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  Chapter 1: Lane Four Belongs to Nobody


The county pool opened at five. Jarred Asher had been swimming illegally since four-forty. 
He flipped at the wall, drove off the tiles, and let the burn settle into his shoulders, the old ache that always arrived on the third thousand. Above him the underwater lights made the lane lines shiver. Below him the black tile cross marked the wall coming. He counted strokes down to it without thinking, the way other people walked down their own stairs in the dark. Eleven and a half to the flags, two more to the wall, the count so deep in him now that it ran on its own while the rest of his head went wherever it went at this hour, which was usually money. The gas for the week. The shift at the warehouse that started at two. Whether the Corolla would turn over in the cold or whether they'd be push-starting it in the lot again with Theo steering and swearing.
The water didn't care about any of that. That was the thing about it. You could be three hundred dollars short on rent and the water still held you up exactly the same as it held up the kids with the recovery hot tubs. It was the one fair thing he had.
Theo was supposed to be timing him. Theo was asleep on the bleachers with a hoodie over his face and a stopwatch sitting useless in his open hand.
Jarred came up at the wall and slapped water at him. It fell about four feet short.
"You're catching air on your flip turns," Theo said, without moving the hoodie. "I can hear it. Sounds like a toilet."
"You're asleep."
"I'm resting my eyes and listening to you flush yourself down the pool." The hoodie still hadn't moved. "It's a very specific sound. Glug, glug, and then a sad little man swims away. I've been timing it. Your turns are getting worse and your excuses are getting better."
"You haven't clicked that watch once."
"I'm timing you spiritually. The numbers come to me. Four-fifty-one, by the way. You're slow today. You're swimming like a man with feelings."
"I don't have feelings. I have a 5 a.m. and a warehouse shift."
"That's three feelings," Theo said, and went back to not moving.
This was the part of the day Jarred liked, even when it was stolen. The county aquatic center at four-forty in the morning belonged to no one, so for forty minutes it belonged to him. No clipboard. No officials. No Coastal State athletic director explaining for the third time that the school was very sorry but the pool repairs were a matter of permits, and permits were a matter of money, and money was the thing Coastal State swimming had instead of a pool.
Their actual pool sat two miles east behind a chain-link fence with a county notice zip-tied to it. CLOSED. STRUCTURAL. Somebody had drained it in October and found that the thing holding up the deep end was mostly optimism. Now it was a concrete hole full of rainwater and one traffic cone that nobody could explain, standing in the middle of the deep end at a slight angle like it had waded out there to die. The team had a running theory about the cone. Theo said a raccoon put it there. Danny Pruitt said it had always been there, predating the pool, a sacred object the pool had been built around. Either way, it had become the team mascot, the one thing Coastal State swimming owned outright, and somebody had started a group-chat thread that was just photographs of the cone in different weather.
So they trained here, on the slots Coastal State could afford, which were the slots nobody else wanted. The four a.m. block. The nine-thirty p.m. block. The dead hours that the swim clubs and the masters teams and the water-aerobics ladies didn't want, sold cheap by a county rec department that needed the money as bad as Coastal State did. Four-forty was not technically one of them. Four-forty was a gift from Reggie, who ran the facility and had a soft spot for kids who showed up before the sun, and who would deny giving them anything if asked. Reggie's whole management style was plausible deniability. He left a door unlocked. He set the timer wrong by twenty minutes. He never said a word about it and would have died before he admitted it was on purpose.
Jarred pushed off for the last five hundred. He'd swim it easy. He'd—
The lights came on.
Not the underwater ones. The big overheads, the bank of them along the ceiling, snapping on in rows with a sound like someone cracking their knuckles in a cathedral. The water went from green-dark to flat aquarium blue. Jarred stopped at the wall and squinted up through the glare, and the morning he'd been having ended.
Hargrove had arrived.
They came through the locker-room doors in a line, and they came in matching warmups. Navy and gold, with the Hargrove crest on the chest and a sponsor's logo on the sleeve, the kind of logo that meant a company had decided these specific college kids were worth putting a name on. They carried mesh bags that matched. They wore slides that matched. One of them was drinking something violently green out of a branded shaker bottle, and another had the kind of noise-canceling headphones that cost more than Jarred's half of the rent, and the whole group moved with the particular unhurried ease of people who had never once in their lives had to be anywhere they weren't wanted.
