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He is swimming to the beat of “1-1-1,” gliding down the pool smoothly and watching 
pockets of bubbles slide silently past his torso. “1-1-1” … “1-1-1” … eight sets later, he 
touches the far wall. 
  
“2-2-2,” inhale, exhale … “2-2-2,” inhale, exhale … another eight sets take him back.  
  
Two laps down, 48 to go. Why 50? Just a number picked from a whodunit where the 
40-something private eye did it daily to keep fit. At his age, mending a busted body 
from 10Ks and ultra cycling, swimming three times a week would do. Besides, he 
doesn’t like water. 
  
Lift your elbow! 
Stretch your arm! 
  
“Ridiculous, stupid training,” he grumbles. Frankly, he has not competed since college, 
yet the commands from early childhood still echo in his mind. 
  
Close your fingers! 
Cup your hand! 
  
It was his father striding on poolside, manual in one hand, bullhorn the other, barking 
instructions at his children. The tyrant was obsessed with turning them into 
champions, drilling them mercilessly in water as on land. At home, they practiced on 
straw mats to improve their swim strokes and used coiled springs to strengthen their 
muscles. 
  
Flutter your feet! 
Don’t slap the water! 
            
In time, the regimen did produce a grand winner in his older sister, who won all her 
events in record times at the 1948 National in Shanghai and was crowned “Mermaid 
of China.” Nonetheless, swimming was no longer fun but a punishing chore.  
            
Open your eyes! 
Breathe through your mouth! 
  
The lasting impact on him was a fear of water. Sharks were everywhere in his 
imagination. They lurked in deep bays and shallow beaches, mountain lakes and 
valley ponds, even in heated hotel pools. Irrational to be sure, but the consequences 
were real. 
  
He is snorkeling in a protected cove on the Big Island among a group of tourists, 
flotation devices strapped around their waists, happily feeding colorful fishes and 
snapping pictures with waterproof cameras. Then, one by one, they paddle back to their 
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charter boat for more plastic pouches of pellets, leaving him alone in the water.  In that 
moment, the crystal clear reef under his feet turns into a murky abyss. Sharks are all 
around, engulfing him. 
  
“13-13-13.” He peeks around the crowded pool. A woman on his left is doing the 
freestyle, sharing her lane with another on a kickboard. To his right are two portly 
fellows going through their water exercise, barbells in hands and laboring along the 
bottom. Next to them is a man in floppy trunks floating on his back. On the far side, an 
athlete is scooting down the lane like a jet ski. Safe among many, he swims on.  
  
“20-20-20.” His energy is drained from a breakfast of oatmeal and banana. What is to 
eat at home? Toast and orange marmalade? Dull. Last night’s rosemary 
chicken? OK.  Better yet, the jook he had prepared with the severed heads of BBQ 
ducks that his wife wisely omitted from her office potluck. The very thought of the 
popular Cantonese dish makes him want to hurry home to heat up a serving, but he 
resists and swims on. 
                         
“25-25-25.” Halfway to 50! 
  
Still no sharks in sight! 
            
It began in earnest after he was shipped to school in England at age 13 without 
knowing a word of English. He was still wrestling with the strange language when 
another edict came a year later with order to leave for America. 
  
“Dear Daddy,” he wrote clumsily, “I receive your letter this morning and know that dad 
want me to go to America next summer. I will do as dad wanted me to do in the letter 
when I am advised. I am not so sure what I have to do when I got to America. What 
school am I going to? What forms shall I try to enter in America?” 
  
No, he was told, not to any middle or high schools but straight into college. As lucky 
guesses and low standards had it, he took and passed the American college entrance 
exam (SAT), enrolled into a second tier university, and graduated four years later 
before his 19th birthday. It was 1956, the height of the Cold War, and his degree in 
electrical engineering earned him instant employment at IBM.  As expected, a 
directive turned up immediately. 
  
“Son, don’t let success go to your head. It comes only with hard work.  There are no 
halfway measures. You have a wonderful opportunity at IBM, so don’t waste it. 
Remember, you are just stepping into the fringe of success. It might only be temporary 
for the company to test if you can be a reliable and good worker of the future. In two 
years, they will have something to go on based on your record. They are watching you. Is 
he only a flash in the pan, a conceited lad? Be an efficient, quiet, sober and humble young 
man. Engross heart and soul in your job, steep yourself in math, electronics and physics 
to be in good standing. Don’t be an ordinary worker, be brilliant and make plenty of 
money.” 
  
“27-27-27.”   
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“Son, cook at home and save. For breakfast, wholesome cereals, milk, bread and butter, 
and eggs. For dinner, a chop or sausage of mutton, pork, beef or veal, milk, bread, cheese 
and fresh fruit. Simple soup and chicken, too, are good standbys. It is important not to 
waste valuable time on cooking and cleaning up. It can be more profitably employed to 
study for your work. Take care of yourself in cold weather. Take multivitamin tablets, 
calcium and cod liver oil to remain strong and fit.” 
  
