
From the outside, the red-bricked Victorian
building on the corner of Prince of Wales
Road appears stately and respectable, and
betrays little of the shabbiness within. In the
winter sun especially, it looks grand and built
for all time. But soon they will be
demolishing it to make way for an apartment
building.

Coming here has been our Sunday routine
for the last few weeks and we are usually the
first in. Me first and then Max, my son, much
more reluctantly. His expression, as he walks
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down the steps into the warm water, is one of
doubt and exaggerated fear mixed with
excitement. As he descends slowly into the
pool I can make out faint blue tributaries of
veins running down his chest, like those
patterned river-deltas seen from the air. His
torso is dolphin-smooth and his arms, with
their bright orange arm-bands, are held aloft.
Like this, my four-year old child comes
slowly into the water, into my arms.

We have a few minutes alone before other
parents arrive and I try to get him to let go of
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thin, loose-jointed hands, and is possessed of
a self-consciousness I imagine comes as much
from her height as from her semi-nakedness
in the pool before me. I have a sudden vision
of the two of us together and desperately
search my mind for some excuse to exchange
numbers as she is pulled away by her
daughter.

Max and I drift to the deep-end. Other
parents arrive, mostly women. Familiar faces.
We nod and smirk at the absurdity of it all. I
stand chest-deep in water so full of chemicals
it seems to cling to my skin. As the pool fills,
the atmosphere changes. Now the air is dense
with shrieks and that kind of mournful,
frenzied echo peculiar to these places.
Children of all ages run around the edges of
the pool, their bare feet slapping the wet-tiled
floor.

It is getting too busy. Time to go. We leave
and change. It is the feeling after the swim I
remember most from my own childhood. My
body fizzing from the exertion and all my
perceptions altered somehow. The air would
appear thicker afterwards, things were seen
through a haze and sounds were dull and
muted. In this dreamlike state I would buy a
hot chocolate from the dispensing machine. I
have memories of the warmth seeping into my
body through the flimsy white plastic cup and
today this is a pleasure I can give to Max. We
wait in the car in the sunlight for the hot
chocolate to cool and he drinks it – with two
hands clasped around the cup – his eyes
closing against the sun behind long eyelashes
shaped by the water into thick spikes. When
he is finished I start the car to go back.

At the house I toot twice on the horn as
Max climbs out. The street is silent and the
brilliant sunlight gives the breeze, through my
open window, a gentle hint of spring. Pigeons
in the big chestnut tree lift-off at the sound of
the horn, and I feel momentarily sorrowful
that I have disturbed them. I wait in the car
with the window open as Max walks slowly
up the path to the house. He looks small and
insignificant against the bright red of the door
and as I watch him I hope that he is taking
something from these mornings alone with
me. I feel that when he finally learns to swim

he will be more complete somehow, better
equipped, stronger.

The front door opens and Max turns to
wave before disappearing into the house. Julie
stands for a moment against the door. She has
a paint roller in her hand and is wearing
denim dungarees – I recall that she bought
them when she was pregnant with Max – and
she has on what looks like one of my old work
shirts. Her blonde hair is up. She lifts the hand
with the roller and smiles and then, with
raised eyebrows, opens the door another inch
or two in a gesture of invitation. My heart
leaps at this, like a salmon twisting and
flashing silver in the sun. And this sudden,
unguarded reaction makes me question, for
the millionth time, the decision we have
made.

I imagine the two of us at the kitchen table
with the low sun streaming through the
window. Hearing the thin sound of the radio
she has been listening to as she paints the
hallway in anticipation of the sale and
smelling the steaming cup of instant coffee
she puts before me. I notice minute things,
like the specks of paint on her forearms and
the flecks of black in the irises of her deep
blue eyes, and the tired lines engraved around
her pale, full lips. Together we could sit and
slowly, patiently, as the radio plays and Max,
his chin propped in his hands laughing at a
DVD in the living room, try and unravel the
knots we have tied around ourselves. But it is
too late for this. I shake my head and her hand
lowers to her side. I drive away and when I
glance in the mirror I catch sight of the door
closing on the home that I am trying to leave.

Adam Elston was born in 1972, he is a journalist and lives in
North London. He has been writing short fiction for three years

and one of his stories appears in the Tales of the
DeCongested Vol 1. anthology, available on Amazon and

published in June 2006.

‘Letting Go’ © Adam Elston, 2006. LITRO is published every
Friday and handed out for free near to London Underground
stations. To get in touch please email litro.fiction@gmail.com

or visit www.litro.co.uk.

