
        
            
                
            
        

    

SLIME
At the end of the landing was a frosted window which opened to the side of the farmhouse. Robin raised the sash. The scene was incredible. In daylight it was an attractive, picture-postcard view obliquely across the Bristol Channel towards the Welsh coast. But that night it was bathed in a brilliant, greenish light emanating from the sea itself and from a narrow stretch of the shore on either side.
Jane gasped. ‘Oh, my God, it’s frightening.’
‘It’s beautiful,’ he disagreed, holding her. ‘Take it all in. We may never see the like of it again.’
‘Jellyfish.’ She didn’t move. ‘It’s the light of hell.’
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The pink, speckled jellyfish drift through the water – hundreds, perhaps thousands, of them carried aimlessly along by the ocean currents. Occasionally, one lazily spreads itself out to resemble an undulating disc, trailing tentacles and innards behind it; then swiftly it pulls itself back until it is bell-shaped again. The action propels it rapidly in any direction it chooses.
As they swim, the jellyfish feed on whatever comes their way, sucking minute plankton into the tube-like mouths situated centrally inside the bell, or trapping fish with their tentacles and paralysing them with a quick-acting poison which makes it possible to devour them at leisure.
Coming across a sunken cargo ship is a bonus. The crew of ten is still aboard. The bodies float between the decks or on the bridge in a ghastly dance. Obscenely, the jellyfish settle on them, their tentacles exploring the bloated human skin, probing this new, rich food before deciding it may be safely ingested.
Perhaps a week later – or, perhaps, two – the first jellyfish detach themselves and glide away on the current. Others follow. The farther north they travel, the colder the ocean becomes. Almost imperceptibly they adjust their direction, seeking the shallower seas where the drop in temperature is not quite so extreme, until the changed rhythm of tides and currents warns them that they are approaching land.
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The sea was grey that afternoon, but calm. True, there was a slight swell. Long, smooth waves shaped the surface of the water, yet they posed no threat to the sailing dinghy which rode them easily, rising and dipping in time with their rhythm. Pete exulted in the sheer feeling of power as the breeze filled the little red sail to carry the dinghy along.
It was the second time he’d sailed her, and the first alone. He’d known all along he could manage, he thought scornfully. Nothing to it. Trust Jenny to make a big mystery out of it, just because she was his elder sister. He was seventeen, not a kid any longer, and they had promised. Vince, her husband, had taken him out just once, Once! The rest of the time he was too busy at work, or so he said.
So was Jenny, too, and that left Pete with long days on his own, nothing to occupy him, no one to talk to even. It was a godforsaken hole where they had chosen to live even at the height of summer; out of season, it was deader than its own graveyard. As for the other inhabitants, they looked as if they’d just come out of their graves, half of them. Talk about walking dead!
The dinghy was his last hope of getting something out of the holiday. After that trip with Vince last weekend, he’d felt convinced he could sail her himself. Of course, Vince had laughed when he’d suggested it. Good old Vince! Trust bloody Vince! ‘No, let’s see how you shape up first. This is the open sea, Pete, not one of your rivers!’ A load of crap, he’d thought; what was the difference? It was all sailing, wasn’t it?


Well, now he’d proved he could do it without them. No need to mention it to them, either, when he got back; they would only make a fuss about his taking the boat and forbid him to do it again without their permission. No, he’d keep quiet about it, that was the best way.
He was clear of the bay now. The dinghy danced through the waves as the surging, untamed sea made itself felt. It was getting chilly, too; the increasing breeze cut keenly through his thin T-shirt. He bent down to retrieve his anorak which he had taken off earlier because it hampered his movements. Then, accidentally, he let go the rope.
The sail flapped wildly; the boat veered around; as he was straightening up, the boom punched him violently in the small of the back. A second later, he was in the water, his breath shocked out of him as he sank.
He surfaced, gasping for air, only to discover that the dinghy was already several yards away, careering wildly before the wind. Spitting out a mouthful of sea, he stared after it in dismay. There was no way he’d be able to catch up with it; nor, he realised, was there much chance of making it to the shore.
But as he trod the water, wondering what the hell he should do now, he saw the red sail slamming around again; simultaneously, a high wave slapped lengthwise against the dinghy, and it heeled over. The sail dragged in the water, slowing it down. That at least gave him a chance, he thought with a sudden rush of hope; if only he could reach it…
The water was cold, but he put all his strength into every stroke, determined that the sea was not going to have him as long as he could still swim. He was closer already – half-way there, perhaps – and as he was carried to the crest of the next wave he caught a glimpse of the boat still lying on its side; it was partly submerged, with its sail spread, water-logged, alongside it like a sea-anchor. In that same moment a sudden, sharp pain wrapped itself around his bare foot like a red-hot whiplash.
He writhed in the water, spluttering in agony as the shock snaked through him. His head went under. He swallowed the bitter salt water, but then struggled to the surface again, shaking uncontrollably.
But he had to make it, he told himself desperately as he tried to swim on. Oh, Jesus, he had to make it. His injured leg thrashed about uselessly, his teeth were chattering and his arms ached. Next time under, that would be his lot. Amen.
A second whiplash caught him, this time around the ankle, stinging viciously. He shuddered, almost crying out as the pain pulsed through him. Yet somehow he managed to stay afloat, still heading for the capsized dinghy. Blindly, he ploughed on through that cold sea, by now uncertain if he was even moving forward. His leg no longer felt as though it still belonged to him, despite the throbbing agony of his foot. What had attacked him, he had no means of knowing; his mind was dominated by one thought only, that he’d drown if he didn’t reach the boat soon.
Then, miraculously, one of those ceaseless, restless waves gathered him up and hurled him against something solid – the dinghy! He had been on the point of accepting that it was futile to go on, that it would be best to give up and allow the sea to take him, when there it was. His fingers slipped over the clinker-built bottom, too numb with cold to get a grip on it.
At the third attempt he succeeded. He stayed there in the water – he hadn’t the strength to attempt anything else – holding on with his fingertips. Except for an inexplicable tingling in his foot, he could not feel his leg; the whole limb might have been so much ballast which he was fated to carry along with him. Only gradually did he come to realise that the thing – whatever it was – still clung to his bare flesh and was busy probing between his toes.
No panic now, he told himself. Take it calmly. However much he longed to scream, he managed to stifle it. See what the thing is first, then decide what to do. Might be seaweed, nothing more.
Yes, that was the way to set about it: calmly.
Slowly and carefully he turned over in the water until he was on his back, precariously holding on to the boat behind him. Then he began to raise himself until he could see both his legs. Spread across his right foot like a cloak was a strawberry-coloured jellyfish. Its tentacles curled around him, and as he watched, horrified, one flickered over to caress his left ankle which had come too close.
He moaned involuntarily as the poison shot into him, leaving a reddening weal across his skin. Excruciating pains explored his left leg as he attempted to scramble on board the boat; then his fingers lost their hold. He was floundering in the water.
It was only when he came to the surface again that he noticed more jellyfish drifting towards him. They were coming from every direction, their bells spread like little coloured parachutes floating in the sea. Frantically he clawed at the boat, desperate to pull himself out of the water, and he had almost succeeded before the next razor-sharp whip lashed the exposed skin between his T-shirt and the top of his jeans.
It felt like nettle-stings, only a hundred times worse. He was left twisting in torment as the poisonous fluid reached his kidneys… his intestines… his bowels…
He fell away from the boat, but the chill sea still cradled him, as though reluctant to let him die too easily. A third jellyfish attached itself to his abdomen, wrapping its tentacles lovingly around him before injecting its own poison. He shrieked uncontrollably until the next wave washed the sound back down his throat, leaving him choking, but still alive.
At times he was conscious of the sky appearing green and mysterious through a veil of water; at times he saw it clearly as a dull white. Then the light became a deep, comforting pink as a fourth jellyfish settled gently over his face; in his numbed mind he even welcomed it, knowing it would bring one last, sudden moment of extreme agony, followed by release.
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A real thug, he was. A bully boy from way back, Tim Ewing thought grimly as he squared up to the man. A thug’s face, heavy-jowled, thick-nosed, and a bullet-hard head. Massive fists too. A bruiser.
Their feet sank in the loose sand as they struggled. Tim staggered backwards, almost losing his balance, but recovered in time to aim a blow at that scarred jaw. His knuckles didn’t even connect. The thug dodged aside and the next thing Tim knew he was rolling down the sandhill, agony in his guts, retching for air. He hit the bottom awkwardly and could not get up.
‘Cut!’
Faintly he heard the director’s voice from the top of the sandhill but he didn’t give a damn whether she liked the shot or not. He lay there doubled up on the sharp, coarse grass, his arms pressed against his diaphragm, trying to ease the pain and find some way of breathing again.
‘OK with me,’ the cameraman boomed through the tangy air. It sounded a million miles away. ‘Check the gate.’
No one came to him. No one so much as bloody noticed, least of all that new director, Jacqui-whatever-her-name-was. Too busy working out her angles and her over-the-shoulder two-shots. She was thin and small, with short untidy hair: no beauty. Made up for it though by ensuring from the start that everyone understood she was boss. Straight from documentaries, someone said; not used to working with actors. Ask her for a motivation and a blank expression spread over her face as though you’d enquired when her next period was due. It was her fault the fight arranger hadn’t been replaced when the office phoned to say he’d broken a leg and couldn’t make it. ‘It’s not a long sequence,’ she’d argued, script in hand, obviously nervous of falling behind schedule. ‘Surely you two men can work out something between yourselves.’ And he’d agreed, stupidly, thinking to help her out; after all, she was the new girl on the series, whereas he’d been in the cast since the first episode.
That first bloody episode two years ago…
Tim Ewing had never seen himself as a TV star; that hadn’t been part of the plan at all. He’d wanted to act: on a stage in front of an audience, working on material he could believe in. The real thing. Yet here he was, thirty already, and stuck in The Chronicles of Gulliver – even the title made him squirm – type-cast for life as the rough, tough, trouble-shooting son of self-made tycoon Oliver Gulliver, reputedly the richest man in Europe.
His face had become familiar in living-rooms all over the country. Girls in shops and factories pinned up his photograph and wrote off for a lock of his short, curly hair. He was asked to open charity fêtes; he had money in the bank. Mr Ewing – Tim – to what do you attribute your very obvious success?
Success?
Oh, shit! Increasingly he remembered the dream he’d had when he started out, the big classical roles he was going to play, with words he could get his teeth into, not like this crap.
Two years ago…
He’d been in two minds whether to accept the job or not. When the offer had come, he’d been on the point of signing up with the Royal Shakespeare Company to carry a spear for the season, but TV meant four times as much money. It was only six episodes, they’d said. No one had imagined it would get the best audience ratings of any drama series yet. Of course, he’d realised the television people were not interested in his ability as an actor. Actors were ten a penny; you could take your pick in any London dole queue. No, it was those ‘rugged good looks’, as his friends were quick to point out, scarcely concealing their envy; in particular, the uneven line of his nose – the result of a fairground accident when he was a kid – which gave him the rough-house appearance they seemed to want.
Which didn’t mean he should be beaten up for real, he brooded; not without warning, anyhow – that’s what narked him. That thug they’d pulled in as an extra had to be out of his tiny mind to hit him like that. Just the movement, they’d agreed; but no, he had to go and put his weight behind it, a punch like a pile driver. The way they’d been standing, the camera wouldn’t even have seen it. Bloody sod.
‘Gate’s OK.’
Young camera assistant this time; well, Tim held nothing against him. He had his job to do.
‘Print that one. Now, Tim –’ The director’s voice stopped, puzzled. ‘Oh, he’s not still down there, is he? What’s wrong with him, is he hurt? Go down an’ see, somebody. We really must get on.’
‘I’ll go.’
Jane, he thought. Making herself useful. Damned if he’d have done it, not after the way the director had spoken to her.


He made the effort and sat up, leaning his elbows on his knees and hanging his head between them, brooding. With luck, he heard the cameraman say, they’d get another couple of shots in the can before the light went. He’d go on, he supposed, if he had to; his breathing was steadier now, though his gut ached. It was just not his day.
But, director or not, she’d no need to be rude to Jane. A straight yes or no would have sufficed. Instead, what did they get? Well, I suppose so, but it really is a bit of a nuisance having people hanging about while we’re filming. Still, if Tim invited you, there’s not much I can do about it. Mind you don’t get in the way, that’s all. That kind of crap made him sick. It was not as if Jane were just some girl he’d picked up, some TV camp follower – and Christ knows there were enough of them. She was Jane Lowe, a journalist, as well as being a personal friend – he’d explained it all to Jacqui-thingummy – and having her around could be useful.
‘Are you all right, Tim?’ Jane arrived, her face flushed after running down the sandhill. Loose sand clung to her black sweater and jeans. Her grey eyes were green-tinged, like a cat’s. ‘You didn’t hurt yourself?’
‘Bastard winded me, that’s all.’ He got to his feet, wincing. ‘Ouf, Jesus! He’d better not try that again. Bloody extras.’
‘You are hurt,’ she insisted anxiously. ‘Tim!’
‘Make a good story for you – TV star beaten up on location. A paragraph, anyway.’
‘If you want me to.’ She looked doubtful.
‘No, thanks!’
Her long straight hair blew around her face, framing it. He laughed, and slipped his arm about her shoulders, glad she was there.
From the top of the sandhill, the director was waving to indicate they were moving on for the next set-up. He could see the camera assistant hoisting the tripod on to his shoulder. Terry, the sound man, was folding up the little canvas stool he took with him wherever he went. Of the thug there was no sign.
Tim waved back grudgingly.
‘They’re going down to the shore for the next shot,’ he said. ‘Hope you’re not getting bored.’
‘I still haven’t worked out what’s happening,’ she confessed. ‘In the story, I mean.’
They began their climb over the sandhills, taking the easy way round to the shore, while Tim filled her in on the plot. It was the usual rubbish. His six-year-old nephew – Oliver Gulliver’s favourite grandson, naturally – had been kidnapped from his nanny while flighty Mama was on holiday in Biarritz, playing truant with her latest lover. The ransom had been set at a million dollars, but Tim, alias Jonathon Gulliver, aimed to track down the kidnappers himself, thereby saving both the child and the money. Or, if necessary, only the money.
‘Why dollars?’ Jane asked after a moment’s thought. ‘Why not pounds? Or Swiss francs?’
‘They’re trying to sell the series in the States.’
The ache below his ribs had diminished to a dull, grumbling discomfort, but he still needed to pause for breath as they reached the top of the gentle incline. Down on the flat shore, the director was gesticulating impatiently, urging him to hurry. Beyond her, the grey sea moodily licked at the sands. One after another the quiet waves advanced, broke, then reluctantly drained away.
Jane shivered. ‘I don’t like the sea,’ she murmured. ‘It’s so – oh, I don’t know – so indifferent to us. As if people didn’t matter.’
‘Maybe they don’t, in nature’s eyes. For most creatures, it’s eat or be eaten. Sharks, octopus, big fish, little fish…’


‘Oh, that’s horrid!’
When they caught up with the crew, they found the director and the cameraman arguing over the next shot. He held up his light meter at arm’s length, squinting at it; then, grudgingly, he agreed, if they could go for the take without wasting too much time.
Tim eyed the thug speculatively as she issued her instructions. He was solid bone and muscle. It was just possible he had not realised his own strength, Tim thought; hadn’t intended it, in fact. But then he saw a gleam of amusement in the man’s eye and realised he was wrong. That blow had been deliberate.
‘On the word Action,’ Jacqui-thing was saying, ‘I want you to run to the boat.’ A few yards off, the bay curved into a small estuary where a boat lay stranded on a sandbank close to the water, and she pointed to it. ‘You intend to push it into the water, but Tim is right behind you. Before you can actually move the boat, he catches up. You struggle – and that’s it. We cut there, and then go into close shots.’
‘Tomorrow,’ grunted the cameraman, listening.
‘Let’s just see, shall we?’
He shook his head doubtfully. ‘The close shots will have to be tomorrow.’
Impatiently, she turned back to Tim and the thug. ‘Right, is that clear now?’
‘When do I push the boat in the water, like?’ the thug wanted to know.
Much to Tim’s satisfaction, he detected a note of irritation in her voice as she went over it all again. Whether the thug really hadn’t understood, or whether he was playing her along, he couldn’t judge.
The make-up girl offered him a comb to get the sand out of his hair, while Audrey – in charge of costumes – brushed some of the muck off his clothes. As she did so, he made a passing remark about realism, and she gave him the answer he deserved. She was right, too. Gulliver was a glamour show, Britain’s answer to Dynasty: not a hair should be out of place.
They took up their starting positions, he and the thug, but there was a further delay while the director and cameraman went into another deep discussion. He wanted a rehearsal, but she was insisting they should take it first time while the wet sand was still free of footprints. She was getting flustered, Tim noted; he began to feel a twinge of pity for her. It couldn’t be easy, being the new girl. They had all become so accustomed to working with Molly, the previous director, who had been on the show since the beginning.
‘Took yer a while to get up again,’ the thug said smugly as they waited. ‘Often watch this programme. Wondered ’ow tough yer really was. Now I know, don’ I?’
‘I’d not count on it.’ A nut-case, he thought; another bloody nut-case. He’d not yet made up his mind what to do about it. ‘This time, remember you’re being paid to act. That means pretend – get it?’
‘Oh, yeah. Yeah.’
‘So when we get to the boat, I grab your shoulder, swing you around, and pretend to throw a punch. So just leave it at that, right?’
‘Right.’
Tim regarded the thug suspiciously, but his face betrayed nothing. Who the hell had booked the idiot, he wondered; surely there were plenty of experienced people available. The last thing they could risk was an all-out fight. Even a black eye could set production schedules back a week or more.
‘OK – stand by!’ the director shouted, turning away from the cameraman. She sounded fed up. ‘Roll ’em.’
‘Rolling.’
‘Action!’
The thug ran heavily towards the small boat. Tim waited, giving him a lead of three or four yards; then, on a signal from the director, began to lumber after him. ‘And not too quick – you’re exhausted, you’ve been in a fight,’ she’d instructed him unnecessarily. Even had he wanted to, he couldn’t have gone any faster; his body still protested, and the ache beneath his ribs was with him again.
Already before he reached the boat he had noticed the thug was making no effort to push it towards the water. He merely stood there, motionless. As though hypnotised.
‘For Chrissake, do something!’ Tim snapped as he arrived.
‘See that?’ The thug nodded in the direction of the creek. ‘Didn’t expect that. Nasty.’
In a hollow of the sandbank not far from the boat lay a body, face downwards, its feet towards them, its head and shoulders still in the water.
In the background Tim heard the director yelling ‘Cut!’ and then voicing her anger at them for messing up the shot. He turned and called back to her.
‘Come and take a look! Muscles here has found something.’
‘Name’s Arthur,’ said the thug unexpectedly, his eyes not leaving the body. All the colour had drained out of his face. ‘I reckon he’s dead.’
‘Better see.’
It was not a task he welcomed, but the thug hadn’t volunteered and somebody had to do it. He went around the boat and approached the body gingerly. Male, he guessed. Bare feet badly lacerated and raw; in places, the white bone was visible. The jeans were undamaged, though there were wounds around the midriff below the T-shirt. Must be dead, Tim thought dully, trying not to throw up. He bent down to turn the body over, just in case.
‘Jesus!’


A tangle of glistening gut spilled out through the deep vent across the belly. Startled, Tim took a step back, breaking into a sweat. He had to force himself to look at the face, only to see it was covered by some sort of shining, pink jelly.
‘Jellyfish!’ Jane exclaimed behind him, horrified. ‘Oh, my God, look at it!’
Feverishly, she fished out the miniature camera from her jeans pocket and began to photograph the body, taking one picture after the next without stopping.
The jellyfish shifted uneasily over the dead man’s face, as if disturbed by the flashes; then it began to glow with a speckled red and pink luminescence. Finally, as the head lolled to one side, it puckered up into a bell shape, withdrawing its tentacles, and slipped into the water. Within a few seconds it had gone.
Of the face, there was very little left. No cheeks, no flesh of any kind; only the teeth set firmly in the jaw, and the pale, naked skull, and the eyes still loosely located in their sockets.
By now most of the crew had dashed over to join Tim. Someone screamed – the make-up girl, he guessed – and he heard her being led away, sobbing uncontrollably. The cameraman, his face drawn, mumbled something about going for the police. The sound assistant ran off across the sands, heading for the cars.
‘Yes, get the police! That’s the next thing, get the police!’ Jane said, clutching her camera. ‘The tide’ll be coming in, don’t you realise?’
Feeling sick in his stomach, Tim turned on her. ‘Did you have to take pictures? Couldn’t you leave off being a journalist just for once?’
Instead of answering, Jane split away from him to be violently sick on the far side of the boat.
The thug had taken good care not to go anywhere near the body. He stood a few yards off, attempting to light a cigarette. Tim glanced at him for a moment, then shrugged. He no longer cared about the punch. Let it rest, he thought.
It was only then that he noticed the director had come over to stand next to him. She stared at the mauled body with a dazed, intense expression in her eyes.
‘Never finish now,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Hopeless. Not a chance of it working out. Not a chance.’
‘Come on, Jacqui.’ He placed an arm around her shoulders, and looked over her head towards Jane, appealing for help. She was in shock, that was obvious. ‘Come on, we’ll let the police sort this mess out.’
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It rained next morning, which ruled out any chance of filming. Tim was not sorry. It couldn’t possibly have gone well, not with everyone’s nerves on edge after the experience of seeing that ghastly, mangled body on the sands. Seventeen years old, he’d been, according to Jane who’d been busy ferreting out the details to phone them through to Fleet Street. Unemployed, of course. Here for a holiday, staying with his sister who was married to a local solicitor. Some holiday, poor kid.
Most of the crew had gathered in the residents’ lounge of the Grand Hotel where they sat morosely gazing at the rain through large, wet window panes. Jacqui was not with them. She had come down for breakfast, taken one look at the weather, and then disappeared again, stating briskly that she was going back to her room to write letters. No sign left of the previous afternoon’s hysteria; in fact last evening she’d come up to Tim in the bar and actually apologised. Insisted on buying him a large scotch, too – much to his surprise.
As for Jane, she’d rushed out somewhere first thing – trying to get an interview with the dead boy’s sister, he suspected – and said she might be back later.
The camera assistant broke the silence. ‘No jellyfish could have done that to his face!’ he declared out of the blue. ‘Must have been something else.’
‘A shark,’ someone grunted from behind the South Wales Argus.
‘Eels,’ the camera assistant said. ‘Most likely eels.’
James, his name was; or Jamie; or Jim: he answered cheerfully to any variant. He’d put his finger on the key question, Tim thought. Jellyfish didn’t normally go around eating human flesh, did they? Sting, yes – but eat?
‘Yes, eels would do it.’ James, Jamie or Jim warmed to his theme. ‘I read in a book by Günter Grass how they used a dead horse’s head as bait for catching eels. They tied it to a rope, dropped it in the sea, and when the eels came they fished them out and sold them to local housewives as a delicacy!’
‘Oh, for Chrissake!’ said the voice behind the South Wales Argus. ‘Go and get some more coffee, will you? Make yourself useful.’
‘Anyone not want coffee? No? OK, I’ll go and order it. Coffee all round.’
Tim said nothing. He turned over the page of the paperback he’d picked up, but his eyes no longer took in the words. It was one of those old-style detective stories which are still found in the bookcases of seaside hotel lounges. The body of Sir Angus had been discovered in the window seat; there were suspects, questionings, and no doubt in the end the murderer would be unmasked. Nobody really gave a damn about the dead man, and that was where the book was so wrong. It treated death as no more than a puzzle for some clever dick to solve.
Yet death wasn’t like that.
Death was a seventeen-year-old boy washed up by the sea and then abandoned face downwards in the water, his flesh already destroyed, putrefying, breaking down to be recycled in other life forms, all his individuality gone, everything that went into his make-up as a person in his own right, as someone who once existed. Only seventeen years he’d had, that boy. Tim himself had lived almost twice as long, yet what was he doing with his life?
Bloody Gulliver, that’s what. Bloody Gulliver.
Sue – his wife – was right when she’d said he was getting stale; but then, Sue was always right, which was why it was so intolerable being married to her. These days they couldn’t even meet without quarrelling. Not that they saw much of each other, with her working in rep. down in Totnes and him mostly in London, but often away on location, which might mean anywhere. This time it was Wales; it could just as easily be Scotland, Spain, Italy…
Yet at one time, he remembered, Sue had been the girl he couldn’t live without. They had been so close to each other, it was unbelievable. Perhaps Gulliver had killed that, too. Something had.
He put his book aside and glanced out of the window. It was still wet. Heavy raindrops glistened along the railings in front of the hotel. He had to get out. He couldn’t face staying in that lounge a moment longer, not with those bodies slumped inertly in the chintz-covered armchairs, the air sour with cigarette smoke. He felt stifled.
Stepping over the sprawling legs, he reached the door and emerged into the hall to discover with relief that Jane had come back. She was in the box, busy telephoning, her slim fingers brushing the hair back from her ears as she talked. Finding that body must have been a stroke of luck for her, he mused. She’d been freelance for a few months only, after having been made redundant when her local paper started cutting down on staff; a story like this could put her on the map if she played it right.
Attractive too, he thought, leaning against the reception desk to wait for her. No one else in the hall, nor even in the office at the back; it was the dead season. She turned and saw him; then waved, with a quick smile, before beginning to dial another number.
It was a couple of weeks already since he’d been introduced to her at that noisy party. Impossible to talk then, of course, not with that row going on in the name of music, but she had rung up the following day to ask if she might write a feature about him. On spec, she’d added – though she was sure she could place it with the right magazine. So he’d arranged to meet her in the pub, bought her a drink, then lunch. Now she was here on location with him, although what progress she was making on the feature he’d no idea.
She came out of the phone box, tucking her notebook away in her bag. ‘You look fed up, Tim! I’ve been trying to ring my sister, but she’s not answering.’
‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said. ‘God, there’s nothing worse than the Welsh seaside in the rain.’
They made a dash for his BMW which was parked at the side of the hotel. The engine purred contentedly as he headed out of town, following the bay around in the direction of the sandhills. The rain was easing, and there was a clear break in the clouds.
‘Get your interview?’
‘With Mr Fowler, yes. His wife’s under sedation. The doctor was still with her. I might go back later.’
‘D’you have to? Why not leave her in peace?’
‘It’s part of the story. The dead boy was her brother after all. It’s clear now what happened. He was out in their sailing dinghy – without permission – and it must have capsized.’ She frowned, puckering her lips. ‘Though that doesn’t explain his face. I asked the police if I could take another look at him, but they refused.’


