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      Her solace: those weekday afternoons before the school got out and the children invaded the pool. For the last two weeks, the weather had been fair. Sunlight streamed in the floor to ceiling windows on the north and south face of the pool area, dappling the water with brilliant yellow light. Rena particularly liked the way the light filtered into the artificial blue depths below the surface. When she swam into such a patch, the water felt warmer, even though it couldn’t be.

      The pool was part of a rec center only four blocks from her new apartment; a fact that frustrated her more than the apartment itself. The apartment had three small windows facing south and east with barely enough room on the sills for her small collection of malingering plants. The counters were too low, the toilet too high, and the chrome bar in the shower always caught her in the back. More than anything, she hated the apartment’s silence, and hoped, at her six-month review, the shrink at the pain center would say she had recovered enough to care for a cat.

      By contrast, the pool was never silent. Not even when she was underwater. She heard the rustle of the filters, the splashing of the other lap swimmers, and the rhythmic bubbles caused by her exhaled breath. When she surfaced, she heard voices and laughter; the radio on a rock station she would never play, and the phone, constant and shrill against the echoy boom of the large room itself. She never paid attention to what happened on the decks. The fact that anything happened at all was enough for her.

      Saturday, now, Saturday was different. She never went to the pool on Saturday, saving its pleasures for the weekday, and for the pool attendants who were older. The teenagers who guarded the place on the weekends stared at her. They couldn’t hide their revulsion. The adults were more skilled at hiding their shock.

      But this Saturday her stereo’s tuner went on the fritz, sliding past each station she tried to tune in. For a half hour, she got Christian broadcasting mixing exhortations against sins of the flesh with some pretty good soft rock and then that too faded into static. She had seen all the movies on television, and she had no interest in sports. Her neighbors across the street seemed to be out of town: their little girl and mongrel puppy had not been outside all day—an event Rena lived for—the vitality, joy and love those two shared made her happy even while it made her ache.

      She could no longer stand the silence. She grabbed her swim bag, and let herself out the front door, promising herself that the stares would not bother her this time, would not ruin her solace.

      She walked, as she always did, head down, wincing each time a car whooshed by. Cars still frightened her. It had taken her nearly a month to get enough nerve to take the bus. Before that, she had had Meals on Wheels, and hoped that they never realized she wasn’t really a shut-in.

      The first hurdle came in the rec center. She stopped at the window and paid for her session. Disability, combined with the insurance and settlement money, left her more than enough to buy a membership, but she enjoyed being anonymous here. In her old life, she would have been greeted by name—she would have known everyone’s name—but here she ignored the faces and personal histories as much as possible. The girl at the window was new: a recent survivor of the life-saving course who had that fresh-faced bright-eyed athleticism so appealing in people under twenty-five.

      She smiled when she saw Rena, an open, welcoming smile that made Rena cringe. “Good thing you got here now,” the girl said. “I was about to leave.”

      Rena glanced at the clock. Still a half hour before closing, but that late the desk attendants usually left money collection to the lifeguard. “I have time to swim, don’t I?” she asked.

      “Sure,” the girl said. “In district or out?”

      In response, Rena put dollar and three quarters on the counter, signifying in-district membership. It took a moment for her to get the last quarter out of her pocket: she was concentrating on that and so the girl’s stare caught her off guard. The ribbed pink skin, the scars crisscrossing the back of her hand were the worst of her wounds: she had crisped both hands and most of her arms reaching into the burning car for Robbie.

      The doctors were amazed that she had regained almost total use, but how did one tell that to an eighteen-year-old girl who had never left her hometown?

      Rena didn’t explain. She pushed open the door to the women’s locker room and sighed when she heard voices in the shower. The hair dryer was running, and a woman was speaking baby talk in the changing area. A toilet flushed while Rena stood, indecisive: did she go past the showers, past the perfect naked bodies, or around the concrete dividing wall directly into the changing area, past the full length mirror?

      She opted for the showers, noting that the women weren’t perfect, their elderly bodies ringed with excess weight and tiny lumps of fatty tissue. They were talking to each other, oblivious to their nakedness, something she loved about women over fifty who had somehow learned to accept age with grace, and not to mourn the loss of their youthful figures. She had talked to one of them once: a woman who had just had a pace-maker put in and who still wore a two-piece bathing suit despite the vertical scar that ran to her bottoms.

      Six women stood in the changing area—apparently a class had let out—and one little girl who was standing on the bench, holding the handle to the suit wringer, volunteering to get the water out of everyone’s suit. Rena kept her gaze averted and walked to the farthest corner. She set her bag on the wooden bench and undressed slowly, hoping no one watched.

      She tried not to watch herself. In the space of an evening, she had lost her husband, her child, and the body she had grown up with. Somehow her face had been spared despite the intense blistering heat when the gas can in the trunk ignited as she was pulling open the side door to save an already dead Robbie. Now, every time she saw herself, that night came back in a blaze of orange against a moonlight sky: broken glass raining all around her; the smell of inky smoke, gasoline and burning flesh as vivid as the moment it happened. Only the smell of chlorine diluted it. Only when she breathed into the water did she feel as if she were blowing black smoke out of her lungs forever.