“29-29-29.”  
 
 “Son, you are really very young and inexperienced in life and in love. Wine, women and 
songs and, if I may add, laziness, gambling and conceit are the great dangers of life. Your 
behavior with young ladies is a good test. ‘Beware of the skirts’ lest they will drag you 
down from success to failure, from Heaven to Hell, and will haunt you, hound you and 
bewitch you. A solid guy will work hard and save money before entangling himself with 
matrimonial issues.” 
  
“31-31-31.”  
  
 “Take your time, son, and marry a blonde and your children will be just like white 
Americans. Attain a reliable income at 45, but continue working for another 15 years for 
your children.” 
  
These, like unwanted weeds on a new lawn, never stopped arriving via the ubiquitous 
blue aerogramme. 
 
“33-33-33.” He was in his twenties and the head of a department, yet the prospect of a 
lifelong commitment in computers did not appeal to him at all. It was the 60s. He, too, 
yearned for other possibilities beyond the confines of data processing and wrote to 
his father for support. He got a scathing rebuke. 
  
“Son, Dad has educated you to have a good living which you in turn will want your 
children to have.  Surely you don’t want your children to be coolies, tram drivers, fruit 
pickers, and waiters. Dad has raised money for your education. If I’d known that you 
were to throw it away, I would have saved it for your younger brother. You have a duty 
to fulfill before you follow your ideals. You must retain this job at IBM for some years to 
help your family, yourself and your future. You are an impractical dreamer floating 
around in midair until you flop. Take my advice and consult a Brain Psychologist to 
explain to you where your reasoning had gone all wrong.” 
  
“35-35-35.” He was now a social science professor with particular interest in C. Wright 
Mills’ analysis of power and class in the U.S. and the responsibilities of intellectuals in 
post-World War II society. He wished to share these issues with his aging father.  
  
“Son,” came the reply, “your astounding letter arrived full of false ideas. So, now in U.S. 
at 40 years of age with a comfortable job, I say to you, 1) Don’t rock the boat, 2) Keep 
your radical ideas to yourself, 3) Be a pucker Yank, 4) If you are still floundering in 
America, go to your favourite country and face the consequences like a man.” 
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With that, the olive branch snapped as did any further communication with a 
stubborn old man. 
  
“39-39-39.”  Or is it 40? 
  
 “40-40-40,” he grins, not over the phantom lap but that there are only 10 more to 
meet his goal. But what of tomorrow and the days ahead? Is there no end? 
 
He is draped head to foot in a black gown facing an open casket. His father lays inside, 
eyes closed and neatly attired in a western suit. Flowers fill the hall, and banners of 
white cloth brushed in ink cover the walls. Mourners enter silently, bowing three times to 
a framed portrait fronting the casket, thrice again to the family. He acknowledges their 
respects and returns his gaze to the coffin.  
 
Still, 25 years after his father died at age 88, his fear of water remains.  
 
“41-41-41.” The pool is eerily quiet, its stillness broken only by the quivering shadows 
of lane markers as he swims past. All of a sudden, he feels a chill running through his 
body, stopping him in mid stroke. 
  
Something is wrong. 
  
He scans this way and that. Nobody is about. He is entirely alone. The pool now seems 
so vast and the walls so far apart. Terrified, he shuts his eyes and flails frantically to 
reach the ladder. He grasps blindly for the metal bars, scrambles out and collapses on 
the cool tiles. After a long moment, he stares intently at the calm surface. Nothing 
moves, but he knows the monster is still down there. He picks up his towel and heads 
for the exit. 
  
 “This is the big test,” comes a voice inside. His head begins to spin. 
  
“Now is your moment of truth.”  He quickens his pace and opens the door. 
  
“Mend the breach!” calls the voice. 
  
He hesitates and turns slowly around, his heart pounding. Then, as if led by an 
unknown hand, he shuffles uncertainly to the pool’s edge and puts his feet gingerly 
into the cold water. Taking a deep breath, he plunges in. 
  
“42-42-42.” He is struggling through thick layers of dark water. The bottom is out of 
sight. He swims on. 
  
“43-43-43.” Thunderous noises assault his ears, making him dizzy. 
  
“44-44-44.” He is losing his sense of direction. 
  
“45-45-45.” Something grabs him, pulling him along. 
  
“46-46-46.” His trembling hand finds the far wall. Dazed, he gulps a lungful of air and 
swims on. 
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“47-47-47.” The lane markers are becoming visible and the sounds a low hum. 
  
“Father,” he mouths. 
  
“48-48-48,” “49-49-49,” “50-50-50.” Finished! 
  
He climbs out and steps into the steaming Jacuzzi, letting the foaming jets soothe his 
tight muscles and tense mind. Glancing at the lowly lit pool and silent water, he 
whispers softly, 
  
 “Yes, we are both changing.”   

 
 