‘Seeing him that once was enough for me.’
‘It’s my job, Tim.’
‘Morbid, I call it.’
‘You’re trying to make it sound as if I enjoy it. But I don’t. If you want the honest truth, Tim, I was relieved when the police wouldn’t let me view the body.’
‘I hope so.’ He found the whole idea repulsive.
He parked the car facing the sea and turned off the engine. The tide had been in. In fact, it still covered the sandbank where they had found the boy, although by now it was pulling back. White fringes marked the breaking of the waves. Overhead, the seagulls wheeled; their desolate screams made him feel uncomfortable, as though he didn’t belong there at all.
‘I think the rain’s stopped,’ Jane said, winding down the window. ‘Let’s get out. Get some fresh air!’
Before he could reply, she’d opened the door and was struggling into her anorak. He retrieved his own from the back seat and joined her. The air smelled damp; the breeze, stronger than on the previous day, was raw against his face. Out of force of habit he locked the BMW, although there was no one else about. Even the wooden refreshment hut was closed, its hinged counter folded up along its entire length and padlocked.
They saw the first jellyfish immediately they crossed the line of seaweed which was spread out like dreadlocks around the sweep of the shore, indicating how far the tide had reached. It lay stranded on the smooth, wet sand – a flat, gleaming, blue jelly, perfectly round, decorated with four small pink circles in the centre, from which pink lines led off to its perimeter.
‘That’s why you brought me here, isn’t it?’ She felt for his hand as they stood gazing down at it. ‘I dreamed about it last night. Couldn’t sleep.’
‘It’s not the same kind,’ he said.
‘Does that make any difference? Oh, I know it probably does – but what if something else was responsible for that boy’s face? What if the jellyfish was just there by chance?’
‘D’you believe that?’
She shrugged. ‘It’s not a question of what I believe, is it? We have to establish the facts.’
‘Anyway, this isn’t what we’re looking for. The kind we want is pink with little red dots on it, and a big red star in the middle.’
They split up to search the shore. Maybe the camera assistant had been right when he suggested the face had been eaten by eels, Tim thought. It was a possibility. Though when he remembered how the tentacles of that jellyfish had reached deep into the dead boy’s skull, he couldn’t really accept it.
‘I went to the public library this morning as well!’ Jane called to him as she came closer. ‘Spoke to the librarian. We checked the books he had, but there was nothing about jellyfish feeding on people. They eat fish, that’s about the nearest we could find.’
‘You saw it.’
‘I don’t know what I saw,’ she shouted back, ‘and nor do you. That’s why I wanted to see the body – in case there was some injury to the skull, something we’d missed. He might have been hit by a ship’s propeller, and the flesh torn off.’
‘Huh,’ he grunted.
He had found another jellyfish and called her over. It was a pale brown, with a dark brown inverted-V pattern.
‘Did you think of that?’ she demanded as she approached. ‘His face could have been ripped off by a propeller, not eaten at all.’
‘Gruesome.’ He shivered; then put his hands on her waist. ‘I think you’ve made your point.’
‘Have I?’
He kissed her, smothering her words. A long kiss, 24 hungrily tasting the salt on each other’s lips. The tips of their tongues touched for a brief, tantalising moment, but then she drew back immediately.
‘No.’
‘No?’ He still held his arms around her. Tenderly. Needing her. ‘Why not?’
‘Because.’ She freed herself and moved to the other side of the brown jellyfish. ‘Because I don’t want to, I suppose. Not right now.’
She began to probe the outer edge of the jellyfish with the toe of her boot. Some instinct screamed a warning at him.
‘Don’t do that!’ he snapped at her, grabbing her arm to tug her clear. ‘Jane!’
Her face flushed angrily. ‘Let me go, will you!’
He released her, saying nothing. But then the hostility in her eyes faded and her expression softened as she realised what he’d been thinking.
‘You didn’t really imagine that jellyfish would –’ She sounded amazed; and touched. ‘Tim, you were frightened!’
‘Shit-scared,’ he said brutally. ‘If you want to know.’
Her eyes regarded him gravely, as if she were trying to make up her mind about him, and couldn’t. Not about the jellyfish, either; not that. But the two of them, the time they spent together, and could go on spending together if –
If.
He knew there was a barrier holding her back – well, that was obvious. What it was, she always refused to say.
Before deciding to return to the car they found two more jellyfish, but they were both the blue kind. The speckled pink ‘man-eater’ of the previous day was not in evidence. They tramped back up the sandhill in silence. It was not until they were out on the road again that Jane mentioned that the librarian had disputed her description of the jellyfish, especially the colour.
‘We found one in the books that looked a bit like it.’ She fished her notebook out of her bag. ‘Pelagia noctiluca. It’s phosphorescent as well. But it’s much smaller, and the tentacles looked quite different. He said he’d never seen one, and he’s lived here all his life. As for it attacking human flesh, he just laughed.’
‘What about those photographs you took?’
‘The police have the film.’
‘That wasn’t very clever,’ he teased her, ‘letting them know about it.’
‘I didn’t, it was one of the crew. Or that punch-drunk heavyweight you were fighting. Where is he, anyway? I haven’t seen him this morning.’
‘Keeping out of everybody’s way, I imagine. I’m not sure where he’s staying.’ They reached the first houses, cold-looking brick boxes with bleak, windswept gardens. ‘We’ve missed lunch at the hotel, you realise that?’
‘There’ll be a fish and chip shop. Failing that, I’ll cook something for you. I’ll light a fire in the sandhills and fry bacon and eggs.’
‘A woman of parts!’
‘Girl Guide, wasn’t I? Badges all the way up my sleeve, and a few other places I won’t tell you about. But I’ll try my sister again first.’
‘Is that important?’
‘She’s a marine biologist,’ Jane stated briefly. ‘If anyone can make sense out of this, she can.’
He turned towards the hotel, deciding it would be easier for her to telephone from there. The road took them past the little fishing harbour, now used mainly for pleasure craft, and not too many of those. As he reached it, a group of men emerged from a pub, arguing intently, and one stepped backwards in front of the car without even looking around. Tim swerved, braking fiercely. His tyres squealed over the cobbles.


‘Oh, my God!’ Jane exclaimed, twisting anxiously in her seat. ‘That was the heavyweight.’
Tim stopped the car and looked back. He could have sworn he hadn’t hit the man – yet there he was, lying on the ground. He got out and went over to him.
‘Yer fuckin’ idiot!’ the thug greeted him, his speech slurred. He sat up, breathing heavily. ‘I’ll have yer for this. I’ll bloody have yer, I will. I got witnesses.’
‘You’re drunk,’ Tim informed him coolly. ‘The car didn’t touch you.’
‘What yer mean, didn’t touch me?’ His tone was ugly. He held up his arms to his cronies who were hovering about him. ‘Get me up, will yer?’
They pulled him to his feet. He stood there swaying, looking down at his clothes which were wet from the cobbles. With the side of his fist he attempted to brush some of the dirt away, which only made it worse.
‘Yer’ll pay for that. New suit, the lot – I’ll throw the bloody book at yer! Think yer smart, bein’ on TV – but jus’ wait, that’s all!’
‘Don’t be stupid,’ Tim said, irritated. Just about everything was going wrong on this location. ‘Take it to the police if you want to. You’re pissed out of your mind; don’t think they won’t notice. You’re lucky you weren’t killed.’
‘Threatenin’ me now?’ The thug turned to the others. ‘’Ear that? Bugger’s threatenin’ me!’
‘Wouldn’t put up wi’ that,’ one advised him bluntly. ‘Ask me, you should teach ’im a lesson, Arthur.’
‘Too bloody right.’ He tapped Tim on the chest, pushing him back across the road towards the harbour. ‘Only I wouldn’ wan’ to spoil his pretty face, would I now?’ Another push. ‘Sized each other up yesterday, ’im an’ me, out there in the sand’ills. Not that much to ’im when yer take a closer look.’ Another push.
‘What’s eating you?’ Tim demanded patiently. 27


The last thing he needed was to get involved in a brawl, yet there seemed no way out of it.
The thug went to tap him yet again, but this time Tim sidestepped and aimed a light punch at his jaw. It was easily blocked, but had the right effect. The man’s eyes darkened. He brought up his fists, hunched his shoulders, and lumbered about as though looking for an opening. It was a poor imitation of what he must have been like in his heyday in the professional ring. Tim felt sickened at the sight of him.
Yet he still packed a lot of brute force, as Tim remembered only too well from the previous day. He’d have to stay well clear of those fists whatever else happened.
‘That’s it, boyo! You show ’im now!’ one of the bystanders called out to encourage him.
The thug’s right fist shot out like a missile. Tim dodged, grabbed his wrist with both hands, swinging himself around, dropping a knee, and threw the man over his shoulder. He fell heavily near the edge of the harbour wall.
Tim waited, alert, as he tried to get up, expecting him to charge back like an enraged bull. Which was what he was – an old bull who knew in his heart he was no longer up to it.
But he got to his feet awkwardly, staggering, and then toppled headlong into the water. His friends roared out their tipsy laughter, slapping each other exaggeratedly on the shoulder as they came nearer to watch his helpless splashing about.
‘He can’t swim!’ Jane cried out, alarmed. ‘Look at him! Tim, he’s going to drown if we don’t help him!’
The idea of struggling in the water with that gorilla in the name of life-saving held no appeal for Tim. He turned on the men who had been with him.
‘Well, aren’t you going to fish him out?’ he shouted.
They fell silent; none of them moved.


Tim ran for the lifebelt, lifting it from its stand and tossing it in. The man in the water made no attempt to take hold of it, although it was well within his reach. Suddenly, Tim understood why. He grasped Jane’s arm and pointed.
‘Jellyfish!’
Two of them were just visible beneath the discarded plastic wrappers, traces of petrol, cigarette packets, and the rest of the harbour filth which coated the murky water. One had fixed itself to the drowning thug’s hand; another lay across his thick neck.
‘We can’t let him die!’ Jane declared, beginning to unzip her anorak. ‘Not without at least trying to help him.’
He stopped her.
‘No – you stay here!’ He pushed the lifebelt rope into her hands. ‘And for Chrissake, pull us out quickly – over towards the steps there. And you –’ He turned to the other men. ‘Give her a hand with the rope, one of you. And somebody get over to that phone box and call the police. And an ambulance! Well, get a move on, then!’
He tugged off his boots and plunged into the water. By now the thug was lying with his head back, his face just above the surface. In a couple of strokes Tim had reached him, in time to observe the speckled pink jellyfish oozing from its victim’s neck around to his mouth and nose. His eyes, left free, were panic-stricken. Beseeching.
There was nothing Tim could do about that jellyfish, he knew; not while they were still in the water. He just had to get the man out before he suffocated. Tim grabbed the collar of his jacket with one hand and hooked his free arm over the lifebelt. Then he kicked out for the stone steps which led down from the harbour wall.
The rope became taut and he felt the lifebelt moving slowly over the water. Vaguely, he was aware of Jane shouting something to him, but he could not draw his eyes away from the sight of the jellyfish feeding on its victim’s face. The deep ruby star-shaped pattern in the centre seemed to be throbbing like an erratic pulse.
A sting lashed his left hand painfully. The shock was so unexpected that he almost let go of the man’s jacket, but stopped himself just in time. A second later the agony was repeated, sending what felt like thin, jagged, high-voltage shots coursing up his arm. It took all his concentration to maintain his grip on the man.
‘Faster!’ he heard himself shouting, spitting out the foul water, which tasted of petrol. ‘For God’s sake!’
At last – it seemed to take ages – he felt his shoulder bumping against the hard steps. Hands seized him, dragging him up to safety. They took charge of the heavyweight, too, laying him out on the stone with that pink jellyfish still spread over the lower part of his face.
‘Get it off him, somebody!’ he heard Jane insisting. ‘Or get out of the way and let me do it!’
But by now a policeman had arrived on a motorcycle, a young man, probably not much older than twenty, and with a pimply face. ‘Just stand aside, miss,’ he said briefly. He bent over Arthur, took hold of the jellyfish in his gauntleted hands and peeled it off. ‘Stand clear, will you!’ He took it to the edge of the harbour wall and dropped it back in the water.
Arthur’s cheeks were a mess of red, raw flesh, as though someone had drawn a steel comb across them, cutting in deeply. Miraculously he was still alive, though groaning desperately through lacerated lips as the policeman tugged the second jellyfish away from his fist, which had very little trace of skin left on it.
‘Right, give him air! Stand back now!’
He was doing everything by the book, that young policeman, though his face was by now as pale as his own white helmet. But that’s the way it had to be, Tim approved as he stood there watching with the water dripping from him. His left arm was now completely numb, but he didn’t give it another thought; he was only too glad he’d managed to get them both out alive.
Jane turned away from the injured man to come over to him; then she screamed.
‘Tim – your hand! No, don’t touch it!’
He looked down, shocked. Cosily wrapped around his hand, like a pink luminescent mitten, was another jellyfish.
‘Just leave it, sir! I’ll get it.’
But before the policeman could touch it, Tim had already grasped the jellyfish with his right hand, digging his nails in as he tried to tug it away. The tentacles held on fast, but then they suddenly released their grip; he just missed being stung again as they waved dangerously near him.
‘Bloody hell!’
He dropped it on to the stones, standing back quickly in case it attacked his feet through the wet socks. It was a wise move. With a snort of revulsion, Jane began to stamp on it; immediately, the tentacles tried to close around her boots. She recoiled, her eyes wide with horror.
‘Oh, Tim…’ she whispered, pressing against him as she stared at the jellyfish which had seemed so still and lifeless when nothing was within its reach. ‘Oh, Tim, what can it be?’
His hand was a mass of blood which dripped on to his wet clothes, but it was still numb. The poison was so effective that he could not even raise his arm to take a real look at it.
The policeman found a boathook and hastily pushed the jellyfish back into the water. ‘Better out of the way, those things. Never did like them. Good God, look at that!’
A green slime covered the black leather fingers of his gauntlet gloves, and it was gleaming like rock-star glitter make-up. As they all stared at it, the sound of the ambulance siren was heard, coming closer.
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Much against Tim’s will they insisted on him staying in hospital overnight in order to keep an eye on him. The treatment of his hand had been painful. The numbness in his left arm from the jellyfish’s natural anaesthetic gradually ebbed away while the nurse was still picking out those sharp needle-like hairs which the tentacles had deposited in his exposed flesh. Every touch of the tweezers hurt like hell and his whole arm throbbed violently.
‘Just have to wait an’ see now, won’t we?’ The ageing Welsh doctor shook his head doubtfully, his eyes intense beneath his white bushy eyebrows. ‘Jellyfish, you say?’
To round off the treatment, they made him drop his hospital pyjamas while they rammed an injection into his backside. It left a sore spot which troubled him whichever way he tried to lie in that narrow, clinical bed.
The room was pleasant, though. It had off-white walls, a carpet on the floor, flowered curtains and a view across the bay. By late afternoon the clouds had dispersed sufficiently to allow a weak sun to penetrate; it coated the brooding sea with silver. Gazing at it, Tim wondered how many more pink jellyfish were swimming around out there. He remembered how helpless the thug had been, simply floating, paralysed, unable to defend himself against that thing over his face. It did not take long to drown once they set to work.
Tim must have dozed off. The next thing he knew, a dark bright-eyed nurse bustled into the room with his evening meal on a tray. She announced he had a visitor, a young lady, who would be along once she’d had a word with the doctor. And would he like the curtains closed now it was almost dark outside?
‘Please,’ he said, pushing himself up in bed.
He felt lazy, and glad he didn’t have to get up. His arm still throbbed and that ache in his buttock issued a sharp reminder whenever he put too much weight on it.
‘Jellyfish, was it?’ she went on as she tugged the curtain across. ‘That other poor man – he’s in a terrible condition. People will be afraid to go swimming.’ She tutted, shaking her head. ‘Seen you on TV, you know. Always watch Gulliver when I’m not on duty, an’ sometimes when I am! That wife o’ yours, she’s awful, isn’t she? It’s a wonder you put up with it!’
‘Oh…!’ He laughed, suddenly understanding what she meant: not Sue, as he’d thought at first. ‘In the show, you mean? Gloria?’
‘That’s the one. Vicious, she is. All I can say is, she’d better not come in this hospital, or there’ll be a few of us ready to give her a piece of our mind.’
‘She’s quite nice really. The actress, that is.’
‘Is she now?’ The nurse sounded unconvinced. ‘Now you eat up, an’ I’ll bring your visitor along the moment she’s free.’
That would be Jane, he assumed, pleased. She had come with them in the ambulance; then, once they reached the hospital, he’d said she needn’t hang around if she had other things to do. He could sense she was itching to get to a phone. An ambitious girl – and ruthless too in her own way, he suspected. Before going, she’d said something about his car being still down by the harbour and he’d given her the keys, telling her she was free to use it if she wished. Which she obviously did.
He had already finished his omelette and was toying with the strawberry blancmange when the nurse returned with his visitor: not Jane after all, but Jacqui. She stood in the doorway and smiled at him awkwardly.
‘Well, that just about wraps it up, doesn’t it?’ she commented, nodding at his bandaged hand.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said wryly.
‘Are you all right, Tim?’
‘I shall be. Out tomorrow.’
‘Perhaps.’
The nurse closed the door quietly, leaving them alone together. Jacqui brought the chair over to sit by the bed. She had dressed up for the visit, he noted, in a brown trouser suit which she wore with a striped shirt and a greenish tie. High heels too, to give her that extra couple of inches; though she still looked small and emaciated, in need of a good meal. Her face was thin and peaked, while her alert, brown eyes contrasted strangely with her wispy blonde hair.
‘I spoke to the doctor, but he wasn’t too certain when you’d be out,’ she added. Her tone was matter-of-fact, but not unfriendly. ‘In any case, even if you could carry on, we need to replace Arthur, and that means re-shooting the lot. I’ve been on the phone to the office. They’re fixing it up for us to come back for the retakes. Well, you anyway.’
‘Not you?’
‘That’s not yet certain.’
She gave that information brusquely, as if to indicate that further questions would not be welcome. He gazed at her, wondering what the problem was. Maybe they hadn’t liked the rushes; maybe they welcomed the chance to re-shoot.
‘How is Arthur?’ he asked.
‘As well as can be expected, according to the doctor. You know he had a stroke?’
‘Yes, they told me. Probably while he was still in the water. It’s not surprising really when you think what happened. I suppose I got off lightly.’ He glanced at the bandages. ‘What about his face?’
‘They didn’t say.’ She hesitated. ‘Tim, would you – I mean, can you talk about it? All I know, it was a jellyfish. Not the details.’
‘That’s right.’
‘Can’t you tell me more?’
That brusque tone again got on his nerves.
‘Why – to satisfy your curiosity?’
She flushed a deep red. ‘If you want to know,’ she replied tartly, ‘I have to write a report for the office.’
‘That explains it.’
‘I can’t ask Arthur, he’s not conscious yet. The doctor says he might never be able to talk again. After the stroke, he meant.’ She leaned forward to touch his uninjured hand. ‘Tim, I’m not being hard, you know. I really do have to produce that report. I wish I didn’t.’
‘You and I, we haven’t got on since we first met.’ Tackle the problem head-on, he thought, it was the only way; have it out now while he was lying helpless in bed. ‘I don’t understand why.’
‘I imagine you resent me taking over. All of you.’ The hostile expression returned to her eyes, that same expression to which he’d grown accustomed over the past couple of days. ‘Perhaps because I’m a woman, I don’t know.’
‘Oh, don’t be an idiot! We’ve had a woman directing this show ever since the first episode. No, it’s something else, isn’t it? You don’t think you’re up to it. You’re all nerves.’
Jacqui stood up and buttoned her jacket. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow when you’re feeling better. I hardly expected abuse from you when I came here.’
‘There you go again!’ As he raised himself on one elbow he felt a dull ache nagging at the base of his skull. ‘Who is abusing you? Not me.’
‘Tim, lie down.’ For once she sounded genuinely concerned. ‘You have a fever, d’you realise that?’
‘No.’
‘Take it easy, now.’
‘A slight one, perhaps,’ he conceded.
He allowed her to fluff up his pillow. As his head sank back on to it, the ache shifted. The last thing he wanted was to be ill, he thought wearily, closing his eyes to cut out the light. Yet what if, in addition to paralysing its victims, the poison in those tentacles had some long-term effect?
‘All right, I admit I’ve been nervous,’ said Jacqui abruptly, although keeping her voice down. ‘Gulliver is an important series, after all.’
‘Wish I thought so,’ he mumbled drowsily.
‘Oh, it is!’ she insisted. Then she laughed. ‘In the ratings, anyway, but I know what you mean. I’m surprised you think so as well. And relieved.’
‘The money’s good.’
‘The show entertains a lot of people. I know. I’m not knocking it, Tim. It’s not what I was nervous about, anyway.’
‘Then what?’
‘Something personal, that’s all. I can’t tell you.’ She placed a cool hand on his forehead. ‘You do have a fever. Perhaps we should talk tomorrow instead. Except I’m going back to London first thing.’
‘Then you’ll want to ask your questions now,’ he decided. His eyes felt hot; his mouth dry. ‘OK, let’s get on with it.’
Step by step he went over the events at the harbour, starting at the point when the thug had accidentally rolled into the water. About the fight he said nothing – that was no business of anyone else’s – but he recounted how he had jumped in himself once he had realised that the man was not even trying to take hold of the lifebelt.
Then he described the jellyfish. How they had appeared. The sting. The numbness that followed. Opening his eyes, he noticed how pale Jacqui had become as she sat there taking notes.
‘Over his face?’ she demanded, her ball-point pen poised. From her manner it seemed she was almost challenging him to deny it. ‘You’re sure?’
Tim nodded, then winced as the headache hit back at him. He watched her writing it down.
‘Like that boy yesterday,’ she commented, her eyes sombre. ‘Two within a couple of days of each other. That can’t be accidental, can it?’
‘How d’you mean?’
Before she could answer, the dark-haired nurse came back into the room wheeling a telephone trolley. ‘Call for you!’ she said brightly, bending down to plug it in. ‘Your wife.’ Then she giggled: ‘Your real wife, I mean. Don’t you get confused sometimes?’
‘Not allowed to.’
‘I’ll go,’ Jacqui announced. She pushed her notebook back into her bag and stood up. ‘Look after him, nurse. We need him.’
The nurse smiled brightly and handed him the phone.
‘Hello? Sue?’
‘Tim – I heard on the radio you were in hospital.’ Her voice sounded distant and oddly metallic. ‘What happened? They said you were trying to save someone’s life. Are you all right, darling?’
‘I’m fine. One of the extras got drunk and fell in the harbour, that’s all. Like an idiot, Gubbins jumped in after him.’ He kept quiet about the jellyfish; what was the point? ‘The quack wants me to stay in overnight, but there’s nothing to worry about. My hand’s in bandages, and I’ve had a couple o’ jabs…’
They talked for a minute or two only, then Sue said she had to rush, she was due on stage at any moment, but she’d call again the following day.


‘I love you,’ she added.
It was the way they’d always ended their phone calls, but it no longer sounded convincing.
‘Love you,’ he repeated automatically.
Two days later he was still in hospital.
‘Having a nice rest, are we?’ the nurse asked unfailingly whenever she came into his room and found his bed strewn with the scripts he was studying.
‘Glorious,’ he’d reply wryly.
It had been that way since the first morning. The doctor had done his rounds. Within five minutes of his leaving, a large registered envelope had arrived containing scripts for the next couple of episodes. On the compliments slip included with them, the series producer Anne Robart had even penned a note of sympathy in her own fair hand.
He’d been turning over the pages, glancing through his own part, when she followed up this gesture with a telephone call to ask how he was and when they might expect him to be fit for work again. A week, he guessed; it was for the doctor to say. She took a moment to digest this information, then commented that they’d have had to re-shoot the sandhills sequence anyway. The rushes were lousy, and there was also some problem with the film stock. He’d guessed there was something.
‘Unlucky all round, then.’ What else could he say? ‘I felt at the time that scene wasn’t right. Not Jacqui’s fault. She was fine.’
‘Did I suggest it was her fault?’
Her tone was cool. Where work was concerned, lovely Anne had never welcomed other people’s opinions, particularly not actors’. Her career had been meteoric: university, followed by three or four years in TV as a script editor, then elevated to the dizzy height of producer. It had left her with unshakable self-confidence. She had never directed, and never wanted to; never, in fact, had any close contact with the acting profession on whose skills she ultimately relied.
After an uncomfortable pause, she added: ‘We’re changing the script to explain why your hand is in bandages in this episode.’
‘My arm’s in a sling.’
‘A sling?’ She sounded surprised. ‘Even better. OK, Tim, we’ll get revised pages to you as soon as we can. A sling – that’s not a bad idea.’
‘Glad you think so.’
Thirty seconds later the next call came through: his agent. Should have been in touch earlier – the excuses oozed at him through the earpiece – but he’d been away in Edinburgh, such a lovely city, didn’t Tim think so? It was only just this morning he’d learned about the accident. Not too serious though, was it? No. No, he hoped not. That’s right. Oh well, they happen, these things, don’t they? Yes. But what did he think, might he be up and about in time to do a voice-over next Friday, or would it be safer to say no? It was Squeezy Mints again, and they were so keen. If he could possibly make it…?
‘Providing I’m not filming,’ Tim yawned.
‘You will look after yourself, won’t you? It really was an awful shock when I heard.’
A couple of hours later Jackson came on the line. Jackson Philips, executive producer, the Man Next to God, moaning commiserations. He hoped the shooting would not be held up too long. The new series was already scheduled in several countries, not that the translations were his worry, thank the Lord, but the Germans were such sticklers for dates. Already they were agitating.
‘That’s right!’ Tim assured the nurse each time she enquired. ‘A lovely rest. Best few days I’ve had for years.’
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‘Hold the torch steady, will you?’
Dave Pine cursed as he wrestled with the recalcitrant nut. He’d already wasted three days stripping the diesel engine down, checking every part, and thought he’d cured the fault, at least for the time being, but once back at sea it had resumed its old tricks, coughing and spluttering when it should have been purring with pleasure at the straight run. To make matters worse, the wind had perked up, causing the little boat now to roll, now to pitch, sending his spanners sliding over the bottom boards.
But at last he got it fixed and straightened up, grinning in the dark at his cousin Colin. ‘Right, let’s try her, though I don’t promise anything!’
He pressed the starter. The engine wheezed into life.
‘What was it?’ his father called from the tiny wheelhouse where they had installed their secondhand sonar.
‘Old age, Dad!’ Dave shouted back cheerfully. ‘Engine’s arthritic, if you ask me!’
So was the whole boat, he thought, in which all three of them had sunk their savings. He lowered a bucket into the sea for water to wash some of the oil off his hands. There were times when he really felt they were crazy even trying to make a go of it. All the cards were stacked against them. Still, he had to look on the bright side. The name was right, at least: the Medusa. He liked that.
She had been on her last legs when they had found her. They bought her for next to nothing, reckoning they could patch her up and get her to sea again. With some small-scale traditional fishing – his father’s idea – they could supply the hotels. Anything they couldn’t sell, they would eat themselves and so cut down on food bills. In season, there would be day trips around the bay for holidaymakers. They had it all worked out.
It was his father who was the fisherman. Dave himself had worked at an engineering factory in Sheffield until it closed down. Rather than stick around there – his marriage had broken up and he was glad of the chance to get shot of it – he’d decided to come and throw in his lot with this zany venture. In any case, he’d never been the type to sit on his backside all day. As for his cousin, Colin Broad – well, he’d burned his fingers in more risky business enterprises than most and nothing could keep him away. At the moment he was manager of a caravan site farther along the coast, but his wife could take that over whenever he was away at sea, and make a better job of it too, probably.
But his father came from a long line of fisherfolk and made sure everyone realised it, especially holidaymakers from the big towns. He was a well-known sight, leaning against the sea wall in his navy-blue jersey and peaked cap, always ready to accept a pint of beer. Not that he couldn’t afford to buy his own; he did it for the challenge. ‘Pines have fished off this coast since time immemorial,’ he would tell them, puffing at his pipe and laughing behind their backs. What he didn’t say was that he had joined the Royal Navy on the outbreak of war in 1939, been torpedoed, picked up after two weeks in an open boat, risen through the ranks – Able Seaman, Leading Seaman, Petty Officer, Chief Petty Officer, Warrant Officer – until finally they had pensioned him off as a full Lieutenant RN.
They lived with those photographs framed on the wall at home: one for each step in his career. One for each uniform. Tropicals, fore-and-aft, the lot. Quite a career that had been.


