
 
 

 53 

Robert Kerbeck 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Breaststroker 
 

’m not a great swimmer, let me admit that right away. Even now, 

after all the practice as well as the instruction from a U.S. 

Olympian—well, almost Olympian—I am merely competent. 

Though to you, I’d be fast.  

 Let me clarify.  

 I’d kick your ass. 

 “Hey Joey,” a voice calls out. I force myself to glance up and 

wave, but draw the line at speaking. I come to the University of 

Iowa’s swanky fifty-meter lap pool to punish myself, not chitchat. 

But that doesn’t stop Dwayne. He stands far too close to me, then 

tilts his blond head up to the black sky visible through the 

natatorium’s glass ceiling. “Here comes the rain,” he says. “Looks 

like it’s gonna be a bad one.”  

 No shit, Sherlock. I’ve never seen clouds like this my entire life 

growing up in Southern California. I don’t particularly mind, 

however, since the tornado warning in effect has scared away most 

swimmers. Dwayne and I have the stadium-like aquatic center 

almost to ourselves. 

 I don’t know why, but I envision myself jumping on top of 

Dwayne in my racing Speedo and drowning the niceness out of 

him in the natatorium’s diving well. I used to be like Dwayne, well, 

a little bit, never Iowa nice, but for a Southern Californian, I was 

pretty damn kind. I am a Christian after all. 

 Did I mention Dwayne is my new boss? 

 I’m two months into my job as Director of Intramural Athletics, 

responsible for every university-run athletic activity that involves 

non-athletes. I run the Ping-Pong league (Iowa has three—A level, B 

level, and all-Asian level—guess which is best), badminton, kickball, 

dodgeball, you get the picture. Oh, I forgot coed flag football. 

That’s my biggest sport these days, the most competitive thing I get 
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to touch after my reputation got scorched. My civil attorney said I 

should be grateful. The forgiving folk in Iowa were the only ones 

who offered me a job knowing my history.  

 “How many yards you gonna swim today?” Dwayne asks, 

begging to be invited to join me even though there’s no way the 

corn-fed chubster can keep up.  

“Your pool is in meters.” I still count my workouts in yards, but 

I don’t tell him that.  

 “Of course. Duh.” Dwayne ignores my dig and laughs at 

himself for making the mistake. It seems practically Gandhi-esque 

to me, Dwayne’s ability to turn the other cheek, something I’ve 

never tried. If I had, I might still be in SoCal, instead of on constant 

tornado alert. 

 I used to be the head of intercollegiate activities at a major 

Christian college whose name I’m not permitted to mention 

(Google Joey Mertz, XYZ University). If you don’t know much 

about sports, you might think intercollegiate and intramural are 

kind of the same thing.  

 I’ll delineate the difference. 

 In my prior position, my athletic office spent over ten million 

dollars in my last fiscal year. In my new role, my budget is $87,340. 

I wonder if this includes my salary. 

 “You want to work out with me?” I ask Dwayne reluctantly, 

doing the politically correct thing, something my attorney advised. 

 “You really mean it?”  

 Dwayne actually says that. 

 “Sure, but you gotta make the same intervals as me. You can 

wear fins, but I’m not adjusting the times.”  

 Real swimmers swim on a clock. Everything is done for time. 

Coach Tim taught me that the very first day he saw me in the adult 

lane at the university-I’m-not-permitted-to-name’s pool. It’s stupid, 

I know, but part of the deal I agreed to (Google Joey Mertz 

fistfight).  
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 Coach Tim’s warm-up would be the workout for most people. 

In a fifty-meter pool, it was four laps freestyle, six laps kicking 

freestyle with a kickboard, then four laps pulling using a swim buoy, 

then another six laps kicking (this time any stroke but freestyle), 

then four laps doing a variety of swim drills, including swimming 

with your hands closed into fists, my favorite. That’s a twenty-four-

lap warm-up, basically forty-eight laps in a normal-sized twenty-five-

yard pool, ninety-six laps in your average decent-sized backyard 

pool. And that’s just the warm-up. It’s the only part of the workout 

not done for time. There’s still an hour and a half left.  

