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For Sacha and Blaise, who make me smile every day


I could feel it coming. An angry, pulsing energy started to grow inside me. Sitting on the edge of the bathtub, I tried to zone out to the symmetry of the white subway tiles lining the wall in front of my face. But it always came too fast. I knew that. The only light in the bathroom arrived through the wall of opaque glass bricks behind the tub where outside the sun beat hot on Venice Beach. I blocked the daylight with my back, trying to keep the room dimmed out, as if that would help anything.

My toes curled up. That’s how it always started. Then the nervous energy drove up my body. My knees bounced hard. My fingers refused to stop wiggling. One ran against the inside of my palm as if foreshadowing the inevitable. I made a fist but the energy was now up around my face, clenching my jaw and grinding my teeth back and forth.

Rushing around my bloodstream, it started to overwhelm me. When it got to my brain, which would be soon, I wouldn’t be able to think at all. Then, at least, it would almost be over.

My heart pumped like crazy, and my breathing was heavy. Suddenly it was hot, too hot.

Let it out.

I felt like a cartoon character with steam coming out of my ears.

Let it out.

Something had to happen. Something had to be done to release the pressure, or it would be released by my exploding. I was going to scream my head off, smash the bathroom mirror, or grab one of those tiny little eyebrow razors and cut my arm.

I grabbed the razor, a two-inch handle in a cheery shade of pink with an extremely thin and sharp blade at its tip. I surrendered to the object so tiny in my palm. With the razor in my right hand, I revealed the underside of my other arm, cradling it close to my body. The energy ran too fast to contemplate the moment before the half-inch silver blade hit my arm. It flashed briefly in the sunlight before slicing into the meaty part between the wrist and the elbow. One. Two. Three. I made the small lines as I had done so many times before. I didn’t have to press hard, only run the razor across my skin as lightly as a blade of grass moving across the leg of a child running through a field.

I knew immediately. Something was wrong. The calm that usually washed over me as soon as I made my light little cuts with their delicate beads of blood was replaced by a new fear. In the moment when thinking was not possible and the energy took over, I must have applied too much pressure, because one of the cuts gushed blood. This was not in control.

Within a second or two, blood spread across my arm, dripping down from my elbow to the white tile floor below. It was getting all over the place, on my tank top, my jeans, my feet. I yelled at my boyfriend, Sacha, all the time for the messes he made around the house we shared. I was never the cause before.

The sight of too much of my blood, a creepy red-brown color, sent a wave of panic over me. This wasn’t the satisfaction of the cuts that put things back in control. Scared, I grabbed a towel and threw it on my arm to try to stop the bleeding. Soon enough the towel was soaked in blood. I tried to grab another towel that was hanging on the door, but in my panicked state I knocked over a roll of toilet paper. I stood up and continued to drip blood on the floor, now covered with red drips and toilet paper.

I threw the tissue in the toilet and tried to clean up the disaster on the floor with the fresh towel, but everything was chaos and I couldn’t stop the bleeding. I was like a kid who, trying to hide the evidence of her mistake before getting caught by Mommy or Daddy, just winds up making everything worse.

How did it get to this point? I was a three-time Olympic swimmer and world record holder who had appeared on the cover of national magazines in skimpy bathing suits that made everyone think I had all the confidence in the world. I made money in a sport where no one makes any. I owned my own home and paid my own bills. Lots of Americans who didn’t know anything about swimming knew my name and the face under the goggles. I also had a wonderful boyfriend, who made me feel like the sexiest, smartest, most important woman in the world. And yet I was miserable to the point of this. Bleeding and broken on a bathroom floor. I felt embarrassed and ashamed. Why was I such a loser?

I might have been an idiot, but I didn’t want to die. So I stood and looked at myself in the mirror to clean myself up. With my face and eyes red from crying, mascara running down my cheeks, and blood all over me, there was no masking this disaster.

I opened the door to see Sacha standing right outside. When he looked at me, I could see in his face just how terrible I was.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I went too deep this time.”



chapter 1


I wanted to get to the pool so badly, I was practically running. The July sun had already dried all the dew on our neighbors’ matching green lawns, and I was hot. Why were they taking so long?

I turned around to watch my family, almost half a block behind me. Mom and Dad, laughing as usual about some story, carried all the junk. They had packed a cooler filled with drinks, sandwiches, and chips that’d last us the whole day of hanging out in the pool and on the surrounding soft, grassy hills. Though we lived only two blocks away, my mom had enough towels, books, and blankets that we looked as if we were moving to the pool.

Okay, I could understand my parents’ slow speed, but what were my sisters’ problems? Lagging even farther behind, Leah and Taryn had their heads close together the way they always did when they were gossiping, which was a lot of the time. The three of us were like variations on the same theme. Despite the age differences (Leah was two years older than Taryn, who was five years older than me), we were all beanpoles with olive skin, dark brown hair, bright blue almond-shaped eyes, and huge California-girl smiles. But we couldn’t have looked more different.

