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I am lucky enough to have two protagonists in my series—my narrator, Tai Randolph, and her partner in both romance and crime-solving, former Atlanta SWAT officer Trey Seaver. Because I write the series in the first-person point of view, I spend a lot of time in Tai's head; "The Seventh Rule of Swimming" is the first time I've tried to write in Trey's POV.

It's a complicated place, Trey's head, but very interesting. He is still in recovery from a car accident that killed his mother and put him in a five-day coma, leaving him with a frontal lobe Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI). Three years later, he has trouble processing language and making peripheral connections. He has lost pieces of his memory, and his sense of identity is fractured.

His recovery looks different every day, and is challenging for the people who know him, especially the three people mentioned: Gabriella (his ex), Garrity (his best friend and former police partner), and of course, Tai. But he has not given up. Not by a long shot. I hope you enjoy this little side trip into Trey's perspective—I certainly enjoyed writing it.

This story takes place very soon after Darker Than Any Shadow, the second book in the series (which you can learn more about HERE).
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THE FIRST RULE OF SWIMMING: do not practice struggle.

He remembered this when his arms and legs fell out of rhythm, when his stroke grew choppy and the kicks too hard and too fast. Churn and splash instead of propel and power. He would hold his breath too long, try to coax one more stroke out of the lap, one less pause to turn to the surface. That was when the timing was most likely to fall apart.

His high school football coach had told him as much that day two decades ago, a sudden presence at the side of the pool. Looming. Unexpected.

Jesus Christ, Seaver, if you didn’t have to breathe, you might actually be okay at this. Not that it’s going to help you on the field.

But he had to breathe. No getting around that.

The pool held few swimmers this morning, all of them athletes. Several wore tri-suits, with paddles and flippers and polarized goggles that reminded him of night-vision glasses. He added up the prices of the items into a sum total for each swimmer. Seventy-five dollars plus thirty dollars plus two hundred and fifty dollars equaled three hundred and fifty-five dollars. Divide that by thirty seconds per lap for a cost of approximately twelve cents per second, rounded up, amortized over twenty laps times five sessions per week for the life of the garment. Or the goggles. Or the swimmer. Or the...

His coach’s voice again: Seaver, get your head in the game. The football field ain’t no swimming pool. The football field doesn’t have a shallow end. You hear me, Seaver?

And then his former physical therapist’s voice: Mind before matter, Mr. Seaver. Not over. Before.

His lungs burned and he gave up, rolled to the air. Thinking never helped in the water. Afterward came the calculations. During, there was only the stroke, the breath, the kick. His mind and his body moving in synchronistic circuits.

Synchronicity. That was a good word. A useful word. Specific.

The sun wasn’t out this morning. He saw only gray clouds through the curved skylight, and the water rippled gray underneath. Warm. Too warm to suit the taste of serious swimmers, but that was summer in Atlanta. Too warm.

He wondered briefly where they all were, the swimmers. Then he remembered that he knew. It was the Fourth of July. They were swimming somewhere else, with their families. Lakes and pools, backyards and parks. Only people like him were at the pool today. Only the lap swimmers, silent and focused in their separate lanes.

He rolled all the way to his back, kicked lightly, breathed deeply. The clouds moved overhead now, like...something. It started with a B. Something long and thin that moved in the breeze. Not flags. Flags were a different kind of rectangular. Clouds were not rectangular at all. He could see the word in twelve-point Times New Roman on a white background in a black box. And there was a B at the beginning, even if he couldn’t say the word that he saw. The shape of how it sounded eluded him.

People saw things in clouds. Tai was continually pointing out islands and Volkswagens and animals that were half this and half that. Last night, on the terrace, she’d seen a half hippopotamus/ half alligator. With a top hat. She’d taken her bottle of Maker’s Mark and a highball glass out there with her, a circumstance with a definite positive correlation to the variety of unusual shapes she saw in the sky.

Still on his back, he stretched his right arm overhead so that he wouldn’t hit the wall. He’d passed the finish line, which meant he was close to the end of the lane. He counted down three seconds, two, one. And then exactly at that moment, exactly when he expected it, his fingertips grazed the wall. He stopped kicking and touched bottom.

