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1

A Matter of Time

I am in the library, looking something up, and there it is.

A swimming pool. A blue rectangle, divided into sixths by five vertical white lines; a flash of sunbleached green at the top of the shot, a concrete path running out of view, the thin brown trunks of a scattering of trees just visible, extending the verticality of the white lines.

I lean close to read the caption. Pool #6, part of Ed Ruscha’s series Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass (1968). The lines are what hold my attention: they are straight, they are true; they lead the gaze from the bottom to the top of the photograph, and then off, out, beyond. They seem, too, to contain something, though the pool itself is empty, or perhaps it’s that they seem to form the basis for something. (The line as conduit, a boundary, an exacting / course of thought, as the poet Matt Donovan puts it: Surface engraved with a narrow stroke, path / imagined between two points.) They are – to me – what gives everything else structure. They offer a starting point, a path along which to travel, a way of making sense.

Ruscha, born in Nebraska, moved to California in 1956 and has lived there ever since. His work, particularly his photography from the 1960s and 1970s, demonstrates an enduring interest in the vernacular landscapes of southern California and the American West more broadly: gas stations, parking lots, swimming pools. Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass appeared first as a limited-edition photobook in 1968, though the images were printed in a separate portfolio in 1997. The book contains only ten photographs – of the nine pools and, finally, a broken glass tumbler on a blue background. But it is sixty-four pages long, most of the images separated by a seemingly irregular rhythm of blank pages. As if anything could happen in the spaces in between. As if to echo the blankness of the pools themselves, or the blank space signified by them, the possibility – and the constraint – their form suggests.

As if to say something, or perhaps nothing. As if—

When Alexander and I decided to have a baby I was young. We were not yet married. I had recently begun a PhD. Perhaps it was not the ideal time but, as people with children are very fond of pointing out, in variously patronising tones, there never is an ideal time.

In any case, it’s the time we chose. I was twenty-six; he was thirty-one. We’d been together for six years already, more or less my entire adult life, a one-night stand that had, improbably, evolved into a partnership as intimate and banal as if we had set out to create it from the first. On the subject of children we were, always had been, agreed. There hadn’t been one single moment of realisation that this was something we both wanted; we had, I think, taken each other’s temperature over the years, hinted, questioned, until it became clear that we had the same kind of future in mind. But recently our hypothetical conversations had become subtly more concrete. For a year or so we’d been talking obliquely about it with something like intent – little conversations that always ended enthusiastically, but danced around the question of when, exactly.

Now it was early summer, the most promising time of year, the chill of spring well and truly gone, the days impossibly long. We’d walked to a pub by the river, where we sat drinking cider. In a notebook we drew out possible timelines, determined that this was as good a time as any.

Why not now? When we had youth and optimism and ignorance all on our side: why not?

The prevailing cultural narrative around women’s bodies, sex and childbearing had led me to believe – and I never questioned it – that this was a choice I could make, because, in spite of the best efforts of anti-abortionists, misogynists and all the rest, fundamentally, I had control of my own body. Of course that same narrative had taught me, too, that my body needed controlling; that it was always on the verge of disobeying orders, that its basic biological functions were at once necessary to life and necessary to hide, that I should mask any messiness, any leakiness: we must never show that we bleed or hurt or age, for we are only clocks, tick-tocking with mathematical precision towards and then away from some optimal reproductive moment.

For years I’d swallowed a pill at the same time every night, a simple solution; when, one evening, not long after that afternoon at the pub by the river, I took the last pill of the pack and threw next month’s away, I was amazed by the ease with which I had transitioned into this next phase of life. When I woke up the next morning everything was coloured differently; the light was more hopeful, the sky was bluer, the famous golden stone of the city was warmer and more luminous than ever before. Everywhere were glimpses into a yearned-for future: the children careening down the street on their scooters, the mums clustered in the café, moving prams back and forth idly with one hand, sighing and soothing and sipping frothy coffees – even the green fecundity of an English summer, a thing so unlike the dry brown summers of my California childhood, a thing that couldn’t help but make you want, and want, and want, and feel, soaked through by a sudden downpour on your way to get a sandwich for lunch, that anything and everything might be just on the point of happening.