Leah’s hair was feathered as it always was, and even though we were headed for the pool, she had put on the blue eyeliner that was her current style obsession. I had to admit, she looked really good. Taryn was just as pretty. Her short hairstyle made her neck look graceful like a dancer’s. It was so different from the long, mostly blonde hair that practically every girl in our town had. But she hated doing her hair so much that Mom had threatened to cut it all off if she didn’t brush it. Taryn didn’t brush it, and my mom didn’t make idle threats. So Taryn had hair like a boy’s, which was fine with her.

However, I was the real tomboy. I never heard of a sport I didn’t want to play, and I never wavered from my uniform of shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers. Today I had jazzed it up with my acid-washed shorts and New Kids on the Block tank top. But the heat was beginning to make my bathing suit underneath stick to my torso.

“Come on!” I shouted at my family. They just ignored me.

I could have run ahead without them. I knew the site—the pool (nine feet at one end, four feet at the other), the grassy hills, the showers, the covered area with picnic tables—like I knew the back of my hand. And I loved everything about the place: the buttery smell of sunscreen, the feel of hot concrete under my feet, the shock of the first jump into the pool. It didn’t matter that I spent all day, every day of the week, around the same pool during swim team practice. On the weekends, it was different; I had to be with my family.

Instead of bolting ahead, I waited for my sisters, who agreed to play Marco Polo with me as soon as we arrived. After they grew bored, my dad chucked me across the pool a few times before he had to get out and help my mom set up the chairs and cooler near the encampment of parents. Luckily a group of neighborhood kids started a fierce game of sharks and minnows that went on until we were starved and our skin was puckered and white. I hopped out of the pool and bolted toward my mom, who greeted me with a clean towel, a turkey sandwich, and a cold Dr Pepper. After gobbling down lunch, I went straight back into the water. And that’s where I stayed, where we all stayed, until the sun started to go down on that perfect summer day.

Perfect. That’s the word that describes where I grew up. Irvine, California, had cul-de-sacs and identically manicured lawns, kids on bikes and parents who let us do pretty much as we wanted in what seemed like the safest town in the world. It was straight out of a John Hughes movie where the biggest problem is a fight with your best friend. You never saw a single piece of litter on the streets. Even the bright blue sky was straight out of a Hollywood set. Located in Orange County (not exactly known as a land of hardship), my hometown was sunny, on average, 325 days a year. And because it’s on the coast, the average temperature is a comfortable seventy degrees. We never had to worry about the town’s Easter Egg Hunt or Fourth of July Bike Parade getting rained out. As I said—perfect.

My parents fit right in. High school sweethearts from the Puget Sound region in Washington State, they got married when my mother, Gayle, was twenty and my dad, Dan, was twenty-one. He had been the captain of the football team, and she had been captain of the cheerleading squad. I made fun of them for their cheesy perfection (my mom was homecoming queen), but secretly I was proud to have them as parents.

With his dark skin, black hair, and blue eyes, I thought my dad was the most handsome guy in the world. A basketball player at Washington State, he kept his six-one frame in great shape by continuing to play lots of sports. My petite mom, a lighter beauty with sandy-blonde hair and pale-blue eyes, fit right into my dad’s side.

You couldn’t have asked for better parents. They were like best friends who never fought. Because they were both teachers—my dad taught hotel and restaurant management at Orange Coast College, and my mom taught art at various local schools—they always seemed to be around. Over boring, balanced breakfasts and dinners prepared by my mother, which we ate together every day, my siblings and I competed to see who could be the goofiest and get the most attention. Whether it was acting out Annie during a family camping trip or telling the best fart joke over chicken and broccoli, Mom and Dad encouraged us to have fun. Everything was about having a good time.

There was always something crazy going on in our house. That’s why all the neighborhood kids gravitated to our four-bedroom tract home in a development called the Colony. My parents, in their very laid-back way, welcomed every single one of our friends. They kept the fridge and cabinets stocked with all the best junk food and allowed us to act young and silly. That meant not freaking out if someone spilled soda on the carpet, hit a lawn ornament with a hockey puck, or lay around watching MTV all afternoon.

Some kids liked it so much, they hardly ever left. One summer, Bobby Lanza, a boy I was really close to from the age of two on, spent every minute that he wasn’t sleeping at our house. That wasn’t such a big deal; lots of kids did that. But Bobby, who was eight at the time, wore his Speedo for every single one of those minutes. “Jeez, Bobby, give that thing a rest,” my sister Taryn said by early July.

“Maybe you should give it a wash and wear something else,” Leah said.

“Do you sleep in your Speedo too?” Taryn laughed.