 The rest is hell.  

 

“Out for a casual stroll?”  

 Those were Coach Tim’s first words to me. 

 “Huh? What?” I thought maybe he’d witnessed me earlier 

peeing in my Christian university’s twenty-five-yard pool. 

 Tim had caught me swimming from side to side, stopping each 

time to grab onto the wall to catch my breath. He grinned down at 

me from the pool deck, shirtless with the type of body I’d always 

dreamed of but never came close to. His hair was dark but had 

turned blond at the edges from all the time he’d spent in the sun. 

His skin was Mediterranean brown.  

 “Your son is Rocco, right? I’m Tim Seeley, the new Flippers 

head coach.” He reached down to shake my hand. I weigh over 

two hundred pounds, yet his grip was so strong, it felt like he could 

pull me up and out of the water. 

 “How’s he doing?” It was my twelve-year-old’s first time trying 

out for a swim team. He sucked at all sports on land—embarrassing 

for an athletic director—so I thought I’d see how he did in water. 

The university I can no longer legally mention leased the pool to 

the local club for a nominal fee. I figured I might as well jump in 

one of the remaining adult lanes since standing still and watching 
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was impossible for me. I was like a shark. I had to keep moving—or 

bite something’s head off. 

 “It’s not your son I’m worried about.” Coach Tim snickered 

and, even though the joke was at my expense, I did too. I wanted 

him to like me. That’s what I remember most from that day. For 

some reason, I really wanted him to like me.  

 “Well, I’m not a swimmer…” 

 But Coach Tim had already walked away, waving at me, “Come 

on, over here.” He was pointing at one of the lanes filled with 

children. “You swim with the eight- to ten-year-olds.” 

 “What? No, I—” 

 “Think you can beat them? C’mon, show me.” 

 The kids on the swim team had just finished a set. They were 

hanging on the wall and the lane lines, staring at me like gargoyles 

as I dog-paddled my way under four lane lines, descending age 

groups until I made it to the next-to-last lane with the eight- to ten-

year-olds. My son, Rocco, was in the last lane, for six- to eight-year-

olds. As a twelve-year-old, he didn’t appear happy about it—or 

about me joining his practice. 

 “Everyone, this is…” Tim gestured down at me like I’d just 

transferred elementary schools. 

 “Joey.” 

 “Everyone, this is Joey, the newest member of the Flippers 

swim team.” Coach Tim clapped but not one of the kids did. Not 

even my own son, his eyes red from the leaking goggles we’d 

borrowed. Unless he was crying—a distinct possibility—since my son 

is a baby. It’s my wife’s fault. She’d wanted a girl and treated Rocco 

like he was some china doll. No football. No hockey. No rugby. 

No martial arts. The list went on and on.  

 “Okay, we’re going to do twenty fifties on the fifty. On the top.” 

Coach Tim pointed at a large clock next to the pool. When the 

second hand hit the twelve, kids shot off the wall like torpedoes. I 

was a little slow getting going but then cranked it up, passing the kid 
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next to me, who watched me underwater as I went by. I smirked 

back at him. 

 I came in first, despite not knowing how to do a flip turn—and 

not just in my age group either. I edged out all the ten- to twelve-

year-olds too, hitting the wall in forty-six seconds. I turned to smile 

up at Coach Tim and to suggest moving up groups. “Go. Go,” he 

was yelling at me. When I glanced down at the pool, all the kids 

were gone. Fifties on the fifty meant up and back in the twenty-five-

yard pool in under fifty seconds. Since I did it in forty-six, I got a 

whopping four seconds’ rest. I took off, windmilling my arms to 

catch up, and was able to finish my second fifty in exactly fifty 

seconds. Then the whole thing started again. This time with no 

rest.  

