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About the Author 

Manoj Palwe knows that the most dangerous deceptions always 
happen inside a closed system. 
 
For over two decades, he has operated at the highest levels of global 
immigration law. As a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant 
(RCIC R422575), a CAPIC Fellow (R11592), and President of Taurus 
Infotek (Dreamvisas) in Canada and India, his career has been 
defined by reading the fine print, analyzing complex international 
frameworks, and understanding how rules are enforced—and how 
they are broken. 
 
Behind this sharp analytical mind is a man raised on the 
masterpieces of suspense. As an avid, lifelong reader who spent 
decades devouring the works of Sidney Sheldon, Dick Francis, and 
Frederick Forsyth, Manoj became obsessed with the mechanics of 
the perfect plot twist. 
 
He paired this literary obsession with a boundless, high-energy love 
for the arena. A truly energetic sports enthusiast, Manoj has spent 
over fifty years keenly following, analyzing, and actively playing 
almost every single sport featured in his universe—from tennis and 
cricket to hockey and football (gladly leaving the high-speed 
cockpits of motorsport to the professionals). He knows the physical 
toll, the locker-room dynamics, and the psychological grit of these 
games firsthand. 
 
In his groundbreaking 12-book series, Clean Sport, Dirty Games, he 
fuses his professional mastery of institutional systems, his athletic 
background, and classic page-turning thriller structures. The result 
is a premium collection of technical, high-stakes suspense thrillers 
that expose the gritty reality behind the glamorous facade of elite 
sports. When Manoj writes a cliffhanger, he isn't just inventing 
fiction—he's writing from a lifetime of knowing exactly how the 
world, the game, and a great book work. 
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 

Swimming is the most transparent sport there is, and that is exactly 

why it can hide the most. Eight bodies in a lit glass box of water, 

nothing concealed, every length in plain sight; times recorded to the 

hundredth of a second by touchpads that cannot lie; a sport 

conducted almost naked, where there appears to be nowhere to put 

a secret. The crowd in the gallery watches the whole race and 

concludes that nothing could be more honest. That conclusion is one 

of the most dangerous illusions I know of in any sport, and it is 

precisely the wrong way round. 

Because the thing that decides a swim — and the thing that can 

wound a swimmer — is not visible in the clear water at all. It lives 

in the body, and in what is done to the body before it ever reaches 

the blocks: in the chemistry timed to clear by race day, in the 

leanness chased past health, in the developing body spent for an 

early peak, in the touch that is coaching and the touch that is not. 

The water is the most honest-seeming medium and the most 

concealing thing in sport: it holds the body up in full view and hides 

everything that is inside it. That is the territory of this book — the 

measured body in clear water. A sport that shows you everything 

and hides what is done to the body is the perfect place to keep a 

secret. 

And swimming carries something no other sport in this series has 

carried: it is the great sport of the young. Its athletes peak 

terrifyingly early; a girl can be world-class at fourteen, which 

means the most decisive years of a swimmer's life fall precisely in 
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the years when she is a child — shaped, pushed, and sometimes 

broken, in the years before she is old enough to consent to any of it. 

In swimming the line between elite training and harm is drawn 

underwater, where it is hardest of all to see. 

The cricket and tennis stories of Suspense in Whites were about the 

gentleman's veneer; the chess and golf stories of The Quiet Game 

were about silence and self-policing; Stoppage Time was about 

football and global money; Negative Split was about the marathon, 

the body and the clock; Garbage Time was about basketball, the 

number and the body's brief value; The Third Period was about 

hockey, the body spent and concealed; The Invisible Margin was 

about table tennis, the decisive thing below the threshold of sight; 

Parc Fermé was about motorsport, the sealed machine. This one is 

about the most transparent-looking sport of all, and the things it 

hides inside the body precisely because the water shows the crowd 

so much that no one thinks to ask what it cannot see. 

These eleven stories are about the women who can read the 

measured body in the clear water. A club welfare officer who sees 

that a revered coach's hands have crossed the line the sport's own 

intimacy makes invisible. A physiologist who finds a doping 

protocol timed to clear in the taper, so the clean race-day test is the 

thing it was built to produce. A classifier who finds a body measured 

to fit a class it does not belong in. A timing official who finds that the 

touchpad which cannot lie is the perfect place to hide a lie. A safety 

official on an open-water race who finds the conditions read the 

way the money needs rather than the way the water does. A 

physician who will not call a culture that strips children's bodies 

down by the name of discipline. An equipment official who finds a 

legal suit doing the forbidden thing through properties the tests do 
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not measure. A registrar who finds a falsified age, an older body 

winning a child's races. A developmental physician who will not let 

a fourteen-year-old be spent for an early peak. A strategist ordered 

to throw her own swimmer's race and told it is sophistication. And 

a keeper of records who reads the splits and the bodies behind a 

beloved swim, finds the truth the glory smoothed over, and carries 

it first to the people who paid for it. 

They are women at the edge of the institution — never at its centre, 

never holding its formal power — who notice the one thing that does 

not belong, and who decide, each in her own way, that the code 

should mean what it says. None of them resolves anything with 

violence. They resolve it with attention: by reading the splits and the 

bodies, by separating what they can see from what they fear, by 

refusing to accept that a clean test means a clean body or that a 

compliant suit means an honest one or that a documented age must 

be true, by insisting that an institution account for itself to an 

authority it cannot buy — the safeguarding body, the anti-doping 

apparatus, the formal classification review, the integrity unit, the 

independent safety authority, the medical-welfare apparatus, the 

honest record. 

I have invented every swimmer, every coach, every official, every 

classifier, every club, every program, every federation, every 

governing body in these pages. The architecture is real. The way the 

decisive thing in swimming lives inside the body and in the years 

before consent — the chemistry timed to the calendar, the 

classification no spectator can check, the touchpad trusted beyond 

its operators, the conditions out where the water hides things, the 

leanness called discipline, the suit in the gap the tests do not 

measure, the age the record never questions, the early peak that 
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spends a child, the swim thrown and called strategy, the cost the 

glory smooths over — all of that is real, and I have tried to be honest 

about it. The particular people are mine. 

The swims are real. The secrets are mine. 

 

— Manoj Palwe 
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ELEVEN STORIES OF SWIMMING 

 

1.  THE TOUCH 

In her sport, a coach's hands on a child's body were the ordinary grammar of the 
work. She was the one who saw where the grammar had been turned into a 

hiding place. 

2.  THE TAPER 

The clean test on race day was not the proof of innocence everyone took it for. It 
was the very thing the protocol had been built to produce. 

3.  THE CLASSIFICATION 

In her sport the whole fairness of the race depended on a body being measured 
truly. She found one being measured to lie. 

4.  THE FALSE START 

The touchpad cannot lie, everyone said. She understood that the trust in the 
instrument was exactly what made it the perfect place to hide one. 

5.  THE OPEN WATER 

Her sport lived in a glass box where everything could be seen. She worked the one 
race that left the box behind — out where the water genuinely hid things, and a 

life could be lost in the part no camera reached. 

6.  THE WEIGH-IN 

The sport measured everything to a hundredth, and had decided the body itself 
was one more thing to strip down. She was the one who refused to call the 

stripping-down training. 

7.  THE SUIT 

The race was decided by what the swimmer wore as much as what the swimmer 
was. She found the advantage hidden inside a thing that passed every rule. 
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The whole fairness of the children's sport rested on one number being true. She 
found the number falsified, and an older body winning a child's races. 

9.  THE PRODIGY 

Her sport peaked terrifyingly young, and a fourteen-year-old's body was being 
spent to reach a mark before she could consent to the spending. She was the one 

who remembered the child inside the prodigy. 

10.  THE RELAY 

She was told to have her swimmer lose on purpose, and to call it managing the 
system. She knew a thrown swim was a thrown swim, whatever the reason given. 

11.  THE LONG COURSE 

She kept the records of a sport that measured everything and remembered only 
the times. Reading the splits and the bodies behind a beloved swim, she found the 
thing the glory had smoothed over — and had to decide whom the truth belonged 

to. 
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STORY 1 
 

THE TOUCH 

 
In her sport, a coach's hands on a child's body were the ordinary 

grammar of the work. She was the one who saw where the 
grammar had been turned into a hiding place. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Maren Holt had spent her life on the wet tiles beside the pool, and 

she understood a thing about her sport that made it unlike almost 

any other: that swimming asked a coach to put hands on a child's 

body as a matter of ordinary instruction, and that this legitimate, 

constant, necessary touch was the one place in the whole transparent 

sport where something could hide. 

She was forty-five, the welfare officer of a large age-group swimming 

club, the person responsible for the safety of the children who came 

through its doors — hundreds of them, from the small ones learning 

not to fear the deep end to the gifted few being shaped toward 

national times. Swimming was, to the eye, the most transparent sport 

imaginable: the bodies in the clear lit water, nothing hidden, every 

length in plain sight, a sport conducted almost naked in a glass box 

of water where there was nowhere to conceal anything. That was what 

the parents saw from the spectator gallery, and it reassured them, 

because they could see their children the whole time. 

But Maren knew what the gallery did not. The transparency of the 

water was not the transparency of the sport. Swimming required 

touch — a coach's hands correcting a body's position, supporting a 

young swimmer learning a stroke, adjusting a shoulder, a hip, the line 

of a kick; the physical closeness of the poolside and the changing 

room and the training camp; the intimacy that the sport made not 

only normal but necessary, the hands-on instruction without which a 

child could not be taught to swim fast. The water showed you 

everything and hid what mattered, because what mattered was not 

visible in the water at all. It was in the nature of the touch, and the 

difference between the touch that was coaching and the touch that 
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was not was a difference the sport's own ordinary intimacy made 

almost impossible for an outsider to see. 

And that season, Maren had come to a fear she could not put down: 

that the club's revered head coach — a man who had made 

champions, whom the parents trusted absolutely, whose closeness 

with his young swimmers was admired as dedication — had crossed 

that line. That the touch had become something else. That the very 

legitimacy of a coach's hands on a child's body in her sport was being 

used as the cover for a thing the sport existed to prevent, hidden in 

plain sight, in the gallery's full view, precisely because everyone had 

been taught to see a coach's closeness with a child as the ordinary 

grammar of the work. 

2 

What Maren saw was not a single act — it was rarely, she knew, a 

single act — but a pattern, the kind that the sport's ordinary intimacy 

made deniable at every individual point and damning only when seen 

whole. 

It was the particular swimmer the coach kept closest — a gifted girl, 

young, singled out for special attention, special sessions, the extra 

coaching that looked like investment in a talent. It was the closeness 

that exceeded, in ways hard to name in any single instance, what the 

coaching required — the touch that lingered past correction, the 

private sessions, the gradual separation of the child from the other 

swimmers and from the easy oversight of the group, the way the 

coach had made himself the central adult in the child's life and made 

that centrality look like mentorship. It was the child's own changing 
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— a withdrawal, a wariness, a loss of the ordinary ease, the signs a 

welfare officer is trained to read and taught never to ignore. 

And Maren understood the terrible architecture of it, because it was 

the architecture safeguarding training had taught her to recognize: 

the isolation of the child, the grooming of the trust of the parents and 

the club, the exploitation of a position of total authority over a young 

body, all of it conducted inside the legitimate cover of a sport that 

required closeness and celebrated dedication. Each individual 

element was deniable — a coach is supposed to be close to his 

swimmers, is supposed to give extra time to a talent, is supposed to 

put hands on a body to correct a stroke. The horror was in the pattern, 

and the pattern was protected by the fact that every piece of it could 

be explained as the ordinary work of an admired coach. 

She did not have proof of a crime. What she had was the trained 

perception of a welfare officer that the pattern was the pattern — the 

configuration of isolation and access and the child's own changing 

that safeguarding existed precisely to act upon, not after proof of the 

worst, but at the recognition of the risk. And she understood, with a 

cold clarity, that the thing that made her sport so dangerous here was 

the same thing that made it look so safe: that the touch was 

legitimate, and the closeness admired, and the water transparent, so 

that the one sport conducted in full view was the one where this could 

hide best of all. 

3 



THE TOUCH 
Eleven Stories of Swimming 

 

 
© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                           14 | P a g e  

 

She did the careful thing, which was to hold with absolute seriousness 

both of the things that could be true, because a welfare officer who 

gets this wrong in either direction does irreparable harm. 

She knew the cost of a false accusation. To wrongly accuse a dedicated 

coach of the worst thing a person can be accused of was to destroy a 

man, and to damage the sport's ability to let coaches do the legitimate 

hands-on work that teaching swimming required, and to make every 

innocent coach afraid of the touch the sport could not do without. She 

held that with full weight. She did not let her fear run ahead of what 

she perceived; she did not confuse her suspicion with proof; she did 

not forget that the touch was, in the overwhelming majority of cases, 

exactly what it appeared to be — coaching. 

But she also knew the far greater and more common cost of the other 

error: the welfare officer who, afraid of being wrong, talked herself 

out of what she could see, who let the deniability of each individual 

element explain away the pattern, who waited for a proof that 

safeguarding is designed never to require, and who therefore left a 

child inside the harm. The history of her sport, and of every sport 

built on the closeness of adults and children, was a history of patterns 

seen and explained away, of admired men protected by their own 

legitimacy, of the institutional preference for the comfortable 

explanation over the unbearable one. She had been trained precisely 

not to be that officer. 

And she understood that the resolution of the dual danger was not 

for her to decide which truth was the true one — that was beyond her 

role and her competence and her right. It was to recognize that what 

she perceived was a safeguarding concern of the gravest kind, and to 

bring it, rigorously and without accusation, to the apparatus built to 
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investigate exactly this: the safeguarding authorities whose mandate 

was the protection of the child, who could act on risk rather than 

proof, and who sat above the club, above the coach's reputation, 

above the institutional desire to not have seen it. 

4 

She faced, first, the wall that every institution raises around an 

admired man, which is not usually corruption but a profound and 

sincere disbelief that protects exactly the thing it should expose. 

Because when she raised it — carefully, within the club's own 

structures first, as the process asked — she met the reaction such a 

man's reputation guarantees. He had made champions. The parents 

adored him. He had given his life to the club. The suggestion was 

monstrous, and the monstrousness of it became, as it so often does, 

the shield: surely not him, surely Maren was misreading ordinary 

dedication, surely she understood the damage such a suggestion 

could do, surely she would not want to destroy a great coach and the 

club's name on the basis of a feeling about the way he was with a 

talented child. The club did not want to look, because looking was 

unbearable, and the unbearableness was precisely what protected the 

pattern. 

And she understood the deeper danger in the institutional recoil. The 

club's instinct to protect its coach and its reputation was not, in most 

of the people expressing it, malice; it was the ordinary human 

inability to believe the worst of an admired man, combined with the 

institution's interest in not being the club where this happened. But 

that recoil was exactly the mechanism by which such patterns were 
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allowed to continue — the admired man protected by his own 

admiration, the concern reframed as the accuser's failure of 

perspective, the child left inside the harm because acting was too 

costly for the institution to bear. The wall was made of disbelief and 

reputation, and it was the strongest wall there was. 

She understood, then, that she could not let the matter rest inside the 

club, because the club was structurally incapable of acting against the 

coach who was its pride, and because the safeguarding of a child was 

not a thing that could be subordinated to an institution's reluctance 

to believe. The concern had to go to the authority whose mandate was 

the child and which did not answer to the club's reputation or the 

coach's standing — the external safeguarding apparatus, the body 

designed precisely so that the protection of a child did not depend on 

an institution's willingness to look at its own. 

5 

She lay awake with the weight of it, which was the heaviest weight a 

person in her role can carry, because the thing she perceived was the 

gravest thing there is and the cost of every path was a child or a man. 

If she stayed silent, or let the club's disbelief prevail, and she was 

right, a child would remain inside a harm that would mark her whole 

life, protected by the very transparency and legitimacy that should 

have kept her safe. If she went outside the club and was wrong, she 

might gravely damage an innocent man. If she acted clumsily — 

confronted the coach, or spoke to the parents, or let the suspicion 

become rumor — she might destroy the child's privacy and the 

integrity of any investigation and the man both, and serve no one. 
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The paths all carried unbearable risk, and the unbearableness was 

not a reason to do nothing, because doing nothing was itself one of 

the paths, and the one the institution would always prefer. 

She thought about the child — not the talent, not the club's prospect, 

but the girl: isolated, changed, made the special focus of a powerful 

adult, unable by virtue of being a child to recognize or name or escape 

what might be happening to her, dependent on the adults around her 

to see what she could not and to act on it. Every structure around the 

child — the coach, the club, the admiring parents, the sport's own 

celebration of closeness — was, in its way, failing to protect her, and 

the one person positioned to see the pattern and trained to act on it 

was Maren. The child could not save herself. That was the whole 

meaning of the word. 

And she understood that the path was the safeguarding apparatus, 

approached exactly right: not as an accuser who had decided the 

man's guilt, but as a welfare officer reporting, rigorously and in the 

proper confidential channel, a safeguarding concern of the gravest 

kind — the perceived pattern, the specific observations, the child's 

changing — so that the authority built to investigate could do so, 

protect the child first and immediately, and establish the truth 

through the process designed for it, without Maren ever having to be 

the one who decided what the truth was. 

6 

She brought it to the safeguarding authority — the external body 

whose mandate was the protection of the child and which sat above 
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the club and the coach — and she did it with the precision and 

restraint the gravity demanded. 

She did not accuse. She reported, in the confidential channel built for 

exactly this, a safeguarding concern: the specific, documented 

observations she had made — the isolation of the child, the access 

that exceeded the coaching, the child's own changing — framed as 

what they were, a trained welfare officer's recognition of a pattern 

that safeguarding exists to act upon. She gave the authority the 

coordinates of the concern, not a verdict, because the verdict was not 

hers to reach, and because the surest way to fail the child and wrong 

the man both was to substitute her own judgment for the rigorous, 

protected process that existed precisely so that no single person had 

to carry that judgment alone. 

And she insisted on the thing the gravity required: that the child be 

protected first and immediately, while the truth was established — 

that the safeguarding measures designed for exactly this situation be 

put in place, so that no child remained inside a possible harm during 

the time the investigation took, the protection coming before the 

certainty because a child's safety could not wait on proof. The 

apparatus could do both, as the club could not: protect the child at 

once, and investigate rigorously, holding the man's right to a fair 

process and the child's right to immediate safety at the same time. 

The point throughout was the child, and the refusal of the 

comfortable error. Maren was not the judge of the coach, whose guilt 

or innocence the proper process would establish; she was the welfare 

officer who had perceived a grave safeguarding concern and refused 

to let the man's reputation, the club's disbelief, or the sport's 

celebration of closeness talk her out of what she was trained to see. 
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She brought it to the authority that could act on risk rather than 

proof, protect the child immediately, and reach the truth through a 

process built to be fair to everyone — which was the only way the 

thing could be done without failing someone irreparably. 

7 

It resolved as such things resolve when they are done right, which is 

to say carefully, confidentially, and without the spectacle that would 

have served everyone except the child — and Maren had acted 

precisely so that the child's protection, and not a scandal, would be 

the outcome. 

What the safeguarding investigation ultimately established — the 

truth of what had or had not happened, the consequences that 

followed — belonged to the authority and the protective and, where 

warranted, legal processes built to determine it, and is not this story's 

to render, precisely because the entire meaning of Maren's conduct 

was that she did not appoint herself the one to determine it. What 

matters is the shape: that a trained welfare officer perceived a grave 

concern, refused the institutional preference for disbelief, and 

brought it to the apparatus that could protect the child first and 

establish the truth rigorously — so that the child's safety did not 

depend on the club's willingness to look at its own pride. 

And the child was protected first, which was the thing that could not 

wait and the thing Maren had most needed to secure — removed from 

the possible harm during the process rather than left inside it 

pending a proof that safeguarding is designed never to require. 

Whatever the investigation found, no child remained inside a 
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possible harm because an institution found acting too costly to bear; 

the protective measures came first, as they must, and that was the 

durable thing a welfare officer doing her job exactly right could 

secure. 

Maren paid the price such people pay; the welfare officer who reports 

the club's revered coach to the external authority is not always 

thanked by the club whose pride she has disturbed, however right she 

is, and the disturbing of an admired man's reputation has a cost even 

when — especially when — it is necessary. But she had weighed that 

cost against the alternative — a child left inside a harm because seeing 

it was unbearable and acting on it was expensive — and found that 

there was no real choice in it at all. 

8 

Maren stayed on the wet tiles, the welfare officer of the club, the 

keeper of the line that her sport's own intimacy made so hard to see, 

and she became a quiet, immovable insistence that the protection of 

the child came before everything the institution would rather protect 

instead. 

She trained the welfare officers and the coaches who came up under 

her in the safeguarding of children in the water — the policies, the 

boundaries, the reporting, the whole apparatus of keeping a sport 

built on closeness safe. But mostly she taught them the thing the 

policies assumed and the institution would test. “Ours looks like the 

safest sport there is,” she would tell them. “The children in the clear 

water, in full view, nothing hidden, the parents watching from the 

gallery the whole time. And that transparency is one of the most 
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dangerous illusions in all of sport, because the thing that matters here 

is not visible in the water. It is in the touch — and the touch is 

legitimate, necessary, admired. We are the one sport that asks an 

adult to put hands on a child's body as the ordinary grammar of the 

work.” 

She would let that sit, because it had to. “Which means ours is the 

sport where this can hide best of all, behind the very legitimacy of the 

closeness, in the full view of the gallery, protected by everyone's 

training to see a coach's intimacy with a child as dedication. You will 

see patterns, not single acts — isolation, access that exceeds the 

coaching, a child who is changing — and every single piece will be 

deniable, because each piece is what a good coach is supposed to do. 