Banners, he thought. Clouds like banners.

He checked the time clock. Warm-up completed. Time to move into the second interval. He took the measure of the lane, the water barely stirred. Arms into position, deep breath in, hold it, then kick off.

This was his favorite part, the horizontal push blading through the water, clean. No kick, no breath, arms in front, pure forward motion. Then the lift, right arm first, an easy stroke leading with the elbow, fingertips slicing ahead to pierce the water. He could see it as if watching himself from the side, the length of his body bisected by a straight line from the crown of the head through the torso, continuing down his legs and balancing the cavitating scissor of the thighs and calves and toes.

Not mind over matter. Mind before matter.

His therapist’s name wouldn’t come up. It remained below. In the depths. He knew the harder he tried to remember, the deeper the memory would sink. It was directional that way. Spatial. And yet he couldn’t not try, he couldn’t keep his mind from going back to those days in the Shepherd Center, the young PT, curly hair cropped close, black eyes, a broad chest and strong brown arms and a quick smile. Cheerful. Competent. Professionally polite.

Hence the Mister Seaver, which he had not argued with, not at first. He hadn’t argued with anyone at first. He hadn’t cooperated either, those beginning days. When the word he knew best was “no.” No to the walker, no to the stretches, no to the aquatic therapy.

Memory was directional and spatial. Deep and back. He pulled his mind forward and up again, into the present. Centered in the singular moment. Here and now.

Kick. Curl into the turn. Push off harder this time.

The second rule of swimming: seek the path of least resistance.

It was simple physics. Water was seven hundred and eighty-four times as dense as air. Swimming required streamlining. Swimming required becoming slippery. That was the word the therapist had used. Slippery. See it before you take the first stroke, he’d said, see the smoothest, simplest, easiest way to slip through the water with the least drag. See it in your mind, and the body will naturally follow. Like a needle through fabric.

The image had stuck. And it had proved effective. Piercing and slippery. Like a needle.

In the water, resistance described the forces acting opposite to the relative motion of any object through its surrounding fluid, a co-efficient of drag. Hydrodynamics. In the physical therapy unit, resistance had been the refusal, a wall of it. He remembered how saying no over and over was the only control he’d felt he had. No to Gabriella. No to Garrity. No to visitors, especially his fellow police officers. No to condolence calls and cards and the priest with the calloused hands and soft voice. No to PT, OT, rehab. No to eating. No to talking. No to trying. No no no. Gabriella crying, Garrity cursing, one by one everyone else giving up. Almost everyone else.

Kingston. That had been his name. It surfaced easily now, on its own, without any struggle, and the relief was instantaneous. No, he hadn’t forgotten Kingston’s name. Hadn’t forgotten how the man had brought him back to swimming, only not like in high school, not like the whistle-blow striving with never enough air. A different kind of swimming.

Stroke. Kick. Breathe.

He grabbed the side and found his feet again. Four laps in two minutes and twenty seconds. Thirty-five seconds per lap. Not a bad time considering he’d managed only one swim session during the entirety of the previous week, had managed only one weight training session and barely twenty miles on the treadmill. Seven minutes and twenty-seven seconds per mile.

Tai had had other plans for his week off, as usual. And there was no arguing with her. Which wasn’t exactly true. He’d argued, purely for the form of it. There was something in her eyes when she argued that reminded him of the sudden flare of the sun from behind clouds. Flash and heat, quick. Not that the sun was ever absent. Just hidden. The sun was always present, of course. Even during an argument he hadn’t minded losing.

Get over here and kiss me, she’d said. Don’t make me come after you, boyfriend.

He’d done exactly as she’d told him.

Flash and heat, but not quick. Quickening.

He paused before the next interval, remembering, waiting for his heartbeat to slow, his breathing to return to normal. He pulled his arm into a deltoid stretch, feeling the warmed muscle elongate now, the scar tissue not giving way easily, ever, but loosening and untightening, eventually. On either side of him, the swimmers pierced the water. Like watching a pod of dolphins, Tai had said. Hardly a splash at all.
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