


[image: image]




[image: image]
 

 
[image: image]


Contents

Title Page

Dedication Page

Epigraph Page



1974

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

1983

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18



Acknowledgments

Copyright



for my family



The cure for anything is saltwater—sweat, tears or the sea.

—Isak Dinesen





The summer I was twenty-two I perfected my ability to sink. I slipped beneath the pool’s surface, exhaled a tower of bubbles, and rode the invisible force that inhabits the bottom of everything. A penny, a body—gravity makes no distinction—heavy, airless objects go down.

Finding silence on the bottom was an illusion. The space there quickly filled with sound, with a hum of intangible currents that started low then built into a darting scream, much like the sizzling sound ocean waves make as they rake over shells and fall away from the shore. It was the sound of agony, of longing, the sound of a wild cry made privately in the dead part of night.

There was something deeply wrong with me, something I couldn’t name or fix, something I couldn’t come close to defining. I was desperate for stillness, for peace, in need of a buoy or lifeline to grab onto, anything that might steady me, that might pull me from my black swirl.

Sitting on the bottom of the pool helped momentarily, although I wasn’t completely still there either. My heart flexed harder and harder against its paltry ration of oxygen. My eyes closed briefly then popped open again. The water pushed against my legs and arms and torso without pause, urging me to merge with it, to join its dizzy mayhem, to dissolve finally into the darkness. So little in life mattered anyway—and here on the bottom of the pool, whatever might have mattered once, faded. All the worries and should-have-dones, the what-ifs and whys, all the meticulous career plans and shameful secrets receded. They slid down a slope that became increasingly steep until only a single point existed, only the nadir of breath.

What about my family?

A surging force burst through me like a geyser. My legs gave a hard shove against the bottom and half a second later my head broke free. My lungs opened to the last bits of oxygen left in the night’s humidity. The painted sky was new, everything buffed with distinct and perfect borders: the straightened lounge chairs, the washed deck, the whistle hanging on the corner of the lifeguard desk, my flip-flops beneath it.

The river’s odor was everywhere, too. This wasn’t unusual for stuffy July evenings in Louisville—it permeated the dampness and mixed with the confused summer scents. Dirt, garbage, pollution, diesel fumes from barges. Only a slim hedge and the two lanes of River Road separated the club pool from the tangled bushes and twisting roots banking into the Ohio River. A number of members kept their boats docked on the river in the summer, which was a special benefit of belonging to the Louisville Boat Club.

I lifted myself out of the pool with a confidence that fell away with the water. A new stain formed instantly on the concrete, its edges bleeding into an irregular pattern. I worked on the borders with my wet big toe, intent on making the curve a uniform one, not jagged and blotchy but smooth, perfect. I pushed at the image in fitful toe stabs, then swept its edge to make it exactly straight, not bumpy.

The blast from a barge startled me away from the stupid game. I glanced around to see if anyone had been watching. The finely brushed tennis courts to the left were empty.

Dusk shaded the pool, fulfilling its promise of delivering softer, if not cooler, air. I grabbed my towel and sat on a lounge chair. This was my favorite time at the club, in the evening after the pool closed, when none of the members were around, when no one could assess how overweight or out of shape I was, or notice that my gait was not ladylike enough.

I wondered what my family was doing, what they’d eaten for dinner, maybe BLTs, then felt guilty about not having thought of them all day, before that moment. The rectangular pool with its wide black stripes stared at me. You should swim laps. These days I couldn’t make myself swim more than a few. Although the challenge of swimming two full lengths underwater without taking a breath, then seeing the admiring faces of the little kids as they watched, still gave me a little boost of pride.

The sterilized pool, the private clubhouse, the hushed tones that generally lingered in these kinds of places reminded me of Big Spring, the country club that my family belonged to before—well, before we couldn’t belong there anymore. When I closed my eyes I could hear the cheering parents, the screaming kids, the crack of the starting gun—so I didn’t close my eyes. I wanted to move forward, always forward.

I slid into my flip-flops, unlatched the gate, and took the walkway that went under the road to the river. The Ohio is swift, brown, and deceptively deep. It’s wide in some places and enticingly narrow in others. On this particular evening the river was showing its most placid face. The smooth surface offered a misplaced serenity. I knew better than to be deceived by the beauty here. Even good swimmers can drown—in the ocean, in a swimming pool, especially in a river.