The horror is in the whole, and the whole is protected by the 

deniability of the parts.” 

She would end on the two errors and the one duty. “You can fail in 

two directions, and both are real. You can wrongly accuse a dedicated 

coach and destroy an innocent man and make the whole sport afraid 

of the touch it cannot do without. Hold that seriously. But the far 

more common failure, the one our sport's whole sad history is made 

of, is the other one: to be so afraid of being wrong that you explain 

the pattern away, defer to the admired man, wait for a proof you were 

never meant to require, and leave a child inside the harm. Do not 

decide the truth yourself — that is not yours to decide. Perceive the 

concern, refuse the comfortable disbelief, and carry it to the people 

whose job is the child and who can act on risk before proof. The water 

shows you everything and hides what matters. Someone has to watch 

the touch, and refuse to be talked out of what they see.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 2 
 

THE TAPER 

 
The clean test on race day was not the proof of innocence everyone 

took it for. It was the very thing the protocol had been built to 
produce. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Dr. Sanna Reuvers understood the calendar of the body the way a 

sailor understands tides, and that understanding was what let her see 

the thing hidden inside the most ordinary and respected ritual in her 

sport: that the team's taper, the sacred pre-competition wind-down, 

had been turned into the cover for a doping protocol timed precisely 

to be gone by the day of the only test that counted. 

She was forty, a physiologist and team physician for an elite national 

swimming program, one of the small number of people who 

understood, in fine biochemical detail, what happened inside a 

swimmer's body in the weeks before a major championship. Every 

elite program ran a taper: the carefully managed reduction of training 

load in the final weeks, the science of arriving at the blocks rested, 

sharpened, supercompensated, the body peaked to deliver its fastest 

swim on the one day it mattered. The taper was legitimate, universal, 

admired — the art of timing a body to a date, the most respected craft 

in the sport's preparation. 

And swimming believed itself clean, or cleaner, because it was so 

tested and so transparent — the bodies in the clear water, the times 

to the hundredth, the anti-doping apparatus that tested the athletes 

and published the results, the whole machinery of a sport that could 

prove its champions clean because it tested them and the tests came 

back clean. The clean test was the sport's proof of its own honesty, 

the thing it pointed to, the reassurance that the times in the clear 

water were the times of clean bodies. 

But Dr. Reuvers had come to understand that the clean test was being 

manufactured. That the team's taper — the legitimate, respected 
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wind-down — had been built around a doping protocol timed to the 

testing calendar: the prohibited substances used in the training block 

where they did their work, calibrated with precise biochemical 

knowledge to clear the body in the taper window, so that by the day 

of competition, the day of the test that counted, the body was clean. 

The clean test was not the proof of innocence everyone took it for. It 

was the designed output of a protocol built precisely to produce it. 

2 

The protocol was a thing of biochemical precision, which was what 

made it so hard to catch, because it did not defeat the test — it lived 

in the gap between when the substance worked and when the test 

looked. 

The doping did its work in the heavy training block, weeks out from 

competition — the period when the body did the deep adaptive work 

that a championship swim was built on, when prohibited assistance 

to recovery and adaptation could be turned into durable gains that 

would remain in the body long after the substance itself was gone. 

And then, in the taper, as training load fell away and the body 

sharpened toward race day, the substances were withdrawn on a 

schedule calibrated to clear them from detectability by the time the 

competition tests were taken. The gains stayed. The evidence left. The 

body arrived at the blocks fast, sharpened, and clean to any test taken 

on the day. 

And Dr. Reuvers understood the mechanism completely, because 

reading the calendar of the body was her craft. The anti-doping 

apparatus tested most intensively around competition, when the 
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athletes were gathered and the stakes were visible; the training block, 

weeks out, dispersed and unwatched, was tested far more thinly. A 

protocol that used the substance in the unwatched block and cleared 

it in the taper window was a protocol that lived in the gap between 

where the assistance worked and where the testing looked — a doping 

program designed around the testing calendar, hidden inside the 

most legitimate ritual in the sport, producing on demand the clean 

race-day test that the sport took as proof of innocence. 

It explained, when she let it, things that the legitimate taper alone did 

not — a quality of adaptation, a depth of gain, a transformation across 

the training block that the published training and the clean tests did 

not fully account for. But she could not prove it from a race-day test, 

because the race-day test was clean by design; the proof lived in the 

training block, in the unwatched weeks, in the window the standard 

competition-focused testing did not cover — a window she could 

point to but not herself police. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to interrogate her own reading 

without mercy, because a team physician who decides her own 

program is doping on the basis of a pattern in the body's adaptation 

is one step from a paranoia that could destroy clean athletes and an 

innocent program. 

So she held it to the standard her training demanded. She asked 

whether the adaptation she was seeing could be the legitimate 

product of a brilliant taper and exceptional training and exceptional 

athletes — because elite programs were genuinely capable of 
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extraordinary, clean results, and to read doping into excellence was 

both a scientific error and a moral one. She asked whether she was 

seeing a pattern because she expected one, whether her knowledge of 

how such a protocol could work had made her see its signature where 

there was only legitimate physiology. She did the work, rigorously, 

because the cost of being wrong was the destruction of clean 

swimmers and an honest program. 

But the reading did not dissolve. The depth and character of the 

adaptation, set against the published training, the timing of the 

body's sharpening, the specific quality of gains that arrived clean to 

every race-day test — it cohered, with the precision of her craft, into 

the signature of assistance used in the block and cleared in the taper, 

in a way that legitimate physiology strained to explain and a 

calendar-timed protocol explained exactly. She was reading the 

body's tide, and the tide did not match an honest moon. 

It was not proof, and she held that line with her whole conscience, 

because the defining feature of the protocol was that the race-day test 

— the only test most people ever saw — was clean by design, and 

proving otherwise required testing the unwatched window where the 

substance had done its work. She had the physiological signature and 

the understanding of the gap. She could point to exactly where the 

proof would have to be found: in the training block, in out-of-

competition testing timed to where the assistance lived rather than 

where the sport habitually looked. 

4 
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She faced, first, the impossibility of raising it inside the program, 

because the program was the entity running the protocol, and a team 

physician who accused her own colleagues of a calendar-timed 

doping scheme would be neutralized long before she was believed. 

She could not take it up the program's chain, because the chain was 

the system; the protocol was the program's own, run with the 

program's knowledge and resource and for the program's medals, 

hidden inside the legitimate taper that the program's whole staff 

administered. To raise it internally was to warn the people running 

it, who would call it the science of a brilliant taper, refine the 

protocol's clearance timing, and remove Dr. Reuvers from any 

position where she could read the body's calendar at all. She had seen 

how programs handled the physician who saw too much: the quiet 

reassignment, the narrowing of access, the inconvenient reader 

moved away from the data before she could prove what it showed. 

And she understood the deeper trap, which was the sport's own pride 

in its testing. Swimming pointed to its clean tests as proof of its 

honesty, and the clean race-day test was exactly what the protocol 

produced; the sport's confidence in its own anti-doping machinery 

was the very thing that protected a scheme built to satisfy it. The 

protocol did not beat a corrupt testing system; it exploited the honest 

structure of a testing calendar that concentrated where the stakes 

were visible and thinned where the assistance actually worked. The 

clean test was the sport's reassurance and the protocol's product at 

once. 

She understood, then, that the only authority that could act was the 

anti-doping apparatus — the body with the standing to test the 

unwatched window, the intelligence capacity to act on a pattern 
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rather than wait for a positive, and the mandate to recognize that a 

clean race-day test was not proof of a clean body when the protocol 

was built precisely to produce it. The scheme relied on the testing 

looking where the substance was already gone; only a body that could 

be pointed at the training block, at the window where the assistance 

lived, could reach what the race-day test was designed to hide. 

5 

She lay awake with the elegance of the trap, which was that the sport's 

most legitimate ritual and its proudest proof of honesty were the two 

things the scheme had been built out of. 

If she went to the press, she would be the disgruntled physician 

alleging a doping scheme she could not prove, against a program 

whose every race-day test was clean and which would call her reading 

the paranoid misreading of a brilliant, honest taper, and she would 

be destroyed and the protocol would continue, its clearance timing 

refined. If she raised it internally, she would warn the people running 

it. If she did nothing, her program would win on bodies built with 

assistance in the unwatched weeks and cleaned for the cameras, and 

the sport's clean tests — its proof of its own honesty — would be a 

manufactured reassurance, and she alone would know. 

She thought about what the clean test was supposed to mean, in the 

architecture of the sport's integrity. It was supposed to be the proof 

that the body in the clear water was a clean body, that the time to the 

hundredth was an honest time, that the transparency of the sport 

extended to the bodies and not just the water. And the scheme had 

turned the proof inside out: the clean test was not evidence of a clean 
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body but the designed output of a protocol that knew exactly when 

the sport would look. The sport's faith in its own testing was the 

camouflage, and a clean test taken where the substance was already 

gone proved nothing except that the protocol had worked. 

And she understood that what she had to do was point the testing at 

the truth — to carry the physiological signature, the understanding of 

the block-and-taper gap, the precise window where out-of-

competition testing would find what the race-day test could not, to 

the anti-doping apparatus that could test where the assistance lived. 

She had to hand them not the positive, which the race-day test was 

built to prevent, but the coordinates of it: here is the window the 

protocol exploits, here is where the substance does its work, here is 

where you must look instead of where you have been looking. 

6 

She did it carefully, through the proper channel, and she framed it as 

what it was: not a press-ready accusation, but a physiologist's 

documented intelligence that the program's adaptation profile was 

consistent with a protocol using prohibited assistance in the training 

block and clearing it in the taper window, and a call for out-of-

competition testing timed to the unwatched period rather than to 

competition. 

She brought the anti-doping apparatus the thing only a reader of the 

body's calendar could give: the physiological signature set against the 

published training, the specific gap between where the assistance 

worked and where the testing looked, and the precise window in 

which intelligently-timed out-of-competition testing would find what 
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the race-day tests, by design, never could. She did not claim to have 

proven the doping; she had read its signature and located its window, 

and pointed the apparatus at where the proof would live — the 

unwatched block the protocol depended on no one testing. 

And she made them understand the structural point beneath the 

specific case: that a testing calendar concentrated around 

competition was a calendar a doping protocol could be built around, 

that the clean race-day test the sport trusted as proof was exactly 

what such a protocol produced, and that catching it required testing 

where the assistance lived rather than where the stakes were visible. 

The specific scheme was one program's; the vulnerability was the 

sport's, and the anti-doping apparatus needed to recognize that 

intelligence and out-of-competition timing, not faith in the race-day 

test, were what its integrity required. 

The anti-doping apparatus could do what Dr. Reuvers could not. It 

could test the unwatched window, act on the intelligence of a pattern 

rather than wait for a positive that the protocol was designed to 

prevent, and bring its authority to bear where the assistance actually 

worked. The scheme had lived in the gap between where the 

substance helped and where the sport tested; only a body that could 

close that gap, by looking where it had not been looking, could reach 

what the clean race-day test was built to hide. 

7 

It did not resolve cleanly or quickly, because doping cases never do, 

and a scheme built to produce clean tests does not surrender to a 

single redirected swab; and Dr. Reuvers had never imagined it would. 
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But the testing went where she had pointed, into the unwatched 

window, on the intelligence of the pattern rather than the faith in the 

race-day result — and what the redirected out-of-competition testing 

and the investigation that followed ultimately established belonged 

to the anti-doping apparatus and the disciplinary processes built for 

it, and is not this story's to detail. What matters is the shape: that a 

physiologist read the signature of a calendar-timed protocol, located 

the window the race-day test was built to miss, and pointed the 

apparatus at where the assistance lived — so that a scheme which had 

relied on the testing looking where the substance was already gone 

was, at last, looked for where it actually was. 

And the deeper consequence outlasted the single case. The matter 

pressed the sport toward the structural truth Dr. Reuvers had named: 

that a clean race-day test was not proof of a clean body when 

protocols could be timed to the calendar, and that integrity required 

intelligent, out-of-competition testing aimed where the assistance 

worked rather than faith in the test the doper could predict. The 

testing strategy was pushed, in the slow institutional way, toward the 

unwatched window — which was the larger and more durable thing, 

and the thing a physiologist who refused to accept a clean test as 

proof could actually secure. 

Dr. Reuvers was not, publicly, the source; the anti-doping apparatus 

protected her as such bodies protect the physician who reports her 

own program. But she had established something the sport preferred 

not to know: that its proudest proof of honesty could be 

manufactured by anyone who understood the calendar, and that a 

clean test taken where the substance was already gone is not the end 

of the question but the beginning of it. 
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8 

Dr. Reuvers went on reading the calendar of the body, for another 

program in time, the physiologist who understood the tides of 

adaptation, and she carried the thing she had learned about the most 

legitimate ritual in the sport and the proof it could be made to 

manufacture. 

She trained the physiologists and physicians who came up under her 

in the science of the taper — the load reduction, the 

supercompensation, the art of timing a body to a date. But mostly she 

taught them the thing the science could be turned to hide. “The taper 

is the most beautiful craft in our sport,” she would tell them, “the 

timing of a body to a single day. And precisely because it is legitimate 

and respected and universal, it is the perfect place to hide a protocol 

— because a doping scheme is also, in the end, the timing of a body 

to a date: the substance working in the unwatched block, cleared in 

the taper window, so the body arrives fast and clean to the only test 

that counts.” 

She would name the trap in the sport's own pride. “Our sport believes 

itself clean because it is tested, and points to the clean race-day test 

as proof. Understand what that test actually is when a protocol is 

built around the calendar: not evidence of a clean body, but the 

designed output of a scheme that knows exactly when we look. The 

clean test is our reassurance and the doper's product at the same 

time. The testing concentrates where the stakes are visible; the 

assistance lives where no one watches; and the gap between them is 

where the whole thing hides.” 
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She would end on the principle. “So when the body's adaptation does 

not match the honest moon — when the tide is wrong for the calendar 

you were shown — do not tell yourself it must be a brilliant taper until 

you have ruled it out with everything you have. And when it still does 

not match, understand that you cannot prove it from the race-day 

test, because that test is exactly what the protocol was built to pass. 

Point the testing at the window the scheme depends on no one 

watching. A clean test where the substance is already gone proves 

nothing. Someone has to refuse to take it as proof, and to say where 

the looking should have been.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 3 
 

THE CLASSIFICATION 

 
In her sport the whole fairness of the race depended on a body 

being measured truly. She found one being measured to lie. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Wren Castellano measured bodies for a living, in the most literal and 

consequential sense her sport allowed, and she had come to 

understand that para-swimming rested its entire claim to fairness on 

a single act of trust: that the body presented for classification was the 

body that actually raced. 

She was forty-three, a classifier in para-swimming — one of the 

trained specialists who assessed swimmers' impairments and 

assigned them to the classes in which they competed, so that athletes 

raced against others with comparable physical function rather than 

across a gulf of advantage. Classification was the invisible foundation 

of the whole para sport: a swimmer with a severe impairment and 

one with a mild impairment could not fairly race each other, so the 

sport sorted them by function into classes, and the integrity of every 

race depended on that sorting being true. A wrongly classified athlete 

in a class of the more impaired was not a minor error; it was an 

unbeatable, structural advantage, the race decided before it began. 

And classification was, by its nature, the least transparent thing in a 

sport that otherwise prized transparency. A swimmer's true 

functional capacity lived inside their body, assessed in a private 

examination, expressed in a class number that the public saw on a 

start list and trusted absolutely without any way to check. The crowd 

saw the bodies in the clear water and the times to the hundredth; they 

did not see the assessment room, the measurement of range and 

strength and coordination, the judgment calls, the moment where a 

classifier's reading of a body decided which race that body was 

allowed to win. The most consequential measurement in the sport 

happened where no spectator could see it. 



THE TOUCH 
Eleven Stories of Swimming 

 

 
© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                           37 | P a g e  

 

And that season, Wren had come to a conviction she could not put 

down: that an athlete was being presented to fit a class their body did 

not belong in — the impairment exaggerated or misrepresented in the 

assessment, the functional capacity performed as less than it was, so 

that a swimmer who belonged in a class of the less impaired was 

competing, and winning, against the more impaired. The body was 

being measured to lie. And because classification was the sealed 

foundation no one outside could check, the lie, if it was a lie, was 

hidden in the one place the transparent sport could not see. 

2 

What Wren saw was the hardest kind of thing to be sure of, because 

the very nature of impairment is variability, and the line between a 

body having a bad day and a body performing a worse function than 

it has is exactly the line a misrepresentation is designed to blur. 

It was the gap between the athlete in the assessment room and the 

athlete in the water. In classification, the swimmer performed 

functional tasks — range of motion, strength, coordination — and the 

classifier read capacity from performance, trusting that the athlete 

was giving a true effort, because the whole system depended on that 

trust. But Wren had watched this athlete race, and had watched, over 

time, a function in the water that did not match the function in the 

room: a stroke, a turn, a capacity expressed under the pressure of 

competition that the assessment had not shown, in a pattern too 

consistent to be the ordinary variability of an impaired body and too 

aligned with competitive advantage to be innocent. 
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And Wren understood the terrible delicacy of what she was seeing, 

because she understood impairment. Bodies varied; a genuine 

impairment could present differently on different days, under 

different conditions; an athlete could have a worse range in a cold 

assessment room than in a warmed-up race; fatigue and pain and the 

thousand real variables of a real disability could produce exactly the 

kind of gap she was seeing, innocently. To read misrepresentation 

into the ordinary variability of a genuinely impaired body was not 

only a scientific error; it was a profound cruelty, the accusation that 

an athlete was faking a disability, which was among the worst things 

one could wrongly say. The variability that made impairment real was 

exactly what a misrepresentation would hide inside. 

She did not have proof. What she had was the trained perception of a 

classifier that the gap exceeded variability — the consistency of it, the 

alignment with advantage, the specific functions that appeared under 

competition and vanished under assessment. But she held, with her 

whole conscience, that this was a perception and not a verdict, 

because the cost of being wrong was the cruelest accusation in the 

sport, and because the line she was reading was precisely the line the 

sport found hardest to draw. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to hold both truths with equal 

seriousness, because a classifier who gets this wrong in either 

direction wounds the sport at its foundation. 

She knew the cost of the false accusation, and held it with full weight: 

to wrongly accuse a genuinely impaired athlete of misrepresenting 
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their disability was to inflict a deep and particular harm, to call a real 

impairment a performance, to subject a disabled athlete to suspicion 

that the able-bodied never face, to corrode the trust between athlete 

and classifier that the whole system depended on. She did not let her 

reading run ahead of itself; she did not confuse the gap she saw with 

proof of intent; she remembered that the overwhelming majority of 

athletes were exactly what their classification said, and that the 

variability of impairment was real and must be respected. 

But she also knew the other cost, the one the protective caution could 

hide: that if misrepresentation went unaddressed because addressing 

it felt cruel, then every genuinely impaired athlete in the class was 

defrauded — beaten by a body that did not belong there, their real 

impairment made to lose to a misrepresented one, the whole point of 

classification destroyed for exactly the athletes it existed to protect. 

The fear of wrongly doubting one athlete could become the 

mechanism by which all the honest ones were cheated. Protecting the 

integrity of classification and protecting impaired athletes from false 

suspicion were not opposed; they were the same duty, and 

abandoning either betrayed the sport. 

And she understood that the resolution was not for her to decide, 

alone, whether this athlete was misrepresenting — that judgment was 

too grave and too uncertain to rest on one classifier's perception. It 

was to bring what she had perceived to the rigorous formal process 

the sport maintained for exactly this: the review apparatus that could 

assess the matter properly, with multiple expert classifiers and the 

methods designed to distinguish genuine variability from 

misrepresentation, so that the truth was established by the process 

built to be fair to the doubted athlete and the defrauded ones alike, 

and not by Wren's verdict. 
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4 

She faced, first, the wall that the sport's own decency raised — not 

corruption, but the deep and honorable reluctance to subject a 

disabled athlete to the suspicion of faking, which is exactly the 

reluctance a misrepresentation relies upon. 

Because when she raised it, carefully, she met the recoil that the 

sport's conscience produces: that to question an athlete's 

classification was to question their disability, that the variability of 

impairment explained the gap, that the sport must not become a 

place where disabled athletes were doubted and made to prove their 

bodies again and again, that Wren should be very sure before she 

subjected anyone to that. It was a recoil rooted in something good — 

the sport's proper protectiveness of athletes who already faced too 

much doubt — and that goodness was exactly what made it such an 

effective shield, because to push past it felt like becoming the very 

thing the sport rightly feared. 

And Wren understood the danger in the honorable recoil. The 

reluctance to doubt a disabled athlete was correct as a default and 

disastrous as an absolute, because an absolute version of it meant 

that misrepresentation could never be addressed, that the protective 

caution became a wall behind which the defrauding of every honest 

impaired athlete in the class could continue untouched. The sport's 

decency, made absolute, protected the one possible cheat at the cost 

of all the honest. The wall was made of genuine virtue, which was the 

hardest wall of all to be right about pushing past. 
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She understood, then, that she could not let the matter rest on either 

her own perception or the sport's protective reluctance, because both 

were ways of one person deciding a thing too grave for one person to 

decide. It had to go to the rigorous formal review — the apparatus 

with multiple expert classifiers, the established methods for 

distinguishing genuine variability from misrepresentation, and the 

mandate to protect the integrity of classification and the dignity of 

the athlete at the same time. Only the formal process could hold both 

duties; a lone classifier, whichever way she leaned, could only betray 

one of them. 

