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Praise for Deep Water



“Compelling and deeply moving, this stunning novel in verse will have readers on the edge of their seats. Unputdownable.”

—GILLIAN McDUNN,

author of Schneider Family Book Award Honor book Honestly Elliott

“An intense and heart-filled journey told in shimmering verse.”

—CHRIS BARON,

author of The Magical Imperfect
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For Jody






PROLOGUE


My Mother Told Me


The problem with letting someone else tell your story

is that they always get it wrong.

They’ll shove their morals

and personality

and biases

and blind spots

and irritations

into it.

Which means the one thing you can never do

is let another person speak for you.

That’s what she said

one day before she left.

I’ll never know her story

because she never gave me time

to ask.

Now that she’s gone,

while I’m out here

on the not-so-still waters,

almost all alone,

there’s no one to tell my story to.

Because nobody listens to a kid.

Instead, they tell you what you did

or didn’t do.

What you are

and are not about.

The thing about being twelve

is that all anybody thinks to do

is talk at you.

At least out here,

the water drowns her silence

and the rest of the world’s noise.








[image: ]




HOUR ONE






How It Starts

Air temp: 44 degrees.

Water temp: 68 degrees.

Body temp: 98.3 degrees.

Mental state of swimmer: Calm. Loose. Ready.

Mental state of support crew: Unknown and highly variable.


Arch looks like he’s going to puke—

hands on knees,

head down like a dog,

orange life vest bunched around his ears.

Poor Arch.

He wasn’t meant for the open water.

He’s a worrier.

You can’t be a worrier and a swimmer.

The water demands trust.

Whatever conditions…

Whatever’s below…

Whatever your head tells you…

You have to believe you’re going to make it

to the other side.

The minute you start to doubt yourself,

you make mistakes.

The water doesn’t forgive mistakes.

Me?

I’m a believer

in the power of the water

and in myself.

I don’t make mistakes.

While we’re still on shore,

Arch adjusts his life vest and breathes in through his nose.

I check his watch.

“5:58 a.m. You’ve got two minutes to get it together,” I say,

and look out over the dark blue of Lake Tahoe,

which is just beginning to twitch awake.

“Tully, I can’t,” Arch says, like he has a choice.

“You have to.

You swore it.”

I don’t remind him when or why he swore it.

He picks up the kayak,

drags it to the water’s edge.

He remembers.

Behind me, Cave Rock would cast a shadow

if the sun were high enough.

They call her Lady of the Lake.

If you squint hard enough,

the rock looks like a woman.

I think it’s a stretch.

If you try hard enough,

anything can look like anything.

Unless it disappears,

and then all the imagining in the world

won’t turn it into what you want,

which brings me back to today.

“One minute,” Arch whispers,

and swipes his dark hair out of his eyes.

We look out over the water.

I nudge his shoulder.

“You can do it.”

He nudges me back.

“That’s what I’m supposed to say to you.”

This will be the last time we touch for at least six hours—

if I do this right,

which I will,

because I do not make mistakes.

I pull my goggles down and step in.

Lady of the Lake, wish me luck.

Not that I believe in luck.

Or second chances.

But I believe in the power of the water

to do what it needs to do

for me,

for Mom.

“Call it,” I say to Arch,

who swallows,

lifts up his phone,

presses record.

“Time is 6:00 a.m.

Participant has left the natural shore.”

His voice breaks on shore,

but he keeps going:

“The marathon swim has begun.”








68 Degrees


The second I go under,

goose bumps march like tiny ants

up      down

and

my arms and legs.

Tight legs don’t want to bend.

Tight shoulders don’t want to stretch.

Tight lungs feel the squeeze of cold water

and squeeze back.

This is how it always is

in the beginning

before the body makes friends with the elements.

68 degrees might not sound too bad

if you’re lying on a beach somewhere

under a shining sun

on top of warm sand.

But 68 degrees

under a gray sky

in deep water

with nothing

but your swimsuit

and body fat

to protect you

is no day at the beach.

