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Transmission (Part 1)




Have you ever viewed the night sky, so vast and black and cold, and wondered what’s up there? Take tonight for instance. Rural area, so little light pollution. You could exit the leafy country lane, wander up the drive. At the rear of the stone cottages are big oil tanks partly obscured by a trellis. Plastic deck-chairs and a table conveniently left out on the lawn. No movement in the house: everyone is asleep. So you put your bag down, hear the tools within rattle against each other, and plonk your arse on one of those seats after tipping it first to spill off the rainwater that has pooled there. Stretch and look up at the space between the stars, thinking about blackness. 

It’s mystery, you see. The unknown always cloaks itself in that colour. The horrible, the grotesque, the supernatural (if there is such a thing – I’m not convinced, myself, and believe me, I’ve thought about it a lot). That’s why places of blackness and shadow are such a good fit for anything nasty. Caves splitting down through the earth; damp cellars; cobwebby attics; underground car parks; the dead of night; deep water that light never reaches; even our worst memories, sometimes.

It takes about thirty minutes for your eyes to adapt properly to darkness. That’s retinal darkness adaptation, rather than pupil dilation, which only takes seconds. Hey, you know something funny? Kids growing up in cities nowadays don’t even realise that you can see the Milky Way with the naked eye as a pale river of light in the sky. Yep, all that permanent city neon and fluorescence making its own never-ending twilight and stopping you seeing the real world. Takes a three hour drive from the suburbs to get the view I’m seeing now. City cowards think all that light makes them safe. It just highlights a target, if you ask me. Not that anyone does.

It’s not empty out there. Looking up you see the moon, stars, Venus (at its brightest), constellations, speckled galaxies, nebulae. All spread across the black blanket backdrop that could be hiding anything.

Danger is another thing I associate with that colour. Well, that absence of colour really. That darkness.

I’ve already noticed the deadly bushes nearby. It’s rare to have one of Europe’s most toxic plants in your garden. It tells me that whoever lives here doesn’t have children. The bell-shaped flowers have a faint, unforgettable scent, but it’s the berries I like – they ripen to shiny-black and contain a fun compound of tropane alkaloids. It’s effective poison – just ask the ancient Romans – a small handful of berries can kill an adult. Six will usually do it. Another connection to darkness: one symptom of nightshade poisoning is dilated pupils. Like a panic, to let more light in, fight off the blackness inside (isn’t nightshade a great name?). It’s where the plant gets its other name from: belladonna. Italian for “pretty lady”. Because women used to put drops of the poison in their eyes to make their pupils bigger and darker. They’d go blind because of it. The things women do so people find them attractive, huh? It’s right up there with foot binding and plastic surgery. Some sicko stuff.

Well, the full moon’s winking at me. A white pupil in a black eye. Reverse of life down here. That’s because anything out there would be the antithesis of life. I know it. This planet stands alone, a negative version of the usual template. Each star that shines is watching us. Each gap between the stars could harbour anything.

I can’t help but shudder. It’s creepy shit. But night’s waning and I’ve got stuff to do. I pick up my tool bag, feel it sag from the weight of the implements. Visits wouldn’t be half so much fun without them. The lock-picks. The drills. The full syringes. One last look up at the night sky, so vast and black and cold. Yeah, sometimes I truly wonder what’s out there. Watching us move below its gaze. And waiting.








  
  
If That Looking Glass Gets Broken




Her son. Her son! He was the best one in the world. She knew. She had a few, and had known others; she could see and hear, not senile yet, she had her senses. She loved him. 

“He’s so good,” she said, almost purring satisfaction while slurping tea in hands still steady enough not to spill it into the saucer.

“Shut up mumbling, woman,” said her husband, an automatic snap, like a leg-hold trap buried in leaves. Couldn’t resist catching her words, teeth digging in and weakening them.

So she just nodded while he read the newspaper; she smiled, let words run through her head instead of from wrinkled lips and across the cracked lino surface to his hairy ears.

Best son in the world? Maybe best listener in the world was more accurate. He never made her shut up. These words in her, wriggling below the surface – they always welled up and had to spill over. That good son! He let her speak. He didn’t stop her as words flooded out, crimson and shining and alive. Yes, old woman nonsense her husband might call it, but words must flow; mouths are cuts in our faces aren’t they, blood flows, it has to. Her son was a lifeline.

