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      Everyone was really excited with the new pool, especially now that the green sludge and tadpoles were gone, and Brian had given everything a good scrub.

      “Dad, do you think it’s warm enough?” Tom asked over breakfast. His birthday was coming up, and he wanted to impress his friends with the pool.

      Brian took a moment to swallow his suddenly very dry toast. “Last I checked it was eighteen degrees. Still a bit cold for swimming, old chap.”

      Tom frowned and looked at his porridge. “But what about the heater Dad? Specially for my birthday?”

      “It’s awfully expensive running that thing. More than the cost of running everything else in the house.”

      “It could be my birthday present?” Tom was applying the wounded puppy look that always hit Brian in the gut, even though he knew Tom ever only employed it in dire consumerist emergencies.

      They couldn’t. The new council rates were through the roof. There were still renovations to be done on the house. They were restructuring at work and Brian’s team was being reviewed next month. Plus, Magda had already bought Tom’s present, an expensive game for the new console.

      Still: puppy eyes.

      “Okay,” Brian said. “Let’s do it.”

      Over the following week the whole family anxiously climbed up the stairs to the pool each morning to check the progress of the floating thermometer.

      “It’s up one degree!” Tom crowed, a week out.

      “At this rate we won’t need to turn on the heater,” Brian said, trying to keep the hope out of his voice.

      Too late. Tom could smell the desperation a mile away. “I want it to be comfortable, Dad.”

      “What happened to kids swimming in any old water? We used to jump in the lake in the middle of winter.”

      Tom frowned.

      “It’s good for you,” Brian continued. “Bracing.”

      “I’ll do it if you do it,” was Tom’s answer.

      The clean pool sparkled blue and enticing. Brian put his foot in. It was freezing. “Hm, maybe another day or two,” he said.

      “Uh huh,” Tom said.

      Still, with the warm weather, the temperature started to creep up. The night before the party it was up to twenty degrees. “Surely that’s good enough?” Brian said.

      “It’s my birthday PRESENT, Dad,” Tom answered.

      Brian sighed. He waited until it was 11:05 pm (to make sure he was definitely getting the night electricity rate), and then went up to the pool and flicked the switch to the heater. He watched it for a few minutes, seeing his money swoosh and swirl through the pump, then eventually gave up agonising and went to bed.

      He set the alarm so he’d wake up in time to turn it off before the day price kicked in. The 5:50 wake-up call would be worth it, he thought.

      In the morning he crept out up the stairs to the pool. Twenty-two degrees. He put his hand in under the cover. Compared to the coolness of the early morning air, the water felt heavenly.

      “How is it?” Tom whispered, at his elbow. He was in his PJs and carrying a towel. Of course he was up. “Is it nice?”

      “Try it yourself,” Brian said.

      Tom put in a tentative hand, then, with a joyous grin, he threw off his pyjamas and underwear and leapt in. Brian chuckled and went down to start breakfast early. The day was going to be a cracker.

      After breakfast, Brian decided to head out and have a go in the pool himself, before it was completely swarming with thirteen year old boys. Up at the deck, he unwrapped his towel and dipped a toe. Lovely. He fished out the new inflatables that Tom had hurriedly blown up after breakfast, and spread Tom’s abandoned soggy towel out across one of the new deck chairs to dry. The blue one-inch tiles made the water sparkle, and the sun put white wobbles of light on the bottom.

      Brian grinned. It was really real! He was like something out of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. He took a moment to look out over the valley, over the roof of his house and across to all the posh neighbours’ houses. He wondered if anyone could see him, there in his swim trunks, about to take a warm swim even though it was only early December!

      He braced himself, took a breath, and dived in.

      His head broke the surface and his breath burst from him, scattering spray. He paddled over to the thermometer to double-check. Up to twenty-three in the sun. He supposed the water felt cooler now the air had warmed up a bit. But already he was getting used to the nice swishy feeling of the water between his toes and fingers as he wallowed.

      Time for some laps then. A brisk breast-stroke, to the other end and back again. The water feeling like it was warming up. A kererū shot by, low, a skimming dive-bomber. No doubt checking out the pool. And Brian in it. He paddled up and down again, and then decided to see what his rusty freestyle stroke was like. When was the last time he had properly swum? He couldn’t even remember.

      Kick, stroke, lead with your elbow out of the water. Breathing felt odd but he kept at it. All he could hear was the splashing of his kick and the sound of the bubbles rushing up past his ears. When he neared the wall he stopped with the stroke and dived deep underwater, heading for the blue tiles.

      He heard whispering. Soft, but sort of…scratchy. He swam back up to the surface.

      At the wall, he gripped the side and shook his head. Water stuck in his ears? He pushed off from the wall through the water, submerging his head completely. The whispers were still there. And they weren’t just the sound of blood in his head, either. There were actual words, though he couldn’t quite make them out.