5 

She lay awake with the doubled weight of it, which was the particular 

weight of a person who can see that protecting one athlete from a 

false accusation and protecting many from a real fraud might be the 

same act or opposite ones, and who cannot be sure which. 

If she stayed silent, afraid of the cruelty of being wrong, and she was 

right, then every honestly impaired swimmer in that class would go 

on being defrauded, their real disabilities made to lose to a 

misrepresented one, the classification that existed to protect them 

turned against them. If she pushed forward and was wrong, she 

would inflict on a genuinely impaired athlete the cruelest doubt the 

sport could produce. If she acted on her own verdict in either 

direction, she would be one person deciding, alone and possibly 

wrongly, a question that could destroy an athlete or a class. The paths 

all carried the risk of a grave wrong, and the only path that did not 

require her to be the sole judge was the formal one. 
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She thought about what classification was for — the honest impaired 

athletes, all of them, the ones whose real disabilities the system 

existed to let race fairly against comparable bodies. And she saw that 

her duty ran to all of them at once: to the athlete she doubted, who 

deserved not to be wrongly accused and to have the question handled 

with rigor and dignity rather than rumor; and to the others in the 

class, who deserved not to be silently defrauded by a 

misrepresentation no one would address. There was no version of 

caring about impaired athletes that meant protecting one possible 

cheat at the cost of all the honest, and no version that meant 

subjecting a possibly genuine athlete to a lone classifier's verdict. 

Both duties pointed to the same place. 

And she understood that the place was the rigorous formal review, 

approached exactly right: not as an accuser who had decided the 

athlete was faking, but as a classifier bringing a documented, serious 

concern — the specific gap between assessment and competition 

function, its consistency, its alignment with advantage — to the 

apparatus built to assess it properly, so that the truth could be 

established by multiple experts using methods designed for exactly 

this distinction, fair to the doubted athlete and the defrauded ones 

alike. 

6 

She brought it to the formal review apparatus — the rigorous, multi-

expert process the sport maintained for exactly this question — and 

she framed it with the precision and the doubled care the matter 

demanded. 
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She did not accuse the athlete of faking. She documented a classifier's 

serious concern: the specific functions she had observed in 

competition that the assessment had not shown, the consistency of 

the gap, its alignment with competitive advantage, set honestly 

against the real possibility that the variability of a genuine 

impairment could explain it. She gave the apparatus the coordinates 

of the concern and not a verdict, because the verdict required the 

formal process — the multiple expert classifiers, the established 

methods for distinguishing variability from misrepresentation, the 

assessment under conditions designed to be fair — and because the 

surest way to wrong everyone was to substitute her own reading for 

the process built precisely so that no one classifier had to carry this 

judgment alone. 

And she held the doubled duty explicitly, the way the sport's integrity 

required: that the review protect the athlete from a false accusation 

— assess the matter with rigor and dignity, respect the reality of 

impairment variability, never treat a disabled athlete as guilty for 

being doubted — and at the same time protect the honest impaired 

athletes in the class from a possible fraud, by actually addressing the 

concern rather than letting protective caution bury it. The formal 

review could hold both, as Wren alone could not: the dignity of the 

doubted athlete and the integrity of the class, the same duty pursued 

through a process fair to all of them. 

The point throughout was the honest impaired athlete — every one of 

them, the doubted and the defrauded, who were all owed a 

classification that was true. Wren was not the judge of the athlete's 

body, which the formal process would assess; she was the classifier 

who had perceived a serious concern and refused both to bury it out 

of a fear of cruelty and to act on it as a lone verdict. She brought it to 
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the apparatus that could establish the truth rigorously and fairly — 

which was the only way to serve, at once, the athlete who must not be 

wrongly accused and the athletes who must not be silently cheated. 

 

7 

It resolved as questions of classification must, through the formal 

process rather than through one classifier's certainty, and Wren had 

acted precisely so that the truth would be established by the 

apparatus built to be fair rather than by her own perception however 

strong. 

What the rigorous review ultimately determined — whether the gap 

was misrepresentation or the genuine variability of a real 

impairment, and what followed from that finding — belonged to the 

formal apparatus and its multiple experts and established methods, 

and is not this story's to render, precisely because the entire meaning 

of Wren's conduct was that this was not hers to determine. What 

matters is the shape: that a classifier perceived a serious concern, 

refused both the comfortable silence and the lone verdict, and 

brought it to the process that could distinguish variability from 

misrepresentation with the rigor and dignity the question demanded. 

And whichever way the review came down, the doubled duty was 

served. If the concern was substantiated, the honest impaired 

athletes in the class were protected from a fraud that had been 

defeating them; if it was not, a genuinely impaired athlete was cleared 

by a rigorous and dignified process rather than left under a rumor or 

wrongly condemned by one classifier's reading. Either outcome was 
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the integrity of classification working as it should — which was the 

durable thing Wren could secure: not a verdict of her own, but the 

proper functioning of the apparatus on which every honest impaired 

athlete depended. 

Wren was protected as a classifier raising a concern in good faith 

should be, and she carried the particular cost of the role — that to 

raise a classification concern at all is to risk being seen as the one who 

doubts disabled athletes, even when the doubt is precisely in service 

of the disabled athletes the system exists to protect. But she had 

weighed that against the alternative — a class quietly defrauded, or 

an athlete condemned by rumor, because the question was too 

delicate to handle properly — and found the formal review the only 

honest path. 

8 

Wren went on measuring bodies, the classifier who held the invisible 

foundation of her sport, and she carried the thing she had learned 

about the doubled duty that the sport's own decency made so hard to 

hold. 

She trained the classifiers who came up under her in the assessment 

of impairment — the functional testing, the measurement of range 

and strength and coordination, the methods, the whole demanding 

craft of reading a body truly. But mostly she taught them the thing 

the methods could not resolve. “Our whole sport rests on one act of 

trust,” she would tell them, “that the body presented for classification 

is the body that races. The fairness of every race depends on the 

sorting being true, and the sorting happens where no spectator can 
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see it — in the assessment room, in a measurement of function, in a 

judgment that decides which race a body is allowed to win. It is the 

most consequential and least visible thing we do.” 

She would name the delicacy, because it was the heart of the 

difficulty. “You will sometimes see a gap — a function in the water 

that the assessment did not show. And here is the trap: impairment 

is variable, genuinely, really; a true disability presents differently on 

different days, and the gap you see may be nothing but the honest 

variability of a real impaired body. To read faking into that is the 

cruelest accusation our sport can make, and you must hold that with 

your whole conscience. Be slow. Be sure. Respect the reality of 

variation.” 

She would end on the doubled duty. “But do not let the fear of that 

cruelty become the wall behind which a real fraud hides, because if a 

body is measured to lie, then every honest impaired athlete in that 

class is defrauded — their real disability made to lose to a performed 

one. Protecting the doubted athlete from false accusation and 

protecting the honest class from real fraud are not opposite duties. 

They are the same duty, and you betray the sport if you drop either 

one. So do not decide it yourself, in either direction — the question is 

too grave for one classifier's verdict. Perceive the concern, refuse both 

the comfortable silence and the lone judgment, and bring it to the 

rigorous review that can tell variability from misrepresentation with 

rigor and with dignity. Serve the honest impaired athlete — all of 

them, the doubted and the defrauded. They are the same task.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 4 
 

THE FALSE START 

 
The touchpad cannot lie, everyone said. She understood that the 

trust in the instrument was exactly what made it the perfect place 
to hide one. 

 
 ◆ 
  



THE TOUCH 
Eleven Stories of Swimming 

 

 
© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                           48 | P a g e  

 

1 

Pilar Sandoval ran the timing and the starts at the highest level of the 

sport, and she had built a career on a thing the public took as an 

axiom and she knew to be a vulnerability: that in swimming, the 

touchpad cannot lie. 

She was thirty-eight, a senior technical official responsible for the 

electronic timing and the starting system at elite swimming 

competitions — the starting platform with its pressure sensors and 

reaction-time pads, the touchpads at the wall that recorded a finish 

to the hundredth of a second, the relay take-over detection that 

measured whether a swimmer left the blocks before their teammate 

touched. These were the instruments that made swimming the most 

precisely adjudicated sport there was: not a judge's eye, not an 

opinion, but a machine that recorded the truth to a hundredth, the 

touchpad that registered the wall and could not be argued with. 

And that was the faith of the whole sport, from the swimmers to the 

crowd to the commentators: the touchpad cannot lie. A close finish 

was settled not by a judge but by the pad; a contested relay take-over 

by the sensor; the start by the reaction-time system. The sport had 

replaced human judgment with electronic measurement precisely so 

that the result was beyond dispute, and the faith in that measurement 

was total — the touchpad was the incorruptible witness, the machine 

that saw what the eye could not and reported it without fear or favor. 

But Pilar, who installed and calibrated and maintained those 

instruments, understood what the faith concealed: that the touchpad 

was a machine, and a machine was only as honest as its calibration, 

its installation, its data, and the people who controlled all three. And 
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that season she had found something that made the faith itself the 

danger: the camera-proof, dispute-proof element of the sport — the 

start, the take-over, the touch — was being steered, in a way the 

public believed impossible precisely because everyone knew the 

touchpad could not lie. The trust in the instrument was not the 

protection against manipulation. It was the cover for it. 

2 

What Pilar found lived in the space between the instrument and the 

truth it was trusted to report — not in a touchpad that lied, but in the 

human-controlled layer around it that everyone had stopped 

scrutinizing because the pad itself was beyond doubt. 

The touchpad recorded a finish, but the system around it — the 

calibration, the thresholds, the relay take-over detection settings, the 

handling of the raw sensor data, the resolution of the rare close or 

anomalous reading — involved choices and settings and judgments 

that were controlled by people, and that no one scrutinized, because 

the faith in the pad had made the whole apparatus seem as 

incorruptible as the pad itself. A take-over detection threshold set a 

particular way, an anomalous reading resolved a particular way, a 

calibration drifted or nudged a particular way — small things, in the 

human layer around the instrument, that could steer an outcome 

while the sport pointed at the pad and said it could not lie. 

And Pilar understood the mechanism, because she lived in that 

human layer. The manipulation did not require making the touchpad 

lie, which would have been caught; it required exploiting the 

unscrutinized human control around the instrument that the sport's 
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faith in the instrument had rendered invisible. The relay take-over 

that was called legal or illegal by a threshold setting; the close finish 

resolved by which data stream was trusted; the start whose reaction-

time reading was handled by a particular judgment — all of it sitting 

in a layer that everyone had stopped watching, because watching the 

pad seemed unnecessary when the pad could not lie. The fraud hid 

not in the instrument but in the trust around it. 

It correlated, she came to suspect, with outcomes that favored a 

particular interest — a swimmer, a team, a result that the steered 

settings quietly served. But she could not prove it from the pad's 

output, which looked clean, because the manipulation lived not in the 

output but in the human choices that shaped it; the proof lived in the 

raw data and the calibration records and the settings logs, examined 

by someone who did not share the sport's faith that the instrument's 

incorruptibility extended to everything around it. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to distrust her own reading, 

because a timing official who decides the dispute-proof system is 

being steered on the basis of a pattern in settings is one step from 

seeing conspiracy in the ordinary noise of a complex instrument. 

So she tested it against the innocent explanations, which were real 

and had to be excluded. Calibration drifted; thresholds had 

legitimate ranges; anomalous readings genuinely occurred and 

genuinely had to be resolved by judgment; the human layer around 

the instrument did ordinary, honest work most of the time, and to 

read steering into the normal operation of a complex timing system 
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would be both an error and a slander on the officials who did that 

work honestly. She checked whether what she was seeing was the 

ordinary variation of the system or something shaped. 

But the pattern held. The settings and resolutions and calibration 

choices did not distribute like honest noise; they leaned, consistently, 

in a direction, and the direction served an interest, in a way that the 

ordinary operation of the system did not explain and deliberate 

steering did. The human layer around the incorruptible instrument 

was not behaving incorruptibly; it was behaving like a layer that 

someone was using, precisely because no one was watching it, 

because everyone was watching the pad. 

It was not proof, and she held that line, because the defining feature 

of the manipulation was that the instrument's output looked clean — 

the touchpad reported its hundredths, the system produced its 

results, and nothing in the public-facing output showed the steering. 

The proof lived in the raw data and the calibration and settings 

records, examined independently by someone who understood that 

the pad's incorruptibility did not extend to the human layer around 

it. She had the pattern. She could point to exactly where the proof 

would live: in the records of the layer the sport had stopped 

scrutinizing. 

4 

She faced, first, the peculiar difficulty of raising an alarm about a 

system everyone believed could not be gamed, because the very faith 

that made the manipulation possible also made it almost impossible 

to get anyone to look. 
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When she raised it, she met not corruption but the axiom: the 

touchpad cannot lie. The results were clean; the pad had recorded 

what it recorded; the system had done what it did; was Pilar really 

suggesting that the dispute-proof, electronic, incorruptible timing 

system — the very thing that had freed the sport from human 

judgment — was being manipulated? The suggestion ran against the 

deepest faith the sport had, and that faith was exactly the wall: people 

could not look at the human layer around the instrument because 

they had stopped believing there was a human layer to look at, the 

pad's incorruptibility having absorbed the whole apparatus into its 

own. 

And Pilar understood the danger in the axiom. The faith that the 

touchpad could not lie was true about the pad and false about 

everything around it, and the falseness was invisible precisely 

because the truth was so strong. The sport had replaced human 

judgment with the instrument to escape manipulation, and in 

trusting the instrument so completely had stopped watching the 

humans who controlled its settings and its data — so that the escape 

from manipulation had become its perfect hiding place. The axiom 

was the wall, and it was made of the sport's proudest achievement. 

She understood, then, that the only authority that could act was the 

integrity apparatus — the body with the standing to demand the raw 

timing data and the calibration and settings records, the forensic 

capacity to examine the human layer the sport had stopped watching, 

and the mandate to recognize that the incorruptibility of the 

instrument did not extend to the people who controlled it. The 

manipulation relied on no one looking past the pad; only a body that 

could examine the records of the human layer could prove what the 

clean output concealed. 
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5 

She lay awake with the irony of it, which was that the sport's escape 

from human judgment had become the perfect place to hide a human 

hand. 

If she went to the press, she would be the timing official alleging that 

the unmanipulable system had been manipulated, against an axiom 

the whole sport held, with a clean pad output that showed nothing, 

and she would be dismissed as someone who did not understand her 

own instruments, and the steering would continue behind the faith 

that protected it. If she raised it further internally without the 

apparatus, she would warn whoever was doing it. If she did nothing, 

races would be decided by a steered layer around an instrument 

everyone trusted, and the touchpad — the sport's incorruptible 

witness — would be the cover for exactly the manipulation it had been 

installed to prevent, and she alone would know. 

She thought about what the touchpad was supposed to be, in the 

architecture of the sport's fairness. It was supposed to be the 

incorruptible witness, the machine that ended dispute by recording 

the truth beyond the reach of any human hand. And the manipulation 

had turned the witness into an alibi: the pad's incorruptibility, which 

was real, had been used to vouch for a human layer that was not 

incorruptible at all, so that the very instrument installed to prevent 

manipulation had become its guarantee of innocence. The faith in the 
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machine did not protect the sport. It protected the hand the faith had 

stopped anyone from looking for. 

And she understood that what she had to do was point past the pad 

— to carry the pattern in the settings and resolutions, the lean that 

served an interest, the precise location of the proof in the raw data 

and the calibration and settings records, to the integrity apparatus 

that could examine the human layer the sport's faith had hidden. She 

had to hand them not the lying pad, which did not exist, but the 

coordinates of the hand: here is the layer no one watches, here is the 

lean in its choices, here is where the records will show what the clean 

output concealed. 

6 

She did it carefully, through the proper channel, and she framed it as 

what it was: not a claim that the touchpad lied, but a technical 

official's documented finding that the human-controlled layer 

around the timing system — calibration, thresholds, data resolution 

— showed a consistent lean serving an interest, and a call for the 

integrity apparatus to examine the raw data and the settings records 

the sport had stopped scrutinizing. 

She brought them the thing only someone who lived in the 

instrument's human layer could give: the precise account of where 

the controllable settings and judgments sat, the pattern of their lean, 

the interest it served, and the exact records — raw data, calibration 

logs, settings histories — where independent examination would 

reveal whether the layer had been steered. She did not claim the pad 
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had lied; she had shown that the layer around it was behaving as 

though it had been used, and pointed to where the proof of that lived. 

And she made them understand the structural point beneath the 

case: that a sport which had replaced human judgment with a trusted 

instrument had created an unscrutinized human layer around that 

instrument, and that the faith in the instrument's incorruptibility had 

made that layer invisible and therefore exploitable. The specific 

manipulation was one hand's; the vulnerability was the sport's, and 

the integrity apparatus needed to recognize that the pad's 

incorruptibility did not extend to its operators, and that the layer 

around the instrument required scrutiny precisely because the 

instrument itself was trusted. 

The integrity apparatus could do what Pilar could not. It could 

compel the raw data and the calibration and settings records, 

examine the human layer forensically, and bring scrutiny to the 

apparatus the sport's faith had exempted from it. The manipulation 

had hidden behind the axiom that the touchpad cannot lie; only a 

body willing to look at everything the pad did not cover could find the 

hand the axiom had concealed. 

7 

The examination went where Pilar had pointed, past the clean output 

and into the human layer around the instrument, and found in the 

raw data and the records what the trusted pad had been used to vouch 

for. 

What it found, in its particulars — how the layer had been steered, by 

whom, to serve what interest — belonged to the integrity apparatus 
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and the disciplinary process that followed, and is not this story's to 

detail. What matters is the shape: that the pattern Pilar had read led, 

when investigators examined the calibration and settings and raw 

data the sport had stopped scrutinizing, to the steering she had 

inferred, and that a manipulation which had relied on the faith that 

the touchpad cannot lie was reached precisely there, in the human 

layer the faith had rendered invisible. 

And the deeper consequence outlasted the case. The matter forced 

the sport to confront the structural truth Pilar had named: that 

replacing human judgment with a trusted instrument did not 

eliminate the human hand but relocated it, into the unscrutinized 

layer of calibration and settings and data around the instrument, and 

that the integrity of the timing required scrutinizing that layer 

precisely because the instrument itself was beyond doubt. The 

oversight of the human layer was strengthened; the axiom was 

qualified into a truth — the pad does not lie, but the people who run 

it can. The sport's incorruptible witness was made honest again, 

because an official refused to let its incorruptibility vouch for 

everything around it. 

Pilar was not, publicly, the source; the integrity apparatus protected 

her as such bodies protect the official who reports the manipulation 

of her own system. But she had established something the sport 

preferred not to know: that its escape from human judgment had 

become a hiding place for the human hand, and that the surest cover 

for a manipulation is an instrument everyone is certain cannot be 

manipulated. 

8 
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Pilar went on running the timing and the starts, the keeper of the 

instruments the sport trusted beyond all others, understanding 

better than almost anyone the difference between an incorruptible 

machine and an incorruptible system. 

She trained the technical officials who came up under her in the 

instruments — the calibration, the thresholds, the take-over 

detection, the whole apparatus of measuring a finish to the 

hundredth. But mostly she taught them the thing the instruments 

could not hold. “The whole sport believes one thing above all,” she 

would tell them. “The touchpad cannot lie. And it is true — the pad 

records what it records, beyond any human judgment, which is 

exactly why we installed it. We replaced the fallible eye with the 

incorruptible machine to escape dispute and manipulation. Believe 

in the pad. It has earned it.” 

She would let the turn come. “But understand what the faith conceals. 

The pad does not lie — and the people who calibrate it, set its 

thresholds, resolve its anomalies, and handle its raw data are not the 

pad. There is a human layer around the instrument, full of settings 

and judgments, and the sport's faith in the instrument has made that 

layer invisible, because no one watches a machine they are certain 

cannot be gamed. So the escape from human judgment became the 

perfect hiding place for a human hand — not in the pad, which would 

be caught, but in the trust around it, which no one examines.” 

She would end on the principle. “So when the layer around the 

instrument leans — when the settings and the resolutions distribute 

not like honest noise but like a hand, in a direction that serves 

someone — do not tell yourself the touchpad cannot lie, because that 

is true and beside the point. The pad is not the danger. The danger is 
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the trust that stops you looking at everything the pad does not cover. 

Point the people who can compel the records at the layer no one 

watches. An instrument everyone is certain cannot be manipulated is 

the best place in the world to hide a manipulation. Someone has to 

keep watching the hand the machine was supposed to replace.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 5 
 

THE OPEN WATER 

 
Her sport lived in a glass box where everything could be seen. She 
worked the one race that left the box behind — out where the water 
genuinely hid things, and a life could be lost in the part no camera 

reached. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Ottilie Vance worked the one discipline of her sport that was not 

transparent, and she had come to understand that everything 

swimming believed about itself — the clear water, the full view, the 

nowhere-to-hide — stopped being true the moment the race left the 

pool and went out into open water, where the swimmers vanished 

into a river or a sea for hours and the water genuinely hid things, 

including, sometimes, the difference between a hard race and a dead 

swimmer. 