Tales of the DeCongested, Friday 26 th May @ Foyles Bookshop, Charing X Rd.
Live fiction –  this week’s author Adam Elston, and others, read their work (see www.decongested.com for more info).

@ The Gallery Space, 2nd Floor, Foyles Bookshop, 113-119 Charing Cross Road, 7pm, £3, £2.50 concs.
Interested in sponsoring an issue of LITRO? Please email litro.fiction@gmail.com



from an imagined drowning. And this is how
we spend our mornings in this place – me
bobbing around in the water and he, a limpet
stuck to my side, too afraid to let go.

‘Dad, what’s plunge?’ he asks,
breathlessly, wetly in my ear. This was a
phase, he questioned every single thing.
I smile at the woman, and tilt back my head to
address him.

‘It’s when you let go,’ I say, ‘when you
think you can do it on your own, you can let
go and swim.’

‘It’s not easy is it?’ she says.
I remember her name – Sandra – we had

met one autumn Sunday in the park, she was a
friend of my wife.

‘I can’t seem to bring myself to persuade
him,’ I say. ‘It doesn’t seem right somehow,
to ask him to let go and do it on his own. I
imagine he’ll just sink.’

‘Oh, I’m sure he’ll be fine. It just takes
time,’ Sandra says kindly.

She is tall, taller than me, thin and
attractive, and I can perceive a hint of
flirtation in the brave directness of the way
she fixes her brown eyes upon me, almost as
if she is daring herself. She has long arms and

water, and in one swift movement lifts the
child out of the pool, and continues her
conversation.

As the pool fills, words of desperate
encouragement can be heard amidst the
shrieks. ‘Swim, come on you can do it!’, or,
‘Yes! That’s it! Kick your legs’, and ‘You’re
doing it. Good girl! Good girl, keep going.
Well done darling!’

This last is directed at a girl of five or so
who, with a look of intense concentration on
her face, is swimming the way dogs do, her
neck straining to the ceiling. I recognise her
mother, we have nodded hello on a few
occasions – she lives a couple of streets away.
She smiles as she notices my son and me.

‘How’s he doing?’ she asks.
‘He’s fine,’ I say. ‘Still not taken the

plunge though, as it were.’
My son is fastened to my side, his arms are

tight around my neck and the toenails of his
right foot dig sharply into my back. In the
activation of the survival instinct that this
activity brings forth from him he has no
regard for my own well-being. Frequently for
example, he will clasp painful handfuls of my
chest hair in his small fingers to save himself
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the large blue floating mat in the centre of the
pool and swim to me but he is too fearful.
Around the pool, in a white tracksuit top and
blue bottoms, a surly Asian girl – a lifeguard
– busies herself with chores and then stops
and watches us. She is here most weekends. I
imagine lifeguard duty in this pool, the
smallest of the three in the old building, to be
a kind of rite of passage for the teenagers
whose job it is to watch over us. The big pool
– from where I can hear distant shouts and the
sound, like sneezes, of bodies entering the
water – fills up with their own kind, and there
they can stroll and strut and enjoy their
responsibilities, but in here they look after the
babies.

And babies do come in. An Indian woman
enters, with a gold nose stud and her thick
black hair piled on top of her dark head. I
watch as she walks around the pool, her child
in her arms and a large pale-blue towel over
her shoulders which she awkwardly removes
and arranges flat on the wooden slats of the
bench that runs down the length of the wall.
She wears a one-piece black bathing costume
and bears her nakedness, as she descends the
steps before me, with a resigned dignity. Once

in, ignoring my son and me, she talks softly to
her child as she glides him back and forth
over the surface of the water.

There is an unfathomable tenderness in the
way the woman bends and murmurs over her
child. Most of the parents here, I have
noticed, are trying to impart something they
think is fundamental to their offspring. You
only have to talk to them and they will tell
you about how necessary it is for their
children to learn to swim, how important it is
for them to learn young. That is why I bring
Max here too.

The pool begins to fill up. One group of
women I have noticed every week. They stand
in threes and fours and chat as their children –
older, perhaps six or seven, still too small for
the big pool – dart about and jump and splash.
I’ve seen that the younger children, because
they have older brothers and sisters, somehow
fend for themselves. The women are loud and
seem slightly eccentric. They talk in raised
voices about exhibitions and council scandals
and articles in the local newspaper and they
are casually neglectful. One child looks to be
on the verge of drowning before her mother,
barely looking, holds her chin above the
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