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        "’Dry drowning,’ … refers to complications that can arise after a person takes in water through their nose and/or mouth, but not into their lungs, causing a spasm that closes the airway.”
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        “The existence of secondary/delayed/dry drowning has been debunked by multiple organizations; it continues to be presented to the public by the media and their consultants.

      

        

      
        It has terrified parents into believing their child could die following any submersion or exposure to in-water activities.”
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        Ten Years Ago

      

      

      “I’ve got them!” Lucy called from the pool shed. She was carrying two pink foam noodles. “These are perfect!” I said, examining one in my hand. The pool had only opened for the summer a week ago, so the noodles hadn’t had a chance to get sprinkled with bite marks from the little kids -or crushed by the town’s Senior Water Aerobics classes. 

      “Ready? 1, 2, ...” Lucy started to count off. 

      “Wait! I need my goggles!” I shouted, running back into the pool shed to retrieve a pair from the community bin. I strapped the SpongeBob-themed goggles over my knotted brown ponytail and pulled the straps until my head hurt. I used to tighten them to the last possible notch, but after seeing one of those watermelon rubber band explosion videos, I figured the second tightest option would do. I didn’t need my brain splattered like watermelon pieces all over the deck to the Little Kid Pool. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      We mounted our foam horses, lined up on the edge, and with a 1, 2, and 3, we jumped into the deep end. 

      “What’d you name your seahorse, Lucy?” 

      “Whaley” she said with a smile, stroking the foam mane between her legs.

      “But she’s not a whale, that doesn't make any sense.” I liked things to make sense.

      “It doesn’t need to.” 

      “Well, I named mine Seabiscuit,” I said proudly. I saw the movie a week ago. It was a good name for a horse. Especially a seahorse.

      “Cool. Hey, look at this!” Lucy yelled.

      I watched as Lucy dipped the front end of her hollow noodle into the water and then pulled it up after a few seconds. Making sure that the back end of the noodle was still above water, Lucy pulled the front to her mouth, and with a big breath, blew into it. It sounded like my grandpa when he would blow raspberries on my cheek. The water sprayed out the other end of the noodle in a marvelous shower that left me covered in seahorse pee.

      “Hey, it IS kinda like a whale, because they spray water from their blowholes!”

      “I guess.” Lucy blew another raspberry. 

      I tried one too. I blew as hard as I could and most of the water sprayed out the other end, but a bit of it came back into my mouth, the chlorine stinging one of my canker sores. It was still worth it though, because I could tell that all the little kids playing Mermaids in the pool were eyeing us with jealousy.

      “Girls!” The lifeguard called, “just make sure you’re not breathing in any of that water.” 

      “Okay we won’t!” Lucy yelled back with her signature, dimpled smile. I smiled too, but I wondered how someone would know for sure if the water went down the wrong pipe. I didn’t blow any more fountains after that.

      As I started to get out of the pool, I noticed Brian. He was watching me as I awkwardly pushed myself up on the side of the pool with my hands, my weak, skinny arms shaking as I brought my right knee up and then the left, and then tried to stand on my stick-skinny legs without slipping or pitching forward onto my face.

      There’s no graceful way to pull yourself out of a pool, especially when you’re a top-heavy seven-year-old kid, I looked like a baby giraffe learning to walk as I regained my balance on the slippery pool deck. I usually prefer to use the ladder, but there was a group of older kids hanging out in the corner by the ladder and I wasn’t about to ask them to move.

      No one ever seemed to pay any attention to Brian, and I usually ignored him too, but he still had a way of making me feel self-conscious. He was a know-it-all and hung around the pool a lot minding other people’s business. Lucy called him “Bossy Pants” when I told her how he acted like a teacher sometimes. But really, I think he just loved to give advice. Like that old wise turtle in Kung Fu Panda, except that no one ever cared to listen to him. I felt bad for people like that. 

      “You know why the lifeguard doesn’t want you to breathe in the water?” he asked, almost mysteriously.

      “Why?” I asked, even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer. Normally, I feel like I need to know the answer to everything. I think I’m the only kid in the whole school that the teachers told to stop asking questions. Usually, they want you to be curious. Except in Bible Study class. We’re only supposed to have our “listening ears” on when we are in the chapel.

      “Have you ever heard of ‘dry drowning’?” For a third grader, Brian was a walking encyclopedia of information on potential disasters and worst-case scenarios. I bet someone had given him one of those “How to Survive ____” books and he just took it upon himself to memorize the whole thing. My grandparents had a book - something like the “Worst Case Scenario Survival Handbook” - that they kept in the upstairs bathroom instead of the regular old magazine tray they kept in the downstairs one. I got in big trouble once when I tried to flush it down the toilet. In my defense, it probably was full of germs anyway. 

