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T he Water S eeped T hrough the  Cracks

My mother told me the story the first time it rained. We were inside and we had placed buckets underneath the roof
to stop the water from hitting the floor. I was wearing my pink blanket wrapped around the tops of my shoulders.
My mother had made a cup of hot coffee. She gave me a sip and I burned the top of my tongue. I spit it out into the
sink, and my mother laughed. I had never seen her drink hot coffee before. It was always cold with five ice cubes,
any more and she thought that you couldn’t taste the caffeine. 
We were watching the news. A car was driving deeper and deeper inside of the wash. The water was filling up over
the wheels, seeping through the cracks in the door, the windshield was covered with mud and wiped away bird poop.
The camera turned to two teenage girls huddled in thick grey fire blankets. Mascara teardrops had formed under
their eyes, and their hair clung to the edges with mud. One of them was on the phone, the other was staring out at the
car that would not move. 
My mother turned off the TV and looked at me. She placed her cup of still-hot coffee onto the table. She whispered
to me as though we were two friends sharing a secret. She told me about the water, how it had no mercy. She talked
of the talons that it had, how it would grab whoever went too deep inside. She said it was something that was pretty
on the outside, but I was never to go too far in. I was never to venture to the point where I couldn't see her
anymore. I was never to go where I couldn’t see the bottom. 
    
My father was in the military. He was a Navy man and spent most of my elementary school years on a ship. He
would call my mother and I once or twice a week for about fifteen minutes before he had to go. I remember that my
mother stopped talking after my father called her. She would sit on the bed in her room, and lock the door. She
would play Bach on the piano. She only knew one song, and she would play it over and over again, her body
swaying to the melody. She only played for herself; I was never allowed in the room. I would sit by the door
listening through the crack at the bottom, my eyes closed, imagining my mother’s fingers plucking each of the keys.
After some time the music would stop. She would wait till she thought I was asleep before she would let herself cry.
They were loud sobs, ripped from somewhere deep inside her. I would lay in bed and I could hear it through the
vents. Sometimes I thought I could hear her scream. 
When I was eight, I had made a piece of apple pie in my second-grade classroom. It had been a class project, and
we each brought in two apples and our teacher made the dough. I held the piece close to my chest, waiting to show
my mother before I ate it. Her bedroom door was closed when I got there. My father must have called. I walked
slowly over to the door and set the piece of apple pie next to the crack in the door.
My mother took me to the beach for the first time when I was nine. We lived in Tucson, Arizona and the only water I
had seen was a small pool in my neighbor’s backyard that they would sometimes let us swim in. The beach air
smelled salty. The sand got stuck in between each of my toes and the back of my legs. I lay down in it, moving my
arms and legs to make a sand angel. My mother pulled me close to her and drew with her finger a small box. She
told me not to leave the box, otherwise, I would be taken with the water. I didn’t say anything. The water was
shallow, reaching only to the tops of my ankles. I flattened out onto my stomach, letting the salt mix in with my long
hair that reached down to my waist. I pulled my legs close together and let the waves carry me. I closed my eyes,
the sun-blocking my view of the sky. The seagulls called to one another. I followed their cries. I kicked my legs
against each of the waves, my head bobbing on the surface. They seemed to wait for me, flying in large circles. I
heard a different scream. Turning back to land, my mother was screaming, her hands waving at me to come back to
her. I followed the seagulls deeper and deeper into the sea. 
    
The day my father died, I was sitting in history class when the phone by the wall rang. The teacher answered it. She
told me I had to go outside with her. She led me to the nurse’s office, where my mother was sitting in one of the red



plastic chairs. She was crying, and the nurse continued to pass her tissues. The nurse wouldn’t pass her the box, just
continued to pass my mother a single tissue over and over again. The box was empty by the time my mother had
noticed I was there. My mother got to her feet slowly, her hands numb at her sides, and I struggled to hold her up.
Her muscles were trembling. I could feel each finger of her hand wrapping against my back. She fell to the floor. I
tried to pull her up, but she wouldn’t move. I lay next to her, wrapping each one of my arms tightly across her chest.
The nurse quietly left the office and locked the door behind her. I couldn’t decide if that was considerate or creepy.
I still don’t know. My mother wouldn’t tell me what happened until his funeral. She told me that the plane had gone
down into the sea. She thought that the water had taken him too. She told me that I wasn’t allowed back in the
water again. 
She would not let me buy a bathing suit. Any pool party I had to wear a pair of jeans and a hoodie and sit ten feet
away from the pool while my friends were swimming. She would always come to make sure I never went near the
water.
Every January ninth, my mother would light candles around the house. They smelled different, some with hints of
orange, others with eucalyptus. She would turn off the rest of the lights, and close her eyes, and kneel next to the
candles. It was the only day that she took out her bible. She whispered a prayer to my father. I would hide in my
room, my pink blanket over my head as I watched something on Youtube. I didn’t think candles did anything for my
father. I didn’t think that he could hear us. 
    
