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				Part One

				A long car journey. A mountain spa town. Scars and rules.

			
		

	
		
			When Lexie First Saw the Pools,

			she was not afraid.

			Steam drifted in friendly puffs from the surface of the water,

			like an invitation.

			The pools were lit from beneath, glowing in the dark of the cool June evening.

			The townspeople floated, gently kicking their legs, talking low to one another.

			Lexie wore a swimsuit and held a white towel.

			She was not afraid.

			She walked past pool after pool.

			There were twelve in all.

			She chose a small one that was mostly empty.

			One hundred and ten degrees, said the sign.

			She slid in.

			A boy was swimming laps in the next pool over.

			His arms moved in a powerful rhythm.

			His eyes were invisible behind his goggles.

			His wingspan was broad.

			His body was at home in the water.

			It was nine p.m.

			Lexie was not afraid.

		

	
		
			Lexie Weiss-Greenberg Arrived in Covington Just Last Week.

			She drove a battered car.

			Lexie was at the wheel for the whole cross-country drive.

			Her sister Orly sat in the back with several stuffed animals, two Minecraft figurines and a word search activity book.

			Their mother slept in the passenger seat.

			Lexie’s mother is sick with a strange malady, layered with depression.

			She’s sick, and maybe the reason is her grief over Lexie and Orly’s dad. He died six years ago.

			Or maybe she’s grieving Lexie’s failures.

			Maybe Lexie’s mother suffers a thousand allergies, and

			maybe she suffers vitamin deficiencies.

			Her back aches. Her head is sore.

			She is always exhausted.

			Her hands are swollen. And her feet.

			Lexie is

			fine,

			fine,

			fine.

			She is silent, nowadays.

			As she drove, Lexie ate powdery cheese crackers.

			She listened to podcasts about true crime and pop culture.

			She stopped for gas and washed her face in the stinky beige of the station restroom.

			Her butt kinda hurt and she got bored of all her podcasts.

			Mom, you okay to drive when we get to the next stop?

			No, I won’t be, honey.

			My pain is acting up.

			You’re so good to do it.

			I don’t think so, honey.

			Orly got tired of her word search book.

			Orly got tired of an audiobook about Judy Moody.

			Orly got tired of searching for the alphabet on road signs.

			They slept in motel rooms, all three together.

			They washed their clothes in the bathroom sinks, and once in an Illinois laundromat.

			Still, Lexie was glad they were going to Covington.

			She had read about the cobblestone streets in the old part of town.

			The town square with its ornate fountain.

			The red-gold fall and the wicked-cold winter.

			She had read about the pools, as well.

			Hot spring water is rich in calcium and sodium bicarbonate. It helps to increase oxygen flow and improve circulation.

			The sulfur in the water is antibacterial and antifungal, so it’s good for your skin.

			Plus, local people tell stories about the water being magic. The travel websites don’t say what kind of magic, and they don’t say what kind of stories. But they do show photographs of the twelve pools, some enormous and some quite small, laid out in a garden surrounded by a high stone wall.

			Lexie’s Aunt Ida lives in Covington—and she has a two-bedroom house.

			Aunt Ida has a job and is willing to pick up extra shifts.

			Aunt Ida has offered to let their family come live with her, since Lexie’s mother cannot work.

			Sleep three to the guest room and you can stay as long as you like, Aunt Ida told them.

			Lexie should be in school, Aunt Ida said. All three of you come here.

			Lexie thought the pools would heal her mother’s aches,

			and her mother’s sore head,

			and her exhaustion,

			and her swollen hands and feet.

			Well, she hoped they would.

		

	
		
			Orly Could Not Say

			Alexandra

			when she was a baby.

			Orly said Lexie instead.

			So now Lexie is always Lexie.

			Lexie, watch me.

			Lexie, I’m hungry.

			Lexie, play with me.

			Lexie, come here.

			Lexie, I’m gonna catch you.

			Lexie, look at my funny face.

			Lexie, I have to pee.

			Lexie, can I get in your lap?

			Yes, I’m watching.

			Yes, let’s eat something.

			Okay, I’m coming.