 I lost track of the number after a while. The combination of 

oxygen deprivation while swimming created a panic the likes of 

which I’d never experienced. I’d known how to swim my whole 

life, and while not ever a swim team swimmer, not once had I 

feared water the way I did that day. It was the closest I’d ever come 

to drowning, though I’m pretty sure most of that was in my head—

not that it mattered. I was truly petrified, ready to claw myself up 

and out of that pool like it was filled with acid.  

 And all the while, Coach Tim laughed like it was the funniest 

thing he’d ever seen. But I’ll never forget the look he gave me 

when I finished the twentieth (and last) fifty. He gazed at me like 

he’d discovered something special. 

 

Dwayne and I are on our backs, finishing the final kicking part of 

Coach Tim’s warm-up, when the power goes out. I would’ve 

thought the natatorium’s huge glass ceiling would’ve made it 

possible to swim without lights. After all, it’s the middle of the day. 

But the clouds are so dark, it’s like someone spray-painted the 

ceiling black. Not even the emergency lights come on. It’s all we 

can do to find our way out. 
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 “Joey. Wait up.” 

 Dwayne bumps into me like he’s going to be left behind, 

swimming into my lane and then my personal space, his soft white 

flesh touching mine in the dark.  

 It makes my skin crawl.  

 “Chill out,” I say. 

 “Where’s the ladder? I can’t get out without the ladder.” 

Dwayne’s too out of shape to hoist himself out of the pool using his 

own strength. I can do it but then I’ll have to leave him to find the 

ladder on his own. Likely not a strategic career choice, and I’ve 

already made enough blunders in that regard. 

 “Jesus Christ, just pull yourself along the wall ’til you find it.”  

 “You do it. I’ll follow you.” Like we’re on an episode of 

Survivor. 
 It turns out the ladder is just a dozen or so feet away, and when 

I find it, Dwayne senses it and makes a rush for it—or for me.  

 “Whoa, wait your turn, fat boy.” 

 I’m losing my patience as his body slams into mine again. I also 

don’t like my workout being interrupted, by a tornado, no less. I 

need my workouts—a tired Joey is a good Joey. As I climb the 

ladder, I feel him start too. His hand reaches for the grip but 

somehow lands directly on my ass. I might’ve been able to chalk it 

up as an accident—it is pitch black—but when Dwayne feels my 

Speedo-covered butt, he squeezes it like it’s a roll of Charmin.  

 “What the hell?” 

 My right leg spasms and my heel comes off one rung of the 

stair and cracks into something behind me I’m pretty sure is his 

chin. I’d like to say I don’t do it on purpose, but I do.  

 I most certainly do. 

 “It was an acci—” Dwayne says as he falls off the ladder into the 

pool.  

 I leave him there, mumbling to himself and I guess to me too. 

 “Don’t say anything. Please.” 
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When I made it home after that first Flippers workout, my body 

was still vibrating. Coach Tim had said it was God speaking to me. 

I was thinking it was more like severe dehydration as well as shock 

from over-exercising. I chugged a gallon of water and got ready to 

get in the shower to rinse off the chlorine eating away my skin.  

 “Dad, do I have to swim?” 

 Rocco was standing in the doorway and trying to beat me into 

the only shower in the apartment I’d rented when his mother, 

Donna, had asked for a separation. She said I didn’t love her, that 

we never had sex. I didn’t argue. 

 The chlorine was burning me, so I could only imagine what it 

was doing to my son’s skin. I made a mental note never to pee in 

the pool again as that was likely the reason the university loaded up 

on the chemical. 

 “You’re going to do a sport of some kind. You’re not turning 

into a namby-pamby.” 

 “But I’m with the little kids.” 

 So am I, I wanted to say. “Those kids have been swimming for 

years. In a couple of months, you’ll be with kids your own age.” 

