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PRAISE FOR SWIMMING FOR MY LIFE




“… a must-read for all parents who every day leave their children in the care of others.”


—DONNA DE VARONA, Olympic Gold medalist, author, broadcaster, and member of the Executive Board of the USOPC


“Kim Fairley has drawn a poignant and vivid portrait of how her eating disorder developed in the perfect storm: neglectful, demanding parenting and the harsh, grueling, pressured atmosphere of competitive swimming. This compelling book will make you squirm, pray, and applaud Kim’s resilience.”


—JUDITH RUSKAY RABINOR, PHD, consultant for The Renfrew Center Foundation and author of The Girl in the Red Boots: Making Peace with My Mother


“Thank goodness there is a writer like Kim Fairley who has the skills, talent, and heart to bring us into the world of ultra-competitive sports for children. Pulled along by her propulsive writing style, with an eye for emotionally evocative details, you experience her plight.… Five stars and highest praise for this page-turning book, I couldn’t put it down!”


—LINDSAY C. GIBSON, PSYD, author of Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents and Recovering from Emotionally Immature Parents
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PROLOGUE






Swimming and I were not on speaking terms.


As an adult, I tried to return to it several times, but something always stopped me. For some reason I knew that unless I was on vacation or playing sharks and minnows with my children, I needed to keep my distance from anything resembling a swimming pool.


Then one day, with two kids entering college, my marriage unraveling, and my mother calling to tell me Dad was entering hospice, I found myself—weirdly—heading to the Chelsea Wellness Center near my home in Michigan. I don’t know what propelled me, because the moment I swung open those heavy glass doors and was assailed by the misty chlorine vapor, I could feel my body caving inward. Memories of my parents and swimming were so tangled up that I couldn’t think of one without the other.


Get in and get this over with, I told myself. At the end of the middle lane, I bent over to rinse the inside of my cap and caught the reflection of my long legs. Just watching from the edge of the pool as other swimmers glided down their lanes, my nostrils burned from the chlorine fumes. I placed the cap on my head, spit in my goggles, then dipped my toes. Without having to think, I slipped into the familiar habit: goggles in place, a few arm circles, and a jump.


As I dropped below the surface, I could hear the familiar low-pitched thrumming. Memories—of my family, teammates, coaches—climbed over each other in fragments. The images kept coming. Toes clasping the starting block’s rough pad. Legs shivering, arms shaking. Deep breathing. A voice telling me, “You’ve got this, Peters.”


Breathe in.


Breathe out.


Slam!


Streamline.


Elbows up.


Follow through.


Another length.


Another turn.


Four hundred meters—maybe seven minutes—later, I glided off the wall, rolled over, and sculled. I saw myself as a young girl stroking through the cool water, the day’s burdens riding along on my back, then one at a time dissipating. It felt so delicious to again be throwing off the cumbersome thoughts, that incessant internal monologue.


But then I touched the wall and rolled over, and there it was: the harsher reality that also informed those years. The hurled kickboards. The excessive weigh-ins. The inappropriate name-calling, pill-taking, humiliation. And then, of course, my father.


Why now, after all these years, was I still struggling with my memories of swimming?












CHAPTER 1






“You want to go for a swim?” Dad bent over and stubbed out his cigarette in the sand. “Get her ready, Beejay.”


He passed Mom my bathing cap and she attached the white rubber strap beneath my chin.


“She’ll be fine. Right, Butch?”


He’d called Jacquie and me “Butch” from the very beginning.


“We’ll have fun,” he said.


Mom glanced up. “Remember, Dick, she’s only four.”


It was 1961, and we were at Long Beach Island, off the Jersey Shore, where my mother had vacationed as a child. In the water, parents and young children clad in colorful bathing suits shrieked, their voices halting, as the roaring waves jostled them from side to side or knocked them over.


Dad took my hand, and before I could protest, he and I were at the edge of a thundering roll of water that surged up and covered our toes.


A part of me felt special—Dad had picked me to go for a swim in the ocean—but I also wanted Mom’s protection. I was still anxious from the night before, when Dad and Papa—Mom’s father—had burst into our beach rental, three sheets to the wind, singing “Surf City Sue” to the tune of “Sioux City Sue” and carrying a live lobster as big as a cocker spaniel. Dad had thought it was funny to allow the creature to scoot, half-crazed, across the rug and charge straight for me.


I cast my eyes furtively, searching for Mom. She sat with her legs crossed, her eyes fixed on my sister Pammy, who was seated in her lap. Jacquie sat beside her, playing in the sand.


The cold water numbed my feet and I stepped back, fluttering. “It’s too cold, Daddy.”


“You got nothing to worry about,” he kept saying.


In the story I repeated for years, Dad took my hand and—before I could protest—hurled me into the gigantic, wintry waves to teach me to swim.


I would eventually see that this story couldn’t be true. Dad and I had walked down the beach together. I remember that I shrieked as the sticky sand swirled around my legs. A moment later, we were running through a foot of water, then two, then three, Dad screaming, “I’ve got you, Butch. Hold on.” All at once, I was horizontal. As he dragged me by one arm across the surface like a kite, a giant breaker rolled toward us and I tumbled, arms and legs akimbo. That’s really what stayed with me. My body, horizontal. The wave. The uproar. The unholy dread.


Dad hadn’t hurled me into the ocean at all. I had let go.


“Grab on,” he yelled as I tried to stand. “Look out, not down!”


I couldn’t grab hold. I was too numb, my hands like claws. Another wave slammed us.


“Duck under and blow through your nose,” Dad shouted.


I tried to locate Mom but there were too many people, too many patches of color, too far away. Time slowed. It was as if I were looking through a camera lens—droplets of saltwater on the glass, waves sloshing, sun sparkling, salt and sand in my eyes.


Dad clasped his thick hand around my upper arm and lifted my head above the water. We stumbled out of the waves and trudged up the beach.


“You were looking down too much,” Dad said. “You need to look straight out at the horizon next time.” He tapped me on the back of the head and I stumbled forward. “Come on, Butch, stop crying, or you’ll get me in trouble.”


I was trembling, not crying.