Twelve, he was, when he first went out with his fisherman father – Dave’s grandfather, long since dead – on a boat not unlike this one, and they had landed their catch the following morning for the women of the family to sell at the quayside. By the time he reached sixteen he was a full member of the crew and might have spent the rest of his life fishing if it hadn’t been for the war.
He was the driving force behind this enterprise; and its philosopher, too.
‘The days o’ the large-scale fact’ries wi’ thousands o’ jobs are dead,’ he’d say, sucking on his pipe. ‘We’ve got to get back to bein’ small, so we can see the beginnin’ an’ end o’ things. Same wi’ fishin’. All those big trawlers laid up, an’ others that should be. Fact’ry ships, too. The seas are well nigh empty o’ cod… herrin’… even mackerel these days. Family fishin’ never did that.’
The sound of the engine dropped suddenly. In the unnatural quiet, Dave could hear the doppler ping of the sonar, faster than the human pulse.
‘Bloody hell, Dave – we’ve hit a shoal!’ his father called excitedly. ‘Never seen anythin’ like it!’
They shot the net over the side, all three of them working together as a team – trust Lt Jack Pine RN to drill them so thoroughly that they could have gone through the motions in their sleep. Not all his Senior Service routines had worn off yet, and they were glad of it. The net was his own design, too. It was a small mid-water trawl whose weight with a full catch was just about within the power limits of the Medusa – so long as the engine didn’t start playing up again.
It was not until they began to winch the net up that they noticed something was wrong. Colin was the first to draw attention to it as he stared down over the side of the boat.
‘Odd bloody fish,’ he said.
‘What’s wrong with ’em?’


‘Shinin’ like a bloody Christmas tree.’
‘Don’t be daft!’
‘Have a look for yourself.’
He was right too, Dave realised as he joined him. The trawl was just about breaking surface and whatever was in it – certainly it didn’t look like fish – was glowing eerily, as though covered with luminous paint.
‘What d’you think, Dad?’
‘Blowed if I know. Winch her up a bit higher an’ let’s take a closer look.’
‘Have you seen anything like it before?’ Colin asked.
‘Not in these waters.’
They went back to the winch. Whatever it was, thought Dave, it meant saying goodbye to that bumper catch of illegal herring he’d been hoping for, something that would have fetched a good price, with a few on the side for themselves. He’d been kidding himself he could almost smell the gutted fish lying side by side in their big frying pan back home, or in the oven dish, dressed with spices…
‘Jesus Christ!’ his father exclaimed suddenly, his voice sharp. ‘Dave – belay that winchin’!’
They could now see that the net was packed full of some slimy, gleaming substance which gave off a light of such intensity that it was as though they had a giant lamp suspended there in mid-air from the derrick. On his father’s instructions – his voice now hard and crisp, honed by a lifetime of giving orders – they eased the derrick around to bring the net closer to the side.
‘Jellyfish!’ His father gave vent to his disgust. ‘Looks like we’ve trawled in half the ocean’s jellyfish. Bloody hell.’
There must have been hundreds of them in the net, which bulged obscenely. Through its wide mesh protruded a mass of waving tentacles and other appendages. His father was leaning forward to examine them more closely when the boat gave a sudden lurch – the sea was still lively – causing the net to swing towards his face.
‘Colin – let go the net, for Chrissake!’ Dave yelled as he saw his father reeling back in pain.
Before he could get to him, his father had stumbled, twisting around in a vain attempt to regain his balance, and then staggered helplessly forward until his face once again brushed the net. Dave felt sick as he realised how those seeking tentacles welcomed him.
Somehow he managed to drag him clear. Only just in time, too, for the net unexpectedly dropped a couple of feet, ending up astride the gunwale.
‘Bloody winch has jammed!’ Colin shouted. ‘Line’s fouled!’
Before his eyes, first one, then another, strand of the mesh parted and a jellyfish oozed out through the enlarged gap. It dropped on to his gumboot, covering the toe. He kicked it clear, but then a second jellyfish appeared… then a third… and a fourth.
‘Colin – hurry, damn you! They’re eating through the net!’
‘We’ll have to cut it! No other way!’
He managed to get his father over to the starboard side where he slumped on to the engine casing, scarcely conscious, mumbling incoherently something about his eyes. Thick red weals covered his entire face which was already swollen out of all recognition.
But there was no time to tend him further. They had to cut the trawl free before they were completely swamped by the jellyfish. By now the deck was carpeted with them, all glowing with a greenish-pinkish light, so strong it might have been daylight. With every step, his boots slithered over them, unable to grip.
On the wheelhouse wall they carried an axe, but there was no way he could reach it. Instead, he thumbed open his clasp knife and was about to join Colin when he saw him fall, his hands thrown up to protect his face. The boat was still rolling and, as he tried to reach him, Dave’s feet gave way beneath him, sliding over those treacherous jellyfish which were as slippery as ice over cobbles. Oh, God, his name was on this one…
He found himself sprawling headlong among them.
He felt them shifting beneath him.
He experienced the first stings caressing his neck, followed by that sharp, exquisite pain which sent spasms of fear zipping through him.
In his hand he still held the open clasp knife. He tried to use it to fight back, stabbing into any jellyfish within reach until the blade point stuck in the worn timbers of the deck and had to be tugged out again before he could cut into the next. Ripping through that hard, muscle-like tissue was such a pleasurable sensation. They’d not find it so easy, taking him.
Then a flick from the tentacles flashed across his knuckles like a charge of high-voltage electricity, shooting through his hand to drain the strength out of it.
One attacked his throat.
Another explored his inner ear before stinging, and the agony sent his mind spinning off down dark corridors.
Oh, he’d been there before – yes, he recognised it: that scalpel-cut of a girl’s broken promises, all he’d conned himself into believing she had sincerely meant, that whole unspoken relationship – far more than words – which had been so real while it lasted; and then the bitterness of their parting, and the longing for everything to end.
But no end came, not yet: only a growing numbness, only the realisation of how hopeless it all was, how there could be no solution, ever.
That scream – was that Colin? Still alive?
But it was all so far away.
Far.


When Jane went down to the harbour the next day they were talking about the missing boat. Overdue, they said. She detected the uncertainty in their voices. A spot of engine trouble, maybe; no more than that. It was old Jack Pine’s boat and he knew what he was doing all right. He could still make it back under his own steam.
At that stage it didn’t occur to Jane to connect the story with jellyfish. Why should she? They certainly attacked people, but they could hardly cause a whole crew to abandon ship. She’d managed at last to get through to her marine biologist sister, Jocelyn, who’d said it was like being stung by nettles, no worse than that, not in these waters. In fact, that’s what they were sometimes called – sea nettles.
When Jane had described finding the dead boy, and then what had happened to Tim and Arthur, she’d listened at first with obvious disbelief. Reading from her notebook, Jane then summarised all she’d observed of the characteristics and markings of the jellyfish, including the deposit of slime on the policeman’s gloves.
‘If you’re right, it’s a type I’ve not met before,’ Jocelyn conceded. ‘Not unlike Pelagia noctiluca, but the differences might be significant. If you could get me one, Jane…?’
Was it worth bothering, Jane wondered. She’d covered the jellyfish story as far as she could, first the boy whose body they had stumbled across on the sand dunes, then that business with Tim and the punch-drunk thug, but when the morning papers had arrived she’d found only the usual disappointment: two paragraphs about Tim on an inside page; nothing about the boy. No byline for her, either. She might just as well not have bothered. Bad luck, of course, because the main story – a three-in-the-bed sex scandal involving a woman Cabinet Minister – had broken only the previous afternoon, and it pushed out everything else.


Just her bloody luck!
The men’s talk irritated her. She moved away from them, heading around the harbour wall until she reached the far side where she could be on her own. The seagulls swooped low over the dark, debris-strewn water, crying plaintively, occasionally quarrelling over some disgusting morsel. Grey clouds billowed over the narrow harbour mouth, threatening rain.
It matched her mood, this sort of day.
The truth was, she told herself, things were just not going her way any longer. If they ever had; perhaps she’d been conning herself all along. At university she’d been the leading light in student journalism; everyone in that generation knew the name Jane Lowe. When, in her third year, as a matter of form, she had gone along to see the careers advice people, it was understood immediately that her destiny lay in journalism. No question of anything else. Then came four years on her local paper, not a bad one either, serving a community of almost four hundred thousand and not afraid of taking up issues, running campaigns on subjects people really cared about, until rising costs and falling advertising revenue forced them to cut back.
Ten redundancies, and her name high on the list. Well, she’d expected as much ever since Bill – highly professional Bill, the best news editor in the business – had finally come to his senses and refused to leave his wife for her; after that, it had been intolerable working on the same paper. She hadn’t blamed him either. He loved his wife, she had evidence of that, and was devoted to his three children; their own affair had blown up so fiercely, so intensely, who could tell if it would have lasted anyway? As for the redundancy list, he’d sought her out to try and explain that he hadn’t been responsible for including her name on it, but then he’d taken no steps to remove it either; wasn’t it better that way?


Was it?
She still wasn’t certain. More sensible, yes – but better?
Then there had been the meetings to fight the redundancies, and confrontations with the editor whose tiredness was revealed in every line of his face, his skin grey with worry. The others had appointed her to be their spokesman, but her heart hadn’t been in it. She’d suspected, too, that the editor spoke the truth when he said there was little choice: either they accepted the cut-backs, the ten redundancies, and tried to make a go of it, or else the whole paper would go to the wall.
Perhaps, without realising it, she’d been indoctrinated during those illicit weekends with Bill. Or perhaps she had just wanted to go.
She’d freelance, she decided; she’d give it six months, and then see how far she’d got at the end of it. But half that time had now gone, and where was she? Two paragraphs with no byline in a national daily, some snippets sold to the magazines, a piece for her local radio station for which she was paid less than she’d spent on petrol to get the story…
Apart from the feature article about Tim, but that was no more than a half-promise, a dropped hint that he might be able to include it in the new glossy magazine which had just hit the bookstalls. He being the editor, the one with the power of yea or nay. All she had to do was set it up, convince them she could produce the right kind of material, in which case they would arrange for a photographer to spend a day with her.
Once glance was sufficient to show her what kind of magazine it was. This month – the Frankest, Most Revealing and Intimate Story of… X! His loves, his hates, the women in his life! All that crap. Bill would have told her bluntly not to do it, which was one very good reason why she was accepting the challenge.
Fuck Bill!


The magazine paid the highest rates in London.
She could count on them including a picture of herself, as well as her name in bold type.
It would mean a breakthrough for her, and that could lead to other assignments, other magazines, maybe even a column in one of the popular dailies, or a paperback commission.
Naturally she hated the whole idea of probing into Tim’s private life – or anyone else’s for that matter – trying to uncover murky secrets in dark corners, but that one article alone would bring in enough to wipe out her overdraft, make the down-payment on central heating for her flat and put her car back on the road. But she didn’t yet have enough to go on. That jellyfish episode was an absolute gift – the only reason she’d telephoned Jocelyn was to make certain she got the details right – but she needed more on the girlfriend front, something that hadn’t yet reached the press cuttings libraries, even if she had to sleep with him herself.
The thought amused her. That would be a scoop the magazine would be sure to buy. The Pillow Secrets of Tim Ewing, by One Who Knows! At least the research might be fun. She could send a copy to Bill to help his insomnia.
Oh shit, none of this was what she’d set out to do when she’d decided to go into journalism, but what else was there? Somehow she had to earn a living. Of course she’d dreamed of seeing her name in the heavies, or writing political commentary for the weeklies, with some TV perhaps, or the occasional radio talk – but then, who hadn’t? All that was well out of her reach. It was the tightest closed shop in British journalism.
No, to get her chance she’d do whatever was necessary, however distasteful. She was not going to fail. Nor did she intend to finish up like poor Bill – underpaid, worrying about his mortgage, wasting his genuine talents on a local paper that might any day go into liquidation. She was aiming at the top.
Jellyfish or no jellyfish.
If the nationals didn’t want the jellyfish story – well, that was that. End of chapter.
As for getting a specimen for Jocelyn, she might take a stroll along the beach later on to see what she could find; if it didn’t rain, that was. Those dark storm clouds were gathering in fast, though with any luck they might pass over. In any case, she’d certainly not try to net one out of the harbour as Jocelyn had suggested. Use a shrimp net, she’d said! The mere sight of the rotting garbage those gulls were fishing out was enough to turn anyone’s stomach.
‘Thinking of jumping in? Things can’t be that bad!’
‘Tim!’ Startled, she swung around to see him approaching along the harbour wall, his arm in a sling. ‘But you’re in hospital!’
‘Looks like it, doesn’t it?’ He grinned at her. ‘I was wondering if it was you standing here. It’s getting so dark, I could hardly see. It’s going to pour down; we’ll get soaked if we stay here.’
He put his free arm around her shoulders and they began to walk back. A keen wind was whipping up the water of the harbour, causing the halliards on the moored yachts to slap sharply against the metal masts.
‘I was coming to visit you later on,’ she said, cuddling up against him and hating herself for what she was trying to do. ‘To see the poor man on his sick bed. They told me when I phoned you would be in for another day.’
‘Doctor changed his mind, didn’t he?’
‘You pulled the wool,’ she accused him.
‘Told him I felt fine.’
‘Liar. Do you?’
He laughed. His arm about her shoulders tightened. ‘Darling, if I’d known you were coming, I’d have donned my best silk pyjamas and stayed in bed. He let me out for a walk, that’s all. A breath of fresh air, no more. Made me promise I’d be back to let them take my temperature and tuck me up. He said even that was breaking every rule in the book.’
From the direction of the harbour came the steady chugging of an engine. The coastguard was towing in a fishing smack, and to judge from the obvious excitement of the men on the far side Jane guessed this must be the missing boat. Yet there was something odd about it. At first she thought it must be the effect of the light, that dramatic amber tinge filtering through the storm clouds, but then suddenly she realised what it was.
‘Let’s run!’
‘Why?’ Tim protested, still laughing. ‘All right – but I’m supposed to be ill, remember?’
She grabbed his uninjured hand and began a dash around the harbour wall, jumping over mooring ropes, skirting the bollards and lobster pots, the empty kerosene drums and fish boxes, never taking her eyes off that fishing boat.
Had it not been so dark, she might never have noticed that strange, greenish sheen – but it was dark, more like evening than afternoon. In the nearby buildings people were switching on their lights; cars, too, were driving with their headlights on. At any moment now the storm was going to hit them.
Most boats in the harbour looked perfectly normal; only the fishing boat glowed with that unnatural luminescence. A pale green light, though splashed with pink, came from the bows, the gunwales, the deck, the lower part of the wheelhouse. As they reached her to take a closer look, a coastguard on board threw a line; that, too, was gleaming faintly in the semi-darkness. It was caught by one of the knot of men gathered on the wall; he secured it, and then stared down at his hands, puzzled.


‘Whole boat’s covered in slime,’ Jane heard the coastguard grumbling. ‘An’ what’s left o’ the trawl, too, though there’s not much of it. Been eaten through, I’d say.’
Jane glanced up at Tim and entwined her fingers between his, holding him tight.
‘Any sign o’ Jack Pine an’ the lads?’
‘Found his cap, but that’s about it. God knows what happened, ’cos I don’t.’
‘Someone’ll have to tell his missus.’
‘Ay.’
‘Don’t fancy that job.’
It was sick, the whole thing, Jane thought bitterly. She remembered that incandescent slime on the policeman’s gloves after he had handled the jellyfish; it was obvious enough what had happened. Somehow those jellyfish had managed to board the boat, and then… well, it was too horrible even to consider.
‘But why?’ She spoke softly, as though not wishing to disturb the dead. They had to be dead. What chance could they possibly have had?
From the expression on Tim’s face, it was evident that he shared her fears. He pointed to the lettering across the stern.
‘Ironic, isn’t it? The Medusa. You realise medusa is another name for jellyfish?’
The storm broke.
Jagged lightning snaked through the clouds, momentarily illuminating the boat, the harbour, their own shocked faces. Between the flashes the darkness seemed even more intense. Then the thunder followed, tearing through the air like sticks of high-explosive bombs, one after the next. Jane half-expected to find the houses behind her crumbling; she was hardly able to comprehend how they could remain undamaged.
But it was a fitting end, she thought: like an act of 52 homage to the dead.
They made no move to run for cover with the others but stayed as the lashing rain gradually cleansed the little fishing craft of its slime. The luminescence became fainter, patchier, but not until it had faded away completely did they turn to go.



7
They went back to the hotel first to dry out. Famous TV star though he was, Tim didn’t fancy returning to the hospital in his wet clothes to face the disapproval of the nurses.
The rest of the crew had already left for London but he still had his room there: a large first-floor bedroom facing the sea with its own adjoining bathroom of feudal dimensions. The star bedroom, in fact. Jane had been put up in an attic somewhere tucked away among the maze of back staircases. She’d arranged her own accommodation and had been lucky getting into the same hotel at all. But she hadn’t grumbled; nor had she invited him to visit her.
‘Granted the jellyfish were trawled up in the net,’ Tim argued as they stood in the corridor outside his room, dripping water over the patterned carpet, ‘that still doesn’t explain how they got back into the sea, nor what happened to the crew.’
‘You’re not saying it wasn’t jellyfish?’
‘Out of water they’re stranded. Ask your sister.’
‘How else d’you account for the slime?’ she challenged him. ‘All over the boat.’
He had no answer.
‘It had to come from jellyfish. There’s no other explanation.’ Her long brown hair clung damply around her face, emphasising her stubborn expression. ‘It had to.’ She sneezed.


‘I suppose so,’ he admitted reluctantly. ‘Look, we’d better get out of these things and into a hot bath before we both catch cold.’
She sneezed again.
‘We could use my bathroom,’ he suggested.
‘Together? Lud, sir – spare my blushes!’
‘Plenty of towels. And what’s left of a bottle of scotch.’
‘Well supplied, aren’t you?’ She laughed at him, keeping her distance. ‘I suppose you make a habit of bathing with strange ladies?’
‘When I can.’
Another sneeze. ‘My love, a woman really needs to look her best before agreeing to share her bath. You must admit’ – sneeze – ‘that I don’t. However, I’ll be down for a drop of that whisky.’
‘I’ll leave my door on the latch.’
‘Do that.’
With yet one more sneeze she left him and headed down the corridor towards the narrow door marked ‘Staff Only’ which he suspected led into a warren of service stairs.
He waited until she’d gone before unlocking his own door. Inside, he made directly for the bathroom, his shoes squelching water with every step. With difficulty he kicked them off, then bent down to fit the plug in the big, old-fashioned bath. Clouds of steam filled the air as the water gushed from the twin taps, but it would be some time before his bath was ready.
How those jellyfish had escaped from the boat was a mystery. It was possible of course that they’d been washed overboard by heavy seas; or, equally, that they’d evolved some method of moving when they were out of the water. It was a gruesome thought.
Still turning it over in his mind he began to undress, though awkwardly. The bandages were still dry, which was something; in fact, other than some dampness around his collar the rain hadn’t succeeded in penetrating his anorak. But his trousers were soaked through and sticking to him. He had to peel them off like sloughing a discarded skin.
He tested the water, turned off the taps, then padded through the bedroom to pour himself a generous slug of whisky before climbing into the bath. On his bed were two freshly-laundered shirts, each in its individual transparent plastic envelope. He shook one out and used the envelope as a glove to protect his bandaged hand.
Pity Jane had said no, he reflected as he stretched out in the water, surrendering to its luxurious warmth. Plenty of room for two. Three, even. Like the rest of the hotel, the bath was probably Edwardian – the age which had invented the original dirty weekend.
Still, although Jane was disappointingly wrong about the bath, she was almost certainly right about the jellyfish. And that meant… He tried to work out exactly what it did mean. How many jellyfish had it needed to attack that boat? An army at least; far more than the three or four they’d so far met. They could be massing out there, waiting for the right moment to come ashore. It was at least possible.
The ancient Greeks had known about medusae. They had given the name Medusa to the worst of the Gorgons whose hair was poisonous snakes; one glance at her face could turn a mere human into stone. One brush against the jellyfish tentacles could paralyse. Jane’s sister had suggested they might be some previously unknown form. He thought of the teenage boy. And Arthur. In each case they had covered the nose and mouth so that the victim could no longer breathe. Had that been deliberate? Part of their hunting technique? Tim remembered only too vividly what had happened while he struggled to save the thug’s life: those jellyfish stings were no mere self-protection; they had been actively hunting.


With human beings as their prey.
He shifted in the bath, accidentally brushing the pink face flannel off the edge of the soap tray; it dropped into the water, spreading itself, and floated gently down towards his legs. Some instinct made him grab it, crumpling it up savagely in his hand; then he stared at it, startled at his own reaction. It was only a piece of cloth, yet he’d broken into a sweat at the sight of it. Nerves, of course. The jellyfish were getting to him.
‘Can I come in?’ He heard Jane opening the outer door, her fingernails tapping a rhythm on one of its panels. ‘Oh, you’re in the bath still!’
‘The whisky’s on the dressing table. Help yourself.’
‘I need it.’ As she passed the open bathroom door she glanced in, mischievously. ‘Like me to wash your back?’
‘Please!’ he said.
‘Huh, you should be so lucky!’
‘Thought it might help with what you’re writing,’ he teased her lazily, but she remained out of sight in the bedroom. ‘Actor reveals all.’
‘Exhibitionist!’
‘I’ve never spent this amount of time with a journalist before,’ he went on. ‘And all for one article – it is only one, is it?’
‘It’s called in-depth research. There’s not much whisky left.’
‘Hey – don’t take it all!’
Gripping the curved top of the bath with his right hand, he managed with difficulty to stand up without putting any weight on the other, which by now was throbbing again uncomfortably. He almost slipped getting out of the bath and landed rather heavily on the bath-mat.
‘Tim, are you all right?’ Jane called anxiously. ‘If you need any help, for goodness sake say so.’
‘I’m OK now… I think.’


He struggled into the white bathrobe the hotel had provided but had trouble with the belt and had to ask Jane to tie it for him. When she had done so, she made him sit down on the stool while she rubbed his hair with a towel.
Her own hair she had combed back into a pony tail, with a rubber band to hold it together. It still looked damp. She had changed into a skirt, he noticed – the first time he’d seen her in one since the party – but her legs were bare and she was wearing sandals. Beneath her dark green sweater her breasts moved freely.
‘That should do you!’ she declared, dropping the towel into his lap. ‘Where’s your comb?’
‘I can do it,’ he protested.
‘With that hand? I can’t imagine why they let you out of hospital.’
‘Aren’t you glad they did?’
‘No.’ She tugged the comb through his hair. ‘Sit still, will you? When this is dry, I’m going to drive you back there.’
‘And then what? You can’t go hunting jellyfish on your own.’
‘Why not?’
‘And certainly not dressed like that,’ he continued, refusing to argue the point. As she moved away, he became only too conscious of the vulnerability of her bare legs. He could almost visualise the jellyfish tentacles straying over them. ‘You’ll need to wear jeans and boots. Gloves, as well. And we’ll go together tomorrow morning.’
‘A-huntin’ we will go!’ she commented lightly, returning to the bedroom. ‘That’s if they let you out!’
‘They will.’ He followed her through to recharge his glass. ‘The doctor advised me to stay in hospital tonight, but he didn’t insist. It was my choice.’
‘Private medicine!’ she said in disgust.


‘That’s right.’ He felt the bathrobe loosen at his waist and looked down to find the knot had come apart. ‘You didn’t tie this very well.’
‘Oh, come here!’ she exclaimed, laughing. ‘Like a baby, aren’t you? Unless you did it deliberately.’
Jane re-tied the knot. As she straightened up, he slipped his arm around her, drawing her to him. For a moment she contemplated him gravely with those cat-like eyes; then she met his kiss, accepting it, yielding to it. Her lips parted, her tongue darting at him… then withdrawing… then actively seeking him again. She pressed her body against his, her hand moving down his spine.
At last she turned her lips away, but stayed close to him, her cheek against his. He needed a shave, she thought; his stubble was rough, like sandpaper. He kissed her eyes, each one in turn; still holding her, he took a step towards the bed, but she twisted away from him unexpectedly, laughing.
‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘That wasn’t what I meant.’
She grabbed her glass and went to the other side of the wide bed and stood there smiling tantalisingly, not taking her eyes off him as she drank.
‘You’re a tease,’ he told her, picking up his own glass.
She shook her head. ‘I’m not. I kissed you because… oh, because I wanted to, because of what that jellyfish did to you, because it was my fault really… but I’m not going to bed with you.’
‘Thank you very much.’ He poured himself more whisky, emptying the bottle. He felt partly irritated, partly aroused, not really sure what to make of her. ‘You puzzle me, Jane. I thought it was what you wanted – honestly, love! I mean, when you agreed to come down here with me.’
‘You have a wife.’
‘True.’
‘I’m not one of your easy lays, you know.’