Theo sat up. The hoodie slid off his face. He looked at the Hargrove team the way a raccoon looks at a porch light.
"It's not even five," Theo said.
"Their slot's at five."
"It's not even five."
"They're allowed to be early. Rich people are always early. It's how they stay rich." Jarred hauled himself up onto the deck and stood there dripping, which was when it landed that he'd lost track of the most important rule of sharing a pool with Hargrove, which was do not still be in the pool when Hargrove gets to the pool. The rule existed because of exactly this, the slow creep of their warm-up into Coastal State's stolen minutes, the way money expanded to fill whatever space you let it touch.
A woman peeled off from the front of the line.
She wasn't in the warmup. She had it half on, the jacket open over a black training suit, the pants pushed down to her hips like she'd started getting ready and gotten bored. She had a cap in one hand and a pair of goggles hooked on two fingers, and she was looking at Jarred the way you'd look at a chair somebody left in the middle of a hallway.
"You're in our lane," she said.
"I'm in lane four. Lane four belongs to nobody. Lane four is Switzerland."
"Lane four is on our reservation."
"Your reservation starts at five."
She looked at the clock on the wall, which read 4:58, and then she looked back at him, and Jarred understood that he was not going to win two minutes off this person, not now, not ever, not if he argued until the building fell down. She had the patience of someone who had never needed to hurry an argument because she had never been on the losing end of one. She would simply stand here, dry and unbothered, until the clock made her right.
He knew who she was. Everybody in the regional knew who she was. Mandy Morgan, Hargrove captain, the butterfly who'd gone to two national finals and was supposed to go to a third, the swimmer with a poster in the campus bookstore and a coach who'd produced four Olympians and clearly intended a fifth. She was the safe bet. She was the one the development people already talked about like the slot was hers and they were just waiting on the paperwork. There was a profile of her in the regional swimming newsletter that Theo had read aloud in the van once in a fake-reverent voice, Morgan Doesn't Swim Against the Field, She Swims Against the Clock, until Danny made him stop.
She was also, up close, looking at him with one eyebrow doing a small skeptical thing, and Jarred's mouth got ahead of his brain, as it had his whole life.
"You can have it," he said. "I was just keeping it warm for you. Lane's a little out of your range anyway, it's a distance lane, you'd get tired."
It was not a good line. He knew it wasn't a good line while it was still leaving his face. It was the kind of line you reached for when the better part of your brain was still underwater and the dumb confident part had grabbed the wheel. Theo made a noise behind him like a kettle.
Mandy Morgan looked at him for a moment longer. Whatever she'd expected from the broke kid in the off-brand suit, this apparently wasn't it, because the skeptical eyebrow came down and something else moved behind her face, quick, recalculating. Then she pulled her cap on, tucked her hair up under it with two efficient movements, and stepped to the edge of lane four.
"What's your two-hundred free?" she said.
"What?"
"Your time. Two hundred freestyle. What is it."
He told her.
She nodded, like he'd confirmed a small thing she'd suspected, and she dropped her goggles over her eyes. "Cute," she said, and she dove in over the top of him and was gone down the lane in a line so clean it barely made a wake. No splash to speak of. Just a body becoming water and the lane closing over it.
Jarred stood on the deck and watched her go. His own time was good. His own time was very good, for a guy who trained at four-forty in a borrowed pool with a sleeping timer and a back that ached from stacking pallets. Hers, the one she hadn't said, the one she'd let him do the math on himself, was better. Not by a lot. By enough. By the exact margin that money bought, the margin of good coaching and underwater cameras and a body that had never had to swim tired because it had never had to do anything else.
"Okay," Theo said quietly, gathering the towels. "So we hate her."
"We don't have feelings about her. She's a rival. You can't hate weather."
"You're doing a face."
"I'm not doing a face. This is my normal face. This is the face of a man who got out of the pool."
"That's not your normal face. Your normal face is annoyed. This is a new face. This is a face I'm going to have to name." Theo squinted at him, scientific. "I'm going to call it 'the Hargrove face.' I'm going to use it against you later."
