories from Austral-

ian writers Nicki Bloom, Barry Dickins, Caitlin Tyler 
and Ellen van Neerven, alongside stories from interna-
tional writers Miranda July, Osvaldo Soriano, Jim Shep-
ard and P. G. Wodehouse.

 
Terry Pratchett once wrote, ‘The thing about football – 
the important thing about football – is that it’s not just 
about football.’ In the 2015 season, Australia almost 
had a national debate about race, precipitated by the 
mass-booing of  Adam Goodes, which escalated when 
he celebrated a goal with an Aboriginal war dance. And 
though the debate didn’t often reach super-articulate 
heights, it did happen. And it started on a football field.

As the booing reached its intensity, Adam Goodes 
withdrew from the match. There was talk that he would 
never play again. His team played the match with him 
in absentia, and at the seventh minute of  the third 
quarter (for his playing number 37) the crowd  gave a 
standing ovation that rung around the stadium.

When he returned, his first possession meant 
more than just a kick in a game. So did his second. 
When events on the field are given broader context, 
they become that most wonderful of  things: a story.  

On a Wednesday afternoon, I burst from the tree line, 
ball in hand, feet wet from several creek crossings. My 
coach stopped me, gave me a dry pair of  shoes, and 
told me maybe I wasn’t suited to fast bowling. He asked 
me if  I – who obviously cared so much for the success 
of  the team – had given any thought to how important 
a job like, say, carrying out the drinks would be.

They kept me on as a substitute fielder, because it 
was school and they had to. I tried helping out in other 
ways, to strike fear into the opposition by reciting omi-
nous lines from Emily Dickinson poems, or whistling 
the Jaws theme from the slips cordon. But my heart 
wasn’t in it. I wanted to be a terror. I wanted to be a 
force of  nature. But I was consigned to being a specta-
tor, which is how I came to be standing on the couch 
in September 2000, when Cathy Freeman lined up for 
the four hundred metres. 

In our living room we yelled for my dad to come and 
watch. I think we wanted his mountainous presence in 

the room with us, to somehow anchor what was about 
to happen on screen to the life we knew.

‘I’ve only got a minute to spare, boys,’ he said.
‘She’ll do it in quicker than that!’ we cried.
There was a record crowd in the stadium that night, 

and people all around Australia, and possibly the world, 
had stopped to see if  Cathy Freeman could rise to the 
enormity of  the occasion.

My dad came and stood in the doorway. We tried to 
fill him in on everything we knew, so that he would un-
derstand it was history being run here, not just a foot 
race. We spoke breathlessly about her last two weeks 
in the Olympic Village, of  the pressures she was un-
der, of  her career to date, the rivalries, the near-misses. 
We made naive suggestions about what a victory might 
mean for Australia and Aboriginal Australia and maybe 
the world.

‘Alright,’ he said, ‘settle down, settle down. Is this 
even the right channel?’

Cathy Freeman was starting as favourite, but as she 
lined up at the start line there was the sudden naked fear 
that things wouldn’t work out the right way. 

The gun sounded and the runners took off. She 
ran most of  the race in the middle of  the field, and it 
looked like maybe the occasion was going to be too big 
for her, too big for anyone.

At the final bend she was in fourth place. The roar in 
the stadium was a solid thing. My mum was screaming 
for her in German. Even my dad was facing the right 
way. Who knew what had been weighing on her, but as 
she turned into the final straight it looked like nothing 
at all. She drew level with the front runners and just 
kept going.

When she crossed the finish line in first place, she 
collapsed to the ground. Maybe it was all that weight 
coming off. There wasn’t joy or relief. That would come 
later. It looked like incomprehension. Who knows what 
a race means? Who knows what a story means? But it’s 
hard to remember a time when Australia had been so 
united behind something. There was the sense that she 
had carried us all for those forty-one seconds. And that 
no-one else could have done for us the same thing.
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FOUR KINDS OF 
ERASURE

1. Erasure from a Novel

MY WIFE AND DAUGHTERS are gone. Yesterday I was married and had two 
sons. Three hours ago, I was married and had three daughters. Now I live alone, in 
a ludicrously large house. At any moment I expect it will become a flat. If  I’m lucky. 
It could just as easily become a cardboard box, or the cell of  an asylum.