When we reached the family, Jacquie was kneeling, her chubby knees sand-covered as she loaded her plastic pail. Mom’s parents had arrived and were gushing over baby Pammy, now in Gramma’s lap.


Mom’s eyes darted from Dad to me. “What did you do to her, Dick? Her lips are blue!”


I stretched open my mouth—fish-like—to feel the warm blood pouring in around my frozen lips.


Dad tapped the back of my head. “What are you doing with your mouth?”


“Nothing.” I stood hunched over, shivering, tucking my hands under my chin, as the adults searched for a dry towel. The ocean reverberated in my head, but when I glanced up at Dad, I saw his pride: my daughter, my oldest.


TWO YEARS LATER, RICKY WAS BORN, and during that year, to give Mom time with Ricky, Dad began driving us on weekends to the Carrousel Inn, a bustling little motel located on Reading Road, about fifteen minutes from our house in Cincinnati. We splashed around in the pool while he met customers—linen buyers and their department store associates—in the motel restaurant.


Jacquie was shorter, heavier, and bigger-boned than I was. Even though she was younger by one year, she looked more mature. Kids who arrived at the Carrousel on vacation would splash around with her in the big pool, diving under her legs, while I circled back and forth to and from the baby pool, teaching Pam how to float on her back or exhale through her nose. She was a miniature version of me, thin and pale with blond, flyaway hair. I threw pennies to her in the baby pool so she could practice swimming underwater. There was no lifeguard, and I felt comforted every time a handful of adults strolled into the pool area to watch us swim.


But near the end of summer, as the weather grew colder and our interest in swimming began to fade, Dad began to take increasingly more time for his business meetings.


On one occasion, the sun had formed deep shadows and was about to disappear behind an adjacent building. We were comparing the size of our goose bumps. “He must’ve forgotten us,” I said as we waited alone on the deck chairs, shivering. His meeting had gone on so interminably that when Jacquie stood up, the chair left horizontal indentations on the backs of her legs.


“Where are you going?” I shouted.


“Never mind.” Jacquie had a can-do attitude, even as a six-year-old. She marched straight to the two sliding glass doors of the bar, her towel over her shoulders. I followed, and Pam trailed behind me. It was so cold that Pam and I threw our soggy towels over our heads like nuns and jigged in place as Jacquie put her nose to the glass.


Within a few seconds, the door slid open to reveal an ample-breasted woman wearing a tight black dress and beehive hairdo. She bent down with her hands folded in front. “May I help you girls?”


Jacquie stepped back. “We’re looking for our daddy.”


“Well, who is your daddy?”


“Dick Peters.”


“Dick Peters, huh?” She cracked a smile. “What does he look like?”


Jacquie hesitated and turned toward me.


“Kind of fat,” I said.


“He’s not fat,” she said, in a tone like Mom’s.


I glared at her.


The bar was lined with men in dark suits with drinks in their hands, conversing.


“Can we come in and look?” I thought Jacquie sounded so grown up.


The woman looked amused. She had long, flaming-red fingernails like those of Anne Boyle, the lady Dad had brought along on a canoe trip, and who had babysat for us a couple of times; they shimmered and snapped on the handle of the glass door. “I’m sorry, but you’re not allowed in your bathing suits,” she said.


“He has to be in there,” I insisted.


“Okay, just a moment.” She closed the door and disappeared. We faced away from the building, eyeing the pool deck and surrounding bushes for any sign of Dad. For about five minutes we huddled together, the wind sweeping past us, our teeth chattering.


Finally, the woman from the bar returned. She bent toward us, handing Jacquie a folded piece of paper. “You find this room number, and I’ll bet he’s there.”


She slid the door shut as Jacquie unfolded the paper. “Go back to the pool,” she said. “I’ll find him.” She pulled her towel tightly and began to walk away.


“Why don’t we all go?”


“Because Dad might come and we’ll be in trouble if we’re not waiting.”


“Fine.” It bugged me that Jacquie was right, but Pam and I tiptoed back to the pool. We squatted side by side on a chair, listening to the steady hum of traffic as doors slammed and headlights pulled in and out of the parking lot.


By the time we began to worry about Jacquie, she returned. “He was up there with that lady.”


My mouth dropped open. “What lady?”


“You know. The boat ride lady. Anne Boyle. They were doing business.”


“What do you mean by business?”


Jacquie scowled as if I were questioning her word choice. “That’s what he said. He said they were doing business.”


As a seven-year-old, I didn’t know what to make of that statement. It sounded like she was reporting what Dad said, but what kind of business could they be doing in a hotel room? Pam scooted closer to me as Jacquie pressed her index finger to her cheek to show she was thinking. I stretched my mouth wide open and ran my fingers along the edge of my lips to loosen them. I don’t know why I’d developed such a hideous habit. Despite the shock of being cuffed on the back of my head every time my father noticed, I couldn’t stop. It was as if I were gasping for words, but no words came out.


“What are you doing with your mouth?” Jacquie said.


“Shut up.” I hated her comments.


Before she could respond, Dad leapt out from behind a bush and, laughing, pounced on us. Pam and I startled.


“It’s not funny. Why were you with that lady?” Jacquie could be tenacious and I loved that about her.


Dad reached for a cigarette in his pocket and, with a Marlboro Man swagger, took his first puff. “I had some business matters to take care of.”


“Like what?” Jacquie said.


Dad didn’t answer. He perused the parking lot, lost in thought. “You kids will understand about my job when you’re older,” he said. And, of course, he was right. In those days, an answer like that satisfied me.


As we tiptoed along in our bare feet, careful not to step on any stones or glass, I stretched my lips unconsciously, and Dad swatted the top of my head.


“Ow!”


“Stop stretching your mouth or you’ll have the biggest lips in Cincinnati.”


“She was doing it earlier, too,” Jacquie said.


Dad jerked his head toward Jacquie. “You mind your own business, Jacquie, okay?”


I shot her my best lip curl. As we climbed into the backseat of the Bel Air, I covered my head with my wet towel and stretched to my heart’s content. I wanted to believe Dad was truthful and responsible, and was protecting me. Protecting us as a family. My body was telling me otherwise.












CHAPTER 2






Mom’s voice quavered with rage. “You bastard! I hope you rot in hell.”