We kept the decision close, like a secret, a precious thing. Only we knew about the pack of pills, the timelines in the notebook, the exciting irresponsibility of it all – we didn’t even own a house, we didn’t even have a savings account, we didn’t even know when or if we’d get married, but we did know what we wanted, and we did know that it was our choice to have it now. An entitled attitude, yes; it had not yet occurred to me that simply to choose something like this did not give you a right to it. But the story I had in my head was simple and reinforced by things I’d read and seen and heard: that you decided to have a baby and then you had one. The decision was the thing that took the time and the work; now that we’d decided, we were more than halfway there.

I was not so much optimistic as oblivious. At a friend’s birthday lunch, not long after throwing that pack of pills away, I sat with the knowledge of what we had decided, slightly apart, watching everyone getting afternoon-drunk. I happily declined another glass of wine, because I might be pregnant – I could be! It was possible. It was, even, likely.

I wasn’t, of course, but how could I have known?

I awaited, each month, the fruits of our labour, which felt at this innocent point less like labour and more like fun, like something we were playing at. My body was a machine, built for exactly this purpose; it was only a matter of time.

Tick tock, tick tock.

At first every day, every hour, felt full of possibility. I made my daily pilgrimage to the pool and swam each morning with increased intensity, as if my body were gearing up for something, as if the water were not resisting my movements but aiding them, and I was so full of restless energy that after work, after dinner, after darkness had fallen, I couldn’t sit still. I went for long walks round and round our neighbourhood, retracing my steps, passing the same lit-up houses and shuttered corner shops again and again. As I walked I let thoughts come that were not so much hopes as pleas: this month. I can feel it.

It’s amazing what we can convince ourselves of, in hope or in fear.

A few months is no big deal. A few months is nothing. Doctors aren’t interested in a few months. I wasn’t even, at first, interested in a few months. A few months after I threw away next month’s pack of pills it was still fun: a game whose resolution was already known, and so could be enjoyed without worry. Maybe this will be the last pint I have for a while, I would think, raising a glass to my lips – a notion somehow both cheering and chilling at the same time, since it spoke, in its own way, of the great truth that I hadn’t yet acknowledged: that nothing can be known. Maybe in a few days my life will look completely different. Maybe I won’t need that box of tampons again for the better part of a year.

Maybe I will.

A friend of mine tells me she went almost mad when she was trying to get pregnant, that she could hardly bear the wait, would buy each month – in spite of knowing better – a pile of pregnancy tests, and take them far too early, reading into every twinge, every slight shift of mood. It only went on for a few months, she says, but it felt interminable.

When she tells me this I think about the way I felt when I met her son for the first time, astounded by the fact that the last time I’d seen her, he simply hadn’t been, at least not in the way he is now, a person, entirely separate from her, an externalisation of some secret effort. We had been in her sitting room, on the couch, the blue velvet one, eating toast slathered with butter and strawberry jam, watching Wimbledon, a hot day, she in a long tight jersey dress, belly enormous – and then the next time I saw her, there he was, her son, just like that, though of course for her it was anything but just like that.

It sounds stupid, but I’d never thought about birth as in any way miraculous before then; I’d never thought about the work that went into it, long before labour began; I’d never thought about the months that could feel like years, the weeks that could feel like months, the tricks that time plays on us all. I’d thought the narrative was uncomplicated, and linear, and inevitable.