‘I’m not either.’
‘Oh, come on!’ She laughed.
‘Usually I try to avoid this situation,’ he said. ‘Only with you – well, I thought it would be different. We get on well; in fact I imagined we were becoming fond of each other. Stupidly, perhaps. Anyway, I hoped that you and I, we might have…’
‘A bit on the side?’ she mocked, her voice hardening.
‘You’re terribly bitter about something, aren’t you? You must have been hurt very deeply.’
It was not the first time he’d noticed it. Every so often she would come out with some phrase which seemed to betray a terrible unhappiness and made him wonder what miseries she had gone through.
She changed the subject abruptly. ‘Come on, I’ll drive you back to the hospital. I still have a lot of work to do. I want to interview the local fishermen to see what they have to say, and then I’m going to write it all up, the whole caboodle, everything we know about the jellyfish. Just for the record.’
‘I’ll get dressed.’
‘Can you manage?’ Cool and practical.
Assuring her that he could, he fetched fresh clothes from the wardrobe, then sat on the edge of the bed trying to pull them on with his one good hand. For a few seconds she stood watching him, saying nothing as he wrestled with his underpants about his knees while attempting to keep the bathrobe from slipping. It made him feel like some character in a farce. At last, her lips twitching with suppressed laughter, she came over to help him. No false modesty, either.
In the car – his BMW, which she drove skilfully – she dodged his clumsy attempts to probe into what was bothering her; instead, she stuck to the ‘safe’ subject of the jellyfish.
Warnings would have to go up along this entire stretch of coast, she declared. It meant contacting local councils and they would demand proof; for that she needed to obtain the specimens her sister had requested. They should hunt along the beach first, immediately after the tide had gone out; lifting them off the sands would be easier than trying to scoop them out of the water. If they found none there, the harbour offered the only alternative. Even then, they should hire a dinghy, she suggested, in order to do their fishing well away from the walls.
Reluctantly he agreed. Of course she was right, he knew, although after what he’d experienced so far he didn’t relish the idea of meeting a jellyfish face to face in a small boat.
‘Till tomorrow, then!’ she said, stopping the car in the hospital drive.
She leaned across to kiss him lightly on the cheek before he got out. The rain had passed, leaving the late afternoon sky a bright, washed-out blue. He had turned to stroll across the damp gravel towards the steps when she called him back.
‘Tim!’ She was winding the window down, leaning out. ‘Tim, don’t rush me. Please? Give me time.’
Before he could answer, she’d let in the clutch and the car shot away. He stood gazing after it until it had turned out through the gates, and then he went towards the hospital.
In the entrance hall he was met by a nurse who told him his wife had telephoned twice that afternoon and could he ring her back at the theatre?
Tim nodded. ‘I suppose I’d better do that right away, or I’ll be in the doghouse.’
Dutifully, the nurse laughed. He’d noticed her before – a cheerful redhead with big brown eyes and freckles, who bounced along the corridors rather than walked.
‘I realise this is an awful cheek,’ she went on, going with him to the telephones, ‘but could you do me a favour? My sister is just crazy about Gulliver, an’ there’s been no holding her since she heard you were here. She wants to know, could she come for your autograph? I mean, she’s only eleven. It’d mean such a lot to her.’
‘For you, sweetheart – anything!’
He dialled the number of the theatre, sorting out his coins as he waited for someone to answer. When eventually the phone was picked up at the other end, it was a man’s voice he didn’t recognise. ‘Who? Oh yes – Sue! Darling, tell Sue there’s a call for her, will you? I really must get on!’ Another long wait; to be on the safe side he put in an extra ten pence. Then Sue was there, full of surprise and relief that he’d been allowed out of hospital for a couple of hours.
‘Tim, listen – I can get three days off! We were going to start rehearsals for the Shakespeare, but now we’re not called till Wednesday. So I thought, let’s not go home to London this time. I mean, you don’t need to be back, do you? Not with that hand.’
‘They haven’t said. I suppose it’s all right.’
‘I’ve borrowed somebody’s flat. A holiday flat near Torquay. It’d just be the two of us. Tim, it’s been six weeks. We’ve got to talk.’
‘You’re right,’ he agreed. ‘It is time.’
That night he had another bout of fever. When at last he fell asleep, he dreamed he was sitting in that large, old-fashioned bath again, surrounded by jellyfish. Slowly a tentacle came wavering towards him. It was followed by a second… then a third… creeping over his limbs… One lay across his upper lip; one penetrated a nostril: he could even see it as it explored his nasal cavity. It was quite visible, and getting larger, growing to enormous size until it broke out through his face. He could hardly hold back his shrieks of terror.


He woke up drenched in sweat, sitting bolt upright. His terror lingered; before daring to touch the floor with his bare feet he switched on the light to examine the room. Nothing there, of course.
Telling himself not to be such a fool, he went over to the washbasin for a towel and was trying awkwardly to dry himself one-handed when the night nurse came in to see what was wrong. Briskly she rubbed him down, helped him into clean pyjamas and made sure he was safely back in bed again before she left.
In the morning, the Welsh doctor stubbornly refused even to think of letting Tim out of hospital again.
‘Indulged you yesterday, didn’t I, an’ we know what happened!’ He placed a cold stethoscope against Tim’s chest, then shook his head in disbelief. ‘Sounds healthy enough, but we’ll take a look under those bandages to see how the hand’s getting on, shall we? You’re too precious, so I’m told. Not that I’ve ever been one for television myself. With all these pretty nurses swooning over you, I don’t know why you want to leave.’
‘I need the fresh air,’ Tim tried.
‘Then you can open the window. Plenty o’ sea breezes here, you know. Best hotel in town, this hospital – an’ you’ve been given the best room, for reasons which are quite beyond my understanding. Your poor friend now, he’s in a bad way. It’s touch an’ go if he’ll ever talk again.’
‘Stroke?’
‘That’s right. You can thank your lucky stars you’re in good health, all things considered. Your hand’s doing nicely. Good red flesh. It’ll heal in no time if you’re sensible. Try to rush things, though, an’…’ He shrugged.
‘OK, one more day,’ Tim conceded, abandoning the struggle. ‘But best hotel or not, I’m checking out tomorrow first thing.’
A chuckle. ‘Let’s wait an’ see, shall we? Tomorrow is another day, or so I’m told.’
‘My wife is expecting me.’
‘No arguing then, is there?’ At the door, he paused. ‘You must tell me more about these jellyfish when we’ve a moment. I’ve been hearing rumours.’
At about the time that conversation was taking place, David Jones was wading into the sea at Bedruthan Steps in Cornwall for his daily swim.
It was not a warm day. The breeze was sharp and dark rain clouds were scurrying across the sky. Yet, hail or shine, he’d never miss his regular dip, not even in the depths of winter.
Save for the war years when he’d been in the army, most of his working life had been spent in London, going into the bank every morning, rising slowly but steadily through the grades until he finished up as manager of a large suburban branch. They had lived frugally, he and his wife Colleen, saving up for the cottage in Cornwall to which they eventually retired.
Five years ago, that was. Colleen had died last year shortly before Christmas, leaving him on his own. A quick illness, no longer than three or four days, and then she’d gone. Now he went in for his swim alone, but always thinking of her.
The waves lapped at his knees. He paused for a second, gazing out at that familiar bay, and then plunged forward, taking to the sea with an easy familiarity. The cold shock of the water was bracing, firming up his lean, muscular body. It had been Colleen who had taught him to swim in the first year of their marriage. Sea nymph, he’d called her: she’d grown up in a little fishing village in southern Ireland and had swum before she could walk.
He must have been in the water for five minutes or more when he felt a strange tickling sensation against his stomach.
Seaweed, he thought. He changed direction, striking out towards the headland on the right.
But the seaweed, if that’s what it was, went with him. It sent prickles across his skin, like pins and needles. Riding the waves, he turned over on his back to take a look.
‘Oh dear…’ The gleaming jellyfish spread across his stomach. It was pink and red, a spotted pattern, with a deep red splodge in the centre. In all his years, this had never happened before. He didn’t exactly know what to do, and with Colleen not being there to advise him…
Slowly he allowed his body to sink, hoping the sea would wash the thing away; or that it would take off of its own accord. He didn’t intend to harm it, after all. Creatures could sense hostility, couldn’t they? Hadn’t he read that somewhere? In some magazine?
An agonising pain coursed through him, shooting through his intestines and genitals. He found himself swallowing mouthfuls of salt sea-water as he gasped for breath. He sank, then broke surface again, gulping in the air before he once more went under. A fresh pain explored him, more leisurely this time, meandering through him as though deliberately seeking out his organs one by one to inflict torture on them.
He was screaming, yet he couldn’t hear himself. All around him was the muffled silence of water and the dim, shifting light. Instinctively he must have kicked out again, for there was the chill air and the ripples against his face.
That agony had been no more than a sudden cramp, perhaps. Lazily he tried to work it out, his mind barely functioning. Yes, that’s what it must have been, but it had gone now. His whole body felt oddly raw, yet at the same time so relaxed.
He was no longer swimming even; just floating. So gently. They didn’t believe he was seventy already, the people who saw him every day. They all said that, and Colleen had been so proud when she heard it.
Wait till he told her about the jellyfish!
It must have gone, of course. He tried to touch his stomach to make sure, but his arm was so reluctant to move. He’d better get back now: Colleen would be waiting.
Shoulder?
Had it moved to his shoulder, that jellyfish? Or a second one? No…
Oh no…
It slithered over his skin, shifting to his throat… like a muffler… A sharp, burning pain penetrated his neck, probing without mercy.
Washing over his face, the sea choked his shrill screams. He was drowning, he knew it as surely as he’d have known a page from his own accounts. He’d tried to tell Colleen he’d follow her. Yes, he’d tried to tell her. Not sure whether she’d heard, though her hand had tightened over his.
Colleen –
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Food… food… food…
From the first few jellyfish already prowling these rich coastal waters the message goes out. No apparatus yet devised by mankind can detect such transmissions through the ocean depths; yet, many miles away, the main jellyfish hordes are alerted.
Instinctively, the bell-shaped bodies start to pulsate as they home in on the signals. Hundreds move as one, riding the currents, skilfully using that bellows motion to stay on course. From the surface they are scarcely visible, although an observer flying directly overhead might notice a few variations in the sea’s constantly changing pattern of light and shade.
From the south and west they approach, heading for the Celtic Sea… the English Channel… the North Sea… their tentacles alive with expectation.
Food… food… food…
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The weekend with Sue turned out to be possible after all. The Welsh doctor raised no objections, though he did issue a firm warning that Tim should take things easy for the next few days. But that, thought Tim, suited his mood well enough. He still wore his sling and his left hand set up waves of pain at the slightest pressure on it.
Jane appointed herself chauffeuse and drove him as far as Bristol where she put him on a train for the South Devon coast before taking herself off – in his BMW, naturally – to spend the weekend with her marine biologist sister.
‘We still need to find that specimen,’ she reminded him as they parted, brushing a quick kiss against his lips. ‘Keep your eyes open in Devon.’
He nodded, then climbed awkwardly into the train. A walking casualty, they’d once called him in a war film in which he’d earned a couple of days’ pay as an extra. Only five years ago, that’d been, and now here he was, travelling first class.
Much to his relief, Sue was at the station to meet him. He spotted her even before the train had stopped: a tall slim figure, as elegant as ever. She waved and ran towards him, eager to help as he clambered down the steps.
‘Tim! Oh, love, you poor thing!’ Her arms were around him, her mouth against his, briefly. ‘Oh, but it’s so good to see you again.’


‘This time it really has been too long,’ he confessed. ‘We mustn’t let that happen again. I’ve missed you.’
She insisted on carrying his grip as they went out to the station yard where she’d parked. She was wearing her old yellow ski jacket with dark, narrow trousers which disappeared into the tops of her boots. As they left the booking hall, the wind riffled through her long blonde hair. He was reminded of how she’d looked when they first met. A windy day in a bus queue, it had been. Now here they were, growing inexorably apart, and he seemed powerless to prevent it.
Working in different parts of the country, meeting only infrequently – well, that was something every actor had to put up with. What he’d not realised was how much they would change within themselves. Of course they’d started with the best intentions, making that mad cross-country dash on Saturday nights or Sundays, just to be together for a few hours.
But then came extra rehearsals, location shooting, photo calls: always something. From once a week it became every fortnight, then every month. And now…
‘The flat’s not far,’ she was saying as she unlocked her battered Mini estate and threw his grip on the back seat. ‘It’s in one of those big Edwardian houses facing the sea – all bay windows and white stucco. Oh, Tim, it’s going to be lovely! You don’t know how much I’ve been looking forward to this!’
She reversed rapidly out of the parking bay, stabbing at the brake before she changed gear, then swung out on to the road. Tim put his free hand against the dash to steady himself.
‘Alison’s dropped out of Much Ado,’ she announced. Alison was the actress in the company who usually landed the plum parts. ‘Says she’s been offered the lead in a new thriller series for Scottish TV. So she’s going commercial. Always thought she would.’


‘And?’
‘Revised cast list went up this morning.’ Sue jammed her foot down on the accelerator to get across the junction before the lights turned red. ‘They’ve given me Beatrice.’
‘Seeing sense at last, are they? You’re by far the best actress they’ve got. Up till now they’ve been wasting you.’
‘Oh, not really, Tim. I mean – ’
‘I’ll come to see this one.’
‘Make sure you do!’ she retorted. She applied the brake more gently this time as she slowed to turn into the road fronting the short promenade. There was a long terrace of tall white houses, and she pulled up before the third in the row. ‘Much Ado was going to be our play, remember? Me as Beatrice, with you as Benedick.’
‘That’s still the plan,’ he said. ‘One day.’
‘Perhaps.’
It was obvious she no longer believed him, and he felt hurt she hadn’t even attempted to disguise the fact.
He got out of the Mini awkwardly, knocking his injured hand against the door jamb, cursing under his breath as it began to throb again. Sue knelt on the driving-seat and stretched over the back to retrieve his grip. Watching her, Tim became suddenly nervous about this weekend; he was desperate for it not to turn sour. Six weeks apart had been too much.
On the far side of the road was a wide paved area which ended with a two-barred, solid railing, beyond which was the sea. The tide was almost fully in. Waves reared up dramatically, white-maned, before tumbling into themselves and draining slowly back, leaving a spread of seaweed and debris over the narrow strip of sand which was still left uncovered. The late afternoon sunlight glinted on the water. Nothing could have seemed friendlier: no hint of any threat; no menace. No sign of a jellyfish, either in the sea or stranded on the shore.


Perhaps, Tim thought, they infested only the Welsh coast; perhaps the south was free of them.
Sue slammed the car door shut and locked it. ‘Right!’ she exclaimed, smiling at him, her eyes lively. ‘Let’s go in.’
They had hardly set foot on the steep flight of steps leading up to the front door when a short stout woman came bustling along the pavement towards them, handbag on her arm, shaped felt hat in dark green holding her greying hair firmly in place.
‘Chilly wind, isn’t it?’ she said to Sue, pausing. She looked pointedly at Tim. ‘Back for another weekend, then? Hardly seems no time since you was here last.’
‘It’s a fortnight,’ said Sue. ‘How’s the rheumatism?’
‘Mustn’t grumble. Well, it’s nice seein’ you again. Better weather over the next couple o’ days, so they say, an’ we could do with it. Be popping into the shop, will you?’
‘First thing in the morning, Mrs Wakeham,’ Sue promised. ‘We’ll have a chat then.’
Mrs Wakeham nodded, satisfied. Then, with one more glance at Tim, she wished them a happy stay, and walked on.
‘She couldn’t take her eyes off you!’ Sue suppressed a giggle. Lowering her voice, she added: ‘She really does keep the most awful shop. Baked beans, custard powder and a few mangy potatoes – nothing else in it! Oh, and little packets of fancy cakes she’s had on her shelves for years, I’m sure. Even the colours have faded. She tried to sell me some.’
‘You’ve been here before, then?’ Tim was surprised. More than surprised – irritated that she hadn’t told him. ‘You never mentioned.’
Before answering, she waited until they were inside the house with the door closed; then she kissed him on the lips, a sensuous kiss, taking her time over it.


‘There are lots of things I didn’t mention,’ she admitted quietly, her eyes lingering on his face. ‘We’ve so much to talk about, Tim love. So much to catch up on. But not down here in the hall. The flat’s upstairs.’
There was something different about her, Tim thought as he followed her up the uncarpeted stairs. She seemed to have worked out some plan for the weekend, and was determined to see it through. They would be staying in for their meal that evening, she explained, calling back over her shoulder; she’d bought some wine and intended to cook. ‘Just for the two of us,’ she insisted.
‘Of course,’ he agreed; usually she was only too keen to eat out.
The flat’s airy front room was furnished with cheap, shabby furniture, but he noticed she’d bought spring flowers for the vase in the centre of the table, and more on the sideboard. The gas fire was on, glowing white; trickles of condensation ran down the large window panes which gave a hazy view of the sea. An unopened bottle of scotch stood on a tray on the side table, together with soda water and a couple of glasses.
She began to help him out of his coat but he caught her arm, stopping her.
‘I’ve missed you, Sue.’ He held her close.
‘D’you think I haven’t missed you too?’ Her hand wandered over his face. She kissed his cheek, then grimaced. ‘Stubbly! We’ll get these things off, then have a drink.’
She dropped his overcoat across one of the armchairs, together with her ski anorak and hat. Then, without asking, she took off his jacket. He watched her every move as she crossed the room to drape it over the back of one of the dining-chairs. Each little gesture evoked memories: the way she smoothed out a fold with her long, slender fingers; the shape of her lips as she turned towards him again; and those mocking, teasing eyes… smiling… inviting…
Twisting the cap off the whisky bottle, she poured out two generous measures, added soda and brought them across to the sofa where he was sitting, allowing himself to be served. This was her party; let her set the pace.
‘To us, Tim!’
She raised her glass solemnly, her eyes on his.
‘Sue, love – to us! I’m sorry it was so long.’
Putting her glass on the floor beside her, she leaned against him, holding up her face to be kissed. Her lips parted. Their tongues caressed, slowly at first, until hers became more agitated, curling, thrusting, commanding a response from him. She took his hand and guided it beneath her white sweater so that it rested against her stomach.
‘You always used to touch me there, remember? In those very first weeks?’
‘You thought it odd.’ His little finger explored her navel, circling, then probing gently.
‘I still do, but I like it. With you.’
His hand moved upwards, seeking her breast, sensing the hardening of her nipple as his fingers grazed over it. His own responses stirred as his body recalled the old familiarities, like a traveller returning after a long journey.
She had unbuttoned his shirt and slipped her fingers inside, spreading them slowly over his ribs, but suddenly she pulled back from him. ‘Wait!’ She peeled off her sweater, tugging it over her head, then sat facing him, naked to the waist, her hair tumbling over her white shoulders. ‘Just in case you’d forgotten what your wife looks like!’ she declared mischievously.
She was proud of her breasts, and with reason. Once or twice in the past she’d played nude scenes on stage – ‘but only when it was integral to the purpose of the play,’ she would explain seriously, her eyes troubled – but she had no cause to be shy. She was one of the few actresses around who could even risk a wide-screen nude close shot and her figure would still look perfect.
Tim reached out for her again but she held him at arm’s length, gazing at him challengingly.
‘You must think me a shameless hussy. Hardly inside the door, and here I am – half-naked already.’
‘I love you, Sue.’
‘That means you do think me shameless!’ Her eyes danced as she slipped her arms about him, kissing him. After a time he felt her right hand wandering over him, then tugging at his belt. ‘With you I am.’
‘I do love you,’ he repeated.
She wriggled away from him, stooped to pick up their glasses and handed him his.
‘Drink,’ she commanded, and waited until he’d obeyed. ‘D’you remember how we used to get gooseflesh in that cold bed-sit because we didn’t want to put our clothes on again? In those days we drank beer – one can between the two of us!’
‘All we could afford,’ he agreed.
Standing up, facing him, she undressed completely, willing him to look at her.
‘Now you. No, don’t move, let me do it.’ She pulled off his shoes, throwing them aside; then his socks. When she saw the fading bruises below his ribs, she said: ‘You did get yourself in a mess, darling. I heard you’d been stung by jellyfish, though you said nothing. They can’t do that much damage, can they?’
‘These can,’ he said grimly. ‘Not your ordinary kind, but–’
She placed a hand over his mouth. ‘No, love. Explanations afterwards, not now. This is our moment, and we mustn’t let anything spoil it. I’ve got the fire on in the bedroom, we can take the bottle through with us – ’
Drawing her towards him, he smothered her words, kissing her with that deep yearning he always experienced whenever he was with her. And she responded, clinging to him, until she fell back across the sofa, her leg curling over his. They lay awkwardly, uncomfortably, until after a while they had to admit it was not going to work and they separated, laughing.
‘Bedroom,’ she said.
‘Fuck the bedroom.’ He grabbed the cushions from the sofa and arranged them over the worn carpet. ‘Here.’
She lowered herself on to them, making room for him, twining herself around him. ‘Oh, Tim,’ she whispered urgently. ‘Oh, Tim, what happened to us? I want you so much. What happened?’
The following morning Sue woke up first. She leaned on her elbow and looked down at Tim who was sleeping with his mouth slightly open, occasionally snorting. Somehow she had to tell him she was going to leave him. She had to find the right moment when she could speak calmly, and be sure he was listening. He’d be hurt, she knew. Especially after the previous evening when they had made love… how many times? In the living-room on those cushions; then a drink while they sat with their arms around each other before wordlessly moving into the bedroom; and eventually they’d taken a bath together… and she’d put the final touches to the meal she’d prepared… and they’d had the wine which turned out to be all the man in the shop had promised… and they’d got back into bed to… well, to rediscover each other… to start afresh…
But she did not intend to start afresh, not this time. She had to explain she’d been having an affair with another actor in the company – Tim had met Mark once, though she doubted if he’d remember – and she planned to move in with him: so could they please talk it over sensibly like two rational people?
A divorce? Yes – what point was there in thinking of anything else?
Over and over again in her mind she’d rehearsed her arguments. Tried to anticipate his reaction. Yes, of course she still loved him, hadn’t she proved that? Physically, at any rate. In that way Mark would never be able to rival him. Tim aroused longings in her she’d never experienced with Mark, and he could satisfy them too.
But was that everything? With Mark she could talk, confident he’d be in tune with her thoughts. It was no longer possible with Tim, not since he went into Gulliver. They were strangers these days even when they were together. She’d only to express an opinion about the theatre, or the play she was in, or the Bomb, to realise how many miles apart they now were.
She gazed down at him as he slept. She’d wanted to make love with him once more; now, some time today, she’d have to face up to it and tell him. Poor Tim. He’d had an awful time with those Welsh jellyfish, though no doubt that girl reporter had been quick enough to comfort him.
And how much truth there was in those other stories he’d told her late last night she couldn’t be sure. That stuff about the abandoned fishing boat with glowing slime over its deck. And his plan to catch a specimen jellyfish to send to a laboratory. Adding garnish to a plain tale, she suspected; she’d caught him out that way before.
Moving slowly, not wishing to disturb him, she swung her legs out of bed and padded into the front room where she lit the gas fire, then stood looking out of the window, rubbing her arms and shivering. The sun sparkled on the sea, inviting her to go in. It would be cold, she knew: but then it couldn’t possibly be as icy as on that mad occasion in the snow when she and Mark had rushed into the waves. A crazy dip that had been, but they’d felt all the better for it afterwards.
Persuading herself it would set her up for facing Tim later, she got into her bikini, grabbed her bathrobe and went downstairs. Outside, the chilly breeze caught her by surprise, but she’d never been one to turn back once she’d made up her mind. She dashed across the road, scrambled through the rail at the far end of the promenade, jumped down on to the sand, and plunged into the water.
After the first shock of cold she found it exhilarating and began to swim parallel with the shore, rising with the waves and enjoying the vast expanse of the open sea.
‘Sue!’
She had been in the water no longer than two or three minutes when Tim appeared on the beach, shouting and waving to her almost hysterically.
‘Sue, for God’s sake come out! Sue!’
He must have spotted her from the window while he was dressing, she thought. As it was, he was wearing only his trousers and was still bare from the waist up. She waved back at him and continued her swim. Tim had always been impatient when he wanted something from her. Probably with his hand in bandages he could not manage his shirt buttons, or something equally silly, but she was determined not to let him spoil her fun; she’d come out in her own good time, not before.
He splashed after her into the sea, wading in until it was above his knees, soaking his trouser legs.
‘Sue – jellyfish!’ he was shouting. ‘Oh, please! Come out!’
That note of fear in his voice sounded too genuine to be ignored. She turned in the water and headed for the shore. The moment she reached him his arm was about her and he hurried her out until they were well clear of the waterline. His face looked pale and drawn with anxiety.
‘Where’s the jellyfish?’ she demanded suspiciously, gazing about her. ‘I can’t see any.’


‘Out there!’ He gestured vaguely. ‘Anywhere! God, darling, don’t you realise what I was telling you last night? When I saw you swimming I had visions of them attacking you, covering you all over… It was horrible.’
‘Don’t be daft!’ She marched across the sand to pick up her bathrobe. ‘All right, so you have a shock when you were in the harbour. Well, it must have been a shock, I can understand that, seeing that poor man with a jellyfish over his face, and then finding one on your own hand. That doesn’t mean you’ve a right to stop me swimming.’
She huddled into the bathrobe, tying the sash, her teeth chattering. ‘Let’s get back to –’ she started to say, when unexpectedly he grabbed her around the waist, pulling her violently to one side. ‘Tim, will you leave me alone?’
‘Look!’
Against the groyne some three feet away from where she had left her bathrobe, in a hollow in the sand, lay a pink-and-red speckled jellyfish. Sue gasped as she saw it; then, fascinated, she stepped closer.
‘It’s beautiful!’ she exclaimed.
In the centre, like an eye regarding her, was a deep ruby star pattern. As she watched she thought she saw the whole jellyfish pulsating: or was that just her imagination?
‘Not too close!’ Tim warned, still holding her arm to restrain her. ‘Not with bare feet.’
She noticed his feet were bare, too; obviously he’d rushed out of the house in a panic when he’d spotted her bathing. He’d been right about the danger of jellyfish, she now realised, and her annoyance dissipated.
‘Watch out for those tentacles around the edge, like fine hairs. D’you see them, love?’
‘They can’t really move while they’re not in the water,’ she objected. ‘Can they?’
‘That’s what I thought,’ he retorted grimly. ‘I’m changing my mind.’