      With shaking hands, she pulled out her neon green one-piece suit. The color was hideous, but at least it wasn’t black or red or yellow or any mixture of those three. She slipped it on, then wrapped herself in her towel, hiding in its fluffy warmth. She could feel the gazes upon her, but she pretended she didn’t care.

      She walked past the women with what dignity she could muster, and headed into the pool area. This late in the day, most of the swimmers were gone. Only the middle lane was taken by a man Rena had never seen before. The lifeguard—a tall, reedy thin girl-woman—stood, feet apart, and life stick clutched against her stomach. She watched the swimmer intently as if she could control each breath he took.

      Rena hung up her towel, took a kickboard off the stack and climbed in the shallow end. The water was cold, and she realized with a shock that she had forgotten to take the required shower. She shot a quick glance at the lifeguard, as if she were going to get kicked out of the pool for failing to follow the rules, but the lifeguard didn’t seem to notice.

      The man finished his lap, surfaced and shook the water off his face like a shaggy dog. Rena slipped into the water, hiding her body. He smiled at her and she smiled back, glad he couldn’t see how she really looked. His hair was long and dark; it matched the long dark hair on the rest of his body. He put both hands on the side of the pool and levered himself out.

      She left her kickboard on the side, then slid underwater completely and pushed off kitty corner for the deep end. She loved the pool when it was empty. She felt almost normal then. Her doctor was so proud of her: when he first saw her after she had moved here, he thought she would never regain full use of her body again. But he had recommended the swimming, saying that non-weight bearing exercise would stretch her scars gradually and, combined with physical therapy, might give her a normal range of movement. After spending the first week in terror of revealing her body, she finally went to the pool and remembered her love for the water. It was that love, not any dedication to health, that gave her what little freedom she had now.

      The laps felt easy; she had found a rhythm. She kept her count, eyes open. A child had left a tiny ring on the bottom, and she was half tempted to dive for it, or maybe catch it with her arm. As she made her flip turn and headed for the deep end, she began planning the move. She glanced at the lifeguard, saw her talking to a slender man—a boy really—as tall as the guard herself. Not the right time then. She was still insecure enough that she wanted the lifeguard’s eyes on her when she tried something new.

      On the sixtieth lap, she heard a whoop echo over the music. Disappointment ran through her. School was out, and the children would take over for rec swim. Then she remembered: no school. It was Saturday. The pool would close soon. The call was probably the lifeguard warning her to get out.

      But she only had ten more laps to go. If the lifeguard wanted her out, she would have to touch her to get her attention. Rena swam as fast and as hard as she could. The push felt good. In water, at least, her body obeyed her.

      When she was finished, she pulled off her goggles and squinted at the clock. The pool should have closed fifteen minutes before. The lifeguard was going to be mad at her. She sighed. She probably should have paid attention to that call.

      She climbed out of the pool, the water dripping off her body, and grabbed her kickboard. The air, which had seemed warm when she got in, now had a chill. Someone had left the door to the Jacuzzi open. She peered through, but no one sat outside. The Jacuzzi was silent. She came back in and headed for the pile of kickboards.

      Rena didn’t see the blood until she stepped in it. It was warm and thick, not cool and thin like pool water. She set her kickboard on the pile and swallowed—hard—thinking perhaps she was having one of her nightmares in the daylight. But no. The body was real. The lifeguard lay flat on her back, left hand in the water, eyes open and unseeing, blood draining from one long slash across her throat.
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      It took the police five minutes to arrive. While she waited, Rena huddled by the phone in the pool office. She shivered in the cool air. She had retained enough presence of mind to touch nothing—she didn’t even pick her towel off its peg. Each second felt like an hour. She stared at the clock, concentrating on the movement of the hands, forcing herself to think of nothing but that.

      Her psychologist would have been proud of her: no screaming fits, no flashbacks, no post-traumatic shock. She had stayed calm. She wasn’t letting herself think about what had happened while she was happily doing her laps.

      The sound of a car’s wheels crunching gravel in the parking lot frayed her nerves even more. She stiffened, barely allowing herself to breathe. Outside the engine shuddered to a halt. Car doors opened and released a burst of static from the police radio. Then the first door slammed, followed quickly by the other.

      She should have gotten up, but she half expected them to die in the parking lot. As if the murderer were still out there, waiting, not attacking her because she was invisible to him. But footsteps rang on the tile floor, the sound echoing over the now-calm water.

      “Hello?”

      The sound made her jump, even though she expected it. She tried to answer, found her voice stuck in her throat. She swallowed, then managed: “Over here.”

      As the footsteps approached, she gripped the plastic seat of the stool. The policeman who peered in was red-headed, freckled and young—no. Not young. Boyish. But his eyes had a maturity that she recognized. He was in his thirties, like she was, only time had improved on his features instead of ruined them.

      His gaze was flat as he took her in. She cringed even more, not used to such scrutiny, but unwilling to look away. He grabbed her towel from the peg and tossed it at her.
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