Bobby was unfazed, and so was I. Teasing was the price we happily paid to hang out with (or at least around) my older sisters and their friends. Although we were on the fringes—listening to the new Huey Lewis and the News album through an open door to the living room or using the terms face! or bitchin’ even if we had no idea what they meant—it was still an exciting place to be. Growing up, I thought Leah and Taryn were the coolest people on earth. Anything they did, I wanted to do too. When they started wearing huge socks scrunched down by their ankles, I begged my mom for a pair and wore them piled around my toothpick ankles. They used mousse to get their bangs to stand straight up, then so would I—well, at least once before I decided hair was a waste of time. I even posed the same way they did in photos, with their head tilted way over to one side.

Taryn wasn’t tolerant of my copycat ways. To her, I was nothing more than the annoying little sister. If my parents ever left her to babysit me, we’d both cry to try to get out of the arrangement. Leah, on the other hand, treated me like her special little baby. She would do anything for me, including play endless sessions of Barbie. If Leah had jumped off a bridge, I would have followed in a heartbeat. While I didn’t leap off Golden Gate, I did take tap, jazz, and ballet because Leah was a big dancer. I stuck with it for several years until it was obvious to me and everyone else that I wasn’t very good at it.

While I adored Leah, the best times were when the entire family was together. And there was no better time in our family than Christmas. In our house, Christmas was not a subtle affair. We were those guys who got our tree the minute after the Thanksgiving dishes had been cleared. We played Christmas music and Christmas movies nonstop, decorated the house like crazy, and drank hot cocoa even though it was Southern California. I lived for our traditions, which included my mother and grandma baking trays of fattigman, an exotic savory cookie popular in Sweden and Norway, and my dad reading the children’s book The Polar Express to all the kids at our annual holiday party. We also used the holiday as an excuse to sneak in a few practical jokes, like the time we gave our grandfather—my dad’s dad, who had been a strict high school principal—a black lace thong for Christmas just to see his reaction when he opened his present. My mom, dad, sisters, and I all wound up laughing too hard to see the expression of shock on his face.

While I recognized that my parents, my town, our home, the pool, and my sisters (even Taryn) were perfect because of their natural, easygoing, and carefree ways, for me perfection could be achieved only through a kind of vigilance I had known ever since I could remember.

Hyperorganized, a neat freak, kind of compulsive: call it what you like, I needed order. All my stuff was perfect. In my sixth-grade classroom, my little desktop stood out like an empty island in a sea of chaos. My pencils were lined up in descending height order next to my pens at the top of the desk, schoolwork and notes to the left, books to the right. When kids knocked my display askew with their backpacks, the disorder sent a cold feeling directly to the pit of my stomach. Until I righted it again.

No one ever had to tell me to clean my room; it was always clean. That was no small feat considering I had two parakeets (Goldie and Zeba), two lovebirds (Peaches and Big Mouth), and our family cats (Angel and Dodger), who used my room as their hangout. Those birds were a mess, constantly throwing their food out of their cages and all over my floor. The vacuum was practically attached to my hand, I used it so much. They were worth it though. I spent hours with my animals, dressing up the cats in outfits and teaching the birds to sit on my finger, which I thought was so cool. They were like best friends.

It wasn’t just my room that I cleaned. I would have sooner died than have my human friends come over to a dirty house. Before a playdate, I cleaned the house—and I don’t mean tidy but what my mom called a “deep clean.” I busted out the wood cleaner for the coffee table, dusted the bookshelves, put all the dishes away, Windexed the sliding glass doors, and made sure my Chipmunks record collection was nicely organized. My sisters—whose rooms appeared to have been hit by bombs that sent their Huey Lewis and Andre Agassi posters askew and their clothes across the floor—looked at me like I was crazy.

My mom, on the other hand, thought her youngest daughter giving her house a good scrub-down was hilarious.

“When I grow up, Mom, I want to be your maid,” I said. It was my fantasy job because I could live with my mom and clean.

“Fantastic,” she said.

I didn’t know my Windexing was weird—my parents certainly never made me feel that way. In fact, they made me feel as if anything I did was okay. Limitations never crossed my mind, especially when it came to the physical. Rambunctious to the extreme, I loved a goal, a competition, a challenge of any kind. There’s an old family video from one of our hiking trips to Yosemite where my sisters stop at a soggy, moss-covered log to discuss whether they can use it to cross a rushing creek. Suddenly the camera pans to me; with tall alpine trees as my backdrop, I flip my hair brazenly and then start to run across the log. No contemplation, no strategy, no taking it slow—just going for it. In the next scene, I fall off the log like a cartoon character and land smack in the gooey mud. I was completely humiliated, but no fall could erode my fearlessness. Nothing bad was ever going to happen to me. I was sure of that.

My combined fearlessness and high energy made for a lot of showing off. To expend a little bit of the energy that drove my parents nuts, they enrolled me in every activity under the sun. By the time I was four years old, I was taking swimming, soccer, gymnastics, and dance. And still, I had enough steam left over to play endless roller hockey with the neighbors.