There was a fearless man at the club, Mr. Woosley, who hooked a canoe to his ankle every morning and swam across the river, the thought of which brought a strange and secret terror to me. He encouraged me to swim along with him once, since I was such a strong athlete, a lifeguard, a past state champion.

“No thanks,” I’d said, making up some excuse to disguise my discomfort. There was just something about the river, about its swallowed history, its submerged logs, its warm then cold currents nipping at you, trying to pull you under. Large boats and barges might barrel through the middle, potentially not seeing the canoe, or a lone swimmer. No one was around on this forgotten evening so I stood on the dock for awhile, staring at the river as if it could give me answers to questions I couldn’t articulate.

Miraculously, our family was better—sort of. The vicious arguments and red-eyed dawns had ended. We were grown and alive and still together, except that I was becoming more and more invisible, finally becoming the ghost I had wanted for so long to be.

The water hid the secret of its depths, hid the broken tree stumps and sunken junk, the submerged truths that caused deadly accidents. The uncle I never knew died here, years earlier, in these same invisible currents.

The Ohio is a thief like that; it gives little and takes a lot. I knew that evening that the water would remain deathly silent, that it would hold its knowledge close, that the only way to surface from its depths was to hold on as long as you could and paddle upward, to keep kicking and pulling until you made it, or died trying. Quitting wasn’t an option. But what happened when you got tired?

I was tired, not just from working all day but from trudging through the motions of life, from always doing what I was supposed to do. On the outside I appeared to fit into the world, but the truth was I didn’t. I was increasingly becoming a mismatch, even in my own family.

We have to stick together—we’re all we’ve got.

The lie that was me was getting heavier, wrapping its chains around my ankles—it was pulling me further and further under the surface—and I didn’t know what to do.
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Lifeguard candidates are taught that their first concern is the safety of others.

American Red Cross Lifeguarding, p. 3

Coach stopped us in the middle of swim practice and told us to go sit on the bleachers. At first I thought he was planning to chew us out, which would’ve been out of character—a set of eight hundreds fly-free was more his style of communicating.

Swim practice was never stopped for any reason, other than lightning, and even then it had to be close enough for Coach to feel the current on the pier. Our team swam outdoors when the water was sixty-three degrees, in the first few weeks of May before the official summer opening of Lakeside, when rumor said they filled the quarry with river water from the Ohio. We swam when it was raining, when it was strangely blustery for August, and on red-alert pollution days, too, when the air was so thick, you could practically carry it in your hands. Today, plaques of ruffled clouds had turned the sky a light ash color but no thunder bowled by, no rain fell, there was no real sign of a summer storm at all.

The twelve lifeguards stood in their chairs and blew their whistles in unison to clear the quarry of all recreational swimmers. Everyone was looking toward the back part of the lake, except me. Without my glasses I couldn’t see ten feet in front of my face. Water dripping from my head and bathing suit, I shuffled to the bleachers, wrapped the towel around my body to hide it, then slipped on my wire-rim glasses. At thirteen, I didn’t like being round and curvy, hated that my breasts were getting so big, that I was chunky and the object of teasing from the boys. My older sister, Anne, was the pretty one in the family—slim, auburn haired, broad shouldered.

We all gaped across Granddaddy’s pier, past the big raft, which was a large rectangle of metal painted aquamarine blue and anchored to the rocky bottom with thick cables. Kids would swim to it, use it as base in a game of catchers, jump off the sides in splash contests. Swimming underneath it was strictly forbidden, and at first we thought someone must’ve gotten trapped there.

“What’s happening?” I whispered to my sister, already sort of knowing but not wanting to believe it.

“I don’t know,” she said, without taking her eyes off the deep water. “Something bad.”

I pulled my towel tighter against the strange chill. I was glad to be sitting next to her. We have to stick together—we’re all we’ve got. She wore her usual solemn expression, brown eyes flat, mouth turned down on the ends. Her freckles appeared darker, more like a tan in the shaded light.