			Uh-huh. I’m coming.

			No way, you can’t catch me!

			Your funny face is so, so funny.

			I’ll take you to the bathroom.

			Of course you can, Orly. Come, come.

		

	
		
			After the Drive,

			while their mother and Aunt Ida talk in Ida’s kitchen, Lexie and Orly walk around the block.

			They find a corner grocery and Lexie buys them both lollipops, the kind with bubble gum in the middle. Then they find a playground and Lexie pushes Orly on a swing.

			Higher, Lexie!

			’Kay, here goes!

			Even higher!

			Whoop!

			I’m flying. I’m gonna just take off and go in the sky.

			I’m a bird.

			Don’t leave me, Orly!

			We’re going to have so much fun in Covington.

			We’re going to swim, like, every day.

			I’m just teasing. I won’t really fly away.

		

	
		
			Lexie Reads About the Town History

			in a Covington tourist pamphlet she finds in a rack at the coffee shop.

			In the nineteenth century,

			people traveled over the mountains to stay in the grand hotel at the center of Covington.

			People drank the sulfurous water at breakfast and at teatime, making faces at the taste.

			They soaked their unhappy bodies in the baths.

			They believed in the cure of the waters.

			But not now.

			The grand hotel still stands at the center of town,

			the steaming pools are still majestic under a series of stone arches.

			But few people travel over the mountains.

			Few believe in the cure.

		

	
		
			Nowadays,

			the people of the town swim

			after work and

			after school.

			They swim

			in the early mornings

			and late at night before bed.

			People swim in the winter, when the pools are surrounded by snow.

			People swim in the rain, when the cold drops on the hot water make a symphony.

			Parents with kids—the pools instead of the playground.

			High schoolers, too—the pools instead of the bowling alley, the diner, or the coffee shop in Covington Square.

			No one thinks anything of going for a swim.

			It’s like breathing.

			It’s like eating.

		

	
		
			That June Night, at the Pools Alone,

			Lexie listens to the chatter one pool over from the one where she is soaking.

			It’s full of people her age. Several of them wear T-shirts that say Covington Spartans.

			Spartans Basketball!

			Spartans Field Hockey!

			Spartans Cheer!

			Everyone is full of Friday-evening energy. With only a single week left in the school term, most of them are a little manic. Nostalgic for the year that’s almost behind them.

			Will you buy us taco chips?

			Help me, here, the thing unzips.

			I didn’t do the reading.

			Hey, the reading’s freaking boring.

			Then he kissed me

			Then I kissed him

			Then she kissed her

			Then it all went…

			Ah ah! Hah hah!

			Wait, don’t tell me.

			Do NOT tell me.

			Shut up, really?

			Tell me now!

			He’s a roach and we all know it.

			And so she said, okay, then show it.

			I would never. Please, I swear it.

			Trade me that and you can wear it.

			Then he kissed me

			Then I kissed him

			Then she kissed her

			Then it all went…

			Ah ah! Hah hah!

			We should all skip school on Monday.

			Watch this clip, then watch the replay.

			That’s the homework, Grant, I swear.

			I hate my parents. It’s unfair.

			Ah ah! Hah hah!

			Wait, don’t tell me.

			Do NOT tell me.

			Shut up, really?

			Tell me NOW.

		

	
		
			Lexie Is Still Listening When

			the boy who was swimming laps heaves himself out of the water.

			He pulls off his goggles.

			He has marks around his eyes from where they pressed into his skin.

			His skin is olive. He’s breathing hard.

			He drips on the tile. He doesn’t get a towel.

			He runs his hand through his wet hair to get it off his face.

			Lexie puts her arms on the edge of the pool.

			Can I ask you a question? she calls.

			Sure.

			Are we allowed extra towels?

			Yeah. Whatever.

			But is there, like, a limit?

			No.

			You just go and take them? As many as you want?

			As many as you want.

			Okay, then.

			If I get in trouble, I’m blaming you.

			Chester.

			What?

			That’s my name. So you know who to blame.

			Lexie is surprised when Chester lowers himself into the pool she is in.

			He is hardly wearing any clothes.