She was forty-one, a safety official and referee in open-water 

swimming — the marathon discipline, the long-distance races held 

not in a measured pool but in lakes and rivers and the sea, where 

athletes swam for hours over courses measured in kilometers, far 

from the lit box and the touchpad, out where the timing was rough 

and the conditions were real and the spectators on the shore could 

see almost nothing of what happened in the middle of the water. It 

was the wild cousin of her sport, the one discipline that did not 

happen in a glass box, and she had spent her career on its safety. 

And the contrast was the whole of what made open water both 

magnificent and dangerous. Pool swimming was the most 

transparent sport there was — everything visible, everything 

measured, the bodies in the clear lit water. Open water was the 

opposite: bodies dispersed across a vast course, hours from start to 

finish, in water that could turn cold or rough or dark, where a 

swimmer in trouble could be far from any boat and hard to see and 

harder to reach, where the sport's ordinary transparency simply did 

not reach. Open water was where swimming's transparency ended 
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and the real water began — the water that held bodies up and hid 

everything else, including danger. 

And that season, Ottilie had come to a fear about a major open-water 

race: that something was being hidden out in the part of the course 

the watching could not reach — a safety failure being concealed 

because the race, with all its prestige and money and television, must 

go on; a danger to the swimmers that the organizers knew and were 

managing quietly rather than confronting, because confronting it 

meant stopping or moving or canceling a race that powerful interests 

needed to happen. In the one discipline where the water genuinely 

hid things, something was being hidden that could cost a swimmer 

their life. 

2 

What Ottilie saw concerned the conditions — the water itself — and 

the way the pressure to run the race was bending the honest 

assessment of whether it was safe to run at all. 

Open-water races lived and died by conditions: the water 

temperature, which at the extremes could kill; the currents and the 

chop; the water quality; the safety coverage, the boats and the 

spotters and the rescue capacity that stood between a swimmer in 

trouble and drowning. These were supposed to be assessed honestly 

and independently, and a race held only if the conditions were within 

safe limits, because the cost of getting it wrong was not a slow time 

but a death — open-water swimming had buried athletes who went 

into water that should have stopped the race. The safety assessment 

was the thin line between sport and tragedy. 
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And Ottilie had come to see that the assessment was being bent. The 

conditions were being read generously, the marginal call resolved in 

favor of running, the safety coverage represented as adequate when 

it was thin, the inconvenient measurement softened — not through a 

single lie, but through the accumulated pressure of everyone needing 

the race to happen, bending the honest assessment toward the 

answer the prestige and the money and the television required. The 

water that was genuinely dangerous, or genuinely close to it, was 

being called safe enough, out where no spectator could judge, 

because stopping the race was the one outcome no one with power 

wanted. 

And she understood the particular horror of it in her discipline, 

because she understood the water. In the pool, an unsafe condition 

was visible and immediate; in open water, the danger was dispersed 

and hidden, a swimmer in trouble kilometers from help in water that 

should have kept them out, and by the time the danger showed itself 

it could be too late. The concealment did not need to hide a body; it 

only needed to hide the honest assessment of the water, out in the 

part of the sport the transparency did not reach, and trust that the 

race would probably be fine — a bet made with the swimmers' lives 

against the cost of stopping. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to be rigorous about the 

difference between a hard, legitimate race and an unsafe one, because 

open-water swimming was supposed to be hard, and a safety official 

who cried danger at every cold or rough race would end the sport and 

protect no one. 
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So she held herself to the standard the discipline required. Open 

water was meant to be demanding — cold, long, rough, a test of more 

than speed — and the swimmers who chose it accepted real difficulty 

and real risk as the nature of the thing; to confuse legitimate hardship 

with unsafe conditions would be to misunderstand the sport and to 

strip it of what made it itself. She did not want to be the official who 

saw mortal danger in an honest hard swim. She checked whether 

what she was seeing was the ordinary demanding edge of the 

discipline or something past the line. 

But the assessment did not hold up as honest. The conditions she was 

seeing were not the demanding edge of a legitimate race; they were 

at or past the limits the safety standards set, being read generously to 

clear a race that should have been stopped or changed, the marginal 

call going the way the money needed rather than the way the water 

did. The bending was real, consistent, and aligned with the interest 

in running the race, in a way that the honest assessment of a merely 

hard race did not produce. This was not hardship being respected. It 

was danger being managed quietly. 

It was not proof of a coming death, and she held that line, because 

the nature of the bet was exactly that the race would probably be fine 

— most unsafe races, like most drunk drives, end without a body, 

which is what lets them keep happening. The proof she had was of 

the bending of the assessment, the conditions read against the 

standards, the safety coverage represented as more than it was. And 

she understood the asymmetry her discipline forced: the cost of 

stopping a safe-enough race was money and prestige; the cost of 

running an unsafe one was a swimmer who did not come back, out in 

the water no one was watching. 
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4 

She faced, first, the wall that the prestige and money of a major race 

raise around an inconvenient safety assessment — not, usually, a 

conspiracy to drown anyone, but the accumulated pressure of 

everyone needing the race to run, which is its own kind of danger. 

Because when she raised it, she met the soft, powerful resistance of 

an event that had to happen. The conditions were within tolerance, 

she was told; the assessment was a matter of judgment and the 

judgment was that the race could run; the safety coverage was 

adequate; the swimmers were elite and knew the risks; the cost of 

stopping — the broadcast, the sponsors, the city, the prestige, the 

careers — was enormous and the danger was, surely, manageable. No 

one said they were willing to risk a swimmer's life. They said the race 

was safe enough, and meant that the race had to happen, and let the 

second thing bend the first. 

And Ottilie understood the danger in the bending, which was the 

more dangerous for not being a conspiracy. No one in the room 

wanted a swimmer to die; they wanted the race to run, and they had 

let that want quietly shade the assessment of whether it safely could, 

each generous reading of a marginal call feeling reasonable in 

isolation, the whole adding up to a race held in water that should have 

stopped it. The pressure to run was not malice; it was interest, and 

interest bending a safety assessment was exactly how open-water 

swimming had buried athletes before. The wall was made of 
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everyone's reasonable need for the race to happen, and it was being 

built, brick by brick, out over deep water. 

She understood, then, that she could not let the assessment rest with 

the people who needed the race to run, because they were structurally 

incapable of reading the water against their own interest, and 

because a safety decision in her discipline was a decision about 

whether a swimmer came home. It had to go to an authority whose 

mandate was the swimmers' safety and which did not answer to the 

broadcast or the sponsors — the governing body's safety apparatus, 

the independent authority that could halt or change a race on the 

conditions alone, and that existed precisely so that the question of 

whether the water was safe was not answered by the people who 

needed the answer to be yes. 

5 

She lay awake with the weight of it, which was the particular weight 

of a safety official who knows that the danger is probabilistic — that 

the unsafe race will probably be fine — and that this is exactly the 

reasoning that fills the water with the bodies of the times it was not. 

If she stayed silent or let the assessment stand, and the race ran, it 

would probably be fine, the way most such gambles are; and one 

time, this time or some time, it would not be, and a swimmer would 

not come out of the water, and the probably-fine reasoning would 

have killed them. If she went to the press, she would be the alarmist 

official threatening a major race over conditions the organizers called 

acceptable, easily dismissed, and the race would run anyway with her 

credibility spent. If she acted clumsily, she might be wrong about a 
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hard but legitimate race and damage the sport for nothing. The paths 

were hard, but the asymmetry cut through them: the cost of being 

wrong about danger was an embarrassment; the cost of being wrong 

about safety was a death. 

She thought about the swimmers — out in the middle of the water, 

kilometers from the shore, trusting that the people on land had 

assessed the conditions honestly and would not have sent them into 

water that should have stopped the race. That trust was the whole 

basis on which an athlete swam out beyond rescue: the faith that the 

assessment was honest, that someone whose only interest was their 

safety had looked at the water and judged it safe. And that faith was 

exactly what the bending betrayed — the swimmers swimming out 

over deep water on the belief that the assessment had been honest, 

when it had been bent by everyone's need for the race to run. 

And she understood that what she had to do was take the assessment 

out of the hands that needed the race and give it to the authority 

whose only mandate was the swimmers — to carry the conditions 

read against the standards, the bent assessment, the thin coverage 

represented as adequate, to the independent safety apparatus that 

could halt or change the race on the water alone. She had to insist, 

before the race and not after a body, that the question of whether the 

water was safe be answered by someone whose interest was the 

swimmer and not the show. 

6 

She brought it to the governing body's independent safety apparatus 

— the authority whose mandate was the swimmers and which could 
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halt or change a race on the conditions alone — and she did it before 

the race, with the urgency the asymmetry demanded. 

She did not bring an accusation that anyone wanted a swimmer dead. 

She brought a documented safety finding: the conditions measured 

against the established standards, the specific ways the assessment 

had been read generously to clear the race, the safety coverage 

represented as adequate when it was thin, and the demand that the 

safety decision be made independently, by an authority whose 

interest was the swimmers, before the race ran rather than after. She 

gave them the coordinates: here are the conditions, here are the 

standards, here is the gap, here is where the assessment was bent 

toward running. 

And she held the asymmetry explicitly, because it governed 

everything: that the cost of being wrong and stopping a safe-enough 

race was money and prestige, recoverable; that the cost of being 

wrong and running an unsafe one was a swimmer who did not come 

home, recoverable by no one; and that a discipline where the danger 

was hidden out in unwatched water and showed itself only when it 

was too late could not gamble a life on the race probably being fine. 

The independent apparatus could do what the organizers could not: 

read the water against the swimmers' safety rather than the 

broadcast's needs, and halt or change the race if the honest reading 

required it. 

The point throughout was the swimmer out in the deep water, 

trusting that the assessment had been honest. Ottilie was not the 

enemy of the race or of the demanding hardship the discipline was 

meant to have; she was the safety official who refused to let the need 

for the race to run bend the assessment of whether it safely could, 
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and who insisted that the question be answered by an authority 

whose only interest was whether the swimmers came home. She 

brought it to the body that could act on the water alone — before the 

race, before a body, which was the only time the answer mattered. 

 

7 

It resolved the way a safety call should resolve, which is to say before 

the fact and without a tragedy to prove it right — and Ottilie had acted 

precisely so that the rightness of the call would never have to be 

measured in a swimmer who did not come back. 

What the independent safety apparatus ultimately decided about the 

race — whether it was halted, moved, delayed, or run with the 

coverage the standards actually required — belonged to the authority 

whose mandate that was, and is not this story's to render in detail, 

precisely because the point was that the decision was taken out of the 

hands that needed the race and given to the ones that answered to 

the swimmers. What matters is the shape: that a safety official 

refused to let interest bend the assessment, and brought the 

conditions to an authority that could read the water against the 

swimmers' lives and act before the race rather than after a death. 

And the swimmers were protected before the fact, which was the 

thing that mattered and the thing that, done right, leaves nothing 

dramatic to show — no rescue, no tragedy, no headline, only a race 

made safe or stopped or changed, and a danger that never got to 

prove itself on a body because someone refused to make the bet. The 

probably-fine reasoning was overruled by the cost of the times it is 
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not fine; the assessment was made by an authority whose interest was 

the swimmer; and whatever it cost in money and prestige was paid in 

the only currency that is recoverable. 

Ottilie paid the price such people pay; the safety official who 

threatens a major race is not beloved of the organizers whose event 

she disturbs, however right she is, and the disturbing of a prestigious 

race has a cost even when it is necessary. But she had weighed that 

against the alternative — a swimmer sent out over deep water on a 

bent assessment, in a discipline where the danger hides until it is too 

late — and found that an embarrassment weighed against a life was 

no weight at all. 

8 

Ottilie went on working the open water, the safety official of the one 

discipline that left the glass box behind, the keeper of the honest 

assessment between the sport and the water that hid things. 

She trained the safety officials and referees who came up under her 

in the open water — the conditions, the standards, the coverage, the 

whole demanding apparatus of keeping swimmers safe in water that 

was not transparent. But mostly she taught them the thing the 

apparatus assumed and the interest would test. “Ours is the most 

transparent sport there is,” she would tell them, “everything in the 

clear water, everything in full view — except here. The moment the 

race leaves the pool and goes out into the open water, the 

transparency ends. The swimmers disperse across kilometers, for 

hours, into water that can turn cold or rough or dark, where a 
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swimmer in trouble is far from help and hard to see. This is the one 

part of our sport where the water genuinely hides things.” 

She would name the danger, because it was specific to the water. 

“And the thing that gets hidden out there is not usually a body. It is 

the honest assessment of whether the water is safe to swim at all. The 

conditions, the coverage, the line between a hard race and a deadly 

one — these get bent, out where no spectator can judge, by everyone 

needing the race to run: the broadcast, the sponsors, the prestige. No 

one wants a swimmer to die. They want the race to happen, and they 

let that want shade the reading of the water. That is not malice. It is 

interest, and interest bending a safety call is exactly how this 

discipline has buried people before.” 

She would end on the asymmetry. “So when the assessment is being 

read generously — when the marginal call keeps going the way the 

money needs rather than the way the water does — understand the 

asymmetry that our discipline forces on you, and let it decide. The 

unsafe race will probably be fine. That is the reasoning, and it is 

exactly the reasoning that fills the water with the bodies of the times 

it was not. The cost of stopping a safe-enough race is money. The cost 

of running an unsafe one is a swimmer who does not come home. 

Take the assessment out of the hands that need the race, and give it 

to the authority whose only interest is whether the swimmers come 

back. Do it before the race. After is too late, and after is where the 

water keeps its dead.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 6 
 

THE WEIGH-IN 

 
The sport measured everything to a hundredth, and had decided 
the body itself was one more thing to strip down. She was the one 

who refused to call the stripping-down training. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Dr. Imogen Brandt looked after the bodies of young swimmers, and 

she had come to understand that her sport, which measured 

everything to a hundredth of a second, had decided that the body 

itself was one more variable to be optimized — and that the 

optimizing, in the culture she was watching, had become a quiet 

machine for harming the young. 

She was forty-four, a physician working with an elite swimming 

program that fed and shaped young athletes, many of them still 

teenagers, on their way toward national and international 

competition. Swimming was a sport of fine margins, decided by 

hundredths, and everything that touched the body was scrutinized 

for its effect on speed — the training, the technique, the recovery, 

and, increasingly in the culture she was watching, the body's own 

composition, its leanness, its weight, treated as one more adjustable 

input in the pursuit of a faster swim. 

And there was a logic to it that was not, on its face, mad: a body 

moving through water met resistance, and within real physiological 

limits the shape and composition of a body genuinely affected how it 

moved. But Dr. Brandt had watched that real and limited truth 

curdle, in the program's culture, into something else — a steady, 

normalized pressure on young swimmers to strip their bodies down, 

to chase a leanness past what health allowed, the body 

micromanaged toward an ideal that served the hundredth of a second 

and ignored the developing human being it was being carved out of. 

And that season she had come to see the harm plainly: that the 

program's culture was driving its young swimmers toward a 
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relationship with their own bodies that was not health and not 

performance but damage — the early signs of it in the athletes she 

saw, the normalization of a deprivation that the culture called 

discipline and race-readiness, the quiet machine by which a sport 

that measured everything had decided the young body was one more 

thing to be stripped down, and was hurting children in the stripping. 

She was the physician. The harm was in her care, dressed as training, 

and she was the one positioned to refuse to call it that. 

2 

The harm did not announce itself as harm, which was what made it 

so effective, because every step of it wore the clothing of dedication 

and the culture had taught everyone to read the damage as discipline. 

It lived in the culture's language and its norms: the talk of race-

readiness and of the body as an instrument, the quiet approval of 

leanness and the quiet disapproval of its absence, the framing of 

deprivation as discipline and of a healthy young body as a problem to 

be solved, the comparison and the surveillance that made each young 

swimmer measure their own body against an ideal that health could 

not sustain. No one, mostly, was issuing cruel instructions; the 

culture did the work, normalizing a relationship to the body that for 

a developing young person was the doorway to real and lasting harm, 

and calling that doorway commitment. 

She had seen the small rituals that carried it, and they were the more 

chilling for how ordinary they had become. The poolside remark, 

half-praise, about a swimmer who had “leaned up” over the winter; 

the way a girl's body was discussed in front of her as though it were a 
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boat being trimmed for speed; the comparison, never quite spoken 

but always present, between the ones the culture approved and the 

ones it watched with concern; the quiet pride a young swimmer took 

in being told she looked race-ready, not understanding what the 

approval was training her to do to herself. Dr. Brandt had watched a 

fourteen-year-old glow at a compliment that was, if you followed it to 

its end, an instruction to disappear by degrees — and had understood 

that the culture's cruelty was not in any shout but in exactly that glow, 

the harm received as praise. 

And Dr. Brandt understood, with a physician's clarity, what the 

culture refused to see: that she was watching the conditions for 

serious harm being cultivated in young people, that the relationship 

to food and body the program was normalizing was the precursor to 

illness that could mark a life, that a developing body driven toward a 

leanness past health was being damaged in ways that the pursuit of a 

hundredth of a second could never justify and that the young person, 

inside the culture, could not recognize as damage because everyone 

around them called it dedication. The sport's whole habit of 

optimizing every variable had been turned on the body of a child, and 

the child had no way to see it as anything but the price of being good. 

She did not need to catalog specifics to know what she was looking 

at; the pattern was the harm, and the pattern was a culture teaching 

young athletes a relationship to their own bodies that was the 

architecture of damage. What she needed was not more detail but the 

will to refuse the culture's framing — to name the normalized 

deprivation as the harm it was, rather than the discipline the program 

insisted it be called, and to act on it as a matter of the duty of care she 

owed to young people who could not protect themselves from a 

machine that was hurting them in the language of helping them win. 
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3 

She was on the firmest medical ground and the most precarious 

cultural ground, because her duty to the young body was absolute and 

the culture had an answer for everything she might say. 

Clinically there was no ambiguity. The relationship to body and food 

that the program normalized was, for developing young people, the 

cultivation of serious harm; the duty of care owed to young athletes 

was to protect them from exactly this; and no margin of competitive 

advantage, no hundredth of a second, could weigh against the health 

of a developing human being in her care. Her duty ran to the young 

bodies, completely, and the fact that the culture called the harm 

discipline did not change what it was, any more than a frightened 

young swimmer's belief that the deprivation made them better 

changed what it was doing to them. 

But culturally she was one physician against a whole normalized 

system, and the system had absorbed every objection in advance. The 

leanness was performance; the discipline was what champions were 

made of; the bodies were being managed by experienced people who 

knew the sport; Dr. Brandt was being overcautious, medicalizing the 

ordinary demands of elite sport, failing to understand that this was 

simply what it took. The culture did not need to defend the harm, 

because it did not see it as harm; it saw discipline and dedication and 

the price of winning, and it experienced the physician's concern as a 

misunderstanding of the sport. 
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And she understood the cruelest part of her position: that the young 

swimmers themselves were inside the culture's framing, 

experiencing the deprivation as achievement and the surveillance of 

their bodies as care, unable to recognize the harm because every adult 

around them called it the path to being good. The people she was 

trying to protect would not, mostly, thank her; they would experience 

her concern as an obstacle to the discipline they had been taught to 

prize. The duty of care had to be held on behalf of young people who 

could not yet see that they needed protecting, against a culture that 

had taught them to call the harm by the name of dedication. 

4 

She tried, first, within the program, because her duty required 

advocacy inside the system before going outside it, and because she 

hoped the culture could be made to see what it had normalized. 

She raised it as the clinical concern it was: that the program's culture 

around body and leanness was cultivating, in developing young 

athletes, the conditions for serious and lasting harm; that the duty of 

care owed to minors required a real change in that culture; that the 

normalization of deprivation as discipline was not a matter of 

competitive philosophy but of the health and safety of children in the 

program's charge. She made the case in the language of care and of 

medicine, hoping to reach people who would protect the young if only 

they could see past the culture's framing to the harm underneath. 

And she met the response such cultures give: a warm 

acknowledgment of the importance of athlete welfare, and the 

continuation of everything as before. The concern was heard and 
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absorbed and reframed — the program cared deeply about its 

athletes, of course; the demands were simply those of elite sport; 

experienced people were managing the bodies appropriately; Dr. 

Brandt's caution was valued but the results spoke for themselves. The 

culture was too strong, and too sincerely convinced that its harm was 

discipline, to be moved by a single physician naming it; it did not 

refuse her so much as fail to be able to see what she was describing. 

She understood, then, that the culture would not reform itself from 

within, because it did not experience the harm as harm, and that the 

protection of the young swimmers required an authority whose 

mandate was their welfare and which sat above the program's 

competitive culture — the safeguarding and medical-welfare 

apparatus responsible for the protection of young athletes, which 

could recognize the cultivation of harm for what it was, regardless of 

what the culture called it, and act on the duty of care that the 

program's framing had buried. 

5 

She lay awake with it, because a physician who has seen young people 

being harmed in the name of dedication cannot unsee it, and the 

obvious responses all failed the children. 

If she resigned in protest, she would be clean and useless, and the 

young swimmers would lose the one adult whose duty was their 

bodies rather than their times, the culture rolling on without even 

that check. If she went to the press, she would expose vulnerable 

young athletes' bodies and health to exactly the kind of scrutiny that 

could deepen the harm, turning children's suffering into a story. If 



THE TOUCH 
Eleven Stories of Swimming 

 

 
© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                           78 | P a g e  

 

she stayed and kept making a case the culture could not hear, she 

would change nothing while the harm continued. The paths that felt 

like action led nowhere or into deeper harm, and the only real path 

was the one that took the matter to an authority that could act on the 

duty of care above the culture. 