 I hoped I’d be with the teenage boys by then. Coach Tim had 

invited me to practice again with the team. He said it was good for 

the kids to see how hard I worked, how much I pushed myself, 

despite almost no knowledge of proper technique.  

 “But Dad—” 

 I closed the bathroom door so I couldn’t hear the rest of his 

caterwauling.  

 That shower was one of the most memorable of my life. 

Rinsing off the chlorine felt almost as euphoric as witnessing my 

muscles—long dormant—popping out. I had the best jerk I’d had in 

a long time. 

 

Later, that evening, I Googled Tim Seeley. I’d heard he was an 

accomplished swimmer, but had no idea he had his own 
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Wikipedia page. He’d won gold medals at the last world champion-

ships in his favorite events, the 100 and 200 breaststroke. Even 

though he’d never made an Olympic team—having just missed the 

cut in the prior games—the page said he was a favorite to qualify for 

the upcoming games. I’d worked with athletes most of my career, 

but they were college athletes at a small Christian program. They 

didn’t become professionals or Olympians. They certainly weren’t 

world champions. 

 It was a big deal that a swimmer like Tim was teaching my son. 

More importantly, he was going to teach me.  

 

“Your elbow isn’t staying high enough.” 

 Coach Tim had popped over from his side of the bar booth to 

show me. Even though he was a good fifteen years younger, we’d 

started hanging out after Flippers practices. Tim was from 

Wisconsin and didn’t know anyone in town—other than the kids on 

the team, and none of those could go drinking. I was lonely, too, 

with my separation. I didn’t mind Donna the way she apparently 

minded me. I liked her companionship if not her demanding 

nature.  

 Tim tried to put my arm into the proper freestyle positioning, 

but my muscles constricted as soon as he tried.  

 “Relax,” he said. 

 Tim pulled my right elbow up until it hurt, then smushed my 

head down to emphasize the correct form, but my muscles seemed 

to want to hold onto their memory of how to swim, even if it was all 

wrong. 

 “If you can’t do it right on land, then you won’t do it right in the 

pool. We gotta get you ready for Masters.” 

 I’d dropped fifteen pounds almost overnight from Tim’s 

vicious practices but had never contemplated swimming for real in 

an actual competition. 

 “What are you talking about?” 
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 “You need a goal to motivate your training. Masters are in 

Canada this year. We should go. I’d be your coach.” 

 Two women my age sidled by our booth, openly ogling Tim. 

Usually we were gone when the cougars starting rolling in. Tim was 

in training for Olympic trials and had a strict one-drink limit, which 

always made it a short night, especially since we’d inhale our food 

as soon as it hit the table. 

 “Time to hit the sack before I get into trouble,” he said.  

 But he wasn’t surveying the women. He was staring at me. 

 

“Can I hop in with you?” Tim asked.  

 “What?” 

 “Can I swim in your lane?” Tim didn’t wait for me to respond 

and jumped in. It was a Friday night, always the least crowded of 

the practices that ran every day but Sunday. It was just the two of us 

in the lane. There were only maybe seven kids in the water that 

evening, when normally there were well over forty. Donna had 

called earlier to say that Rocco wasn’t feeling well and was going to 

skip practice, even though he was spending the weekend with me. 

She didn’t want him sitting outside in the cold either and had 

agreed to drop him off at the end of practice. 

 “I didn’t know you swam with the kids.” I’d been swimming 

with the team for three months and had never seen Tim in the 

pool. I was now swimming all four strokes: freestyle, butterfly, 

backstroke, and Coach Tim’s specialty, breaststroke. My times had 

come down radically, and I had gotten moved up, though not to 

the teenage boys. Yet. 

 “I did a shoot today, so I missed one of my workouts.” 

 “You’re a model?” 

 Tim slapped the Flippers team swim cap on my head like I was 

his retarded older brother. 

 “It was for my swimwear sponsor.” 

 “I didn’t know you had a—” 
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 “Are we swimming or talking?” he asked loudly. The other kids 

giggled, so I shut up. 

