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She comes down to the beach every weekday afternoon. Where she goes on weekends is unknown to me.  She always wears the same, simple


black maillot of two years ,or more, ago.  She wraps her hips modestly in an old bath sheet with a sailboat on one side.  And the edges are fraying, waving tendrils of white cotton on the black bathing suit.





She walks past the old Russian ladies on the benches. I hear them


whispering as she walks by to further down the narrow strip of sand.  The murmurs in the strange language to me seem critical and yet excited. I hear the word “Olympic”. They watch curiously as she snaps her towel from her waist then drops it on the back of a bench.  Sometimes the seats are crowded - with people or tote bags and personal belongings.  So, she hooks it on the chain link fence.  There, the leaves of trees shelter her as she removes her sunglasses and stows them in her sandal.  Always her right one. In her left shoe goes her door key. And then she turns towards the water.





The Lake is brimming with water after rain.  But today the sky is a


bowl of blue.  She doesn’t hesitate. She strides into the minute waves like a sea goddess. Like a champion. Like a woman who loves water.


The old men (and some younger men) standing by the rope floats,


up to their waists, arms crossed, stare at her.  After she launches her body into the cool liquid, they blink and go back to talking.  Is it stocks and bonds? Do they talk sports? Philosophy? Or their mistresses? 





Their wives sit knitting on the benches dressed in sundresses off-the- rack.  But they wear gold at neck and ears and somewhere have


a jar of money, tucked away behind the toaster. They talk about their grandchildren, pointing at the frolicking kids. The children speak


“Baby Russian” to Mother’s- Mother but yell and shriek in perfect


“American”.  One large boy always tortures the others with pails of


water. If he can’t find a victim to drench, he destroys their masterpieces of sand sculpture.  Small lumps of shapeless sand bear witness to the


sacking, and a boy or girl weeping into the skirt of a woman.
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She swims slowly at first, along the blue-striped floatrope.


She wets her body entirely except her hair, pinned up into a


coronet of brown. She moves her arms, buoying her body, her short


stature suspended eight feet over lake bottom. The weeds brush the


soles of her feet and she contracts her knees in reflex.  Her eyes are set on the dock in the distance which, for her, will be the measure of her


travels.   She pauses asthough taking stock of her own stamina. How many laps will she do today?





The sidestroke, well-executed, eases her into the exercise.  Most of the other swimmers, gasping in various cycles of “Crawl”, splash past her as she negotiates the population of bathers. She keeps her crown-not-shorn out of the water ; a regal head gliding along the blue surface.  At the smooth metal of a half-submerged ladder she twirls lightly to reverse her course and does the breaststroke back.





One lap, two laps… The heat of the day lessens as the sun falls. The maple trees shield our eyes from the glare, and turn the water green


with their shadows.  Way out, in the middle of the almost perfect


circle of  lake, the slanting rays form molten stripes on wind-ruffled waves. Birds float. Insects thrum. Then the trolley clacks by in a rush. Passengers on the train stare down at the sporting swimmers with hostile, weary expressions, their briefcases or pocket-paperbacks held still for a second. The inadequate air-conditioning makes their sweat


bearable only.  A boy presses his hand against the fixed glass.





Four laps, five laps…back and forth. Once she did ten laps, but only


once.  At last, she pauses with one hand on the rope. She treads water and looks up one last time. A plane from Logan is making a vapor trail,


shining like a bullet among some drifting clouds. It’s gleam is blinding for such a speck of metal. .. She breathes in the air which settles on the water.  It has the aroma today of iced tea and cut grass. A dragonfly


tickles her fingers.
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She slowly kicks her way to the shallows.  Two steps of retaining wall


gain her the benches.  She picks up her towel and throws her head


down, patting the mat of hair and the nape of her neck, working her way down to her legs in a sponging motion.  Leaving her feet last.





Retrieving her keys, she places the sunglasses over her face. 


Twining the towel around her middle, she picks up her shoes and starts 


walking towards the pavilion. She runs the gauntlet of curious benchwarmers, lifeguards, sand shovels, screeching toddlers, newspaper readers, strollers, shouting mothers, strutting fathers,


giggling pre-teens, picnic hampers, holes in the sand filled with water


and somebody’s contraband Chihuahua. And me.





At the hose bib at the side of the building, she rinses her feet with


deliberation. The water slides colorless through her toes and splashes


onto a rubber mat.  Two women are waiting to use the convenience so she hurries through the ablution. As she steps aside to don her footwear, she hears one say, “The Olympic”.
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