One afternoon, a few months after we’d made our decision, I walked into town after lunch to buy a pregnancy test. Only a day late; unlike my friend I take an obsessively frugal approach to tests, tease the time for as long as I can bear. I won’t take it today, I thought, I’ll wait another day or two, but best to have it at the ready. Before I went into Boots I stopped at a shop across the street, drawing the errand out. It was very early autumn, mild, golden. They had coats on display, and idly I fingered them. One, Italian wool, dark grey, knee length, demanded to be tried on, though it was still warm out. I loved it. I looked in the mirror and thought I saw reflected back the version of myself that I have always wanted to be: someone put together, someone who wears simple, well-tailored clothes, who brushes her hair every morning and knows how to style it in a way that looks effortless but also deliberate; someone with a career, a purpose, a robust sense of self-worth, someone who is able, for example, to order a drink without prevaricating, to send an email without apologising, to walk into a crowded room at a party and not feel immediately and entirely at sea.

It was not too expensive, and I would need a new coat anyhow before winter set in, to replace my old moth-eaten duffle, but I quickly, decisively put it back on the rack.

I thought: if the test is negative, I’ll buy the coat.

I wore it all autumn, all winter. What difference would it have made to buy it before I took the test? But it was magical thinking, a grasp at control. I remember all those pregnancy tests my friend took, when not a single one of them could alter the outcome, when not a single one of them could do anything but reflect her own unknowing back at her. All the walks, all the resolutions, all the bargains we strike, sometimes without even knowing we’re striking them. The repetitions, the superstitions, that start to shape a life.

And then the start of a new month, and then another, and then the next.

That’s how I got here – wherever here is. Here is now, and yesterday, and tomorrow. Here is the present tense. Here is in between and ongoing, waiting and wanting.

For some time now I have been on what I can only describe, although it doesn’t feel quite accurate, since nothing is known, nothing is guaranteed, as the cusp of motherhood: almost motherhood, maybe-maybe-not motherhood. It’s a place, sure as the swimming pool or the park or the pub on the corner of your road is a place – it’s just not a very well defined one. Some people pass through it without even noticing; some people languish here for a little while, or a long while, held safe, held prisoner, by the walls of not-knowing – for as long as there is still a question mark, there is hope. In that sense we’re all here, in one way or another: waiting for we-don’t-know-what to happen, for love or success or a closure to grief, waiting for resolution, for a story to fold its arms around us, a neat before and after, a happy ending, or an ending, at least.

How to describe somewhere like that in language? If you think about it for too long it starts to shimmer and dissolve; its defining characteristic is always what it isn’t. The best analogy I can think of for this is water, which has always, in some sense, eluded depiction, has always been something both essential to life and impossible to hold.

Of his famous paintings of swimming pools, the artist David Hockney once said: I had become interested in the more general problem of painting the water, finding a way to do it. It is an interesting formal problem, really, apart from its subject matter; it is a formal problem to represent water, to describe water, because it can be anything.

When I first read that I thought: almost and maybe can be anything, too. It is no coincidence that increasingly I find myself drawn to the swimming pool, to the edge of the water. Before I get in I like to stand, stretching my arms, adjusting and then readjusting my goggles, postponing the moment of immersion. I always check the clock on the wall before I drop into the water, so I know when I started. Submerged, heading for the other wall, I have no real sense of time, but that’s not to say it isn’t passing.

Tick tock, tick tock.


2

A Family Obsession

In the beginning it was the ocean that held me, not the pool. Some of my most visceral early memories are of the Pacific, glimpsed through living-room windows, experienced alternately as a source of comfort and fear: the security of being taken out past the waves by my father, the disorientation of being upturned by the roil of breakwater. I wore flipflops year-round, sand matted in my long hair, smelling of sunblock. I did not so much love the blue horizon as take it for granted. How else would I orient myself in the world?

My parents were living in Orange County when I was born, in an incongruously located trailer park on the edge of the affluent seaside city of Laguna Beach, just off the Pacific Coast Highway. So I come from the place that Ruscha has been so preoccupied with: southern California, with its parking lots, its pools, its dreams and cheap deceits. Sunshine in December, palm trees swaying, twelve-lane freeways, wildfires, mudslides. It’s a place where things are often not quite what they seem, where a thin veneer of luxury has been spread over something wilder and harder, but in many ways it was an idyllic place to be a child; there were trips to Disneyland for my birthday, walks in the dusty backcountry, smooth, empty streets perfect for rollerblading or cycling – and always present, always at the edge of your consciousness, the wide, moody ocean.