			Well, neither is she.

			Neither is anyone.

			Come join me in this pool, why don’t you? she says, after he’s already sitting next to her.

		

	
		
			Chester Thinks

			Lexie is

			extremely pretty.

			He likes the

			strong shape of her nose and

			the dark froth of

			her damp hair, cut short like she’s from a big city.

			He likes the way she asks for all the details of the towel situation.

			He has surprised himself by getting in the water next to her.

			It’s something people do all the time at the pools—you start talking to someone and you get in the same water they’re in.

			But he doesn’t know this girl.

			It feels like he got in involuntarily.

			Like his body just decided that he should be closer to her, and

			his brain followed a step behind.

		

	
		
			Chester Has Had Six Girlfriends,

			but he didn’t love a single one of them.

			He’s had seventeen birthday celebrations

			but doesn’t feel like he’s lived yet.

			Chester Allegheny has lots and lots of

			tiny white scars.

			He cut himself on the left forearm, because

			he had begun to feel dingy inside.

			He felt like all the world’s brightness was in the past.

			Everything was

			gray and dirty.

			The cuts made him feel

			a sharp, bright anguish,

			just for a minute,

			but in those strange, sad months,

			the momentary bright

			was better

			than the

			gray dirt.

			That seems messed up to Chester, now.

			He doesn’t cut himself anymore.

			Sometimes he gets a wash of the gray feeling and worries it will return permanently.

			But then he listens to music, or swims,

			or goes out with his friends, or breathes very slowly.

			He heads outdoors and looks at the mountains that surround his town, grand and proud, and

			he remembers to feel wonder at the world.

			Chester can’t hide the scars at the pools.

			People see them. Everyone knows.

			But they don’t ask.

			He had those six girlfriends,

			but he didn’t love a single one of them.

			He doesn’t feel like he has lived a real life yet.

			Until tonight.

			Now, with this girl next to him, her hair wet on her neck, her voice like warm caramel, her curious mind, her teasing wit, every bit of Chester feels alive.

			His teeth feel alive.

			His fingernails feel alive. It’s weird, but they do.

			His eye sockets, his lips, his neck, his breath.

			The bottoms of his feet feel the rough floor of the pool.

			The backs of his hands feel the cool of the air when he lifts them out of the water.

			Everything is sensitized. The lights feel brighter.

			Chester lets himself float, marveling at the way the water holds him up when he lets it.

		

	
		
			What They Say Is Shallow.

			What they feel is not.

			Chester:

			Yeah, I’ve lived in Covington all my life.

			(You’re different from anyone I’ve met here.)

			I’ll be a senior at the high school.

			(Different from anyone I’ve met, ever.)

			I’m on the swim team. That’s how come I was swimming laps.

			(Your voice makes every sentence seem like a melody.

			It’s like you’re singing, when you talk.)

			I did a program, like a pre-college intensive thing, in May and early June. On economics. My parents thought I should. But now I’m back home and lounging while everyone else has a week of school left.

			(I want you to keep looking at me the way you are, like I’m a sun-ripened peach. That seems more important than truth, this minute.)

			Cornell has a beautiful campus. All these really old buildings and absolutely huge trees.

			(Earlier tonight, I was just a boy in the water, looking at my lap times on the clock against the wall.

			Now I’m a boy with a girl in a hot spring

			that has its source at the center of the earth,

			and above us are stars that are eons away,

			and somehow the two of us are here

			between the hot earth center and the burning of the stars

			and we’re obviously insignificant,

			and yet it seems important,

			this tiny space between our hands.)

			This summer I have an internship with this woman who does landscape design.

			(I want to be with you.)

			It’s glorified lawn-mowing is what it is.

			(I can’t stop thinking about it. How much I want to be with you.)

			Lexie:

			We lived in Los Angeles. Well, actually on the outskirts. Like, the bitter edge of Los Angeles. The desert.

			(Your face is welcoming somehow.

			I don’t think I’ve met a lot of welcoming people.)

			Covington is beautiful. Such a pretty town. With all the cobblestones.

			(You’re not beautiful, exactly.