"There's no face."
Across the water, the rest of the Hargrove team was filing into their lanes, unhurried, drinking their green drinks, owning the building like people who had never once worried about losing it. One of them, a tall guy with a swimmer's slouch and a grin already loaded, had clocked the whole exchange and was looking at Jarred with open delight, the look of a man who could not wait to get to the team group chat. Jarred filed him under problem for later and grabbed his bag.
The thing about being the underdog, the thing nobody told you, was that it required so much logistics. Rich teams got to just swim. They showed up, the water was warm, the lane was theirs, the coach had a budget and a plan and a hot tub for after. Coastal State had to negotiate for water. They had to show up at four-forty and leave at four-fifty-nine and pretend the leaving was their idea. They had to track the cheapest slots across three counties on a shared spreadsheet, and carpool in Theo's dying Corolla, and split gas four ways down to the quarter, and figure out who could skip which class to make which block, and act, at all times, like none of it touched them. Like it was a choice. Like grinding was a lifestyle they'd selected off a menu instead of the only thing left after you subtracted everything they couldn't pay for.
Bud said it built something money couldn't. Bud said a lot of things. Some mornings, dripping on a county deck at five while a sponsored team in matching slides claimed the water, Jarred believed him. Other mornings he just wanted the hot tub.
"Captains' meeting today," Theo said, on the way to the doors. "You and her and the county and Reggie. Rules and procedures for regionals."
Jarred stopped with his hand on the door.
"Her her?"
"Her her. Both captains. It's a both-captains thing." Theo looked entirely too happy about it, lit up the way he got when the universe handed him material. "Two hours. Folding chairs. Reggie's binder. You and the safe bet, knee to knee, going over the rules for the meet you both need to win." He clapped Jarred on the wet shoulder. "You're gonna be great. You're gonna keep it warm for her. I can already tell."
"Get in the car."
"It won't start."
"Then get behind the car."
Behind them, in lane four, Mandy Morgan flipped at the far wall and started back, and the water she moved through closed up behind her like it had never been disturbed at all. She didn't look over. She had a whole practice in front of her and a slot already half-promised and no reason on earth to think about the kid she'd just dunked on her way into the lane.
Jarred pushed the door open and walked out into the dark that was just starting to go gray at the edges, the cold hitting his wet skin like a slap, and he told himself, with real conviction, that he did not care what her two-hundred free was.
He cared a lot what her two-hundred free was.
He spent the entire push-start of the Corolla doing the math on how much of the gap was her and how much of it was money, and he couldn't make the numbers separate cleanly, and that bothered him the whole way to the warehouse.
Theo was in the passenger seat, because Theo lived on the way and they split the gas, and Theo had watched the whole lane-four thing from the deck and had been waiting in the cold for Jarred to crack the car door before he started.
"So," Theo said.
"Don't."
"I'm just observing. As your friend and your timer, I observe things, that's the gig. I observed you get into a verbal altercation with the most decorated swimmer in the region at four-fifty-eight in the morning, lose it, and then stare at the door she went through for a full second after she was gone." Theo cracked the foil on a breakfast bar that was clearly his entire breakfast. "And I observed you not look at the clock when she pushed off, which means you already knew her time, which means you'd looked it up, which means you've been thinking about Mandy Morgan, which is interesting, because Mandy Morgan is Hargrove, and Hargrove is the enemy, and the enemy has a hot tub and a sponsor and our slot."
"It's not our slot yet."
"It's their slot. That's the point. It's penciled in with her name and they've got the eraser locked up." Theo chewed. "We hate her. Right? That's the position. We're establishing the position now, in the car, so I know how to feel at the noon block. Do we hate her?"
Jarred thought about the time, the real one, the one that was faster than his and that he'd done the math on twice because the first time he thought it was a typo. He thought about the way she'd said lane four's on my reservation, deadpan, not even looking at him, like dunking on him was beneath her full attention. He thought about how much he'd wanted, immediately and stupidly, to make her say something else.
"We hate her," Jarred said.
