


Praise for All That We Carried

“This subdued tale of learning to forgive is Bartels’s best yet.”

Publishers Weekly

“All That We Carried is a deeply personal, thoughtful exploration 
of dealing with pain and grief. . . . Erin Bartels makes it shine.”

Life Is Story

“Bartels proves herself a master wordsmith and storyteller.”

Library Journal, starred review

“Erin Bartels has a gift for creating unforgettable characters 
who are their own worst enemy, and yet there’s always a glim-
mer of hope that makes you believe in them. The estranged 
sisters in All That We Carried are two of her best yet— young 
women battling their own demons and each other as they try 
to navigate beyond a shared painful past and find their way to 
a more hopeful future.”

Valerie Fraser Luesse, Christy Award–winning novelist

“All That We Carried is so much more than just a beautiful 
novel— it’s a literary adventure of both body and spirit, a mean-
ingful parable, a journey of faith. Erin Bartels creates amazingly 
realistic characters in two sisters wrestling with their past and 
with one another. Not only did this story make me want to 
pull on my hiking boots for my own adventure, it propelled 
me to search out a deeper faith. Simply stunning. A novel not 
to be missed!”

Heidi Chiavaroli, award- winning author of  
Freedom’s Ring and The Tea Chest
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Praise for The Words between Us

“The Words between Us is a story of love found in the written 
word and love found because of the written word. It is also a 
novel of the consequences of those words that are left unsaid. 
Bartels’s compelling sophomore novel will satisfy fans and new 
readers alike.”

Booklist

“The Words between Us is a story to savor and share: a lyrical 
novel about the power of language and the search for salvation. 
I loved every sentence, every word.”

Barbara Claypole White, bestselling author  
of The Perfect Son and The Promise between Us

“If you are the kind of person who finds meaning and life in 
the written word, then you’ll find yourself hidden among these 
pages.” 

Shawn Smucker, author of Light from Distant Stars

“Vividly drawn and told in expertly woven dual timelines, The 
Words between Us is a story about a woman who has spent 
years trying to escape her family’s scandals and the resilience 
she develops along the way. Erin Bartels’s characters are a treat: 
complex, dynamic, and so lifelike I half expected them to climb 
straight out of the pages.”

Kathleen Barber, author of Truth Be Told

_Bartels_GirlWhoCouldBreathe_JE_sa.indd   2_Bartels_GirlWhoCouldBreathe_JE_sa.indd   2 9/15/21   3:20 PM9/15/21   3:20 PM

Erin Bartels, The Girl Who Could Breathe Under Water 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



THE  
GIRL  
WHO  

COULD 
BREATHE  
UNDER  
WATER

a novel

E R I N  B A R T E L SE R I N  B A R T E L S

O

_Bartels_GirlWhoCouldBreathe_JE_sa.indd   5_Bartels_GirlWhoCouldBreathe_JE_sa.indd   5 9/15/21   3:20 PM9/15/21   3:20 PM

Erin Bartels, The Girl Who Could Breathe Under Water 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



© 2022 by Erin Bartels

Published by Revell
a division of Baker Publishing Group
PO Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www .revellbooks .com

Printed in the United States of America

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— for example, electronic, photo-
copy, recording— without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only 
exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Bartels, Erin, 1980– author.
Title: The girl who could breathe under water : a novel / Erin Bartels.
Description: Grand Rapids, MI : Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, 

[2022] 
Identifiers: LCCN 2021023644 | ISBN 9780800738372 (paperback) | ISBN 

9780800741105 (casebound) | ISBN 9781493434206 (ebook)
Subjects: GSAFD: Suspense fiction. | LCGFT: Thrillers (Fiction)
Classification: LCC PS3602.A83854 G57 2022 | DDC 813/.6— dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn .loc .gov /2021023644 

Scripture quotations are from the (NASB®) New American Standard Bible®, Copy-
right © 1960, 1971, 1977, 1995, 2020 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. 
All rights reserved. www.lockman.org

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product 
of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, 
locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Baker Publishing Group publications use paper produced from sustainable forestry 
practices and post- consumer waste whenever possible.

22 23 24 25 26 27 28   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

_Bartels_GirlWhoCouldBreathe_JE_sa.indd   6_Bartels_GirlWhoCouldBreathe_JE_sa.indd   6 9/15/21   3:20 PM9/15/21   3:20 PM

Erin Bartels, The Girl Who Could Breathe Under Water 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



9

1

The summer you chopped off all your hair, I asked your 
dad what the point of being a novelist was. He said it 
was to tell the truth.

Ridiculous.
“Nothing you write is real,” I said. “You tell stories about 

made- up people with made- up problems. You’re a professional 
liar.”

“Oh, Kendra,” he said. “You know better than that.” Then 
he started typing again, as if that had settled things. As if tell-
ing me I already had the answer was any kind of answer at all.