She looked at the clock, lovely big grandfather clock, dark stiff wood that perseveres, keeps on ticking and tocking, feet darkened from years of mopping, only a few minutes now.

Oh, her boy!

Of course it’s natural that sometimes when you’re talking your child seems distracted; momentary thoughtlessness crossing a face as if they’re not listening, just making the noises. You can’t hold it against them. Times when they’re not really there, bound to be. Still, a good listener.

The best of all her sons.

The clock would chime the hour soon. She was excited. She wanted to say so. She slurped cold sweet tea instead, noticing the taste less than the moisture of it, and watched her husband over the delicate cup’s rim. He shook the paper dismissively, he hated crinkles in it, crinkles and wrinkles, yet he was so frinkle-frowny, grumpy puss, ooh she wanted to say that, quick, another sip of tea, drain the dregs –

The clock gave a ting, such music in one note!

Not too eager, can’t be, he’d say no just to be stubborn, old frowny face. Wait, calm the hands, count: one, two, three.

“I’ll go and feed him,” she said. “I’ve finished my tea.”

He stared at her, pierced her, those murky grey eyes weren’t soft, they were hard, could see every detail. Could he perceive the trembling excitement inside? Would he crush it with hammer words, bludgeon her enthusiasm into submission, oh unbearable if –

“Okay,” he muttered, returning to the printed words with another rustle of the paper. “Soup. He shouldn’t have solids.”

“I know,” she said, pretending to chide and moving before he changed his mind.

As she warmed the soup she felt safe to hum part of a song, her husband wouldn’t hear it from the parlour. The sweet, sweet words rose and fell in her mind, a natural pulse to flow with the notes.

“Hush, little baby, don’t say a word, Mummy’s going to buy you a mockingbird.”

The soup was warm now, and she sprinkled in some of the powder they kept in an old spice jar, stirring until it dissolved.

Oh, son! Best of all her children. She would tell him. She would sing to him. Oh, baby!

She unbolted the cellar door and balanced the tray in one arm while she switched the light on. It really needed a clean, she thought, eyeing up cobwebs and coal dust. Baby didn’t mind, though.

She took each step down carefully, the smell of damp tickling her nostrils.

God wanted people to have children. The priest said so. She knew anyway. It was obvious. The shops full of baby things. Children on the TV during the rare times her husband could put up with the noise. The government, helping families out with money and nice laws. Oh yes, everyone knew. Children were from God. Praise God! He gave her another son, the best of all sons! He listened.

She opened the door to the fire room, and saw her son, lovely son, squatting near the crunchy coal pile; he tried to stand because he was well mannered but the chains stopped him moving much, so good, and he made noises but without a tongue they were quiet ones, now it was healing, like the ragged calf-wound from the trap, and she began to talk, to tell him everything, and maybe his eyes glazed, not tears, no, he was a good son, he would last longer than the others, and she wiped dried blood from around his mouth and wondered if she should shave him and cut his matted hair again, and she sang to him, “Hush, little baby, don’t say a word,” she would spoon him soup, oh, her son! The best of all her children so far.








  
  
They Move Below




She ignored his swearing as he fixed whatever was wrong with the sails. Instead she looked out at the undulating blue which glowed in the sunlight. A shimmering surface. Unknown what lay below. 

“I shoulda knowed he’d stiff me. Typical damn chink furreigner.” He banged a tool against the deck, making her flinch.

You only discover what’s underneath after you’ve dived in. And then it’s too late.

“We Burmese. Not chinks.”

“Chink, gook, burmen, same thing.” Damp patches spread under his arms and down the back of his short-sleeved shirt. He was clumsy, the spanner often slipping from the corroded bolt he was trying to tighten near the mast, something he had called a bird neck … no, gooseneck. “Don’tcha mean ta say Myanma? Ain’t you all proud nowadays?”

“That is literary, not spoken.”

“Just mincing words.” More cursing as he used brute force to adjust the fittings, kneeling and surrounded by tools. “Hey now, you just go on and enjoy yourself there,” he said, with a tone she thought might be sarcasm. “Nothing else ferrit, right?”