When it came to sports, I wanted to do it all. And in Irvine that was a completely realistic goal. Everything was at our fingertips, with pristine basketball and tennis courts, fields, and pools that anybody in the community could use for free. I didn’t care if they were “boys’ sports” or not, I played softball, football, and basketball—you name it. Dad couldn’t have been happier; I was the son he never had.

Even when my dad and I rode our bikes to the basketball court to play horse, I felt the rush of competition and pedaled hard to keep up with him. On the court, he towered over me, his broad shoulders, lean torso, and powerful legs completely eclipsing my spaghetti-thin frame. But I thought I still had a shot. I’m faster, smarter. I can beat this giant. We both had the squinted look of people taking a game really, really seriously.

For hours we played horse (there was no way I could out-dribble my six-foot dad), forgetting about the time of day, trying crazier and crazier shots. My dad didn’t let me win. I had to really win. That hardly happened, but when it did, I bragged to my family how I had schooled Dad on the court.

In the whirlwind of activities that I did on any of the trim fields or bright, shining facilities in our town, swimming held a special place. Swimming was major in Orange County. Every kid did it, and every rich kid tried to do it well. For me, the love was real. From my earliest memories, the pool was the place of long, happy summer days having fun surrounded by everyone I knew. It was also the only sport shared by my oldest, girlie-girl sister; my middle, rebellious one; and me.

Before I had even turned two years old, my parents toted me to the community pool to watch my sisters’ practices and swim meets with their team, the Colony Red Hots. Hanging from my father’s arm or toddling with the help of my mother’s hand, I thrust my hands out, trying to reach the moving shapes in a spray of blue. By three, I was a full-on water baby who longed to be a part of the team, even though I wasn’t eligible to join the summer league until the following year. I was such a pest that the coaches got me a tiny black swimsuit with red piping, the uniform of a Red Hot.

It was official (at least to me!): I was part of the team. My parents and the coaches let me spend all summer pretending. I followed swimmers alongside the pool during races as if I and not they were swimming. During free swim, I dove like a dolphin between the legs of the older kids horsing around and challenged my sisters to see who could hold our breath underwater the longest. I stayed in the pool until my lips were blue and someone finally yanked me out.

In the summer of 1986, it was truly official. Old enough to really be in the league, I curled my toes around the edge of the starting block, as I had been taught, and stared at the long stretch of shining blue in front of me. In the periphery of my goggles I could detect the movements of my competitors, but I didn’t look at them. Just straight ahead.

Bang! A shot announced the start of the race.

I pushed off the block, trying to fly as far as I could through the air, and plunged into the water. In a flurry of reaching and kicking, my brain repeating every instruction again and again, I moved like a fish through the water. No, that’s too slow. More like a speeding bullet. Definitely. My heart pounded with the effort and my four-year-old muscles began to strain. How much longer could I go? Then, bam, my hands hit the hard wall, and I shot up out of the water. An entire lap! And I had done it. I won!

I scanned the crowd through the watery view of my goggles and found my family cheering wildly. My sisters, in their Red Hot suits, were making whooping sounds while my mom clapped happily. But my dad was the most excited, pumping his fist into the air. I felt as if I had won the Olympics. I was hooked.

That summer I practiced for a half hour in the morning every day of the week with the other kids my age and then spent the rest of the day hanging around the pool, watching the older team members work out, or playing games until the sun had finally ducked behind the hills, which meant it was time to go home for dinner. The pool was the place to be. Mom and Dad, who had the summers off from teaching, were always waiting alongside the other parents at picnic tables covered in sandwiches and drinks for their ravenous kids. When my sisters weren’t in the pool, they joked around and gossiped with their friends in the shade of the trees or moved to the grassy hills for more serious discussions.

Out of the whole week, Saturdays were my favorite. That’s when we had swim meets. My three or four races were each only a lap long, which I knew wasn’t as hard as what the older kids did, but it didn’t matter. They were races and I was going to win. I put everything I knew how to put into those fifty-second bursts of crazy energy, and it usually paid off.

If anyone singled me out as a swimmer, it wasn’t for talent. It was for love and belonging. With the sun shining, my sisters as teammates, and my parents as cheerleaders, I would have been happy to stay in the water forever. Life would always be like this, because why change what’s perfect?



chapter 2


I raced up the front walkway of our house, leaving my dad to deal with our bags. I couldn’t wait to tell Mom all about the trip.

It had been even more awesome than I imagined it would be. When Dad had told me I could come along on his business trip to Orlando, I couldn’t believe it. We were always on a budget, so vacation usually meant driving and camping, which was great but nothing like this. Everything was amazing, even going on the airplane, where Dad and I opened our mini snacks and sipped from drinks brought to us by friendly and pretty stewardesses.