      Dry drowning hadn’t made it into the survival handbook between shark attacks and quicksand, but I vaguely remembered my mother warning me about this when I was younger. She read some article on Facebook about a kid who swallowed too much water in the pool and then died the next day in his sleep or something like that. It scared me at the time but then I think I sort of forgot about it until now. 

      Without waiting for me to answer, which was very rude, Brian said, “It’s when you get water in your airway, but it doesn’t make it all the way to your lungs. Instead, your vocal cords just spasm and they try to cough up the water, but you can’t get it all out, no matter how hard you try. And then you die. It can happen minutes or hours later. You’re just tempting fate every time you jump in.”

      He sounded like Mom whenever she said I was “tempting fate” by riding a skateboard on the big-kid ramp. “Just because you’ve done it before, doesn't mean you won’t fall and get hurt this time.” I did it every day for a year after she said that, just to show her the statistics. Only I can never pronounce that word right. 

      “All I'm saying, Liz, is don’t take breathing for granted.” I didn’t even know what that expression meant: “for granted”. I feel like my dad may have said it to me once though.

      “Cool, thanks Dr. Brian,” I said sarcastically, but I was trying to hide that building, icky feeling in my stomach. I didn’t think I had inhaled any water, but I did start quietly coughing just in case there was any pool water lingering in my throat making its way to my vocal cords, whatever those are. I would be able to feel it, right? Dry drowning sounded like it was up there with being buried alive as one of the worst ways to die. The scariest part was, you could be drowning and not know it until it was too late. There was no way to know. I coughed again to clear my throat just to be safe. 

      Thinking about it more, I wasn’t sure which was more horrifying: that you could be drowning and not know it, or that your own body could be tricked into killing you. I wanted to ask Brian more, but he had already disappeared.
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            High Tides

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      The last day of high school rolled around quicker than I ever could have imagined. Probably because I had anticipated it being in June, rather than April. And because I likely pictured myself having a diploma on that day too. But shit happens.

      It was a miracle I'd made it all the way to senior year, to be honest. I don't know how I went back to school after the Big Breakup with Brian; though to be fair, I only lasted about a week before I lost my shit, and my high school career abruptly ended. Brian and I had been together since freshman year, and by junior year we were practically inseparable. But if I really think about it, he'd been a big part of my life since grade school, back when I thought he was a helpful, albeit sometimes annoying, friend.

      It's almost like something horrible has to happen when a relationship like that falls apart. Like the universe has to acknowledge it in some way or else it never really happened. I just wish the universe could have waited until after I graduated high school to send that asteroid, just for the sake of my future and all. Even more annoying is the fact that Mom still thinks I have one: a future.

      She’s all “GED” this and “community college” that and “keep the cap and gown for the Christmas card.” I’m not sure she gets it. This whole high school dropout thing. It’s not something she can just wish away with her stupid motivational Instagram reels she sends me every day. I’m not saying she won’t force me into getting my degree one day, but it's not the same. There will always be that one big stain on my life. It’s the kind of stain that stays with you, even when you’ve used up a whole Tide pen trying to dab it out. The smell still lingers; it follows you. 

      I know people who never went to college or ended up flunking out. My dad’s brother being one of those people who looked at the ground when the conversation turned to alma maters and what frat were you in? It was all kind of messed up in my opinion.

      I mean, when was it normalized to just casually ask where someone went to college? It wasn’t fair to anyone. First off, when the person tells you they didn’t go, it’s gotta be one of the most uncomfortable moments in your life. And second, it makes the other guy feel like absolute shit. And for what? Not going to some fancy school to get some fancy certificate to frame above your desk at your 9-5 job that you hate? And yet, that’s the truth. Because guys like my Uncle Jim end up spending their whole lives trying to prove themselves to guys like my dad, who has his Cornell license plate to do it for him.

      He’d probably be overjoyed that I was the one dropping out of high school. Like I said before, stains like these don’t just fade away. If anything, you pass them on. 

      I mean, seriously, how did I get here? It wasn't too long ago that I had everything together: a straight-A student (and well on my way to battling it out with Mia Davis in the pursuit of valedictorian), heading off to an Ivy League-adjacent college, a best friend I could be my total weirdo self with, a toned, fit body, clear(-ish) skin, silky blond hair (fake, of course), and Brian, who was more than any boyfriend you could imagine.