Then, when I was eight years old, we moved to a cattle ranch up the coast, where my family had a parcel of land. They had bought it in the 1970s, when land was relatively cheap, intending someday to build a house there. The ranch was miles from anywhere, perched on the windswept ocean-edge of the state, separated from what I would, as a teenager, come to think of as ‘civilisation’ (a gas station, a grocery store) by a drive of at least forty minutes. The ranch was run as a co-operative; the land itself had been subdivided into parcels in 1971, on the proviso that individual owners could fence off a maximum of 2 per cent of their property, with the rest devoted to grazing. The result is a landscape that, relative to much of the rest of the state, seems frozen in time, or perhaps more accurately, exists outside of time – not only in terms of development but also in terms of the pace of life, the way that you are always to some extent at the mercy of bigger, baser things – sun, wind, rain – the way you might, driving to school, suddenly have to stop and wait for a herd of cattle to meander across the road, or pull over to marvel at the telltale spray from a whale’s blowhole. This was not Ruscha’s California. It was not really anyone’s California, though perhaps Joan Didion comes closest, writing of the elemental pull of the West, its apparent indifference to human story: The Pacific still trembles in its bowl. The great tectonic plates strain against each other while we sleep and wake. Rattlers in the dry grass. It made you feel small, ultimately insignificant, or incidental at least: the snakes had made their home here too and it was your responsibility, not theirs, to keep an ear out for the threat of a rattle; the waves kept rolling in to shore regardless of whatever small drama had coloured your day.

It is not an easy place to explain, or indeed an easy place to live. More than 14,000 acres stretched along eight and a half miles of south-facing coastline, where the northern California ecosystem meets the southern California ecosystem. An in-between place: intertidal areas, migrating birds, unique flora and fauna. Looking westward is the Western Gate, what the Chumash called Humqaq, ‘the raven comes’, traditionally an opening into the celestial world, now home to a lighthouse, a stretch of railroad, an Air Force base beyond the point. Oil fields offshore produce tar that washes up on the beaches and sticks to feet, removed in my childhood with a vigorous scrubbing of WD-40 or, if it was particularly bad, white spirit. At night it is not quiet, like you might expect, but full of sound: coyotes howling, cattle braying on hillsides, owls, crickets, frogs, occasionally the guttural cry of a wildcat. My parents built their house so that it would function off the grid, powered by a set of solar panels, with water pumped from a well. Sometimes rains washed the road away in winter. Sometimes, if my dad was away working and we hadn’t had any sunshine for a day or two, I would go outside and turn the generator on, come back inside smelling of wet sagebrush and petrol. I emptied the rat traps over the fence, where some scavenger or other would make quick work of the corpses. In summer I might step over a snake sunbathing on the deck, or sit watching lizards doing push-ups. I learned the contours of the hills by heart, by feel; I saw the sea every day, in every one of its innumerable moods.

I loved the ranch, I hated it. I felt its push and pull like a tide: the isolation, the beauty. Now I miss it, I dream of it. I left as soon as I could, at seventeen, off to university on the other side of the country. But I had, by then, begun to understand something fundamental about the way a place can mark you, the way it can settle under your skin, so that you are never really separate from it again, no matter where you are.

David Hockney, arriving in California for the first time in the early 1960s, was immediately gripped by the prevalence of pools: as we flew in over Los Angeles, he later remembered, I looked down to see blue swimming pools all over. I too, flying home, have often noticed this, as we dip towards the runway; all the little flashes of blue like punctuation marks in a landscape otherwise dominated by straight roads, strip malls, ticky-tacky houses that from a height, at least, do all look just the same. And when I see a pool I think immediately of home, wherever that is, wherever I am, and I want to sink into it, even just for a moment; I want to feel the water on my bare skin, the silk of the chlorine, the security of the embrace.