The anger steaming from him made it impossible to relax and enjoy it.

“I would help but I do not know much about boats.”

“You’re telling me you grew up by water without learnin’ a damn thing about boats? You gotta be shittin’ me.”

“My ah phay … my father …” But her voice faded out, and she looked up at the sky, shading her eyes with a forearm.

A dot which grew in size; it resolved into a speeding jet, low in the distance, roar of engines reaching them across the water. A machine’s screech breaking the natural peace. He stopped to watch it too. Soon it faded to a dwindling streak on the horizon.

“Military. Jest sabre rattlin’, pay it no mind,” he said. “We all so impressed now, we shakin’ in our boots. Still, ’tis mighty odd fer the M.A.F. ta be this fer away from Pathein. Wonder what’s got them all riled up? Lookin’ fer something?”

She gazed down at the water. A few strands of seaweed floated past, twisting hypnotically in motions caused by the boat’s passing. It was more calming to gaze at those than the clumps of plastic bottles and bags that had marked the surface as they’d first left the coast.

Her camera was heavy on its strap around her neck. She raised it to her eyes and used the viewfinder. Had to increase the shutter speed to cancel the boat’s motion; a small aperture; then focussed on the seaweed a few metres away. A click, and the wide-angle lens captured everything to the far distance in focus. This would be her remembrance.

“People are disappearing again,” she said, satisfied with what the small screen displayed. “Some say it is poisonous insects that live in jet suu – you call castor oil plants? Everyone is nervous lately. Others say it is the army. There have been lots of soldiers around, very busy, like angry click beetles.”

“Yep, that’s so.”

“Will other countries do anything? About missing people?”

A snort. “With all this demand fer Burma oil and gas, tain’t likely. They all know ifin Burma gets snubbed, they’ll jest cozy up even more to China. Ya dreaming, girl.”

“That’s why you are here?”

“Plenty of contracts once there’s military running things. When the tide rises, all the boats float higher, so they say. Hey, reach me that there.” He gestured at a tool. It was not far from him; he could reach if he stretched. She picked it up, heavy metal, adjustable teeth for gripping, and held it out.

“Don’tcha worry none, I ain’t gonna bite ya.” His hand brushed hers as he took the implement.

She retreated, while he scowled at the mast and returned to his adjustments. “This here boat is a piece of shit, that’s fer damn sure. Gotta be forty fuckin’ years old, ifin it’s a day. You can knock me over with a feather ifin that engine works ’tall. Better be hoping we don’t ever need it.”

“If it is so bad why did you take it? Did Maung intimidate you?”

“Na … don’t reckon Maung and his midget goons could bother me none.” He yanked hard on the sail, tightening something until his knuckles were white. “Jest … it was available. Anyway. What were you sayin’ about your papa afore?”

“He died at sea,” she replied. “Almost ten years ago today. We never found his body.”

He sighed. Looked down. Tightened another bolt. “And?”

“I was scared.” She leaned on the rail again, felt the boat’s movement as her own. The sea was always in motion. Restless, her stomach rolling with it. “But you get older and do not want to be scared any longer. They say you should face your demons. And now I am here it is not so bad. I am not superstitious, but … my mother talks of nat, the spirits. We make peace with them. Perhaps I am here for that.”

“You got on with your papa?”

“We … argued.”

“So you come all the ways out here to apologise?”

He would not understand. That topic was not for him, not for now. Another one. “I respect the sea,” she said, softly. It was so big, dominating the view on all sides. Bigger than land, deeper than mountains, darker than night in its secret depths. “So there is no hurry. I will take photographs. That is why I not mind sail problem. This experience, this time out here. I wish to save it. No, sorry: savour is the word I mean.”

He looked over his shoulder, caught her stare. Grinned. Stood and stretched. Wiped sweat from his sun-reddened brow. Stepped heavily over ropes and fishing tackle to reach her. “I hear ya. You and me, we’re out to sea, jest the two of us.”

She took a step back but her waist was against the metal handrail, could go no farther. He gripped her upper arms, slick skin on skin, leaned in and put his salty lips to hers before she unfroze, turned her head and twisted, struggled to move away. A look of annoyance on his face when he saw her angry expression. He let go.