      Now, the only clothes that fit me are sweatpants, and I couldn't even tell you the name of my colorist anymore—it's been a long, long time since I've stepped inside a salon. My dark brown, nearly black roots reached my chin, with my damaged bleached blond ends extending six inches below my shoulders. My college acceptance offer was rescinded when I couldn't complete my senior year, but worst of all, my best friend Lucy is gone and never coming back. And Brian? Well, I wish I could say the same. The only thing I have to put forth now is a lousy "please-don't-sue-us" honorary diploma my high school finally handed over in July, two months after Mom came barging through those rusty doors, demanding that my extra summer courses supplement my "mental health leave" (AKA dropout). If I let her, she probably would have threatened Principal Louis into letting me attend graduation too. That woman had a mind of her own when it came to proving how far she would go for her kid. There wasn't a single thing in the world she wouldn't do for me except listen. If I had anyone to thank for getting that belated diploma, though, it wasn't her. It was Brian. He was the one who forced me into taking all those summer courses every year of high school, always telling me I'd be glad I did it in the future. He was right: lake parties and summer barbecues weren't worth being a loser for the rest of your life. Except I'd skipped most of those parties and still ended up a loser. As for my dad, I'm still not sure if he thought the whole "I'm dropping out of school" call was serious or not. With him, nothing was. My first pet goldfish died? Let's go get ice cream. You're scared about dying now? Here's a dog. You want to talk about Grandpa's funeral? Sorry, football's on at five. The man just couldn't handle life. Which was ironic, because he single-handedly managed a multi-million-dollar company. But then again, the executives probably had their own people to run the crisis management department. For as long as I could remember, that was Mom. 

      Speaking of the devil, a text from her appeared on my phone.

      “Lucy said hi to me in line at CVS this morning.”

      She doesn’t understand. My mom loves Lucy, but she doesn't understand her. Lucy would never be the kind of girl to lose her good manners just because your daughter ruined her life.

      Clearly Mom thought that there was a chance to repair everything that went down at Lucy's house that night, or at least whatever she thought went down. For all she knew, it was probably just another petty bitch fight about who stole whose earrings, and all I had to do was return those cheap gold hoops of Lucy's that made my ears green, anyway.

      She’d even bought me a graduation dress, probably thinking I’d go back to school before the end of senior year. Not like I would have even wanted to go to graduation if I could. Not after the night I fucked it all up. Not after everything I did to Lucy. 
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      “Liz, what the hell! You still haven’t cleaned your room?” Mom posed it like a question, but it was plain as day that I hadn’t done shit.

      Her eyes went from the pile of leaking soda cans on the carpet to my greasy rat’s nest of hair.

       “You haven’t showered either?! God, for one day can’t you just make my life a little easier!?” Apparently, it was my job to make her life easier.

      I stared back at her blankly. 

      "Liz!!! C'mon, what are you doing? I told you your dad is coming over!"

      "Thanks for the reminder."

      Mom sighed as she started collecting the stray socks that littered the floor and the half-eaten ice cream cartons that had seeped into the wet carpet.

      "Aren't you going to help me?" she said. It was like it should've been my first instinct.

      I sighed a deep, exhausted sigh like I hadn’t just spent the better half of the day hibernating in my bed. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help; I just didn’t want to do anything. There’s a difference, I think. “I can’t” was the best I could make out.

      Just getting out of bed to pee felt like enough activity to justify going back to sleep after I flushed. And I only bothered at all because I'd seen that episode of Euphoria, and kidney stones seemed like the worst pain in the world, next to losing your best friend. The combination of the two would've been lethal.

      “What do you mean, you can’t? Did your legs stop working?”

      “I’m just too tired.” She couldn’t be mad at the truth; it's all she was ever asking for.

      “You’ve been in bed all day!” Well, on second thought, I guess truths are subjective.

      I laid my head back on my pillow, staring up at the ceiling. My eyes traced the cracks that ran along the white paint like little intertwining rivers, finally landing on the spot where the star had fallen off. I was expecting a fight, but I was more terrified by Mom's silence.

      I watched as her eyes searched for a meaning behind my words and in my face, and I watched as they realized there was nothing there to find. There was a darkness in my eyes that one could only look at directly for so long: it left your eyes darting in circles, looking for somewhere to focus. When I was born, instead of having light eyes like most babies, Mom said mine looked like two black coals. She said it meant I’d be a diamond one day. I think we’d both given up on that hope by now. 

      Mom shook her head, let out a sigh of exhaustion, and ascended the stairs with the over-packed laundry bin at her hip. 

      “Just don’t feel bad when your dad blames all of this on me, Liz,” she called from the doorway.

      I rolled my black coal eyes. It seemed to keep the tears in.

      “And come upstairs for breakfast,” she added as she reached the kitchen.

      Maybe I’m just bitter, or maybe I’m just trying to defy Brian’s obsession with success and status, but there’s a real part of me that just doesn’t care about anything anymore. There’s a reason the same word used to describe one’s hopes and dreams also means inhaling foreign matter into the lungs: either can kill you.

