
The Swimmer
By Lizzie Boyle

Watch him now. Watch with me.

This man who swims, back and forth, length after length.

It is early, not long after dawn. A time of foxes and birdsong; the splutter of a van woken early. A 
cough of wind catches the last few leaves. One comes loose, floats gently down across the park, 
comes to a rest on the edge of the turquoise tiling, is caught by a splash of water as the man kicks 
past.

He feels cold air on his back as he turns, suppresses the shiver. On the next length, he switches 
up to a six beat kick, forces himself along against the cold and the air and the early autumn light. 

It is all about the number twelve, he knows. Strokes in fours, breaths in threes, kicks in two or 
four or six. Everything multiplying up to a perfect set in the number twelve. Switch out of a 
decimal world for an hour each day (sixty minutes, another twelve). Clock in to a world of 
twelve. 

He has a name; we all do. He is Allan Fleming. He is at some point in his late thirties. He lives 
alone now, although he used to have a wife. The week his wife left him, he wore the same tie 
every day and I knew something was wrong. 

Every morning, six o’clock, he pushes open the double glass door of the lido, strips down, dives 
in and swims. He likes the way they call him Mr Fleming when he arrives. “Good morning, Mr 
Fleming,” they say. It’s usually the old fellow who opens up in the morning, unlocks the 
padlocks, flicks on the lights. Always ready by five to six, in case he comes a little early. He never 
comes early. Six o’clock. On the dot. You can hear a church bell ring, two, three miles away, 
across the park, and as it chimes, his hand comes up to the glass, pushes, brings a gust of air - hot 
or cold - into the lobby, across the tiles. He comes to swim.

One day, there is a shift in the way the water pushes back against him as he swims. He knows 
how long it takes for his wake to lap against the edge of the pool, curve back over and under 
itself and come full circle to greet him as he cuts his path. Today, it is wrong. There are more 
waves, and they come quickly, surprising him, bouncing up into his eyes, his nose. For the first 
time he can remember, he loses his stroke, splashes against the surface instead of cutting 
through. His heart beats a little quicker. It is an effort to bring his breathing back into line. One, 
two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve. Everything back, balanced, 
everything back in place. The next length, on a gentle two beat kick, as he breathes to his left, he 
sees the cause of the extra waves. The swimmer. 

The swimmer is a little older, he thinks. His arms are not as firm, and the flesh at the back of his 
neck is slacker. His stroke is good, not perfect; he favours the right arm, lengthens that stroke a 
little, doesn’t quite hit his rhythm, has to over-compensate with his legs to keep the line straight. 
But he is strong, and fast, keeping pace with Allan Fleming, length after length, always crossing 
at the same point, just past halfway, closer to the changing rooms than the empty, park end of the 
pool. They swim, they cross. Soon Fleming forgets the other man is even there, becomes 
accustomed to the way their wakes cross and their splashes merge, counts his twelves, breathes 
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right, then left, then right. 

Days go by, weeks, months even and the two men swim in their strange harmony. Up and down, 
down and up. A chase that is not a chase. Fleming is always the first to arrive, hand pushed 
against the glass door as the church bell finishes. And he is always the first to finish, when his 
hour is up and the bells ring again. He pulls himself out of the water onto the side, breathes for a 
moment, becomes conscious of the roundness of his small belly, the swell that will not shift no 
matter how far he swims. He straightens, then stands, walks to the changing rooms, his bare feet 
plashing against the damp tiles. Spends a moment in the footbath, enjoying the chemical smell.  
Showers for three minutes, doesn’t count them in his head, but seems to somehow know when 
the time has passed. Dresses in the little cubicle, privately. Underwear, shirt, trousers, socks, 
shoes, tie, jacket, watch. Before his wife left, he would put on his wedding ring. Eleven: a prime, 
a disruptor. It only played on his mind after she had gone. 

And away he goes. To his work, to his office, to meetings, to files, to emails, to voicemails, to 
more meetings, to the daily lap of life, back and forth, up and down, remembering to breathe.

It is April. The leaves watching over the pool are green now, bursting out of buds. Blue sky arcs 
over blue water, like swimming in a sphere. Fleming swims one way, the other man mirrors him. 
It is six thirty. Fleming knows this even without the interim bell of the church. He is swimming 
in time and through time; he knows how far he has gone and how many lengths there are still to 
do. He feels the water break against his body, against his legs; he feels the other man’s presence, 
back and forth.

And then the water stutters. And the other man is gone. Fleming swims on, up and down. Feels 
the absence of the other man as strongly as he felt his arrival. Tries to keep his count. One, two, 
three. Stutters at seven. Stops when he hits ten or eleven. He treads water, casting his gaze up 
and down. There could be any number of reasons why the other man left the pool early - a 
meeting or a cramp, boredom, hunger, fatigue. Somehow Fleming knows it was none of these. 
Somehow he knows that the man did not get out of the pool. He just disappeared.