 Swimming with Coach Tim that night was like swimming with a 

dolphin. Every time I peered down, he was gliding under me. I’d 

only see him for a second or two and then he was gone again. 

Oftentimes he would sneak up on me, the only clue a disturbance 

in the water, and then he’d hurtle by.  

 At the very end of the session, when we were doing sprints, I hit 

him. I was racing my thirteen-year-old nemesis, Everest, when I 

struck Tim, hard, with my right hand as he was lapping me. Tim 

continued on as if he hadn’t felt a thing.  

 I had to get out a few minutes later because my hand was killing 

me. I could barely move my thumb. In the water it had ached, but 

outside it began to throb. I searched for ice, but the facility was shut 

down. The pool closed on Fridays as soon as the Flippers practice 

ended, so there was only one lifeguard on duty. Everyone else had 

already split. I was too embarrassed to tell the lifeguard and 

especially Coach Tim that I might’ve busted my hand on his head, 

so I headed to the locker room.  

 When I ran into Tim, he was coming out of the shower, 

wrapped in a towel. He noticed me cradling my swollen right hand 

in my left. 

 “You okay?” 

 “Just stupid.” 

 “What happened?” 

 “I hit your head when we were swimming. I think I broke my 

thumb.” 

 I tried to laugh it off. I didn’t believe in showing pain to anyone, 

certainly not another man.  

 “Let me see.” 

 Tim sat down on one of the wooden benches in front of his 

locker and waited for me to come to him. I was still in my Speedo 

and felt uncomfortable about Tim seeing the roll of fat along my 

belly up close. I knew he saw me in my bathing suit all the time, but 
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while my physique had improved, I was no match for Tim. Few 

men were. 

 When I sat, he took my hand like I was a child who’d injured 

himself on the playground. For his size—Wikipedia said he was 

6’3” and 205 pounds—Tim was gentle, manipulating my thumb 

slowly in various directions.  

 “It’s not broken,” Tim said. “You just jammed it.” 

 No wonder the pain felt reminiscent. I’d jammed my fingers so 

many times playing basketball, I couldn’t close my right hand fully. 

But I’d never jammed my thumb. 

 “You trust me?” Tim asked. 

 I regarded him and nodded. He stood and removed his towel, 

leaving himself naked. I couldn’t help but notice he had no body 

hair anywhere. He was completely shaven.  

 He moved between my legs and wrapped the towel around my 

right thumb. It was uncomfortable but not as much as having him 

so close to me. His muscular thighs and his hairless cock were 

inches from my face. He looked at me looking at him, and I 

realized he wanted me to touch him. He took my good hand and 

pulled it toward his cock.  

 “Dad, what are you guys doing?”  

 “What the fuck?” said my wife.  

 On the watch for ever-present child molesters, Donna had 

escorted Rocco into the men’s locker room. Either Tim didn’t 

hear, or he did and decided to continue playing doctor to give 

himself a cover story. He let go of my hand and with his own 

jerked my thumb back into its proper position, the pain knocking 

me off the wooden bench and onto my knees at Tim’s feet.  

 “His thumb’s dislocated. I was pulling it back into place,” Tim 

said with a remarkably straight face. I was on my hands and knees 

with Tim hovering over me, holding his towel like he’d just slapped 

my ass with it.  
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 “I know what you were pulling and it wasn’t his thumb. Rocco, 

outside, right now.”  

 My son did as he was told.  

 I got to my feet, careful not to use my right hand, hoping my 

wife would see that I was truly injured—like this might garner me 

some sympathy. But she wasn’t paying attention. Hell hath no fury 

like a woman who thinks she married a gay man. 

 “You are sick,” she yelled at Coach Tim. “How long have you 

been fucking my husband?” 

 “What?” My voice went eunuch-in-a-choir high. “We’re 

friends.” 

 “You expect me to believe that?”  

 Donna scrutinized us both. I even caught her sizing up Tim’s 

semi-hard cock. 