My grandmother came to live with us shortly after my father’s death. She took refuge on the couch and had
programmed the TV to only record her documentary shows. She wore her pink apron around the house, which had a
hole in the front. She always made a batch of chocolate chip cookies for when I came home from school. She sat
down next to me and asked how my day was, any of the school gossips. I told her about the first guy who had told
me that he liked me. She asked me his name, and I told her it was Lukas. He had asked me to my first middle school
dance. 
He kissed me that night at the dance. My grandmother picked me up a few minutes after. She had the music loud
through the speakers and was driving my father’s old truck, the doors pulled off. She was wearing an old flannel, her
cowboy boots on the gas pedal.  
    “How was the dance?” she asked. 
    “He kissed me,’’ I said. 
    “Was he a good kisser?” asked my grandmother. She leaned closer to me, a strand of her grey hair falling out of
her bun. 
    “I don’t know,’’ I said. 
My mother didn’t start to emerge from her room, except to supervise me. She would eat dinner alone on the right
corner of her bed and face away from me whenever I came in to eat with her. I was in seventh grade, and my
grandmother had finally managed to redecorate the house. She had put up signs on every wall saying: “Nothing is
more important than family” “Family Where Life Begins And Love Never Ends” “Live Love, and Eat Hamburgers”. 
My mother left bottles around the house. Whiskey in the top shelves, rum in the bottom, her wine bottles that she
had long since stopped trying to hide. My grandmother tried to hide them underneath the trash. I saw them anyway. I
think that my mother lost herself in her liquor. 
    
When I was in eighth grade a girl in my class was bullying me. She slammed my back against the lockers, threw my
backpack into the trash. I punched her in the face. I was sent to the principal’s office and told that I wasn’t
supposed to use my fist to solve my problems. I asked the principal if he would’ve done anything if I had used my
words. He didn’t answer. The girl had a bloodied lip, and her mother was threatening to sue. My grandmother came
after the principal called. He asked me why I didn’t call my mother. I said that my grandmother was the only one
who was available this time of day. My grandmother told the girl’s mother that the bloody lip helped her daughter’s
appearance. 
I always made my mother a sandwich. Turkey with lettuce cheese and tomato. I would put it in the middle of a white
plate with the crusts cut off and slip it under the small crack in her door. Sometimes she would open the door and
stare as though she was looking at a ghost. I put my hand on her shoulder, and her eyes would blink rapidly. She
looked over at me and frowned. Sometimes I wondered if she still recognized me. Most days she would take the
plate and eat two to three bites, before slipping the sandwich back under the door. Sometimes I would cover it in
plastic wrap hoping that she might eat it later. The fridge is littered with halves of sandwiches on every shelf.
    “She’s lovesick,’’ my grandmother told me. 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
    “It’s a sickness you get when you love someone too much,’’ my grandmother said.
    “Because of my dad?” I asked. 



    “She loved him more than anyone. She doesn’t want to lose you the same way. That’s why she won’t let you near
the water.’’ I didn’t say anything. If you never loved anybody, you would never get lovesick. You would never have
to grieve.  
I broke up with my first boyfriend at the end of my freshman year. His name was Travis. He drove a truck and was a
year older than me. He had told me he loved me underneath the stars, a few months after we had started dating. I
told him that I didn’t know what love was. 
    
My grandmother gave me her old car for my sixteenth birthday. She had finally bought a new one but wanted to keep
this car in her family.  My mother was watching from the living room window, as my grandmother passed over the
keys to her old Prius. It smelled of cigarettes and old people. I hit the mailbox as I tried to drive backward.
My mother was inside, my pink blanket wrapped around her shoulders, drinking something from a mug. My
grandmother was knitting by the fire that she had lit. 
    
I drove down to Rincon Market and bought a chocolate croissant. I ate it alone in my car, and let the chocolate drip
onto the edges of my fingers, spilling it in the center of my shirt. I didn’t go home that night. I drove around in
circles. Past my neighborhood street, past the pink and purple wall that was the entrance to home, past the house
that looked like a castle. I turned left onto Craycroft. I almost fell asleep at the wheel. My eyes drifting off, my
hands relaxing to my sides. I managed to park the car in the 7-Eleven by my house. I woke up to a man tapping on
the window. He was looking inside, I could hear him yelling to see if I was okay. I gave him a thumbs-up before
driving off.
 


