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The Sorry I Said in the Deep End

That little whale on the screen was terribly afraid of the deep end. Every time
it swam to the blue line between shallow and deep, it stopped, its fins pressed tight
to its body, trembling. But its friend the sea turtle was swept into the deep water,
and the whale dived again and again, halfway down fear would catch it, it would
surface for a few breaths, and dive again. In the hall I held my breath, as if I

myself were soaking in cool water.

What moved me most about the little whale was not the rescue of the sea turtle,
but the moment it admitted its mistake. Because it was afraid, it had once shouted at
the turtle: I never want to play with you again. Later it swam back to the turtle,

lowered its head into the water, and blew out a string of tiny bubbles. That string
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of bubbles was its sorry. It made no excuses about the cold water or the big waves.

It simply blew out its sorry, and swam toward the deep again.

I remembered my summer swimming class. The coach asked me to swim from the
shallow end into the deep end. I stood on the pool steps, my toes gripping the tiles,
refusing to go in. The coach reached out a hand to steady me, and I shook it off,
shouting at him: I hate you. The words were out before I could stop them, and I froze
myself. The coach did not get angry. He only said: being afraid of water is nothing
to be ashamed of; it is pushing away someone’ s hand that is a pity. That night I
tossed and turned, and the more I thought, the more I felt like that little whale
shouting at the turtle.

After the movie ended, I said to Dad in the passage: I want to go back to
swimming class next week. Dad said: then you know what to do first. I said: say sorry

first. Dad said nothing, and ruffled my hair.

Tuesday evening, there were not many people by the pool. I walked up to the
coach, my palms sweaty with the smell of pool water. I said: Coach, what I said last
time was wrong. I am sorry. The coach froze for a moment, then laughed, and said:
that sentence was harder to swim than the deep end, and you have swum it. That night
I stood on the steps, took a deep breath, let go, and slid into the water. The water
of the deep end covered my ears, the world went suddenly quiet, with only the thump-
thump of my heart. I pushed off the wall, pulled through the water, swam five meters,

surfaced, and the coach nodded to me from the edge.

Five meters, compared with the little whale diving into the deep sea, is far too
small to mention. But I know how those five meters were earned: they came only after
the sorry was spoken out loud. I used to think courage meant a big nerve, no fear of
pain, no crying. Now I know courage has two faces: one swims into the deep end; the
other picks up the wrong words you threw away and says sorry. The second face is

heavier than the first, like walking while carrying water.

Now in swimming class I can finish the whole deep end. Every time I pass the blue
line between shallow and deep, my body still tightens for a moment, and then I
remember the little whale surfacing for a few breaths before diving again. Catching
your breath is nothing to be ashamed of. What matters is that when the breaths are

done, you dive down again.
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