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Plunge

We are prophets of a future that is not our own.

 

- Archbishop Oscar Romero

It is the traditional end of summer, Labor Day weekend. A bright and hot Sunday; perfect weather for the last weekend at the lake. We are all there: cousins, aunts and uncles, The Ladies, my parents, sister and brothers. School starts Tuesday but there is one last free day separating all of us kids from uniforms and loafers, textbooks and lockers. We spend the day swimming out to the raft to practice back flips and dives. We emerge into the cavernous space between the giant metal drums that hold the raft afloat and bellow at the tops of our lungs, clapping our hands over our ears as our hollers echo off the reverberating pontoons.


After the sun has fallen behind the tree line on the opposite shore, the seven of us cousins play a watery version of chicken closer to the pier. We take a collective deep breath, sink down to sit on the sandy bottom. Last one to come up wins. 

It’s a silly game because there is no real danger. We’ve swum in this lake since we were babies, getting bigger and stronger summer after summer like tadpoles growing into fish. We’ve even seen our fathers wrestle the same way when they grow rowdy from drinking beer in the sun.    

Uncle Mark walks out to talk with my aunt and my mother. He stands at the edge of the pier, toes curled over its splintered lip as if daring it to thrust him forward into the lake. He speaks in his usual calm voice. But the slight forward slump of his shoulders, the 
grim line of his mouth signal trouble. I pretend to be caught up in our splashing war, but I listen hard. These are the words I catch, my ears like rotted nets that let myriad minnows slip away: two…boys…maybetwelve…rowboat…contest…holding…breathunderwater…weeds…disap

peared …rented from Geri’s…new visitors…just up for…week…

one hysterical kid left, rowed in to shore… paramed to dive… fish fo …kid’s body…

Maybe twelve…He’s the same age as Candace. I look over at my cousin. She has Joanie by the arms; they’ve been playing airplane. But Candace looses her hands from my little sister’s wrists. Like her father she is calm. Summer doesn’t drain from her face. But her head hangs, water drips from her sun-bleached hair, resembling tears streaming down her face and neck.           


One hysterical kid left, rowed into shore. I think of the nursery rhyme, “Rub-a-dub-dub, three men in a tub.” Think of my brother Chris’ yellow plastic tub stuffed with a butcher, a baker, a candlestick maker. The way they topple out on top of one another when we bring the toy into the water and how the sight of them falling overboard makes my brother chuckle like a little old man. Know I should not have such stupid thoughts at a time like this. A time like this. A time like none I’ve ever known, where instead of picking up the withered body of some old person, my uncle will change out of his madras shorts and back into his swim trunks, go down under the surface to bring back the body of a boy.  


“What happens now?” one of my older cousins asks. I strain to catch every word, my ears filled with lake. Only a trickle of my uncle’s muttering registers, as if I am not old enough to comprehend the enormity of the words pouring from his mouth. He speaks in full sentences but what I hear is stilted. 


Have to go help…patrol boat with hooks…drag the lake floor…

He looks across the lake, squinting into the ebbing sun. 

Pull him out…before dark…otherwise…

He leaves the last word hanging. I suck in a deep breath and hold it; sink slowly

beneath the water, this time holding onto the slimy algae-covered leg of the pier. 

I’m not taking any chances. I can still hear below the surface, but just vibrations not 

words. I listen for the boy. I listen for him, but he is not calling. 

We have some of the best property on the shoreline. The house is a modest cottage, but what matters is the quality of the lake in front. If you take the three steps down onto the pier you see pebbles and rocks lining the edge of the lake, but they soon give way to a sandy bottom that continues out all the way to where the water is too deep for even an adult to stand. That’s where the buoys bob, “no wake” symbols dancing like synchronized swimmers as motorboats whiz by on the other side of the boundary.