“Oh, I see how it is. Teasing ta get what you want, then leaven a man high and dry. Don’t that jest take the cake. Leaves a man kinda aggravated.”

“It is not what I thought, what you said. You are old enough to –”

“Mebbe you’ll be a changing your mind along the way.”

Beware of a man’s shadow and a bee’s sting.

She watched him until he turned away. He held a finger to each nostril and snorted outwards, clearing his nose on the deck. It made her feel queasy. She noted the spot where he was stood. She would be careful where she stepped.

His anger was back as he snatched different tools. “I reckon you took me fer a fool. That ain’t respectful,” he said, without looking at her.

“I thought of you like an uncle.” Though he sounded like a child.

“Uncle!”

“That is a kind of respect. Just not what you mean.”

“And there was me, bein’ all sweet on the shy woman in the bar, spending wads of kyat on drinks and boats. Fooled me twice, girl. I should learn to read what’s really goin’ on behind those black eyes. And what you hidin’ under all them clothes when it’s so darn hot.” He flexed his meaty hands. It would be better to change the subject.

“Earlier you say you do contracts, big business. So you have a lot of money?”

“Depends on what you would call a lot. I’ve paid $20,000 ta hunt a lion in Zimbabwe, but there’s no way I could afford a black rhino.”

“You hunt the rare animals?”

“Don’t give me that look. Hunting is hunting. They’re all going anyway. The clock’s ticking on the greatest fire sale on Earth, and ifin I didn’t get in there I’d miss out. Jest like business. You seize opportunities when they come, or you lose.”

“You are not like I thought. When I met you.”

“Out at sea, in the wilds – that’s where a man’s a man. Pretty words don’t mean nothing. Actions speak louder then.”

“I liked the pretty words. Kind words.”

“Hardly likely ta get me all famous with those. Shit!”

Something had snapped off. He nursed his hand, red in the face. Tools and pieces of metal lay around him. It didn’t seem like he’d finished – in fact, everything appeared more broken than when he’d started.

She turned back to the sea, though she kept an ear on his movements. Unable to relax as she watched the ambiguous waters. Scary yet calming. Salty yet clean. Clear yet obscure. She was disoriented from the gentle undulations. The horizon seemed flat, but her body felt the motion, dissonant sensations. Always movement out here. Always things moving below.

Another clump of seaweed, larger, floated past. A green tangle like a sea giant’s wig. Ripples on the sea where it caressed the boat. She took more photos, wide views where the whole world seemed to be made of liquid. She noticed that the shade was brighter here, azure transparency – beyond, some distance away, the sea was darker.

“The water is a different colour,” she said.

“What?”

He wiped his palms on a rag and scrambled to the edge of the boat. Looked out across the water. Cursed. “We’ve been adriften.”

“How?”

He didn’t answer.

“It’s like a river of pale blue colour,” she said, pointing towards the horizon.

“We must be in a current. Warm stream, water of a different temperature, hotter’n the rest of the ocean. A sorta gyre. But there shouldna’ be nothing like this. No warning of one.” He looked off at the clouds which skidded along the horizon. “Damn, how long’ve we been driften?”

“Fast,” she said.

“Yeah, that I can see!”

“Is it bad?”

“Once in a while boats are found, everyone on board dead – some think they get pulled out and caught, lost in one of these currents washing into the Indian Ocean.”

“You are joking me?”

“Wish I was.”

“Do you know where we are?”

“Mostly.” He scratched his chin. “Hell, I didn’t realise the current was so strong. I shoulda dropped that anchor.”

“Should have dropped …” Her skin was clammy with sudden sweat. The boat seemed to be turning round. “You told me you know these things! Know boats.”

“I got us here, didn’t I?”

“Is this a problem?” She realised she was rubbing the camera. Had to stop her hands from fidgeting, but felt her own sea of panic churning inside. “You can point back in the right direction?”

“Not so simple. Depends on the wind. Ifin we have ta resort to the engine we’re limited, and unless we’re spot on … Well, with the compass we can’t miss land eventually, but it might not be where we want ta be. Depends how fer we’ve moved, what direction. It’ll make distances a guessing game.” He picked up binoculars from amongst the tools. Scanned the horizon. She did the same with her naked eye and realised there was no sign of land.