I don’t know why he assumed I knew anything. I’ve been 
wrong about so much— especially you. But there is one thing 
about which I am now certain: I was lying to myself about why 
I decided to finally return to Hidden Lake. Which makes perfect 
sense in hindsight. After all, novelists are liars.

“It will be a quiet place to work without distraction,” I told 
my agent. “No internet, no cell service. Just me and the lake 
and a landline for emergencies.”

“What about emailing with me and Paula?” Lois said, prac-
ticality being one of the reasons I had signed with her three 
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years prior. “I know you need to get down to it if  you’re going 
to meet your deadline. But you need to be reachable.”

“I can go into town every week and use the Wi- Fi at the cof-
fee shop,” I said, sure that this concession would satisfy her.

“And what about the German edition? The translator needs 
swift responses from you to stay on schedule.”

We emailed back and forth a bit, until Lois could see that I 
was not to be dissuaded, that if I was going to meet my dead-
line, I needed to see a lake out my window instead of the rusting 
roof of my apartment building’s carport.

Of course, that wasn’t the real reason. I see that now.
The email came from your mother in early May, about the 

time the narcissus were wilting. For her to initiate any kind of 
communication with me was so bizarre I was sure that some-
thing must be wrong even before I read the message.

Kendra,

I’m sorry we didn’t get to your grandfather’s funeral. We’ve 
been out of state. Anyway, please let me know if you have seen 
or heard from Cami lately or if she has a new number.

Thanks, 
Beth Rainier

It was apparent she didn’t know that you and I hadn’t talked 
in eight years. That you had never told your mother about the 
fight we’d had, the things we’d said to each other, the ambigu-
ous state in which we’d left our friendship. And now a woman 
who only talked to me when necessary was reaching out, won-
dering if I knew how to get in touch with you. That was the 
day I started planning my return to the intoxicating place 
where I had spent every half- naked summer of my youth— 
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because I was sure that in order to recover you, I needed to  
recover us.

The drive north was like slipping back through time. I skirted 
fields of early corn, half mesmerized by the knit- and- purl pat-
tern that sped past my windows. Smells of diesel fuel and ma-
nure mingled with the dense green fragrance of life rushing 
to reproduce before another long winter. The miles receded 
beneath my tires, and the markers of my progress became the 
familiar billboards for sporting goods stores and ferry lines to 
Mackinac Island. The farm with the black cows. The one with 
the quilt block painted on the side of the barn, faded now. The 
one with the old bus out back of the house. Every structure, 
each more ramshackle than the last, piled up in my chest until 
I felt a physical ache that was not entirely unpleasant.

In all our enchanted summers together on the lake, there had 
been more good than bad. Sweet silent mornings. Long languid 
days. Crisp starry nights. Your brother had thrown it all out of 
whack, like an invasive species unleashed upon what had been 
a perfectly balanced ecosystem. But he hadn’t destroyed it. The 
good was still there, in sheltered pockets of memory I could 
access if I concentrated.

The first step out of the car when I arrived at the cabin was 
like Grandpa opening the oven door to check on a pan of brown-
ies—a wave of radiant heat carrying an aroma that promised 
imminent pleasures. The scent of eighteen summers. A past life, 
yes, but surely not an irretrievable one.

On the outside, the cabin showed evidence of its recent 
abandonment— shutters latched tight, roof blanketed by dead 
pine needles, logs studded with the ghostly cocoons of gypsy 
moths. Inside, time had stopped suddenly and completely, and 
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the grit of empty years had settled on every surface. The same 
boxy green plaid sofa and mismatched chairs sat on the same 
defeated braided rug around the same coffee table rubbed raw 
by decades of sandy feet. That creepy stuffed screech owl still 
stared down from the shelf with unblinking yellow eyes. On 
tables, windowsills, and mantelpiece sat all of the rocks, shells, 
feathers, and driftwood I’d gathered with my young hands, 
now gathering dust. Grandpa had left them there just as I had 
arranged them, and the weight of memory kept them firmly 
in place.

Each dust mote, each dead fly beneath the windows, each 
cobweb whispered the same pointed accusation: You should 
have been here.

For the next hour I manically erased all evidence of my ne-
glect. Sand blown through invisible cracks, spiderwebs and ci-
cada carapaces, the dried remains of a dead redstart in the fire-
place. I gathered it from every forgotten corner in the cabin and 
dumped it all into the hungry mouth of a black trash bag, leaving 
the bones of the place bare and beautiful in their simplicity.

Satisfied, I turned on the faucet for a glass of cold water, but 
nothing happened. Of course. I should have turned on the water 
main first. I’d never opened the cabin. That was something an 
adult did before I showed up. And when I went out to the shed 
to read the instructions Grandpa had written on the bare pine 
wall decades ago, I found it padlocked.