"Solid. Clean. I'll allocate the hate." Theo balled up the foil and missed the cup holder and left it on the floor with the rest of the Corolla's archaeology. "It's just, you said 'we hate her' the exact same way you said 'I'm fine' the week your power got cut, so I'm going to keep an eye on it, is all. Drive. I've got a shift and you've got a shift and neither of us has the money to be late to a shift over a girl with a hot tub."
The warehouse swallowed Jarred for six hours of breaking down pallets under lights that never turned off, and the work was good for not thinking, the body busy enough that the mind went quiet, and he almost made it the whole shift without doing the math again. Almost. Somewhere around the fourth hour, hauling a load that was heavier than the invoice said, he caught himself running her two-hundred against his one more time, trying to find the place where her advantage stopped being coaching and started being her, and he couldn't find the seam, and he told himself it didn't matter, the seam, that a time was a time and money was money and a slot was a slot and a rival was a rival, and none of it had anything to do with the fact that he was going to spend two hours in a folding chair next to her that afternoon and had, against every financial and competitive instinct he owned, started looking forward to it.
⁂






  
  Chapter 2: The Girl on the Poster


There was a poster of Mandy Morgan in the Hargrove bookstore, between the hoodies and the alumni mugs, and the girl in it looked like she loved this. 
She was mid-stroke in the photo, one arm out of the water in a perfect high elbow, mouth open for a breath, water beading off her shoulders in a way the photographer had lit so it looked like sparks. Underneath, in gold: HARGROVE SWIMMING. CHASE IT. Mandy walked past it most days on the way to the eight a.m. she was taking pass-fail, and most days she didn't look, and the days she did look she thought the same thing.
I wonder when she stopped.
The girl in the poster still loved it. Mandy was almost sure of that. The girl in the poster was maybe nineteen, and at nineteen the water had still been the place where everything else got quiet, where the only sound was her own breath on a rhythm she'd owned since she was six, where she was not anyone's daughter or anyone's investment or anyone's safe bet for the development slot. She was just fast. It had been the simplest thing she knew. You got in, the world went away, you came out better than you went in. There was no version of the day that swimming made worse.
She didn't know exactly when it changed. There hadn't been a day, a clean before-and-after she could point to. There'd just been a creeping morning, sometime in the last year, when the alarm went off at four-thirty and her first feeling, before her feet hit the floor, before she was even fully awake, was the small specific dread of getting wet. Not the cold. She'd never minded the cold. The dread of the whole apparatus of it, the cap, the goggles, the chlorine that lived in her hair now no matter what she did, the four hundredths of a second she'd be expected to find today and the four hundredths she'd be expected to find tomorrow, the slot with her name penciled into it like an appointment she couldn't cancel.
She'd never said that to anyone. You don't. You especially don't when there's a poster. You especially don't when eleven other women wear a sponsor's logo partly because your name is the one that made the company say yes. There was no one to tell who wouldn't be diminished by the telling.
"You're doing the thing," Jenny said, from the next sink over.
They were in the locker room at the county pool, and Jenny was watching her in the mirror while pretending to fix a cap that did not need fixing. Jenny had been Mandy's roommate for three years and could read her like a heat sheet, not just the times, the splits, the places where a person went out too fast and where they had something left. She did it quietly and constantly and almost never said what she saw, the only reason living with her was survivable.
"What thing."
"The bookstore thing. You get a face. You're thinking about the poster." Jenny pulled the cap on. "It's a good poster. You look unbothered and slightly damp. Very marketable. If I looked like that on a poster I'd never shut up about it. I'd have it framed. I'd have a smaller travel version."
"I'm thinking about practice."
"Sure." Jenny didn't push. That was the other thing about her, she'd put the needle in, find the soft spot, and then just leave it there, no twist, and let you decide what to do about the fact that she knew. "It's a Tuesday. It's the noon-feeder warm-up, it's nothing, and you've got your race face on at six in the morning. But sure. Practice."