      Mom says I’m just overreacting to this whole breakup, and that I’m purposely swinging to the opposite extreme just to piss Brian off. And maybe I am. So what? She was the one who got a bob after she and my dad split, which was a real commitment in my opinion, judging that she and my dad had always agreed that such a haircut should be reserved for children under five only. 

      "Liz! Breakfast!" Mom called down the banister. She hated that I wasn't on the same floor as her, but I couldn't stay in my old room after all the shit went down. The basement was my new little safe haven.

      “Elizabeth!!! You’re eighteen years old; I shouldn’t have to call you up like this!” 

      Partly because I wasn’t in the mood to fight and partly because I actually was starving, I grudgingly sulked up the stairs, passing by the mountains of dishes left for the next “tomorrow” to put away. 

      My mother, or Margaret as Brian had always referred to her, was standing by the table in her Target sweater and faded jeans, glasses readily perched at the tip of her nose. She had a letter in her hand. Oh god.

      “I’ve got something that I think will make you happy!” she said in an overly cheerful voice.

      I winced. There was that word again. I heard it from everyone, in the form of a question, concern, offer, anything that would remind me I wasn’t it. Happy.

      "Mom, tell me you didn't do something." For once, I wish she actually hadn't.

      She stared at me, all of her chins sinking further into her green turtleneck. 

      “Listen, your father made some calls...” She took another deep breath in and her whole shell rose with it. “Franklin College had an open spot, and they think you’re great. They’re expecting you in September!”

      Hearing those words leave her mouth made my blood boil to the point steam was probably rolling out of my ears. The entire room felt physically hotter. Maybe I wasn’t living in an ocean, but a big old pot of turtle soup. I’d been played like the damn frog that thought he was getting a free bath. 

      “Mom, you guys have no right to go behind my back and try to do these things for me. I didn’t ask for it, I don’t want it, and I’m not doing it. I’m a grown adult; I don’t need your help!” I practically screamed.

      “Yeah, a grown adult that has tantrums because she can’t decide which color Post-it notes she wants!” Mom blurted out.

      I dropped my gaze to the ground as a coldness ran through my blood, numbing every part of me. I had expected that coming from anyone else, even if my dad had made the comment, it would not have come as big of a shock as hearing Mom say it. But how could I blame her and not myself?

      “Liz, I’m just trying to help. I guess I just don’t understand why you’re not taking it. Honey, I’m giving you a lifeline here. We just gotta ride this wave; we can do it together.” 

      It took everything in me not to roll my eyes. God did that woman love her analogies.

      “Mhm.”

      “I just feel like you’re headed down a dangerous road, Liz.”

      “Dangerous?” 

      “No, that’s not the right word…” She looked at the floor like it was the dictionary she needed.

      “If you think I’m planning on killing myself, I hate to break it to you, but it's not on my agenda.”

      Honestly, I’d been to so many therapists who all seemed so preoccupied with whether I had suicidal thoughts or plans or ideations that they didn’t seem interested in anything else I had to say. No one gives a shit as long as you aren’t suicidal and therefore a potential lawsuit that could take down their practice. Or in Mom’s case, her reputation as the most progressive neighbor “any kid could turn to” except her own, apparently. 

      I could only imagine the shit people were talking about me dropping out of high school and living in the basement. I could already picture Mrs. Donahue from across the street in her big ugly mansion whispering, “That’s what you get for being snowflakes” like she didn’t still have some lingering around her nose.

      Everyone says high schoolers are the judgiest, but really, it's their parents you better watch out for. I guess the Donahue brothers would’ve been in school with me if they hadn’t been shipped off to military school the second they hit puberty. If only Mrs. Donahue knew I’d watched her little Tommy “propose” to another boy back at All Saints.

      We were always putting on weddings in that kindergarten. Something about going to school in a church just sort of established it. Of course, we weren’t allowed to do it anymore after the whole Tommy and Nathan scandal. I sure did wonder how he was liking the military.

      “Liz, you know that’s not what I meant. I’m just scared.” 

      I’ll admit it, I liked being an asshole.

      “Scared of what?” I asked.

      “That you’re going to miss out on things.”

      “Like what? Attending a stupid party school a five-year-old could get into?”

      “Like following your dreams?” Mom offered. “You’ll have to leave the house for that.”

      "This house has nothing to do with it." It had everything to do with it. Once you leave it, it's supposed to become home.

      And your parents would feel lucky to have you trapped within these walls for however many days of Spring break they could bribe out of you with home-cooked meals and fresh laundry. They'd try to convince you to visit more often and wish that you could stay longer, but secretly they want you to be too busy for them. You can't exactly brag to your neighbors about your kid when they're standing at your side.

      “I do think we would get along better and appreciate each other more if we had some time apart....”