The lifeguards and people who worked in the main office were standing on the small pier at the very back of the lake, near the area called the rocks. With no swimmers, the quarry seemed bigger than usual, its dark waters uncomfortably still and incomprehensibly placid. Two lifeguards kept diving under the water then resurfacing, but there was no evidence of the thrashing and fighting and yelling taught in lifesaving classes. When an ambulance drove up we nodded in speechless agreement that the silent siren wasn’t a good sign, even though the red light was flashing.

No words fit when in the presence of death. A different current runs through the air, a fibrous, invisible stream that stops the mealy chatter of the living, exposes the silliness of who likes who and who doesn’t—it pulls the life around it to a pause.

The crackling loudspeaker startled us.

“The lake is now closed. Please leave the premises immediately,” said the woman’s voice.

On the bleachers, we looked at each other briefly, faces stripped for a moment of their usual teenage façades. We weren’t sure what we were supposed to do. The general rules didn’t apply to our swim team; we often had practice when the lake was closed to regular members.

In the deep water, the lifeguards kept doing their textbook surface dives then coming up empty-handed. Coach was standing near the swim team lanes by the phone, talking to a couple of the older girls on the team.

“He said we can stay until our car pools get here, but on the bleachers, no walking over to get a closer look,” said one of the girls to the rest of us. We had a clear enough view anyway, like the balcony seats of some Greek tragedy. No one joked, though. Unfolding tragedy is a magnet—we couldn’t stop staring.

Then, without warning, the guards pulled a body out of the water, a blinding white, thin limp body; the boy’s head was flaccid and bent. Our group gasped in unison, as if a movie was being filmed and we were the extras. Other than that one quick, escaping gasp, there was no sound at all.

They laid him on the pier and the paramedics knelt over him. I knew he was dead—only death could be that still. Some of the older girls started crying. Minutes passed with the men hunched over the body, the orange-cushioned stretcher on the gurney beside them unstrapped and ready. Everyone—the pool manager, the guards, the office people—waited while the resuscitation attempt continued. We were standing by then, too, secretly hoping for the moment when the boy would cough a bit and sit up, when he would reveal his Hollywood Houdini trick and we would be aghast, then relieved, a rage not finding us until later.

As always, great oak and maple trees leaned over the quarry cliffs like curious neighbors, their leaves swollen and heavy, their reflection painting a still life of false middle-class tranquility on the evening water. Had this been a silent movie, then we had definitely reached the point where someone had forgotten their cue, and the action inexplicably stalled. We waited and waited, through interminable minutes, and in that slow-motion moment the reality of the situation started seeping down into my gut—this boy, this rumored guest of a member, had come swimming with his friend on an ordinary summer day, and now he was dead. You never know what might happen, or when.

A few teammates came back from talking to Coach, bringing words that flew around the bleachers like a steely gust of wind.

“He’s twelve.”

“Trapped under a pipe.”

“He was down there over five minutes.”

“This is so creepy,” Anne said to me.

All I could do was nod.

While we’d been finishing our set of two hundreds, all these champion swimmers not a hundred meters from the boy, he was down there writhing and yanking and trying his best to get free. He was dying, right there, in the same water that we were pushing through, singing our individual workout songs, counting the laps before practice would be over, before we could get home and eat supper, watch television and go to bed, just to wake up and play the same game again.

My sister and I waited until the silent ambulance drove along the sidewalk, until we heard it come to life on the street. Then we walked with our friends to the front-entrance gates to sit on the stone wall and wait for our rides.

Cars drove past, completely oblivious to the death that had just occurred in their own neighborhood. I wondered if any of them knew the boy or his family.

Nothing made much sense anymore anyway. Anne and I, and our brother too (whose practice was fortunately at a different time), were doing what we were supposed to be doing, we were swimming like hell, being good kids, trying not to cause trouble for anyone, especially for our warring parents. We didn’t realize, on that eerie summer afternoon as we left Lakeside, how treacherous the water in our family was getting. We didn’t yet recognize the undertow that was dragging our family down, how trapped the five of us were, that we were as pinned as that boy had been under that wretched pipe. Nothing we kids did—nothing anybody did—made a difference, for my parents, for that drowning boy. Nothing.