I can’t say I loved my wife. She wasn’t here long enough for that, and she was 
always changing. At first we were married for twenty years, and we were content, if  
not happy. Then we were married for forty years, and she hated the way I slurped 
cups of  tea. Finally, we were married for six years. She was much younger than me 
then. For a while, we made love regularly, and though it was always over in one or 

b y  R y a n  O ’ N e i l l

b a s e d  o n  t h e  s t o r y  ‘ T h e  T h r e e  P e n c i l s 
a n d  t h e  E r a s e r ’  b y  F e l i x  M e n a s h e

Issue_Four1.indd   25 20/05/14   3:38 PM



26

two lines, she never criticised me. On one occasion, we 
had wild sex in an elevator, before it became obvious a 
mistake had been made, and that we couldn't have at-
tempted so many positions going from the first to the 
third floor. Then it turned out I was impotent, and we 
had never had sex at all.

She’s gone now, though parts of  her are still around, 
for the moment; the morning we went running togeth-
er on the beach, the untitled novel she was reading on 
the bedside table. Her pink toothbrush remained for 
a few hours before disappearing a moment ago. The 
house is vanishing now. Melbourne has gone, perhaps 
Australia with it. I can no longer remember my job, or 
my name. I wonder if  I

 

2. An Inability to Erase

CLIO REMEMBERED EVERYTHING.
The way her father laughed, head thrown back, 

shoulders jerking, in the exaggerated fashion of  a si-
lent movie star.

Crying over Humpty Dumpty, and her mother say-
ing that they could put him together again. 

Tapping her baby teeth with two fingers, to see when 
they would loosen.

Her mother shouting at her father, ‘You’re ignorant. 
The only certificate you ever got was your birth cer-
tificate.’

How her brother would turn any toy into a gun.
Her legs shadowed with blotches of  bruising, like a 

camouflage.
The faint ghosts of  half-erased, enormous genitalia 

springing from the pictures of  lions and whales in her 
school biology textbook.

George’s thick black spectacles, his sad watery eyes 
stuck to the glass. 

The garlicky taste of  his tongue.
His love letters, written in block capitals.
How he looked at her on their honeymoon.
Spending hours studying the ultrasound photo-

graphs of  the baby, the whorls and swirls like a satellite 
picture of  a hurricane.

Her father, asking for money to babysit.
Their neighbour’s swimming pool casting a graffiti 

of  light on the bedroom wall.

George looking out the kitchen window at a crum-
bling brick wall, and smiling as if  he were gazing at the 
ocean from a penthouse balcony.

The Christmas decorations on the roof, left up for 
six years.

The ting ting made by her wedding ring on the metal 
banisters of  the hospital stairs as she went to visit him.

How the skin of  his face coarsened and cracked like 
the skin on a heel. 

The colour of  the headstone: Emerald Pearl.
Her hands, after nights scrubbing office floors, 

growing old before she did.
Each and every time that her son called her a bitch.
Her granddaughter, asking, ‘What’s your name?’
Looking at herself  warily in the mirror, as a dog 

looks at its reflection.
Walking slowly home from work.
The empty mailbox on her seventieth birthday.

Clio ended up in a home. Her roommate, Agnes, was a 
seventy five year old women with dementia who sang, 
endlessly, ‘Ring a Ring o’ Roses.’ 

The nurses in the home liked Clio. 
‘You’re as sharp as a pin,’ they said. ‘You remember 

everything.’
‘Yes,’ she said, and began to cry.

3. Erasure and Replacement

THE DAY AFTER MARIA’S husband died, she found 
his journals under some old bills in the bottom drawer 
of  his desk. There were six of  them. They began the 
year they met, and ended the month he had died, at the 
age of  forty. At first she decided to honour his privacy, 
and returned them to the desk, but a week later, after 
finishing a bottle of  wine, she returned and opened the 
first one. 