      I couldn’t believe she was just flat-out saying it. I rolled my eyes.

      “Oh, will you act your age for once? God, it's exhausting fighting with you.”

      I rolled my eyes again.

      “Liz, you are not allowed to roll your eyes at me!” she suddenly shouted. Then, as if surprised that I’d actually turned around, she buckled down her feet and said, “I’m holding boundaries. You need to respect me.”

      “Says who?” 

      Something about my own mother being more woke than me with this “boundaries” talk that was undoubtedly from some stupid new podcast of hers made me want to be a bitch. Sometimes I think we were born in the wrong generation. 

      “Says me, Liz. Your mother. Besides..." Her eyes went toward the ceiling as she tried to recall whatever tagline she'd just been fed in her parent book. "My roof, my rules.”

      “Exactly, I’m not a part of this family, apparently. Noted.” 

      Sometimes I just couldn’t help getting on her nerves. Or as TikTok had taught her to call it, “triggering her.” 

      “Fine, our roof, my rules," Mom yelled, slamming the cutlery in her hand onto the table.

      "Geez, you didn't have to get so upset over it. You're overreacting.” 

      I wondered if she’d learned about gaslighting yet on her podcast kick.

      “Ugh, just go to the basement already, Liz.” 

      I noticed a small trickle of sweat making its way down that one forehead crease of hers. I decided not to tell her I was headed there, anyway.

      Mom sighed and turned her back to me as she started washing the dishes. Or maybe she was turning away to hide the tears in her eyes, but if that was the case, it wasn’t necessary, because I was already making my way to the basement.

      I threw myself onto my bed. Pools began to fill my eyes and threatened to come crashing down as I lay on my back. I wondered if you could drown in your own tears. I turned slightly to the side but kept my eyes staring at the ceiling fan spinning in circles above me. So many memories, round and round. God, I wish my life was a record and I could just find that one scratch, the one that ruined the whole album, the moment it was too hot for the frog to jump, and I think I’d just wipe it off. I’d take some happy moments with it, sure, but I don’t care. Just move the needle over a ridge. 

      The old fan was absolutely hideous and barely made a breeze. And no matter how fast it spun around, I was always amused to find that the thick layer of dust sitting atop each of its blades never threatened to move. But what I admired more than the obstinate dust particles was the fan's ability to be in constant motion. I hated that even a fan could point out my incompetence. It was always spinning; its movement was so effortless and arrived at the flick of a switch. I thought about that switch a lot because I wished I had my own: a switch that could just get me spinning again and never stop. Maybe Brian had been my switch.
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        Six Years Ago

      

      

      "What'd you get for summer reading?"

      "I'm stuck with this stupid book about a teacher! Like, why would I want to read about school in summer?!" Lucy exclaimed. "Why are you bringing up school anyway, Liz? I don't want to think about it."

       Lucy and I were sitting on the hot plastic chairs overlooking the pool, the vinyl stripes leaving white lines across our sunburnt bottoms. My skin had only two tones: ghostly pale or bright red sunburnt. No shades of tan in between, unless you count the smattering of freckles across my nose and cheekbones. We were 11 now: one more year until we could walk to the pool alone. And only 47 days until we’d be walking through the big doors of Maple Brook Middle. 

      "Oof. At least you don't have to read Wonder for like the third time in a row!" I complained.

      "Just watch the movie. I wish Mr. Terupt had one," Lucy sighed.

      "I don't know…"

      "Well, don't complain to me about it and then don't take my advice."

      “No, it's just that I think that’d kind of be cheating,” I mumbled, playing with the blades of grass at my feet. 

      “It’s not cheating. I did the same thing for Bridge to Terabithia,” Lucy said, her voice taking on a sterner tone. I could already predict the “You think you’re better than me?” on the way. I wanted to tell Lucy that it was the other way around. That I just felt like I owed it to myself to meet certain standards. The tedious work, not the pride. Instead, I told her, “Yeah, I guess I’ll watch it,” even though my TV hadn’t been working all summer. Lucy had spent enough sleepovers putting on reenactments of our favorite Jessie episodes to know that. 

      "Liz?"

      "Mhm."

      "Speaking of movies, what should we watch tonight?" Lucy and I loved to watch scary movies together; it was kind of our thing.

      My answer was the one I always gave, no matter the question. Two hands up with a shoulder shrug. I swore that emoji was based on me. Lucy didn’t mind though because she liked to have her way. She asked me only sometimes to be polite. 

      “Oh wait,” Lucy interjected, “they’re about to call Adult Swim. We’ve gotta be first in line at the Shack!” She grabbed my arm and practically pulled me out of my chair. We’d sat out most of the regular swim because Lucy could tell I was getting overwhelmed by all the kids splashing around me; I wasn’t good with crowds, especially if water was involved. She was a good friend like that. And she had good ideas too, like how to make sure we didn’t spend the entire 20 minutes of Adult Swim standing in a slippery wet line at the Snack Shack, shivering in our wet bathing suits and damp towels.