I bolted up from my nap. Dad had disappeared that morning, right before our annual day spent canning pickles with the neighbors, and now he was home.


I sneaked down the stairwell, my heart pounding. What was Dad doing? I hardly heard him move, but Mom’s determined footsteps clicked the wood floor. Peeking around the wall, I glimpsed her wiping her eyes. When I heard the name “Anne,” I snapped wide awake.


“I’m sorry to put you through this, Beejay, but I can’t handle the kids. She makes life easier.”


“Oh really?” Mom’s voice softened. It sounded like she was about to cry.


“I’m sorry, Beejay, I know this is hard, but I’ve asked her to marry me.”


Abruptly, I crouched on the steps. Marry her? How did he expect to marry Anne Boyle? He was already married! I dug my fingertips into the threadbare carpet on the steps as I hid against the wall.


“You have no idea what you’re doing,” she said.


Dad reached for her shoulder. “Beejay …”


Mom shook him off. “Don’t touch me, you pig. She’s not going to marry you.”


“I’m sorry, Beejay. We’ve talked. She likes the kids, and she loves me.”


“She doesn’t give a damn about you, Dick. Did you mention to her that we can barely pay our bills?”


“Beejay, it’s not what you think.”


She lunged a couple of feet toward Dad and I leaned way back, trembling. “You go ahead and marry her, Dick. I don’t give a damn.”


“I love her, Beejay.”


“Well, she doesn’t love you.” Mom began to sob. I wanted to run down and hug her, but I heard creaking behind me. Jacquie and Pam were standing there, eyes wide.


“I think she would be willing to talk.”


“With me? You want us to sit down and chat like friends? What would we talk about, Dick? About how you meet her at some sleazy motel? How you leave the girls to freeze in the motel pool while you’re up in a room with her? Sure, I’ll talk to her. Where does she live?”


“Madison Road. In an apartment.”


“Well, isn’t that rich.” Mom disappeared from view, and I heard her tearful mumbling as she dug through the coat closet. “Yeah, I’ll talk to her all right. I’ll tell her what it’s like to have five kids and a husband who’s never around.” She stepped away from the closet wearing her windbreaker, which, because of the baby weight, had become too tight to zip up the front.


“She’s not going to marry you.” Mom grabbed her purse and car keys and was reaching for the front doorknob when she spotted the three of us on the stairs.


“Mommy?” I stammered.


“Why don’t you girls go up and lie down a little longer. I need to go with your father to see someone.”


I scooted down a couple of steps. “Mommy, are you okay?”


“Look, can you handle watching the kids while we’re gone?”


“No, Mommy.”


“If you need anything, go next door to Mrs. Engel. She can help you out.”


We loved Mrs. Engel, but she wasn’t always home. “What if something happens?” I heard Ricky stirring in his crib.


Dad stood at the bottom of the stairs, his hand on the doorknob. His hair was in a quiff like James Dean’s, with strands dangling around his cowlick. “You’ll be okay, Butch.”


The three of us listened to the muffler as Mom and Dad backed out of the driveway. We tiptoed down to the sofa in the living room.


I looked at my sisters. “Did you hear what Dad said? He’s going to marry Anne Boyle.”


Pam sucked on her index finger. “He can’t, can he? He’s married to Mom.”


“I guess they’ll divorce.” I was unsure of what that even meant.


“If they do, I’m staying with Mom,” Jacquie said immediately.


Pam rearranged her baby blanket with precision. In a barely audible voice, she said, “Me too.”


The two of them returned within a couple of hours, and Mom waited with us in the living room while Dad packed his clothes. She kicked the floor and panted like someone who had run around the block. Mom wasn’t a crier. She seemed to be holding back her tears.


“Where are you going?” Jacquie said as she inched toward him.


“I’m going away for a while.” His voice was breathy.


Mom climbed the stairs in slow motion as Dad swung open the front door to what I assumed was his future. “Take care of your mother,” he said.
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Family portrait taken by Dad around the time of the affair.









WITHIN A FEW WEEKS, DAD RETURNED to live with us as if nothing ever happened. Not long after that, Mrs. Engel arrived at the back door, wearing her apron and toting a loaf of her homemade banana nut bread, still steaming from the oven.


“Come in, come in,” Mom said, and Mrs. Engel sat at our Formica table.


I loved Mrs. Engel. She was a nurse in her husband’s medical practice. Short and shapely, around my maternal grandmother’s age of fifty-five, she had a jagged scar on her knee and walked with a pronounced limp. She told me she’d wanted to be a professional ballet dancer but had fallen on a knitting needle as a teenager, which had ended her career.


“I never did hear what happened with that woman,” Mrs. Engel said.


Mom cracked a smile as she poured tap water into the tea kettle. “I don’t know where to begin, Marguerite.”


Mrs. Engel grabbed a dirty knife off the table and rinsed it in the sink, then dried it on her apron, her eyes fixed on Mom.


Mom was animated. “We drove over to her apartment and she wouldn’t answer. Dick could hear a man’s voice behind the door and he was so angry, he raced around to the other side of her apartment and tried to climb the downspout.”


“What’s a downspout?” I thought Mrs. Engel might tell me.


“Honey,” Mom said, “Mrs. Engel and I would like to talk. Why don’t you and Jacquie go play for a while.”


“What were you doing when Dick was climbing up the building?” Mrs. Engel said, cringing.


“Dad was climbing up the building?”


“Kimmy, please! Let us talk, will you?” Mom smiled at Mrs. Engel sheepishly. “I didn’t know what to do.” Mom lowered her voice as Mrs. Engel leaned in to hear her. “I hid in the bushes until the police noticed me.”


“Oh, Lordie. You hid from the police?” Mrs. Engel giggled.


“Dick told the officer he was sure there was someone in the apartment, so the policeman asked if he had tried knocking first.” Mom chuckled as though she were talking about someone other than Dad. I wanted to stop her but she kept going.


Mrs. Engel placed a piece of banana bread on a napkin, handed it to me, and then turned again to Mom. “So, what happened, Beejay?”