The rest of the team was already filing out toward the deck, navy and gold, the new warmups that Pinnacle Athletic had sent over in a box the size of a coffin. The deal was small as these things went, gear, a little money, a logo on the sleeve and a clause about social media that meant Mandy had to post a smiling thing twice a month about how grateful she was, but it was real, and it was Mandy's name on the top line of the contract, and that meant the warmups were, in a way that made her stomach do something unpleasant, partly hers. Eleven other women on this team wore that logo because Mandy Morgan was the safe bet. If she had a bad season, if the slot went somewhere else, if the brand decided she was a worse investment than they'd hoped, that was eleven other people's gear money she'd cost. Nobody had ever said that to her. Nobody had to. She did the math herself, every time she put the jacket on, the way Jarred Asher had stood on a deck and done the math on her two hundred free.
That was the word that followed her everywhere now. Safe. Coach Petrakis said it like a compliment, like a verdict already entered. The development people said it in the emails Mandy wasn't supposed to have seen, forwarded by an assistant who'd hit reply-all by accident and then sent four mortified follow-ups. Morgan's the safe pick for the regional slot. Pencil her in. Pencil her in. Like she was a meeting. Like she was a thing you scheduled and stopped thinking about. The whole region had agreed on the ending of her story and was just waiting for her to swim out the middle of it.
"Five minutes," Jenny said, and headed for the deck, and Mandy stood for one more second in front of the mirror with the dread sitting in her like a swallowed stone, looking at the girl who looked unbothered and slightly damp, and then she did what she always did: picked it up and carried it out to the water where nobody could see it. That was the trick. That was the entire trick of being the safe bet. You carried the stone out and you set it down at the blocks and you swam like it wasn't there, and as long as the times kept coming nobody ever asked to see what you were carrying.
The overheads were already on when she came out, which was wrong. They turned the overheads on for them, not before them. She'd asked once for the lights early and been told the timer was set at the panel and the panel was Reggie's and Reggie's panel was sacred, an ancient instrument that could not be touched by mortal hands, and that she should consider herself lucky the lights came on at all.
Then she saw why they were on early.
There was a man in lane four. Distance build, long through the back, swimming an easy two hundred like he had nowhere to be, which was a lie, because the clock said two minutes to five and lane four was on Hargrove's sheet. On the bleachers a second one slept under a hoodie with a stopwatch in his hand, the very picture of a team that did not have a budget for a real timing system or a coach who got up this early.
Coastal State. The pool-less team. The ones who showed up in mismatched suits and a Corolla with a cardboard window and trained at hours that shouldn't exist, and who, the rest of the regional agreed in tones that mixed pity and irritation, had no business being good and were anyway. Their captain was a distance freestyler with a reputation for exactly two things: a closing speed that came out of nowhere in the back half of a race, the kind that made fast front-runners feel a cold spot between their shoulder blades at the four-hundred mark, and a mouth.
She found out about the mouth immediately.
She told him he was in their lane. He told her lane four was Switzerland. She told him their reservation started at five. He told her, with the easy confidence of a man who had clearly never lost a conversation in his life, that lane four was out of her range, that it was a distance lane, that she'd get tired.
It was such a bad line that she almost respected it. It was a line with no plan behind it, thrown out by a guy who'd clearly just decided to commit to whatever fell out of his mouth and see how it went. Mandy had spent four years around swimmers who calculated everything, every word to a reporter, every smile for the sponsor, every public sentence weighed for how it'd play, and here was a broke kid dripping on a county deck saying the dumbest possible thing for no reason except that it amused him to say it.
She looked at him standing there, grinning like he'd said something, and she felt, and this was the part she'd think about later, the part that annoyed her, the part she'd turn over at four-thirty in the dark for weeks. She felt the dread lift. Just for a second. Just enough to notice it had been there, the way you only notice a sound when it stops.
So she asked him his two hundred free.
He told her, a little wary now, like he'd registered that the conversation had changed direction and he wasn't sure he liked it. It was a good time. It was a genuinely good time, the kind of time you don't get out of a borrowed pool at four-forty in the morning, off a sleeping timer and a back that had visibly done manual labor, without wanting it more than was reasonable, without being the kind of person who would hurt for it.
Hers was faster. She didn't tell him hers. She let him stand there and do the math himself, watched it land, watched him file her under a heading he didn't enjoy, and then she pulled her cap on and put her goggles down and dove in over the top of him before he could find a comeback, because she'd learned a long time ago that the last word was worth more when it wasn't a word at all.