She was shivering again from the cold breeze, and pressed back against him in an attempt to warm up. Oddly enough, she found herself reluctant to leave the jellyfish. She hadn’t imagined anything so attractive. It was like an exquisite medallion worked by the finest craftsmen. It was difficult to believe it could be so dangerous.
‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘there’s the specimen you were looking for, if we can find some way to keep it.’
‘A bucket?’
‘Under the sink in the kitchen!’
They ran back to the flat to change into dry clothes. Sue chose jeans and high boots, with a thick sweater and her ski jacket; she was determined to be well covered in case something went wrong. Then she hunted in the lean-to shed at the back of the house and found a spade.
By the time they returned to the beach she half-expected to discover the jellyfish had disappeared – but no, it was still there, lying close to the groyne.
Tim went down to the sea’s edge to scoop up a few inches of water in the bucket. ‘Just to keep it alive,’ he explained. Then, after considering how best to approach the task, he took hold of the spade.
‘Not with that bad hand of yours – you can’t!’ she cried out in alarm. ‘Let me do it!’
‘I can manage, love.’
‘For God’s sake don’t drop it!’
Biting her lip in anxiety, she watched as Tim eased the spade into the soft sand beneath the jellyfish. Very carefully he began to lift it up. As he tried to hold the spade level she saw how his face bore that set, stubborn look she knew so well; she realised he was probably in agony keeping a firm grip with his bandaged hand. All the wrong thoughts flooded into her head. Oh, God, why did she have to leave him? Why hadn’t it worked out?
Yet it hadn’t, and she’d only be deceiving herself to think they could go on. Not any more; it was too late for that.
And there was Mark as well.
Don’t forget Mark.
The spade was above the bucket and slowly Tim began to tilt it. Sitting – cosily, it seemed – on a bed of two or three inches of sand, the jellyfish refused to shift. Tim tilted it a little more… then more still… and only gradually did it at last start to move. Then, in a sudden rush, the jellyfish and much of the sand slithered into the water at the bottom of the bucket.
They both stared down at it as if hypnotised by the sight. The ruby centre-piece, shaped like a starfish, appeared to gaze back at them.
‘Impossible, of course,’ Tim said, reading her thoughts. ‘Jellyfish don’t have eyes. They can’t see.’
‘I wish we knew,’ she whispered.
Sue insisted on carrying the bucket up to the flat herself. At least she was wearing the rubber gloves she used for housework, whereas Tim had nothing to protect his hands. Yet, glancing down from time to time just to reassure herself, she detected no sign of danger. The jellyfish slopped around in the water, apparently lifeless.
‘I’m not having it in the flat,’ she announced firmly after they had looked into first the kitchen, then the bathroom, and decided against both. ‘It’ll have to go outside.’
To the rear of the house was a rusting metal staircase for use in case of fire, and they put the bucket out there. Tim fetched an enamel bowl from the kitchen to place on top of it.
‘Just a precaution. Can’t have it climbing out.’
‘Surely that’s not possible?’ She shuddered, her skin tingling with apprehension. ‘Is it?’
Reluctantly, she began to make a simple breakfast, convinced she had no appetite, what with that jellyfish squatting outside the window in its bucket and the knowledge that somehow – and God knew when, after all this – she had to break the news to Tim that their marriage was over; but once the coffee began to filter through she realised she was hungry after all. She fried two eggs apiece, with plenty of bacon, then dropped a couple of pieces of bread in the pan to use up the remaining fat.
‘Nothing like jellyfish for making you hungry!’ Tim grinned when he saw what she was up to.
‘I don’t believe half of what you’ve been telling me!’ she declared irritably, feeling the tension building up inside her. ‘If I discover it’s all lies, just to get me worked up –’ She left the sentence unfinished. ‘Oh, sit down and eat your breakfast, will you!’
‘Hey, take it easy, Sue!’ He spoke gently, as if he understood what was nagging at her, which obviously he couldn’t. ‘Later on I’ll go out and phone Jane to find out what her sister wants us to do with it.’
‘We have to talk,’ she said.
‘We’ll get rid of it as soon as we can,’ he assured her, dabbling a fold of bacon in his egg yolk. ‘You don’t think I’m happy with it here either, do you?’
‘Not about the jellyfish.’
‘What, then?’
‘Afterwards.’ She sighed. ‘We’ll talk afterwards, Tim. But it’s important. Don’t make it too hard for me.’
When they had finished, he wanted to help her with the dishes but she packed him off to do his telephoning, preferring to get on with it alone. She needed to think. This jellyfish business made the whole thing seem so much more difficult. She’d hoped to have him completely to herself this weekend so she could choose her own moment, but with Tim nothing ever went the way she planned it.
She started to fill the sink with hot water, squirting washing-up liquid into it, and covering the greasy plates with foam. She’d eaten too much as well, she reflected. Nerves, probably. That was the way it always took her, even before a show. While other actresses could never eat anything, she was always tucking into a doughnut. Or a sandwich. Never put on weight though, luckily; by the last curtain she was always starving again.
From the kitchen, a glass-panelled door led out on to the fire escape. Glancing out, Sue noticed a ginger cat on one of the steps, approaching the old galvanised bucket inquisitively. She opened the door.
‘Away from there!’ she scolded. ‘Shoo! Shoo!’
The cat retreated down a step or two, then turned to gaze at her with disapproval.
‘Off you go!’ Sue insisted. She took a pace towards it. ‘Ssssh!’
The cat fled, and Sue went back into the kitchen, leaving the door open in order to get rid of the smell of frying. She washed the plates and was putting them in the rack to drain when she heard a sudden clatter outside. She swung around in time to see the enamel bowl rolling and bouncing down the steps. The bucket had tipped over and the cat, one paw outstretched, was about to investigate its contents.
‘No!’ Sue yelled.
It was too late. Before she could even grasp what was happening, the ginger cat let out a strangled screech which jarred right through her. It turned and shot past her legs, through the kitchen and into the front room. Draped over its neck and back like a cloak was the speckled pink jellyfish.
Hardly knowing what she was doing, hardly even daring to believe what her eyes were telling her, Sue went after the cat. It was rushing around the room, jumping on to the sofa, then over the back, then crawling underneath, mewing pathetically as it emerged once more having failed to brush that thing away from itself. For a few moments it cowered on the hearthrug.
She took a step towards it. Luckily she’d been wearing the rubber gloves again for the washing-up; if only she could get hold of the jellyfish. One more step… The cat backed away; then it turned, scrambled over the armchair, and sprang towards the window which she had opened earlier.
The gap at the bottom was no more than about four inches, but that was enough for the cat to squeeze through. Sue got there as it landed on the crumbling stucco of the front portico below. In two more jumps it was down on the steps; then, with another terrible screech, it dashed crazily along the road, swerving, doubling back and then on again as though possessed, with the jellyfish still firmly wrapped around it.
Sue threw open the flat door, descended the stairs two at a time, and ran out after it. Somehow she had to do something to help – yet what? It all seemed too improbable. Tim had warned her and she’d hardly believed him; now she’d witnessed it herself she realised he had been speaking the truth after all.
But he’d managed to pull the jellyfish away from his hand, hadn’t he? Which meant it could be done.
The cat had disappeared down a side road. She hurried on. At the corner she stopped; there was no sign of it anywhere. Opposite was Mrs Wakeham’s dowdy little shop, the words ‘General Stores’ hardly readable on its faded paintwork. The door stood open and she could hear Mrs Wakeham’s voice.
‘Oh, you poor little thing, have the children been teasing you, then? Never mind, I’ll take if off. Just keep still a mo’. Isn’t it naughty of them tying a – oh!’
The sudden note of fear was unmistakable. Sue sprinted across the road and burst into the shop.
‘No, Mrs Wakeham – don’t touch it!’ she screamed.
Horror-stricken, Mrs Wakeham was emitting a series of low, inarticulate moans as she stared at the pink jellyfish she held in her hands. Her eyes were bulging with terror. On the counter in front of her lay the ginger cat, stretched out and obviously dead, its neck naked and raw.
‘Keep calm now, Mrs Wakeham.’ Sue forced herself to speak quietly, although she was shaking all over. ‘Let me take it… slowly… ’
But Mrs Wakeham was not listening. Suddenly stirring herself out of her trance, she cried out at the top of her voice and attempted to fling the jellyfish across the shop in disgust.
It clung to her. Although she managed to free one hand, it settled on the other, snugly embracing her wrist. Again she screamed, shaking her arm violently to rid herself of it, but it did not move. It seemed to have grown on her like a new, gleaming skin.
‘Mrs Wakeham, please,’ Sue repeated. ‘Hold yourself still and I’ll be able to get it off.’
‘What… what is it?’ She was whimpering like a child, her lip quivering. She gazed, stupefied, at her wrist. ‘Take it away. Oh, I don’t like it.’
‘Steady now,’ Sue instructed. ‘Steady…’
Despite her rubber gloves, Sue was quaking as she grasped the jellyfish in both hands and slowly peeled it off. Skin and flesh came with it, although the poor woman didn’t seem to feel anything; probably her arm was paralysed by now, just as Tim’s had been. Keeping the jellyfish at arm’s length, Sue backed away from the counter, uncertain what she should do with it.
The tentacles wrapped themselves around her fingers… probing… seeking a way through the thin rubber. At any moment they might succeed in piercing it, and in that case…
Sue threw the jellyfish down on the worn floorboards and began to stamp on it furiously with the heel of her boot, knowing that somehow she had to destroy it. She’d no choice: that glistening pink-and-red creature was evil and must not be allowed to live. Yet her foot merely slid over the tough gristle without making any impression on it.
Desperately, she searched around in the shop for some sort of weapon. The best she could find was a long knife, but to use it would mean she’d have to crouch down within reach of those tentacles. She hesitated, but the sight of poor Mrs Wakeham helped her make up her mind. Such a nice woman she was, never doing any harm to anyone, yet now she lay in a dead faint on the floor behind the counter, her wrist bleeding profusely.
Sue gripped the knife. The jellyfish hadn’t moved. Its ruby star seemed to mock her, challenging her to do her worst. She aimed for it with her first blows, stabbing into it with all her strength. The point of the blade went straight through, sticking into the old wooden floorboards, but she tugged it out in order to drive it once more into the centre of that jelly-gristle.
‘Don’t like that, do you?’ she demanded through clenched teeth, her heart full of mixed hatred and fear. ‘Can see you don’t.’
The outer fringes of the jellyfish began to twist and curl, sending shivers of apprehension right through her. She drew the knife across the whole width of that speckled pink medallion; but the more she attacked it, the more violent became its convulsions.
‘Sue, love! What on earth are you doing?’
Tim’s voice behind her. She dropped the knife and turned to bury her face against his jacket. ‘It won’t die!’ she sobbed in sheer relief that he’d come back. ‘Oh, Tim, I can’t get it to die.’
He put his arm around her, holding her tight. ‘But what’s been going on?’
‘Mrs Wakeham…’ She struggled to regain control of herself. ‘It’s… killed… Mrs Wake… ham…’
At first Tim seemed unbearably slow in understanding what she was trying to say. Then he saw Mrs Wakeham’s body and stooped to feel for a pulse. She was still alive, he said, but before anything else they should try to stop the bleeding. Miraculously, he knew exactly what to do; under his instruction, she tied his handkerchief around Mrs Wakeham’s arm to make a tourniquet, pushed the stick of a washing-up mop through the knot, and twisted it.
‘I’ll phone for an ambulance,’ he said, standing up. ‘I imagine there’s a phone in the back?’
She nodded, remaining on her knees beside the poor woman and attempting to make her comfortable, though she was still unconscious, her face deathly pale. On the other side of the counter – Sue couldn’t keep the thought out of her mind – lay the fragments of the jellyfish she’d cut up, the largest of them pinned to the floorboards by the knife she had dropped, and all of them still pulsating the last time she had looked.
On whatever the jellyfish had touched it had left a smear of slime which at first, in the heat of the moment, she hadn’t noticed. Now, while waiting for Tim to finish phoning, Sue became very much aware of it: on her own rubber gloves, over the top of the counter, on Mrs Wakeham’s hands and jumper. And it seemed to glow, with a pale, green-tinged light.
It was not until a few hours later when they were back in the flat that she became aware of the bitter irony of it all. Tim had succeeded in getting through to Jane, only to be told that the specimen was no longer needed. A coastguard had brought three to the laboratory that very morning, having fished them out of the Bristol Channel.
Which meant, Sue realised dully, that Mrs Wakeham need not have died.
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During the next few days, jellyfish attacks were reported from several different parts of the country. A freak of nature, most commentators said. The victims had merely been unlucky.
Others had died too in the storms which had been battering the coasts of Britain, proving the weather forecasters wrong. A Greek cargo ship had broken up on the rocks off Land’s End with the loss of all hands. Two amateur yachtsmen had drowned in the Solent, caught out by the sudden deterioration in the weather. In the North Sea, a helicopter about to touch down on an oil rig had been swept to disaster by an unexpectedly fierce gust of wind. No survivors.
The jellyfish incidents were seen as no more than a few tragic stories among many; hardly noticeable, in fact, among the statistics for accidental death.
Yet they were real enough to those who suffered.
In Colwyn Bay, North Wales, high waves reared up over the sea wall and smashed across the roadway. Some reached the crown of the road before subsiding and draining back, but the truly powerful ones broke over its entire width. No one caught by that force would have a chance, and Pete Kelly knew it.
‘Right then – me first!’
Jock, the mad bastard, gunned his engine while his girl friend Meg, riding pillion, adjusted the goggles over her eyes. They had come down from Liverpool for the day, the four of them on just the two bikes – Jock and Meg, with himself and Marilyn. It had been great up in the mountains, opening up along those narrow, twisting lanes with the feel of 500cc under him and Marilyn’s knees rubbing against him, her hands on his waist. Both girls had their own bikes, but he was glad they’d decided to come this way. It was more intimate, like.
Then Jock had to dream up this mad caper. They’d gone into Colwyn Bay for fish and chips and discovered the warning notices diverting traffic away from the coast road. He could get through on the bike, Jock had boasted – and Marilyn had egged him on, which meant there was no way Pete could back out of it.
One at a time, they decided.
A giant wave shot over the road in a great arch. As it broke and the water began to run back, Jock roared off. A few seconds later he’d reached the other end. He skidded to a stop and Meg, on the pillion, waved.
‘Choose your moment, you’ll be all right,’ Marilyn judged, pulling down her goggles. ‘That’s all there is to it, really.’
Pete chose his moment. A couple of big waves swept over the roadway, then he was off! A third wave broke unexpectedly near him, drenching him with its spray. His wheels slipped a little but he managed to correct it and rode triumphantly through to join Jock and Meg.
‘I thought you’d had it then,’ Jock sniggered.
Marilyn was furious. ‘What d’you mean, thought we’d had it?’
‘When that wave hit you – wow!’
‘You’d have come off.’
‘Who would?’
‘You!’
‘Try it again?’ Meg challenged. She could be as crazy as Jock when the mood took her. ‘Bet you don’t dare. Bet your Pete peed himself, he was so scared.’
‘You’ll pee yourself this time!’ Marilyn sneered back, giving as good as she got. ‘Right, Pete? This time we go first.’
She hadn’t asked him, yet he couldn’t refuse. Worried, he glanced at the sea. It was rougher than ever, charging up against the road as though it bore a personal grudge. No one in his right senses would want to go along there.
Meg spotted his hesitation. ‘Told you!’ she crowed triumphantly with a look at Jock. ‘He’s peeing himself now!’
Pete didn’t bother to answer. He revved up a couple of times, checked to make sure Marilyn was OK, and then waited for the right gap in those raging waves. Within a couple of seconds he thought he saw one – near enough, anyhow – and opened up.
As he moved off, a smaller wave broke almost in front of him, but he’d reckoned on that and swerved to avoid it. The next – he was almost half-way along by now – took him by surprise. Luckily he saw it coming and was able to brace himself, but the force of water which hit him sent the bike careering over the road, the wheels refusing to grip, the steering all haywire. Behind him, he heard Marilyn gasping and spluttering; her arms tightened around his waist.
Go into the skid, don’t fight it, he told himself. It seemed against all reason, yet he knew he had to do it.
But before he had a chance to do anything, a large jellyfish slapped across his face, blinding him. The 500cc bucked like an angry horse and threw him off, sending him sprawling across the roadway. Above the rush of the sea came Marilyn’s voice screaming at him.
‘Pete! Oh, Pete, what is it? Pete!’
Marilyn… bloody Marilyn who’d got him into this… didn’t even like her that much…
Long, thin needles probed his cheeks, pushing in behind his eyes, inserting themselves agonisingly into his gums until he moaned and squealed in muffled terror. His lungs were bursting, but with that thing across his mouth, closing up his nostrils… oh, Jesus!’
It cut into his lips. It burned his eyes, etching the sight out of them, and he would never see again.
That was Marilyn screaming – oh yes, he could still hear. But she’d no need to have done that to him. Why had she done it?
A wave drove him reeling across the roadway once more, then sucked him back. Marilyn was holding on to his leg: it had to be Marilyn, silly cow. Dazzling lights shot through his blind eyes; his head was a bundle of tiny pins all pressing into him. But the sea would put everything right. It gathered him in. Soothing. Taking it all away.
‘Bloody hell, the poor sod!’
‘What we gonna do, Jock?’ Meg had looked on, terrified, as both Marilyn and Pete were swept out to sea. ‘Ought we to tell somebody, d’you think?’
‘Like who? Did you see that thing on his face, like seaweed or something?’
‘We should tell a copper.’
‘S’ppose so. It was his own fault, after all. I mean, I said it was too dangerous. You heard me say that.’
‘Yeah, we warned him.’
‘Yeah.’
Over on the east coast not far from Clacton heavy seas had broken through, flooding several houses. In one, an eighty-year-old widow lived alone. She was an independent soul, said neighbours, always ready with a cheerful word when they met her, although none of them had ever been invited inside.
The morning after the storm, while everyone was mopping up, the local postman mentioned that she still had her curtains drawn and had anyone checked if she was all right? One of the neighbours – a Mr Williams, according to the newspaper – went over to investigate.
He rang the bell, but heard nothing, so then he knocked at the door.
No reply.
The windows, both back and front, were firmly closed. So were the curtains downstairs, and in one room upstairs. It was obvious from the filth in the garden and around the doorstep that this house had suffered from flooding as much as the others, although the water had gone down again.
Mr Williams phoned the police himself, but the whole district had been affected by the storm and it was likely to be some time before they got there. Meanwhile, what if the old lady was lying there injured? Or sick? He talked it over with a Mrs Harrison who lived in the next house along, and they decided the only sensible course would be to break in without waiting for the police.
He fetched his tool-kit and eased open one of the downstairs windows. Once inside, he opened the front door for Mrs Harrison and together they searched the house. It smelled musty and very damp, he reported afterwards. The carpets were soaked, but on the whole the house gave the impression of having been well cared for. The bed had been used, the blankets thrown back, and there were clothes draped over the back of a chair.
It was not until they were downstairs again that he realised what he had taken to be a broom cupboard door in fact led down to a cellar. Probably this was the only house in the whole of that road which had a cellar, but then it was also the oldest.
The electricity was off over the whole area, but he had a torch in his tool-kit. He went down the steps to take a look. Almost immediately he was back, his face ashen.
‘We’d best wait for the police, I think.’
‘She’s dead,’ Mrs Harrison guessed. She had thought as much all along. They didn’t last for ever, these old folk.
It was not until later that he felt up to describing what he had seen. In the cellar he had found a foot or more of water, some of which had obviously come through a broken skylight: they discovered afterwards it opened just above ground level at the side of the house, next to the lean-to coal bunker. The old lady was lying in the water in her nightdress, spreadeagled. Two large jellyfish were feeding on her, one covering her throat and chest, the other over a leg. The side of her face had already been eaten.
Newspapers differed in their reports concerning the size of the killer jellyfish: a foot to eighteen inches in diameter was the general view, although a couple said the larger ones were at least two feet. One paper gave some space to a rumour that Fleetwood fishermen had spotted half a dozen which were at least a yard and a half across. They were speckled pink and red, and swimming just below the surface.
The story which really caught the headlines came from the Isle of Wight, and the jellyfish in that case was no bigger than a small frisbee. About eight inches, the police said.
The victim was seven-year-old Andrew who had slipped out of the house early one morning and gone down to the paddling pool to meet his friends. His mother was not too sure how long he’d been out: she’d been busy with the baby and hadn’t noticed him leaving. When she did discover he was no longer in the house, she sent his older sister to look for him.
No, she’d not been too worried. Everyone knew him in the neighbourhood and it wasn’t likely he’d gone far.
The storm the previous night had been particularly severe and caused a great deal of damage. Deckchairs had broken loose from the rope holding them stacked against a wall; windows had smashed; tiles had crashed down from the rooftops; shop blinds were ripped; and the whole length of the promenade was covered in debris which the sea had thrown up – plastic containers, polythene wrappings, fragments of timber, dabs of tar, ice cream tubs, and seaweed.
In the paddling pool, too.
Andrew must have wondered why it was so filthy that morning, although it did not stop him going in. He wore his wellingtons – his mother said she’d warned him several times about broken glass – although he must have stooped down to splash the water, or perhaps to play with the wooden deckchair spar which was still floating there after he was discovered.
His friends, twin brothers who were in his class at school, found him already dead, drifting on his back in the shallow water. They were still gazing at him nervously when his sister arrived.
‘I knew he was dead ’cos o’ the way his eyes stared at me,’ she explained afterwards. ‘I mean, they were really dead eyes like you see on the horror videos, an’ this jellyfish was on his neck, an’ it was just like the videos.’
The jellyfish remained cosily attached to the boy’s neck even after police had rescued his body from the paddling pool and laid it out on the paving stones of the promenade. One of the beach refuse collectors eventually took it off and put it in the incinerator.
‘Well, why not?’ he said defensively when they questioned him about it afterwards. ‘Once these things get a taste for human blood, what else can you do with ’em? You wouldn’t throw ’em back in the sea – or would you?’
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Bleary-eyed, Tim opened the fridge door and peered inside. No milk. All that had happened over the past few days had left him too shattered even to swear. The thought of making do with black coffee floated through his mind, but he rejected it. His stomach felt queasy and his mouth tasted foul. He pulled on his old jeans and a sweater, then wandered down to the shops at the end of the road.
Most of the night he’d spent lying awake, going over it all in his mind, still unable to grasp it. OK, he’d known their marriage had been going wrong, and he’d not been exactly faithful himself, but he couldn’t get over what she’d told him. Quite calmly, too. No histrionics; no recriminations.
‘I want a divorce,’ she said in a flat, matter-of-fact voice. She might have been ordering a taxi, the way she said it. ‘Don’t argue, please, Tim. You know it’s the sensible thing.’
‘Do I hell!’he’d exploded.
Why she’d chosen that moment to tell him, he just couldn’t understand. They’d lost each other over the past weeks and months, he admitted it; they’d become like strangers. He’d noticed it with their phone calls too: at one time they’d been bursting with things to say, but that had given way to long silences as they tried to make conversation. Then there were the subjects he skirted around, knowing his opinions only offended her – at least since she’d got herself involved with that crowd at Totnes. It hadn’t always been like that.
The trouble was, she’d convinced him it could all be put right again. From the moment she’d picked him up at the station and driven him to that Devon holiday flat, she’d seemed to be taking their marriage in hand. They’d made love the way they always used to after a period apart. Not only once either; once had never been enough. They were coming back to each other, he’d imagined. That was the impression she’d given; it was what he’d wanted, too.
‘One of those quickie divorces would be best,’ she’d stated coolly, always practical. ‘No need to drag it out contesting anything – agreed?’
No, he did not bloody agree. He was hurt, bewildered, unsure how to handle the situation. If this was what she’d intended, why had she led him on that evening?
That bloody jellyfish must be at the root of it, he felt sure. Probably she was still suffering from shock. First the cat, terrifying enough, and then that poor woman in the shop who’d died on the way to hospital. That session at the police station afterwards hadn’t helped, either, when they’d had to explain to a suspicious detective-sergeant why they had put the jellyfish in their bucket in the first place. She’d made no accusations, either then or later, but it was obvious she blamed him for it all.
But no, she rejected that explanation and insisted she’d been planning to tell him all along.
‘Tell me what, for Chrissake?’
‘I want a divorce, Tim,’ she’d repeated gently. ‘Don’t make it worse for yourself. Please.’
‘I love you,’ he’d tried, meaning it.
She shook her head. ‘It’s not enough.’
At the corner grocer’s Tim collected a carton of long-life milk – it was all they had – and a fresh Vienna loaf. He’d buy a paper, he decided as he emerged into the street again. Whatever happened about Sue and the divorce, he had to make some attempt at normality. Go through the motions.
‘I’ll take one of each,’ he informed the woman behind the counter, and produced a crumpled five pound note.
‘It’s all jellyfish today,’ she commented tartly. She totted up the prices, then counted out his change. ‘Can’t be much real news if they fill the papers with jellyfish.’
‘They are killers,’ he pointed out. His hand grumbled again beneath the bandages, reminding him.
‘So is the car,’ she retorted. ‘I see no headlines about that.’
Back at the flat he dropped the papers on the sofa and went over to the phone. It was still early, shortly after nine; Sue was bound to be at home. He dialled her number, aching to talk to her.
No answer.
He let it ring for some time, thinking maybe she was still in bed, or in the bathroom, on the loo even, anything rather than admit to himself that she’d probably not been back to her own flat all night. Here were people being slaughtered by these jellyfish, he thought resentfully – irrationally, he knew – and there was no one he could talk it over with. He put the phone down, hating the sight of it.
Ring Jane, perhaps?
But Jane was only interested in whether or not she sold her story. What else mattered to her?
No, it was Sue’s voice he wanted to hear, no one else’s. He’d tried the theatre the day before, but they’d said she was rehearsing. Deliberate, of course. She was refusing to speak to him.
It was Gulliver’s fault their relationship had broken up. If only he’d never taken that part.
Oh, fuck Gulliver!