Mom looked embarrassed. “Well, Dick kept telling me to shut up, but I couldn’t help myself. I told the officer everything.” Mom laughed as she untied her apron and set it over a chair. This got Mrs. Engel laughing. I joined in, though I didn’t know what was so funny.


The kettle whistled, and Mom prepared two cups of Lipton tea. She told Mrs. Engel the policeman said they looked like nice folks, and they could go down to the station and write it up or they could go home and pretend nothing ever happened.


Mrs. Engel nibbled her piece of banana bread. “You did the right thing, Beejay,” she said.


ACCORDING TO MOM, SHE AND MY FATHER never confronted Anne Boyle, and according to Mom, Dad broke it off with her then, although I still have my doubts about that. And that might’ve been the end of the story. But for the rest of his life, and I’m not exaggerating, Dad told and retold the story of Anne Boyle in explicit detail. He recreated the scene for the family, his customers, his friends—and without exception, his audience sat there speechless, on the edges of their chairs, usually glancing at Mom, who occasionally added some missed detail to the already numbing story.


Sometimes I think that as a Catholic, Dad felt a need to atone for his sins—that this retelling was his confession, and he looked to us for forgiveness. Maybe he told the story so many times to remind Mom that he was desirable—that he could attract another woman and leave at any time if she didn’t focus her attention exclusively on him. Or maybe it was that Dad’s affair felt unresolved to him, and it bugged him so much that he couldn’t hold back. Though he and Mom started their lives over, Dad never understood why Anne had abandoned him. And whatever the reason, he seemed unaware that he was reopening the trauma every time he told the story.


Years later, Mom said she didn’t excuse Dad’s actions, but she understood them. She claimed Dad had been made by his parents to feel inadequate for most of his life, and that Anne had taken advantage of his vulnerability by luring him away from the family—which, in the end, had made him look foolish. According to Mom, he had learned his lesson and would not let this happen again.


I felt disappointed in both of their stories. Dad would joke that Anne had been a “hot number,” and Mom would laugh as everyone else winced. Was this funny—Mom seemed to think so—or was this her attempt to show that she was unaffected? I recoiled every time she laughed about it.


If there was humor, I didn’t see it. I felt embarrassed for Mom: she had trusted Dad, and he had lied to her. It chapped me that she had been forced to treat him like a child. And I hated his implication that it was our behavior that had caused the affair. I can’t handle the kids, he’d said.


Really? We were unmanageable? What was there to handle? Mom did everything.


ONE THING WAS CLEAR: MY FATHER’S return marked a shift in the way Mom thought about her marriage. She told Mrs. Engel she was finished contorting herself into what Dad expected of her. She explained that she would stay with him because she was Catholic—she’d been raised Episcopalian, but had converted even before she met Dad because she found the Catholic Church more “reverent”—and because her own value system included staying married.


But I don’t believe that was the only reason. Mom was competitive. She would fight to the bitter end, playing Go Fish with the toddlers. Whether she wanted my father or not mattered less than winning. “Come hell or high water,” she said more than once, her lip straightening, “I intend to make this marriage work.”


DAD EVENTUALLY FOUND A JOB AT Wamsutta Mills. He became kinder, less impatient, and told fewer funny stories. In some ways, he was trying too hard to please. Mom had become the badass, her uncompromising approach giving her the upper hand. At the same time, she was doing a lot of arm-crossing. She wasn’t buying Dad’s fawning, at least not yet. And we kids tried to stay out of her way. Her lingering hurt had piled up like dirty underwear on the living room floor, and we were stepping over it.


Dad would sometimes wink at me and say, “Kiss me, Butch,” then lean over and kiss me on the mouth, and I’d think, Yuck! Anne Boyle. I’d wait until he faced away to wipe the slime with the back of my hand. Then I’d stretch my mouth until my lips ached.


I was too naive then to understand how the family had changed, or how Dad’s affair would play out over my lifetime, but this was a decisive moment. I remember pressing my head to the glass of the school bus as I headed to school—I was in third grade—and watching Mom’s figure recede through the cloudy window. Dad had disappointed us, but Mom—our lifeblood, the one with mettle, the one who was giving us our strength and spirit—was still there. I had waved good-bye to my childish notions of family, but I still believed I could count on Mom to supply the love and support we needed.












CHAPTER 3






My parents seemed mildly dumbfounded that they’d ended up with five kids by the time Mom was thirty. Doors slammed, kids yowled, crashing sounds echoed from odd corners of the house. With Dad gone all day, selling linens, and summer approaching, Mom needed some way to cope. She also, though she didn’t dare say so, needed a way to keep tabs on Dad while she focused on the younger boys—Ricky (three), and David (the baby).


The day she decided on a swimming club for our family, I was nine. We were upstairs in our house on Portsmouth Avenue in Cincinnati, and Mom was perched sideways at the foot of their saggy double bed, sorting socks, with one ear on Dad’s phone conversation.


“Mt. Lookout?” I said. “But you hate country clubs, Mom. You said you wouldn’t join one no matter what.” Mom often complained that we needed a bigger house, so it shocked me that we would join a club that would cost extra money.


“It’s not a country club,” she whispered. “It’s a swimming club.”


“But I don’t understand why you say that. Don’t they have a golf course?”


“No, honey, look …” She folded a pair of Dad’s black socks. “This call is important and I have to listen.” Then she added, “We need something for you kids. I don’t want you—well, some of you—ending up as juvenile delinquents.”


I was hardly the juvenile delinquent kind, so the comment stuck with me. She was suggesting that boredom created criminals. In my mind, boredom created ideas. In the middle of family projects, as we all grew tired, Dad sometimes took us on wild car rides, chasing after sirens, hoping to see houses burning down. Ricky, who was three, had recently used the side of David’s crib as a ladder and climbed up and pulled the neighborhood fire alarm, which happened to be on a post in our front yard. And then there was the time Dad had taught me how to hurl ripe Osage oranges at passing cars in front of our house. Maybe Mom was referring to Dad; maybe she was afraid of behaviors we might learn from him if we had too much time on our hands.


DAD’S SHOULDERS SWUNG BACK WHEN he opened the letter congratulating us on our membership. “Your worries are over, Beejay. You made the big leagues.”


Mom collapsed in a chair. “Oh, Dick, honestly. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Beejay, they don’t let just anyone into that club.”