The early entries dealt briefly with her husband’s 
work and his family, and Maria read impatiently 
through his mother’s death and his brother’s wedding, 
waiting for herself  to appear, sometime in November, 
she thought. But it was in December, at a party, that 
they met, and as she read of  how her husband first 
caught sight of  her, as she danced by herself  in the 
middle of  the living room, she began to cry. She went 
to the bathroom, and bathed her face, then she poured 
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herself  another glass of  wine and continued reading. 
She had never known how nervous he had been before 
their first date. Then there was the first kiss, the pro-
posal, and marriage. 

The wedding night was described in great detail, in-
cluding an act that made Maria feel faintly sick, and 
that she was sure she hadn’t performed, though she 
had been quite drunk. In fact, the entire honeymoon 
was puzzling. Her husband had wanted to go to New 
Zealand, while she had insisted on Bali, and eventu-
ally he had given in. But instead of  their three weeks 
at a luxury resort in Kuta, the journal described how 
they had camped out along the beaches of  the North 
Island of  New Zealand. Maria read on and found that 
a month after returning to Australia, they had argued 
about his job. He had wanted to leave the bank and try 
to become a writer. Maria remembered that night. She 
had pleaded with him not to resign, and he had agreed. 
But in the journal it was he who had won the argument, 
and had left the job that he hated. 

Maria flicked ahead. In the third year of  their mar-
riage, her dark hair became blonde, she became ever 
more wanton, and finally, the ‘i’ in her name acquired 
a crossbar to form a ‘t’. For the last two years of  their 
marriage, her husband wrote in his journal every night 
about how much he loved his Marta, how insatiable 
she was, and how he had never been happier. With 
Marta’s support, her husband became a bestselling au-
thor. They travelled, made love on beaches and roof-
tops and in airplanes flying over the Atlantic towards 
New York. Just before he died, he wrote that Marta 
was pregnant. They were expecting twins.

When Maria read the last entry, she sat still for a 
long time. Then she replaced the journals in the draw-
er. She showered, and after drying herself, put on some 
makeup and changed into a black dress, her husband’s 
favourite. Though she knew she was already over the 
limit, she drove to the nearest bar, sat down by herself, 
and ordered a glass of  wine. It wasn’t long before a 
man approached her. He wasn’t good looking, but that 
didn’t matter.

‘Can I buy you a drink?’ he asked. 
She nodded. 
‘What’s your name?’ 
‘Marta,’ she said.

4. Erasure of  a Marriage

WHEN THEY WEREN’T SPEAKING to each oth-
er, which was often now, they would leave each oth-
er notes. At first they had been limited to the fridge 
door. She would put a small square of  paper under a 
fridge magnet, telling him that his mother had called, 
or asking him to get milk on his way back from work. 
He would reply by turning the note over, and writing, 
‘Thanks’ or ‘OK.’ 

One day a note appeared on the frying pan in the 
cupboard. ‘Please put this away in its proper place after 
I wash up,’ he had written. When he went to use the toi-
let that night, she had taped a note to the lid, ‘Put down 
after use.’ Then notes began to appear everywhere: in 
her wardrobe, in his wallet, on apples, newspapers, un-
der cushions. He even found one on the chimney when 
he went on the roof  to clean the gutters, saying, ‘It’s 
about bloody time.’
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They still slept in the same bed. On every page of  
the novel she was reading there was a note, criticis-
ing how she spoke to him, the dinners she cooked, 
the lipstick she wore, the books she read. One night, 
when they had drunk three bottles of  wine between 
them, and she was snoring beside him, he pulled off  
the cover, and slid his hand slowly up her thigh. Then 
he stopped. Stuck to her underwear was a note saying, 
‘NO!’

By this time the house was a mess. Notes were stuck 

on every surface, and crumpled and torn, littered the 
floor of  every room. It became impossible to tell which 
notes were new and which were old; had he annoyed 
her with the TV volume last night or last month? On 
what night had the smell of  her body particularly of-
fended him?

One day he went to work, and when he returned the 
house had been cleaned. All of  the notes had disap-
peared. On the middle of  the coffee table was a single, 
blank sheet of  paper, and he knew she was gone. 