I grabbed the doorknob and pulled, yanking my arm against the unexpected resistance. Locked? The house was never locked. Maybe Mom, nervous with us away, had locked the door at night and had just forgotten to open it. Whatever. I rang the doorbell and waited for my dad, impatient for one of them to get here.

Mom was going to love hearing about the hotel we’d stayed in. It was so huge it had a fake lagoon with a water slide. Then there was Spaghetti House, a delicious restaurant where they gave you a free glass at the end of your meal! “We have to come back here,” I begged Dad, who finally said okay, although he looked a little sad about it. The next night, I ordered the same thing, spaghetti and meatballs, and got another glass, which I decided I’d give to Taryn.

Dad hardly had to work at all. He had to go into an office for about an hour one day, while I sat in the waiting room. It seemed like a racket to me, but I wasn’t about to complain. Not when he was taking me to MGM Studios, where I got to see all these cool sets from famous TV shows. The high point of the trip, however, was Disney World. In my book, a world dedicated to rides was nirvana. Pirates, the Wild West, underwater adventures: Who came up with this stuff? Epcot was the only bust (I had no idea it was a learning place). I almost died of boredom as we slowly inched through the big globe that I thought was going to be a roller coaster. Luckily, one ride on Space Mountain was all it took to carry me back to my happy place.

When Dad finally got to the front door, he took out his keys as if he knew it was locked. He looked at me kind of weird, smiling a little too hard. Maybe he was sorry the trip was over.

As soon as I heard the lock click open, I pushed past my dad and ran inside. Instead of bolting through the house until I found my mother, I stopped dead after only a few feet. Where am I? Most of the stuff in the living room was gone—the couch, the lamps, the coffee table, the side tables—missing. We’ve been robbed. The justification quickly disappeared when I saw the stereo. Thieves don’t take an old couch and leave the electronics.

If my dad was near me, I didn’t know it. He didn’t call to me, and I didn’t reach out to him. I was in my own world as I started to walk through the house. In a daze, I took a mental inventory of what was left. I roamed from room to room, looking for proof of something I couldn’t grasp. My mom was gone.

The family room was the same. I guess she hadn’t wanted the TV. And there wasn’t any stuff missing in the kitchen or dining room, even though those had been primarily her realm. I wandered upstairs, going first into my parents’ bathroom, where I knew the old cup holding my mom’s eyeliner, mascara, and other stuff would be gone. Then I opened the door to their bedroom—I guess my dad’s bedroom now. The bed was gone; the room looked huge. Where is Dad going to sleep now?

A cold feeling moved from my throat down to my chest and then on to my stomach as I settled into my room, where my dad had left my bag. Feeling isn’t exactly the right word. The coldness was the absence of feeling as confusion and anger pushed any trace of emotion to someplace so deep, I didn’t even know it existed. I started to unpack, putting the dirty clothes in the hamper and finding places for my new treasures, as if it were any ordinary day. Even though I was only twelve years old and my mom had left, I wasn’t the kind of person to start bawling. That’s not the Beard way.

I don’t remember the moment I learned my parents were splitting up. One day I just seemed to know. Like most emotional stuff in our family, it was a nonevent. There were no big talks, no TV-style family sit-downs where they told me it wasn’t my fault and that they still loved me. My parents weren’t into confrontation. In fact, they weren’t really into communication. I had no idea why they were breaking up. I had never ever seen them fight.

There had been that one unsettling moment about a year earlier. Coming into the house after playing roller hockey, I found my mom and dad snuggled up on the couch in front of the fireplace. I almost jumped, the scene was so out of place. Just as they didn’t fight, they were never ever lovey-dovey. It was too emotional, too intimate. Taken aback, I mumbled a few awkward words and ran up to my room. Something’s not right. I shoved aside the premonition with the rest of the emotions that didn’t fit with our goofy, easygoing family.

We were lighthearted and fun. Anything else wasn’t real, or didn’t matter. I didn’t want my parents to sit on the side of my bed and give me the Mommy-and-Daddy-are-splitting-up speech. I didn’t want to talk about it with them, or with my sisters. I didn’t want to talk about it at all—not even with my best friend, Yvette.

If I was going to open up to anyone, it would have been to Yvette, the most nurturing person I know. We had met in seventh-grade keyboarding (a class to learn how to type on computers) because our desks were next to each other—and next to one of the school phones with a directory of the internal codes for every single teacher’s phone in the school. This was a gift from the middle school gods.

Our glassed-in keyboarding class looked directly into Mr. Kelley’s science room. With his big buzzed head that made him look like a member of the military ready to shoot on sight, the chemistry teacher was the biggest jerk ever. Even if I didn’t understand something he was talking about in class, I would never have asked a question. He was just too mean.