“What do you mean?” Jacquie and I looked at him askance.


“You won’t see any Jews or colored people there, Butch.”


“What?” Jacquie wrinkled her nose.


This was 1965, and newspapers were filled with articles about Martin Luther King and his protests against racism. Meanwhile, Eva Henry, our Black ironing lady, worked at our house for several hours once a week and seemed like part of the family.


“I’m not lying to you,” Dad said. “I doubt if they’d let Eva in even if she had the money. This is a fact you kids will have to adjust to.” Dad handed Mom the letter as he loosened his tie.


“Why would you want to join a club like that?” I demanded. This was in complete contradiction to what we were learning in third grade about prejudice.


Dad backed away, stunned by my reaction. “You want to swim, don’t you, Butch?”


I nodded.


“Get used to it. You’ll run into this your whole life.”


FROM THE START, THERE WAS SOMETHING I didn’t like about Mt. Lookout. I had imagined it would be a wealthier version of the Carrousel Inn pool—quiet and cozy, with women in high heels, colorful bathing suits, and gold jewelry occasionally strolling the deck with drinks in their hands. But it was nothing like that; the pool was packed with people and seemed spacious and sprawling, intimidating even. Maybe it was the pool’s size—twenty-five meters, L-shaped, with six lanes that sloped to a deep end where I couldn’t touch bottom—or its twelve-foot diving well with two springboards. But the people at Mt. Lookout were different too. They were moneyed and well dressed, and drove wood-paneled station wagons. Even as a child I could tell we didn’t fit in with them.


The first time we swam there as a family, we arrived wearing a hodgepodge of bathing suits, all sun- or chlorine-faded, and grayish towels that we used for everything from cleaning the car to soaking up water on the basement floor. Some of the mothers rubbernecked when they saw us. One group of women with dark, leathery skin wore skirt-like bathing suits and carried around stylish baskets as handbags. They looked nothing like my mother. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what we were doing there. Were they doing this for us?


Dad would tell us, “You’re lower upper class,” which made no sense. The implication was that we belonged at Mt. Lookout because his father was a physician, and because Mom and he had both attended private high schools and then Cornell and Colgate, respectively. But in the next breath, he’d explain how he’d barely graduated from college—how, when a professor caught him cheating on his final exam Dad had circled the campus on foot several times with the professor, panicked, begging for a passing grade.


Mom always interrupted these stories, telling Dad, “If your parents hadn’t been so determined to make you a doctor, maybe you would’ve done better.” She thought part of her job as a partner was propping Dad up. And maybe she was doing the same for us by encouraging us to swim. I was supposedly the creative one in the family and would’ve preferred drawing lessons, but I think Dad was trying to convince his parents—and himself—of his success by doing things like joining Mt. Lookout.


Mom signed us up for lessons. To determine the proper class for our ability, we each had to swim one length—twenty-five meters, the standard pool length for summer league competition—without stopping. Somehow, I managed to finish, so they placed me with the advanced beginners. Jacquie swam doggie paddle two-thirds of the way and grabbed the side of the pool, so she landed in beginners.


With lessons, I mastered treading water, developed a decent backstroke, and learned to breathe to the right in freestyle. After each class, Jacquie and I romped around, diving for pennies or playing various forms of tag in the water. On weekends when Dad was home, he dropped the two of us off in the morning and we stayed at the pool all day, just playing.


Once Pam learned to ride a two-wheeler, Dad bought us a tandem bicycle and suggested that one of us drag Ricky on the back. I hated that they expected Jacquie and me to be responsible for getting the two younger kids to the pool safely—a journey that involved crossing busy city streets—but I thought we were up to the task. It was at the pool that the responsibility felt overwhelming. Pam was only five and couldn’t tread water, and Ricky, three, only played in the baby pool. But Mom thought nothing of it. “As long as you girls keep an eye on the younger kids,” she said, “nobody will notice you’re there by yourselves.”


I reminded Mom that Pam hadn’t passed her swimming test.


“How is she going to pass if she doesn’t practice?”


“But what if somebody says she’s too young to be there?”


“Don’t be a nincompoop. If you can’t swim in the deep end, don’t go in the deep end,” she said. “I don’t want the lifeguards calling to say that one of the kids drowned because you older girls weren’t paying attention.”


She was only half joking, and I knew that, but I also figured we’d be safe under the watchful eyes of the other parents and pool staff.


So each day the four of us—wearing flip-flops, T-shirts, and shorts over our bathing suits and tucking peanut butter sandwiches into our metal baskets—hopped on our bikes, observed the signs, and pumped our pedals along the crooked sidewalk to the pool. Jacquie and I would argue about who should watch the younger kids, but we both had one eye on them whether we were floating in the shallow end or belly-flopping off the diving board.


FOR A COUPLE OF WEEKS, WE HAD no problem. Then, one late afternoon, a lifeguard called Jacquie over to his chair. Our parents had dropped us off and we had been there several hours. The lifeguard was the typical Napoleon-complex kind of guy, not much taller than Jacquie but with large, sturdy shoulders and dirty-blond hair.


“Where are your parents?”


By then, we kids were experts at steering a conversation in a different direction, and Jacquie was working the drill. “I passed the test,” she said.


He stared up at Ricky, trotting around the upper-level baby pool, and Pam, who was shouting at him from the lower deck to stop running. “What about those two kids? Who do they belong to?”


Jacquie sounded nonchalant as she re-tied her pigtail. “Um, they’re ours.”


The lifeguard squinted. “And how old are you?”


“Eight.”


“You’re eight? Are you kidding me?”


Jacquie didn’t answer. I noticed she looked nervous so I climbed the ladder and hustled over. “I’m nine. What’s wrong?”


The lifeguard squeezed his eyes shut. “How old’s your brother?”


“Where?”


He pointed to Ricky in the baby pool.


“He’s three, but he acts older,” I said, and we watched as Ricky dumped a pail of water on another little boy’s head.


The guard set his whistle on the lifeguard chair and charged off to speak with someone in the office.


Jacquie crossed her arms. “Go tell Ricky he needs to settle down.”