“Safety check!”

Arch yells on my right.

I can feel him there,

slicing through the calm lake

in his blue kayak

and orange life vest,

hyperventilating only a little.

“It’s been two minutes, Arch.

Give me a second to adjust,”

I say around the clacking of teeth in my skull.

I force my arms to reeeeeeeach forward

and puuuuuuull back.

I get as horizontal as I can,

like  a   bug  gliding

along  the     surface.

The water likes that.

It lets me coast,

almost,

in the non-current.

After a few minutes,

I start to warm up.

A memory surfaces like a bubble—

Mom in her red Speedo,

hugging me tight on the pier,

only to drop me.

I am in the air,

then underwater,

swallowing,

sputtering,

fighting to kick my way

to the surface.

I am too surprised

to cry.

She laughs and reaches down a hand.

“Sink or swim, Tully.

It’s the only way to learn.”

I am shivering when she pulls me up,

with shock, not cold.

Her shoulder is warm.

She lets me bury my head in it.

“You’re stronger than you know, kiddo,”

she whispers in my ear.

But when I lift my head,

she’s looking at the water,

not me.

The memory sinks back down

under the surface, where it belongs.

I kick hard

once

to give myself a little push.

68 degrees isn’t so bad

when you get used to it.

You can get used to anything

if you try hard enough.








The Godfather Swim


Sixteen minutes in

and I find my groove—

the lucky lane that’s going to carry me

safely across 12.1 miles

of open water.

Plenty of people have done

the Godfather swim,

but none of them have been

as young as me.

It will be a record.

I will be a record breaker.

And Arch will get it all on film,

and we will post it everywhere

so Mom will see me succeed

at the plan that was ours

but is now just mine.

She’ll have to return then

to make the victory ours again.

I’ve never seen the movie The Godfather.

Dad said it was too bloody.

Mom said it was too boring.

Violence doesn’t bother me—it’s all special effects.

But dullness does.

They call it the Godfather swim

because there is a huge mansion

across the lake

that was in one of the movies.

It’s where I will touch land

at the finish line.

Finite.

The end.

Roll credits.

Because I am a minor,

what I am doing is not allowed

without adult supervision,

but my adults are otherwise occupied

with their own personal dramas,

which leaves it up to me and Arch

to do what needs to be done.

A marathon swim

isn’t for the weak of heart

or mind.

It is 95 percent mental.

Sure, it’s physical too,

but with hours of silence,

it’s your head that will sink you

if you let it.

Sometimes the head plays tricks

that the body doesn’t catch

until it’s too late

and you’ve sabotaged your own self.

You start to imagine things in the water—

strange shapes beneath you,

a slick flick across your wrist,

a cold current,

a shimmering light,

a shore where there should be none.

And then you flip out,

literally.

You forget how to pull with your arms

and push with your legs

and when to turn your head to breathe,

because all you can think about is

what’s real and what’s not,

and that’s when most swimmers

tap out,

call it quits.

With enough practice,

anyone can handle physical pain,

but no one wants to feel haunted.

That’s what Arch is for—to shake me out of my head

and remind me what’s real.

Arch is the most solid person I know.

It’s why he’s my best friend

and the only support crew (in water or on land)

that I would ever trust.

He reminds me that there are no lake monsters

or phantom lights.

He always points to shore.

But even Arch cannot shake off the tricks my mind plays

when it comes to the past or the future.

I’m starting to lose her.

She is

a flash of red swimsuit,

the oat-sweet scent of lotion,

a barking laugh on a crowded street

that I can never catch up to

unless I win.

If I make this swim

and become the first and youngest marathoner,

then she will come back.

If… then.

Even she has to obey the universal laws of action and result.

She has to.

No one leaves a winner

at the top of her game.

The Godfather was fiction,

but this swim is my reality,

and it’s going to bring my mother back.