Mr. Kelley was, however, the perfect prank target. Yvette and I didn’t have to discuss the plan; it arrived intuitively like kicking a ball you find in the street. She picked up the phone and dialed his extension, her long tight curls bouncing in excitement. We watched as he stopped his lesson and walked over to his desk. But when he picked up the phone, she hung up. After a second of confusion, he hung up the phone and returned to teaching. We kept at it all class long, interrupting Mr. Kelley, sending him to pick up the ringing phone, and then leaving him hanging.

“Hello!” he bellowed, before slamming the receiver down. “Whoever this is, this is not funny.”

We begged to differ.

After that we were inseparable. Yvette’s fiery personality complemented my sillier self. She talked a mile a minute, much of it funny, so that I was always laughing my ass off when around her. Despite a seriously sarcastic side, Yvette was also one of the most kindhearted people I had ever known. Soon her house became like a second home (it was the only place I was allowed to sleep over during the week). Her parents, who had thick foreign accents from their native British Guiana, were just as hilarious as Yvette, and I pretended her two little sisters were my own, since I had always wanted younger siblings.

There was nowhere I felt more comfortable than by Yvette’s side or in her house. Still, I didn’t let her know that my parents were having problems. My whole universe was threatening to come apart, but I went about life as a normal twelve-year-old. I confided in no one, maybe because I wanted to pretend as if it wasn’t really happening.

Now the half-empty house proved undeniably that this was happening. Nothing felt more real than seeing things my mom had picked out specifically for our family gone. I didn’t need to ask my dad; my mom was gone. What was the point of asking a whole bunch of questions when I was sure they’d just make me feel worse? And what I wanted to do in that moment was not feel anything at all.

My dad eventually came into my room and sat down. With his long legs stretching from my single bed, he looked really uncomfortable. I concentrated on making sure my records all stuck out the same distance from the shelf.

“Hey, I know your big dream is to be an interior designer when you grow up. Right?” he said. “Well, since the living room is empty, how about you design the room and pick out new furniture? This could be your first official project.”

There was only one moment, much later, when I cried about my parents’ divorce. I had come home from a long day at school and swimming to overhear my dad talking on the phone in the kitchen.

“No, that’s fine,” he said. “I’ll have them Christmas Eve and morning, and you get them the rest of the day.”

Suddenly my arms felt too weak to hold my backpack and my legs too weak to keep me upright. As soon as I heard him put the phone down, I ran noiselessly up to my room and threw myself into bed, where I sobbed into my pillow. We were never again going to have a family Christmas or Thanksgiving again. We were never again going to enjoy a family trip together. What I couldn’t grasp in the beginning broke my heart with stunning force. All my best memories—putting on plays for my parents, making s’mores by campfires, walking to the pool—would never ever happen again.

But in my bedroom with my dad, I let him whisk me past tragedy, accepting his positive spin on Mom moving out. I turned to him and gave him a big smile, a signal of excitement over a new project.

“Cool,” I said. “When can we go to Ikea?”

I became a master at distracting myself from pain. It was almost like a party trick; the more I added to my schedule, cleaning regimen, or athletic training, the less I felt. My coping mechanism won most people’s approval. Adults were unusually impressed. Who doesn’t like a kid with a serious work ethic? One of my biggest flaws turned into my best asset. A hard worker. Determined. Unstoppable. Tireless.

Not long before my parents split, I had switched from my summer league to much harder, faster, and intense club swimming. During my last couple of years with the Red Hots, I had been undefeated. And while I loved winning more than most anything else in the world, my mom and dad could see the tiniest edge of boredom creeping into my races. I wasn’t being challenged, so they asked me if I wanted to try swimming with the Irvine Novaquatics. The coaches had agreed to let me join the team for a couple of weeks to see if it worked.

The Novas were a universe away from the Red Hots. In the summer league, just six weeks long, no one really had to be in shape. It was just for fun. The Novas were a full-throttle year-round program filled with focused and competitive kids who wanted to be recruited into top colleges or even make the Olympics. To compete on a national level, the Novas demanded nine training sessions a week. That meant four to five hours of swimming a day with practices before, during, and after school (before was 5:30 a.m.). The coaches were tough and unforgiving, unlike the Red Hots’ coaches, who were mostly high school kids like my sisters. The Novas traveled all around the nation to face kids who had trained just as hard and wanted to win just as badly.

I was totally game.

I arrived early to the Irvine Nova pool for my first practice. Located in the high school, it was part of a huge complex of three big pools. (The Olympic trials were held there in the early eighties.) Even though I had swam in the pool during big meets with the Red Hots, it still scared me. It was a lot bigger and deeper than our community pool, but that wasn’t the problem. It was the gutter system.

