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“Listen up! This could save your life!” he had told us as we lined up at the edge of the early morning pool, 
still smooth as a glass table. Our high school swimming coach had a special lesson he wanted the senior 
men to learn before they jumped off the diving board of graduation into the pool of jobs, college, and 
Viet Nam. The lesson can be stated in two words: “Don’t panic!” But you don’t learn a thing like that 
with words. So Coach had devised—or borrowed from the military, I think he said— an exercise for the 
pool, a kind of Cure for Panic, in which two men each try to hold the other under water, and if you are 
losing and feel the oxygen drained from your blood, then: Don’t panic. Keep your head. Give your partner 
a procedural tap on the shoulder to indicate your surrender. Should you, instead, panic and forget the 
signal, well, he is likely to keep right on trying to, plainly put, drown you. 

I was the student government president, which, he said, was why he put me in the pool first. He selected 
my partner: an even-keeled, handsome and kind classmate, my size and build. At the sound of Coach’s 
whistle, the guy erupted like a water lion and pounced on my head, plunging me deep into the chlorine. 
My feet pushed down, and nothing pushed back. I fought to reverse him—something I did well on a 
wrestling mat—and struggled dutifully, holding back my fear, until I had just a few seconds left, and then 
gave the agreed-upon signal of surrender: a couple of “procedural taps” on the shoulder. I stopped 
moving, waiting to be released. Nothing. Tapped again—careful not to show the panic rising from my 
nearly retching gut. Nothing. His grip still mastered me, biting my trapezius at the neck. Rage filled me 
now and ripped into him enough to lift my lips to the surface. But—and this was almost criminal—he 
pushed me back under mid breath. 

At this point, I might have started to fade into the whirlpool of the “instinctive drowning response.” Did 
Coach even know about that, how it’s physiologically beyond the control of reason? It is not panic; it is the body’s 
programmed attempt to live a few more minutes, arms outstretched like wings, quietly bobbing for air. 
Maybe he saw the disaster unfolding and blew his whistle. In any case, my classmate let go, and I burst to 
the surface. Shouts bounced off the tiled walls, “You idiot! He was tapping you!” I looked through chlorine 
eyes at the adult leaning in from the side of the pool, searching for any sign he could read on my face and 
body. His own face had gone white. White as a corpse. 

“Hit the showers,” he barked, terminating the class 30 minutes early. I remember nothing more of Coach 
after that. Maybe he put a towel on me and walked me to the lockers. Nice to think. I don’t know. All 
memory is water.  

I haven’t done much swimming since then. Maybe that day expelled the joy of water from me like a burst 
of stale air. But maybe it also burned something useful into me, the very thing that Coach was aiming 
for…Some decades later, I stood on a rock slope, where living to see another day required me to jump a 
four-foot gap across a 50-foot drop. I stood awhile trying to think my way out of it, and then a minute 
trying to dare myself into it. And then…something cold penetrated my boots, started up my socks. When 
it entered my calves, I recognized the poisonous snakebite of Panic. 

“OK, buddy,” I may have said aloud. “If you stand here one more minute, it will be your last. Fear will 
freeze you stiff. So Jump!” And I did, refusing to dissolve into the sleep, and nightmare, of panic. 