      I loved summer. It was nothing like school, where you had homework and had to worry about following rules and wearing the right clothes and taking tests and about whether your teacher likes you or thinks you’re smart, and you’re scared of missing one single lesson in case you get behind and will never catch up no matter how hard you try. And I always tried really hard. No, summers were for splashing, swimming, and snacking at the Snack Shack. I’m pretty sure I loved summer even more than Lucy did, but that’s only because every day was probably like summer vacation for her. 

      "Quick!" Lucy yelled as we approached the Snack Shack, just as the loudspeaker announced it was time for Adult Swim. "Okay, great, only three people ahead of us. You stand in line; I gotta go pee," Lucy ordered. I was happy to oblige. I was always happy to follow orders. We worked well like that; she liked being a boss, and I liked having someone else make the decisions. 

      "Wait!" I panicked, realizing she wouldn't be back from the bathroom before I had to order. "What should I get you?"

      Lucy was already halfway out the door, running towards the restrooms, and she yelled back, "Whatever you're getting!"

      This was going to be a problem. I usually just ordered whatever Lucy did; it was easier that way. Lucy didn’t seem to mind; she said imitation was a form of flattery. I didn’t tell her she had no cause to be flattered; it had nothing to do with her. 

      I stood frozen like the ice pop the little girl at the front of the line ordered. She looked like she was five years old. I was more than double her age. How did she know what to order? The snot-nosed little girl left the Snack Shack, licking her ice pop from the top while the bottom melted onto her tiny, grubby hands. Terrible technique. Now, there were only two people in front of me. Behind me, a long, twisting line was growing. Soggy, cold, hungry, and impatient kids all waiting for their frozen treats.

      Suddenly I had a flashback to my fifth birthday party. It was princess-themed and held in the backyard of my old house. The house with the pirate ship (aka jungle gym) and the golden sea (aka dead, yellow grass). I could see it all so clearly, like I was looking out of that plastic spyglass mounted above the tire swing. A five-year-old Cinderella ran past me to climb up the slide, a ginger Elsa twirled around with an Ariel who kept tripping over her tail. Snow White had peed her pants already, and I heard her mom say something like “yellow snow” to the other parents, and they were all laughing. 

      I was Rapunzel. I had the long yellow braided wig and everything; it was my birthday party after all. Most of the kids had cake frosting for lipstick, but my mom had made sure to also serve ice cream: my favorite. Back when I could choose favorites.

      Mom rang the dinner bell so we could all pretend we were getting called to the ball, racing in our flats, and Ariel face planting in the dry grass of course. But when I got to the porch and saw the two cartons: chocolate and vanilla, the corset of my costume began to feel real. Mom asked me which flavor I wanted, but they had both seemed delicious.

      I remembered saying, "I don't know." Mom replied, "Just tell me which one you want; you'll know." I had run into the bathroom then. I cried on the toilet seat as my little legs dangled above the tile floor. I thought something was wrong with me, that I was born wrong. All the other kids knew which flavor to choose; they didn’t even think twice. I remembered thinking about my favorite show, Dora the Explorer, and the way the objects had a golden ring around them, the one you were supposed to pick. But neither ice cream carton had a golden halo. All the other kids must have seen that halo. All the other kids got to eat ice cream that day. 

      I never dressed up as a princess again after that. 

      The kid in front of me was ordering now, and I was running out of time. My heart was racing. How long did it take to pee? There was probably just as big of a line in the bathroom; it didn’t matter that Lucy washed her hands in only 22 seconds (I counted). My body was shaking, and I was grateful that I was in a bathing suit so it looked like I was shivering from the cold rather than the fear that was racing through my body. How was I supposed to choose just one thing? And what if I ordered something and Lucy didn’t like it? So much for the lazy, carefree summer pool day. 

      That’s when Brian tapped me on the shoulder. Brian, whose description of dry drowning had haunted me for the past four summers, always seemed to lurk around, whether you noticed him or not. That summer before middle school started, he was hanging around me more than usual, like he’d sort of latched onto me. Unless Lucy was around, he tried to keep his distance; I think he was sort of scared of her. Who wouldn’t be?

      "Trouble deciding?" he asked, like it was written on my face. Was it?

      "Uh, no. Um, I'm just thinking," I said, embarrassed.

      "Don't worry, I get it," he said reassuringly. "There are just SO many choices you can make, and there is no way to tell whether you are making the 'right' one."

      "Exactly!" I said excitedly. Finally, someone who understood the severity of the situation.

