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Drain
     he day after Carrie Shimizu fell through the ice, she took a bath, though she was 
already clean. The nurses had rubbed layers of silt and shit away the night before; 
the gentlest nurse stayed with her in the shower to pull bits of lake from her hair 
and to shave a section behind her ear, where the hair had caught the ice on the 
way down and torn. The bald spot was the size of a quarter and red where a rope 
of strands had come out at the root. In the shower, Carrie had been busy breathing, 
but afterwards she’d tried to ask the nurses if she could keep it – like a souvenir, 
she’d said. The tuft was just curled in the shower drain like strands of clothesline. 
But no one answered. They had all been very quiet. They used warm white 
washcloths that looked like the bellies of fish, and hid them so her parents wouldn’t 
see the blood. Which there wasn’t much of. 

Carrie knew she was already clean. She got out of bed the day after, and it was 
noon, so her parents must have let her sleep in. They were both being very nice. 

When the gentle nurse had come up to Carrie as she was sitting with Mom and 
Mama, and had asked her if she’d meant to fall through the ice – it’s just procedure, 
sweetheart, we’re required to know so we can connect you to a counselor if that’s 
what you need. Before Carrie could open her mouth, Mama had said, “of course 
not!” and Mom had said, “Our daughter is smarter than that, thank you.” And that 
ended that, 

And what could she have said? That it was an accident? To walk out on the ice 
after that thunderstorm, when the surface was pitted and translucent in places, 
like milk. To walk out on the ice after that morning, when she and Mom had been 
fighting over whether Carrie could buy a suit for prom. When Mom said they 
couldn’t afford a tailor, anyway, and Carrie backed down and apologized, and Mom 
said, “You’re so understanding, Carrie. Thank God you weren’t a boy – I’d had 
enough of shouting and dumb decisions by the time I was your age.” And Carrie 
said nothing; she didn’t know how to say it made her feel – too small. Too quiet. 
And all tangled, like her arms and legs weren’t in the right place. And Mom always 
said stuff like that, anyway. Like how glad she was that it was “just us ladies.” 

So, she finished her breakfast and said she was going for a walk, because Mama 
liked it when she got fresh air. She walked down to the lake and stood on the shore. 
The ice spread out farther than she could see, and the wind ran through her hair, 
and she stood looking out at the lake’s surface wet and slick with yesterday’s rain. 
It was so big, and she didn’t know why but she wanted that bigness. Like maybe if 
she was a part of something that vast, she’d be able to forget how small she was. 
So she stepped onto the ice and kept walking until the lake swallowed her up. It 
wasn’t an accident. 
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After the doctors told her parents that Carrie was okay – just some scrapes and a 
sore throat from coughing water up. Some minor shaking in the limbs – just keep 
her warm – they went home, and Carrie fell asleep stretched out in the dark of the 
back seat. When she opened her eyes, the shadow of Mama’s headrest looked 
like a rectangular face staring down at her in the dark. She almost waved hello. But 
then Mama opened the door and Mom asked if she wanted to be carried inside 
like when she was little, and Carrie closed her eyes and said, yes, please. Mom 
was softer than she’d been before she transitioned, but the muscles in her arms 
still pressed into Carrie’s side the same way. She smelled like oranges and a little 
bit like salt. 

After Carrie got out of bed the day after, she found a note on the counter – Mama 
had gone to work and Mom to school, and Mama had left soup in the fridge for 
her. There was also a cartoon she had drawn of Carrie wrapped tight in a blanket, 
with hearts drawn around it. Cartoon Carrie looked like a burrito. She left the soup 
and stuck the drawing to the refrigerator door with a magnet. She went to the 
bathroom and turned on the fan so the steam wouldn’t get at the paint as Mama 
said it would. She plugged the drain and ran the faucet. She took off her pajamas 
and the hospital socks, which were purple and had little sticky designs on their 
bottoms. She didn’t look in the mirror. She could see her body fine; her nails were 
ragged from chewing, but worse from trying to crack the ice again. Her ears were 
cold and so were her hands. 