She thought about the young swimmers — not the times, not the 

prospects, but the developing human beings: taught to experience the 

harming of their own bodies as discipline, surveilled and compared 

and driven toward a leanness past health, unable to recognize what 

was being done because every adult around them named it 

dedication. They could not protect themselves; they did not even 

know, inside the culture, that they needed protecting. The whole 

structure around them — the program, the culture, the language of 

race-readiness — was failing to protect them, and the one adult 

positioned to see the harm clearly and trained to act on it was Dr. 

Brandt. That was the meaning of the duty of care: it was held on 

behalf of those who could not hold it for themselves. 

And she understood that the path was the safeguarding and medical-

welfare apparatus, approached as the protection of children rather 

than the exposure of a scandal: the authority whose mandate was the 

welfare of young athletes and which sat above the program's culture, 

which could recognize the cultivation of harm regardless of the name 

the culture gave it, and which could require the change the program 

would not make on its own. The duty of care was the lever, and the 

apparatus was where it could be pulled. 

6 
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She brought it to the safeguarding and medical-welfare apparatus — 

the authority whose mandate was the protection of young athletes 

and which sat above the program's competitive culture — and she 

framed it as exactly what it was: a matter of the duty of care, not of 

competitive philosophy. 

She documented the clinical concern with care and without exposing 

any individual child: that the program's culture around body and 

leanness was, in her professional judgment, cultivating in developing 

young athletes the conditions for serious and lasting harm; that the 

normalization of deprivation as discipline was a safeguarding failure 

regardless of what the culture called it; and that the duty of care owed 

to minors required intervention the program would not undertake 

itself. She gave the apparatus the pattern and the professional 

judgment, not a catalog of damaged children, because the point was 

to change the culture that was harming them, not to make a spectacle 

of the harm. 

And she insisted on the framing that mattered: that this was not a 

question of whether the program's methods produced fast swimmers, 

but of whether young people in its charge were being harmed, and 

that the welfare of a developing human being was not a variable to be 

weighed against a hundredth of a second. The safeguarding 

apparatus could do what the program could not: recognize the 

cultivation of harm for what it was, see past the culture's language of 

discipline to the duty of care underneath, and require the protection 

of the young athletes that the competitive culture had buried. 

The point throughout was the young swimmer who could not see the 

harm because the culture had named it dedication. Dr. Brandt was 

not the enemy of the sport or of the genuine demands of elite 
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training; she was the physician who refused to let a culture call the 

harming of children discipline, and who carried the duty of care to an 

authority that could act on it above the program. She named the 

stripping-down as the harm it was, rather than the training the 

program insisted it be called, and gave it to the body whose job was 

the child. 

7 

It resolved as such things must, slowly and through the apparatus of 

welfare rather than through any single dramatic stroke, and without 

the exposure of the young people whose protection was the whole 

point. 

What the safeguarding and medical-welfare apparatus ultimately did 

— how it addressed the program's culture, what changes it required, 

how it protected the young athletes in the program's charge — 

belonged to the authority whose mandate that was, and is not this 

story's to detail, precisely because Dr. Brandt had been careful to 

make this a matter of the duty of care handled through the proper 

channel rather than a scandal exposed. What matters is the shape: 

that a physician refused the culture's framing, named the cultivation 

of harm for what it was, and brought it to an authority that could act 

on the welfare of the young above the competitive culture that was 

hurting them. 

And the young swimmers were moved, by that intervention, a degree 

away from a culture that had been harming them in the name of 

helping them win — the normalized deprivation named as the 

safeguarding concern it was, the duty of care asserted above the 
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pursuit of the hundredth, the relationship to the body that the culture 

had taught reframed, for at least some of them, as something they 

had needed protecting from. The change was slow and partial, as 

cultural change is; but the harm had been named and given to an 

authority obliged to act on it, which was the durable thing a physician 

refusing to call damage discipline could secure. 

Dr. Brandt paid the price such people pay; the physician who reports 

a celebrated program's culture to the welfare authority is not always 

kept comfortably by the program whose pride she has named as 

harm. But she had weighed that against the alternative — staying, and 

lending her medical authority to a culture that was harming children 

in the language of training — and found that her duty of care left her 

no other choice she could live with. 

8 

Dr. Brandt went on caring for the bodies of young swimmers, and 

became a quiet, persistent insistence that the developing body of a 

child was not one more variable to be optimized toward a faster swim. 

She trained the physicians and welfare staff who came after her in the 

care of young athletes — the physiology, the development, the real 

and limited truths about the body and performance. But mostly she 

taught them to refuse the culture's framing. “Ours is a sport of 

hundredths,” she would tell them, “and it has learned to optimize 

every variable that touches the body — the training, the recovery, 

and, in too many cultures, the body itself: its leanness, its weight, 

treated as one more input to strip down in pursuit of speed. There is 
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a small, real, physiological truth buried in that, and the culture uses 

the small true thing to justify a large harmful one.” 

She would name the harm and its disguise. “Because when you take 

the sport's habit of optimizing everything and turn it on the 

developing body of a young person, you get a machine for cultivating 

serious and lasting harm — a relationship to food and body that is the 

architecture of illness, normalized as discipline, surveilled and 

compared and called race-readiness. And the cruelest part is that the 

young athlete cannot see it, because every adult around them calls 

the harm dedication. They experience the damage as achievement. 

They will not thank you for seeing it.” 

She would end on the duty. “Your duty of care is to the developing 

human being, and it is absolute, and it is held on behalf of young 

people who cannot yet see that they need protecting — against a 

culture that has taught them to call the harm by the name of 

commitment. No hundredth of a second weighs against a child's 

health, ever. The culture will have an answer for everything you say; 

it will reframe your concern as a failure to understand the sport. Do 

not be moved by that. Name the stripping-down as the harm it is, not 

the training they insist it be called, and carry it to the authority whose 

job is the child and which sits above the culture. The sport measures 

everything. Someone has to refuse to let it measure the worth of a 

young body in hundredths, and call the measuring care.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 7 
 

THE SUIT 

 
The race was decided by what the swimmer wore as much as what 
the swimmer was. She found the advantage hidden inside a thing 

that passed every rule. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Edda Halvorsen tested the things swimmers wore against the rules 

that governed them, and she had come to understand that in her 

sport, more than the public could imagine, the race was decided not 

only by the body but by what the body was wearing, and that the most 

consequential technology in swimming was the one that lived closest 

to invisible. 

She was thirty-nine, a technical official responsible for equipment 

compliance in elite swimming — the approval and inspection of the 

suits, the gear, the technology that swimmers wore in the water, 

against the regulations that defined what was permitted. The public 

thought of swimming as a contest of bodies, and mostly it was; but 

Edda knew the era the sport had lived through and never quite 

stopped living through — when the technology of the suit had become 

so powerful that it rewrote the record book, when what a swimmer 

wore could be worth more than years of training, when the sport had 

been forced to confront that its results were being decided by 

material science as much as by athletes. 

The sport had responded by regulating the suits — defining what was 

permitted, banning what was not, building rules and tests to keep the 

technology within bounds so that the race remained a contest of 

swimmers and not of manufacturers. And the regulation had worked, 

mostly, which was exactly the problem Edda faced: the success of the 

rules had restored the public's faith that the race was about the body, 

and that faith had made the technology invisible again, so that no one 

was watching the suit as closely as they once had, just when watching 

it mattered most. 
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And that season, Edda had found the thing the restored faith 

concealed: that a suit — or a piece of equipment that passed every 

rule and every test — was doing something the regulations were 

meant to forbid, in a way the current tests did not detect; or that an 

arrangement between a manufacturer and a team had created a 

sealed technological advantage hidden inside legal-seeming gear. 

The race was being decided, again, by what the swimmer wore, and 

the advantage was hidden inside a thing that passed every check, in 

a sport that had stopped looking because it believed the suit problem 

solved. 

2 

What Edda found lived in the gap between what the rules measured 

and what the technology did — a suit built to pass every defined test 

and still deliver an advantage the rules were written to prevent. 

The regulations defined the permitted suits by measurable properties 

— the materials, the construction, the permeability, the dimensions, 

the characteristics that the tests checked. And the suit she was 

examining passed all of them: by every measurable property the rules 

defined, it was legal, approved, compliant. But Edda had not spent 

her career in equipment compliance learning only to apply the 

defined tests; she had learned how the technology actually worked in 

the water, and the suit was doing something — in the way it managed 

the body's shape, or the water's flow, or the swimmer's buoyancy or 

compression — that delivered exactly the kind of advantage the 

regulations had been written to forbid, achieved through a path the 

defined tests did not measure. 
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What it was doing, when she finally understood it, was a quiet thing. 

The suit held the body in a particular line — compressing the torso 

just so, holding the hips a fraction higher in the water, smoothing the 

small breaks in form that fatigue produced over a race — so that the 

swimmer sat higher and ran cleaner through the water than her own 

body, unaided, could have held her, especially in the closing lengths 

when form fell apart. It did not add buoyancy the tests would catch 

or trap the layer of air the old banned suits had; it shaped the body's 

posture in the water, and posture was drag, and drag was the whole 

race. The advantage was not loud. It was the difference between a 

body that started to plough in the last fifty and a body the suit kept 

planing — and over a race decided by hundredths, that was 

everything. 

And Edda understood the trap, because she was the one who ran the 

tests the suit had been built to pass. The rules had been written to 

ban a known kind of technological advantage, and the tests checked 

for the properties that produced it; but technology had moved, and 

an advantage equivalent to the banned one could now be achieved 

through properties the tests did not check, so that a suit could deliver 

the forbidden benefit while passing every defined test. It was the 

same structure she had seen the sport fall into before — the rules 

fighting the last war, the tests checking for yesterday's cheat, the 

technology living in the gap the regulations had not yet learned to 

measure. 

It explained, when she let it, an advantage that the legal gear should 

not have conferred — a margin that the body and the approved 

equipment did not account for. But she could not prove it from the 

compliance tests, which the suit passed by design; the proof lived in 

the gap between the defined tests and what the technology actually 
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did in the water, which would require a test the sport did not yet have, 

or an examination of the manufacturer-team arrangement that the 

compliance regime did not reach. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to doubt her own reading, 

because an equipment official who decides a legal suit is illegal on the 

basis of how she thinks it behaves is one step from the zealotry that 

would have the sport banning every innovation out of fear. 

So she tested the limits of her certainty. She ran the compliance tests 

again, carefully, and the suit passed, as she had known it would. She 

considered the innocent explanation: that the suit was a legal piece 

of brilliant engineering, that the advantage was within the rules, that 

her reading was the bias of an official who had lived through the suit 

era and now saw the banned technology returning in every clever 

innovation. She held that seriously, because the sport genuinely 

needed to allow legal innovation, and an official who saw a cheat in 

every advance would strangle the thing she was meant to regulate. 

But the reading held. The suit's specific design resolved, the more she 

studied it, into something engineered for the gap — compliant in 

exactly the properties the tests measured and delivering the 

forbidden benefit through exactly the properties they did not, in a 

way that legal innovation did not happen to produce. A suit did not 

just happen to be compliant where the test looked and advantageous 

where it did not; the precision of the fit to the gap was the signature 

of a thing built for the gap, the same signature she had learned to read 

in the suit era, returned in a form the current tests could not catch. 
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It was not proof, and she held that line, because the defining feature 

of the thing was that it passed every defined test, and proving 

otherwise required measuring what the technology did in the water 

in a way the rules did not yet provide. She had the reading and the 

signature of the fit to the gap. She could point to exactly where the 

proof would have to be found: in a test of the suit's actual behavior in 

the water that the sport did not yet have, and in the manufacturer-

team arrangement the compliance regime did not examine. 

4 

She faced, first, the wall that the sport's restored faith raised — not 

corruption, but the comfortable belief that the suit problem had been 

solved, which was exactly what made the sport unwilling to look at 

the suit again. 

Because when she raised it, she met the reassurance of a sport that 

had moved on. The suits were regulated now; the tests existed; this 

suit passed them; the era of technological arms races was over and 

the race was about the body again — was Edda really suggesting that 

the whole apparatus the sport had built to solve the suit problem had 

failed, that the technology was back, that the thing everyone was 

relieved to have put behind them was happening again under their 

noses? The restored faith that the suit was no longer the story was 

exactly the wall: people did not want to look at the suit again, because 

looking meant the relief had been premature. 

And Edda understood the danger in the comfortable faith. The sport's 

belief that the suit problem was solved was the very thing that had 

stopped anyone from watching the suit, just when the technology had 
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moved into the gap the rules did not measure. The success of the old 

regulation had bred the complacency that let the new advantage hide; 

the relief at having solved the last problem had become the blindness 

to the next. The wall was made of a solved problem, which is one of 

the hardest walls to get a sport to look past, because looking means 

admitting the solution had a hole in it. 

She understood, then, that the only authority that could act was the 

technical apparatus responsible for the equipment regulations — the 

body with the mandate to develop new tests, examine the technology 

and the manufacturer arrangements, and recognize that a suit built 

to pass the defined tests was the reason to build better ones. The 

advantage lived in the gap between the tests and the technology; only 

the body that could close that gap, by measuring what the suit 

actually did rather than trusting that it passed, could reach what the 

compliance tests concealed. 

5 

She lay awake with the familiarity of it, which was the particular 

weariness of an official who had watched the sport solve this exact 

problem once and then forget the solution had an expiry date. 

If she went to the press, she would be the equipment official crying 

suit-era again, against an approved, compliant suit and a sport 

relieved to have moved past all that, and she would be dismissed as 

someone refighting an old war, and the advantage would race on 

behind the faith that protected it. If she raised it only internally and 

let it rest, the complacency would absorb it. If she did nothing, the 

race would be decided again by what the swimmer wore, the 
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technology back in the gap the rules had stopped watching, and the 

sport's faith that it was a contest of bodies would be a comfortable 

fiction, and she alone would know. 

She thought about what the equipment regulation was for, in the 

architecture of the sport's fairness. It existed so that the race 

remained a contest of swimmers and not of manufacturers — so that 

what decided the result was the body and the training and not the 

material science of the suit. And the advantage hidden in the gap had 

quietly undone that: the race decided again by the technology, the 

contest of bodies become, in part, a contest of who had the suit built 

best for the gap the tests did not measure. The regulation that had 

restored the sport's faith was being beaten by exactly the kind of thing 

it had been built to stop, in a form it had not learned to see. 

And she understood that what she had to do was point the technical 

apparatus at the gap — to carry the reading, the signature of the fit to 

the gap, the precise location where a test of the suit's actual behavior 

would reveal the advantage, and the manufacturer-team 

arrangement the compliance regime did not examine, to the body 

that could build the test the sport did not yet have. She had to hand 

them not the violation, which passed every current test, but the 

coordinates of it: here is where the technology lives in the gap, here 

is the test you must build, here is the arrangement you must examine. 

6 

She did it carefully, through the proper channel, and she framed it as 

what it was: not a press-ready accusation, but an equipment official's 

documented finding that a compliant suit appeared to deliver, 



THE TOUCH 
Eleven Stories of Swimming 

 

 
© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                           91 | P a g e  

 

through properties the defined tests did not measure, an advantage 

the regulations were written to forbid, and a call for the technical 

apparatus to develop the test and examine the arrangement. 

She brought them the thing only an expert in the technology could 

give: the precise account of how the suit passed the defined tests 

while delivering the forbidden benefit through unmeasured 

properties, the signature of the fit to the gap, the specification of the 

test that would be required to measure what the suit actually did in 

the water, and the manufacturer-team arrangement that the 

compliance regime did not reach. She did not claim to have proven 

the violation; she had read it and located it, and handed the 

apparatus the coordinates of the proof and the design of the test that 

would find it. 

And she made them understand the structural point, which the 

sport's relief had buried: that regulating the suit once did not solve 

the suit forever, that technology moved and the tests checking for 

yesterday's advantage would always eventually be beaten by 

tomorrow's, and that the integrity of the sport as a contest of bodies 

required the tests to keep moving with the technology rather than 

resting on a solved problem. The specific suit was one advantage; the 

vulnerability was the sport's complacency, and the technical 

apparatus needed to recognize that a suit built to pass the tests was 

the reason to build better ones, not the proof that the problem was 

solved. 

The technical apparatus could do what Edda could not. It could 

develop the test that measured the suit's actual behavior, examine the 

manufacturer-team arrangement, and — most importantly — 

recognize that the success of the old regulation had bred the 
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blindness that let the new advantage hide. The technology had lived 

in the gap the solved problem had stopped anyone watching; only the 

body that could reopen the question could close the gap. 

7 

It did not resolve at once, because building a new test and examining 

a manufacturer arrangement take time, and a sport that has decided 

a problem is solved does not reopen it gladly; and Edda had never 

imagined it would be quick. 

But the technical apparatus, following the coordinates Edda had 

given it, took up the question — and what it ultimately developed and 

found, the test it built to measure the suit's actual behavior, the 

examination of the arrangement, belonged to the apparatus and the 

regulatory process, and is not this story's to detail. What matters is 

the shape: that an equipment official refused to accept that a 

compliant suit was a legal one, read the advantage living in the gap 

the solved problem had stopped anyone watching, and pointed the 

apparatus at the test it needed to build — so that the technology 

hiding in the gap could, at last, be measured. 

And the deeper consequence outlasted the single suit. The matter 

forced the sport to confront the structural truth Edda had named: 

that regulating the suit was not a problem solved once but a question 

that had to be reopened as the technology moved, and that the 

integrity of the race as a contest of bodies required the tests to keep 

pace with the material science rather than resting on an old success. 

The equipment regime was pushed to keep moving; the complacency 

of the solved problem was disturbed. The race was made, again and 
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for now, a contest of bodies — because an official refused to let a 

solved problem stay solved past its expiry. 

Edda was not, publicly, the source; the technical apparatus attributed 

the renewed scrutiny to the ordinary evolution of the regulations, 

which was nearly true, because the regulations had evolved — once 

an official refused to believe that a suit passing the old tests meant 

the suit problem was still solved. 

8 

Edda went on testing the things swimmers wore, the keeper of the 

line between the body and the technology, understanding better than 

almost anyone that the suit problem was never solved, only held, and 

only for as long as someone kept watching. 

She trained the equipment officials who came up under her in the 

regulations and the tests — the materials, the construction, the 

permitted properties, the whole apparatus of keeping the technology 

within bounds. But mostly she taught them the thing the apparatus 

could not hold. “Our sport learned, the hard way, that the race can be 

decided by what the swimmer wears,” she would tell them. “There 

was an era when the suit rewrote the record book, when material 

science was worth more than training, and we built the rules and the 

tests to put the technology back in its box. And it worked — which is 

exactly the danger, because it worked so well that everyone decided 

the suit problem was solved, and stopped watching the suit.” 

She would name the trap of the solved problem. “But technology 

moves, and the tests you built check for yesterday's advantage. So 

tomorrow's advantage lives in the gap — a suit built to pass every 
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defined test and still deliver the forbidden benefit, through properties 

the tests do not measure, the same structure as the old cheat in a form 

the rules have not learned to see. And it hides behind the sport's relief 

that the problem was solved, because no one wants to look at the suit 

again and admit the solution had an expiry date.” 

She would end on the principle. “So when a legal suit delivers an 

advantage the body does not explain — when it is compliant exactly 

where the test looks and advantageous exactly where it does not — do 

not tell yourself the suit problem was solved, because it was, and that 

is beside the point. A solved problem is only solved until the 

technology moves. Point the people who can build the new test at the 

gap the old success stopped them watching. The race is supposed to 

be a contest of bodies, and it stays one only as long as someone keeps 

the tests moving with the technology. Someone has to refuse to 

believe that passing the old test means the suit is honest.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 8 
 

THE AGE 

 
The whole fairness of the children's sport rested on one number 
being true. She found the number falsified, and an older body 

winning a child's races. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Saoirse Donnelly kept the records that decided who was a child, in 

the sense her sport meant it, and she had come to understand that 

the entire fairness of age-group swimming — the great sport of the 

young — rested on a single number being true, and that a single 

falsified number could steal a season from every honestly-aged child 

in a category. 

She was forty-two, an administrator and registrar for a regional 

swimming body, responsible among other things for the records on 

which age-group competition was built: the documented ages that 

sorted young swimmers into the categories in which they raced. 

Swimming was, more than almost any sport, the sport of the young 

— children competed from a very early age, and they competed in 

tight age categories, because a year of growth at twelve or thirteen 

was an enormous physical advantage, and the only way to make 

racing fair for the young was to sort them by age so that children 

raced children of their own development. 

And the whole structure rested on the documented age being true. 

The category was defined by the age; the fairness was defined by the 

category; and the age came from a record — a date of birth, a 

document, an entry in a registry — that the sport trusted absolutely, 

because it had to, because there was no way to run age-group sport 

except by trusting the documented age. The number on the record 

was the foundation, and like all foundations it was invisible, taken for 

granted, never examined — until Saoirse found reason to examine 

one. 
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Because that season she had come to a conviction she could not put 

down: that a swimmer's documented age had been falsified — that an 

older body was competing as a younger child, racing and beating 

children who were genuinely the age the older swimmer was 

pretending to be, the year or more of stolen development turned into 

medals and qualifications taken from honestly-aged kids; or, in 

another version of the same fraud, a child pushed up or down to game 

the categories. The number that the whole fairness of the children's 

sport rested on had been made a lie, and an older body was winning 

a child's races. 

2 

What Saoirse found was a discrepancy in the records — the kind that 

the sport's absolute trust in the documented age was precisely 

designed never to look for, and therefore the kind that could hide in 

plain sight for years. 