Pools have become a marker of home only retrospectively, however. When I actually lived in California I hardly gave them a thought – and perhaps that’s the point, that you really only notice them from afar. As a child, pools were background noise; they were safe, decorative, convenient. They were for birthday parties and diving and holding your breath for as long as you could, for games – chicken fights, Marco Polo, sharks and minnows. Later they were for jumping into, in spandex shorts and sports bras, after a long, hot volleyball practice in the windowless school gym, in front of the wide-eyed boys. They were for my rich friends’ parents to install and then ignore in the backyards of their sprawling new-build houses, houses that would never feel lived in, houses with too many rooms and too many empty cabinets.

They were always there, I just looked past them.

And then, when I was twenty, I moved away, to the other side of the world. To landlocked Oxford: as far from the sea, more or less, as you’ll ever be in England. I had been interested from an early age in questions of geography: why did the place I was from seem to have such a hold over me, why did I feel the way I did, moved and steadied at the same time, looking out towards the oil rigs, lit up like burning ships on the horizon – and how, too, can another place pull you away, with even stronger force? I moved to Oxford to be with Alexander, who I had met by chance that summer, but also because sometimes, in the long evenings there, walking home, a blue veil falling over the terraced houses on the street where I was staying, a frail mist settling on my skin, the sound somewhere of bells ringing out, I had been overcome with something like mania, an almost physical need to be here, and nowhere else.

The question struggling to form in my mind had always been something like: how does place shape us? For a long time I thought that I could only ask this question of strong landscapes, storied cities. On top of a mountain, or folded into a walled medina, I might try to catch something of the answer on the wind: who am I here? Where is the here in me? But we spend most of our time elsewhere – in waiting rooms and supermarkets, kitchens and cubicles – and place, the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan reminds us, exists at different scales: at one end the favourite armchair, the body; at the other the country you come from, the whole earth. In other words, it is not only the mountains that make us, but also the small places, the in-between or invisible places – the narrow corridor of your commute to the office, the park you pass through every day, the room in which you lie awake at night, waiting for morning.

Over the years my view has narrowed. I did not intend it, but I stayed where I first stuck, in Oxford. I got a job, a dentist, a GP, a mobile phone contract. I bought a bicycle, learned the quickest routes through the city. Alexander and I acquired furniture: a bed, handed down from friends, a sofa, a set of ugly, practical oak bookcases. We rent a terraced house in a nice neighbourhood near a pub and a health food store and a halal butcher. Once there was the Pacific; now all I can see through my living-room window are the blue-painted window frames of the house across the street, and the red flash of the postman passing at midday, and our craggy old buddleia waving in a breeze. And most mornings, in this life, my other life, my everyday life, the life in which we are awaiting, not so very patiently anymore, the fruits of our labour, I wake up, get on my bike, and roll down the hill to the nearest indoor pool, where I swim laps, up and down, up and down.

It’s something of a family obsession, water. I was steeped in watery stories from the start: my aunt, the elite diver who would likely have gone to the Olympics if the US hadn’t boycotted the games in 1980; my grandfather, bodysurfing big waves in Newport Beach or swimming miles just for the hell of it; my dad, the swimmer, the water polo player, the lifelong surfer. One relative sends me an email: As you may know, I often – and seriously – contend that I am a marine mammal. Simply cannot be me without the ocean. My mother, on the other hand, a native New Yorker, never learned to swim, and has an equally intense but opposite reaction to the prospect of immersion. Comfort and fear, security and disorientation, expressions of the dual nature of water – life-giving and murderous, as Ivan Illich wrote. My mother’s relationship to swimming, antithetical as it is, shaped me just as much as anyone else’s, maybe more.

It’s my grandmother, though, to whom I trace my love of the pool. She started swimming religiously – I can think of no better way to put it, though she is not a conventionally religious woman – in 1968, after an operation. The swimming was a thing to do to recuperate and rebuild strength after the operation; she had always liked being in the water, she said, growing up in Seal Beach, though she had to teach herself to do the strokes properly.