T h e  T h r e e  P e n c i l s  a n d  t h e  E r a s e r

Once upon a  t ime there  l ived three  penci l s  ca l led Sharp,  Blunt  and 
Spiky,  and an eraser  ca l led Mr Eraser.  They l ived in  a  hand on a  tab le.  
The penci l s  loved wr i t ing lots  and lots  of  words.  Mr Eraser  s tar ted to  get 
rea l ly  annoyed wi th a l l  the  words  so s tar ted r ubbing ever yth ing out  that  the 
penci l s  wrote.  The f i rs t  penci l  Sharp shouted,  ‘STOP THAT’ but  the eraser 
d idn’t  s top.  The second penci l ,  B lunt  dec ided to  be a  b i t  n icer  and sa id ,  
‘Can you p lease  s top? ’  but  Mr Eraser  d idn’t  s top.  The th i rd  penci l ,  Sp iky 
dec ided to  be even n icer  and sa id ,  ‘P leeaaasssseee can you s top? ’  and Mr 
Eraser  s topped.  Mr Eraser  sa id  to  Sharp,  Blunt  and Spiky that  he was 
sor r y  and just  got  bored wi th ever yth ing so s tar ted r ubbing out  words.

They then a l l  l ived happi ly  ever  af ter  in  a  hand on a  tab le.

b y  F e l i x  M e n a s h e ,  8  y . o .
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BLUEGLASS
b y  E l l e n  v a n  N e e r v e n

A FEW YEARS AGO I noticed a bright blue smear running all the way across the 
beach. In the weeks that followed it got bigger, and wider, and soon the sand was a 
surface of  blue glass shards, the whole beach glittered. Tiny little pieces. 

We started making music out of  it. I used my guitar and sometimes clap sticks 
and Michael stuffed his maracas with shards of  glass. We played along the water-
front above the beach every Saturday. Singing songs like ‘spat jewels of  the sea’, 
‘dirty sea blues’, and ‘crystal eye reflection’. We were cross-cultural chemistry. We 
were brown and black. We were one half  of  Fleetwood Mac. 

People started buying our songs and soon there were other Blueglass bands start-
ing up and playing on the same beach. There was a story in The Courier Mail. And 
there was a story in USA Today. And people from other states and other countries 
came to see us. They talked about my ‘mournful vocals’ and how the lyrics reflected 
the ‘hard scrabble existence’ of  living on this broken coast, this blueglass region. 
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There were festivals every month and always a new 
band. First generation included the Waverly Brothers, 
The Liners (who also performed as Gerri and Jimmy), 
and Sea Dixie. Most of  these guys we liked, but we 
always got the biggest loudest crowd. They danced on 
the glass with their shoes on and when they walked 
back up after they kicked pieces of  glass onto the path 
and grass and into the cafes and into their cars and into 
their homes.

After one gig I tried to pick up the shards that were 
brought up from the beach but there were too many. We 
stopped eating at the fish shop after we played because 
my battered snapper was a different sort of  crunchy. 

My Aunty’s still around sticking the pieces together 
with old time glue and selling bottles at the markets. 
One time when I visited her house, she took lemon 
cake out of  the oven and knocked one of  her bottles 
over with her elbow. I said some glass just wants to 
smash. Thought it’d be a good lyric when I said it. 
She made me look her way and said my father would 
have wanted me to do more and when we played our 
next show in front of  10,000 people all packed up on the 

beach, their arms out, I wondered how I could do more. 

I used to take shells and other things of  the beach and 
Dad would tell me to put them back in the place. Eve-
rything has a place to set in this land, if  we take one 
shell it disturbs a landscape and we don’t do that. I 
walked through the crowd of  young people wearing 
Blueglass logo t shirts and blue glass earrings. Dad said 
we need to keep our beaches clean otherwise we will 
become unclean, but he didn’t get the hopelessness 
of  it; the glass keeps coming back. It was part of  the 
beach and now it is part of  us. That was what I said  
in my interviews.

Nobody talked about the past except for Aunty. Sing-
ing these songs was the thing. Still going to the beach 
even with shoes on and forgetting the floods and how 
I saw young children with rock salt coughs and blue 
teeth and nobody talked much at all. I wrote a song 
about those kids but that’s not the sort of  thing to sing 
about. Or about those pelicans I used to see and how 
the beach was like when Dad was around.