The company had insisted on his showing his injured hand to their own doctor.
‘Lot o’ money tied up in you, hope you realise,’ the executive producer had boomed down the phone at him. ‘Have to watch our investment, don’t you know? Pop into the office once you’ve seen him. I’ll buy you lunch.’
Beer and a sandwich, thought Tim gloomily; he’d experienced Jackson Philips’s lunches before.
The consulting room was fashionably uncluttered, elegant, and equipped with all the latest medical hardware, including a micro-computer on the desk. A far cry from his own GP’s shabby back room with its roll-top desk and worn carpet. Tidying the shelves of a glass-fronted cabinet was a strikingly beautiful nurse with skin the colour of chocolate. As for the doctor himself, he was a youngish man of clean, athletic appearance, probably not yet forty, and plenty of muscle. No casting director could have made a better choice.
‘Jellyfish, eh?’ The doctor watched as the nurse removed Tim’s bandage. ‘Didn’t believe it at first, not till I saw the papers.’
He worked briskly, examining the raw wounds on Tim’s hand and wrist, checking his blood pressure, heart, temperature… He was a keen sailor himself, he said, and had come across quite a few jellyfish in his time. Nothing like this, of course, not unless one counted the Portuguese man-of-war he’d met in the Caribbean. Didn’t quite fit the same description, did it?
‘No,’ said Tim.
‘Now I’ll not beat about the bush. I’m going to give you an injection, just to be on the safe side. Normally I’d advise you to take it easy for a week or two, but I understand the company is anxious to resume filming as early as possible. Question of schedules, whatever that means. I can’t honestly tell them you’re not up to working. Wouldn’t be true.’


‘So – no time off?’
‘Afraid not.’
The beautiful nurse administered the injection with unerring aim, straight into his left buttock; meanwhile, the doctor tapped away at his micro-computer. When Tim had hoisted his clothes up again, she helped him with his belt, her long fingers threading it deftly. No smile: just the professional touch. If only life were always like that, he thought.
The doctor accompanied him to the door.
‘Don’t overdo it, will you? Any problem, just give me a call. Day or night.’
Tim accepted the doctor’s card, slipping it into his breast pocket without reading it. They must be paying him a fortune, he thought. Try ringing his own GP in the middle of the night. You’d be lucky if you got an answering machine.
All this opulence made him sour. Sue was right, he told himself bitterly as he went along the plush corridor towards the lifts. He had betrayed something they both believed in. Acting meant a dedication to the truth. That was a view they had shared so instinctively, they had hardly needed to discuss it.
Naïve, perhaps. And he wished he could still believe in it the way Sue did. Of course, actors had always been social outcasts, which had made the truth possible: no need to compromise.
That was the betrayal.
Here he was now: a servant of the company and the nearest thing to ‘corporation man’ an actor could become. Treated by the suave, expensive doctor at the company’s bidding, treading the deep-pile carpets of the corridors of power on his way to see Jackson Philips who occupied a higher rung on the ladder and must therefore be approached with deference.
Tim brooded over it as he went down in the lift. He’d been swallowed by the company, body and soul. He was their property, marketed by them like the latest bio-detergent. Oh yes, Sue was certainly right. He’d lost his way in this commercial maw; no wonder she’d turned her back on him. Yet even as he thought about it, he knew he’d no wish to go back to that draughty top flat with the peeling wallpaper and to those long days of waiting for the phone to ring, eager to accept anything – one line, a spit and a cough; a face in a crowd; an unpaid part in some lunchtime fringe play – anything.
Gulliver was a trap, he admitted it. A plush trap.
He left the building by the main entrance and paused at the edge of the wide pavement to wait for a gap in the traffic before dashing across the road to the company’s studios on the other side. They were housed in a multistorey structure of green glass which reflected the life of the street and the sky’s billowing clouds with startling clarity. The design was typical of television, he thought as he went up the broad steps to the revolving doors; towards the main road was the public face – smooth, rich and confident, not a wrinkle in sight; but to the rear, hidden from view, were the scene docks, carpentry and paint shops, the grimy yard with its lorries, patches of spilled oil and garbage skips.
‘Morning, Mr Ewing!’ The uniformed commissionaire wore three rows of medal ribbons, but was mainly celebrated in the company for his racing tips. ‘Sorry to hear about that nasty do you had.’
Tim turned on the charm. ‘That’s very kind of you.’
‘I’d an aunt stung by a jellyfish once,’ the commissionaire confided. ‘Didn’t improve her temper, though. Think it’s true they can kill?’
‘I’m afraid it is. I’ve seen it.’
‘Hardly credit it, would you? Jellyfish, eh?’ 


Jackson Philips was in the outer office talking to his secretary when Tim arrived on the fifth floor. In most ways he was typical of his generation of television producers. Recruited directly from university – in his case, Cambridge – they had been given their heads in the intoxicating atmosphere of the raving sixties. They produced programmes which were watched throughout the length and breadth of the land. Some of the public loved them, others hated them – but everyone watched them.
Now, almost twenty years later, several of these whizz kids were in films or the theatre; others had turned up in Fleet Street and one was a cabinet minister. A few – among them Jackson Philips himself – had become top administrators in television where they were known for their toughness, if not actual duplicity. Their waist-lines had expanded, their faces filled out to show the first signs of developing double chins and heavy jowls, but they still – on salaries in excess of £40,000 a year – tended to regard themselves as radical critics of the establishment.
‘Be with you in a minute, Tim!’ Jackson called breezily over his shoulder, and went on discussing the sheaf of papers he held in his hand. Gulliver business, of course. Munich, Stockholm and Copenhagen were to be telexed, assuring them that the agreed dates would be met. ‘As for New York,’ he was saying, ‘they’re probably still eating their breakfast over there, but I’ll call them this afternoon.’
Keep your visitor waiting, thought Tim sourly. The old technique: he’s only a bloody actor after all. Mustn’t be allowed to get above his station. Yet where would he be if I walked out on him? Now. At this minute.
His hair was greying at the temples, yet how old could he be? Forty-two? Forty-three?
His secretary Margaret mothered him unashamedly. Her hair was always perfectly set, jet black, her figure still attractive beneath those rather formal clothes she always wore. Only the backs of her hands betrayed the fact that she must be well over fifty by now.
‘Tim!’ Jackson turned away from what he’d been doing and placed an affectionate hand on Tim’s shoulder, propelling him towards the inner sanctum. ‘Sorry to keep you hanging about, old chap, but now we’ve established you are fit and well – fit enough to work, at any rate – I had a few messages of comfort to send off. How is the hand, by the way? Healing nicely?’
‘It’s a bloody nuisance, if you want to know. I imagine you’ve already spoken to the quack.’
‘Gave me a ring the moment you’d left.’ He settled himself smugly behind his large desk. ‘Oh, do sit down, Tim. I want a word about these jellyfish – though first, if you’ll excuse me, there’s someone else who’d like to be in on this.’ He pressed a key on his intercom. ‘Margaret, give Alan Brewer a tinkle, would you, to say Tim’s arrived?’
‘How’s New York?’ Tim asked, remembering what he’d overheard in the outer office. ‘Nibbling?’
Jackson’s expression changed. Where business was concerned he was like a rattlesnake. ‘Nibbling,’ he confirmed cautiously.
‘No sale yet?’
‘A chance they may bite.’ His tone was reluctant. ‘Look, this is all very confidential, you understand. Not to be spread around. It’s in all our interests we achieve a breakthrough in the States but I’d be grateful if you’d keep it under your hat for the time being.’
In all our interests? thought Tim broodily. It could make him internationally famous, certainly. Rich. And kill what little chance there was of putting things right with Sue. Was that what he really wanted?
‘Ah – here’s Alan!’ Jackson exclaimed as the door opened. He was obviously relieved to get away from the subject. ‘Alan, do come in, old chap! I don’t think you’ve met Tim, have you? Alan Brewer is in charge of current documentaries. Old friends, Alan and I. Did our initial training course together.’
The newcomer shook Tim’s hand warmly enough, while at the same time regarding him with dark, cynical eyes. His scuffed grey suit sat on him uneasily; it had probably never really fitted him even when it was new. With it he wore a striped shirt and a nondescript blue tie. He was thin, as though he’d recently recovered from a wasting illness, but his face betrayed a sharp intelligence.
‘You tangled with one of these jellyfish, I hear?’
Tim raised his bandaged hand. ‘As you can see.’
‘Know anything about them? It’s a new breed, they tell me. At least, unknown around our coasts. You must have been their first victim, after that boy of course.’
‘And Arthur.’
‘Our extra,’ Jackson explained briefly. ‘But there’s a complication with him because of his stroke. He’s still not able to speak, they tell me.’
‘What’s it all about?’
‘It’s clearly a very serious situation.’ Alan’s tone was cool and unemotional. ‘A lot of people are worried about it, particularly in the holiday trade. It could spell disaster for some resorts if a panic sets in before the summer season.’
‘An even bigger disaster if they take no notice.’
‘That’s what we need to find out – the hard facts. So far we know of half a dozen incidents, all in the past week in different parts of the country. That could be the end of it – just a freak. One of those things.’
‘I doubt it,’ said Tim. He remembered Sue’s despair as she hacked desperately at those wriggling segments of jellyfish on the floor of the little shop. ‘I think this is only the beginning.’
‘Evidence?’ Alan demanded crisply.
‘Hunch.’
Alan refused to follow him along that road. ‘Either way,’ he continued, ‘the public have a right to information, and it’s our duty to provide it. But before I detail what we have in mind, perhaps you could go over everything that happened to you, step by step. Fill in a few gaps.’
Tim shrugged, but raised no objections. He started with that day’s filming in the sandhills when they’d found the dead teenager lying half-submerged in the water and how the sight of the jellyfish squatting over his face had shocked the whole crew. It seemed a lifetime ago. The quarrel with Arthur he omitted but said merely that he’d seen him fall into the harbour and tried to go to his aid. He recounted only the bare facts, ending with a description of how he’d been spending the weekend with his wife when they’d come across another of the killer jellyfish, and how his attempt to keep it as a specimen for Jane’s marine biologist sister had gone so horribly wrong.
‘They do more than sting,’ he added as a sober afterthought. ‘They eat into your flesh.’
‘You’re not saying they have teeth?’ Jackson protested, his face pale. ‘Whoever heard of jellyfish with teeth?’
‘Not teeth. More like –’ How could he put it, Tim wondered. ‘Well, your flesh begins to break up, like it’s being digested. You know, stomach juices, only not in the stomach.’
‘Do they have mouths?’
‘Oh, yes.’
Blinking, Jackson turned towards Alan. ‘What d’you think?’
‘They certainly have mouths. I had a library send a couple of books over to the office. “Voracious carnivores”, that’s how one book described them – all jellyfish.’
‘Not just this kind?’
‘Oh, this is a new breed, or so I’m advised. Of course, that could mean merely that the scientists haven’t met them before. For all we know, they could’ve been sitting there at the bottom of the ocean just waiting for this moment. The point is, we don’t understand what we’re up against, which is why I think we should go ahead.’
‘Go ahead with what?’ asked Tim.
A moment’s silence. With a glance at Alan, Jackson heaved himself up from behind his executive desk and went over to the bookcase whose shelves were seemingly crammed with books. He unlocked the glass door to reveal a varied collection of bottles hidden behind this façade.
‘Whisky?’
He poured a large one for each of them, then gulped down half of his own before answering Tim’s question.
‘Alan’s proposing to produce one of his special documentaries,’ he explained. ‘He’d like you to front the programme.’
‘Why me?’
‘You’ve experienced these jellyfish at first hand. That’s the first reason.’ Alan counted off the arguments on his fingers. ‘Second, the public know you from Gulliver, so they’re more likely to believe you. Third, that’ll also help us place the programme in other countries in Europe where these jellyfish have been seen – Ireland, France, Holland, Denmark, Norway…’
Jackson was back at the bookcase, refilling his glass.
‘What do you think?’ Tim asked him.
‘Well, it’s… er… up to you, of course, whether to accept or not. But don’t forget the impact it could have. It’d bring Gulliver into the real world, with you as the link. Not even the main news has Gulliver’s audience figures, and certainly no ordinary documentary. Just think of that impact.’
‘So you approve?’
‘Yes.’
Tim looked from one to the other, uncertain how to react. It just didn’t feel right. ‘People have been killed by these things,’ he reminded them seriously. ‘Including children. And you want to turn it into showbiz.’
‘No, you’re wrong,’ Alan objected. ‘It’ll be a properly researched documentary, good journalism, done responsibly.’
‘Then why not a journalist to present it?’
‘To be blunt, your name will pull in more viewers. If these jellyfish are a danger, the more people who become aware of it the better. Surely?’
‘It’s not just a publicity stunt for Gulliver?’
‘Not from my point of view,’ Alan promised him.
Tim turned back to Jackson. ‘And the schedules? I thought they were all-important.’
‘Alan reckons three days’ location work at the most.’ Jackson spelled it all out so confidently, they’d obviously had the whole thing cut and dried between them before bothering to ask him. ‘Just the links. It’ll mean weekend filming, but to save time we’re lending Jacqui to direct those sequences. She came from that department, so they know her work. I had a word with your agent, by the way. He’s agreeable if you are.’
‘I don’t know,’ Tim hesitated. ‘If there are more deaths…’
‘The more necessary the programme becomes,’ Alan declared emphatically. ‘This’ll be no bromide, you can be sure of that.’
‘Who has the final say over the content of the programme? I mean, if my name’s on it…’
‘We’ll view it together before it goes out, you have my word on that.’
‘I don’t want to be associated with… well, cheap sensationalism… and…’
‘Nor do I.’ Alan stopped him firmly. ‘We’re agreed on that.’
Tim still felt reluctant, but could think of no more arguments.
‘OK,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll do it. If you think so.’
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‘You’re not scared, are you?’ Barbara demanded scornfully.
‘Me? Scared? I only asked what happens if the tide comes in.’
‘It won’t come in.’ What an idiot, she thought. Why were boys always such babies? ‘The tide’s only just going out, silly! Are you coming or aren’t you?’
‘’Course I am. And… silly yourself!’
‘Huh!’ She tossed back her long brown hair.
Paul was her cousin, two years younger than herself… just ten, in fact – and staying with them for a few days, which meant she had to look after him. As her cousins went, he wasn’t too bad really, only a bit wet sometimes. He was big for his age too, and that helped. If there was anything Barbara hated, it was baby-sitting; unless it was being stuck with girls all day, which was something else she couldn’t stand.
‘’Course, if you’re scared,’ she taunted him once more, and had the pleasure of seeing him flush all over his freckles, ‘you’d better not come. It’s only an old smugglers’ cave anyway.’
‘I’m coming with you,’ he repeated stubbornly. ‘What d’you know about smugglers? You’re only a girl! Bet it isn’t really a smugglers’ cave.’
‘Well it is,’ she retorted, ‘so there!’
She led the way along the wet sand which was mirror-smooth and just right for producing sharp, clear footprints. She trod very deliberately, letting each foot take her full weight in turn, then watching as gradually the water seeped through to blur the outline of her toes.


‘Don’t walk where I walk, stupid!’ she scolded her cousin impatiently. ‘You’ll spoil the tracks. You should make your own.’
‘How far is it?’ he wanted to know.
‘Oh, it takes ages to get there. See where those houses finish? Much farther than that.’
Barbara had known about the cave for as long as she could remember, only her parents had put it strictly out of bounds. It was way beyond the headland where the sandy beach ended and the jagged rocks began. Every so often during the summer months some holidaymaker picnicking there would find himself cut off by the tide which always rushed in unexpectedly on that part of the coast. The lucky ones were rescued, either by helicopter or by ropes lowered down the cliff-face; the unlucky were drowned. So Barbara understood perfectly why her parents forbade her to go there; what they didn’t realise was that she was now old enough to look after herself.
It was a long walk around the bay to the headland, but Paul was telling her some story he’d seen on TV about smugglers and he got everything mixed up and she told him so, which started a quarrel; by the time they’d finished quarrelling they’d almost reached the rocks.
‘Where’s the cave then?’ He stared around contemptuously, but his scowl gave way to a grin. ‘Bet there isn’t one! Not a real one!’
Barbara didn’t deign to answer. Instead, she began to scramble over the rocks towards the point where the cliff-face appeared to split as though part of it were peeling away. The sea was far out now, hardly more than a silver line curving around the bay, but it had left little pools of clear water in which floated strands of dark, podded seaweed. She paused at the mouth of the fissure, putting her finger to her lips.
‘Quiet!’ she whispered, pointing. ‘In there!’
‘Call that a cave…!’ Paul began.


‘Ssssh!’
She knew what he meant, but he was wrong. From the outside they could see only what appeared to be dark slit in the cliff, leading nowhere. It was not until you were right inside that the opening into the cave passage became visible. She produced the torch from the pocket of her jeans and led the way. The rock seemed to press close on either side. Paul, behind her, was clutching at her jumper as she moved cautiously forward.
The passage itself was no more than a short boomerang-shaped vestibule leading into the main cave which stretched deep into the cliffside. She heard Paul gasp as he saw it.
‘It’s the smugglers’ cave,’ she breathed at him as quietly as she could. ‘They mustn’t find out we’re here.’
‘There aren’t any smugglers!’ he hissed back. ‘You’re making it up.’
She shook her head and had the satisfaction of seeing his eyes widen with apprehension. ‘They may be here now.’
High above their heads was an opening into the cliffside, allowing same daylight through, although on her previous visit Barbara had been impressed by how gloomy and mysterious the cave seemed; perhaps it had been a dull day, for it now seemed lighter. It was quieter, too. Last time she’d been alarmed by the squealing and rustling of bats, and by the forlorn crying of a seagull at finding itself trapped inside. But now everything was quiet – well, not quite everything, for in the darkest recesses of the cave she sensed some movement… the faintest whispering sound, hardly more than a breath on the air… just a suggestion, no more…
With every step she felt more uncertain. The uneven rock walls dripped unceasingly and the strong sea-stench carried other smells with it, even more repugnant. If only, she thought, she hadn’t boasted about seeing the smugglers’ booty. If only she’d kept her mouth shut. Yet she had seen it: a large, waterproof-wrapped packet tucked away on a ledge well above the high water line, far out of her reach. Someone had hidden it there, she was convinced; who else could it be but smugglers?
This was the spot, wasn’t it? And yes – it was still there! She grasped Paul’s arm to point it out, triumphant that she’d found it again.
‘B-Barbara…’ His voice sounded strained; he was tense with fright. ‘B-Barbara… l-look…’
At first she didn’t understand what he meant. ‘Not that way, silly!’ she exclaimed impatiently.
But then she turned.
It was as though someone had suddenly switched on the illuminations. Scattered about the cave on either side were several round, glistening discs, some immersed in the pools of sea-water left behind by the tide, some spread over the rocks, others displayed on the cave floor. They were a pretty shade of pink, although, oddly, the light emanating from them had a yellowy-greenish tinge.
Curious, she took a step towards the nearest of them, squatting down to examine it more closely.
‘No – don’t touch it!’ Paul’s voice rose to a scream which shocked through her like an electric charge.
Shaken, she turned on him. ‘Don’t be so stupid!’ she snapped angrily. ‘You little coward!’
‘Who’s a coward?’ he shouted back, his face looking strangely sick in that light. ‘All right, touch them – I don’t care! They’re only jellyfish, that’s all!’
‘I can see –’ she began. Then the full import of what he was saying sank in. Pink jellyfish – the kind she’d heard her parents talk about. The killers. Instinctively, she moved back. ‘But the whole cave’s full of them.’
Paul’s anger melted away as rapidly as it had flared up. He came closer to her, shivering; she slipped her arm around him. The two-year age difference between them now seemed terribly important. She was responsible, she knew; she had to take the decisions.
‘How are we going to get out?’ he asked, his voice shaking.
She shook her head, not trusting herself to answer. There were at least twenty jellyfish in the cave; no, more than twenty, all spread between her and the way out. But they couldn’t move – could they? If she and Paul chose their path carefully between the jellyfish…
Yet why hadn’t she seen them before? Had they been lying there all the time and she hadn’t noticed, perhaps because they hadn’t started to glow like this? But then, why had they suddenly ‘switched on’?
Or could they move? Perhaps, as she and Paul had penetrated the cave, the jellyfish had deliberately closed in behind them, cutting off their retreat.
To trap them.
‘It’s as if they’re waiting to see what we’re going to do,’ Paul whispered, still pressing close to her. ‘As if they’re hunting us.’
‘It’s all right, Paul, we’ll get out,’ she told him soothingly. ‘They won’t bother us if we leave them alone.’
But the trouble was, she just didn’t believe it herself.
While they were scanning the beach for jellyfish that morning Tim commented on the twin tracks of children’s footsteps crossing the wet sand. He’d have photographed them, he said, if he’d had a camera with him. It was the kind of subject competition judges liked – footsteps in the sand.
Jacqui agreed with him. ‘If the light’s right.’
‘I don’t see much in it,’ said Jane bluntly. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t help us find jellyfish. How come they’re never around when we’re looking for them?’
They were all properly dressed for the job, as Tim had noted approvingly when they set out from the hotel. Jacqui had surprised him by coming down to breakfast in jodhpurs and riding boots; he’d never thought of her as a horsy type, though she was short enough to be a jockey. Jane sported Dick Whittington thigh boots over her jeans. Both girls wore gloves; they were taking no chances. Nor was he.
A contract for Jane to work as a researcher on the jellyfish documentary was one of the conditions Tim had laid down. Alan Brewer agreed to it readily enough; it seemed he’d already made enquiries about her and had a summary of her background on file. As Tim was beginning to discover, he was a man who did his homework thoroughly. Perhaps that was why, despite Jackson’s pressing invitation, he’d refused to join them at their spartan lunch.
Back at his flat, Tim had found no message from Sue on his answering machine; no messages, in fact, from anyone. Instead, the second post had brought a lawyer’s letter from Exeter asking for the name of his solicitor. It was an opening gambit, he tried to persuade himself, just to demonstrate that she was serious. He dialled the theatre, only to be told she was not available to speak to anyone. She wasn’t giving him a chance.
Then he’d called Jane to give her the news about the contract and who to ring if she was interested – which she was. Television was the great magnet, he reflected as he put the phone down again; no one could resist it. Except people like Sue, who were afraid of it. Rightly, too: it was like a great jellyfish itself, holding its victims paralysed, then treating them as so much fodder.
Which was all he was himself – not an actor any more, not in the real sense, but mere fodder for the small screen.
But Jane had no inhibitions about it. Within half an hour she was ringing him back to say it was all agreed, and he heard the excitement in her voice.


The following day she’d driven him down to Wales in his own BMW, after loading the boot with all the gear her sister had recommended for catching and transporting jellyfish specimens – shovels, reinforced shrimping nets, two vicious-looking pronged implements, and four round metal containers equipped with snap-clips to hold their lids firmly shut. To pay for it all, she’d called on him for the money, insisting airily that he’d be able to claim it back from the company.
By arrangement, they’d met up with Jacqui at the Grand Hotel where it had all started. They had dinner there, just the three of them – her PA, a tall willowy girl named Dorothea, had gone off to see a friend in the town – and she’d outlined the programme for the next couple of days.
‘The crew’s arriving tomorrow after lunch, and we’ll be shooting your introductory sequence first,’ she’d explained. ‘I’ve knocked together some sort of script which I’ll show you afterwards. It’s mainly the straightforward story of your own encounter with the jellyfish. We’re playing this a bit by ear, as it’s largely going to depend on what sort of footage the other teams can get, but Alan will be co-ordinating all that.
‘I’m in your hands.’ He’d smiled at her, thinking how much more confident she sounded now she was working on a documentary again. Yet she must have asked for the move to drama, and she’d obviously convinced somebody she could do it. Jackson, perhaps?
It had not been a very successful meal, though. The restaurant of the Grand Hotel had, as usual, laid everything on in style with little flower bowls on the tables, stiff white napkins and a hovering waiter in a black bow-tie; but the cabbage was too wet, the potatoes soggy, and the stringy meat had been doused with a thick, unpleasant gravy. They’d ordered wine, but even that tasted sour.