I ran up and clutched Ricky’s hand, but he jerked away. “Get off. You’re not my mother.” I motioned for him to follow me to the adult pool, where Jacquie gave him a brief lecture.


The lifeguard returned and made Jacquie call home. He waited with us by the entrance, where we stood like idiots with wet, stringy hair, shivering in our dirty sneakers, as other families arrived for an evening swim. As they carried their luxurious, fresh-smelling towels past us, I felt sure they thought we were a ragtag band of orphans. Pam shivered under a skimpy towel, a red finger in her mouth. Ricky had a wide swath of snot running down his nose that nobody wiped. None of us said a word.


I was relieved when I saw our Bel Air pull up to the curb, though Mom looked embarrassed. I tried to make eye contact to show her the lifeguard was a jerk but she was giggling and girlish, as if she’d already had her evening cocktail.


The lifeguard tilted his head and glared. “Mrs. Peters, your daughter here is too young to watch three children.”


Jacquie scowled at me. “He’s talking about me,” she huffed. “He thinks I’m the oldest because you weren’t paying attention.”


“Shut up. He thinks you’re the oldest because you’re bossy.”


Mom exchanged some words with the lifeguard and then glared when she saw us shoving each other. “That’s enough. Get in the car.” She hit the pedal hard, kicking up gravel and fishtailing. The lifeguard watched until we rounded the corner.


“What were you kids doing? You must’ve been wild. I’m afraid you blew your opportunity at the pool.”


Jacquie’s red-hot face frowned at me like the whole thing was my fault.


“Who was watching Ricky?” Mom said. “Who? Answer me. Who was watching Ricky?”


“Pam,” I said.


“Pammy? She’s only five. You girls should’ve been watching her.”


Pam raised her eyebrows as I elbowed her in the gut.


Over the coming weeks, Mom said she was too embarrassed to send us to the pool. I judged her stress in those days by the number of tries it took her to get our names right. “Jacquie, Pammy, Ricky, David—oh, there you are,” she’d sigh, and I’d know she needed a favor. “Would you and Jacquie watch the kids so I can rest a few minutes?” Then she’d lie on her bed and curl up with her Reader’s Digest.


It sounds like I’m implying my mother couldn’t handle having five kids in seven and a half years, but that’s not what I mean. She believed she could do it all. Even with a husband who demanded an inordinate amount of her attention, no matter what it was—taking care of household chores, paying bills, or chasing after us—she took on more responsibilities than my father because she believed she was the only one who could handle the job. There were times she acted as if she was about to give up. But she never gave up on us; it was more like she momentarily gave up on herself. That she blamed herself for taking on too much.


AWAY FROM THE POOL, WE KIDS RAN helter-skelter around the neighborhood and swung like Tarzan over a muddy gully at the end of the street. One time Ricky dropped ten feet from a tire swing and practically disappeared under four feet of mud. Another time, riding bikes, Jacquie crashed into a tree and her face swelled up like a ripe tomato. Mom liked it that swimming exhausted us. It wasn’t long before she suggested the three of us girls give Mt. Lookout another try.


“Be discreet, though,” she said. “Don’t draw attention to yourselves.”


“What if the lifeguard sees Pam and wants to know where you are?” The idea sounded risky.


“Make something up,” she said.


Jacquie and I traded smiles. “You want us to lie?”


Mom seemed tickled. “Be creative. Don’t blurt out the first thing that comes to mind.” This was so out of character for Mom. Why is she telling us to lie? I wondered. With a dad like ours, I wanted a saintly mother, one I could count on to do the right thing, but lately she wasn’t making it easy to believe she was all that different from Dad.


I didn’t want to be sent back to Mt. Lookout. But even at nine I could tell that my mother was in some kind of crisis. Somehow I knew that the more careless things she was saying weren’t reflective of the real her, but instead a product of the stress of her trying to do too much.


Time is so distorted to children. It seemed like months since my dad’s affair and his three-week absence from the house, but it’s possible it had only been weeks. I knew that we kids were a handful—Mom was always saying as much; I thought that maybe the time of his absence had pushed her over some sort of personal edge where she’d begun to think of him as a child too. When she pressured me to take the younger kids back to the pool, she still didn’t seem to recognize she couldn’t do it alone, but I did.


I came to a decision: I would help her by making myself as inconspicuous and agreeable as possible, if that was what she wanted. In fact, I’d do whatever it took to allow her to be the mother I so badly wanted her to be. “But will you come get us if we get in trouble?”


“No.”


“You won’t come and get us?”


Mom’s eyes glinted. “I won’t, because you’ll stay out of trouble.”


“Okay, if you say so,” I said, grinning.


The three of us hopped on our bikes, tucked towels into our metal baskets, and headed off for the pool.












CHAPTER 4






Mom’s eyes gleamed as she pored over the Eastern Hills Journal, the local paper. “Kimmy, how would you like to swim on the Mt. Lookout swim team?”


It was near the end of third grade, and Mom and Dad weren’t pleased at all with my report card. Somehow, in the family turmoil, I’d gone from mostly As to one C, which happened to be in conduct. Though I’d worked hard to bring up the grade from a C to a B, Mom thought I needed more activities to occupy my time.


“Swimming on a team? Why?” It was 1966: we hadn’t been pool members for a year yet, I was slow in breaststroke—I couldn’t even do butterfly—and despite the lessons, I still wasn’t the greatest at breathing to one side in freestyle. Swimming seemed like a lot of work.


“Let’s see what the coach says,” Mom said, and at eight thirty the following morning I was standing like a dope next to Dad on the Mt. Lookout pool deck, shivering in my green knit bathing suit. Kids splashed around me and steam rose off the surface. What they were doing looked about as much fun as swimming in a hurricane.


With his hand on the back of my head, Dad pushed me toward Bill Behrens, the coach. “Kimmy would like to swim on your team,” he said, “and if you do well with her, we have four others behind her.”


Bill wasn’t a talker. Slouching, arms crossed, he was a few inches taller than Dad and suntanned, wearing khaki pants and a polo shirt. With his eyes on the pool, he tipped his head every couple of seconds to show he was listening as rhythmic waves of kids churned the water in front of us.


