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By Bob Van Elsberg
Managing Editor
Road & Rec, USAF

hen | wasakid, my cat and | had one
W thing in common—ahatred of water. |

didn't wanttositinit, stand in ashower
under it, and most of all, I didn’t want to get in water
abovemy head. However, it was summer, and my
dad told methat | wastaking swimming lessons.
Since hewastwicemy sizeand could flick afly off
thewall with hisbelt, | didn’t have much choice.

The appointed, and much dreaded, day came,
and | found myself at thelocal pool with alot of
other youngsters, also dated to take the swimming
course. Theinstructor looked very reassuring ashe
told usthat thisreally would bealot of fun, and there
wouldn’t be any danger.

“Yeah,” | thought. “If | was supposed to bein
thewater, I’d havegills.” At that moment, | would
have gladly swapped hisideaof funfor achanceto
get afilling without novacaine.

With much coaxing, however, | finaly eased into
the 3-foot-deep water, then moved away fromthe
edge of the pool and tried aback float. It took afew
tries, and | wasn't graceful, but | didn’t gotothe
bottom either. After mastering that, | begantofee a
bit more confident. Maybe| could learnto swim
after all.

Oncetheentire class had proven they could
float, theinstructor introduced usto the belly board.
The point of thewholething, he explained, wasto let
the board keep us afloat whilewe used our legsto
practiceakick he' d shown us. Wewould actually be
ableto go somewherein the water.

Thisseemed reasonableto me, and even fun,
until hetold us hewanted usto grasp the board and
get in at the 5-foot-deep mark. | wasno mathemati-
cal genius, but even | knew that water 5 feet deep
waswell above my head. | decided | needed |ots of
timeto observe others mastering thistask, so | made
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Why | Didn’t Lea
Until | Joine

surel waélas inline. When my time came, | stood
therelikel’ d beenfrozenin place. Theinstructor
told mel could just doit when | got ready, then
started showing the other studentsthe next phase of
training.

Redlizingl hadtoj jmcompl etethe
training or go home and explain to my dad why; |
hugged the board tightly, then didinto the poal. |
might have madeit had | not been an nmon
uncoordinated child. Somewhere betweent
my backsideleft the pool deck and the belly board
made contact with the water, | managed to make a
90-degreeroll totheleft.

Thiswasnot what | had inmind. | had envi-
sioned myself making my way acrossthepool,
floating triumphantly atop thebelly board. Instead,
the evil beast turned on me. Being amuch better
floater than |, it broke the surface with me hanging
on underneath like the centerboard of asailboat.
Embarrassed, but confident theinstructor would
quickly rescueme, | wasglad | had already proven
to myself that | could hold my breath for at |east 30
seconds.

Ashore
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!'1%0 of theboard, and began drifting downward.
Then everything just went black.

I have no ideahow long | was on the bottom
beforetheinstructor pulled meout. | cametolying
on the concrete next to the pool, spitting up alot of
water—about half the pool, it seemed.

My swimming lessonswere over for theday. |
may not havelearned to swimthat day, but | did
learn somethingsthat | have never forgotten.

First, if you have anyone (child or adult) inthe
pool who can’t swim, you can't afford to bedis-
racted for even amoment. Inthetimeit takesto
swer the phone or grab asodafrom therefrigera-
or, anon-swimmer can bein serioustrouble.

Second, belly boards, inflatable toysand plastic
tubes are no substitute for being ableto swim. Just
because pool toysfloat, that doesn’t mean you can
trust them to keep anon-swimmer safein thewater.

Since my unpleasant experienceasakid, | have
learned to swim—thanksto basictraining inthe
Coast Guard. There, my instructorswatched me
closely to make surel didn’'t do any more submarine
impersonations. They also kept pool-safety equip-
So | hung thereand waited...and waited. Asmy ment, such asa12-foot-long pole with an attached

lungs reached the bursting point, | realized | wasn't lifering, handy. Morethan once, | hadto rely on that
going to berescued. It wasaterrifying feelingto be polewhen | wasin the deep end of the pool.
hanging there helplesdy. Findly, | couldn’'t hold my | canasotell you firsthand that drowningisa

breath any longer. As| gasped, | felt thewater rush terrifying experience. | waslucky tolivethroughit,
into my throat. Suddenly, nothing mattered anymore. and it’scertainly nothing you want to happen to
| wasn't scared, and | wasn'tin any pain. | relaxed, someoneyou love g
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