It was an inconsistency between documents, or between a 

documented age and the other traces a life leaves — the kind of thing 

a registrar sees only because she handles the records and notices 

when they do not cohere. A date of birth that did not match across 

sources; a history that did not fit the claimed age; a pattern of results 

and a physical maturity that sat wrong against the category, in a way 

that the ordinary variation of children's development did not explain 

but a falsified age did. The discrepancy was small and documentary, 

the sort of thing that the sport's trust in the age record meant no one 

was looking for, which was exactly why it could persist. 
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And Saoirse understood the gravity of what a falsified age meant in 

her sport, because she understood what the age categories were for. 

They existed to protect the young from exactly the advantage that a 

year or more of development conferred; a swimmer racing below 

their true age was not bending a technicality but exploiting the single 

most decisive variable in children's sport, an advantage so large that 

it made the racing meaningless, every honestly-aged child in the 

category racing against a body that should not have been there. The 

fraud did not steal one race; it corrupted the whole category, and it 

stole from children, who had no way to know that the kid beating 

them was older, that the medals and the qualifications and the 

selection were being taken by an age that was a lie. 

She did not yet have proof; what she had was the registrar's 

perception of a discrepancy that the documented age, trusted 

absolutely, was never examined closely enough to reveal. But she held 

that this was a perception requiring verification, not a verdict, 

because the cost of being wrong — accusing a family of falsifying a 

child's age, casting doubt on an honest swimmer's eligibility — was 

grave, and because the discrepancy, though real, had innocent 

possible explanations she was bound to exclude before she concluded 

anything. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to be rigorous about the innocent 

explanations, because a registrar who decides an age is falsified on 

the basis of a documentary discrepancy could destroy an honest 

family on a clerical error. 
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So she checked. Records contained errors — a transposed date, a 

clerical mistake, an inconsistency between systems that meant 

nothing; children developed at wildly different rates, so a physically 

mature child in a category was not evidence of fraud but often just a 

child who had grown early; a history that seemed not to fit could have 

an innocent explanation she did not yet know. She held all of that 

seriously, because the accusation that a family had falsified a child's 

age to steal from other children was grave, and to make it on a clerical 

error or an early growth spurt would be a serious wrong. 

But the discrepancy did not resolve into innocence. The 

inconsistency was not the kind a clerical error produced; it was 

consistent across the traces a true age would have left, aligned with a 

pattern of results and maturity that a falsified age explained and 

honest variation did not, the documentary record not cohering in 

exactly the way a real, lived age would cohere. The more she checked, 

the more the innocent explanations fell away and the falsification 

remained as the thing that fit, though she held even then that fitting 

was not the same as proven. 

It was not proof, and she held that line, because the determination 

that an age had been falsified was grave and required the verification 

of the documents through the proper authority, not a registrar's 

conclusion from a discrepancy. But she also understood that the 

discrepancy was real, that it pointed where it pointed, and that the 

sport's absolute trust in the documented age — the trust that had let 

the discrepancy hide — was not a reason to look away from it but the 

very thing that made looking necessary. She had the coordinates of 

the question. The answer belonged to the authority that could verify 

the records. 
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4 

She faced, first, the wall that the sport's trust in its own records raised 

— not corruption, but the deep institutional reluctance to question a 

documented age, because questioning one age threatened the trust 

the whole age-group structure rested on. 

Because when she raised it, she met the discomfort of an institution 

that did not want to look. The age was documented; the record was 

the record; was Saoirse really suggesting that the documented age — 

the foundation everyone trusted — could be a lie, that a family had 

falsified a child's age, that the registry the whole sport relied on could 

be wrong? To question one age was to admit that the trust the entire 

age-group structure rested on could be misplaced, and the institution 

recoiled from that admission, preferring to treat the documented age 

as beyond question precisely because so much depended on it being 

true. 

And Saoirse understood the danger in the recoil. The trust in the 

documented age was necessary — there was no way to run age-group 

sport without it — but trust made absolute became the thing that 

protected the fraud, because a record never examined was a record 

that could lie forever. The institution's reluctance to question one 

age, rooted in the real need to trust the records, was exactly the 

mechanism by which a falsified age could steal from honest children 

indefinitely. The wall was made of a necessary trust turned into a 

refusal to verify, which made it hard to push past without seeming to 

attack the foundation itself. 

She understood, then, that she could not let the matter rest on the 

trusted record, and could not resolve it on her own perception either, 
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because verifying a documented age was a matter for the authority 

with the mandate and the means — the eligibility apparatus of the 

governing body, which could properly examine and verify the 

records, establish the true age through the documents, and act if the 

age was found false, while protecting an honest swimmer if it was not. 

The question of a child's true age was not a registrar's to decide; it 

was the eligibility authority's to verify. 

5 

She lay awake with it, which was its own particular weight, because 

the children being stolen from did not know they were being stolen 

from, and the child who might be the instrument of the fraud was, 

whatever the truth, also a child. 

If she stayed silent, or let the institutional trust prevail, and she was 

right, an older body would go on winning a child's races, taking 

medals and qualifications and selection from honestly-aged children 

who would never know why they kept losing to a kid who should not 

have been in their category. If she pushed forward and was wrong, 

she would inflict on an honest family the grave accusation of 

falsifying a child's age. If she acted on her own perception rather than 

through verification, she would be deciding a child's eligibility on a 

discrepancy. The paths carried real risk in both directions, and the 

only one that did not require her to be the judge was verification 

through the proper authority. 

She thought about the honestly-aged children — the ones racing in 

good faith against a body that should not have been there, losing 

races they would have won, qualifications they had earned, the 
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season of a young swimmer's life quietly stolen by a number on a 

record that was a lie. They had no way to know; they would simply 

experience themselves as not quite good enough, beaten by a kid who 

was faster, never told that the kid was older, the unfairness invisible 

to exactly the children it robbed. 

She kept returning to one girl in particular — a swimmer she had 

watched touch the wall second, again and again, behind the 

questioned age, by the smallest of margins; a girl who had stood on 

the lower step of the podium with the careful, composed face of a 

child trying not to mind, and who had missed, by one place and a few 

hundredths, the qualifying time that would have sent her to the meet 

that might have changed her sense of what she was. Saoirse had no 

way to tell her that the body that kept beating her might not belong 

in her race at all. The girl had simply gone home believing she was 

the lesser swimmer, and would carry that belief, and adjust her sense 

of herself around it, never knowing the scale she had been weighed 

on was false. That was what a falsified age stole: not a medal, but a 

child's true measure of herself. 

And she thought about the swimmer with the questioned age, who if 

the fraud was real was the instrument of adults' dishonesty and if it 

was not was an honest child wrongly doubted — a child either way, 

owed care in how the question was handled. 

And she understood that what she had to do was bring the 

discrepancy to the eligibility authority — the documented 

inconsistency, the pattern it fit, the precise records that needed 

verification — so that the true age could be established through the 

proper process, the honest children protected if the age was false, and 

the questioned swimmer treated fairly whatever the truth. She had to 



THE TOUCH 
Eleven Stories of Swimming 

 

 
© 2026 Manoj Palwe                                                           103 | P a g e  

 

give the question to the body that could verify it, rather than let a 

necessary trust protect a possible lie or let her own perception 

condemn a possibly honest child. 

 

6 

She brought it to the eligibility apparatus of the governing body — the 

authority with the mandate and the means to verify a documented 

age — and she framed it with the care the gravity demanded. 

She did not accuse a family of fraud. She documented a registrar's 

serious concern: the specific discrepancy in the records, its 

inconsistency with the traces a true age would have left, the pattern 

of results and maturity it aligned with, set honestly against the 

innocent explanations she had considered and the ones that 

remained possible. She gave the authority the coordinates of the 

question and the records that required verification, not a verdict, 

because the verification was the authority's to do and the 

determination of a child's true age was too grave to rest on a 

registrar's conclusion. 

And she held the doubled care the matter required: that the honest 

children in the category be protected, by the question actually being 

verified rather than buried beneath the trust in the record; and that 

the swimmer whose age was questioned be treated fairly and with the 

care owed a child, the matter handled through proper verification 

rather than rumor or accusation, so that an honest child wrongly 

suspected was cleared by process and not condemned by suspicion. 

The eligibility apparatus could do both: verify the age rigorously, 
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protect the honest category if the age was false, and protect the 

questioned child from a careless accusation if it was not. 

The point throughout was the honestly-aged children who could not 

see what was being taken from them, and the fairness of the 

children's sport that rested on the documented age being true. 

Saoirse was not the judge of the age, which the verification would 

establish; she was the registrar who refused to let the necessary trust 

in the record become the cover for a possible lie, and who carried the 

discrepancy to the authority that could verify it. She gave the question 

to the body that could answer it properly — which was the only way 

to protect the honest children without risking an honest one. 

7 

It resolved through verification rather than through Saoirse's 

certainty, and she had acted precisely so that the true age would be 

established by the authority built to verify it rather than by her own 

reading of a discrepancy. 

What the eligibility apparatus ultimately established — whether the 

age was falsified or the discrepancy had an innocent explanation, and 

what followed — belonged to the authority whose mandate that was, 

and is not this story's to render, precisely because the meaning of 

Saoirse's conduct was that the determination was not hers. What 

matters is the shape: that a registrar perceived a discrepancy the 

sport's trust in its records was designed never to find, refused to let 

that trust bury it, and brought it to the authority that could verify the 

documented age through the proper process. 
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And whichever way the verification came down, the duty was served. 

If the age was found false, the honest children in the category were 

protected from a fraud that had been stealing their races, and the 

falsified record corrected; if it was found honest, a wrongly suspected 

child was cleared by a proper process rather than left under a rumor. 

Either outcome was the eligibility apparatus working as it should — 

the foundation of the children's sport, the documented age, verified 

rather than merely trusted, which was the durable thing Saoirse 

could secure: not a verdict of her own, but the proper functioning of 

the authority on which every honestly-aged child depended. 

Saoirse was protected as a registrar raising a documented concern in 

good faith should be, and she carried the cost such people carry — 

that to question a documented age at all is to disturb the trust the 

whole structure rests on, and to be seen, by some, as the 

administrator who would not leave a settled record alone. But she 

had weighed that against the alternative — a category of honest 

children quietly robbed by a number that was a lie, protected by a 

trust no one would question — and found the verification the only 

honest path. 

8 

Saoirse went on keeping the records, the registrar who held the 

invisible foundation of the children's sport, and she carried the thing 

she had learned about the single number the whole fairness of the 

young rested on. 

She trained the administrators and registrars who came up under her 

in the records and the eligibility rules — the documentation, the 
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categories, the verification, the whole apparatus of sorting the young 

so they could race fairly. But mostly she taught them the thing the 

apparatus assumed. “Ours is the great sport of the young,” she would 

tell them, “and the whole fairness of it rests on one number being 

true: the documented age. A year of growth at twelve or thirteen is an 

enormous advantage, so we sort children by age so that children race 

children of their own development. The category is defined by the 

age, the fairness by the category, and the age by a record — a single 

number we trust absolutely, because there is no way to run the sport 

without trusting it.” 

She would name the vulnerability in the necessary trust. “And 

because we must trust the number, we never examine it — which 

means a falsified age can hide in plain sight for years, an older body 

winning a child's races, stealing medals and qualifications and 

seasons from honestly-aged children who never know that the kid 

beating them is older. The trust that makes the sport possible is the 

very thing that lets the fraud hide. And the children being stolen from 

cannot see it; they just think they were not quite good enough.” 

She would end on the duty and the care. “So when a record does not 

cohere — when a documented age sits wrong against the traces a true 

age would leave — do not tell yourself the record is the record and 

must be trusted, because the trust is exactly what the fraud hides 

behind. But do not decide it yourself either, because the accusation 

that a family falsified a child's age is grave, and the child whose age 

is questioned is a child whatever the truth. Verify, through the 

authority whose job it is. Protect the honest children the falsified age 

steals from, and protect the questioned child from a careless 

accusation, both at once. The whole fairness of the young rests on one 

number. Someone has to be willing to check that it is true.” 
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STORY 9 
 

THE PRODIGY 

 
Her sport peaked terrifyingly young, and a fourteen-year-old's 

body was being spent to reach a mark before she could consent to 
the spending. She was the one who remembered the child inside the 

prodigy. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Dr. Liesel Aaron looked after the bodies and minds of very young 

swimmers, and she had come to understand a thing about her sport 

that gave it a particular cruelty: that swimming peaked terrifyingly 

young, that a girl could be world-class at fourteen, and that this 

meant the most decisive years of a swimmer's career fell precisely in 

the years when she was a child, too young to consent to what was 

being done to the body and the mind that the sport was spending. 

She was forty-three, a physician and developmental specialist 

working with an elite swimming program that produced champions 

absurdly young — a sport in which the great performances often came 

from athletes who were, by any other measure, children: thirteen, 

fourteen, fifteen, at the peak of careers that the body's own 

development would close earlier than almost any other sport. Where 

other sports matured their athletes into their twenties and beyond, 

swimming demanded its most decisive work from bodies still 

growing, in years when the human being inside the swimmer had not 

finished becoming herself. 

And that fact shaped everything Dr. Aaron worried about. A 

swimmer's window could open and close inside her adolescence; the 

program's pressure to maximize that window fell on a developing 

body and an unformed mind; and the decisions that spent a young 

swimmer — the training loads, the competition schedules, the 

physical and psychological demands — were made for and about a 

child too young to consent to the spending of her own future. The 

sport's youth was not incidental; it was the whole shape of the danger, 

because it meant the body being optimized and the mind being 
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pressured belonged to someone who was, in every way that mattered, 

a child. 

And that season Dr. Aaron was watching a specific child being spent: 

a genuinely extraordinary young swimmer, world-class at fourteen, 

whom the program was pushing past what a developing body and an 

unformed mind could bear — the training load too great for growing 

bones and joints, the competitive and psychological pressure too 

great for a fourteen-year-old, the early peak being mined as hard and 

as fast as possible by a federation-and-sponsor logic that needed the 

medals now, before the window the body would inevitably close. The 

child was being spent to reach a mark, and she was too young to 

consent to the spending, and Dr. Aaron was the one positioned to 

remember that she was a child. 

2 

The spending did not look like cruelty, which was what made it so 

effective, because every part of it wore the clothing of a once-in-a-

generation opportunity and the logic of the early window did the 

harm without anyone having to intend it. 

The logic was seductive and not, on its surface, mad: the swimmer 

was extraordinary, the window was real and would close, and the 

opportunity to win at the highest level was rare and fleeting and 

would never come again in quite this form. And so the program 

reasoned its way, step by step, into spending the child: the training 

load pushed past what a growing body should bear because the 

window was now; the competition schedule crowded because the 

chances were now; the psychological pressure of carrying a program's 
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and a nation's hopes loaded onto a fourteen-year-old because she was 

the one who could win now. Each step was justified by the rarity of 

the opportunity, and the sum was a child being mined for an early 

peak before she could consent. 

And Dr. Aaron understood, with a developmental specialist's clarity, 

what the logic refused to weigh: that a developing body driven past 

its limits could be damaged in ways that would outlast any medal — 

the growing skeleton, the not-yet-finished physiology, the real and 

lasting costs of overloading a body that was still becoming; that an 

unformed mind loaded with adult pressure at fourteen could be 

harmed in ways a young person could not foresee and could not 

consent to; and that the early peak was being monetized and medaled 

now precisely because the window was closing, the urgency of the 

opportunity used to justify spending a child's body and future at 

exactly the age when she was least able to protect them. 

She knew, concretely, what spending looked like in a body this young, 

because she had seen it before. A fourteen-year-old's shoulders were 

not finished growing; the joint that drove every stroke was still a work 

of soft, developing tissue and not-yet-closed growth plates, and the 

training loads the program wanted to put through it were loads 

calibrated, in the rest of the sport, for adult joints that had finished 

becoming themselves. Drive a still-growing shoulder through that 

volume, day after day, in the years before it had hardened into its 

final form, and you did not get a tired swimmer who would recover 

over a summer; you risked the kind of damage that did not heal back 

to whole — the chronic injury seeded at fourteen that a body carried 

at twenty-four and forty-four, the joint spent before it had finished 

being built. That was what the window logic was proposing to 
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mortgage: not a season, but the structure of a body that had to last a 

life. 

She did not need to prove a single catastrophic injury to see the harm; 

the harm was in the spending itself, the systematic mining of a 

developing child for an early peak, justified by an opportunity logic 

that treated the closing window as a reason to take more rather than 

a reason for care. What she needed was the will to insist that the child 

was a child before she was a once-in-a-generation prospect, and that 

no window, however rare, justified spending a fourteen-year-old's 

body and mind past what she could bear and could not consent to. 

3 

She was on the firmest ground a physician can stand on and the most 

precarious, because her duty to the child was absolute and the 

opportunity logic had an answer that even the people she was fighting 

believed with their whole hearts. 

Clinically and ethically there was no ambiguity. The swimmer was 

fourteen, a child, and the duty of care owed to her was to protect her 

developing body and unformed mind from being spent past what 

they could bear; no rarity of opportunity, no closing window, no 

quantity of medals could weigh against the health and the future and 

the childhood of a developing human being. Her duty ran to the child, 

completely, and the fact that the child was extraordinary did not 

dilute it but sharpened it, because the extraordinariness was exactly 

what made the program want to spend her. 

But she was one physician against a logic that everyone around the 

child — the coaches, the federation, the sponsors, and in her own way 
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the child herself — found compelling, because the window really was 

closing and the opportunity really was rare. The program did not 

experience the spending as harm; it experienced it as seizing a once-

in-a-generation chance, and it found Dr. Aaron's caution to be a 

failure to grasp the rarity of what was on offer, a willingness to waste 

a gift the likes of which came along once in a career. The opportunity 

logic was sincerely held, which made it far harder to fight than 

cynicism would have been. 

And she understood the cruelest part: that the child herself, at 

fourteen, mostly wanted what the program wanted — the racing, the 

winning, the chance — and could not, at fourteen, weigh the cost to a 

body and a future she could not yet imagine. Her wish to be spent was 

not consent, because a child cannot consent to the mortgaging of a 

future she cannot foresee; it was the very thing that made her need 

protecting. Dr. Aaron was the only adult in the child's sporting life 

whose duty was the woman the child would become rather than the 

medals the child could win now, and that made her, whether she had 

chosen it or not, the only thing standing between a fourteen-year-old 

and her own spending. 

4 

She tried, first, within the program, because her duty required 

advocacy inside the system before going outside it, and because she 

hoped the opportunity logic could be made to weigh the child against 

the window. 

She made the clinical and developmental case: that the swimmer was 

fourteen, that the training loads and the competitive and 
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psychological demands exceeded what a developing body and an 

unformed mind should bear, that the duty of care to a child required 

pulling the spending back regardless of the window, and that an 

extraordinary talent was a reason for more care and not less, because 

there was more to protect. She framed it where she could in terms the 

program might hear — that a spent prodigy was a worse outcome 

even for the program than a protected one who lasted — hoping to 

reach people who would protect the child if only to preserve the 

talent. 

And she met the opportunity logic, sincerely held and immovable. 

The window was closing; the chance was rare; the swimmer wanted 

it; the program was managing her carefully, by its own lights, and Dr. 

Aaron's caution risked wasting a once-in-a-generation gift on an 

excess of medical conservatism. The argument that a spent prodigy 

was worse for everyone was heard and absorbed into a confidence 

that this swimmer was different, that she could bear it, that the 

chance was too rare to pass up. The logic was too strong and too 

sincere to be moved by one physician; the program did not refuse her 

so much as believe, with its whole heart, that the rarity of the 

opportunity justified the spending. 

She understood, then, that the program would not pull back on its 

own, because it sincerely believed the spending was the seizing of a 

rare chance, and that the protection of the child required an authority 

whose mandate was the child's welfare and which sat above the 

opportunity logic — the safeguarding apparatus for young athletes, 

which could recognize that a fourteen-year-old's developing body and 

mind were not the program's to spend, and that no window, however 

rare, overrode the duty of care owed to a child. 
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5 

She lay awake with it, because a physician who has seen a child being 

spent for an early peak cannot unsee it, and the obvious responses all 

failed the child. 

If she resigned in protest, she would be clean and useless, and the 

child would lose the one adult whose duty was the woman she would 

become, the spending rolling on without even that check. If she went 

to the press, she would expose a fourteen-year-old to exactly the 

pressure and scrutiny that were part of the harm, turning a child's 

situation into a story. If she stayed and kept making a case the 

opportunity logic could not hear, she would change nothing while the 

window-driven spending continued. The paths that felt like action led 

nowhere or into deeper harm, and the only real path was the one that 

took the matter to an authority that could act on the child's welfare 

above the logic of the window. 

She thought about the child — not the prospect, not the medals, not 

the once-in-a-generation talent, but the fourteen-year-old: a girl 

whose body was still growing and whose mind was still forming, who 

wanted the racing and the winning the way a child wants the thing in 

front of her, who could not weigh the cost to a future she could not 

yet imagine, and who was being spent by everyone around her for a 

window that was closing. She could not protect herself; her own wish 

to be spent was the proof of that, not its refutation. And every 

structure around her — the program, the federation, the sponsors, 

the seductive logic of the rare chance — was failing to protect her, and 

the one adult positioned to see the child inside the prodigy and 

trained to act on it was Dr. Aaron. 
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And she understood that the path was the safeguarding apparatus, 

approached as the protection of a child rather than the wasting of an 

opportunity: the authority whose mandate was the welfare of the 

young athlete and which sat above the program and the federation, 

which could recognize that a developing child's body and mind were 

not a resource to be mined for an early peak, and that no rarity of 

opportunity overrode the duty of care. The duty of care was the lever, 

and the apparatus was where it could be pulled. 