“Mom,” Anne said calmly, when we got home and found Mom in the kitchen. “Something awful happened.”

Dish towel draped on her shoulder, her worried green eyes zeroed in on us.

“What? What’s the matter?” she said, impatiently.

“A boy drowned at Lakeside,” Anne finally said.

“Who?”

“Don’t know. Someone’s guest.”

“Ahh,” Mom said. The sound she made was a sort of horrified yelp, her usual reaction to a crisis. Her narrow face would crinkle into a purse of pain and out would come a guttural, aching cry, as if someone had thrust a knife into her stomach. She squinted at us as Anne relayed the brief details, then we all just stood there in the stuffy kitchen, the ghosts gathering around us as they often did when we spoke of death.

“I’ve got first shower,” Anne said, shooting her dark eyes my way, pulling us back to the reality of routine. It never took me as long to wash my hair, since mine was short and thick, cooperative even when ignored. Anne’s, on the other hand, was long and prone to tangling, plus, she was older—she always took the first shower.

We didn’t tell Dad when he came home later that evening. Drowning wasn’t a topic we talked about with him.



Later that night, when I was alone in my room and couldn’t fall asleep, I thought about that limp boy, about how devastated his parents must’ve been, how he’d awoken that morning like normal, having no idea he was going to die that day.

From my bed upstairs, I listened to Mom putting away the pots in the kitchen, could hear the mumble of television voices as they drifted out the den window and floated up to mine. The noise didn’t bother me; it mingled with the whirring cicadas. I was in the habit of listening to the house.



Ours was a small, crowded house, where the rooms contracted in the evenings, amplifying sound and pressure and motion. The ghosts of our grandparents and uncle were everywhere, silent mostly, except when the silver tray rattled in the dining room in the middle of the night.

I had perfected the art of knowing everything that was going on—who was in what room, what Dad and Curtie were watching on television, who was talking and whether an argument was about to start. There was the shove of the swollen back door, the faint tap of Mom descending the basement steps, laundry basket in hand, then ascending again. There was the abrupt swish of water when she turned on the dishwasher, the downstairs toilet flushing, the creak of the oven door opening, and the slam of it closing again.

People have distinctive gaits, too, if you listen long enough. Dad’s was the heaviest, shuffling and hard. Mom’s was a quick, staccato step, muted machine gun fire, the sound of motion itself. Anne’s gait was the quietest, a Cherokee Indian tracking a fox in the woods. Hers was the hardest to follow. Curtie’s feet thudded in a predictable pattern, sometimes fast in a run, other times slow, always in the same rhythm of determination. And mine? I never thought to listen to my own footsteps.

That night the sky had blackened by the time the dream slapped me awake. It was the falling dream again. I’d taken a wrong step, not over a rock cliff or high-rise balcony, but off the edge of a drained pool. In the dream, I tried and tried to scream, but sound refused me. The bottom of the swimming pool gaped at me, getting bigger and bigger. When I woke up, my heart pulsed in my stomach.

To get oriented, I put on my glasses and focused on the patch of wall in my room that was illuminated by our neighbor’s floodlight. The traffic on nearby Chenoweth Lane was silent, no exhaling buses or honking speeders. The birds made no sound, and of course there was no wind. That’s when I located the rattling noises in the dining room downstairs. Although I’d heard them before, they didn’t fit any recognizable McCall footstep rhythm.

When I was younger and listened to the house like this, I thought burglars were stealing everything we owned, the only tangibles left of our grandparents. The creaking floors signaled stocking-faced men filling black sacks full of mint julep cups and serving trays and those delicate teacups we weren’t supposed to touch. They were taking the dark mahogany box of silver cutlery, Mama T’s china, the ancient candle snuffer, the antique coffee table with its fragile flap. They were stealing everything.

In the morning, I’d stroll casually through the dining room and open the sticking drawer of the cherry hutch, just to make sure the box of silver was still there, which it always was. The silver tray hadn’t been moved either.

At some blurry point, since everything always remained in the same place, I abandoned the burglar theory and began a serious consideration of ghosts and what happens to a person when they die. I wondered if the drowned boy was already a ghost, or an angel, if he was on his way to heaven, if there was such a place.