There’s a certain affect that swim coaches develop in dealing with parents—a sly smile and nod with a lack of eye contact that hides judgment and conveys an immediate sense of authority. Dad must have picked up on this right away, because he spoke to Bill in a tone of ringing endorsement, as if closing a sales deal. “She’s tough and can handle anything,” he said.


Bill nodded toward the sea of boys and girls bobbing in the shallow end. He’d heard this before. Dad was selling me like a set of his best-quality bed linens.


Okay, I thought, maybe, with luck, Bill will see my awkward stroke and tell him swimming is not my thing.


“I’ll take care of her,” Bill said. “Jump in the middle there, Kimberly. Show me what you can do.”


I tried to show my reluctance in body language, but Bill didn’t seem to notice. As he whistled, six swimmers pushed off in a line, sprinting to the deep end, arms and legs thrashing. When he asked us to swim butterfly, I was four years old again, in the ocean—water rushing into my nose, choking, gasping, barely able to lift my arms. I inhaled another mouthful of water and swam freestyle to the other end of the pool. As Dad slipped away for the ensuing hour, I gagged and retched, buffeted by the waves.


THAT AFTERNOON I TRIED TO SIDLE UP TO Mom, hoping she would understand my complaints as a directive to keep me off the swim team. She was struggling to straighten the house and manage the boys, and before I could offer up my list of woes, she asked if I enjoyed swimming.


“Not much.”


I could see her smiling to herself. “Well, you haven’t been there long enough. I hope you’re not thinking of quitting.”


Well, yes, I am, I thought. And I’ll prove it to you.


NOBODY PAID ATTENTION TO THE SKINNY boy who seemed lost in a daydream, curled up on one of the lawn chairs on the sidelines at practice. When I asked a girl how he’d gotten out, I found out he had an earache, which sounded brilliant. The next day, as soon as Dad dropped me off at the pool, I dragged myself over to Bill with a finger in my ear.


He rubbed his hands. “What’s wrong, Kimberly?”


“My ear hurts.”


Bill pointed to a chair. “I guess you’ll have to sit and watch.”


I delivered my best sickface look. “Okay,” I said, fake trembling. I slid into the nearest deck chair, where I hugged my knees and squinted as the other kids sloshed around in the pool for the remaining hour.


THOSE WEEKS OF MY SO-CALLED EARACHE still haunt me as moments when I might’ve been able to change my life’s trajectory. They were the first moments when I realized there was a world out there that wouldn’t make me do something I didn’t want to. Kimmy do this, Kimmy do that—everything at age nine was decided by my parents.


Maybe that’s true for all kids, but by the side of that pool I could for once sit in peace and let my mind wander—thinking of the dark black lines on the bottom, how they swirled around like ribbons—while I listened and enjoyed the splashing of all those bodies. Bill realized I was faking, but he didn’t press me, and it didn’t seem like the worst type of lie. Who was I hurting? I appreciated that he was giving me a choice.


As the oldest child of a big family, you’d think I’d have been used to stating my opinion. But with five kids and Dad, there were moments when Mom had no choice but to rule over us like a dictator. She chose our books, our clothes, our food, even our friends. For one birthday party she invited twelve girls from my class, and they pushed and shoved as they crowded around to see the gifts they’d given me. I had begged Mom not to have the party. She even invited kids from the neighborhood to play with Jacquie. By the time she brought in the cake, singing “Happy Birthday” in her sweet voice, I was bawling from sheer exhaustion.


When I outgrew my clothes Mom would take me to Shillito’s, a fancy department store in Kenwood, where dozens of shoppers were always prattling on about the lovely clothing. We would walk straight to the two castoff racks and she’d say, “Please, Kimmy; please try these for me,” then hand me a stack of clothes in styles that nobody wore anymore. “We’re not poor,” she’d say, “we just don’t have any money.” I didn’t want to wear the clothes, but I hated complaining when I knew she tried her hardest to live within our means. With both parents, I got the clear message that doing what they wanted would make my life easier.


So that’s what I did with swimming. I didn’t hate it. I just didn’t like it. I didn’t like being shoved into something for my mother’s sake. I wanted her to be happy, naturally, but it didn’t seem worth my continuous exhaustion. And I hated hearing her giggling to Mrs. Engel about how fantastic this swimming thing was when it felt like it had narrowed my world. It was like marveling at the hamster on the wheel, convinced the tiny cage was somehow enjoyable.


THE DAY DAD DECIDED TO TRY JACQUIE in the younger swimming group, I was sure my swimming days were finally coming to an end. Jacquie was shorter, and “chubby” by 1960s standards (though her size would be considered normal, even skinny, twenty years later). She liked to tell people she had inherited the worst of Mom and Dad’s traits. For years she claimed she had Mom’s bad eyes—she eventually wore glasses—and crooked teeth, needing braces—and worst of all, Dad’s ugly feet and fat body. Every time she complained, I would remind her of her cooking ability, and how she got all the nice clothes and had a multitude of friends. One of the best of Jacquie’s traits was her extroversion. Like Dad, she seemed comfortable with everyone, including most adults. She was the only one of the five of us with the guts to tell Dad the truth.


“You’re going to hate the swim team,” I told her, smirking.


Before Dad felt ready to try Jacquie for the team, he dropped by Mt. Lookout one morning, expecting a pat on the back for my great success. Instead, Bill told him there was a little problem. While the kids in the pool jumped on their toes, hugging their shoulders to stay warm, I sat curled in a fetal position, my chin on my knees, a towel draped over my arms and legs like a blanket.


Dad went ballistic; he yanked me from the deck chair—I was glad the team had their faces in the water—and dragged me to the car.


He had both hands on the wheel and his head in my face as he backed up. I can still see his unfocused gaze, wrathful and inscrutable. I’d been haunted by a memory of Mom’s crying, “No!” in the middle of the night, the contents of her jewelry box scattering on the floor. I’d seen Ricky spanked so hard he’d ended up with bruises on his bottom the size of sand dollars. I figured I was next.


“You mean to tell me I have been driving you to practice and you’ve been lying?” Dad’s face reddened as he spun the steering wheel.


