
Excerpt from The Most Heartless Town in Canada. The narrator, Rita, recalls joining a hapless 
swim team in the small town of Myrtle, N.S., and being put in the slow lane with a boy named Drew. 

 
Drew Brinkerhoff had the imperious air of an only child. He had yellow hair the texture of 

Persian lamb’s wool, curly hair that kept its shape when wet and seemed a good match for his easily 
flushed complexion. After I became acquainted with Drew, I saw a child touch his head to see if the curls 
would bounce back; I heard someone call him Oingo Boingo. Drew could submerge his head in water, 
shake it like a dog, and the curls would still be curly. 

I could tell that people had once made too much of Drew’s curls, for he walked with his chin 
cocked, nose skyward. Drew, then fifteen, lived on a farm, and I believe that folks—the same ones who 
size up bull calves at birth—had always gushed about Drew’s ample size. “Oh dear, look how sturdy that 
boy is. They must be feeding him right. ” 

Drew had one of those out-of-date faces, pink-cheeked and wholesome, the kind you would 
expect to see in the 1952 Swiss version of Heidi. You could envision him on a mountain, carrying buckets 
of milk, a lamb tucked under one arm. 

He wasted no time in apprising me of his lane’s decorum. 
“I don’t never dive off the blocks,” he announced as though he was looking for an argument, 

“because my suit could fall off.” 
Drew had me trapped at the end of our lane, pressing too close in his XL mulberry suit. 
Eyes obscured by goggles, I shrugged blasé. “That’s cool.” 
Drew pushed off the wall with an undulating whoosshh that sent a swell of wash over the 

adjacent lane. Two swimmers whooped as though a speedboat had passed, and then flipped on their 
backs to ride out the wave, arms extended in Latin crosses. 

“They don’t put drawstrings in suits that big,” Coach Pammy explained as Drew hurled himself 
down our lane, thumping, convulsing in an ungainly fly. 

“I told him. . . ”Pammy’s voice trailed off, aimed at herself as much as me. “It’s going to be an 
issue on race day. Now go!” 

On Pammy’s command, I dove in, avoiding Drew, who insisted on swimming down the middle of 
the lane, ignoring pool etiquette that dictates going up one side and back the other, always on the right. 
Drew’s lane had separated itself from the others, operating with a singular rhythm. When the set ended, 
we rested at the end of our lane, winded. Drew sucked in air, producing an audible hiss. He took a bite 
of an energy bar, washed down with a swig from a water bottle with a Get er done sticker. 

“You’ll get the hang of it,” he wheezed at me. “It ain’t that hard.” 
In the story of what transpired in Myrtle, Drew was one of the grains of salt that magically came 

together, like a high-school science project, to produce a stalagmite of misfortune. He was five foot ten 
and proudly estimated his weight at 235 pounds. Most large people shave their weight, but not Drew. 
“As soon as I starts to lose size, I feels my power going.” To maintain his power, Drew kept a supply of 
energy bars and Gatorade drinks at the end of his lane, “refueling,” as he put it, during sets. 

He hauled his body out of the pool and lumbered across the deck for the first of many 
washroom breaks. He had purple stretch marks embroidered across his belly. His feet made a slapping 
noise. 

“He has to stop taking so many breaks,” sighed Pammy, “or he will never improve.” 
“Okay.” Chest high in water, buffeted by the rhythm of the adjacent lane, legs oddly weightless, 

I considered my surroundings. The Myrtle pool was twenty-five metres with six lanes, a diving board, 
and a mural of smiling otters draped in medals. A lifeguard was slouched in a chair with a boom box 
playing “SexyBack.” Off-deck were two dressing rooms, a front desk, and an oversized cardio room with 
two stationery bicycles and a rowing machine. 



This was the only indoor pool in Myrtle, a minor town with modest expectations, home to four-
thousand people and doomed, although I did not know it, to infamy. 

“Here he comes,” said Pammy. 
Drew took his time, stopping at the water fountain for a drink. 
He was barefoot. Drew didn’t own deck shoes even though his mother would buy him anything 

he wanted, including a crossbow, which he used to terrorize chipmunks. At one meet, Drew wore Sorel 
snow boots, removing them before each race and placing them behind the starting blocks. 

Drew was permitted some breaks, Pammy had informed me, because he had undergone surgery 
for an abdominal hernia, a story that Drew promptly contradicted. “It weren’t really a hernia,”  he 
divulged, standing too close in the water. “It was a hydrocele, which is an abnormal swelling of the 
scrotum.” Drew cupped his hands in the shape of a Florida grapefruit. He sucked in air with a hiss. 

Since little of consequence ever happened in Myrtle, the weekly newspaper, The Beacon, ran 
random stories on the Otters to help fill its pages. A week earlier, a reporter had interviewed Drew who 
boasted, without a hint of self-consciousness, “I like to play mind games in distance races,” and the 
reporter, without a whiff of irony, printed it. 

 