It wasn’t impossible, at least theoretically, that ghosts could be causing a commotion in the dining room. Suppose our grandparents wanted a cigarette and a cocktail, where else would they go but a dining room filled with their own furniture? It seemed as good a rendezvous spot as any, the perfect place to play a round or two of bridge, to tell a few jokes, to reminisce. The liquor cabinet, stocked with Maker’s Mark, Jack Daniels, vodka, and scotch, was just a few steps away in the den.

As to my ghost theory, the silver tray was the main clue. It stayed on the serving table in the corner and anytime someone walked through the dining room, you could hear a clear, tinny rattle. That night, I listened to the silver shiver as it often did, felt my heart pulsing in my stomach and knew without a doubt, that something suspicious was going on downstairs.

I didn’t venture down the steps to spy on the ghosts, though. Even at thirteen, I was a chicken—the idea of walking through the house in the dark proved too terrifying. I harbored a little girl’s fear inside me that ran so deep and so wide, I had to struggle not to drown in it.

Everything changes in the dark anyway, and though I pretended to everyone else that I had no problems or worries, I carried a vague apprehension that, should I come too close to the ghosts, I might be swallowed into their shadows for good.



From the street, nothing about our house suggested it was haunted. It was a basic Cape Cod–style redbrick cottage, with a small second floor. My sister and I each had a bedroom upstairs, separated by a hall and a small bathroom. Downstairs, the front door opened into the living room which led to the dining room. Through the dining room, to the right was the kitchen, which provided the heartbeat of the house. From the other side of the living room, you could turn left into the heartbeat or walk down the short hall to my parents’ room on the right, or to Curtie’s room on the left. A small bathroom marked the end of the hallway. One year, the enclosed screen porch became our shag-carpeted family den, complete with built-in book and trophy shelves. It made the house, in a way, complete, or at least more balanced.

The architecture lent itself to skirmish warfare. The dining room was the border territory between the den, my father’s domain, and the kitchen, which belonged to my mother.

My grandparents’ antique furniture was placed throughout the house, with most of it clustered in the neutral territories of the dining and living rooms. The gigantic corner cupboard, the cherry hutch, the deeply stained serving table with the silver tray on top. The pull-down cherry desk, the dining table with its dark shine, the coffee table with its delicate flap. Don’t put your feet on that.

Still-life photographs and a painting captured all the ghosts but one. Our two grandmothers resided in the living room. A portrait of Grandmother Frances, my father’s regal and reserved mother, hung in a gold frame above the fireplace. Mama T, my mother’s mother, the one with the great laugh, smiled shyly from a color photograph on the antique desk.

In my parents’ room, the photograph on Dad’s cherry dresser showed Granddaddy wearing a white shirt, no tie, and dark pants. More thick than fat, he stood at Lakeside with his arms lifted toward the rock cliffs. At first glance he seemed to be standing on water, but he was actually standing on a pier that the photographer, accidentally or not, left out of the shot.

Then there was our other grandfather, the oldest ghost in that he’d been dead the longest, bending down behind my mother when she was a long-haired happy little girl. In the large black and white, they were in a leafy yard and had stopped their raking just long enough to grin at the photographer. This picture was placed on the trophy shelf in the den. I always wondered why Mom didn’t keep it on her dresser but figured it was simply too large to fit there.

The last ghost, Uncle Ches, my father’s only sibling, wasn’t displayed anywhere in the house, and he was mentioned least of all. His name was engraved, though, on a silver bowl that rested on another trophy shelf in the den, just above the liquor cabinet. He’d finished among the top players in the State Amateur golf tournament in 1952 and his prize had been the bowl.

They all died too soon, suddenly and without warning. Heart attacks, cerebral hemorrhage, car accident, drowning. You could never tell when it might be your turn, when death might jump at you from beneath an underwater pipe, put a grip on your heart or a gash in your throat and shut you up for good. We have to stick together—we’re all we’ve got.



Morning light helped. When I wandered into the kitchen to eat my bowl of cereal, Mom was making a list of the day’s plan.

“Morning,” she said brightly, returning quickly to her stenographer pad.

“Morning,” I said.