The bathtub was half full and she put one foot in, then the other, and it stung as 
it always did. She was adjusting to the temperature, this happened every time. 
The warm and cold burned into her, but she sat down quickly. You’re okay, she 
thought. It’s just a bath, you dummy, and you have to do this. If you want to be 
clean you have to wash yourself. She reached for the shampoo, rubbed it into her 
hair as gently as she could manage. She touched the bald spot carefully. It felt soft. 
She rinsed and turned off the faucet and got the washcloth and soap and tried to 
clean herself, but had to rest after half her torso was done. Her arms grew tired. 
Her breathing was steady, but she had to look down for what felt like a minute until 
she could make out the rise and fall of her chest. 

Carrie looked at her skin and thought about the time she found Mom’s breast. 
She’d been in their room upstairs looking for quarters for the bake sale at school, 
and in the process of quietly opening the top dresser drawer, underneath their old 
sports bras, she saw it. It was round and soft, and her first absurd thought was 
that it was alive. But when she touched it, the surface caught at her finger like 
plastic wrap. It was cold, it was pink-brown and domed on one side. Sticky on the 
other. And maybe that was what did it, even though the thing was cold and didn’t 
have a nipple and was sitting alone in the drawer. It was sticky, a few short hairs 
were caught in the skin and Carrie thought, oh – that’s part of her. That goes up 
and down when she breathes. 
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Parents often work out their own struggles with the “I want better for you” mantra. They 
think they can give their kids a better life by saving them from whatever their own struggles 
are, and often this ends up suppressing the child. I love how Drain plays out this common 

parental paradox in a super LGBTQ household while giving space for often-silenced voices, 
and showing how those voices are going through the same thing as the rest of us.

She touched her arm in the bath and dragged her finger down. The water was 
lukewarm by then, and there were tiny waves going along the surface because she 
was shivering and couldn’t stop, her finger slid easily when it should have been 
catching like film stretched over leftovers in the fridge, and she thought of the lake 
and how her arms were empty and her legs were empty and all of her was soft and 
cold; her lungs sponge-light and she swore she could feel them crumpling; she tried 
for air and felt the lake clench around her throat in a gentle, giant fist. She tried for air 
and felt something tear through her chest, reaching up and up, but she was sinking, 
her cement stomach and ass against the tub’s shell-smooth insides, trying to swallow 
her. The tub was too big and there was the awfulness, the scale of it: she fell into the 
lake, and couldn’t feel the bottom. She reached her fingers and toes and teeth to try 
and grab something solid and all around her was water, and she shit herself. Like a 
baby. The lake is so old. She remembered: there was the lake, the silent aliveness of 
water watching her, and little Carrie floating in the midst of where she’d thought she 
wanted to be. Maybe that’s what dying is, she thought. Being small. 

Sometimes, Carrie does think that she died there. Not that a part of her died, like 
the baby in her, or the dumb teenager who hated how small she felt and tried to 
rage her way into something bigger, or the boy whose eyes she couldn’t stand 
to see through because of how Mom might look at her. But that the whole of her 
was down there, lungs filled with the murky water that drains out from bathtubs 
and toilets and sinks. That they didn’t break through the rest of the ice in time, and 
maybe the body had already sunk to the bottom or been eaten and expelled by one 
of those sturgeon they say are bigger than a person, and she was decomposing 
now, sitting on the muck and quiet of the lake floor, or hidden among the lake 
debris. Maybe some shrimpy, scuttling thing found her skull and was living inside it. 
That would be all right, she thinks. She’d like to keep something safe. 

The day after Carrie Shimizu fell through the ice and kept falling, she got out of the 
bath and opened the drain. She was clean. Her skin was warm, and she dried off 
with a towel that looked like a towel. She used the toilet. She rubbed lotion into her 
chest, her elbows, and knees, and touched the new bald spot behind her ear. 

The day after she fell, she sat on the floor of her closet and closed the door. The 
door had a handle on the inside, too. It had a little light on the ceiling and was warm 
inside, and dry. The floor was wood. It felt solid on her feet and she pressed against 
it. She put her hand flat against her chest and tried to breathe. 