Two Kinds


“Got the bell?” I shout to Arch,

who is still

orienting himself

on the open water

now that the shore has disappeared.

He digs into the supplies by his feet,

holds up the copper bell

that has traveled with me

to every swim I have swum,

only to be rung

if I win,

which will be today.

He wobbles a little

and almost loses his paddle

as he tucks it away again.

It’s not that Arch is uncoordinated

or clumsy

or unathletic.

It’s that there are two kinds of people in Tahoe:

Indoor People

and

Outdoor People.

We all wear Keens

and weatherproof jackets,

but only some of us use them for

hiking

biking

skiing

swimming

kayaking

trail-blazing

heart-bursting adventuring.

Arch?

A successful Saturday is:

doing the mini crossword puzzle in the New York Times

over a bowl of Frosted Cheerios,

followed by a marathon of American Pickers,

and then more Frosted Cheerios

until I drag him out of the house

to breathe fresh air

before he disappears in his shed

for the rest of the day

to take apart junk

and put it back together again

into something new.

Dad is an Indoor Person too,

typing numbers and symbols on a black screen

at the desk in his office,

which overlooks the water,

though he never looks.

Instead, he types and taps and hits return

until he sits back, satisfied,

runs a hand over his shaved head, and says,

“The magic of code.”

I point to the window

framing the pale outline of mountains and say,

“The magic’s out there.”








The Before and After


Dad doesn’t listen

like he used to

BEFORE.

Before Mom left,

he would bike to the Swiss Mart with me,

king-sized Twix bars melting between our fingers

while we sat on the curb in the sun.

(“Shhhh, don’t tell Mom.”)

Before she left,

he would tape the picture

from the “Memeing of Life” daily calendar

to my bathroom mirror.

(Grumpy Cat—“Have a nice day.”)

But now,

in the AFTER,

he hides behind his screen,

typing in a secret language

only computers understand

because he can’t face a world without Mom.

Me?

I like a good sunburn

sore calves

chapped lips

cracked hands

tight lungs.

I speak the language of the body

because that is what I am now—

a body pushing hard, harder, hardest,

until I reach the shore.

This past spring,

in my own AFTER,

school days were the worst—

I was trapped inside

like the birds

that fly into our garage in winter

and beat their wings against the shelves

because they cannot figure out

how they ended up in this place

when their place is so obviously

outside.

Every Saturday,

I woke up with the taste of freedom—

no class and no walls

for two whole days,

my mind ready to find

that blissful blankness

of forgetting

Mom.

The second I got out of bed I had to

MOVE

before the hurt caught up to me.

So I

trained in the water and on land—

running, resistance, weights—

until my heart was about to burst.

Better to burst with life

than sadness.

But the hurt always slammed into me in the end,

like a sucker punch from the universe.

She was gone.

I’d be icing my shoulder,

chilly drops trickling down my arm,

and wham,

she was gone.

I’d make a smoothie the wrong way,

too much banana,

not like Mom does it,

and wham,

she was gone.

I’d find her ChapStick

in the kitchen drawer,

the waxy taste of cucumber so familiar,

and wham,

she was gone.

The sun has fully risen now.

Orange arrows of light sparkle across the blue of the lake.

Dad can’t hide forever,

and I’m done getting beaten up by the past.

I’m bringing her back

so we can all get on with our lives.

Today I chase the sun.








The Bell


The copper

bell dates all

the way back to third grade,

when Arch was learning to weld.

Most parents wouldn’t hand a blowtorch

to a child. But most dads are not like Arch’s,

who willingly sticks his body under ten tons of

heavy machinery, fixing cars every day. And most

moms aren’t like Arch’s, who runs the office at the

repair shop and can change a tire in under a minute.

Arch might be an indoor kid, pale and red-cheeked in

cold and heat, but they taught him how to hold his own

and his own is in the art of fire and metal. The bell was an

experiment. It all began with a piece of copper gutter Arch

found at the dump and ended with several cut fingers, but
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