‘Sa matter?’ Michael said as we drank our blue glass 
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El l en  van  Nee r v en

beer in the beer garden. ‘You look like you’re dead.’
‘Yeah tough show.’
‘Not just this show is it?’
I looked over at Michael and admired his eyelashes, 

saw the times he had got me to come out of  the water 
after a post-show swim. Wading towards me, reeling me 
in to the shore and pulling his jacket over my wet shirt 
and socks. He said he didn’t want me to turn blue too. 

Laughter behind us from the kids. Young enough to 
not know where the blue glass came from. They said 
the Blueglass movement was dying out and the subgen-
re Newglass was taking over. ‘Progression’ – electric, 
bigger bands, more than one singer. Some progression.

I thought it would happen slowly but Gerri and 
Jimmy are losing out and the Newglass bands, I don’t 
even know their names, they’re taking over with cheap 
lyrics and wrong sound. Dad was right. I hadn’t learnt 
to keep things in their place. 

‘Haps we should stop while we’re ahead,’ I said. 
‘And what will we do?’
‘Something different maybe. To get out of  here.’
‘Alright,’ Michael said.
It’s always been like that. Asked him for a kiss with 

my thickshake, told him we would sleep and live togeth-
er, even asked him for marriage that day of  the flood. 
He’s gone on with it, especially when it’s about the mu-
sic, he follows my lead and I’m glad he’s been with me 
all this time. We’re the original Blueglass band and the 
connection between music ancient and modern. Nos-
talgia a trap but lyric gold. It was good, it was good.

We packed up next morning. I went to see Aunty. 
‘You know your father left some things for you.’
‘Did he?’
‘They’re yours now.’
It was his old clothes. His old denim jacket from his 

band years. Big musky shirts that still smelt of  him, 
sandy sleeves.

She wanted me to take some bottles with me.
‘I’ll wrap them up good for ya.’
‘Still making those Aunty?’
‘It is not a trend,’ she growled at me.

I think Dad thought I’d always live here. I did too. You 
know, it’s easy to pack up a car and go, go. There’s 
nothing hard about it. We put our instruments in the 
sensitive but not oversized baggage. We stood in the 
security line. We got through. No glass on us. Aunty’s 
bottles left at the sandbags that marked my parents’ 
graves. The level had come up years ago. At high the 
bottles floated into the sea.     

Yesterday we played our last show. The old favour-
ites, an extended version of  ‘crystal eye reflection’, a 
new one untitled. Plenty of  the Newglass scene were     
there. They were once our fans and they are now our 
witnesses but they still sing our lyrics as if  it will save 
them, as if  it will save all of  us. It rained, and it seemed 
as if  it was showers of  glass.
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THE FARMER
IN 1983, CLIFF YOUNG was sixty-one years old. He lived with his mother 
on a potato farm outside Beechworth. He was a vegetarian, a teetotaler. 
Born and bred in the bush. He trained in gumboots, chasing dairy cows, 
rounding up sheep. 

The day of  the 1983 Sydney-to-Melbourne Ultramarathon, 
Cliff  cut holes in his pants for ventilation. His false teeth rattled  
with the up and down motion. He took them out. When the starting shot 
was fired, he shuffled off  in a manner that made commentators crow. It was 
clear from the beginning that the pack would leave Cliff  in the dust. 

A fun sports fact: the race runs 875 kilometres and lasts five days. Ultra-
marathon runners take six hours a night to sleep. Our mate Cliff  took two. 
By the first morning, he’d grabbed the lead.  

Along the highway, the press pack went berserk. ‘What sort of   
runner are you?’ they screamed as he stopped for water.  

On the second night, Cliff  slept one hour, on the third he slept  
forty minutes. Out the front like a scared rabbit, not wanting to stop. He and 
the rest of  the nation starting to think he might win it. Five days, fourteen 
hours, thirty-five minutes. Cliff  Young finished ten hours ahead of  the rest 
of  them, slashed two days from the previous record.  

‘I’ve got no running experience,’ he said, ‘just born and bred in  
the bush.’

b y  H a r r i e t  M c K n i g h t
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THE SWIM
TEAM

b y  M i r a n d a  J u l y

THIS IS THE STORY I wouldn’t tell you when I was your girlfriend. You kept  
asking and asking, and your guesses were so lurid and specific. Was I a kept woman? 
Was Belvedere like Nevada, where prostitution is legal? Was I naked for the entire 
year? The reality began to seem barren. And in time I realized that if  the truth felt 
empty, then I probably would not be your girlfriend much longer. 