 “You think I didn’t know,” she said and nearly broke down, 

before hurrying out.  

 I don’t know why, but I grabbed Tim’s towel and threw it at 

him. “Put on your goddamn towel.” 

 Tim let it bounce off his six-pack abs and sauntered toward me. 

I’m going to be honest. It was exhilarating to be wanted so much, 

and by someone whose body was like a statue in a museum. My 

own wife hadn’t shown this level of desire since before Rocco was 

born. 

 But that doesn’t make me gay.  

 Nor did my response to him trying to put my hand on his cock 

for a second time make me a gay basher.  

 Do I wish I hadn’t continued hammering away after my first 

punch took him so completely by surprise?  

 I’m comfortable with who I am. 

 

The tornado doesn’t faze me as I make the trek from the nata-

torium to the old Fieldhouse gym. The winds are relatively weak, 

and even though the rain is cold, I’m wet anyway. In my two 

months at Iowa, I’ve never been to the decrepit facility. It’s 



 
Breaststroker 

 

 65 

scheduled for demolition at the end of the year, but the worker at 

the natatorium said the Fieldhouse would have power. Apparently, 

the building has its own ancient generator. It also has a twenty-five-

yard pool as it’s where swim meets were held before Iowa’s fifty-

meter pool was built a few years back. 

 When I get there, the Fieldhouse is dark, but the emergency 

lights are working. There’s no one at the reception desk, so I make 

my way inside the building. I follow the smell of chlorine and find 

the pool, sitting all by itself.  

 “You here to swim?” a handsome young blond asks me. He’s 

wearing a tight lifeguard T-shirt and a look of utter amazement that 

I’ve arrived soaking wet in my swimsuit. 

 “I came from the natatorium,” I say by way of explanation. 

“They lost power.”  

 For a moment, I think he might stop me, tell me it’s not safe, 

that swimming in a tornado violates rule number blah blah blah, 

but then I remember I’m in Iowa.  

 “No problem. You’re gonna have it all to yourself.” 

 That’s how I want things. I don’t want to see anyone anymore, 

not even Rocco, which should make me feel shitty but doesn’t.  

 I have an indecisive moment deciding which lane to swim in, 

then dive into the lane right next to the student lifeguard. I’m 

positive he can’t beat me in a race and want to show off my form. 

 My eyes adjust to the dim interior. The Fieldhouse pool 

appears to have been jammed inside the building; the stands 

surrounding it are stacked straight up to the ceiling. The pool is so 

cramped, the high-dive platform hardly fits under the roof. I 

imagine a taller diver having to duck before jumping. As I’m 

swimming, I notice a giant board listing the all-time record holders 

at the Fieldhouse pool. Records that will never be broken since the 

pool is no longer used for meets. Something catches my eye, but 

I’m nearing the wall and have to focus on my flip turn. The next 

time in that direction, I switch from freestyle to breaststroke, in 
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order to keep my head in a better reading position. And then I see 

Tim Seeley’s name, all over the board. He’d swum against Iowa 

when he was in college and held records not just in breaststroke but 

also in freestyle and butterfly. He’s on the board for the Individual 

Medley too. Even relays have Tim’s name. I stop swimming. The 

lifeguard leans forward in his lifeguard chair to see if I’m all right, 

as if he’s going to have to come and get me. He already thinks I’m 

strange, showing up to swim during a tornado. I’m treading water, 

not very well either, going under a couple of times, while counting 

Tim’s records. Nine. No other swimmer on the board has more 

than two. It makes me feel awful that Tim’s injuries ruined his 

chances at an Olympic medal, but he misinterpreted my 

friendship. I remind myself of this as I switch back to freestyle and 

glance at the boy lifeguard. He smiles and I shift myself into gear, 

determined to show him how strong I am.  

 I know I’d kick his ass. 

 

 

Copyright ©2015 Robert Kerbeck 