This close to shore, there are no weeds. But even though we know the lake better perhaps than our own bodies, know where the patches of weeds grow and avoid their silky limbs that creep up our dangling legs in the deeper water, when we race each other out to the buoys, my cousins and I always hold on to one another out there; a reassuring 
touch just in case a toe happens to brush against an unruly weed sprouting tall in an unexpected place. 

It’s not so smooth where the two boys switched off the small outboard motor and drifted out toward the middle of the lake. Foolish really since neither could swim, but we could all understand the foolishness of twelve year old boys, believing themselves invincible. We did it too, took our living and breathing for granted, pausing only when an ambulance raced along the road behind the back porch and The Ladies went running to watch it pass by, Aunt Lou always making the same observation: “Somebody’s getting a ride.” 

My lungs begin to burn but I resist the impulse to push off with my feet and resurface. Instead I let go of the pier leg and wrap my arms around my knees, get closer to the floor of the lake. This has been my childhood home, swimming with wild abandon through these waters, letting them hold me, trusting their embrace more than I do the arms of most of the people in my life. The late afternoon light that filters down through the water molecules is weak as the sun releases its hold on our side of the lake. Whenever we swim after dark the lake is blacker than the sky, without any stars or moon to poke holes in its seamless fabric. A few reflections from the tavern’s neon beer signs might flicker upon the surface but I’ve been below, opened my eyes to the pitch of nothingness.  

That’s where the boy will spend the night; in a murky, moonless hole, bound by tendrils of jealous weeds winding up and around him, claiming him, winning out against all the years of our vigilance. Unless they pull him out before the sun goes down. When I 
can’t stand it anymore I come up for air, grateful to do so, guilty about my gratitude. The boy is still down there. He’s beaten me, won at chicken for good. My uncle turns and gets into his Cadillac, drives the few blocks down to the public boat ramp. Mission underway. A retrieval, not a rescue.

Once my uncle leaves we climb out of the water, drip into the slats between the pier boards, then make our way toward the house without words. We change into shorts and t-shirts, don’t bother with shoes. Joanie cries when we leave her behind at the porch screen door, but at six she’s too young to see what we have to go witness. As we stumble down the porch steps, ten-year-old Carrie turns back, says she’ll stay to keep Joanie company. No one gives her a hard time. We’re all afraid, too. But some of us just have to go see, face our fear or we’ll never sleep again without that boy haunting our dreams every night. 

We walk through the yard alongside each other in two’s, past the tree where the white cross marks the grave of Sparky, Uncle Daniel’s dog. No one mentions the service we conducted there a few years earlier when Sparky was laid to rest in a casket. Or how we dressed my brother Paul in a yellow brocade bathrobe and ordained him priest for the last rites; the way we passed out Necco wafers and grape juice to our parents, for the first time without laughing or feeling as if we were playing at communion. Or the singing of Amazing Grace, and the way we cried not just for the dead dog but for my Uncle Daniel sobbing at the sight of his beloved sidekick buried with a few deft shovels of earth and the replacement of the same grass pulled up when he dug the grave himself.                 

We are all so familiar with death in this family of my mother’s. So we steadily continue our walk, reach the road and follow the yellow center line, daring any traffic to come around the bend and make the five of us yield our position. Feet slap on pavement still warm from the day’s sun. We could make this trek in our sleep; the boat ramp and Geri’s Grille, where the boys rented the rowboat, is right across the street from Carl’s, the only store in Powers Lake, our candy and ice cream supplier. And I wish for a moment that I was asleep and this walk a dream, but I know that pretending won’t negate the reality of where we’re heading – beyond all our innocence into uncharted territory. And I think that at least we are going there together, not realizing until twenty years later that we don’t all get there the same way, nor do we all carry the memory so close for so long.

There is very little to see when we reach the boat ramp. A sheriff’s car is parked in the lot next to my uncle’s familiar Cadillac. Off shore, a green boat floats like a giant lime, motor silent as it drifts with the waves. Three men stand in the boat. One is Uncle Mark. They wear black rubber boots up to their knees and elbow-length rubber gloves that lend them an eerie sense of formality, as if they were dressed for an underwater ball. They are not doing much. My brother and my two boy cousins get restless, start kicking rocks around the parking lot. Candace sighs, turns and walks toward Carl’s. 