In most normal pools, the gutter runs around the perimeter as a totally unnoticeable feature where all the stuff you don’t want in the water—hair, bugs, dirt—floats away. In the Novas’ pool, the gutter was a beast. A yawning eight-inch gap between the ledge and the wall of the pool dropped down into a rushing sewer-like system of water. During Red Hot meets, I involuntarily slowed down only the tiniest bit when I neared that murky gash. When I joined the Novas, I was still small enough that I could have easily fallen in and been washed away like a hairball.

The gutter threatened me like a dark, evil force when I jumped from the edge, joining the other ten-, eleven-, and twelve-year-olds in the pool. The coach, Brian Pajer, a very tan former swimmer, paced along the edge with a mild-mannered, almost goofy-looking smile on his face. I dove under the water and started to relax a little in these new surroundings. Below the surface I checked out the competition stretching their quads and hamstrings. With their skinny legs and small torsos, they didn’t look so tough. There was nothing to worry about.

I popped back up for air just as Brian was laying into a swimmer for being late.

“What are you thinking?” he screamed. Suddenly the mild-mannered guy had turned red-faced and really, really angry. The object of his wrath, a boy with a sunken chest and a blond bowl haircut, kept his mouth shut.

“We’re here to work,” Brian continued. “And if you’re not willing to do that, you need to leave.”

The boy didn’t speak or budge.

“Leave!” shouted Brian, who demanded perfection and complete accountability from his swimmers, even the youngest on the team.

What time was it anyway? As the boy scuttled out the door, I looked up at the clock. It read 3:02 p.m., two minutes past the start of practice. Then I looked around and realized all the other swimmers were already at the wall waiting for our first drill. I swam as fast as I could for the wall, no longer worrying about the gutter. Getting chewed out by Brian, especially on my first day, was way worse than getting sucked into the sewer.

I felt confident lined up next to the other kids. Swimming was swimming, and I was good at it. Nobody could touch me on the Red Hots. Sure, I probably wouldn’t be the best Nova, not yet anyway.

Then Brian gave us our first drill: twenty-five laps at thirty seconds a lap. Thirty seconds? I could do a lap in thirty seconds, maybe, if I tried really hard. But I sure couldn’t do twenty-five of them. There was no time to think. Brian blew his whistle and we were off.

I used everything I had to speed through the water. Still, the rest of the swimmers were much faster. I was trying as hard as I could, but all I saw were the frothy bubbles left in their wake. I made the first interval but just barely. Everyone else had arrived with at least several seconds extra in which they could rest and catch their breath. I had to turn and push off immediately with my heart pounding in my chest.

People continued to pass me in the pool while lactic acid burned through my muscles. But I kept going and going. Overwhelmed, intimidated, and on the verge of throwing up, I kept my head down and kept swimming.

By the end of practice, it was clear that I wasn’t that good. In fact I was the worst one in the group. By far. I couldn’t believe it. I had been awesome in the summer league, and all these kids on the Novas could just kill me.

Even though I was left shaking and depleted, I wasn’t discouraged. During those first couple of months on my new team, I discovered something new about myself. While I hated to be slower than the others around me, I understood this was an adjustment period. My speed didn’t dictate my dedication. There was no way I was going to give it up just because I wasn’t the best. I loved being in the pool; I loved swimming.

Water had become my getaway. The silent sanctuary was my biggest distraction from the troubles with my family now that my dad and I lived alone. My parents had decided it was best for me to stay with my dad, since he had remained in our house in the Colony. My mom, the one who needed to get away from everything, had moved to a little apartment near the beach like a bachelor. It didn’t make sense for me to move to a small apartment away from sports, school, the pool, and friends. Leah and Taryn were both already out of the house by this time, so that left just me and my dad. Our home, which before had been cozy and chaotic, was now lonely and empty. My mom and dad had hoped to disrupt my life as little as possible by maintaining my routine. I should have told them not to bother; my life was already destroyed.

In the water, I didn’t have to think about any of that. The moment I jumped in (always feetfirst), there was a rush of cold while the water swept up my legs, swimsuit, goggles, face, and swim cap. I was glad to become completely consumed in a cleansing weightlessness. Everything was washed away. The top of my head down to my toes was so light as to not exist. I didn’t worry for my dad or myself. I wasn’t angry at my mom or resentful of my sisters. I just wasn’t.

All my focus and energy went into completing the interval. The harder the training, the better. Challenges with the Novas offered the purest mental break. I wanted the work to take everything I had in order to achieve it. And being the slowest swimmer, getting beat all the time, was definitely a challenge. Watching my teammates pass me ignited my competitive sparks. If the urge to win hadn’t consumed me, I never could have withstood the pain. After less than a half hour into most practices, I found myself completely exhausted. My muscles started to go limp and give up on me; keeping a consistent rhythm became impossible. What was worse than the lack of oxygen and my Jell-O body was the thought that I’d have to fight through it for the next hour and a half.