The water took her. Cold first, the gasp of it she never quite got used to, then the rhythm, then the old quiet, and for fifty meters, for one clean length down lane four with a stranger's bad line still hanging in the air behind her, Mandy Morgan swam the way the girl on the poster swam, like she loved it, because for fifty meters she did. The stone was gone. Her arms were hers. The water was the place that made the world go away again, the way it used to, the way it was supposed to, and she didn't think about the slot or the sponsor or the four hundredths, she just flew, the same as she had at nine, before any of it had a price tag.
It didn't last. It never lasted anymore. By the far wall the stone was back in her chest and her arms were just arms and the water was just work, just the job, just the thing she was contractually grateful for. But it had happened. Something had cracked the surface for the length of a single lap, and the something had been a broke smart-mouth from a team with no pool, and she did not care to examine that, did not want to know what it meant that a stranger's terrible line had done what eight months of being the safe bet couldn't, so she flipped at the wall and buried it in a hard back-half and didn't look at lane four again.
When she finally stopped, he was gone. The hoodie one was gathering towels and grinning at nothing, then at her, then at nothing again, like a man enjoying a private broadcast.
Jenny appeared at the lane line with two kickboards and an expression.
"So," Jenny said.
"Don't."
"I didn't say anything."
"You said 'so.'"
"'So' isn't a sentence. 'So' is barely a word." Jenny handed her a kickboard, and her face was doing the thing it did about twice a year, the thing under the deadpan. "I will say, for the record, one thing, and then I'll let it go. I've watched you tell off slow lane-hogs for three years. I've watched you ice out grown men twice your size who got in your warm-up water. You have a whole system. The look, the two words, the dive over the top. It's beautiful, it's clinical, I've seen it a hundred times." She paused. "I have never once seen you first ask them their split."
Mandy took the kickboard and didn't answer, because there wasn't an answer that survived being said out loud.
Across the pool, Coach Petrakis had come out onto the deck in her windbreaker with her clipboard and her thermos and her four-Olympians-and-counting calm, the composure that had never once cracked in four years, and she was looking at the door Coastal State had left through with an expression that did not match the moment at all. It was a Tuesday. It was a feeder warm-up. There was nothing on that door but a kid in a cheap Speedo who'd already gone. And Petrakis was looking at it the way you look at a phone that's just stopped ringing with a number you recognized. It was the look of someone who'd seen a ghost wearing a Coastal State cap.
"Captains' meeting today," Jenny said, following her gaze, oblivious to the coach or choosing to be. "You, him, the county, Reggie. Regionals procedures. Two hours. Folding chairs and a binder and that boy with the split." She let that sit exactly long enough. "Try not to ask him anything else. You're running out of system."
Mandy set the kickboard on the water and looked at it. Two hours in a folding chair next to the mouth from lane four. Two hours of the dread maybe lifting and maybe not, of finding out whether the thing on the deck had been a fluke or a pattern, and she didn't know which answer scared her more.
The stone in her chest was still there. But underneath it, traitorous and small, was the thing she'd felt for fifty meters, and the worst part, the part she'd absolutely never say, not to Jenny, not to the mirror, not to the girl on the poster who still loved this, was that some piece of her was looking forward to it.
She pushed off into her warmup before the feeling could turn into a thought, and swam the rest of practice clean and fast and joyless, the safe bet, eight months into a secret she had no word for and no one to tell. Chapter 3: Robert's Rules of Disorder
The meeting was in a room that smelled like pool and burnt coffee, and there were exactly enough folding chairs for everyone except Jarred.
He found this out after Mandy Morgan had already taken the last good one, the one with all four feet on the ground, leaving him the one near the supply shelf that rocked if you breathed. He sat in it. It rocked. He shifted his weight to the front legs and it stopped, and then his back started to complain about holding the position, and he understood he was going to spend the next two hours doing a low-grade core workout to keep from clattering into a shelf of pool noodles. Across the table she watched him discover all of this in real time and went back to her phone without comment, worse than if she'd laughed.