So it was circumstantial, really. But for some reason, or lots of reasons, it stuck. Maybe because by then her four children were old enough not to need constant care; her eldest son, my father, was eighteen, soon off to university. The others were not far behind, healthy, sporty, sociable kids growing up in an era and a household where independence was strongly encouraged. I picture time starting to pool in new places – in mornings or afternoons, in evenings, even. A quieter, or at least more self-sufficient, house.

Perhaps, too, it stuck because of that human instinct to replicate routine: we always seem to want to meet change with more of the same.

But this is conjecture. All I really know is that for as long as I can remember my grandmother has been a habitual swimmer. She still drives the forty-five minutes from the ranch to a pool in nearby Santa Barbara a few times a week, unfailingly, unless she is ill, or rains have made the roads impassable. After her swim, she sits in the car and eats a packed lunch – a sandwich, macadamia nuts from the orchard, an orange, perhaps, if the season is right, or a white peach – before going to the grocery store to replenish supplies, and then driving home.

I started swimming regularly by accident, because of a minor running injury in my very early twenties. But really it was because of my grandmother: because there she was, all those years later, still wholly devoted to the ritual of going to the pool, getting in, going up and down, up and down. I was living in Oxford at this point, five thousand miles away from her pool, and my childhood view of the Pacific, but the first thing that popped into my head when my doctor suggested that I find an alternative to running, at least temporarily, was water.

On my way home from the GP surgery I stopped in at a JJB Sports, big, anonymous, windowless. It smelled of rubber and Lynx and mildew and no one offered to help me. I bought the cheapest swimsuit I could find without even trying it on, a pair of too-big goggles, a flimsy blue cap from which my hair seemed desperate, and destined, to escape. And later that afternoon I pushed open the doors to the pool nearest our house, which I had never visited before but had passed often and wondered about sometimes, and I entered.

If you visit a place, any place, often enough, it becomes interesting. This is how my obsession with the swimming pool began: at first so quietly I didn’t even hear the hum, until it became a chorus I couldn’t get out of my head, then a symphony that drowned everything else out. It happened by default, really, over a period of years; I simply went to the pool more often, more consistently, than I went anywhere else. I won’t say it was love at first sight; it was a slow build. But I will say my interest in running waned. I found myself drifting instead down the road, to visit the pool as if it were a lover: my heartbeat raised in anticipation, my clothes left behind in a pile in a locker, my skin exposed. Sometimes after doing a few laps I would stand at the wall, ostensibly resting, for minutes on end, while everyone else kept chugging up and down. I was watching them, picking up tips. I tried to emulate the people who appeared most fluent. I tried to train myself to look like them – to look at home here. I went after work, or before, it didn’t really matter, because there was always someone to learn from, or look at. Even when I wasn’t at the pool I thought about my stroke. I watched YouTube videos on my laptop, read a book on technique my grandmother had sent me, stood in front of the mirror and moved my arms.

Eventually I bought myself a better swimsuit, a pair of goggles that didn’t leak. Eventually I settled into a rhythm, in my own schedule, with my own stroke. Eventually I could not deny that I was a swimmer, that the pool was an important – the important – place in my life.

Early on, when I was still getting a feel for things, I booked a lesson with an instructor whose number was pinned to a noticeboard at the pool. I had learned to swim so early in life I could remember it only in terms of vague impressions – sun, chlorine, shouts, splashes, goggles pressing rings around my eyes – but then I had taken the skill for granted, and it began to occur to me, as I sloshed up and down, that perhaps I needed to go back to the basics, to relearn good habits. The instructor watched me swim a few lengths. ‘You’re holding your breath underwater,’ she told me eventually, and it’s true, I was; I always waited until I turned my head to the side to quickly expel the old air and gulp some new air in. I should exhale steadily underwater, she told me: that way when I turned my head to breathe, I would have more time, and more capacity, to take in air.