Again I turned to my powers of distraction. I went deep inside my head and started doing math, a lot of math. It was ironic, since I hated math in school. Numbers on a sheet of paper were about as real to me as the tooth fairy. The problems I did in the water were real. I’d play with the intervals Brian had given us. (If we are going to do twenty-five laps at thirty seconds a lap, how many minutes will the entire set take?) I parsed time in as many ways as I could come up with, and when I ran out of ideas, I used the eight black lines at the bottom of the pool for my computations. (How many strokes per line? Multiply that by eight for strokes per lap, then by the number of laps for the interval.) Unlike the fractions or the equations where you had to solve for x that brought me to my knees in school, the random numbers that found me in the pool soothed my brain. I escaped from the pain—of home, of intervals—but remained sharp. All that number crunching turned me into a precision instrument in the pool. Knowing exactly how many strokes it took me to do a lap, I could swim with my eyes closed.

No one would have noticed if I had. On most levels, swimming is very individual in nature. It’s the most antisocial sport in the world. You say a sentence before practice and then another to announce when you’re leaving. It’s impossible to gossip when your face is in the water. In swimming, that fact weeds out a lot of people, but I was grateful for the isolation.

I was happy to be in charge of myself and no one else. It meant more pressure. There was no one else to blame if I didn’t swim well. I was accountable for showing up, getting in the pool, and working my ass off. But I was also in complete control of my success. I wanted to earn every single win and suffer every loss myself.

Mostly though, I was happy just to be alone. In the water, I didn’t have to deal with all the questions. How are you? What’s happening with your parents? Are you sure you’re okay? People meant well, especially Yvette’s parents, who voiced their concern over homemade mac and cheese with their still-perfect family. I know they were trying to help me through my parents’ split, but probing the emotional realm felt like an attack on me and how my family did things. We didn’t talk, and I didn’t want to talk.

The pool drowned words with its primordial silence. With my ears tucked under my hair and swimming cap, only the faintest sound of water, like a dulled-out river running, could be detected. Hardly anything broke through the ambient noise that became as quiet and resonant as my heartbeat, not even the coaches who screamed out my time at the top of their lungs when I hit the wall. This was my own world, quiet, contained, and tough. Here, in the water, no one could see me cry.



chapter 3


One salad coming up!”

My dad worked furiously over the kitchen counter, cutting carrots, cucumbers, and a tomato, dumping the colorful heap onto the crunchy iceberg lettuce. From the kitchen table I could smell the spices as soon as he opened the bottle of Italian dressing. I was still rubbing my eyes awake—no matter how early I went to sleep, waking up at 4:30 a.m. for morning swim practice was never easy—when he put my current favorite breakfast in front of me.

“Here you go,” he said cheerfully, sitting down to his own breakfast even though it was still pitch-black outside.

I dug into the huge, delicious salad and was thankful there was no one to say a word during each tangy bite. Back from college and visiting home a week earlier, my sisters had made fun of us for my unusual morning menu.

“You’re serving your child a salad for breakfast?” Leah had asked, raising her eyebrows in serious disapproval.

“That is so like a dude,” Taryn piled on. “Cold pizza in the morning. Cereal at night. It’s just sad.”

Dad and I shrugged off their judgments. My sisters could make fun all they wanted. There was nothing weird about how we ate. Food was food. As long as I was getting the necessary calories and nutrients into my system, Dad didn’t care what time it was served. He was glad to indulge my cravings. For the last three months, it had been a salad with Italian dressing for breakfast. Before that I wouldn’t eat anything but waffles with powdered sugar. And before that it had been Top Ramen noodles (my sisters might have called child services if they had seen that).

I didn’t care what anyone thought, my dad had stepped into the role of Mr. Mom like a natural. As we settled into our new routine, he happily prepared and served me my unusual meals, drove me to 5:30 a.m. practice, and picked me up without fail after my last practice at 6:30 p.m. He was a rock, strong and together, even though he was also hurting. Like me, he hadn’t wanted the divorce; his family had fallen apart. But if he was heartbroken, he never showed it to me, not once. It takes a lot to get my dad upset. There was only one time in my entire life I remember seeing my dad cry, and that was when his father died. Otherwise, he was always smiling. Always.

Instead of moping around like two depressed roommates, we rested on sunnier common interests, such as sports. I hadn’t veered from my tomboy ways even as I entered my teen years, so we had a lot to occupy us. There were moments, however, when I needed my mom and really missed her immediate presence in the house.

The worst was when I got my first period. With stuff like that, I was the shiest person in the world. I was like a stereotypical guy; emotional, personal things made me really nervous. I would have given anything to ignore them completely. And that’s exactly what I tried to do when I got my period while returning from a trip with my mother to visit her family in Washington State. Too embarrassed and scared to say anything, even to my mom, I decided to handle the situation by shoving toilet paper down my underwear at every rest area we stopped at during the long drive back to Irvine.
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