There were five of them around a table built for four. Reggie at the head, in the polo he wore like a uniform and a lanyard with approximately forty keys on it. A county rec official named Sandra who'd brought her own travel mug and the air of a woman attending her ninth meeting of the day. Mandy, in a Hargrove quarter-zip, composed, dry, the safe bet at rest. Jarred, rocking. And an empty chair that nobody sat in, which Jarred kept looking at, because it had all four feet.
"Okay," Reggie said, dropping a binder on the table thick enough to stop a door. "Regionals. Procedures. Both of you are captains, both of your programs are using my facility, so both of you sit here and learn the rules so I don't have to explain them twice during the actual meet while I'm also fixing a toilet."
"Why are you always fixing a toilet," Jarred said.
"Because people put things in them that aren't supposed to go in them, Asher. It's a public facility. I've made my peace with it." Reggie opened the binder to a tabbed page with the reverence of a man opening scripture. "Page one."
There were a lot of pages.
Jarred had assumed this would be twenty minutes. A handshake, a sheet, here's where your tent goes, see you at the meet. It was not going to be twenty minutes. Reggie went through warm-up lane assignments, which were color-coded, with a laminated key. He went through the protest procedure, which had a form, a window, and a fee that was refundable only if you won. He went through where each team could put its tent, its coolers, its banners, and, Reggie looked up here, directly at Mandy, over the top of the binder, its sponsor signage, which had to stay behind a painted line on the deck and could not, per county ordinance, be inflatable.
"It's a banner," Mandy said. "It's fabric. It's not inflatable."
"Last year a school brought an inflatable mascot. A shark. Big one. It got loose." Reggie let that sit, his face giving nothing. "We don't talk about the shark."
"I want to talk about the shark," Jarred said.
"We don't."
"Did it get in the pool? Just tell me if it got in the pool."
"It got in the pool, Asher, and that's the last I'll say of it, and if you bring an inflatable anything to my regional I will personally deflate it with a key." Reggie patted his lanyard, which carried, among the forty keys, what did appear to be a small blade. "Moving on."
Mandy's mouth did something. Not a smile. The structure underneath a smile, held still on purpose, the way you hold a laugh in a meeting because letting it out would concede something. Jarred clocked it and felt unreasonably good about having caused it, and then made himself stop, because she was the enemy and the enemy did not get to have a mouth that did interesting things, and also because he was supposed to be paying attention to the part where Sandra was explaining the touchpad calibration schedule, which he genuinely needed to know and which he absorbed not one word of.
It went on. Heat sheets. Scratch deadlines. The rule about deck access for non-competing personnel, which Reggie read in full because, he said, "last year a kid's uncle tried to coach from the stands with a bullhorn." The rule about where you could and could not apply suit grip spray, which was a real rule with a real designated zone, taped off, that Reggie called "the spray box" without a trace of humor. Jarred kept his weight on the front legs of the chair and his face arranged into attention and let his mind drift exactly twice, both times to the woman across the table, both times catching himself and yanking it back like a dog on a short leash.
There was a section on parking. There was a sub-section on parking, nested inside the section on parking, that dealt exclusively with the loading zone and who was permitted to idle in it and for how long. Sandra had thoughts about the loading zone. Sandra had, it emerged, been to a county meeting about the loading zone, and the meeting had not gone the way Sandra wanted, and she relitigated it now, to a room of three people who could do nothing about it, while Reggie nodded with the patience of a man who had heard the loading-zone grievance before and would hear it again and had made his peace with being its permanent audience.
"The thing about the loading zone," Sandra said, "is that it's a zone for loading."
"It is," Reggie agreed.
"And people treat it like a zone for parking."
"They do."
"Which it is not."
"It is not," Reggie said, and turned a page, and Jarred caught Mandy's eye across the table by accident, and the two of them shared, for exactly one second, the specific silent agony of two young people trapped in a bureaucratic eternity, and Jarred had to look at the pool noodles to keep his face still, and when he risked looking back she was looking at the pool noodles too, for the same reason, and that was somehow more dangerous than anything she'd said in the corridor.