			You’re something else.

			I notice the way you bite your lip,

			the way you wrinkle your nose,

			the way your fingernails are shaped,

			the freckles I can only see up close.

			You seem more alive, more conscious of being alive, more grateful to be alive, than ordinary people ever are. Like you’re noticing every moment.)

			I moved here with my mom and sister. To live with my Aunt Ida.

			(The way you ask questions is different from most people.

			Like you really want to know the answers.)

			I applied for a job at the health food store. They had a sign in the window that said they’re hiring.

			(But I am still scared to answer with the whole truth.)

		

	
		
			Lexie Has Had Four and a Half Boyfriends.

			(The half was a guy she talked to long-distance.)

			From the first boyfriend, she learned to kiss.

			He literally taught her—like, stopped her in the middle and said, kindly, Can we try it like this?

			And then it was nicer.

			Also, Lexie wasn’t nervous anymore.

			From the second boyfriend, Lexie learned to show affection.

			She doesn’t come from a hand-holding family. She doesn’t come from snuggles on the bed in the morning, kisses on the head, hugs good night, everyday I love you.

			Her mother does call her honey and says thank you, always, a million times.

			Orly climbs on Lexie, wants piggyback rides, wants to wrestle.

			And when he was alive, her father doled out praise but not affection. Good effort, Lexie. Strong showing, Lexie. Practice paid off, Lexie. Good girl.

			This second boyfriend put his arm around her, early and quite often. He grabbed her hand for no good reason except that he really liked her. He greeted her with three short kisses.

			She never loved him. (She never loved any of them.) But she loved this quality in him—his fond, expressive nature.

			From the third boyfriend, Lexie learned to drive a motorcycle.

			That was the best thing that guy had to offer.

			From the fourth boyfriend, Lexie learned about hip-hop. He adored it, she adored him, and he taught her how to listen to it, how to take the way she listened to pop and shift her ear’s attention slightly, finding rhythms and slant rhymes, noticing details in the lyrics and the artist’s delivery.

			It only lasted three months, but Lexie hears all music differently now.

			From the half boyfriend, Lexie learned to look for red flags, signs that a person isn’t really kind.

			Like, he tells you you’re unreasonable. Or he gives you the silent treatment.

			When it was over, Lexie read an article about all that online.

			Okay, she read a lot of articles.

			She only met Chester ten minutes ago, but Lexie can tell that

			he pushes himself hard in the pool,

			he wants to talk to her,

			he has had his teeth fixed with braces,

			he forgets to put on sunblock,

			he has a friend named Grant who yells over from another pool,

			he’s nice to an old man who stops to say hello.

			she has an impulse to touch him

			she has an impulse to touch him

			she wants to touch him

			she wants to

			so she knits her hands together because they only just met and they’re both just wearing swimsuits

			Lexie sees the scars on Chester’s left arm.

			She knows what scars like that mean, but she doesn’t ask.

			After all, she’s just met him. He’s not hiding them.

			Scars like that are not on the lists of red flags that she read.

		

	
		
			Safety Rules and Signs

			at the Covington Pools:

			no running

			no horseplay

			no glass

			no pets

			do not swim if you have open sores

			do not swim if you have diarrhea

			hate speech is not tolerated

			please use the locker room that suits your gender expression best

			entry is free to town residents

			visitor fee: $20 a day

			no shouting

			no diving

			no nudity

			no swimming alone

			warning

			children should always be supervised.

			do not swim under influence of

			alcohol,

			anticoagulants,

			antihistamines,

			narcotics

			or tranquilizers.

			warning

			long exposure

			to hot water

			may result

			in nausea,

			dizziness

			or more serious health consequences.

		

	
		
			The Story People Tell in the Town

			is this:

			One day, long ago,

			the pools

			turned people who bathed in them

			into birds.

			The people never turned back.

			They remained birds, forever.

			Or, forever until they died.

			They were just ordinary birds.

			Not magic birds or anything.

			But that is just a story.

			A fairy tale that people tell their children.

			It probably isn’t true.

		

	
		
			
				Part Two

				Two different houses. A love story.
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