*

I hadn’t wanted to live in Belvedere, but I couldn’t bear to ask my parents for  
money to move. Every morning I was shocked to remember I lived alone in this 
town that wasn’t even a town, it was so small. It was just houses near a gas station, 
and then about a mile down, there was a store and that was it. I didn’t have a car,  
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The  Swim Team

I didn’t have a phone, I was twenty-two, and I wrote 
my parents every week and told them stories about 
working for a program called R.E.A.D. We read to at-
risk youth. It was a state-funded, pilot program. I never 
decided what the letters R.E.A.D. stood for, but every 
time I wrote ‘pilot program,’ I kind of  marveled at my 
ability to come up with these phrases. ‘Early interven-
tion’ was another good one.

This story won’t be very long, because the amaz-
ing thing about that year was that almost nothing  
happened. The citizens of  Belvedere thought my name 
was Maria. I never said it was Maria, but somehow 
this got started, and I was overwhelmed by the task of   
telling all three people my real name. These three peo-
ple were named Elizabeth, Kelda, and Jack Jack. I don’t 
know why Jack twice, and I am not completely sure 
about the name Kelda, but that’s what it sounded like, 
and that’s the sound I made when I called her name. 
I knew these people because I gave them swimming 
lessons. This is the real meat of  my story because of  
course there are no bodies of  water near Belvedere 
and no pools. They were talking about this in the store 
one day, and Jack Jack, who must be dead by now be-
cause he was really old, said it didn’t matter anyways 
because he and Kelda couldn’t swim, so they’d be liable 
to drown themselves. Elizabeth was Kelda’s cousin, I 
think. And Kelda was Jack Jack’s wife. They were all in 
their eighties, at least. Elizabeth said that she had swum 
many times one summer as a girl while visiting a cousin 
(obviously not cousin Kelda). The only reason I joined 
the conversation was that Elizabeth claimed you had to 
breathe underwater to swim.

That’s not true, I yelled. These were the first words 
I’d spoken out loud in weeks. My heart was pounding 
like I was asking someone out on a date. You just hold 
your breath.

Elizabeth looked angry and then said she’d been 
kidding. 

Kelda said she’d be too scared to hold her breath 
because she’d had an uncle who died from holding his 
breath too long in a Hold-Your-Breath contest.

Jack Jack asked if  she actually believed this, and  
Kelda said, Yes, yes I do, and Jack Jack said, Your  
uncle died of  a stroke, I don’t know where you get 
these stories from, Kelda. 

Then we all stood there for a little while in silence. 
I was really enjoying the companionship and hoped it 
would continue, which it did because Jack Jack said:  
So you’ve swum. 

I told them about how I’d been on a swim team 
in high school, and even competed at the state level, 
but had been defeated early on by Bishop O’Dowd, a  
Catholic school. They seemed really, really interested in 
my story. I hadn’t even thought of  it as a story before 
this, but now I could see that it was actually a very 
exciting story, full of  drama and chlorine and other 
things that Elizabeth and Kelda and Jack Jack didn’t 
have firsthand knowledge of. It was Kelda who said 
she wished there was a pool in Belvedere, because they 
were obviously very lucky to have a swim coach living 
in town. I hadn’t said I was a swim coach, but I knew 
what she meant. It was a shame.

Then a strange thing happened. I was looking down 
at my shoes on the brown linoleum floor and I was 
thinking about how I bet this floor hadn’t been washed 
in a million years and I suddenly felt like I was going to 
die. But instead of  dying, I said: I can teach you how to 
swim. And we don’t need a pool. 