It sounded simple enough, but to train yourself into a new way of breathing takes practice. To remind myself of what I should be doing I began to visualise the action as a blank space – the underwater exhalation – contained by a set of parentheses: the turn of the head to the side, the inhale. (   )

I was, at this time, making an attempt to be a freelance writer, but since my income from writing was virtually nil, I spent a few days a week working at a shop that sold novelty tea towels. The shop was fun, but no one came in; sometimes I would spend whole days without ever opening the till, without even saying more than ‘hello’ to a damp passer-by who had come in to shelter from the rain and who went away without even pretending to consider a purchase.

Apart from this and the pool I was alone a lot of the time – most of the time, maybe. Alexander had started a new job in London, waking up early to get a bus, coming home late, the structure of our evenings dependent on the whims of rush-hour traffic on the M40. After years of living too close in our small house in this small city we saw each other suddenly infrequently, holding our bodies tightly together at night, spilling our frustrations and excitements out in a rush at the pub on Saturday evenings. When I was not at the shop I worked from home, or sometimes the library, where I would sit in obligatory silence, suppress my sneezes, and gaze out the window and watch all the people hurrying past on their bicycles or their mobile phones, people with somewhere to be. I had nowhere to be, really, but the pool. Maybe I was invisible, maybe when I spoke no one heard, but at the pool my body at least was irrefutable, a presence, displacing water, brushing up against other bodies on its journey up and down the lane.

Perhaps the most obvious defining characteristic of the swimming pool is its sameness, its uniform geometry. This has become, in a sense, a great comfort to me. I have come to think of it as something that has wrapped itself around me: a place of safety and security, a container, a box of right angles, as the sociologist Henning Eichberg has it, where the peculiarities of the natural environment become smoothed out. Eichberg did not write this uncritically, and it’s possible for me to see how the containment, the chlorination, the imposition of rules and guidelines (no use of phones; no photography; no diving; no outside shoes beyond this point; no non-swimmers beyond this point), the insistence on selecting a lane to match your speed – slow, medium, fast – could be interpreted as oppressive. But what I want, as I drop into the water, push off from the wall and head towards the other end, is just this: clarity, containment, predictability, a straight clean line from A to B. What I crave, in this moment in time, is a landscape in which it is impossible to get lost, to stray too far, which is just what the container provides; you always know where you are in a pool, and if you don’t, there’s always something, or someone, to keep you in line.

But sometimes, still, I see something that unmoors me, something that doesn’t fit, or fits differently. One day a spider scuttles along the wall in the changing room; on another day I find a cricket resting on a stack of communal kickboards. In spite of the no-outside-shoes-past-this-point rule mud is tracked into the changing rooms, mould blooms in the grouting of the shower, there is always the threat of the outside seeping in, or the inside spilling out, the threat of boundaries breached.

For example: once, as I arrived at the edge of the pool, ready for my daily submission, I saw a young woman with short black hair and a navy swimsuit emerge from the water with a nosebleed, bright red dripping onto the tiles, a shock of violent colour in the blue-and-white world. She held her head back, her hand to her nose, and she walked the length of the pool delicately, towards the changing room, vanishing from sight, and while I was doing my laps she vanished too from my mind.

But later, when I had come home, and settled at my desk with a pot of coffee, she returned, that image like a spot in my vision after staring at the sun – nature, as Yi-Fu Tuan writes, not as an external environment but as our own body.

If I think about it like that it becomes possible to see what I suppose I have always known, but had conveniently forgotten, that night when I threw out next month’s pills: that the body is not machine but animal – and that we are as susceptible to the wilds of our own internal workings as to the sting of the wind on a summit or the bite of a spider.

When you swim, wrote the author and environmentalist Roger Deakin, you feel your body for what it mostly is – water – and it begins to move with the water around it. No wonder we feel such sympathy for beached whales; we are beached at birth ourselves. To swim is to experience how it was before you were born.

I recall his words as I slide below the surface one morning, about six months after Alexander and I made our decision to start trying for a baby: how it was before you were born. I push off from the wall and glide for a moment. I think you in the way that Deakin intended, as me, but I am also imagining another you, a future you, a you to whom I will someday say before you were born, a you to whom I am the before.