He drags himself up the ladder in the corner of the pool. Walks straight through the footbath, 
drags on his clothes, his shirt clinging to his still wet back. Carries his jacket scrunched by the 
collar. He looks around the changing room. No-one is there. He knew no-one would be there. 

He goes to the lobby, to reception. The young girl who works the morning shift has just arrived. 
She is blowing across the top of a cup of coffee. A strand of hair has escaped from her ponytail. 
The old fellow smiles. “Is everything all right, Mr Fleming?”

“The man, the other swimmer. Did he come through here?”

“I’m sorry?”

“The other swimmer. Who was in the pool. He left. Did you see him leave?”

The girl shrugs. The old man thinks, and says “Not seen anyone going in or out, to be honest. 
Had a problem with some of the lights this morning. Not been paying that much…”

“You know the man I mean? The one who’s here every morning. Same time as me”
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The old man and the girl share a look. She carefully puts her coffee cup down on the pale grey 
reception desk. Fleming watches them in their silence.

“I’m sorry, Mr Fleming. I don’t know what.” The old man’s sentence has no end.

Fleming turns slowly, starts to count, one, two, three, four, walks back across the lobby and 
through the double doors to the changing room. A gentle sweat starts to spread across the back 
of his neck, catching in his hair. He feels his heart quicken and counts more slowly, bringing it  
back to where it needs to be. Realising he is still holding his jacket, he shakes it out, pulls it on, 
right sleeve then left. Shudders his shoulders so the jacket hangs straight. Everything has an 
explanation, he knows. Everything will be as it should be. 

He takes a long stride over the footbath, goes out into the spring air to look at the pool again. It 
is quiet, the water almost still now, apart from a slight tremor from the breeze. White plastic 
chairs stand empty on the deck. A pale blue bag folds over the edge of a black waste bin. A 
pigeon stands on a low wall.

He returns to the changing room. The silence hurts. “Hello?” he calls. “Anyone here?” No 
response. He walks the rows of cubicles. Up and down. Up and down. Six cubicles to his left, six 
to his right. Twelve again. Four rows. Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. Breathing every three 
cubicles. Left, right. He pushes the door of each cubicle, listens as it slams against the internal 
wall, watches as it bounces back towards him. All the doors are open, all the cubicles empty. 
There is no-one there. He goes round again. Repeats the process. Up and down. Up and down. 

He finds it in the seventeenth cubicle. Seventeen is a prime. His breath is neither in nor out.  
Seventeen is a pause.

Sitting on the little bench in the seventeenth cubicle, tucked against one wall, is a case. A glasses 
case. Dark grey, nearly black. Longer than it is wide. Curved at the corners. An old-fashioned 
case, the sort with a little stud to hold it closed.

Stepping out into the better light, he turns the case in his hands, shakes it slightly, hears its rattle. 
Slowly, he opens the case. A pair of glasses nests on a white cloth. Wire framed glasses. One of 
the arms is bent slightly out of shape, as if the owner’s ears do not sit quite level on his head. 
There is a smear on the right lens, and a tiny scratch on the left.

Fleming takes the case back out to the desk.

“Look,” he says, holding it out to the old man and the girl. “I found these.”

They lean forward, over the desk, to look at the glasses resting in their case. 

“We can put them in lost property,” the girl says with a gesture towards a small grey cupboard. 
“Someone will come back for them.”

“They must be his.” Fleming says. “The other swimmer’s.”

“They could be anybody’s,” she says, picking at a little bit of loose skin around a fingernail.

“The changing rooms get cleaned every night, don’t they?” Fleming’s face starts to redden. “So 
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these must have been left there this morning. They must be his.”

“We can put them in lost property,” the girl offers again.

He closes his eyes, just for a moment. He opens them, turns around and walks away. The glass 
doors swing to a gentle close behind him.

All day he is distracted. Emails go unanswered. He says nothing at meetings. He is treading 
water. Travelling home, he turns the case over and over in his hands. At home, he puts the 
glasses on, looks at his blurred self in the bathroom mirror. He wonders what it is like to be the 
man with the slightly lopsided stroke, the swimmer who favours his right arm and over-
compensates with his kick, the man who most likely doesn’t know that the skin at the back of his  
neck is sagging. Fleming feels his own neck, twists and turns to try and see it in the mirror. Feels 
the man’s absence. Feels his wife’s absence. Moves his thoughts along. One, two, three, four, five, 
six: a quick kick. 