      "I'll tell you a trick that I use; it works every time." Brian spoke so matter-of-factly, he instantly put me at ease."Just look at the menu and go down in order, reciting 'eenie-meenie-miney-moe,' and whatever you land on is the one you order."

      "But what if it lands on something I don't like, or Lucy doesn't like?" I asked.

      "Well then," Brian said, "it wasn't your fault; it was the universe's fault."

      I didn't think about it; I just did what he said and counted my finger down the various ice cream flavors down to the popsicles and then back up to ice cream while reciting this childhood rhyme until I landed on Rocket Pop. Not bad.

      “Two Rocket Pops, please!” I said confidently to the pimply cashier, trying to hide my excitement at my new trick. Maybe this Brian kid wasn’t so bad after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Going Swimming

          

        

      

    

    
      The first day of middle school was finally here, but I wasn’t sure I was going to make it there. My anxiety was already at high tide. I looked through my drawers, hangers, and hampers, but both the magnitude of my options and of my first day of middle school's importance made it difficult to choose an outfit without immediately questioning myself after.

      Sometimes the shirts would be too tight, or the pants were itchy, or sometimes it just didn’t feel right. I worried that if I wore white, I would spill food on it, that red was too provocative, that beige was too plain. I had no clue what colors went best with pale white skin, dark brown hair, and brown eyes.

      If only I had inherited my father's blue eyes, I could wear blue shirts to show off my eyes; the last thing I wanted to bring out was my boring brown. A skirt or shorts would accentuate my knobby knees and pale gangling legs, but jeans would highlight my lack of a butt. I wished I had a friend to call, anyone that I trusted, to help me decide, to reassure me that my taste wasn’t hideous or at least to confirm that it was. I would’ve called Lucy, but she was never up this early before school because she literally lived next door to the school.

      “Liz! We are leaving in 5 minutes!!” Mom called from downstairs. I stared into the great abyss of my closet. I knew it really didn't matter which outfit I chose; I doubted anyone would really care, but the pressure I felt on my shoulders was weighing me down, more than all the hundreds of sweaters I had tried on.

      "Liz, I already pulled out an outfit in the car for you; you can change in the car on the way there!"

      Thank God. The waves submerged back into the water, leaving only ripples in the new tide.

      But as we made our way to the car, I took a pause in the driveway, my hand quickly falling on the left of my chest. My breath came in and out so fast that I felt more air would come through my nose if I just stopped trying to breathe.

      Memories of this sensation, stronger than the events actually causing them, came crashing back to me, and I imagined my knees buckling down to the pavement. I wished desperately to bring my body down to the cement, to crawl up in a fetal position, pressing my closed eyelids against my knees, because I needed them to feel the calm of utter darkness rather than just see it. Every part of me yearned to run back into the house, slam the door, and disappear under the covers where I was safe from the what ifs of the outside world. Sometimes I really did feel like Rapunzel.

      Suddenly my vision started to blur, and Mom's face was distorted in my eyes until I felt our foreheads meet.

      “Liz! You’ve got to snap out of it! Lizz!”

      I felt like I was underwater, sinking with an arm outstretched and fingertips just inches below the surface as muffled voices called me back from above. Mom’s words sounded like my voice when I sang in the bathtub, with my ears submerged in water. But slowly I felt myself being carried out of the depths of the ocean, and warm, dry hands were placed on my own heaving shoulders as they shook my whole body, trying to get the water out of my lungs. Mom’s face again appeared in front of me, and I felt myself being guided to the car, then placed into the back seat. As my mother pulled out of the driveway, I felt myself slowly becoming more used to the air around me, as if with each breath I took I was getting farther and farther from the ocean. 

      I picked up the outfit Mom had chosen for me, and I immediately wished I had stayed home. I knew my mother didn’t have much of a taste in fashion and sometimes preferred the more “tomboy” look, but this was one of the most unflattering outfits I’d ever seen. The pants were black velvet and wrinkled from being thrown in the car, and the shirt looked like it belonged to an 8-year-old—probably mine from four years ago. But whatever the clothes were, they would at least be a bit more school appropriate than the pajamas I was wearing. 

      When I finally fit myself into the velvet trousers and striped, pink shirt, I looked at myself in the rear-view mirror. Normally I wouldn't care if I looked bad, or ugly, or like I hadn't put any effort into my appearance, and normally I hadn't. But middle school was different; I felt a new obligation to present myself more fashionably, more 'put together' in a way I never felt in elementary school or in the summer.

      "Ok, Liz, we're here. Let's just move on from this morning, start a clean slate. Just do your best."