The kitchen always seemed lighter and airier in the first part of the day, as if the storm of night had passed through, leaving a brushed and hopeful feeling in its wake. The focus of daylight kept the ghosts in retreat. It felt like it could be a good day, a Saturday, no afternoon practice.

“He needs to do the yard today,” Mom said, as much to herself as to me.

She’d already finished two loads of sheets and towels, vacuumed the downstairs, and put away the dishes by the time Dad emerged from the bathroom in his boxer shorts, newspaper folded under his arm, his whole body smelling of smoke. He was tall and lean and handsome. People always said he looked like John Wayne, although this morning his face was gray and puffy and it was harder to see the resemblance. He poured a cup of coffee and sat down at the round wooden table.

“Are you going to cut the grass today?”

“Yes, Margaret Anne, I said I would. Get off my case,” he said, not looking up from the paper.

Her jaw tensed as she stared out the kitchen window, her back to him. I was spying on them from the dining room, having cleared out of the kitchen when my father came in. Her finger tapped absently against the edge of the sink. Mom’s middle name was efficiency. She liked to plan and predict and be prepared. For years, my father had said he would do something, and then for one reason or another, wouldn’t do it. That was happening more and more often, and his unreliability gnawed at her like an ulcer. She rubbed the place in her neck where a shooting pain sometimes climbed. This morning, it was as if this one out-of-her-control item—cutting the grass—had the power to torture her.

“You want me to get Curtie to do it?”

“Dammit, I said I’ll do it.” Fire left over from the night before spewed from his eyes.

She pursed her lips together hard, a silent debate swinging through her mind. She shook her head, disgusted, and tossed the dish towel on the counter.

“I was just asking,” she said, her voice seething.

“No you weren’t—and you know it.”

I backed silently into the center of the living room so my voice would sound more distant. Mama T’s expression didn’t change as I covered my mouth with my hand.

“What time are we leaving, Mom?” I called.

“About fifteen minutes,” she yelled, and it worked. I was on the steps when I heard her going into the basement to empty the dryer.

I hustled upstairs to get ready for practice. The sooner we left, the better.
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Surface diving enables a lifeguard to submerge to moderate depths to rescue or search for a submerged victim.

American Red Cross Lifeguarding, p. 106

That morning it was just Mom and me in the car. Anne swam with the older kids in Group One on Saturdays and Curtie’s practice was later in the day. For some reason, Mom veered from our usual route to Lakeside, taking Cannon’s Lane instead, which crossed over the expressway then ran alongside the golf course at Big Spring Country Club.

“Did you miss swimming for them this summer?” She asked this question offhandedly. As a family, we never talked about Big Spring in terms of bellyaching or complaining about not belonging anymore. Technically, we were still members, we just owed them so much money that we didn’t dare show our faces on the grounds. None of us knew how to talk about the shame of that.

“Not especially,” I said, trying to glimpse the golf course through the wall of leafy trees that buffered the fairways from the busy road.

“Do you miss playing tennis?” I asked, more to be polite than out of curiosity.

“Oh, sometimes,” she said, her voice trailing into itself. “I miss seeing my friends.”

We rode in silence the rest of the way. The early-Saturday traffic was light. I kept switching the radio, looking for a good song, one that would stay in my head during practice.

The ease that had accompanied my mother and me for most of my life was slowly eroding. The number of people comparing me to her had tapered off, too. I’d grown into a bushy-haired, boyish teenager prone to slouching, while Mom was a perky thirty-nine-year-old with a Carnival Queen smile.

I still hated Dad and loved her—simple as that. But life doesn’t stay simple, not when you reach thirteen, or whatever age you are when the first of life’s infinite mirages makes your eyes squint.


When I was younger, adults smiled down at me often and commented on how much I looked like my mother. I’m a carbon copy, I would say, parroting her words, causing their grins to widen. As “daughter number two,” I’d inherited her thick and wavy brown hair, her athlete’s body, her curvy legs that tapered at the ankles. She could throw the football the right way, like a boy—so could I. Anne, with her lanky build, red hair, and freckles, was said to be the “milkman’s daughter,” a distinction I didn’t understand for the longest time. Mom was funny, full of animation and verve—everyone at school loved her.

