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THE SAND GAME 
 

At five thirty-six in the morning on the first Sunday of 
every July, Elaina and Michael Gerson try to bury each 
other alive. 

Armed with faded lemon-yellow plastic mini-shovels 
and fueled by the insatiable need to win no matter how 
ridiculous the contest, they lie down on the beach outside 
their parents’ summer house and cover each other with 
billion year-old silica. They start with the toes. They 
slowly work their way up, taking care not to throw the 
sand at each other lest they violate the cardinal rule of the 
game: Any sand in the mouth or other bodily orifice of 
your opponent and you’re disqualified. 

They take their time, lovingly placing the sand on top 
of each other’s shins, thighs, hips, abdomens, and so on 
until all that remains uncovered is the hand closest to 
each other and, of course, their heads. Like a pair of 
Trappist monks, they wait in silence for dawn to break. 
Only after the first rays have slithered across the blue-



 

 

gray Atlantic and the cool damp sands of the Jersey shore 
have begun to warm, does Elaina turn her head to face 
her brother’s ear. And into this aural orifice of his she 
whispers: “Spiiiiiillll.” 

Magically, mystically, this word spill casts an annual 
spell over Michael. He begins to talk. And talk. And talk. 
His sentences include subjects and verbs—parts of 
speech he usually can’t be bothered with. His vocabulary 
includes multisyllabic words, probably picked up in some 
S.A.T. course long, long ago. 

What turns Michael Gerson into such a rabid 
conversationalist during The Sand Game might be 
considered one of the seventh wonders of the world, but 
for the obvious: The first person to get up from the sand 
loses. That’s the game. Since he can’t go anywhere or do 
anything, he might as well talk to his sister, who, firmly 
entrenched in the sand, is the very definition of a captive 
audience. 

But it is not that simple. And that is because the 
game’s inventor, Elaina Beth Gerson, is not that simple. 
Laine, as she likes to be called, is ferociously smart and 
fiercely competitive, which, to the casual observer, makes 
the outcome of The Sand Game even more perplexing 
than the contest itself. 

Every year, Laine loses. 
After an hour or two of listening to her brother babble 

away, Laine rises like a phoenix from the ashes. She 
clutches her lower abdomen, cries “Gotta go!” and trots 
across the warmed sands toward the back deck of the 
house where her kid sister, Rachel, presides over the 
competition as the world’s most pointless referee. The 
moment Laine announces her untimely need to relieve 
herself, Michael raises his arm out of the sand, searches 
fruitlessly for one those long-forgotten S.A.T. words, 



 

 

settles for “Yeah,” and breaks free of his temporary 
tomb. Whooping and hollering, he runs down the beach 
for a victory dunk in the chilly Atlantic. 

This theater of the absurd has been running without 
interruption for twenty-five years. And every single one 
of those years, Rachel has sat bored out of her mind up 
on the deck, wondering if this will be The Sand Game in 
which Laine’s bladder will be able to withstand the 
pressures, competitive and otherwise, and secure her a 
win. 

Year after year, however, the drama unfolds the same 
way. Laine concedes, Michael rejoices, and Rachel asks 
her big sister the same question: “Couldn’t you hold it 
in?” 

Laine never answers. She simply hurls Rachel a look of 
ironic triumph and heads straight toward what Rachel and 
Michael always assumed was the bathroom. 

This July was different. Not very different. Just a little 
different. This July Laine didn’t say, “Gotta go.” She said, 
“I’ve had enough.” This July she didn’t trot to the deck. 
She merely walked. This July Rachel didn’t say, “Couldn’t 
you hold it in?” She said, “Maybe it’s time for Depends?” 

Laine didn’t think that was funny. The look she threw 
Rachel on the first Sunday of this July was one of testy 
ire, not triumphant irony. 

And so the twenty-fifth running of The Sand Game 
taught Rachel Gerson two valuable lessons. One. Never 
tease a sister nearing forty about needing a bladder diaper. 
And two. The Sand Game was never about sand. 