Reggie had a system for everything, and the system had sub-systems, and the sub-systems had their own forms. There was a form for requesting a heat-sheet correction. There was a form for protesting a heat-sheet correction, which was different from the form for protesting a result, which was different again from the form for protesting an official's call, and Reggie was very clear that using the wrong form did not just delay your protest, it voided it, because, he said, "if I let people use whatever form they want, then what's the point of having forms," which was either deeply profound or completely insane and Jarred genuinely could not decide which.
"Is there a form," Jarred said, "for requesting a different chair. Hypothetically. If a person's chair, say, rocked."
"No," Reggie said, without looking up.
"Because this chair rocks."
"That's the supply-shelf chair. It's always rocked. It's rocked for nine years. You learn to live with it or you bring your own chair, and the form for bringing your own chair—" Reggie almost smiled, the closest he came, a tectonic event, "—doesn't exist, because nobody's ever wanted to badly enough to ask, and I'm not creating a chair form for one man. Front legs, Asher. Lean forward. It's a core workout. Build a little character."
Mandy made the sound again, the structure-under-a-smile sound, and this time a little of it got out, just a breath of it, and Jarred decided the rocking chair and the entire two-hour meeting and possibly the loading zone had all been worth it.
They got to the part that mattered an hour in.
Reggie flipped to a tabbed page and his voice changed, lost the toilet-weary edge, dropped into something almost careful. "Development slot," he said. "One. For the whole region. Top qualifier at this meet in an eligible event gets the recommendation to the national development camp, and that's the on-ramp. You both know what that is. I'm not going to sit here and pretend either of you came up the easy way to a shot at it, so I'm not going to dress it up. One slot. One swimmer out of everybody who walks onto my deck that weekend. That's the math."
The room got quiet in a way it hadn't been all hour. Even Sandra looked up from her mug.
One slot. Jarred knew the number. Everybody knew the number; it was the number the whole season bent toward. But there was a difference between knowing it in the abstract, in the van, in the dark, and hearing it said out loud across a folding table with the other person it applied to sitting four feet away, doing the math the same way he was: that for one of them this meet was the door, and for the other one it was the wall, and there was no third option where they both got through. He looked at the empty chair with all four feet and thought, stupidly, that there was a metaphor in it somewhere and he didn't want to find it.
"Both your coaches are hanging it up after this," Reggie went on, gentler now, the way you'd lower your voice near something fragile. "Lanahan told me himself, back in the fall. Petrakis isn't saying it to anybody but she filed her paperwork with the county, I've seen it cross my desk, so I know. Thirty years apiece on a pool deck, the two of them, and they both pick the same season to walk. Funny that. So this is the last one for them, too. Last meet they'll ever coach. Figured you should both know what you're carrying out there, because it's not just yours."
Jarred looked at the table. He thought about Bud, who'd recruited him off a junior team nobody scouted, who'd driven a Coastal State van with a heater that only worked if you hit the dash four hours each way to meets, who'd never once said the thing he clearly meant, which was that this slot, this kid, this last season, was the period at the end of a long sentence Bud had been writing his whole life. Bud who'd been rubbing his chest lately and calling it the coffee. Jarred filed that thought where he filed the others he didn't want and looked back up.
Across the table, Mandy had gone still too. Different still. She was looking at the tabbed page like it had said something to her she didn't agree with, like the slot was a thing that had been decided about her rather than for her, and for a second Jarred forgot she was the favorite and saw something underneath the composure that he couldn't name and wasn't supposed to be looking for.
"Questions," Reggie said.
"Yeah." Jarred leaned back, and the chair rocked, and he rode it on purpose this time, the back legs hitting the floor with a small punctuating clack. "If the shark comes back. Hypothetically. What's the protocol."
Sandra put her face in her travel mug. Reggie did not blink.
"Out," Reggie said. "You're both done. Go away. Asher, you've got the deck till the clinic setup at six. Morgan's team takes the far end, lanes one through three, you've got four through six, and I do not want to hear that there was a lane-four incident, because I've read the file on you two from this morning and I already know how you feel about lane four." He closed the binder. "Don't make me come down there."
They filed out into the corridor together because there was only one door, and the corridor was narrow, cinder block painted the particular green of institutions that bought paint by the drum, and for a few steps it was just the two of them and the smell of chlorine and a vending machine humming about something at the







