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Chapter One: Chlorine
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I grew up in the water. Not metaphorically. I mean I spent more hours wet than dry between the ages of three and eighteen, and the smell of chlorine is more familiar to me than the smell of my own apartment. Some people carry childhood in a song or a food or the way light falls through a particular window. I carry it in the sting of pool chemicals in my sinuses and the squeak of bare feet on tile.

My parents were swimmers. Both of them. My father, Russell Cahill, swam the 200 butterfly for the University of Michigan and missed the Olympic trials by four tenths of a second in 1979. He talked about those four tenths the way other men talked about the woman who got away. My mother, Diane, née Patterson, was a distance freestyler at Indiana. She was better than my father, which he admitted freely and often, and which she never corrected because she knew it was true and didn't see the point in being modest about facts.

They met at a swim meet in Columbus, Ohio. My father says he noticed her legs first. She stood on the pool deck in her team suit and her calves were like something carved from pale wood, the muscles defined and visible beneath her skin, the kind of legs you only get from thousands of hours of kicking against resistance. My mother says she noticed that he was the only man at the meet who brought his own coffee thermos instead of drinking the terrible stuff they served at the concession stand. She respected the preparation. The forethought. She was twenty. He was twenty one.

They married young. Moved to Rochester, New York, where my father took a job teaching high school physical education and coaching the swim team. My mother gave private swimming lessons to children at the YMCA on East Main Street. On weekends, they drove to the lake and swam together in open water, side by side, not racing, just moving through the cold dark water in tandem. I have a photograph of them standing on the shore of Canandaigua Lake in their swimsuits, my father's arm around her waist, both of them squinting against the sun. They look like people who have not yet been disappointed by anything.

Rochester is cold. Gray for most of the year. The kind of city where the sky sits low and the wind comes off Lake Ontario with a meanness to it that makes your face hurt by November. The pools, though. The pools were warm. The pools were always warm.

I was born in January of 1986 at Strong Memorial Hospital during a snowstorm that shut down the interstate. My mother told me I cried for ten minutes after I came out, then stopped and smiled. I never knew if that was true or just the kind of story parents tell because they need the narrative of your arrival to mean something. Either way, it was what I had.

She nursed me for six months. I was healthy. I was happy. I don't remember being happy, of course, but I've seen the photos, and the baby in them has a round face and an expression that suggests no complaints.

My father put me in the water at two. By three, I could dive off the low board and swim to the wall unassisted. By five, I was doing laps. By seven, I was on a club team, and my mother had stopped giving lessons to other children because she was giving all of her time and knowledge to me.

Three afternoons a week, she drove me to the Aquatic Center on Elmwood Avenue. The car smelled like the pine tree air freshener she hung from the mirror and the faint mildew of the swim bags in the back seat. She sat on the metal bleachers with a notebook and a pen and watched me swim, writing things down. Stroke count. Breathing pattern. Turn speed. After practice, she'd sit me in the passenger seat with a towel around my shoulders and go through her notes.

"You're dropping your elbow on the catch. Left side, not right."

"Your kick is too wide. Tighten it up. Think about kicking through a tube."

"You breathed three times on that last fifty. Aim for two."

She was not cruel about it. She was precise. There is a difference, though as a child I didn't always recognise it. Sometimes I wanted her to say I did great. Sometimes she did. But more often she told me what I could do better, because she believed that was the more useful information, and she was right.

My favorite stroke was freestyle. It felt natural to me in a way the others didn't. Butterfly was too violent, like fighting the water instead of working with it. Backstroke felt wrong, swimming away from the direction you were looking. Breaststroke was fine but slow, and I didn't like slow. Freestyle was speed and efficiency and rhythm, your body cutting through the water like something designed for exactly this purpose.

By eleven, I was one of the top three short distance freestyle swimmers under twelve in New York State. I have the medals in a box somewhere. Small gold discs on red and blue ribbons. They felt heavy in my hand when I was eleven. Now they feel like what they are: stamped metal.

