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I watched my daughter’s head disappear under the water last weekend and realized with a jolt of adrenaline that I have entered a new phase of parenthood – the panic years. 


Sure, fear is a major part of parenting from the day the baby pops out and you’re responsible for her very survival. And the toddler years have their harrowing aspects, starting with the day a child can put one foot in front of the other and immediately begins colliding with everything in sight.


But there’s something newly terrifying about my daughter being five and entering kindergarten, riding a bike and learning to swim. I’ve been lulled into a sense of complacency these past couple of years. I can finally relax and commit myself to normal, extended adult conversations while my child plays nearby. So it comes as a shock to the system when potential disaster plays itself out a few yards away. Here I am catching some rays and chatting with a friend at the pool, I glance at my kid, and BAM! she’s taking a deep breath and diving underwater for the first time.


Of course, I’m not utterly, hopelessly neurotic. My initial response is to be thrilled for her, excited that she’s taken this big step in learning to swim, a step I wasn’t completely convinced would ever happen. Her swimming lessons were going steadily but slowly. She wasn’t a natural fish like her friend who leapt right in the pool and seemed to know by instinct how to hold her breath underwater. Kate, like me, is naturally more cautious.


Parents tend to look back at their own childhoods for clues about how to handle their kids. My experience with swimming was a dismal one from the start, when I had lessons at age five. I was afraid to put my head in the water, so the instructor just dunked me and another crying child under. I got through the rest of those lessons by developing a unique swimming style that became known as the “one-armed bandit” – I closed my eyes, held my breath, stuck my left arm straight in front of me, kicked and windmilled wildly with my right arm. Not a speedy stroke, but the instructor finally gave up and left me alone. My mother went along when I said I was sick the last session when we were supposed to jump off the high dive. Not knowing how to swim was a real handicap growing up in a Southern California beach town, and I was always the only kid stuck in the shallow end at pool parties.


I’m grateful that swimming instruction has become greatly more civilized than it was in 1966. Kate’s teacher is kind and patient and gently prods her to do more. Still, as good a teacher as she is, there’s nothing like a little peer pressure from a slightly older child to motivate a kid to try new things.


So we were at the pool Saturday with a friend who’s seven and a good swimmer. Her mom suggested a game where the kids dunk under and tell how many fingers she’s holding underwater. I was amazed when Kate put on her goggles and dunked away. She was so excited she kept doing it for the next hour and a half, diving for plastic rings, touching the bottom. A few times she breathed in before she got her head out of the water and frightened me with a serious coughing fit. But we both survived and considered it a great and important day.


There was that moment, though, when I watched my precious, only child go under the water, wondering when she would come back up. It happened for me in slow motion. For the few seconds she was under, I fully experienced everything her existence means to me. An invisible string tethers us and when she steps further out into a world of excitement and danger, that string tugs hard at emotions that are deep and basic and that I didn’t even know existed before I had a baby. 


In an instant, that moment was over and I was cheering her on. Already she had surpassed me in this emblematic part of childhood. She wouldn’t let fear keep her from learning to swim. I was thrilled for her. At the same time, I knew this was just the beginning of all the ways she will disappear from me and I’ll have to have faith that she’ll come back up.
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