      Back to the freestyle. He found the whispering stopped when he thought about something else. For a while he just thought about swimming, listened to the splash and imagined he was flying.

      When he was a child he’d had a love-hate relationship with the water. He always felt anxious if he couldn’t touch the bottom, no matter if he was in a lake or a pool or the sea. He didn’t trust it, the space that surrounded him. It felt watchful, malicious.

      Fears aside though, there was something so wonderful about pools: the artificial blue of light off the tiles, the clear water, the clean splash and sparkling sunshine. No sand gritting between the toes, no seaweed wrapped around a leg. No strange tickles and wiggles when you put your feet down.

      And yet: looking down towards the deep end, even now, seeing the silent drop of the pool bottom down towards the darker deeper blue. Imagining what sort of body could fill a space like that, could fill the entire pool, angry fins waving and open mouth rushing up to consume. Something large, invisible, hungry. Something that liked warmish water and weak swimmers.

      He was at the bottom of the pool, he realised. Down at the deep end, on top of the square drain, beside an abandoned snorkel. He wasn’t swimming anymore, and the whispers were loud in his head. Just breathe just open your mouth just let go…

      He panicked and pressed hard with his feet against the pool bottom. Something was around his foot, holding on. He had to get out. He pushed off again, harder, and shot up to the surface. A gasping breath and then frenzied dog paddling to the side. He yanked himself up, scraping his belly on the rough pool edge. Barely felt it.

      With wet hair in his eyes and his hands on his knees he looked back out across the valley. The sun was already hitting the houses on the other side. The posh neighbours would be up now, drinking coffee and looking his way from their open french doors. There would be a bluebird sky for Tom. It was a perfect day for a birthday party.

      

      Brian busied himself for the rest of the morning by putting himself at Magda’s disposal for party prep. He blew balloons, set up the trestle table, stuffed goody bags and even put out the hummus and veggies that Tom eyed warily.

      “I hope they all come,” Tom said, bouncing from foot to foot as he watched Brian fill a glass bowl with marshmallows. “I hope they remember to bring their togs.”

      “Mm hmm.” Brian concentrated on not letting a white or pink mallow escape while he poured. He did not think about the pool. He’d smeared Paraderm all over the angry graze on his stomach and he could still smell its bitter medical scent, wafting up from inside his shirt.

      “I’m gonna go check the thermometer,” Tom said. “Maybe it’s gone up more.” He ran to the door.

      “No!” Brian said. The tone of his voice stopped Tom in his tracks. “Your mother needs you here.”

      Magda looked up from the cake. Blue icing was smeared halfway up her arms and all over her glasses. She’d seen a boat cake online and had been determined to replicate it. It looked a bit like a boat. Well, like something red upon a large patch of something blue. “Hm? Oh yes, Tom, do come help with the chips.”

      Tom grumbled and dragged his feet, squeaking along the lino as he went.

      Safe, Brian thought. For now, at least. He folded and refolded the empty marshmallow bag, staring at the crinkled plastic. Something had happened up there. Something⁠—

      “Love? The saveloys?”

      The timer had gone off. Magda was looking at him like he was mad. Brian tipped the boiling contents into a sieve. He got the new bottle of sauce from the fridge and squirted it all into a big bowl. Kids and their sauce. Sometimes he wondered if Tom was mostly sauce, the way most people were meant to be mostly water.

      The whispering. That wasn’t right. And Brian certainly wasn’t mad. He was sure of it. He wasn’t the sort of person prone to listening to the voices. Everyone heard voices, right? Doubt, fear, ego, that sort of thing. The whispering in the pool had been…different. They hadn’t been words, not really—had they? What he’d heard had just been some weird swimming-pool impulse, right? He thought of Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate. It was normal, wasn’t it? He felt a cold shiver up and down his spine all the same. Was he going crazy or was there really something in the pool?

      Did he dare risk pretending it was all in his head?

      Oh God.

      The kids!

      What was he going to do?

      

      Everyone arrived, on time: nine boys from Tom’s class and Elaine, their next-door neighbour who Tom had grudgingly agreed to invite. Elaine was already thirteen, though Brian wondered if she wasn’t really a bitter, thirty-year old divorcee in a child’s body, just like in that movie.

      They pounced on the food with great gusto: marshmallows and chips demolished, vegetables avoided and birthday cake attacked like swarms of mice in a grain silo. Outside, Magda had set everything up for the party games: water-bomb throwing, egg carrying, and a dress-up relay.

      “Come ON Mum,” Tom moaned when Magda looked like she was going to try to kick off a game of statues. He was in his togs, towel trailing in the grass. “We want to go swimming!”

      Magda looked a bit deflated, but gave Tom a nod, and he and the others rushed up the stairs to the pool.

      “I’ll go up with them, hey,” Brian said to Magda. He nearly stepped on Elaine, who was at his elbow looking up at him.
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