‘What do I do?’ Jane had asked, laying down her knife and fork with her food only half-eaten.
Jacqui had regarded her coolly. ‘Whatever you like. There isn’t all that much for you.’
She clearly considered Jane to be an interloper, a hanger-on who’d somehow managed to worm her way into the programme and now had to be tolerated.
‘Find more jellyfish, if you can,’ she added grudgingly. ‘But if you do, just tell me where they are and don’t touch them.’
‘Leave that to you?’ Thinly veiled sarcasm.
‘I take the decisions,’ Jacqui said, misunderstanding.
‘Like last time?’ Jane’s question was heavy with barbed sweetness.
After the meal they’d drifted into the bar where he ordered brandies, but that evening the two girls had their stilettos out for each other. He stayed with them for ten or fifteen minutes until, murmuring something about needing an early night, he’d made his escape. In the hall, he’d stopped for a chat with the manager before going upstairs. The thought of trying to telephone Sue had crossed his mind – but what was the use?
The hotel had given him the same feudal room on the first floor from which the view alone more than compensated for the lousy food. He’d been about to unlock the door when Jane’s voice called him from the end of the corridor.
‘Tim!’ He’d waited for her to join him. ‘Tim, we haven’t really said goodnight.’
‘We haven’t, have we?’ He’d brushed a long stray hair back from her face. ‘I’m sorry Jacqui’s been in a bit of a mood. I suppose it must be quite a rush for her, getting everything organised at such short notice. This has been rather pushed on to her.’
Jane had smiled, touching his cheek with her fingertips. ‘By this time tomorrow,’ she’d told him softly, ‘I’ll have her eating out of my hand, see if I don’t. Tim, I am grateful you got me this job. I suppose –’ She’d hesitated, her eyes mischievous. ‘I ought to find a way of repaying you.’
‘No, that’s not necessary – ’
She placed her fingers over his lips, stopping him. ‘Like – going to bed with you?’
‘I’d like that.’
‘But I’m not going to. Goodnight, Tim. See you in the morning!’
And with a swift kiss which landed on the side of his mouth, she’d left him.
Had she guessed he’d be relieved, he’d wondered as he went into his room. With Sue on his mind, it couldn’t possibly have been successful. Yet he’d not told her about Sue, not so far, though no doubt she’d regard it as a big scoop for that article she still claimed to be writing. No, probably the truth was she’d not been thinking of him at all, but of some hang-up in her own mind. And that, he’d told himself firmly, was her problem, not his.
Or maybe she was no more than a tease. Plenty of those around.
The sky that morning was a pale, unbroken white, and the sea was silvery, glistening like polished metal. That silver sheen also touched the long stretches of sand on which the surface water lay thinly, unable to drain away. Yet there were no jellyfish visible. However carefully they searched, all three of them spread out in a line, they found nothing.
‘Not even the ordinary kind,’ Jane grumbled. ‘It’s a dead loss.’
She and Tim carried a shovel apiece, plus one of the containers. Earlier that morning she’d spoken once more to her sister Jocelyn, who’d said they were welcome to film at her laboratory if they liked. So far she had two jellyfish sliced up into segments and preserved in formaldehyde; the other she was keeping alive in a tank. It fed voraciously on anything she gave it.
‘We’ll wait and see,’ Jacqui had said. ‘We don’t know yet if it’s worth filming.’
Tim stared around him over the wide expanses of flat sand. Again he was intrigued by those children’s footsteps. They led so purposefully towards the headland to the north of the bay. ‘Wonder what could be over there to attract them?’ he thought aloud. ‘Those kids must have been aiming for something.’
‘Take a look, d’you think?’ Jacqui suggested. ‘There’s nothing doing here on the beach.’
‘What about the harbour?’ Jane objected. ‘I said before we should look in the harbour.’
She turned to Tim for support, but he merely shrugged.
This morning it was her turn to be in a foul mood. With an irritated exclamation, she threw her shovel down and pulled off her glove to try and do something about her tangle of windblown hair which was getting in her eyes.
Jacqui pointedly ignored her. ‘Tim, I think I saw those kids when we came down here,’ she was saying. ‘They can’t be all that far ahead of us.’
‘We’re half-way there already,’ he agreed.
Within ten minutes they had reached the headland and could observe how the sandy beach gave way to a tumble of sharp rocks. As they explored them, Tim noticed how some were thickly encrusted with barnacles; centuries of sea-life had found a home there. No jellyfish, though – not even in the numerous rock pools. They went from one to the next, finding nothing.
In one pool Jane spotted an unusual shell. She squatted down and plunged her hand into the water to retrieve it, only to pull back with a sudden snort of disgust, her fingers covered with tar. Overhead the seagulls wheeled, screaming their mockery at her.
‘Thought I heard someone calling,’ Jacqui remarked. Her lips twitched as she watched Jane trying to clean her hand.
‘Birds,’ Tim said.
‘No. Be quiet a minute.’ She listened again, frowning. ‘It’s coming from over by the cliff.’
‘You’re imagining it,’ Jane told her. She swore under her breath as the tissue she was using stuck to her fingers and began to tear. ‘Oh, this stuff’s impossible!’
Jacqui began to clamber over the rocks towards the cliff. Tim followed, unsure whether he’d heard anything or not. What puzzled him was the complete absence of jellyfish, both here and on the beach. After the press stories of the past few days he’d expected to find the coast littered with them. But perhaps Alan Brewer had been right after all; perhaps it was all over, bar the weeping.
‘Oh, please – somebody!’
‘Hear that?’
Tim nodded. A child’s voice, almost drowned by the cries of the seagulls, coming, it seemed, from inside the cliff. He turned to urge Jane to follow. ‘Over here!’
‘Please!’ came the voice again, fearfully.
Jacqui was ahead of him, making for a fissure in the cliffside. Tim disencumbered himself of the shovel and specimen container and went after her. Maybe the children were hurt. Or trapped. His feet slipped on the rocks as he scrambled over them in his haste to get there.
‘Please come!’ A different child this time. Younger. The voice rose to a scream. ‘Please!’
The fissure was a sideways opening where the rock face had begun to split away from the cliff leaving a gap wide enough for them to walk through. Jacqui reached it first and was already half-way in when he arrived.
‘It’s all right – we’re coming!’ she called out encouragingly.


‘Oh, hurry…’ the child whimpered.
Jacqui half-turned and grabbed Tim’s arm, pointing to something ahead of her. The narrow passage through the rock curved sufficiently to block their view of what lay before them, but there was no mistaking that glow of pale green light. Tim felt sick as he realised what must be causing it.
‘Let me go first,’ he said quietly, almost whispering.
She looked at him contemptuously, shaking her head.
Two more steps forward… slowly… To produce that amount of light there must be at least two or three of them. Big ones, perhaps. He kept close behind Jacqui, ready to pull her clear the moment he spotted them.
One more step…
With a sudden gasp, she stopped and he collided with her, catching hold of her to steady himself. She pressed back against him and he could feel her body shaking.
‘In there!’
Directly in front of her was the mouth of the cave. He had to stoop a little to see inside; as he took it all in, his stomach churned. That cave looked like some hideous temple in a science fiction nightmare. At the far end, on an exposed ledge of rock resembling a primitive altar, stood a boy and a girl with their arms around each other, their faces betraying how frightened they were. And little wonder, for below them in the body of the cave were more jellyfish than he’d even seen gathered together before.
‘Must be twenty or thirty of them,’ he muttered to himself.
‘Thirty-two,’ Jacqui stated clearly.
She was no longer shivering. Suddenly he understood that she’d been forcing herself to count them in order to keep a hold on herself, determined not to give way to hysteria this time. That uncontrolled look in her eyes died even as she spoke.


‘I’m going to get them out,’ he said.
‘How?’
‘Carry them.’
He stared through the opening into the cave once again, trying to work out a route through those menacing jellyfish. It would be like walking across a minefield, but he couldn’t leave the kids there.
‘I’m coming with you,’ Jacqui announced. ‘One each. You can take the big one.’
Tim hesitated. ‘I don’t like it.’
‘D’you think I do?’ Her gaze met his challengingly. ‘Isn’t it better if there are two of us?’
At that moment Jane arrived. ‘So what goes on?’ she demanded pushing between them for a clearer view into the cave. Then she gasped and her voice dropped to a chill whisper. ‘Bloody hell! Oh – those poor kids…’
Tim interrupted her. ‘Jane, love, I’m going in with Jacqui to get them.’
‘But I can–’
‘No, listen!’ He spoke urgently. ‘I need you to stay here just in case something goes wrong. If it does – well, please, no heroics. Promise? Just run like hell to fetch help.’
‘OK, if you think… Oh, I don’t know.’ She looked at him, troubled. ‘Be careful, Tim.’
He nodded.
He went in first, stooping for the first few feet at the cave entrance. Once inside he was able to stand upright. The rough, uneven walls rose to a height of some twenty or thirty feet, he estimated. A shaft of daylight illuminated one side of the cave roof, but it was pale and diffuse compared with the more intense illumination from the jellyfish.
Jacqui joined him, an expression of pure determination on her face. She was shit-scared, he guessed, and using all her will-power to suppress it. That greenish light added to the impression, giving her a pale, sickly hue. But she managed a smile.
‘So far so good,’ she said.
‘Keep close behind me,’ he advised. Then he raised his voice, calling out to the children. ‘Listen, you two. We’re coming to get you out of here, but I want you to stay absolutely still. Don’t try to run or anything. Wait till we reach you. All right?’
He thought he saw the girl nodding.
The pink speckled jellyfish lay in a sweeping half-circle around the plateau of rock on which the two children stood, as if deliberately barring their way out. Of course, his reason told him – not for the first time – such invertebrates can only move in water. They must have been left there by the tide, which meant the children would be in no danger so long as they remained where they were.
And yet – in that case, how did the children get there in the first place? Had they walked between the jellyfish – for a dare, perhaps – and then found they hadn’t the courage to make the return trip? It didn’t seem likely.
He turned to Jacqui. ‘Come on. But avoid treading on them.’
‘Yes.’
Between the first two jellyfish was a gap of a couple of feet, which gave him no problem, but then came two close together and he was forced to skirt around them to reach the next opening. As he went on, stepping from one clear space to the next, he felt Jacqui’s hand from time to time touching his back; it reassured him. However much he tried to convince himself that the jellyfish were stranded where they lay, he could not quite believe it.
One wasn’t so flat as the others, but had a slight hump in the centre. A hump-backed jellyfish, misshapen from birth perhaps… It wasn’t impossible – but when he glanced back the hump had disappeared and the creature seemed just as level as its neighbours: but was it in exactly the same position?
He could have sworn it was not.
A sudden gasp from Jacqui. Tim half-turned to see what was wrong, but she shook her head and motioned him on.
‘Don’t stop!’ Her voice was urgent; she was whispering, as though scared the jellyfish could overhear. ‘Let’s grab the kids and get out of here!’
They reached the rock plateau. With a sob the girl threw her arms around Tim’s waist and buried her face against his anorak. ‘It’s all right,’ he murmured, holding her. ‘It’s going to be all right.’ He glanced towards Jacqui who was looking after the boy. ‘Can you manage him?’
‘Of course we can manage, can’t we?’ She hugged him quickly. ‘What’s your name?’
‘P-Paul.’
‘And is that your sister?’
‘Cousin.’ Gaining more confidence, he added: ‘She’s Barbara and I’m Paul.’
Both children were barefooted, Tim noticed. That made it all the more remarkable that they had been able to get this far into the cave without being attacked. It also meant he and Jacqui had no choice about carrying them; it was too much of a risk to let them walk. He explained this to them, and then crouched down to allow her to sit on the crook of his right arm.
‘You’re that actor, aren’t you?’ the girl said. ‘In Gulliver – you’re Jon.’
‘That’s right. Now hold on tight.’
‘You’re not in Gulliver,’ Paul informed Jacqui pityingly. ‘You his girl friend or what?’
‘Jacqui’s the director,’ Tim told him. ‘The film director.’
Paul looked her up and down. ‘That’s a boy’s name.’
Jacqui seized the boy with both hands; before he could say anything else, she’d swung him on to her shoulders with his legs either side of her neck. ‘Just you sit still up there or I’ll drop you in the middle of those jellyfish. Boy’s name! What do you know about it?’
The boy turned pale and clung on to her.
Tim indicated that Jacqui should go first. Now she was carrying the boy he wanted to be able to keep an eye on her. As for Barbara, she sat comfortably on his arm with her head against his shoulder. His bandaged hand tingled as he surveyed the army of jellyfish.
‘They’ve moved closer,’ Jacqui said.
But she did not wait for an answer. She stepped down from the rock plateau and began to make her way between those little glowing pink islands, choosing each step carefully. Tim followed a yard or so behind, and felt Barbara’s arm tightening slightly around his neck in apprehension.
‘It’s going to be all right,’ he said without conviction.
A sharp intake of breath from Jacqui. She hesitated about the next step, then stopped. Looking down, Tim saw a large jellyfish – eighteen inches across at least – was exploring her foot. A ripple passed like a minute wave through the rash of pink and red spots on its jelly-like back.
‘Tim…’
‘Go on!’ he urged her. ‘It can’t harm you. I’ll hold it while you go on.’
Only half the jellyfish covered her boot. Deliberately, Tim trod on the other half to help her pull her foot clear. Its tentacles fastened around her ankle, but he pressed down more firmly, digging his heel into that writhing, disgusting muscle. He felt it go slack as it allowed her to escape, but it was only a second before those tentacles were wrapping themselves hungrily around his own boot.
He tried stamping on it, then kicking his foot against the rock, but still it held on. It was then he noticed a sudden worm-like shifting among the other jellyfish as they slowly surrounded him. It was an obscene slithering motion, leaving phosphorescent trails of slime marking their paths. Once again he attempted to rid himself of the jellyfish, this time scraping his boot against the sharp spurs of hard rock, but it had no effect.
Barbara turned her face away. Her little body was quivering.
Determinedly, he began to walk through the jellyfish towards the cave mouth, though with each step he felt that hard, slippery muscle beneath his foot. Its tentacles were probing, he knew, but his boots should be tough enough to keep them out. They were solid flying boots which zipped up the side, and the legs of his jeans were tucked firmly inside them. The biggest danger was that he might lose his balance and fall; he found himself sliding forward whenever he put his weight on that foot.
‘I’m through! Tim, I’m through!’ Jacqui called back to him with obvious relief.
‘Get the boy outside – right out of the cave!’ he snapped, seeing she was about to put Paul down. ‘Hurry!’
He plodded on, taking it one pace at a time, fully conscious that the jellyfish were gathering for him. Perhaps they aimed to finish the job they’d started on him in the harbour. Perhaps they had acquired the taste. It was difficult to avoid treading on them… to find a firm foothold…
Then, unexpectedly, Jane was there. She must have been out of the cave, for she was now armed with one of the shovels. Unceremoniously she scraped the jellyfish aside sufficiently to make a path for him. At last he was through as well.
‘Wait!’
With the shovel-blade she cut through the jellyfish secured to his boot until it fell away, three pieces of it, still undulating.


Once outside again, they all looked at each other uneasily, none of them wishing to be the first to speak. Their faces were strained and they seemed unable to come to grips with what they had just experienced. It was the fact that there had been so many jellyfish in that cave which shocked Tim most. Finding two or three in the harbour – well, he hadn’t thought that particularly unusual. But to see over thirty of them gathered in that confined space! What was worse, he was convinced their movements had been co-ordinated like an army platoon.
The seagulls swooped above them, crying out as if surprised to see them again. They circled, squabbled over a ledge high up the cliffside, then they streamed off towards the sea. Perhaps they knew something that humans could not even sense, Tim thought as he watched the stragglers fly after them with an effortless shrug of their wings. Who could tell how many more of those poisonous jellyfish were swimming in?
The first to recover were the two children. Barbara came over to him and grasped his hand. She had brown eyes, he noticed, matching her long straight hair. Pouting lips, too.
‘You won’t tell Mum, will you?’ she begged. ‘Please.’
‘Why not?’
‘’Cos she said I mustn’t ever go in that cave.’
‘She was right, wasn’t she?’ he said.
‘S’ppose so, only how was she to know it’d be full o’ jellyfish?’ She tossed her head impatiently. ‘Come on, Paul – they won’t tell on us!’
The boy got up and together they began to clamber back over the rocks in the direction of the beach. As they went, his voice could be heard, loud and contemptuous. ‘Bet you was scared!’ ‘Who was?’ ‘You was!’ ‘It’s you were, not was.’ ‘’Tisn’t – an’ you was!’ ‘Was what?’ ‘Scared. Scaredy-cat! Scaredy-cat! Sittin’ on the doormat!’ But at last their voices trailed away, leaving only the sounds of sea-birds and the breeze.
Jane stirred first, collecting together the two specimen containers and her shovel. ‘I’m going to get a couple for Jocelyn,’ she announced flatly.
‘You’re not going back in there?’ Jacqui was aghast.
‘It’s what we came here for, isn’t it? My sister’d never forgive me if I missed the chance.’
Tim climbed over the rocks to where he’d abandoned his own shovel. ‘You’re not doing it on your own,’ he said.
Before she could start objecting, they heard the girl’s voice calling out again urgently.
‘Hey, mister! Mister!
They turned to see her coming over the rocks towards them, her hair blowing about her face. When she reached them, she extracted a Brownies’ Diary from the back pocket of her jeans and thrust it at Tim.
‘Can I have your autograph, please?’
The diary was for the previous year, Tim observed as he took it from her, and the cover was sticky. But he found a blank page and signed it with a flourish. This was the only normal thing that had happened so far that day.
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By the following morning it had become clear that the platoon of jellyfish concealed in that cave was only the advance guard. When the early tide receded, it left behind an army of several hundred spread over the shore, glistening in the light of the rising sun.
The first person to see them was Commander John Dafyd-Jones, RN(ret.), who was out at dawn as always, rain or fine, to take his dog for a run. Like many of those who have spent their lives at sea, Commander Jones was a romantic at heart, although not much given to fantasy. His first reaction to the sight of so many jellyfish gathered on a single beach was one of disbelief. It was some artistic happening, he thought. He’d read about such things in the colour supplements – that crazy American artist, for example, who wanted to cover the entire length of the Grand Canyon in coloured plastic sheeting. That’s what this must be, some artist’s prank.
Or intended for a film, perhaps. He’d heard the TV people were back again, so maybe they had placed these shining, colourful blobs all over the beach.
His dog was barking, wagging his tail furiously. Commander Jones bent down to slip the leash off his collar to allow him to make his usual wild dash across the sand, knowing he would skid to a halt a good six feet away from the water. He was a brown, shaggy-haired mongrel named Gannet – from his habit of collecting anything he could pick up in his mouth, whatever it was, and bringing it home to deposit in the corner of the living-room – but he was no hero.
Gannet yelped in sudden pain.
‘Gannet! Gannet – come here, boy!’
Commander Jones climbed down to the beach and set out across the sand, still calling his dog. Gannet was barking now at one of those… By God, they were jellyfish, and he’d narrowly missed treading on one!
‘Gannet!’ he called out again, sternly this time. ‘Gannet, come here! Come!’
His was a voice accustomed to command, but Gannet had never shown much taste for obedience since he was a puppy. Not that Commander Jones hadn’t tried patiently enough, but even from the start he’d realised the task was ultimately hopeless. Something in the dog’s make-up, some genetic strain inherited from his mixed family tree, had given him the ability to undermine all authority simply by ignoring it.
He was partly crouching now, quivering, his teeth bared. It was so obvious what he was going to do next.


‘Gannet, no! Drop it! Drop it, boy!’
Commander Jones hurried towards him, picking his way amongst the other jellyfish strewn across the sand like malignant ulcers. He arrived just as Gannet seized his tormentor between his teeth to begin shaking it and worrying it in his anger.
Then another yelp as the inside of his mouth was stung. He dropped the jellyfish, but immediately bit into it again, crunching it between his teeth. But as he did so, his hind leg encountered a second jellyfish behind him and the commander saw a long tentacle flickering out to sting him.
‘Gannet!’ he exclaimed anxiously, dropping his walking stick in order to be able to grasp the dog with both hands and lift him clear. ‘Drop that now!’
The body felt oddly limp and the heart beat was faint, yet still that mangled jellyfish dangled from his jaws. It took a moment to realise that his teeth no longer gripped it; in fact the dog seemed partly paralysed. The commander, grief-stricken, bent over him to take a closer look at his eyes.
It was a careless move. A tentacle shot out, stinging him painfully across the cheek. He grunted in surprise. Stupid move, he reprimanded himself, laying yourself open like that. He straightened up, his mind now alert. Around him the speckled pink-and-red jellyfish lay sparkling in the sunshine. Damned things have eyes, too, he thought as he became aware of that deep red spot in the centre of each one. Now he remembered. There had been some headline in the papers about jellyfish, not that he read newspapers, nothing in ’em.
Time to get himself and Gannet out of this mess, he decided as the pain in his face increased, spreading down his jaw until it reached the roots of his teeth in agonising spasms.
Right – now when I give the order…!


He stooped to pick up his walking stick again, but his movement was clumsy. Somehow he found himself on his knees and a fresh touch of pain whipped across the back of his hand.
Pain could be withstood, his mind was insisting. Did it once before… twice… three times, was it? Jap interrogator… bastard fixed the terminals to…
Why was he thinking so slowly? Slack, that’s what he was! Slack! Smarten up, man! No skylarking there!
… to his balls… fucking Jap. Gone to switch on again… then that pain… that unbearable…
Constable Williams was on early duty that morning. He was a man who enjoyed his job, not least because it enabled him to ride around on a powerful motorcycle, paid for and maintained by the force, while many of his old classmates were on the dole. It gave him authority too, being a police officer, and that couldn’t be bad at the age of twenty-two. Not that he ever misused it, unlike some; if anything he was too soft-hearted, though he could pack a good punch when the occasion arose. But this wasn’t a rough area; what was more he’d lived here all his life, the younger of two brothers brought up by their widowed mother who did the books for a taxi firm.
He was idling through the streets, the engine purring contentedly as if it knew he would open up the moment he was out on the main road and outside the speed limit. In his pocket was the third summons he’d delivered to Gate Farm in the past six months, two for non-payment of TV licence, and this one for speeding. The poor sod had been on his way to court when they’d stopped him. Still, he’d probably have the kettle on, same as last time, or let him have some eggs even.
His personal radio crackled. Without slowing down, he answered it and confirmed his whereabouts.


‘Proceed to promenade where elderly man is reported to be in trouble on the beach. Constable Evans is down there already but may need assistance.’
‘Willco.’
He executed a neat U-turn and roared off down the road in the direction of the promenade. What sort of trouble, he wondered. Heart attack? – but in that case Evans would call for an ambulance. And it was a bit early in the day for a mugging, though not impossible.
Reaching Church Street, he switched on his siren and began weaving in and out between the cars caught up in what was locally known as the ‘rush hour’; at this time of year it went on for roughly ten minutes. Beyond the lights the traffic thickened, so he pulled clear of it on to the right-hand half of the road for the next couple of hundred yards, grinning as he remembered how only a couple of years ago before he joined the force he’d have been arrested for doing this.
But the grin dropped from his face the moment he got to the promenade. He groped for his radio and called up the station.
‘We’ll need an ambulance, sarge,’ he reported urgently. ‘And a couple more men – with gloves!’
‘Why gloves? Get a grip on yourself, man. What is the situation?’
‘Jellyfish. The whole beach is covered with the buggers. From where I’m standing the old’un looks dead, but Evans is down there – Oh, bloody hell! I’ve got to go and help him!’
Williams jumped down on to the beach. It was spotted with jellyfish whichever way he looked, like a horrible rash. Nervously he tugged at his black gauntlet gloves to make sure they were on properly. He recalled only too well the last time he’d met this type of jellyfish. Down by the harbour, it had been. Two men: one he’d recognised as that actor on TV who hadn’t even realised he had a jellyfish wrapped around his hand, sucking his blood; and as for the other, with that thing over his mouth and nose…
‘Evans! Stand up! Don’t touch them!’ he shouted to his colleague, but he knew it was already too late. There was no way the man could help himself now.
The jellyfish had attacked as Evans tried to lift the old man up. One had secured itself to his ungloved hand. Williams could see it clearly as he ran towards them, although it wasn’t until he was much closer that he realised Evans had also been stung across the face. A frightening red weal spread down his cheek, cutting into his upper lip.
Williams stooped to peel the jellyfish away from Evans’s hand which was already so numb, he didn’t even wince as skin and flesh came away with it. ‘Jesus Christ!’ Williams muttered, wanting to puke.
The tentacles curled around his gloved fingers, holding tightly as he attempted to toss the jellyfish aside. A couple of the more stubborn ones he had to pull out by the roots before he could free himself of it. As he did so, he felt a movement over his foot and looked down as a jellyfish appeared to be heaving itself on to his boot. Could that be possible?
Sickened, he stared about him. Hundreds of jellyfish lay on the beach, surrounding him. They need only move in on him simultaneously in a co-ordinated attack and that would be the end of his chances.
Imagining things, he was – that’s what he told himself, anyway. First, jellyfish can’t move on dry land. Second, whoever heard of them attacking in packs? Hyenas, yes; wolves, yes – but bloody jellyfish? Third, he was well covered, wasn’t he?
And Evans was moaning, needing help.
Williams bent down to get a grip on him, heaving him upright then letting him fall across his shoulder. The old fireman’s lift. He grunted as he straightened up.
‘All right, mate – soon have you out o’ this!’ he announced cheerfully as he turned towards the promenade.
Already he could hear the wail of the ambulance siren. Not much he could do for the old man or the dog. Pretty horrific sight that was, too. But at least he’d get Evans back.
The tentacle moved slowly across his neck. First came a slight tickling sensation, then an intense burning pain. A second later, while he was still writhing from the shock, he became conscious of something penetrating beneath his collar, creeping down his skin between his shoulder blades. He bit his lip, tasting blood, as he stood rooted to the spot, still with the dead weight of Evans’s body across his shoulder.
The jellyfish must’ve been on his clothes, his mind told him with terrifying clarity. On Evans’s clothes.
Oh, Jesus! The agony ran down his spine, tearing him apart. In the small of his back… kidneys, was it? Bursting?
He’d fallen – but when? How? Jerking uncontrollably, his whole body… Rolling and twisting in wild spasms.
Sand in his face, filling his mouth, hard grainy sand choking in his throat as the pain corkscrewed through him.
Bloody Evans – why did he go and do that? Pulling him down like that? Always messing around, was Evans, sod him.
Pain was easing though, relaxing, like someone’d given him an injection. Ambulance men? No, he was still on the sand, his muscles seizing up, all sensation dropping away. That jellyfish poison was paralysing him. He remembered vaguely how they’d eaten into the face of that poor sod down by the harbour. Were they nibbling at him now, and he couldn’t feel it?