Chenoweth Elementary, where Mom taught fifth and sixth grades, was a place where I heard the most compliments. Since she was a teacher, I became well versed in the behind-the-scenes world of school, including getting to go into the teacher’s lounge sometimes. I saw my favorite teacher, Ms. Thompson, laugh in a way she never did in front of the kids, with her head back, eyes closed, deep dimples spreading across her cheeks. I saw the school nearly empty in the afternoons when the janitor buffed the linoleum floors with sweet-smelling polish.

My favorite bonus, though, was helping Mom with her schoolwork. The clean blue scent of mimeographed sheets filled the air in her classroom. In the pre-Xerox 1970s, to make a copy, Mom had to place a delicate sleeve of carbon paper underneath the original math test and above an unlined blank piece of paper—to create three layers. Then she’d trace the numbers on the top page with caution, because everything written on the top sheet could be seen on the receiving sheet—mistakes were irreparable. In the end, she would have two copies—the original and a clear replica—although the pen had never actually touched the bottom page.

When I was old enough, she let me trace the tests, but only sometimes and only if I didn’t make any mistakes. I was exceptionally careful, of course, and compliant, as perfect a copy of her as the math and English tests we created for her students. The only difference between you and me—really—is about twenty-five years.

Sometimes, if I made an irreversible mistake while copying one of the tests, if I skipped a whole paragraph or accidentally reversed the numbers in the long-division problems, I had to start over completely. This circumstance was to be avoided at all costs because Mom would get irritated. Carbon paper was expensive. Otherwise, she thanked me and sometimes paid me a quarter.

“This is really fun,” I said one day while cautiously tracing at the kitchen table. “I might want to be a teacher someday.”

“No you don’t,” Mom said, closing the oven. “You can be anything you want to be.”

I kept copying but didn’t say anything after that.

For the longest time, the similarities between my mother and me weren’t confusing—they made life easier. From her I learned ambition. I learned to plan ahead, way into the future, to recognize opportunities and take advantage of them. Like her, I excelled in school and won awards.

Our greatest clothes struggle occurred when I was four and insisted on wearing my cowgirl outfit—complete with tassels and hat—to a special television event. Exasperated by my stubbornness, she finally acquiesced, only after I agreed to leave my guns in the car.

She was by no means a June Cleaver anyway. She preferred tennis shoes to pumps and, unlike the other mothers, she never minded getting her hair wet when we went swimming. It seemed natural for me to be so much like her—a carbon copy.


Then the day came when I opened my mouth a little too freely.

I was eleven and we were riding down Lexington Road, about to pass Sacred Heart Academy, an all-girls Catholic school. Gold and red and brown leaves lay in bunches beneath enormous old trees on the large grounds that separated the buildings from the road. Secretly, the all-girls school intrigued me, but I wasn’t thinking of that right then—I was thinking about my future.

“When I grow up, I want to have a nontraditional family.”

“What…do you mean by that?” she said, worry crackling in her voice. She pushed the car lighter into the dashboard to heat it up.

“I just mean that…I want to work.” I watched her hands shake slightly as she lit the cigarette, taking a couple of quick, forceful puffs. Her brown hair was a bit unruly in its waves. “I don’t want to just stay home with the kids,” I added.

“But you want a husband—you want to get married,” she stated, her voice a little higher than usual.

“Yes,” I said, not at all certain. “I want to have kids, a husband—I just don’t want to be stuck at home.” I watched how the cigarette, and my steady voice and my lack of emotion, calmed her.

“Oh,” she said. “You just mean you want to work—that’s not really nontraditional…. I work.”

It was a strange conversation, one that didn’t flow as easily between us as the hundreds of conversations that preceded it. I knew instantly that something I’d said bothered her. The word nontraditional was the stray mark that appeared to fit on the receiving sheet, me, but not on the original, her. It was one of my earliest clues that I wasn’t the carbon copy that everyone, including me, thought I was.

Silence increasingly became my ally. It was just easier to listen, especially to my mom, than to risk speaking and inadvertently upsetting her with something I said. I craved the comfort of an imposed design, anyway, and her clear model of how I was supposed to be; it was the blank, empty page of being myself that terrified me.