6 

She brought it to the safeguarding apparatus for young athletes — the 

authority whose mandate was the welfare of the child and which sat 

above the program and the opportunity logic — and she framed it as 

exactly what it was: the protection of a child, not the management of 

a talent. 

She documented the clinical and developmental concern with care: 

that the swimmer was a fourteen-year-old child whose developing 

body and unformed mind were being spent past what they could bear, 

that the training and competitive and psychological demands 

exceeded what was safe for a child regardless of her talent, and that 

the safeguarding duty owed to a minor required intervention the 

program would not undertake because it sincerely believed the 

window justified the spending. She gave the apparatus the 

professional judgment and the pattern, framed as the welfare of the 

child, so that an authority whose mandate was the young athlete 

could act. 
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And she worked, with the apparatus's support, to ensure the child's 

own situation was met with care rather than burdened further — that 

a fourteen-year-old in the grip of a program's and a nation's 

expectations was given the protection of an authority that answered 

to her welfare rather than to the medals she could win, that her wish 

to race was heard without being mistaken for a consent she could not 

give, and that the spending was pulled back to what a developing 

child could bear. The point was not to waste her gift but to protect the 

human being who carried it, so that the woman she would become 

was not mortgaged to the window the program could not see past. 

The point throughout was the child inside the prodigy. Dr. Aaron was 

not the enemy of the swimmer's talent or of her chance to be great; 

she was the physician who refused to let a closing window justify 

spending a fourteen-year-old's body and future past what she could 

bear and could not consent to, and who carried the duty of care to an 

authority that could act on it above the opportunity logic. She insisted 

that the child was a child before she was a once-in-a-generation 

prospect, and gave the matter to the body whose job was the child. 

7 

It resolved as such things must, through the apparatus of welfare 

rather than a single dramatic stroke, and without the exposure of the 

child whose protection was the whole point. 

What the safeguarding apparatus ultimately did — how it addressed 

the program's spending of the child, what limits it required, how it 

protected the young swimmer's developing body and mind — 

belonged to the authority whose mandate that was, and is not this 
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story's to detail, precisely because Dr. Aaron had made this a matter 

of the child's welfare handled through the proper channel rather than 

a scandal exposed. What matters is the shape: that a physician 

refused the opportunity logic, insisted that a fourteen-year-old was a 

child before a prospect, and brought the matter to an authority that 

could act on the child's welfare above the program and the window. 

And the child was protected, by that intervention, from the worst of 

the spending — the load on the developing body pulled back toward 

what it could bear, the pressure on the unformed mind eased, the 

mining of the early peak checked by an authority that answered to the 

child rather than to the medals. Whether and how she returned to the 

heights, and on what terms, became a thing that could unfold with 

her development and her maturing consent rather than a future 

mortgaged at fourteen to a closing window — which was the entire 

point. The recovery of a childhood is not a tidy thing, and this one 

was not tidy; but the spending had been checked, which was the 

durable thing a physician who remembered the child could secure. 

Dr. Aaron paid the price such people pay; the physician who invokes 

the safeguarding authority over a federation's and a program's once-

in-a-generation prospect is not kept comfortably by the people whose 

window she disturbed. But she had weighed that against the 

alternative — lending her medical authority to the spending of a child 

for an early peak — and found that her duty of care left her no other 

choice she could live with. 

8 
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Dr. Aaron went on looking after the bodies and minds of very young 

swimmers, and became a quiet, persistent insistence that the child 

came before the window, in a sport whose youth made that insistence 

a constant fight. 

She trained the physicians and welfare staff who came after her in the 

care of young athletes — the developmental physiology, the loads a 

growing body could bear, the psychology of the young, the real and 

limited truths about the early peak. But mostly she taught them the 

thing the sport's youth would test. “Ours peaks terrifyingly young,” 
she would tell them. “A swimmer can be world-class at fourteen, 

which means our most decisive years fall exactly in the years when 

our athletes are children — too young to consent to what is done to 

the body and the mind the sport is spending. The youth is not 

incidental. It is the whole shape of the danger.” 

She would name the logic that does the harm. “And the harm does 

not come from cruelty. It comes from a seductive, sincere logic: the 

talent is extraordinary, the window is real and closing, the chance is 

rare and will never come again. Every step of spending a child is 

justified by the rarity of the opportunity — the training load, the 

schedule, the pressure, all loaded onto a developing body and an 

unformed mind because the window is now. And the cruelest part is 

that the child mostly wants it, and cannot, at fourteen, weigh the cost 

to a future she cannot imagine. Her wish is not consent. It is the proof 

that she needs protecting.” 

She would end on the duty. “Your duty of care is to the child — to the 

woman she will become, not the medals she can win now — and it is 

absolute, and no closing window overrides it, ever. Everyone around 

her will believe, sincerely, that the rarity of the chance justifies the 
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spending, and they will find your caution a wasting of a gift. Do not 

be moved. The child is a child before she is a once-in-a-generation 

prospect. Hold the developing body and the unformed mind against 

the window, and when the program cannot, carry it to the authority 

whose job is the child. Our sport spends the young because the young 

are when it wins. Someone has to remember that the human being 

comes before the window — and to act as though it is the only thing 

that is true, because it is.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 10 
 

THE RELAY 

 
She was told to have her swimmer lose on purpose, and to call it 
managing the system. She knew a thrown swim was a thrown 

swim, whatever the reason given. 
 
 ◆ 
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1 

Marit Sundqvist managed the racing of swimmers through the 

machinery of heats and seeding and selection, and the instruction she 

was given, quietly, was to have one of her own swimmers lose a swim 

on purpose — to throw a race — and to understand it not as cheating 

but as the sophisticated management of a system that everyone, she 

was assured, knew how to work. 

She was forty, a coach and competition strategist for an elite 

swimming program, one of the people who understood the 

machinery beneath the racing — the heats and the seeding, the 

qualifying times and the selection criteria, the relay orders and the 

lane draws, the whole apparatus of how a swimmer moved through a 

competition toward a final and a team toward a medal. It was a real 

and legitimate craft: managing a swimmer's program across a meet, 

deciding which events to prioritize, resting a swimmer in a heat to 

save them for a final, the ordinary strategy of getting the best total 

result from a body that could not swim everything flat out. 

And there was a wide, legitimate space in that craft. A swimmer could 

ease through a heat, having already qualified, to save energy for the 

final — that was strategy, not cheating, the honest management of 

effort across a meet. A team could choose its relay order, prioritize its 

strongest events, make a thousand legitimate decisions about how to 

deploy its swimmers. Marit had done all of it, cleanly, for years, 

finding the best total result the rules and the bodies allowed. There 

was no shame in managing the racing well. 

But the instruction she was given that season was not that. She was 

told to have a swimmer actually lose — to throw a swim she could win 
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— not to ease through a secured heat, but to deliberately 

underperform a race in order to manipulate the machinery: to 

manage a seeding, to engineer a draw, to serve a selection interest or, 

in the version she most feared, an interest outside the sport entirely. 

A thrown swim, dressed as an off-day, deployed as a move in the 

system. And Marit understood, the moment it was framed to her as 

sophistication, that it was not strategy at all. It was a fixed result, and 

a thrown swim was a thrown swim, whatever clever reason was given 

for it. 

2 

The instruction did not announce itself as corruption, which was 

what made it harder than an honest order, because it came dressed 

in the language of the legitimate craft, and the line it crossed was one 

the craft's own sophistication was designed to blur. 

The reasoning offered was systemic and almost plausible: by having 

the swimmer underperform here, the program could engineer a more 

favorable seeding or draw there; could position a swimmer or a relay 

advantageously; could, in the most cynical version, serve an interest 

— a selection outcome, or something darker — that a thrown swim 

could deliver. It was framed as working the system, as the kind of 

sophisticated multi-move thinking that separated the programs that 

understood the machinery from the ones that just swam fast. The 

thrown swim was presented not as cheating but as a chess move, a 

legitimate manipulation of a system that rewarded those who 

understood it. 
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And Marit saw the line the framing was designed to blur. Easing 

through a secured heat was the honest management of effort — the 

swimmer still competing within the rules, the result still honest. 

Throwing a swim was a fixed result — a swimmer made to lose a race 

she could win, the outcome decided not in the water but in advance, 

by a strategy, and then presented to the officials and the public and 

the other competitors as an honest swim. The first was strategy. The 

second was a lie about what had happened in the water, a corruption 

of the result, however systemic and clever the reason. The 

sophistication was the costume; underneath it was a thrown race. 

And she understood what the thrown swim corrupted beyond the 

single result. Every honest competitor in that race swam against what 

they believed was a true effort; the seeding and selection machinery 

assumed the times were honest; the whole system rested on the 

swims being real. A thrown swim did not just lose one race on 

purpose; it fed a lie into the machinery that everything downstream 

depended on, corrupting the seedings and selections and outcomes 

that the thrown time would shape. The systemic cleverness that 

justified it was exactly the measure of how much it corrupted: the 

more cleverly the thrown swim worked the system, the more of the 

system it poisoned. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which was to test whether her own 

resistance was naivety — whether she was failing to understand the 

legitimate sophistication of managing a swimmer through a meet. 
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Because the people instructing her were not fools, and the legitimate 

space was genuinely wide. Easing through heats was real and 

accepted; prioritizing events was real; the strategic deployment of 

swimmers across a competition was the honest craft she had 

practiced for years. Was throwing a swim really so different from 

resting a swimmer in a secured heat? Marit made herself ask whether 

her objection was principle or an unsophisticated failure to see that 

managing the machinery was simply what good programs did, 

whether she was clinging to a naive idea of the honest swim that the 

realities of competition strategy did not support. 

But the more honestly she examined it, the brighter the line became, 

and it was not where the framing had put it. There was a real and 

bright difference between managing effort within honest competition 

— easing through a secured heat, still swimming within the rules — 

and throwing a swim, making a swimmer lose a race she could win, 

fixing a result and feeding a lie into the machinery. The first kept the 

swim honest; the second made the swim a lie. No amount of systemic 

cleverness moved a thrown race onto the strategy side of that line; it 

only dressed the lie more elaborately. The craft's sophistication was 

being used to smuggle a fixed result across a line the craft itself 

depended on. 

And she understood the deepest thing the systemic framing 

concealed: that the swimmer herself was being made the instrument 

of a lie. A swimmer trained her whole life to swim as fast as she could; 

to order her to lose on purpose was to take her effort, her honesty, 

her swim, and turn it into a move in someone else's game, to make 

her body the instrument of a fixed result. And it betrayed her too — 

her time, her record, her result made a lie, her career's currency spent 
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on a manipulation she was ordered to perform. The thrown swim 

corrupted the system and used the swimmer both. 

 

 

4 

She tried, first, to refuse within the program — to push back through 

the structure, to argue that managing effort was legitimate but 

throwing a swim was a fixed result, because she was loyal and hoped 

the instruction could be unframed by reason. 

She made the case carefully: that she would manage her swimmers' 

programs cleanly, ease them through secured heats, prioritize events, 

do all the legitimate strategy the craft allowed; but that throwing a 

swim — ordering a swimmer to lose a race she could win in order to 

work the machinery — was a fixed result, a lie fed into the system, 

and a thing she would not do, whatever systemic reason was offered. 

She offered the program the wide legitimate space and refused only 

the line past it. It was the thrown swim, dressed as sophistication, 

that she could not perform. 

And she met the smooth resistance of people who had decided this 

was simply how the sophisticated worked the system. The legitimate 

space was not enough, she was told; the real advantage lay in 

understanding the machinery deeply enough to manipulate it, and a 

strategist who could not see that a thrown swim was just a clever 

move was not operating at the level the program required. Her 

scruple was reframed as naivety, her refusal as a failure to grasp the 
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game. The program did not experience the instruction as corruption; 

it experienced Marit's refusal as a lack of sophistication, and that 

reframing was the wall. 

And she understood the cruelest part of her position: that if she 

simply refused and stepped aside, the swim would be thrown anyway 

— the instruction given to someone more compliant, the swimmer 

made to lose by a strategist who called it sophistication, the result 

fixed and the swimmer used without even the one person who had 

tried to prevent it. Her refusal alone would not protect the swimmer 

or the system. It would only remove her from the one position from 

which she might. 

5 

She lay awake with the shape of the trap, which was the trap of the 

person inside a system that has decided to call a fixed result 

sophisticated strategy and needs her hands to execute it. 

If she threw the swim, she became the corruption — the strategist 

who made a swimmer lose on purpose and fed a lie into the 

machinery. If she refused and stepped aside, the swim would be 

thrown by someone else, the swimmer used and the result fixed 

anyway, with no one in the room who had tried to stop it. If she went 

to the press, she would be the disgruntled strategist airing internal 

competition management as scandal, the program would reframe it 

as ordinary strategy, and the swimmer would be dragged into a public 

mess. The obvious doors all led nowhere good. 

She thought about the swimmer — not the instrument the program 

wanted to deploy, but the young woman who had trained her whole 
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life to swim as fast as she could, who would be ordered to betray that, 

to lose on purpose, to make her own effort a lie in service of a 

manipulation she did not choose. The systemic framing treated her 

swim as a move to be made; and the thing her swim actually was, 

Marit knew, was the honest center of the whole sport — the effort that 

the seedings and selections and the watching public all assumed was 

real. To throw it was to corrupt the system and to use the swimmer, 

and the swimmer had a right not to be made the instrument of a lie. 

And she understood that the authority that could act was not the 

program, which had given the instruction, and not the press, which 

would distort it, but the integrity apparatus whose mandate was the 

honesty of competition, for which a thrown swim was a fixed result 

whatever the systemic reason. And the swimmer, above all, had a 

right the program had erased: the right not to be ordered to throw 

her own race, the right to her own honest swim, and the right to know 

what she was being asked to be the instrument of. 

6 

She did the thing that protected the swimmer and the integrity of the 

result without becoming the corruption herself, and it began with the 

swimmer, because the swimmer was the one being used and had the 

first right to know. 

She went to her swimmer — privately, at real risk — and told her the 

truth: that she was being positioned to throw a swim she could win, 

that the program wanted the race lost to work the machinery, and 

that she, Marit, would not order it. She gave the swimmer what the 

program had meant to take: the knowledge of what was being asked, 
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and therefore the agency. She did not tell the swimmer what to do 

with it — whether to refuse, to swim honestly regardless, to take it to 

the integrity apparatus herself — because the corruption at the heart 

of this was the treating of the swimmer's race as something decided 

for her without her knowing, and Marit would not replace the 

program's version of that with her own. She restored to the swimmer 

the truth and the choice the program had taken. 

And she brought the matter, through the proper channel, to the 

integrity apparatus whose mandate was the honesty of competition 

— not as a press scandal, but as what it was: a report that a program 

had sought to engineer a thrown swim, a fixed result fed into the 

seeding and selection machinery, and that this crossed the bright line 

from legitimate effort management into the corruption of a 

competitive outcome. She framed it precisely, distinguishing the 

wide legitimate space of managing effort from the thrown swim that 

fixed a result, and locating the wrong exactly where it belonged. 

The point throughout was twofold and she held both: to protect the 

swimmer, who had a right not to be made the instrument of a lie and 

a right to her own honest swim; and to protect the integrity of the 

system, whose seedings and selections and outcomes all rested on the 

swims being real. The integrity apparatus could do what Marit alone 

could not — address the engineered result as the violation it was, 

reaffirm the line between effort management and a fixed swim — 

while the swimmer, told the truth, could meet her own situation as a 

competitor who knew rather than an instrument who was used. 

7 
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It did not resolve cleanly, because these things never do, and Marit 

had never imagined it would; the program did not gracefully accept 

that its clever strategy was a fixed result, and the line between effort 

management and a thrown swim remained, at its edges, a thing the 

sport would always have to police. 

But the essential things were accomplished. The swimmer was not 

used in ignorance; she knew what had been intended, and met her 

situation as a competitor in possession of the truth rather than an 

instrument deceived by the people she trusted — which was the 

difference between an autonomous athlete and a tool, and the thing 

Marit had most needed to secure. And the matter, brought to the 

integrity apparatus, forced the sport to engage with a corruption that 

the legitimate craft of competition management could too easily hide: 

the thrown swim dressed as sophistication, the fixed result fed into 

the machinery, the swimmer made the instrument of a lie. 

The apparatus's engagement with engineered results — the 

recognition that managing effort and throwing a swim were entirely 

different things, that the latter was the fixing of a result whatever the 

systemic reason, that the honesty of the swims was the foundation 

the whole seeding and selection machinery depended on — advanced, 

in the slow institutional way, strengthened by exactly the kind of 

report Marit had made. It did not end the hard cases at the edge of 

effort management, which would always require judgment; but it 

reasserted that a thrown swim was on the far side of the bright line, 

corruption and not strategy, however cleverly the program dressed it. 

Marit paid for it the way such people pay; a strategist who refuses her 

program's instruction and reports it is not one the program keeps, 

nor one the sport's machinery forgets. But she had weighed that cost 
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against the alternative — becoming the hands that threw her own 

swimmer's race, or stepping aside and leaving the swimmer to be 

used by someone else — and found it the only cost she could live with. 

8 

Marit went on managing the racing of swimmers, for another 

program in time, finding the best total result the rules and the bodies 

honestly allowed, and she carried the thing she had learned about the 

most dangerous instruction, which was the one that wore the 

costume of sophistication. 

She trained the strategists who came up under her in the craft — the 

heats and the seeding, the qualifying and the selection, the relay 

orders, the whole machinery of moving swimmers through a meet. 

But mostly she taught them to recognize the wrong that dressed itself 

as a clever move. “There is a wide, legitimate space in managing the 

racing,” she would tell them. “You can ease a swimmer through a 

secured heat to save them for the final; you can prioritize events; you 

can deploy a team a hundred legitimate ways. That is strategy, the 

honest management of effort within real competition, and there is no 

shame in doing it well. The swim stays honest.” 

She would draw the bright line the sophistication smudged. “But 

there is a different thing, and they will call it strategy too, and call you 

naive if you do not. When they ask you not to manage effort but to 

throw a swim — to make a swimmer lose a race she could win, to fix 

a result and feed a lie into the seeding and selection machinery — that 

is not a clever move. That is a fixed result, and a thrown swim is a 

thrown swim, whatever systemic reason they give it. The more 
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cleverly it works the system, the more of the system it poisons, 

because everything downstream assumes the swims are real.” 

She would end on the swimmer. “And remember what they are really 

asking you to spend. A swimmer trains her whole life to swim as fast 

as she can. To order her to lose on purpose is to take her effort and 

her honesty and make her body the instrument of someone else's lie 

— and to betray her, her time and her record made false. When they 

ask you to throw a swim, do not become the hands. Go to the 

swimmer first — tell her the truth, give her back the choice they took 

— and take it to the people whose job is the honesty of the 

competition. Managing effort is strategy. A thrown swim is a lie. 

Someone has to keep refusing to call the second one sophisticated.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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STORY 11 
 

THE LONG COURSE 

 
She kept the records of a sport that measured everything and 
remembered only the times. Reading the splits and the bodies 

behind a beloved swim, she found the thing the glory had smoothed 
over — and had to decide whom the truth belonged to. 

 
 ◆ 
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1 

Imke Vandeval kept the records of her sport, which meant she kept 

its memory, and she had spent thirty years learning to read the two 

things the record book held without saying: the splits, and the bodies 

that swam them. 

She was sixty-one, the longtime keeper of the historical record for her 

sport's governing body — the archivist and statistician who 

maintained the times, the results, the splits, the whole numerical 

memory of a sport that measured everything to a hundredth of a 

second and trusted those measurements as its truth. Swimming 

remembered itself in numbers more completely than almost any 

sport: every race a row of splits, every career a column of times, every 

champion a mark in a book that would outlast them. Imke was the 

keeper of that book, and she had come, over thirty years, to read it 

the way a physician reads a chart — not just the times, but what the 

times said about the bodies that made them. 

Because the splits were not just numbers. A split too fast for its place 

in a race, a final length that should not have been possible after the 

ones before it, a pattern of times across a career that the human body 

did not ordinarily produce — these were legible to someone who had 

spent a life reading them, the way an old radiologist sees in a film 

what a younger one misses. Imke read the splits and, behind them, 

the bodies: what was possible, what was strained, what the times said 

about what a swimmer had been made to do. The record book 

measured everything and remembered only the numbers; Imke had 

learned to read the bodies the numbers left out. 
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And now, near the end of her keeping, she had come to a swim she 

had to reckon with — a celebrated, beloved, historic swim, a mark 

that her sport had mythologized, a champion's signature 

performance that lived in the record book as one of its glories. 

Reading the splits and the body behind them, with thirty years of 

learning, she had seen the thing the glory had smoothed over: that 

the swim had concealed something the record had never told. And 

she understood that the last work of a keeper of records was not to 

find the truth, which she had, but to decide what was owed to it, and 

to whom. 

2 

What Imke had read in the splits was not a simple thing, and she had 

carried it quietly for a long time before she let herself call it what it 

was, because a beloved record is a kind of love, and to read the truth 

behind it is to disturb something a whole sport has chosen to cherish. 