      I rolled my eyes. What was it with these hippy parents and millennial teachers always saying that phrase "do your best"? As if there was some magic magnitude of effort like the flags along a pool lane that when you've reached the threshold, ding ding ding, you've done your best, and you're done. It was the worst when teachers would tell me to do my best on writing assignments. You can always add one more word, the best authors know their work is never done. I think that’s why poets are always calling themselves “tortured.” They weren’t exaggerating. They were just doing their best.

      "Go get 'em, tiger."

      She must have seen other parents calling their kids nicknames and figured it was never too late to start. But it was too late.

      "Yeah, I got it, you can stop being cheesy now, jeez."

      Mom's expression immediately softened at my remark, and I realized why humor made a good mask. Maybe I was more like my dad than I thought.

      I eventually made my way out of the car and took a number of slow steps, testing the waters, I imagined, until I reached the sidewalk in front of the big brick building. 

      I realized Mom was right behind me. How embarrassing. "It's fine, just leave." I could see the concern in her eyes. She was about to turn away when she pulled out her phone and asked to take a picture of me outside the school. 

      The camera flashed and her smile returned. I was relieved to watch as she turned around in her heels and clicked down the pavement and into the car. I never understood why Mom was dressed up for such a small thing, but I guessed today was as big of a day for her as it was for me. 

      The second her car drove away from the parking lot, I was dumped right back into the water, and the drowning sensation continued. I hadn’t realized how much of a lifeline Mom really had been.

      The doors to the Maple Brook Middle School were so big they made giant shadows the size of elephants on the main stairs. Mom told me the school wasn't really that big and that I was just small and one day the boys would get so tall in my grade that they would be able to jump up and slap the top of the doorway. I asked her why on Earth they would want to do that, and she told me it was one of the greatest mysteries in life. I really hope I find out sometime, because I like to understand things. 

      “Liz! Over here!” I heard Lucy’s voice call out to me. She was standing at the top of the stairs already holding a blackboard that said “Today’s my first day of middle school” on it. I wondered why her mom hadn’t just taken the picture outside the front door of her house like a normal person, because this was sort of embarrassing. But I guess Lucy wasn’t the type to be easily embarrassed, not by her family at least. I walked over to her; she was hard to miss with her neon pink JoJo Siwa backpack. 

      "Here, stand next to me!" she said, grabbing me by the tail of my own Jansport and reeling me in for a photo. She moved the blackboard sign so that it was in the middle of both of us. “Hold on,” her mom said, “let’s wait for this group to move out of the way.” 

      I looked over my shoulder, and then I wished I hadn’t. Huge herds of kids of all different heights and weird smells were piling into the school like it was an escape exit, and the fire was on the outside. All the screaming coming from the building must have been the kids realizing it was hell they’d just shoved their way into. Some of their faces were covered with zits the size of pepperoni, and I wondered what would happen if they tripped on those stairs. Would they just pop all over the place?

      What about the short kids; how were they supposed to squeeze through that stampede? Or did they just get trampled, and growth spurts in puberty were really just a form of natural selection? We waited five more minutes. The doorway somehow just got more and more crowded. I looked back at Lucy; she was still holding her picture-perfect smile for the camera. I squeezed her hand; I know it's not how it works, but I was kind of hoping she could transmit some kind of wave of confidence into my body, to make it a little less terrifying. 

      I guess Lucy’s mom must have realized that there was never going to be a free spot for a picture, so she just counted down to three and then flash, it was done. I looked at Lucy; she was still smiling.

      The first thing we did when we walked into the zoo was get our lockers. They handed each of us a slip of paper with a number on it and a lock. 302. That was my locker number. There hadn’t even been 300 kids in my entire elementary school last year. But that was the thing; all the elementary schools from around town merged into one single, massive, middle school. It was straight out of a horror movie. 

      "My dad told me that the 8th graders used to wedgy any kid that stood in front of their locker for too long, isn't that silly?" Lucy told me, giggling. I cleared my throat and placed my shaky hands on the fake belt loops of my jeggings, just in case. 

      "Why would you tell me that?!"

      "Relax, Liz. That was like in the 1900s, things have changed." She looked around at the zoo of kids, smiling in awe.

      I'm not sure what kind of magic those new contacts of hers were doing, but there was no way we were seeing the same hallway. Everywhere I looked there were kids shrieking and jumping about and giving each other bear hugs, I felt uncomfortable just witnessing.

      And then there was the smell of the place, some concoction of paper supplies, bleach, body odor, and something nasty that was wafting out of the cafeteria, wherever that was.

      "Lucy and I didn't have many classes together, but we were in the same homeroom. Unfortunately, Aubrey's entire clan was in it too. All of them were wearing black leggings with their Nike socks pulled up over them, and a few of them had matching white tops on. Lucy said they looked like zebras. It was true though; if you stared at them long enough and squinted, you just saw one big black and white blob.
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