Desperate to cool down, I pulled on my turquoise bikini 
and walked barefoot down the hot, sandy trail to the lake. Past 
Grandpa’s old rowboat. Past the stacked sections of the dock 
I had only ever seen in the water— yet another thing adults did 
that I never paid any attention to because I could not conceive 
of being one someday.

At the edge of the woods, I hesitated. Beyond the trees I was 
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exposed, and for all I knew your brother was there across the 
lake, waiting, watching.

I hurried across the sandy beach and through the shallows 
into deep water, dipped beneath the surface, and held my breath 
as long as I could, which seemed like much less than when we 
were kids. As I came back up and released the stale air from my 
lungs, I imagined the stress of the past year leaving my body in 
that long sigh. All of the nervous waiting before interviews, all of 
the dread I felt before reading reviews, all of the moments spent 
worrying whether anyone would show up to a bookstore event. 
What I couldn’t quite get rid of was my anxiety about the letter.

Out of all the reviews and emails and social media posts that 
poured in and around me after I’d published my first novel, one 
stupid letter had worked its way into my psyche like a splinter 
under my fingernail. I had been obsessing about it for months, 
poring over every critical word, justifying myself with logical 
arguments that couldn’t take the sting out of what it said.

Kendra,

Your book, while perhaps thought “brave” in 
some circles, is anything but. It is the work 
of a selfish opportunist who was all too ready 
to monetize the suffering of others. Did you 
ever consider that antagonists have stories 
of their own? Or that in someone else’s story 
you’re the antagonist?

Your problem is that you paid more attention 
to the people who had done you wrong than the 
ones who’d done you right. That, and you are 
obviously obsessed with yourself.

I hope you’re happy with the success you’ve 
found with this book, because the admiration 
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of strangers is all you’re likely to get from 
here on out. It certainly won’t win you any 
new friends. And I’m willing to bet the old 
ones will steer pretty clear of you from here 
on out. In fact, some of them you’ll never 
see again.

Sincerely, 
A Very Disappointed Reader

Maybe it was because the writer hadn’t had the courage to 
sign his name— it had to be a him. Maybe it was because it had 
been mailed directly to me rather than forwarded on from my 
publisher, which could only mean that the writer either knew 
me personally or had done a bit of stalking in order to retrieve 
my address. It hurt to think of any of my friends calling me a 
“selfish opportunist.” But the thought of a total stranger tak-
ing the trouble to track me down in order to upbraid me gave 
me the absolute creeps.

But really, if  I’m honest with myself, it was because deep 
down I knew it had to be someone from Hidden Lake. Who 
else could have guessed at the relationship between my book 
and my real life?

Whoever this Very Disappointed Reader was, he had com-
pletely undermined my attempts to write my second book. I 
knew it was silly to let a bad review have power over me. But 
this wasn’t someone who just didn’t like my writing. This was 
someone who thought I was the bad guy. He had read my novel 
and taken the antagonist’s side— your brother’s side.

Now I closed my eyes, lay back, and tried to let the cool, 
clear water of Hidden Lake wash it all away. But the peaceful 
moment didn’t last. The humming of an outboard motor sig-
naled the approach of a small fishing boat from the opposite 
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shore. Hope straightened my spine and sent shards of some 
old energy through my limbs and into my fingers and toes. 
And even though I knew in my heart that it wouldn’t be you, 
I still deflated a bit when I saw your father, though in almost 
any other context I would have been thrilled. 

He cut the motor and slowed to a stop a few yards away. 
“Kendra, it’s good to finally see you again,” he said. “I was 
sorry to hear about your grandpa. We wanted to make it to the 
funeral, but Beth and I were out of state.”

“Yes, she told me.” 
He looked surprised at that, then seemed to remember some-

thing. Perhaps he knew about the strange email.
I swam to the boat— not the one I remembered— and held 

on to the side with one hand, using the other to shade my eyes 
as I looked up into his still-handsome face. I didn’t ask him 
where you were that day, and he didn’t offer any explanation. 
More likely than not, he didn’t know.

“Beth’s in Florida now,” he continued. “It’s just been me 
since Memorial Day. I was hoping to catch your mother up here 
before she put the place up for sale.”

“It’s not going up for sale.”
“No? Figured she would sell it.”
“It’s mine. Grandpa left it to me.”
“That so?” He glanced at my beach. “I can help you put the 

dock in tonight, around five? I’d help now, but I’m off to talk 
to Ike.”

“Ike’s still alive?”
“Far as I know.”
I smiled. “That would be great, thanks. Hey, I don’t suppose 

you’ve heard from Cami? No chance she’ll be coming up this 
summer?”
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He looked away. “Nothing yet. But I’ve seen Scott Masters 
once or twice this month. And Tyler will be up Friday.” 

He waved and headed out across the lake to Ike’s. I tried to 
separate the thudding of my heart from the loud chugging of 
the outboard motor that receded into the distance.

Of course Tyler would be there. Every paradise needed a 
serpent.
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