We met twice a week in my apartment. When they 
arrived, I had three bowls of  warm tap water lined up 
on the floor, and then a fourth bowl in front of  those, 
the coach’s bowl. I added salt to the water because it’s 
supposed to be healthy to snort warm salt water, and I 
figured they would be snorting accidentally. I showed 
them how to put their noses and mouths in the water 
and how to take a breath to the side. Then we added 
the legs, and then the arms. I admitted these were not 
perfect conditions for learning to swim, but, I pointed 
out, this was how Olympic swimmers trained when 
there wasn’t a pool nearby. Yes yes yes, this was a lie, 
but we needed it because we were four people lying 
on the kitchen floor, kicking it loudly as if  angry, as if   
furious, as if  disappointed and frustrated and not afraid 
to show it. The connection to swimming had to be  
enforced with strong words. It took Kelda several 
weeks to learn how to put her face in the water. That’s 
okay, that’s okay! I said. We’ll start you out with a kick-
board. I handed her a book. That’s totally normal to  
resist the bowl, Kelda. It’s the body telling you it doesn’t 
want to die. It doesn’t, she said.
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Miranda  Ju l y

I taught them all the strokes I knew. The butter-
fly was just incredible, like nothing you’ve ever seen. 
I thought the kitchen floor would give in and turn  
liquid and away they would go, with Jack Jack in 
the lead. He was precocious, to say the least. He  
actually moved across the floor, bowl of  salt water and 
all. He’d come pounding back into the kitchen from a 
bedroom lap, covered with sweat and dust, and Kelda 
would look up at him, holding her book in both hands, 
and just beam. Swim to me, he’d say, but she was too 
scared, and it actually takes a huge amount of  upper-
body strength to swim on land.

I was the kind of  coach who stands by the side of  
the pool instead of  getting in, but I was busy every 
moment. If  I can say this without being immodest, 
I was instead of  the water. I kept everything going.  
I was talking constantly, like an aerobics instructor, 
and I blew the whistle in exact intervals, marking off  
the sides of  the pool. They would spin around in uni-
son and go the other way. When Elizabeth forgot to 
use her arms, I’d call out: Elizabeth! Your feet are up, 
but your head is going down! And she’d madly start 
stroking, quickly leveling out. With my meticulous,  
hands-on coaching method, all dives began with perfect 
form, poised on my desktop, and ended in a belly flop 
onto the bed. But that was just for safety. It was still  
diving, it was still letting go of  mammalian pride and  
embracing gravity. Elizabeth added a rule that we all 
had to make a noise when we fell. This was a little 
creative for my taste, but I was open to innovation. 
I wanted to be the kind of  teacher who learned from 
her students. Kelda would make the sound of  a tree 
falling, if  that tree were female. Elizabeth would make  
‘spontaneous noises’ that always sounded exactly the 
same, and Jack Jack would say, Bombs away! At the 
end of  the lesson, we would all towel off  and Jack Jack 
would shake my hand and either Kelda or Elizabeth 
would leave me with a warm dish, like a casserole or 
spaghetti. This was the exchange, and it made it so that 
I didn’t really have to get another job. 

It was just two hours a week, but all the other 
hours were in support of  those two. On Tuesday and  
Thursday mornings, I’d wake up and think: Swim  
Practice. On the other mornings, I’d wake up and think: 
No Swim Practice. When I saw one of  my students 

around town, say at the gas station or the store, I’d 
say something like: Have you been practicing that  
needle-nose dive? And they would respond: I’m working  
on it, Coach!

I know it’s hard for you to imagine me as some-
one called ‘Coach.’ I had a very different identity in  
Belvedere, that’s why it was so difficult to talk about it 
with you. I never had a boyfriend there; I didn’t make 
art, I wasn’t artistic at all. I was kind of  a jock. I was 
totally a jock – I was the coach of  a swim team. If  I 
had thought this would be at all interesting to you  
I would have told you earlier, and maybe we would still be  
going out. It’s been three hours since I ran into 
you at the bookstore with the woman in the white 
coat. What a fabulous white coat. You are obviously  
completely happy and fulfilled already, even though we 
only broke up two weeks ago. I wasn’t even totally sure 
we were broken up until I saw you with her. You seem  
incredibly faraway to me, like someone on the  
other side of  a lake. A dot so small that it isn’t male or  
female or young or old; it is just smiling. Who I miss now,  
tonight? is Elizabeth, Kelda and Jack Jack. They are dead, 
of  this I can be sure. What a tremendously sad feeling.  
I must be the saddest swim coach in all of  history.
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