It occurs to me that I am only interested in all this now because I have a new sense of my own body: no longer abstract, no longer a thing to be taken for granted, no longer the body, in a sterile, academic sense, but my body, in a real, messy, frightening way that I haven’t quite grasped yet. No longer wholly mine at all, in fact. I google things like chlorine and conception and exercise in early pregnancy and should you do tumble turns if you might be pregnant? Everyone has an opinion, although I never turn up any truly satisfactory answers; nothing ever seems to be as simple, when it comes to the body, my body, as yes or no, do or don’t, can or can’t, will or won’t.

Before you were born. I mention all this in part as a way of saying that my relationship with water has always been based, in no small way, on geography and family history. But also because I think you can’t write about the family you want – the family it’s up to you to create – without writing, in some way, about the one you already have, the one you came from, the one about which there was no choice, no decision. Certainly I can’t, just like I can’t write about one kind of family obsession – which is to say, my desire, and so far, my failure, to start one – without writing about another: water, the pool, the shifting mirror (Illich again). When Alexander and I decided, definitively, to have a baby, I was of course looking, even if I didn’t yet know it, for something that would help me make sense of the process. I found it in the pool, as I would have found it somewhere else had not the winds, the collective accident of birth, geography, upbringing, proximity, obsession, led me and kept me here.

But in a way, too, Deakin is right, it’s deeper than that. It’s the irrationality of it all, the inarticulacy of our own bodies. The wordlessness of the womb. Before I was born I was, as were we all, swimming in the soup of that before, lodged in the primordial place, the place of no speech, no memory. Everyone from Freud to the bin man, it seems, has a theory about water and wombs, about what a desire for submersion means. For Freud the symbolic meaning of a watery dream was to do with fantasies concerning the intra-uterine life, the sojourn in the mother’s womb, and the act of birth. The Hungarian psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi, a colleague of Freud’s, took the symbolism back even further, into evolutionary depths, suggesting that the desire to return to the womb was itself indicative of an even more primal desire to return to the sea from whence the human species came. What if, he posited, the entire intrauterine existence of the higher mammals were only a replica of the type of existence which characterized that aboriginal piscine period?

I don’t know if I go in for all that stuff, but I’d be lying if I said the neatness of it didn’t appeal: swimming as a kind of regressive comfort, a way to access again, if briefly, the security and irresponsibility of the womb, which is how Charles Sprawson describes it. Even to access, or grasp at, something before that, something beyond our collective memory. Every dip is like a taste you can almost but not quite describe; the only solution is to go again, and again, and hope that next time the words might come.

Words, words, words. When I swim laps they get lodged in my mind, phrases, snippets that I can’t shake loose. My thoughts become something different to what they are on land; hardly formed, more like feelings, little kicks to the gut or the brain or some deeper part.

All the questions you can ask of a body. All the ways it can fail to respond; an unfamiliar sensation when in the past that body has always – more or less – bent to your whims: shrinking in response to decreased caloric intake, strengthening in response to increased exercise, changing or healing or behaving exactly as expected. And now what? It ignores the command; it carries on bleeding each month, it shows no sign of having heard the internal plea.

The mantra that becomes a game: am I? Aren’t I? Am I? Aren’t I? The rhythm that becomes a prison: tick tock, tick tock. The silence that becomes a sense: something isn’t working. Everything deep, dark, drowned, felt but not known.

The problem with obsession, I’m learning, is that it doesn’t clarify but distorts. It’s a drug, not an answer. A shifting mirror, a formal problem: both ways of saying that the things we’re most drawn to are often the things we cannot quite grasp, the things that in fact have no one shape but many. I want to understand my fixation on the pool; I want to understand my own body, and its apparent reticence in the face of what I am asking of it, which is essentially to make something entirely new out of almost nothing. But to do that I have to put words to places and processes that cannot or will not speak for themselves. To do that I have to think first about what things are, rather than what I want them to be, and that is harder than it sounds.
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