“I don’t normally come out this fer,” he mumbled.

“What?”

“I assumed we’d be fine, jest head back in the direction we came. This day-sailer’s not meant fer more. I swear I think we’re taking on water – don’tcha reckon we’re riding a bit low? Gotta be more than the usual bilge, or mebbe there’s a crack … Hey, don’t look at me like that. You’re jest as guilty here as me! You were only interested when I mentioned going out to sea.”

“I thought it would be safe!”

“This is jest bad luck.” He kicked the fishing rod he’d been using earlier, it tangled up in some netting. “It’s not my fault.”

She followed him to the cabin. There was only room for one at the controls unless you were willing to be very close. She stood nervously outside, arms folded. He checked the thing she knew was a compass, looked out of the window in one direction, frowning. Referred to his maps (no, charts, as he’d corrected her earlier), a thick finger drawing lines across them. She asked what he was doing but he swatted a dismissive hand in her direction, picked up the radio mouthpiece, turned it on, rotated a dial. There was a crackling noise. He spoke into the microphone, asked if anyone received him.

The radio hissed with static. He thumped the display, tried different channels, repeated his message; then after a few minutes banged the mouthpiece on a metal part of the cabin, hard, and let it drop.

“The darn thing must be broken. Or the battery’s failing.”

“You are rough with things. You could have broken it. You said it worked before?”

“Well, it did when I tested it on shore.”

“Can we use our phones?”

“Girl, you know nothing! They don’t work out at sea. No cell masts. That’s why boats have radios. Except this one … Mebbe it’s a question of range. What do these things work over? Fifteen miles max? Could be we’re further out than even …” He gazed at the horizon, long seconds passed; then he said with certainty: “No. It must be broken. Like everything else Maung rips me off with.”

“You blame luck. You blame Maung. But like many Americans, you do not blame yourself.”

“Could be true that I ain’t hit the right blame yet.” He narrowed his eyes. “But not me. You. You’re a Jonah. A curse that runs in the family. Bad luck ta have in a boat.”

“My father is nothing to do with today! Do not bring him into this.”

“I thought you’d be up fer a bit of superstition?” He tried the radio again. Repeated names and words. Almost frantic. Betraying himself.

“What if … there’s no-one to answer?” she asked.

He licked his lips. “Why you spouting off nonsense?”

“But it is so quiet out here. And the sky, it does not look real. You could imagine we are somewhere else.”

“Jest pray ta Buddha it stays quiet.”

“Why?”

“Pirates could be a danger if they were listening in. At least we’re not further West – or mebbe we are now? Godammit!”

He pushed past her, observed the sea. Huge bunched-up clouds sailed ahead of them, casting shadows onto the water’s surface as they piled up white and grey, towering over the world. Then she noticed that amongst the shadows were even larger patches of floating seaweed; it might be possible to walk on it in places, it grew so dense, apparently liking something about this strange liquid.

“Cumulus. You get them above warm waters. This ain’t normal. Not a good sign. We need ta get out.” He licked his lips again.

“You are scared, aren’t you?”

“I told you, you silly chink, I’m not scared of nothing! Your pissant army, your rip-off dealers, your silly fat gods, they can all take a flying fuck fer all I care. Ifin anyone should be scared, it’s you. Jest stay quiet and stop pissing me off.”

He checked the compass again. Barged past. Considered a small flag at the top of the mast as it fluttered, tendril-like, the material snapping back and forth. “Wind’s the wrong fucking way.” Back into the cockpit, turned on the engine. It erupted on the second try with a sputtering roar, deafening after the peace. The boat lurched forward, he looked through the front window and guided them around even greater masses of seaweed, inverted forests that reached down below them, falling into the gloom. He craned his head forward. Squinted.

“What in the hay is that there?” he asked.

She followed his eyes. There was a shape in water. Not seaweed this time. The texture was smooth. It was as big as some of the clumps though. Enough to dwarf the boat.

“Is it a whale?” she shouted over the noisy rattling of the diesel engine, watching the curve as the object moved and undulated lifelessly.

