
 
 

Swim For Your Life 

 Fear seemed to be the tool that was most widely used by my parents used most often to 

ensure obedience. My mother and grandmother were particularly talented at sparking my vivid 

imagination. One of the stories that still haunts me is the tale of the dead body pulled out of the 

lake. “The young woman had drowned,” my grandmother proclaimed, “and they pulled her body 

out while I watched. She was bleached white and bloated like a whale, the flesh showing missing 

patches. Her dangling, dark hair was matted to her face. The most frightening part about her was 

her lips. They were blue like the sky ringed with black.” My grandmother shuddered at the 

thought of those lips. “Blue and ringed with black,” she repeated. “After they pulled her up, the 

water rushed from her body back to the lake where she came from.” I still see the image of that 

young woman as if I had been there at the time of her removal from those icy depths. My fear of 

the water became tangible, but I would later grow to understand that fear can be challenged and 

overcome through knowledge.  

 My mother allowed me my fears, and perhaps even encouraged them. Dad believed that 

children should have swimming lessons and the summer that I turned seven was time for me to 

learn. I did not want lessons, but I participated because I was told that I must. Mother drove me 

to the pool, but would not come in. I never saw her near water. My only memory of swim the 

lessons themselves was the final test. The class was toldThe teacher said that in order to pass we 

would have to swim from one end of the pool to the other. I jumped in the deep end of the pool 

and began swimming, always staying close to the edge in case I had to grab on. I didn’t have the 

stamina to reach the other side.  When mother came to pick me up I told her that I would never 

take lessons again;. She she agreed.  
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 Although I never went back to lessons, I did enjoy going to the pool. For me going 

swimming meant staying on the shallow side where your as long as my feet always touched the 

bottom. When I was thirteen, however, my church youth group decided to go on an outing to 

Lake Powell. We would expected to enjoy a glorious week long adventure of camping on the 

shore and boating. The area of the lake we would be camping at was surrounded by deep crimson 

rock formations, and the gentle sloping beach ensured a shallow swimming experience. Farther 

away from shore the water was deep enough for canoes, motor boats, and water skiing.  

 Our adventure took place in the middle of July, and it was sweltering on the beach. We 

spent much of our time wading in the cool, shallow lake. There were too many youth to ride on 

the motor boats at the same time so we took turns. When it was my turn, I happily put on my life 

jacket and sat right on the bow of the boat with my spindly legs dangling off the front. Soon it 

waswe discovered that the youth who weren’t on the boats could take a canoe out. My friends 

and I decided to go. There were eight of us crammed into the four man canoe. “Are there life 

jackets?” I asked. “No” came the replysomeone said, “but it won’t matter. We won’t be far from 

shore.” We slowly paddled off with eight pairs of arms or legs dipped in the water. Farther and 

farther we went, squealing with delight. At one point, I noticed a little water in the bottom of the 

canoe. That was no surprise with all the splashing we were doing, but the water seemed to be 

getting deeper. “It’s leaking!” someone shouted. The canoe was sinking fast. We all bailed out of 

the boat expecting to stand up on the bottom of the lake. Squealing turned to screaming. Where 

was the bottom? Where was the shore? Frightened, I tried to climb back in the canoe by pulling 

up on the side. This caused the canoe to roll over. Now Then there were eight screaming girls, 

clawing at a canoe that seemed to be rolling like a convenience store hot dog. Terror took control 
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of every part of my being. I could hear the blood rushing in my ears as I clutched at anything that 

might keep my head above water.  

 Not everyone was incapacitated by their fears, though. One young woman had the sense 

to shout orders that, when followed, stopped the canoe from rolling of the canoe. We clung to the 

now lifeless canoe recognizing that we were hopelessly out of reach of those who could help. 

The water that had once cooled my burning limbs now grew frigid as I hung to the side of the 

canoe, bobbing in slight waves. I watched in horror as my friends’ lips began to turn blue. A 

solution was proposed. Someone proposed that one personhad to swim to shore; but we couldn’t 

even see the shore. How could someone swim to a place that we couldn’t even see? My memory 

flashed back to the failed attempt to swim the entire length of the swimming pool. It would not 

be me. One brave young woman agreed to go. I watched, heart pounding, as she rolled on to her 

back and began to stroke away from us. I said vocal and silent prayers that she would reach the 

shore, and that those remaining would be able to hold on until someone could return. She 

eventually made it to shore, rescuers came, and seven shivering girls with chattering teethwe 

used all of our remaining energy to climb into a motor boat that would take us safely to shore.  

 Watching that young woman swim away gave me an understanding. I had been raised on 

fear. , so when I was given the opportunity to overcome that fear and , I didn’t take it. That was 

the moment I decided that my children would be given the tools they needed to face their fears. 

All of my children took swim lessons, and when it got hard I would reassure them. “It’s all right 

if you’re afraid. It’s okay if you don’t succeed at first, just don’t give up.” 
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