In school, my grades hovered around a B. Not because I couldn't do better. I could. I understood the material. I did the work. But I didn't care about the material in the way my teachers wanted me to, and I saved my real attention for the pool. This was a choice, though I didn't understand it as one at the time. I thought some people were academic and some people were athletic and I was the second kind. It was years before I realised that the division was something I'd imposed on myself because it was easier than being good at two things at once.

High school complicated everything. The class requirements multiplied. The homework took hours. I had to cut my pool time from six sessions a week to four, then three. My times, which had been improving steadily since I was five, plateaued. Then they started going the wrong direction. Not by much. Fractions of seconds. But in swimming, fractions of seconds are everything.

I started losing to kids I used to beat by body lengths. Grant Hershel from Pittsford, who I'd outswum since we were nine, touched the wall before me at the Section V championships. I stood on the pool deck with water dripping off my chin and stared at the scoreboard and my mother, sitting in the bleachers with her notebook closed, met my eyes and neither of us said anything. There was nothing to say. We both knew why it happened. I was spending less time in the water and more time on calculus, and calculus was winning.

College was worse. I went to SUNY Geneseo on a partial scholarship because the full rides went to swimmers who hadn't let their development stagnate in tenth grade. My coach there was a man named Phil Drummond who wore wraparound sunglasses on the pool deck and spoke in a perpetual near whisper, as if every piece of instruction was confidential intelligence. He was competent. He was not inspiring. Under him, I improved slightly, then held steady, then understood with a clarity that hurt that I was never going to be what my parents had been. I was a good swimmer. I was not a great one.

I graduated with a degree in kinesiology and a senior year best of 22.4 in the 50 free, which was fast enough to impress people at barbecues and not fast enough to impress anyone who mattered.

The question was: what now.

My mother called me the week after graduation. I was in my apartment in Geneseo, which I had two more weeks on the lease for, eating ramen from the pot because all my bowls were packed. She asked me what my plan was.

"I don't know yet."

Pause. Long. The kind of pause my mother used the way other people used speeches.

"You could coach."

"Maybe."

"You understand the sport better than you performed it. That's not an insult. Some of the best coaches were not the best swimmers. They were the ones who understood what stopped them from being the best swimmers."

I chewed my ramen and thought about that. The noodles were too soft. I'd left them in the water too long.

"I'll think about it."

"Good."

She hung up. My mother did not say goodbye on the phone. She said what she had to say, and then the line went dead. I used to find it rude. By twenty two, I found it efficient.

I thought about it.

She was right.

I won't bore anyone with the certification process, but it was not easy. The ASCA levels, one through five, each requiring demonstration of knowledge I didn't have and had to acquire. The CPR courses. The pedagogy credits. The sports psychology seminars in hotel conference rooms where the coffee was bad and the chairs were worse and the presenter kept saying "paradigm shift" like it meant something. I sat through all of it. Took notes. Studied. Passed.

I knew how to swim. I needed to learn how to teach someone else to swim faster than I could.

There's a difference between those two skills that most people don't appreciate. A great swimmer feels the water. A great coach sees the swimmer in the water and understands the gap between what their body is doing and what it should be doing, and then finds the words or the drills or the adjustments that close that gap. It requires a kind of empathy that has nothing to do with emotion. You have to inhabit another person's body through observation alone. You watch their stroke and you feel, in your own muscles, what they're doing wrong.

I could do this. It turned out I could do it well.

At twenty six, I moved to New York City. Not Manhattan. Brooklyn. A one bedroom in Park Slope that cost more than it should have and had a kitchen so small you couldn't open the refrigerator and the oven at the same time. I took an assistant coaching position with the men's swimming program at Columbia. The head coach was a man named Terrence Walsh, sixty years old, Irish, built like a fire hydrant, with a face that looked like it had been carved from soap by someone who gave up halfway through. He'd been coaching for thirty five years and had produced two Olympians and a dozen All Americans and he did not suffer fools.

"You're Cahill?"

"Yes sir."

He looked me up and down. I was twenty six, six foot two, a hundred and ninety pounds, with the shoulders and lats of a swimmer and the haircut of someone who didn't think much about haircuts.
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