“No.” He changed direction to guide them nearer. “But I don’t know … fishing net? They’re often cut loose.” He pulled back on a metal lever and the engine dropped to a thrumming vibration she felt in her feet. They continued to move closer to the shape, slowly cutting through weed. He locked the wheel and left the cockpit to get a better view from the deck.

“It looks like a parachute,” she said. “It is flopping. Like a plastic.”

“Yep!” A crooked smiled, ugly but relieved. “That would make sense. Mebbe that’s what the plane was looking fer? Keep your eye out fer someone, in the water or on one of the seaweed rafts. Though they could be under the parachute. Drowned, in that case.” A glint in his eye as he regarded her. “Can you imagine that? Trapped underneath, struggling, tied up, unable ta get out as you run out of breath? Knowing you’re so close to air but can’t break through the tough surface.” She moved away from him, but he followed, his steps matching hers. “Then giving in, struggle over, drowning, sinking down into the colder, darker waters until you’re suspended, dangling from the canopy and driften till you’re eaten by fish.”

“Stop it!” She pressed her hands over her ears.

“No burial.”

“I said stop! STOP!” She reached the prow of the boat, could move no further, trapped between the water and him again, not sure which was worse. Looked for something to pick up, then saw beyond … and stared, wide-eyed.

“It’s not a parachute,” she whispered.

He clambered to the cockpit, stopped the engine, and the boat drifted the last few metres to the mound. They looked over the edge as it drew alongside, and her stomach clenched. Her guess had been true. It still didn’t make it any easier to believe.

It was more than ten metres across. Floating lifelessly, the gentle waves sometimes submerging it completely until it rose again, thick gelatinous body undulating, translucent under the water, but resembling a gluey putty when it rose above the waves. A stalk-like thread of tissue descended from the centre of the bell, surrounded by rope-like tentacles each thicker than a man’s arm. They sank into darkness further than she could see; a sensation of vertigo came over her, as if she was swaying on the edge of one of the tallest apartment buildings in Yangon, a memory she tried to drown because the sensations had terrified her; deep blue you could fall into so easily, ending it all, and light blue above, a sky that can’t hold you up –

Suddenly snatched by a big hand, pulled back.

“Watch out, you nearly tipped over the rail!” he said, snapping her back to mindfulness.

She looked down in horror at the bobbing giant as the boat’s sides brushed the edges of its bell, a dry rasping of compression. Once, a few years ago, she had looked at death. It was as empty as she was. In the end she had not leaped into it. She had chosen life instead. Face it, do not run. But it was always just a step away.

He had already turned his attention elsewhere. “Have you ever seen … I didn’t know they could grow … Must be one of the deep sea ones, died and drifted up. Unbe-fucking-lievable.” He grabbed a long pole with a hook on the end. Leaned over the boat’s rail and prodded. The rod pushed the jellyfish’s skin down so even more water washed over the surface. The skin was thick and didn’t tear, and immediately buoyed back up again, sloshing at the edge of the hull. “What do you know? That’s some thick shit.”

“I don’t like it,” she said, shaking. “This is not a natural thing. It is not.”

“Could be that’s what happened to your papa, huh? Eaten by a jellyfish?”

“Don’t say that!” she screamed, tears in her eyes. “You know nothing, you foreign, you cruel man!”

“Lost your Eastern cool, eh? Now who’s the scared one? Not me.”

“You should be scared.”

“Of a dead jellyfish?” It sounded like water slapping against plastic sheeting as the rippling jellyfish body dipped and rose in the current. “I’m not scared of anything,” he said. “It’s jest … awesome.” He slapped his palm on the rail, making her jump. “Pics! Proof! YouTube!” He grabbed her camera, lifted the strap off her neck. She didn’t struggle. He jabbed at the button for recording video, then held it up to face her. “Say cheese!”

She span away, wiped her eyes, but he had been teasing, had already swept the camera over the edge of the boat, filming the bobbing horror, like a thick plastic sheet with body parts hanging from it. He was laughing, describing the size, saying it was the world’s largest jellyfish. “Ifin it hadn’t died it might have grown even bigger!” he added for emphasis. “I’m gonna be famous. Ya’ll will know my name now! Never bagged nothing this big afore. Wonder ifin I can tow it back?”