The water at morning practice seemed different after the drowning; it was stained with a dark green sadness, with an inevitability and an apology. Without the other members swimming—the quarry didn’t open to everyone else until ten—the water took on a thickness, as if the death left a residue. No one talked much, not unusual for early-Saturday practice, but the mood was more somber than normal. We straggled to the bleachers, dropped our towels and T-shirts, then shuffled to the pier like a flock of obedient, dumb sheep.

I thought of the boy and his family when I dove into the seamless cool water, when I swam lazily down the lanes for warm-up. Under the water, from a distance, the rock area revealed no lingering hint of his presence, no pair of goggles or left-behind shoe. These were stupid thoughts—people don’t swim in shoes—and eventually they washed out of my head, especially when Coach gave us our first set and I had to push to keep up the pace.

It was only 1974 but my dream of swimming in the Olympics in Montreal ’76 was already fading. It was dissolving like a patch of fog that separates slowly, until the moment comes when the mist vanishes and is replaced by a searing doubt about whether it really existed in the first place.

I never admitted to anyone that my dream was dying. I just sensed a vague, amorphous blob taking over the clean, blue space inside me where I once kept my most private hopes. Deep down I knew I wasn’t good enough to swim in the Olympics. And I knew our family was sinking—just because a reality is difficult to accept doesn’t make it any less true.

I had no such insight when I was younger and faster, when I fell in love with swimming—before we ever joined the Lakeside team—when my family spent our summer days at the country club.


My parents were happier then, even though they approached life very differently. I learned motion from my mother, inertia from my father. The slower he moved, the more accelerated would be her speed, and vice versa.

Dad’s tack, which became most obvious on weekend afternoons when he was home, was to sit so still in his chair in the den that he resembled a piece of furniture, not unlike his mother’s prized coffee table. It was a jewel of a table, polished and lovely to look at, though it couldn’t withstand the pressure of feet or much weight at all. The table was to be treated with great caution, as if looking at it too long might make it crack.

So Dad sat like a table, watching golf or some old western on television, drinking cans of the discounted beer-of-the-month. Then sometimes, without warning, he’d erupt from the chair, ignited by the invisible match of some inane thing one of us kids did or didn’t do.

But that was in the afternoons, and more usual in the past couple of years. When we were younger, weekend mornings held only promise and the excitement that comes with anticipation.

There was a lightness to our house on those golf mornings, to the tune Dad whistled in the shower, to his step as he got ready. His excitement about playing golf lingered in the kitchen and living room like a clean scent, as if he’d been wearing an aftershave lotion. Golf always made him happy—it made him speed up a little.

“See you there later,” he said, as he strode confidently out the door.

“Okay,” Mom said, glancing his way briefly. She was as focused as any surgeon, head bending down again quickly, eyes narrowed, voice high pitched and commanding. You need to straighten your rooms. Empty the wastebaskets. Dust the living room and dining room. Turn the TV off!

As Mom’s main assistant and firstborn, Anne was competent by age ten in all aspects of laundry, cooking, and general household commanding. I, at age eight, gave more of an impression of helping. In the living room, I tarried at the bookshelves on either side of the fireplace where we kept the set of World Book Encyclopedias, an old T-shirt dust rag in my hand. The antique desk with Mama T’s picture had several small drawers, ones I opened gingerly, in hopes of finding some forgotten memento from one of the ghosts—a ring, a pocket watch, a locket. Nothing new ever appeared, but that never deterred my checking. Opening the drawers released a musty scent of cherry wood and history, of past laughter and peaceful sighs. I fingered the same rubber bands, inspected the papers stuck in the center compartment, pushed around the thumbtacks and the pens.

We kept Mama T’s slick set of cards in the desk; Curtie and I inherited our love of card playing from her. I wiped my hands then lifted the deck from its holder and ran through a few shuffles. Mom was in the basement and out of range. The cards were stiff, not like the ones Curtie and I played with, which had gotten bent at the corners and spotted by our potato-chip-salty fingers.

Finally, it would be time to go. Anne and Curtie and I wrestled each other to the car, calling the front seat, then deferring to Mom’s rotational system. We grumbled and obliged rather than risk being left at home
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