I didn’t answer. Saying “No thanks” to swimming was not an option. I did try, though. I fidgeted in the seat, thinking of ways to get out of it. I wanted a deal. Like, how about if I clean the basement instead of swimming? Or if I fix dinner? Mom wouldn’t have to do anything. As a nine-year-old, I’d adopted some of my father’s techniques in getting what he wanted.


He continued to bark, “You don’t have a goddamn earache,” and my stomach roiled. What was so wrong with quitting something I didn’t enjoy?


“I don’t like practice.” I flung the towel over my head to blot my eyes.


“Aw, Butch, that was embarrassing to find you sitting on the bench,” he said, his tone softening a bit.


“I don’t like it at all,” I told him. “The water’s freezing cold and I hate the chlorine.” It also seemed that at nine I was one of the youngest in my age group, playing catch-up with kids who’d learned to float before they could talk.


Dad’s head dropped. When he lifted it, he looked dejected. I think he thought my failure would be his failure. “I want you to give swimming another try. You’re not a quitter. This is a winning family. And you’re the oldest. At least finish the season.”


From that day on, I walked around with a worried look. And I’m not making this up. That look would plague me for decades to come, with random strangers stopping to ask me, “What’s wrong?”—which, invariably, would bring me back to swimming. I think of the furrowed brow as muscle memory, the way a crumpled piece of paper forever shows its lines.


ONE OF SWIMMING’S GREATEST PITFALLS is that it takes up so much time that the whole family has to get involved if they ever want to see each other. Once the oldest starts, each kid falls in line like a member of a polygamous religious sect. If, by some unusual stroke of luck, you manage to leave swimming, you’re an automatic outcast. You can never get together with those swimming families again. And not because they think less of you. They simply don’t have time.


When I think back to that first day Jacquie joined Mt. Lookout, I can still see her rushing to the deep end and dropping into the water with the eight-year-olds like she was splashing in the bathtub. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I felt like she’d betrayed me. From the pool’s edge, I glimpsed Dad winking as he pointed, and I knew I had to get in. I slid into the shallow end, in one of the middle lanes, and from then on we were one of those swimming families.


EVERY OTHER THURSDAY WE HAD HOME meets, and since Mom worshiped routine, she looked forward to those nights—nights when she could hire a babysitter for the boys and then stand behind a lane with a stopwatch wrapped around her wrist, timing with the other parents. It wasn’t a great social life, but it was something. Since she placed a high value on patience and hard work, in her mind, swimming offered something for all of us.


Dad, meanwhile, could be the bold entertainer, pacing the deep end, his hands on his hips, or hunched over as he judged flip-turns. He paid special attention to how we held our heads in the water and how we finished at the wall. After meets, if I’d caught my arm on a lane line or glided too long into a turn, he would pull me aside as if he were the head coach. “Next time, you’ll count your strokes from the flags. You’ll hit that wall dead-on and you’ll win.”


There’s usually one parent who’s more into swimming than the other, and in my case, it was my father. He paid attention to other swimmers, asked me countless questions about my stroke, and never failed to read the meet results in the newspaper, though he rarely read anything else. In high school, he’d been a better football player than he’d been a student, so I think his focus on swimming may’ve had to do in part with his desire to be thought of as an athlete.


As he got older, Dad had begun to look less like James Dean and more like a happy Buddha. I can still see him at Mt. Lookout in his baggy swim trunks, a bath towel around his neck, his hair dangling over his cowlick, as he psyched up for a twenty-five-meter race against Mom. Having been a smoker for so many years, he would thrash around like an injured duck and gasp so hard at the end of one length that I worried he’d suffer a heart attack. I always wished Mom would let him win at least once so he would quit trying. But she never did.


Dad had downed a few drinks and wore a shiny red glow the night he learned the season was over and Jacquie and I had failed to qualify for the semifinals. We were sitting at the dining room table, about to finish eating. Mom had been to the beauty parlor and looked elegant with her dark hair perfectly teased, not a gray hair on her head, and wearing a hammered silver necklace from our grandfather. She’d worked hard on dinner—a pork roast with mashed potatoes, lima beans, and homemade biscuits—and we’d already had conflict over Pam’s aversion to lima beans. Pam had defiantly dropped them in her napkin, folded it neatly in a ball, and excused herself to use the bathroom while Ricky and David eyed their plates, stunned by her bravery.


“Jacquie needs to get her dead ass off the block faster,” Dad said. He tossed his napkin on the table to signal he was finished.


Mom’s eyes widened as if to send Dad a private warning: Lay off, Dick. You’re too involved. This is only the Private Pool League, not the Olympics. You’ll turn them into basket cases.


Dad wouldn’t listen. “Did you beat the other girls in practice? What did Bill say about your progress?”


I glanced across the table to send an eye-roll to Jacquie.


“You kids have long legs from your mother’s side, and you’re both built like an ox.”


Pam and Ricky stiffened as they stared at each other. Jacquie was sensitive about her weight. Sometimes strangers told us that she didn’t even look like the rest of us.


Jacquie’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m not an ox.”


Dad seemed unaware of his insult. “Butch? What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.” My jaw tightened and I was unable to swallow my mouthful.


He repositioned himself in the chair. “You have a chip on your shoulder.”


“I’m not hungry,” I said.


Mom chucked her napkin and pushed away from the table. “Dick, I’ve asked you to lay off. I’m sick of it too.”


He focused on Jacquie. “Maybe I was too hard on you girls, but I was only trying to emphasize that you have better genes than any of those other kids.” He glanced at me for a moment. “What? Do you think I’m lying? Tell her, Beej. She thinks I’m making this up about our kids having good genes. Beej, did you hear me?”


“Yes, Dick, yes. They have better genes than the other kids.”


After dinner, Mom spent a long time lecturing Dad in the kitchen. I helped with the dishes, silently hoping my parents would get into a full-blown screaming match so I could step in and say, “Just so you know, I don’t really want to swim anymore.” I was hoping Dad might realize that those great genes he’d passed on to us would fit another activity, like drawing, or taking photographs with that Brownie camera they’d bought me for Christmas.


But when I wandered in to say good night, Dad’s red face wore a boozy grin. “You understand about swimming, don’t you, Butch?”


I nodded. What I understood was that I was swimming for Dad.
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