“Leave it!” she yelled. “It is part of the sea, not yours!”

“Yeah, yeah, princess.” He stopped recording. “You’re right though, in a way. They’re made of sea too. Over ninety-five per cent water. It’d break up ifin I towed it. Can’t see how I’d get a rope around it anyways.”

She could not take her eyes off it. The horror and fascination of nature. A terrifying creature that lived and died in the sea; was mostly made of sea; only existed in this environment … an agent of the sea.

“I don’t want ta swim with it,” he continued, as if to himself. “Even dead, it might still sting. Shame I’ll jest have video, it doesn’t show the scale of it. Damn, this falls into my lap and I have ta leave it!”

“Yes, leave it.”

“Shut your trap, you ain’t the boss of me.”

“It is so big.”

“Yeah, you said that. Wait a minute …” He picked up the rod in one hand while the other kept a hold of her camera, prodded the thick skin again. “Shit. That would be kinda awesome.”

“What?”

He didn’t answer. Opened a locker and took out a wetsuit and boots. Stripped down to his underwear and put the new gear on in the cockpit. She looked away while he puffed and strained; then he was done and came clumping over. The rubber was tight on him, curved around his too-large stomach.

“What are you doing?” She was nervous enough to grasp his arm but he just smiled, a wild look in his eyes.

“Gonna set a world first record. Get some scale to it too. You’re gonna film me.”

“What?”

“I’m gonna walk on that fucker. Won’t that be grand? I’m only in this mosquito-filled backwash country fer a few more months, why not do something no human has ever done before? I’m thinking that’ll have ta get me on international news! Walking on a jellyfish! The world’s largest! Wow!”

“There is something wrong with you! You are crazy!”

“Stop getting hysterical. You only gotta do one thing, and that’s press the record button. I jest need to take two steps, let go of the rail. Guinness Records, girl! I’m a darned genius!” He was speaking fast, unfolding the rope ladder while she stared in disbelief. He hooked it over the edge of the rail. “Need to do it now afore we separate. Good, it’s still there, see? Caught against the hull I reckon. And that thick pinky bit’s underneath it. Woo.” He took deep breaths through his nose. “Pick up the camera.” He sat astride the rail. She didn’t move. He suddenly seized her forearm, dragged her to him. She struggled but he was stronger. “Don’t fuck this up,” he hissed, holding her precariously near the edge. “And don’t get any funny ideas, or I won’t take you home. You’ll be swimming with the jellyfish instead.” He let her go, a switch flicked behind his face and it became a smile, as quick and false as that. She steadied her hands, picked up her camera, pressed the correct button, pointed it at him, trying not to think of what was floating nearby, it was nothing, just the sea, the open sea, blue and blue on blue …

“I’m the captain here, and I’m gonna to make history!” he said into the lens. “Bravest man in the world shit about to happen!”

He climbed down the ladder, placing feet carefully on each rung, a hairless gorilla with a red face. She had to lean on the rail to keep the image centred on him. The jellyfish rose and fell, rose and fell, its dead bulk the immense backdrop behind him. He hesitated at the last rung. Looked up. “Gonna be like walking on the moon,” he said, then swallowed. “Armstrong had it easy. One giant step …”

He tentatively reached out a padded boot, prodded the jellyfish skin, put more weight down. It sank, and he seemed about to change his mind but looked into the camera again. Clenched his jaw and inhaled. Let the water rise to his knee – then it stopped sinking. A look of pleasure on his face. “I got it,” he said to himself, lowering his other leg into the water. His arms gripped the rope ladder, taking some weight, but the water still rose to his groin. “I can do this.” He took a step back, still holding on. Let more weight go onto his legs. The jelly ballooned around him but held. Her throat constricted, breath trapped, feeling faint again but also mesmerised, morbidly fascinated, this was not the world, this was another world, another’s madness, but she could almost believe in it.

He let go.

Stepped away from the boat towards the centre of the jellyfish, and as he did it became more buoyant, more supportive, and he whooped for joy as each step got easier until it only sank as far as his calves and there he stood, a few metres from the bell’s centre. Gelatinous translucency surrounded him, pinks and blues and greens. He had done it. She watched his triumphant expression through the camera. An insect on a giant sea flower.