But I am riveted, eyes locked on the sight of the men in the boat, willing them to find the boy they float atop. With those long gloves and strong arms, they should be able to just reach down and pull him up from the weeds’ grasp, like bringing in a fish. Anger builds within me at their ineptitude. But these are not fishermen. Their movements are awkward. It takes every ounce of restraint to keep myself from swimming out to the edge 
of their ridiculously green craft, take their rubbered hands and guide them below the surface to where I can see him half-sitting half-lying now, a puzzled look upon his face as if he cannot believe that this is the way life would go.

Then I understand why the men are not moving. One in the front of the boat calls out to another near the back. The one in back cranks a chain, hoisting something from the water. I retch at what emerges: 8 huge metal rods running alongside the boat, gleaming fish hooks five feet long each, large enough to bring in a shark. This boat has no business on a lake so small, no business at all unless the catch you’re after is a body. The hooks are empty except for some strands of seaweed. My uncle reaches over and removes them, tosses them over the other side of the boat. I hear the man in the front call out again, “down!” The chain man unreels the winch and the hooks sink out of sight. They repeat the process so many times I lose count. Each time empty silver emerges, gleaming clean as if taunting their efforts.

The sun drops into the lake and darkness descends upon the water. The man leading the craft turns on the engine, its sudden roar shattering the deceptive quiet of Sunday evening. He directs the boat to shore. My cousins and brother walked home long ago. But even when the men come off the boat I don’t lose my focus. I gaze hard out at the lake, try to find the spot where he is sleeping. I almost slip into pretending again – I have not seen a body, nor an ambulance, and not the other boy who must be somewhere nearby in one of the rental cottages down the path. I have not seen grieving parents. I have not even noticed any dead fish floating on the surface, bellies shimmering white and 
translucent, bones poking through decayed flesh. But I have seen the one sight that will not let me forget: the empty-hooked boat. 

It is long past dusk now. The men get into their cars, talk about gases bloating the body, waiting overnight to see if he surfaces. If not, they’ll repeat the procedure in the morning. They’ll drag on Labor Day, a holiday meant for a picnic or if it’s chilly the first bonfire. But this year they will be here, scouring the lake floor for the hollowed treasure they cannot leave down there. 

My uncle offers me a ride to the house but I shake my head and walk back along that same yellow line, middle of the road. So straight and even that line, along every curve and turn. So easy to follow without falling off. And on either side, blacktop - nothing to get tangled up in. I make it home alive. I am a little bit surprised.

He whispers in my sleep that night, and I move from side to side on the front porch swing until I awaken and sit up, walk out to the pier and wait. I need him to come to me, need to know that he is safe even at the bottom of the lake. Want him to place a crown of seaweed on my head and tell me he’s long gone to a better place; that he’s feeling light and beautiful as a bubble without the weight of a body ruled by gravity dragging him down. I imagine that what the men will find the next day is not him but a shell like the clams we dig up, iridescent and perfectly whole but empty when pried open. We skip them along the water, let them sink and settle again. I know that he is so close; somewhere I ache to get to but cannot see. But I promise him that I will remember, swirl a toe in the black water to show I’m not afraid to be in it with him.

By the time he surfaces three days later school has begun and we are back in Barrington, cottage buttoned down until next spring. None of us swam on Labor Day, rain and cold a perfect foil for unease about even the remotest possibility of having a dead body sidle up next to us. To view one in a coffin from a respectable distance was no problem; to practice dead man’s float with a real corpse was another matter altogether. I never learn his name, never find out where he was from. And when his body resurfaces, he doesn’t come up for air, he doesn’t lift his head and look around wondering where his buddy went off to, he doesn’t swim back in to the dock. Because he’s already gone to another shore. 
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