Sitting on his sofa, he takes the glasses again, sees the smear on the right lens and pulls the white 
cloth from the case to clean them. He notices, from underneath the cloth, some writing inside the 
case: a name, an address.  He has found the swimmer. It is that simple. He smiles at the thought 
that sometimes life is neat and ordered. Sometimes everything is where it should be and everyone 
is who they should be and everything that happens is exactly what should happen at that precise 
moment in time. 

Cautiously placing the glasses and the cloth beside him, he looks more closely into the case, 
blinks twice. He feels his heart against his chest, a jolt. He feels his hands start to quiver. He has 
to concentrate on keeping his hands still so that he can read the name and address again. 

J. Cornell Opticians
14 Deepwell Lane
London N1 8QB

He has not found the swimmer. It is not that simple.

It takes him a long time to fall asleep that night.

The next day, he does not go to the pool. He calls in sick to work. He dresses early, sits and 
waits. There is no point going to the opticians before nine, nine thirty maybe. But he will go 
there, and he will ask about the glasses, see if he can find a name, an address for the customer 
that bought them. See if he can find the other swimmer. He takes one bus, has to change. Taps 
his foot and jiggles the change in his pocket as he waits for his connection. He loses himself in 
imagining the conversation he will have with the swimmer. A bus flashes to a halt in front of him 
and he jumps on board. Three stops later, he realises it is the wrong bus. He feels a cramp in the 
back of his left hand. He senses an invisible twitch flickering under his right eye. He retraces his 
steps, finds the right bus, asks the driver when to get off for Deepwell Lane, stutters over the 
name of the street. He stands on the bus, gripping one of the poles for stability. When he gets off 
the bus, he leaves a palm print behind.

14 Deepwell Lane sits among a row of shops, between a newsagent-turned-general-store and a 
pizza takeaway. The newsagent sells fruit and vegetables from wooden stands outside his shop, 
neat segments of bananas, oranges, tomatoes, carrots. A tomato has fallen to the pavement, rolled 
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a few feet away, misshapen. The pizza takeaway is shuttered; a lingering smell of grease hangs in 
the air. Fleming stands outside 14 Deepwell Lane and stares. He sees wooden boards nailed 
across the windows and a metal grille fixed to the door. Above the window, where a sign should 
be, is an empty wooden frame, remnants of chipped green paint around its edges. Fleming opens 
the case, looks again at the address. He is in the right place. He goes into the newsagent, asks. 
The opticians closed ten, eleven years ago. Eleven, the newsagent asserts. Definitely eleven. 
Eleven. A prime, a disruptor, a pause. As he comes out of the shop, he kicks the tomato off the 
pavement. It rolls into the road, comes to a halt. Fleming walks back to the bus stop.

The next day, he does not go to the lido. He calls in sick to work.

The next day, he does not go to the lido. He calls in sick to work.

Soon he cannot remember the last time he went to the pool, the last time he wore a suit, the last 
time he went to his office, sat in a meeting, read an email. Each day he sits, turning the case over 
and over in his hands, opening it, closing it, feeling the resistance then the click of the little stud 
that holds it shut. He takes out the glasses, places them on a table, looks at the bent arm, thinks 
about the man whose ears don’t sit even on his head. He puts the glasses on. Takes them off. 
Cleans them. Puts them on. Takes them off. Cleans them. Lives off takeaway pizza, delivered. He 
finds it comforting that he orders pizza from the shop next to the old opticians, likes the 
neatness, the feeling of being close.

He does not know where to look.

And then one day, he knows.

He pushes open the double glass doors of the lido as the bell finishes its chimes. The old man 
behind the desk lets out an oh of surprise, then smiles and says “Good morning, Mr Fleming”. 
He strips down, dives in and swims. 

Watch him now. Watch with me.

This man who swims, back and forth, length after length.

He swims now and I know that he swims for the missing man. Count with me - one to twelve - 
and you will find that something has changed. Fleming doesn’t fit any more. The world no longer 
lines itself up to twelve. His one, two, three, four stroke is off. He spends longer on one and 
three, draws them out, stretches his right arm further, like a limp. His legs work harder, but not 
quite a six beat. Sometimes it’s five and sometimes it’s seven, flipping between the primes, 
disrupted.

Each day, now, he swims. I watch him and I know that he swims for the missing man. 

The pattern of his breathing changes. He breathes at five strokes for a while, then he breathes at 
seven. He holds his face in the water for longer. He looks for the swimmer at the bottom of the 
pool because somehow that is the only place he exists, the only place he has ever existed.

Watch him now. This man who swims. 

See how he breathes at seven, then at eleven, then at thirteen, seventeen, nineteen, twenty-three. 
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See how his arms stop stroking and his legs stop kicking. 

Watch him now. This man who simply floats, looking for the swimmer at the bottom of the pool.
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