The camera moved, sending him to the edge of the viewfinder. Maybe it was the boat’s motion. It was difficult to know what stillness meant any more. She glanced over the top, past the long black lens. No, not the camera or boat – he had moved. His expression changed to fear, and she realised there was a pulsing motion. One vibration. Small. Then another, bigger, and the surface shimmered. He sank to his knees, slipped sideways, and tried to stand again, arms reaching out for the ladder, only two metres but the uneven moving surface gave no purchase, he sank into the water, up to his chest now. Another tremor in the jelly – it was rotating from the boat, starting to turn. He cried out, slid away from the ladder as the jellyfish tipped, scrambling and splashing in panic as he screamed that it was alive, slipping but moved by something bigger, something that weighed tons, a mass against which the man was nothing, and she felt madness pulling at her, watching the slow performance of the horror below. He reached up to her, called for help, words that hardly made sense as she watched the ripples lapping against the boat, waves caused by the monster’s convulsions.

She glanced around. The hooked pole was nearby. She picked it up, could hold it out to him, pull him in, perhaps.

Mebbe you’ll change your mind afore we get back.

Beware of a man’s shadow and a bee’s sting.

He reminded her of her father; the night-bed visitor who died before she could tell him she hated him as much as herself. Spirits harbour grudges but so do the living.

She laid the pole back on the deck by her feet.

Many seconds of frantic splashing passed, then the creature pulsed again and the bell contracted and expanded, enough to throw him into the water in front of it; his voice cut off as he gulped liquid in panic, tried to swim around the jellyfish but it was too big; a few mammoth contractions and it passed him, forced him under its bulk, but she could still see him struggling, kicking, mouth and eyes open in fear until she lost sight of them amongst the giant fleshy underparts which tangled him up. And the behemoth began to sink. She realised she too was screaming, and she dropped the camera, still recording; it plopped into the water and span down in a spiralling dive away from the light, beyond which the pale ghostly transparent mass sank, into darkness; she thought there was a glimpse of legs, or arms in the mass of tentacles which streamed behind it; the jellyfish’s weight sank down, the surface light making its body luminescent for a few seconds before it faded, a raw mass of beautiful alien sinking under the sea, under her.

She stared down at the nothingness that went on forever, blue, beautiful blue, home of ghostly giants, it went on forever in beauty, blue on blue on blue, like floating in the sky above Yangon, only a dive away from ending it all and discovering what there is in the black. She realised she’d been leaning dangerously far over the rail again, hypnotised by the pulsing, the depth, the vertigo. No. It was not her time then, and not her time now.

Deep breaths, eyes closed, she squatted and held the rail. Tried to calm the pulsing inside, the convulsing heart that reminded her of something else as it squished liquid inside her. Be practical. Be brave.

The sails were still in disorder after he’d been messing with them. “Unsafe,” he’d said. She didn’t understand how that all worked anyway, just a confusing tangle of material and cables. Luckily, she would not need them.

She walked to the cockpit on shaky legs and tried the radio. Still the hissing. A faint smell of burnt electrics.

The compass worked though. If she headed north or north-east she would surely reach land somewhere; if the radio wasn’t broken she could get help then. She had seen him work the engine and steer. It seemed easy enough.

The boat drifted fast, creaking as it turned in the current that trapped it and dragged it along.

She reached down to turn the key and start the motor. She would soon be on her way home. But the key wasn’t there. She tried pressing where it said “Start”. Nothing. She knelt and scrabbled through the items on the floor, in case it had fallen; then went through the pockets of his clothes. Many items, but no key.

No key.

When he got changed …

And don’t get any funny ideas, or I won’t take you home. You’ll be swimming with the jellyfish instead.

She rushed to the edge of the boat and looked over the side into that endless depth, depth that seemed closer, we’re taking on water, and she screamed, tearing her hair; the boat danced faster under the eerie sky, turned and groaned, heavy in the water, carried out to sea and descending slowly with each revolution, as if the seaweed rafts orbited her in endless space, airless, and dark down there with all the night-time dead things that waited, reaching up for company.
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