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     To Take a Breath 

 “She doesn’t talk much; she’s new,” the girl whispers to her friend, both glancing toward 

my desk. The classroom looks familiar, just like the one at my old elementary school: similar 

colors on the walls, similar desks, similar font on the class banner. It reads Mrs. Rabaut’s First 

Grade Class in blue block letters on white paper.  

 Her friend chews on her pencil. “Why not,” she asks, “can she not talk?” 

 I can hear them. Their careless whispers carry, but their remarks elicit no response from 

embarrassed, anxious me. I bring my small hands to my face and peer through my fingers. 

Stricken by social anxiety, I do not make a sound.  

 I am seven years old, and in my dreams, it begins with a whisper too.  

 Barely discernible, the hush sound is so unlike the petty voices at school. It gently 

interrupts the picture of my dream with the faint notion of rushing of water. Gradually becoming 

louder, the sound travels from the base of my skull until it completely overwhelms me, crashing 

waves, spraying surf, turning tides immerse me, the water along with the sounds. 

 At first, I find the cool, cleansing pressure of the water pleasing as it traces my skin. It 

caresses my jawline and settles slowly and heavily, the great Leviathan, across my breastbone. 

My chest throbs in time to my lungs in time to the widening of my eyes as I struggle against 

asphyxiation, spouting streams of bubbles into the salty water. I clutch at the salty water. 

 Widening my eyes once more, I find myself staring into the quiet, darkness before the 
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ceiling of my room, far too awake for the paper thin hours near midnight. I sit up, curl my knees 

to my chest, and pull my blankets to my chin. To the rhythm of my heart, I crawl out of bed and 

drag my blanket through the hallway, gently opening the door to my parents’ room and stepping 

inside… 

 At the physician’s office, I swing my legs beneath the green, plastic chair I am sitting on.  

“Chronic shyness perhaps,” the doctor smiles at me, “it isn’t uncommon in children her age.” He 

peers down at me with open eyes, assuring me that I’ll be alright although I don’t respond.  

 While my mother chats with the receptionist, I press my face against the aquarium glass. 

Some of the tangerine colored fish swim toward me and open and close their mouths. With ease, 

they make their way through the water, around the stone grotto, and through the aquarium plants. 

I ponder the novelty of being a fish as my mother takes my hand and leads me away… 

 On tiptoe, I am perched on a table, peering over the edge of an absurdly large teapot. As 

I lean over the edge to taste, I shrink and tumble headfirst over the porcelain side; I splash into 

the tea and little bubbles swirl tickle my arms. Sweet, it tastes sweet. I’m drowning in tea… 

 “Come on honey, I know you’re thirsty,” my mother’s voice is soothing, “you haven’t 

had any water all day.” I tap my fingers against the glass in front of me. Perhaps, if I don’t drink 

any water, my dreams will dry up too. No, I reach out and take a sip. I am parched.  

 At school there is a new boy named Dexter. He is short with big glasses that slip down 

his nose sometimes. The girls whisper about him too… 

 The garden surrounding the path rustles, the rush disturbs every flower. Each sway of 

color, each lean of the plants sounds like rushing water. In the sky, quiet clouds roll in and drops 

of rain begin to darken the path around me. Becoming louder, puddles form around my feet in 

sounds. The ocean sounds, the seashell sounds; waves breaking, water splashing; a drop of rain, 
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a ripple; the garden floods. And then the water has risen above my head as I struggle, and then I 

am immersed and it is quiet. The daunting silence settles fresh on my face and neck. I simply 

float, knowing futile struggles far too well. The garden continues to sway under the water…. 

 At recess, Dexter walks toward the school, toward the sidewalk, toward me. He is 

holding a book in his hands. The title read’s Charlotte’s Web by E.B. White…. 

 The water doesn’t tighten, but my chest does. Silver bubbles escape from my mouth and 

dance after each other. The flowers around me bend to and fro; the stones on the path glisten…

 Dexter lifts his head up and catches my gaze. Before I can look away, he walks toward 

me and gives me a tentative smile and a slight wave. I cannot help myself and wave back… 

 In my dream, I forget the discomfort momentarily as I am distracted by the garden. My 

chest relaxes. Remembering the tangerine fish from the aquarium, remembering the swaying 

plants, I stop struggling and admire such a novel experience. This time, there is no discomfort. 

Propelling myself with my legs, I guide myself closer and inhale the strong perfume of the 

garden. In the midst of the fragrance I realize, in the midst of the water, in the midst of it all, I 

had learned to take a breath… 

 Dexter stops walking right in front of me. He scuffles his feet a bit.  

 “Hi.” He smiles. I breathe deep, averting my gaze to his shoes. 

 “Hi.” 

 

 