The shape of it she would not reduce to a single accusation, because 

the truth she had read was more sorrowful than scandalous. The 

celebrated swim had been set in a way the glory had never told: a 

mark made in conditions that should have qualified it, or aided by 

something the era never caught, or — the version that weighed on her 

most — set by a body driven past what it should have borne, a young 

swimmer spent to make a mark the sport then mythologized, the cost 

to the body smoothed out of the story until only the glory remained. 

The record remembered the time. It had forgotten, or never recorded, 

what the time had cost, and what behind it had not been what the 

legend said. 
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And Imke had read it in the splits and the body, the way only a 

lifetime of keeping could. The pattern of the times, the thing the body 

had been made to do to produce them, the traces in the record of a 

cost the celebration had erased — she had assembled, over years, 

from the numbers the sport trusted as its truth, the truer and sadder 

story the numbers had been used to hide. The record book, which 

measured everything, had been made to remember only the glory; 

and the keeper of the book, reading the splits and the bodies, had 

recovered what the glory had smoothed over. 

It was the oldest version of the thing she had watched her whole 

career: the sport's transparency — its splits, its times, its measured 

certainty — used not to reveal but to conceal, the very completeness 

of the numerical record making the glory it recorded seem total and 

true, so that no one thought to read behind it. The water had held the 

body up and hidden what was inside it, and the record book had done 

the same — measured the surface to the hundredth and kept the 

depth a secret. And now she, who had read the depth, had to decide 

what to do with it. 

3 

She did the careful thing, which at her age and after her career meant 

something deeper than checking her work, though she did that too — 

it meant asking what the truth was for, now, so long after, and 

whether her certainty was wisdom or the particular vanity of an old 

keeper who wanted to have seen something. 

She tested the reading itself first, with all the rigor of thirty years. She 

made sure she was reading the splits and not her wish to have found 
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something; she considered the innocent accounts, the ordinary 

explanations, the possibility that she was seeing depth where there 

was only an old keeper's pattern-hunger. But the reading held, as it 

had held for years: the truth behind the celebrated swim was real, 

recoverable from the record, and sadder and more complicated than 

the glory the sport remembered. 

And then she asked the harder question, the one that her whole 

career had been preparing her to ask. What was the truth for? The 

swim was long past; the glory was beloved; the people it had thrilled 

were comforted by it; and to disturb it now would wound a sport's 

cherished memory and, perhaps, the people closest to the swim. Was 

the recovery of the truth a duty, or was it the indulgence of a keeper 

who could not let a beloved thing alone? She had seen truths that 

should have been told and truths whose telling served only the teller, 

and she did not assume hers was the first kind merely because it was 

true. 

But she came, slowly, to the thing she believed after thirty years of 

keeping: that the truth was incorruptible, and that this was exactly 

why the telling of it was the real work. The truth behind the swim 

simply was what it was, indifferent to whether it was told; what 

required wisdom, what required care, what was the actual labor of a 

keeper, was the telling — to whom, and how, and for whose sake. The 

finding was the easy part, and she had done it years ago. The telling 

was the work she had left, and it had to be done right or not at all. 

4 
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She faced, first, the wall that a beloved record raises around itself — 

not corruption, but love, the sport's cherishing of its own glory, which 

did not want the truth and would experience its telling as a 

desecration. 

Because a celebrated swim was not just a row of numbers; it was a 

thing the sport loved, a story it told itself, a glory that comforted and 

inspired. To tell the truth behind it was to disturb that love, and Imke 

knew how a sport receives the disturbance of a beloved memory: not 

gratefully. The instinct of the institution and the public alike would 

be to protect the glory, to call the truth a slander on a champion, to 

ask what was served by tarnishing something that gave so many so 

much, to prefer the comforting story to the true one. The wall was 

made of love, which is harder to push past than corruption, because 

pushing past it feels like cruelty. 

And Imke understood the danger and the dignity in the love both. 

The danger was that the love would bury the truth forever, that the 

sport's cherishing of its glory would keep the cost of the swim erased, 

the body that paid it unacknowledged, the legend preserved at the 

price of the human truth beneath it. But the dignity was real too: the 

love was not nothing, the glory had given real joy, and a truth told 

carelessly — as a scandal, a takedown, a tarnishing — would destroy 

the love without honoring the truth, serving neither. The wall of love 

demanded not to be smashed but to be honored even as it was passed. 

She understood, then, that the telling could not be a scandal, because 

a scandal would feed the truth to the wall's worst instinct — the public 

tarnishing of a beloved thing, which would harden the love into 

denial and dishonor the human cost she most wanted acknowledged. 

The truth had to be told in a way that honored what it cost, to the 
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people it belonged to first, and made permanent in the record rather 

than detonated in the press. Whom it belonged to, and how to make 

it permanent without making it a weapon — that was the work. 

 

 

5 

She lay awake with the question that her whole career had narrowed 

to, which was not whether the truth was true — it was — but whom it 

belonged to, and in what order, and how to tell it so that it honored 

rather than destroyed. 

She thought about the people who had paid for the truth, in whose 

lives the swim was not a glory but a wound or a cost or a private grief: 

the swimmer, if living, whose body had paid; the family, who knew or 

half-knew what the glory had cost and had watched it celebrated as 

triumph; the people closest to the swim, for whom the legend the 

sport cherished was a smoothing-over of something they had lived. 

They had paid for the truth with their bodies and their lives, and the 

truth belonged to them first — before the public, before the record, 

before the historians — because it was theirs in a way it could never 

be the sport's. 

And she thought about what she owed the record itself, the book she 

had kept for thirty years. The record was the sport's memory, and a 

memory that remembered only the glory and erased the cost was a 

false memory, a book that measured everything and told a lie by 

omission. She owed the record the truth — not as a scandal that 
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would be argued and then forgotten, but as a permanent correction, 

the cost restored to the memory, the body that paid acknowledged in 

the book that had erased it, so that the sport remembered truly rather 

than only gloriously. The record's incorruptibility was a thing she had 

to make real by telling it the truth. 

She came, in the long nights, to the order and the manner. The truth 

belonged first to the people who had paid for it, told to them 

privately, with care, for their sake and not the public's — the swimmer 

or the family given the truth and a measure of agency over it before 

anyone else. And then it belonged to the record, made permanent not 

as a tarnishing but as a restoration, the cost returned to the memory 

so that the sport remembered the whole of the swim and not just its 

glory. Not a scandal. A reckoning, told to the right people first and 

then written true. 

6 

She did it in the order her thirty years had taught her, and it began 

not with the record or the public but with the people who had paid — 

because the truth was theirs first, and a keeper who forgot that was 

only a different kind of thief. 

She went to them privately — the swimmer, if living, or the family 

who had carried the cost behind the glory — and told them what she 

had read in the splits and the body, with the care the matter 

demanded and for their sake rather than the public's. She gave them 

the truth that was theirs, and with it a measure of agency: not the 

historian's verdict imposed on their lives, but the truth laid before the 

people it most belonged to, so that they were not ambushed by their 
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own history made public, and so that the telling honored their cost 

rather than using it. What weight they wished the truth to carry, what 

they could bear to have known, mattered to her, because the truth 

was theirs before it was the sport's. 

And then she made it permanent in the record — not as a scandal 

detonated in the press, but as a keeper's correction to the memory 

she had kept for thirty years. She wrote the truth into the record as a 

restoration: the cost returned to the celebrated swim, the body that 

paid acknowledged, the legend completed rather than destroyed, so 

that the sport's memory held the whole of it — the glory and what the 

glory had cost — instead of the smoothed-over half. She did not 

tarnish the champion; she completed the record, made the book tell 

the truth it had been keeping from itself, honored the human cost the 

celebration had erased. 

The point throughout was that the truth was incorruptible but the 

telling was the work. The finding had been done years ago; what had 

taken her thirty years to learn how to do was the telling — to the 

people who paid for it first, with care and agency; and then to the 

record, as a permanent restoration rather than a weapon. She gave 

the truth to those it belonged to, in the order it belonged to them, and 

made the sport's memory true rather than only glorious, which was 

the last and highest work of a keeper of records. 

7 

It resolved the way the truest things resolve when an old keeper 

handles them well, which is to say quietly, without spectacle, leaving 

the sport's memory truer and a few people's grief acknowledged at 
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last — and Imke had spent thirty years learning to make it resolve 

exactly so. 

What the people who had paid for the truth chose to do with it, what 

weight they gave it, how the record finally held the completed story 

— these belonged to them and to the book she had kept, and are not 

this story's to render beyond their shape, because the meaning of 

Imke's whole conduct was that the truth was theirs and the record's 

before it was anyone else's to consume. What matters is that the truth 

was told to the right people first, with care, and then made permanent 

as a restoration rather than a scandal — the cost returned to the glory, 

the body acknowledged, the memory made whole. 

And the record was made true, which was the durable thing, the thing 

that would outlast her keeping. The book that had measured 

everything and remembered only the glory now held the whole of the 

swim — what it was, and what it cost — so that the sport remembered 

truly. The legend was not destroyed; it was completed, made human, 

the cost no longer erased from the memory of the thing it had bought. 

A keeper of records had done the last work of keeping: made the 

memory honest, in a sport that measured everything and had to be 

taught, even at the end, to remember the bodies behind the times. 

Imke did not seek to be known for it; the keeper who corrects the 

record does not do it for credit, and the truest version of the work left 

her name out of the glory it disturbed. But she had done the thing she 

believed a life of keeping was for: she had read the splits and the 

bodies, recovered the truth the glory had smoothed over, given it to 

the people who paid for it first, and made the sport's memory true — 

which was all, and everything, a keeper of records could do. 
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8 

Imke kept the records to the end of her keeping, and trained the 

keeper who would follow her, and the thing she taught last was the 

thing she had taken a lifetime to learn: that the keeping of a record is 

the keeping of a truth, and that the truth is the easy part. 

She taught the successor the craft — the times, the splits, the results, 

the whole numerical memory of a sport that measured everything to 

a hundredth. But mostly she taught her to read what the numbers left 

out. “Ours is a sport that remembers itself in numbers,” she would 

tell her, “more completely than almost any other — every race a row 

of splits, every career a column of times. And the splits are not just 

numbers. Learn to read the bodies behind them: what was possible, 

what was strained, what a swimmer was made to do to make a time. 

The record measures everything and remembers only the numbers. 

Your work is to read the bodies the numbers leave out.” 

She would name the thing the record could hide. “Because our sport's 

transparency — the splits, the times, the measured certainty — is not 

only how it reveals itself. It is also how it conceals. The completeness 

of the record makes the glory it records seem total and true, so no one 

reads behind it. The water holds the body up and hides what is inside 

it, and the record book does the same: it measures the surface to the 

hundredth and keeps the depth a secret. Sometimes a beloved swim 

has a truth behind it the glory smoothed over — a cost, a body spent, 

a thing the era never caught — and the record remembers only the 

time.” 

She would end on the work, which was the telling. “And when you 

find such a truth — and if you read long enough, you will — 
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understand that finding it is the easy part. The truth is incorruptible; 

it simply is what it is, whether or not you tell it. The work, the real 

work, is the telling. It belongs first to the people who paid for it — the 

swimmer, the family, the ones whose lives the glory smoothed over 

— told to them with care, for their sake, before the public ever has it. 

And then it belongs to the record, made permanent not as a scandal 

but as a restoration: the cost returned to the glory, the body 

acknowledged, the memory made whole. Do not tarnish. Complete. 

We measure everything in this sport. Someone has to make sure we 

remember the bodies, and tell the truth to the ones it belongs to first. 

That is the keeping. That is the whole of it.” 

 ◆  ◆  ◆ 
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END OF THE COLLECTION 
 

The touch, you'll have noticed, 
is the thing that decides the race 

and the thing that can wound a child — 
and the clear water shows you neither. 

 
 
 

— M.P. 
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Our other books on Amazon.Com 

For a complete list of titles please check the below details. Also available 

as an eBooks on Amazon.  

  

Total 139 Books as on 28-May-2026 

  

SERIES 1 CANADA IMMIGRATION MASTERCLASS The Complete 

Roadmap to Making Canada Your Home. (24 books) 

❖ 111 Tips on Immigration to Canada: Practical Guidance for 

Visitors, Students, Workers, and Future Permanent Residents  

❖ Canadian Family Sponsorship Visa Guide 2026 

❖ Canadian Immigration for Tech Professionals 2026 

❖ Canada Immigration 2026 

❖ The Rural Immigration Advantage: Your Complete Guide to 

Canada's Rural Immigration Programs 

❖ Canada Great Immigration Reset 2026-2028 

❖ Succeeding in Canadian Express Entry in 2026 

❖ French Speaking Pathways for Canadian immigration - How 

Francophone Gain a Competitive  

❖ Canada C11 vs. Start-up Guide 

❖ PR Residency Obligation Survival Guide 

❖ Canada Super Visa Demystified 2026  

❖ Canada Immigration Senior Managers 2026 

❖ Canada PNP 2026 - Make Your Canadian Dream a Reality 

❖ Canada Targeted Express Entry Draws 2026 

❖ Left Canada - Your Complete Guide February 2026  

❖ Permanent Resident Travel Document PRTD Guide 2026 

❖ Canadian Visa Refusal Secrets 2026 

❖ Canada Entrepreneur Immigration Strategy 2026 

❖ What Next? When You Land In Canada 

❖ Temporary Resident to Permanent Resident Canada 2026 

❖ Out Of Status In Canada 2026 

❖ Canadian Citizenship Test Study Guide 2026-2027 

❖ Dont Lose Your Canadian PR Status Platinum May 2026  
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❖ HOW TO CHOOSE A TRUSTED IMMIGRATION CONSULTANT 

OR LAWYER FOR CANADA 

   

SERIES 2 - H1B CRISIS & PLAN B - The America (12 books) 

❖ Escape the Green Card Backlog: Canada PR for H1B Holders 

❖ H1B Visa Stamping Crisis 2026 

❖ H1B Visa Holders Special Pathway Canada Migration 2026 

❖ H1B Layoff Survival Guide: Your 60-Day Action Plan 

❖ Final F1 student Plan B Canada and Australia 

❖ Immigration Proof Your Career Method 

❖ B1 B2 Visa Refusal to Approval Guide 

❖ EB-2 NIW Simplified 2026 

❖ F1 Global PR Playbook 2026      

❖ Beyond the H1B Lottery 2026  

❖ THE $100,000 H-1B TRA 

❖ Do Not Let Social Media Refuse Your US Visa  

  

SERIES 3 - IMMIGRATION ESSENTIALS - Tools, Tips & Protection (5 

books) 

❖ Job Fraud Awareness: Protect Yourself from Bogus Job Offers 

Abroad  

❖ Why are More Indians Choosing passports? A Practical Guide to 

India’s New Biometric Passport System 

❖ The Medicine Is Yours, but the Law Is Theirs (Medicine Travel 

Safety Guide 2026) 

❖ ChatGPT for Better Life 2026 

❖ Put the Mobile Down 2026 

  

SERIES 4 - EUROPE & ALTERNATIVE DESTINATIONS (17 books) 

❖ German Opportunity Card Guide 2026  

❖ Schengen Visa Mastery Indians 2026  

❖ Thailand Retirement Guide 2026 

❖ Ireland Critical Skills Employment Permit Complete Guide 2026 

❖ Digital Nomad Visa Guide for Indians 2026 

❖ Indian Nurses UK Migration 2026 

❖ Teaching Jobs Middle East 2026 

❖ MBBS Abroad Indian Students 2026 
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❖ The 2026 "PLAN B" Destinations Migration beyond Canada & 

Australia 

❖ UK Immigration 2026 

❖ Germany Job Seeker Visa 2026 How to Get a Job in Germany 

without a Job Offer 

❖ UAE Freelancer Visa & Green Visa 2026 

❖ UAE Work Visa 2026  

❖ Luxembourg Complete Settling Guide 2026 

❖ The Complete Guide for Indian Doctors working in UK 2026 

❖ Study and Work Finland 2026 

❖ UK Global Talent Visa 2026  

  

SERIES 5 - SMART CAREER & MONEY GUIDE FOR GLOBAL INDIANS (9 

books) 

❖ Leaving India for Work: The NRI Money 7 Mistakes That Cost You 

Lakhs (and How to Avoid Them) 

❖ NRI Coming Home 2026 Complete Guide  

❖ Remote Jobs USD Guide 2026 

❖ AI Squeezes Entry-Level Jobs: The New Reality for Fresh 

Graduates 

❖ Make Money with AI - The Complete Business Blueprint 2026 

❖ NRI 10 Costly Mistakes 2026 

❖ Crack the Language Test Get Your Canada PR 2026 

❖ Employer Sponsorship Visa 2026 

❖ Skilled Hands Foreign Life PR Holder 2026 

  

SERIES 6 - AUSTRALIA MIGRATION COMPLETE - The Down Under Series 

(23 books) 

❖ The 2026 Immigration Playbook for Australia and Canada 

❖ IT Professionals Migrate to Australia  

❖ Australia Migration Guide Non IT Feb2 026  

❖ High Demand Occupations Study Pathways Australian PR 2026  

❖ Canada vs. Australia Data Driven Immigration Guide 

❖ Australia Calling Your Trade Your Ticket 

❖ Australia Visitor Visa Guide 2026 

❖ Australia Resident Return Visa Guide 2026  

❖ Indian Engineers Migration Guide 2026 
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❖ Indian Dentist Migration Australia 2026 

❖ Business Migration Australia 2026 

❖ Registered Nurse's Guide To New Zealand Permanent Residence 

2026 

❖ New Zealand Green List Guide 2026 

❖ Australia's Points Test Reset Winning in 2026 

❖ Australian Citizenship Test Guide 2026 

❖ Moving to Australia 2026 

❖ Australia state Nomination 

❖ IT professional Migration to Australia And Canada 

❖ DAMA Pathway Guide Australia 2026 

❖ Australia Student Visa Refusals Complete Guide 2026 

❖ EOI SkillSelect State Nomination 2026 

❖ Student to Skilled Australia 2026 

❖ Australia Spouse PR Visa Decoded 2026  

  

SERIES 7 - CANADA VISA REFUSALS & RECOVERY (23 books) 

❖ FROM REJECTION TO PR - How to Overcome Canada Visa Refusals 

and Win on Your Next Try 

❖ Canada Visitor Visa Refusals  

❖ Canadian Work Visa Rejections-2026 

❖ Misrepresentation Canada Immigration 2026 

❖ HC Grounds Canada 2026 

❖ Residency Obligation Fulfilled - Working for a Canadian Business 

outside Canada 

❖ PR Card Renewal Guide 2026 

❖ DIY GUIDE Express Entry - CRS Score Maximization Guide 2026 

❖ The Definitive Guide 2026 - Healthcare & Social Services 

Professionals Migrating to Canada 

❖ Canada Business Visa Refusal Decoded 

❖ Super Visa Refused? The Complete Guide to Bring Your Parents & 

Grandparents to Canada-Successfully 

❖ Why Your Canada Visa Was Refused 2026 

❖ Spousal Open Work Permit Refused? 

❖ Canada Start-Up Visa Refusal Guide 

❖ LMIA & Employer-Based Work Permit Refusal Recovery 

❖ Canada Immigration in the Age of AI Career Proofing 2026 
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❖ Your Move To Canada From India – Cross Border Financial Tax 

2026 

❖ Express Entry Refusal 2026 

❖ Canadian Procedural Fairness Letter (PFL) Survival Guide 2026 

❖ Bring Your Spouse to Canada 2026  

❖ OCI Card: The Complete Guide 

❖ Bill C-12, AI & The New Reality Of Canadian Immigration Guide  

❖ Canada ICT & LMIA Work Permit Strategies for Indian Companies  

  

SERIES 8 - HONEST STUDY ABROAD GUIDES - (7 books) 

❖ The Honest Guide to Studying in Canada. What Education Agents 

Won’t Tell You? A Heart-to-Heart Guide for Parents & Students 

❖ 1Honest guide for Australia Student Visa Master class 

❖ Honest Guide Study NZ 

❖ Indian Parents Guide Choosing Right Country  

❖ Ireland Student Visa 2025 2026. 

❖ Honest Guide Study Germany 2026. 

❖ Honest Guide Study USA 2026 

  

SERIES 9 - Immigration Fraud Stories (Fiction)- (6 books) 

❖ The Brown Envelope Collection of Immigration Fraud stories!! 

❖ The Folded Photograph Aus Short story collections!!!   

❖ The Working Lunch 2026 

❖ The Two Aunts of Edison  

❖ The Iron Alibi Eleven Stories 

❖ The Blue Screen Cybercrime 11 Stories 

  

SERIES 10 - Clean Sport, Dirty Games: The Sealed System Suspense 

Thrillers (Fiction)- (12 books) 

❖ Suspense in Whites Cricket 11 Stories 

❖ Suspense in Whites Tennis 11 Stories 

❖ The EndGame Chess 11 Stories 

❖ The19th Hole - Golf 11 Stories 

❖ The Kitchen Pickleball 11 Stories 

❖ Parc Ferme Motorsport 11 Stories 

❖ Stoppage Time Football 11 Stories 

❖ Negative Split Marathon 11 Stories 
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❖ Garbage Time Basketball 11 Stories 

❖ The Touch Swimming 11 Stories 

❖ The Third Period Ice Hockey 11 Stories 

❖ The Sealed Air Badminton 11 Stories 

❖ The Invisible Margin Table Tennis 11 Stories 
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Discover all books by Manoj Palwe on Amazon. 

Available in eBook & Paperback formats. 
  

  

  
  

  

Scan the QR code to view the complete collection 

  

  

  

A Journey of a Thousand Miles Begins 
with the First Step!!!!! 
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