Oh, God! Mam, don’t let me die.
Mam?
Tim knew nothing about the mass landing of jellyfish until he went down for breakfast that morning. He had overslept for once, and had no time even to glance out of his window as he shaved and washed, then struggled into his clothes. Thank God he could manage his shirt buttons now without that searing agony jangling through his whole nervous system. Odd, the way that poison seemed to work. The numbing effect had worn off only very slowly and during the first couple of days he’d hardly experienced any real pain at all, compared with what followed.
The danger was the paralysis which left jellyfish victims unable to help themselves. He understood now what it felt like to be hunted – not viciously, as men track down one of their own kind, but simply for food.
After yesterday’s experiences in the cave, none of them had felt too sure of themselves. His own inclination had been to take it easy for the rest of the day, but he’d reckoned without Jacqui’s will-power. The film crew had arrived at midday as planned, and she’d decided to stick to her schedule. Their first location was among the sand dunes where they’d discovered the drowned teenager – how long ago was it now? A couple of weeks only, but it seemed like months.
This time, just to be quite sure, they had their own jellyfish with them, one of those he and Jane had collected that morning. While Jane drove, he nervously held the round specimen container clasped between his knees. He felt thankful the tide was coming in, making it too dangerous to take the crew to film in the cave. Jacqui was quite capable of it, he knew.
As it was, once they’d reached the dunes and had everything set up, she instructed Jane to tip the jellyfish out on to the sand.
‘Stand well clear, then!’ Jane replied coolly.
At arm’s length, she unclipped the lid and threw it aside. For some reason, he didn’t know why, Tim had expected the jellyfish to be skulking at the bottom of the container; instead, it clung to the side just below the lip and they had difficulty dislodging it.
‘Shake it!’ Jacqui snapped impatiently.
Jane had grinned at her, her eyes mocking; she’d held it out. ‘You try.’
Jacqui was unperturbed. She had brought with her a walking stick for Tim to use as a pointer; with it, she gently prised the jellyfish free. Instinctively, Jane stepped back as it fell on the sand at her feet. Even then Jacqui wasn’t satisfied. She sent for water to splash over it.
‘We want it to look its best,’ she remarked lightly enough, but it was obvious to Tim that was just a front. She watched it cannily – and with loathing – as she was speaking and made sure she stood well clear.
In the shade – so long as it was not giving off any light of its own – the jellyfish looked, Tim reflected, like an unsavoury pink blancmange. But then no doubt it had moods, just as humans do.
After a quick rehearsal for the sake of Wally, the tall cameraman, Tim plunged into his brief commentary, using the walking stick to indicate the various parts of the creature. To his mind, he said off the cuff, this was as genuine a monster of the deep as he’d ever want to meet. Then they moved the camera for a close shot to demonstrate what he meant. With the stick he raised a fringe of the jellyfish to reveal its tentacles. One obligingly emptied its poison against the metal ferrule.
Jane had been in a sombre mood as he held the container steady while she shovelled the jellyfish back into it. She clipped the lid into place, then straightened up, her face flushed from the effort. The light breeze blew her straight blonde hair about her face.
‘You’re very beautiful right now,’ he told her. ‘Maybe jellyfish are good for you.’
She ignored the remark. ‘I’d like to get them over to my sister’s place today,’ she said abruptly. ‘You’ll be getting fed up with me taking your car, but – just once more? May I?’
‘Of course.’
‘I’m worried. The way they all sat there in that cave waiting for us. Watching us while we took some of them away. What was going on in those nasty little brains?’
‘They don’t have brains.’
‘Don’t they? Then I’d like to know what they do have.’
‘Appetites,’ he reminded her grimly. ‘So you be bloody careful.’
Driving him back into town – he still couldn’t manage the gear lever with his bandaged hand – she brought up the theme again. ‘I can’t understand how you can be so certain they don’t have brains. We know nothing about them.’
‘All I know is, we’re going to see a lot more. I only hope you can convince your sister how urgent this is. Something out there must be driving them ashore – but what?’
He’d had no idea when he spoke so prophetically that the next major invasion of jellyfish would be as soon as the following morning. It’d been no more than a hunch, anyway.
They had completed their work that day and seen no further sign of them, either on the beach or by the harbour where they shot the next sequence. He’d helped Jane pack the two specimen containers into the boot of his BMW, wrapping a car rug around them to prevent them rolling about, and then watched her drive off. Back in the hotel he’d made a half-hearted attempt to contact Sue, again unsuccessfully, but he’d learned to expect that now. It was like a great emptiness in his life; a void which he felt could never be filled. Sue blamed him, of course – but then she would.
He’d had dinner alone with Jacqui. They’d tried a steak bar, not wishing to risk the Grand Hotel’s cuisine again. To avoid having to ask her to cut up his meat for him he’d plumped for the scampi. Over a bottle of cheap wine their talk became lively, like old friends’, though he hadn’t known her all that long. Neither of them mentioned jellyfish and, as if by some unspoken agreement, they both steered clear of their private involvements. When they parted in the hotel lobby she even held up her face for a kiss.
It was surprising how much she knew about the theatre, he thought as he went upstairs humming to himself. Studied drama at university; he hadn’t known that.
Although it was still early, he’d gone to bed almost immediately. For the first time in days he’d felt completely relaxed. Should he stop phoning Sue, he wondered drowsily before falling asleep; should he go to Totnes instead? She could hardly ignore him face to face.
As for the jellyfish, he might be quite wrong about them. According to the hotel porter, the police had visited the cave after the early evening tide. They’d found a packet containing marijuana – God knows where, because he hadn’t seen it – but nothing else.
Fair enough – that could be the last anyone saw of them, he’d told himself comfortably as sleep took over.
Tim’s mood of quiet optimism lasted through until the following morning when it was shattered by Jacqui herself. He was rushing downstairs, late, having slept through the alarm, when he bumped into her on her way up. She caught his arm, gripping it tightly. Her hazel eyes were lively with excitement and – was it fear?
‘You know about it?’


‘Know what?’ he asked, still half asleep.
‘Nobody’s told you, then? Jellyfish everywhere. We’re going down there now with the crew. Two fuzz dead – at least, that’s the rumour. Oh, and an old man.’
‘In the harbour?’
‘On the beach, of course! I was coming to fetch you.’
‘I’ll need my gear.’ He started to go back upstairs, but stopped when he realised she was not following. ‘Well, come and help me, for Chrissake! I’ll need all morning without help.’
Back in his room he tugged the curtain aside to get a look at the beach. The sight of it stunned him into silence. At his side, Jacqui was trembling as she tried to master her fear. He was aware she was saying something, her lips forming the words, but no sound came from her.
Around the entire sweep of the bay, stretching as far as he could see, the sand was sparkling like a jewelled collar. No mistaking the cause, either: a multitude of gleaming pink jellyfish scintillated under the bright morning sun. Yesterday he’d walked across those sands with Jacqui and Jane, and not seen a jellyfish anywhere until they’d reached the cave beyond the headland; now there were so many that it would be impossible to go two paces without treading on one.
He kicked off his shoes, fetched his flying boots from beside the wardrobe and sat on the bed while she helped him on with them. Even at this distance from the beach he felt safer once she had zipped them up. She got him into his anorak, too. Not that he couldn’t have managed alone, but it would have taken him five times longer to get everything fastened.
For his bandaged hand he’d bought a large sheepskin mitt – Jane’s idea – which covered it completely, while on his right hand he wore an ordinary leather glove.
‘Hope it’s not necessary, all this!’ Jacqui said, surveying him. ‘I don’t intend any of us to get too close to them.’


But her own outfit covered her just as well, leaving only her face and untidy blonde hair exposed.
‘If I weren’t so shit-scared of them,’ Tim observed, taking one last look from the window, ‘I’d say they’re beautiful. Both from far off and near to.’
‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever?’ Jacqui quoted at him with a grimace. ‘You didn’t say that when they were chewing pieces out of you.’
‘No.’
Unexpectedly, she slipped an arm about his waist and hugged him. ‘Oh, you are daft, Tim,’ she said. ‘But you’re a great comfort.’
They went down to the hotel lobby to find Jacqui’s assistant, the willowy Dorothea, emerging from the glass-fronted telephone kiosk. She’d managed to get through to Alan Brewer’s office and learned that several coastal resorts had reported the same mass jellyfish invasion. Colwyn Bay, Blackpool, Pwllheli and Bournemouth were among those she’d scribbled down, but there were others.
Jacqui drove them down to the promenade. On the way she explained briefly what she wanted: a general shot of the beach with commentary from Tim in the foreground; more close shots of jellyfish; and bystander interviews. The cameraman was already down there getting some footage for News, just in case they were in the market.
The atmosphere when they arrived at the promenade was tense. An ambulance pulled away, its sirens screaming; a police officer with two silver pips on his epaulettes stood at the open door of a patrol car, speaking urgently into a radio microphone, while two constables attempted to persuade the twenty or thirty sightseers to move further off.
On the beach lay the body of one of the victims, probably the old man Jacqui had mentioned. A jellyfish obscured his face, all but the eyes.
She pulled up and wound down her window for a word with the tall cameraman.
‘Got all we need here, Jacqui.’ He eased the Arri BL off the shoulder-pod and let Jamie, his assistant, take charge of it. ‘Your lorry’s arrived. He’s up at the far end of the prom – can you see him? – and I’d suggest we join him to get those shots on the beach next before the police cordon off the whole area. He was a bloody mess, that copper they’ve just carted off. Only a kid, too. You know him, Tim – he’s the one who pulled those jellyfish off you an’ Arthur down by the harbour.’
‘Is he still alive?’
‘Just about.’ Wally rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. He looked exhausted. ‘Christ, what a shambles. No one’s got any idea what to do about it. Not as far as I can judge.’
‘We’ll meet you down there, Wally.’ Jacqui’s voice was steady. Only the way she gripped the steering wheel – so tightly that every bone of her knuckles was sharply outlined – betrayed her nervousness. ‘Let’s go.’
Not until they arrived at the lorry did Tim begin to understand what she had in mind. It was a battered old Leyland truck which she’d hired from a gardening firm; it smelled of compost and a leaky sump. On this the crew were to ride out across the beach in order to get a few shots with the jellyfish all around them. He felt sick in his stomach at the thought of it; but then so, probably, did she.
The driver had no qualms. He was a cheerful young man with tattoos up his arms who obviously welcomed this change from his usual routine job. He’d been a gunner in the Falklands campaign, he explained as he let down the tailboard; they needn’t think he was going to stick around in this dead hole much longer; another few months, and he’d be off to South Africa.


‘You’ll find bigger jellyfish down there,’ Dorothea informed him sweetly as she climbed up with a helping hand from Jamie. ‘Not forgetting giant squid to liven up your beach party. And the odd scorpion in the bathroom.’
There were still some gardening tools on the back of the truck, but they pushed them out of the way to make room for their own gear. Terry, the sound man, sat himself firmly on his little folding stool and began to fiddle, frowning, with the take-up spool on his Nagra. That Nagra should’ve been sent to a museum years ago – a standing joke with the Gulliver team – but Terry always managed to nurse it through. He probably wouldn’t have been happy with a new one.
‘Are we all set, then?’ Jacqui demanded, looking around the crew.
‘Ready when you are.’
She banged the side of the lorry and leaned precariously around the cab for a word with the driver. ‘OK now, take it easy. We don’t want anybody falling off.’
At the end of the promenade a stone slipway led down to the beach. The lorry took the slope gently and then set off across the sands with Jacqui still leaning over the side to give directions. Tim placed himself where he could grab her if anything went wrong. Everyone else was silent. Above the throbbing engine an unsavoury squelching sound could be heard as jellyfish were flattened by the heavy tyres. It set the teeth on edge.
Tim gazed down at them. On the back of the truck he was well out of their reach, yet he felt far from safe. They were biding their time, that’s all. And there seemed to be no way of defeating them, he brooded despondently; kill one, and more arrived by the next tide.
For what reason, no one knew. The ancient Israelites always blamed themselves when disaster overtook them: Jehovah was punishing them for their evil ways. Was that so far-fetched today? Perhaps – but who could tell?
‘Hold it! This’ll do!’
Jacqui slapped the side of the lorry again and it slithered to a halt, its tyres failing to grip at first on the highway of jellyfish slime. Immediately, she began discussing with Wally the sort of shots she wanted, all to be taken from the safety of their present perch well clear of even the longest tentacles. A top shot of one of the largest, tilting up and zooming out to a long shot of the entire beach as far as the headland, then…
‘I could do my commentary from here,’ Tim heard himself offering.
Jacqui glanced at him quizzically. ‘How?’
‘Oh, not on the lorry,’ he explained. In for a penny… ‘No, I meant I could stand with them all around me. Make a good shot, and I’m dressed for it.’
Terry looked up from whatever he was doing to the tape recorder. ‘You’d be on your own, then. I’m not going down there.’
‘It’s not a bad idea.’ But Jacqui still hesitated.
‘Oh no!’ Terry repeated firmly. ‘If that’s what you want, Tim’ll have to hold his own mike. We’re staying here.’ He turned to the sound assistant. ‘Stick mike, Bill.’
‘If you’re sure, Tim?’
She was offering him a way out, but now he’d made the suggestion he had to stay with it. This could be the key shot of the whole film; they both knew that.
Maybe, too, there was some other reason half-formed in his mind. A reluctance to cede territory to this jellyfish army. Let them once be convinced they were winning, and there would be no telling what might happen next.
No, that was ridiculous. Surely that would mean the jellyfish thought like humans, which they didn’t – did they?
‘I’m all set,’ he announced. ‘I’ll climb down first, then you can hand me the mike.’


‘Head for that clear patch you can see over there,’ the cameraman said, pointing. ‘That should be fine. Terry – the longest lead you can give us!’
To the rear of the lorry the beach looked uninviting. It was covered with squashed jellyfish, slime, and segments of severed tentacles squirming where they lay. Instead, he climbed over the side and dropped on to a small area of unoccupied sand marred only by the remains of a discarded cigarette packet. For a second or two he swayed, unsure of his balance, but somehow he managed to keep his footing.
Perhaps Jehovah was on his side after all, he thought grimly.
‘OK, let’s have the mike,’ he called up. ‘And I don’t relish the idea of staying too long down here, so let’s get it in one – right?’
They lowered the mike to him on the end of its heavy cable. Once he had it in his hand, he began to pick his way gingerly between the jellyfish, heading for the spot Wally had indicated. Jellyfish cannot see, he repeated to himself persistently; he was uncomfortably aware that those ruby star-markings on the jellyfish seemed to be watching him. They’re blind, single-minded predators.
Which could move on dry land, he reminded himself, however immobile they might appear to be at first sight. They had gathered around him in that cave, crowding in on him, making their first tentative attack on his boots…
Tim blinked; the brilliant sunshine hurt his eyes. For a moment he’d imagined himself back in the cave, reliving all that had happened there. He gazed around at the thousands of jellyfish scattered across the beach in every direction. Had they willed him to think that way? Taken over his mind?
He shivered.
But he had to pull himself together if he was to get back in one piece. He turned to wave to the crew on the lorry, and then tramped on, taking care to avoid treading on even a single tentacle.
‘That’s it!’ Jacqui’s voice, sounding a long way off. ‘You are OK now.’
He stopped and faced them. That patch of clear sand seemed so virginal… so pure… He took up his position in the centre of it. The nearest jellyfish were almost two feet away. On the lorry, Wally was peering at him through the camera and adjusting the zoom lens. Jacqui was shading her eyes, looking back towards the promenade.
‘Mary had a little lamb, its fleece as pink as jellyfish,’ he recited into the mike. ‘That OK for level?’
The sound man waved. Then why the hell can’t we get on with it, Tim thought irritably. He could swear one or two of those jellyfish were already a little closer to him.
Jacqui was saying something to the cameraman. Oh, bloody hell, don’t start arguing now! But, no – everything was OK.
‘Stand by!’ Jacqui’s thin voice floated towards him. As if he’d been doing anything else for the past few minutes. He was hardly likely to lie down and sunbathe. ‘Stand by! Action!’
Tim let it all rip. Whatever he’d prepared went out of his head. In its place came words which he had never intended to speak. Sincere words which weren’t deliberately conceived to shock the viewers, yet probably would. This was one issue he could not bring himself to fudge; the stakes were too high. He had to get the message over.
The camera was starting on him, he knew.
‘Early today the unexpected happened,’ he began soberly. ‘The coasts of Britain were attacked by hordes of jellyfish. No one can tell us why they have come here, only that they are extremely dangerous. They attack human beings wherever they meet them. Not only human beings, but animals as well. Perhaps you think I’m exaggerating when I talk of jellyfish hordes, but just take a look at this beach… ’
He turned slightly, cueing the camera man to widen the shot.
‘… and ask yourself: have you ever seen so many jellyfish before? In one place? There’s no denying they look attractive – but whatever you do, never touch them. It’s best to stay well clear of them, and keep your children away from them as well. These jellyfish can kill. On dry land as well as in the water.
‘I said we don’t know why they’ve come here, yet one thing is certain. They look on us – you and me – as food. In the past, our ancestors were hunters who went after wild animals in order to feed their families. Today our fishermen still go out on their trawlers to catch fish for our tables. In much the same way these creatures hunt us. Don’t expect any mercy from them. Don’t expect anything – except danger.’
For a few moments he remained quite still, clutching the stick mike in his one good hand. Even before he glanced down he was aware that the jellyfish had edged their way across the sand and were now within an inch or two of his boots.
‘Tim!’ It was Jacqui shouting, and waving to him urgently. ‘Get moving! That was fine but you’ve got to get back!’
A jellyfish immediately in front of him moved again, an obvious ripple appearing across it. It straightened out, now partly covering the toe of his boot. Once more it gathered itself up, the section still on the sand tucking closer, and once more it propelled itself forward until it lay draped over his foot.
He attempted to shake it off, but its hold was too secure. At last he managed to peel it away by using the side of his left boot as a scraper, though by that time another was already waiting to take its place.
‘Tim! Ti-i-im!’
Jacqui was sounding desperate, yet how could he go back to the lorry while the jellyfish were crowding on to his boots? He had to get them off; no point in moving till he’d rid himself of them – was there? He couldn’t go like this, not with…
Somewhere in the back of his mind a tiny area of rationality remained. You’re being obsessional, it told him. Best get on your way.
Yet there were jellyfish on both boots now. What was worse, one was clearly creeping over another, using it as a sort of stepping stone from which it could drape itself around his ankle. Tim stared down at them as if hypnotised.
‘Tim – hold on!’
What was she doing? He gazed over towards the lorry – that was Jacqui climbing out, wasn’t it? Jumping down. Oh no, she mustn’t… no…
‘No, Jacqui, don’t!’ he yelled with the full force of his lungs. ‘Go back!’
He started forward, ignoring the jellyfish over his feet, knowing only that he had to get to her. They left him no path, they had crowded so close. He had no hesitation about stepping on them, but they were so slippery that he several times almost lost his footing. His mind was cold now, fully recovered from that minor attack of – what had it been? A form of hysteria? Some jellyfish he kicked aside, forcing his boot into the soft sand beneath them, but a few clung to him. He could feel their weight, and the pressure of their disgusting bodies against his lower legs.
But it was effective. By one means or another, he cleared a path through them, shouting warnings to Jacqui to stay where she was. For some reason he still clung to the microphone, though he’d have done better to abandon it; jellyfish straddled the heavy lead – every couple of feet, it seemed – but he tugged it clear, toppling them over on to their backs.
‘Tim – your legs!’ Jacqui exclaimed, horrified. ‘Stand still a minute and let me…’
She didn’t finish the sentence, but set to work right away with the long-handled hoe she was wielding. Jellyfish clung like scales to his flying boots; the uppermost were already beginning to explore his jeans. Luckily they moved only very slowly, but in another few minutes they’d have reached his knees.
On the sand around her lay the remains of those she’d already slaughtered. Or perhaps ‘slaughtered’ was the wrong word, he thought; they still seemed very much alive despite having been cut to pieces with the hoe. He remembered Sue’s desperation in the little general stores as she tried to kill that first specimen they’d collected. It won’t die! He could almost hear her voice.
Oh, God, Sue…
‘Here, you take the mike. I can manage.’
He spoke more roughly than he’d intended, but Jacqui seemed to understand. She took the mike, handing him the hoe.
‘One more on your left boot,’ she pointed out, coiling the mike lead and passing it up to the sound assistant who had stayed on the lorry with the rest of the crew, out of harm’s way.
‘Watch out!’ he cried instinctively as he saw a tentacle wavering near her riding boot.
She stepped back and he severed it with a downward thrust of the hoe. The jellyfish itself lay partly trapped beneath the lorry’s rear wheel; one side of it was squashed to a pulp, yet the section which remained was still dangerous.
Carefully, he checked his own boots, and then hers, but they seemed to be clear. The trouble was, wherever they put their feet they could not help treading on fragments of the jellyfish she’d dismembered, while only two or three feet away lay the others.
‘Oh, for Chrissake, let’s get out of here!’ he rasped, suddenly convinced there was no way they could win, whatever they tried.
The driver had manoeuvred the lorry to a position where it was safe – temporarily, at any rate – for them to lower the tailboard and scramble up, helped by Wally and the rest of the crew. As they reached down to grab him, Tim’s bandaged hand set up an agonised aching again.
Another bloody reminder, he thought glumly. He gazed across the beach towards the spot where he’d stood for his commentary. Of the route he’d taken on the way back no trace was left. The jellyfish had re-grouped, with more of them now gathering around the lorry.
When Jacqui called out to the driver that they could go, no one felt more relieved than he did.
They had dinner in the hotel restaurant, the whole crew together. Conversation was intermittent. No one felt particularly lively, though they made the usual jokes, trying to fill the awkward silences. For once the meal was quite good – roast lamb with mint sauce and fresh vegetables done in the traditional Welsh manner – and the wine he’d chosen bucked them all up. ‘On me,’ he’d insisted, and no one had argued. But no sooner had their talk begun to take off than it flickered out and died again as each one fell back into private thoughts.
About jellyfish, of course: Tim could see it in their expressions. That morning’s experiences had shocked everyone out of complacency. Death could come at any time – well, that had always been the case, but this manner of death seemed so much worse.
The police had been waiting for them on their return to the promenade where they had left their cars, and Tim had expected trouble. Instead, a tired-looking uniformed inspector merely told them to move on; if they went anywhere near the beach again, lorry or no lorry, he’d arrest them for obstruction; the police had enough on their hands without having to deal with their kind.
White tape and crowd barriers appeared, cutting off all access to the beach. Balding men in baggy grey suits turned up – Council officials, someone said – and stood around discussing what should be done, until a brisk, middle-aged woman drove up in a Volvo to take charge. She was seen consulting with the officials, then with the police, and then with the officials again, but whatever conclusion she reached, it was not divulged to the public.
By late afternoon when the tide was coming in again, still nothing had happened. It seemed almost as if, Jacqui suggested, they were hoping the sea would carry the jellyfish away again, so sparing the bureaucrats the pain of having to reach a decision.
But no one at their table expected that to happen. The general consensus was that the jellyfish were here to stay.
‘They knew what they wanted,’ said Terry gloomily, ‘and they were determined to get it, too. Nothing’d coax me to that bloody beach again.’
The party began to break up. Dorothea and Jamie talked of trying the local disco; the others went off in search of a pub, although Jacqui opted out, saying she’d work to do on the next Gulliver script. Unless Alan Brewer changed his mind after seeing the rushes, they’d finished their part of the documentary; it was now up to him.
‘So back to Gulliver,’ Wally grunted. ‘At least that’s sane.’
‘What about the stuff in the sandhills?’ Terry challenged her suspiciously.
‘We’ve changed that location,’ she said. ‘The rest of the Gulliver unit gets here tomorrow and we’re going up into the hills. We’ll shoot it up there.’
Instead of the thug making his getaway in a boat, she explained, they’d be using a helicopter. It was all laid on – she’d spoken by phone both to Anne, the producer, and to Jackson Philips: no problem. A different extra, of course; not Arthur.
‘We’ll be off, then,’ said Wally. ‘Another hour, and they’ll be closing.’
Left alone, Tim and Jacqui remained sitting in the restaurant for a few more minutes until the waiter began pointedly to clear everything away from their table. Tim suggested a drink at the bar but she shook her head, saying she really did have to work. But outside his door she hesitated.
‘Did you say you had a bottle of scotch?’
‘That’s right.’
He slipped the key in the lock and held the door open for her. In the centre of the room she paused for a moment, then went directly to the window. The curtains had not yet been drawn. She stood there gazing out while he fetched a couple of glasses from the bathroom.
‘Tim.’
Her voice sounded timid.
He joined her. The tide had already turned, but the water had so far retreated no more than a few feet. In normal circumstances it would have been too dark to see anything, but tonight all was brilliantly illuminated. Both the surface of the sea and the strip of shore it had just vacated glowed as intensely as if it were daylight.
‘Jellyfish,’ she said, shivering. ‘It’s eerie.’
‘Have your drink.’
He poured generously, then brought the glasses over to the window. When she took hers, she raised it level with her lips, waiting for him to say something. A toast.
‘Death to all jellyfish?’
She nodded. ‘Death to all jellyfish!’ she repeated solemnly, and drank. ‘Oh, I feel I should pour a libation or something, but I can’t think which god.’
‘Nor can I. Are there any?’
‘Oh yes, there must be!’ She gulped at her drink again, then leaned against him, seeking the comfort of his arm about her. ‘I wonder,’ she mused, ‘how many of us will still be alive at the end of all this?’
‘It’s only on the coast,’ he reminded her gently. ‘Away from the coast people don’t even know what we’re talking about.’
‘So far.’
She looked up at him, her mouth puckering, and he bent to kiss her. Suddenly, her arm was around his neck and she was pulling his head down to hers, working urgently with her lips, her tongue twisting into him, then withdrawing, teasing, inviting, and searching for him again with an insatiable hunger.
Then, pushing him away, she looked at him earnestly… almost speculatively.
‘What are we going to do about you?’ she asked. But she did not wait for an answer. ‘More to the point, why are we still wearing these clothes?’
Turning back into the room, she emptied her glass, put it down on the chest of drawers, and marched over to the switch by the door. They didn’t need that yellowing ceiling lamp with its tatty shade. With that off, the full effect of the jellyfish phosphorescence became apparent. It flooded the room with a mysterious greenish light, like sunlight filtered through leaves.
Jacqui was standing on the far side of the bed with her back towards him. She was going to be coy, he thought, but he was wrong. He saw her take off her shoes and peel down her tights, but then she faced him again.
‘You are slow!’ she mocked him when she noticed he’d hardly started to undress. ‘Or d’you want me to help?’
As she spoke, she lazily drew her sweater over her head. When it was off, she shook her head a couple of times in quick succession as if to encourage her short, wavy hair to fall back into place, but it remained as untidy as usual. Her breasts were small but very definitely there; well-shaped, and with brown button-nipples to crown them.
Her movements were slow as she fumbled with the zip-fastener on her skirt. Gradually she zipped it down, her eyes teasing him: she played it like a musical instrument; every little rasping sound it made became an erotic mating call. At last she unhooked the waistband and allowed the skirt to slip down to her ankles. She stood there naked, her skin green-tinged by that haunting light.
‘Approve?’
‘Oh, yes! Who wouldn’t?’ He went to her. As they kissed, he ran his hand softly over her back. Then, holding her at arm’s length, he said: ‘Green suits you.’
‘Green?’ She caught sight of herself in the full-length wardrobe mirror and laughed. ‘I hadn’t realised.’
‘Goes with your eyes.’
In bed, she became suddenly tense. Whatever he tried – caressing her, kissing her – she accepted almost impatiently. She clutched at him, her arms tightening about him as she rolled over on to her back, frowning and biting her lips as he eased into her. He felt excluded. It was his body she was accepting, but merely as an instrument; not him at all. He was no longer even there for her.
‘Oh, I’d forgotten!’ she breathed intensely, but not to him. ‘I’d forgotten.’
Afterwards, she cuddled up to him, becoming aware of him again, but now more relaxed than he had ever known her. Then, without moving, she murmured something about another drink; he disentangled himself to replenish both glasses. They sat up in bed side by side, drinking. His hand wandered over her breasts, lingering as they responded.


‘It’s just as well we’re shooting that Gulliver episode again,’ she said dreamily. ‘I made a mess of those first couple of days. Knew it at the time, too.’
‘You were very nervous.’
‘Well, wouldn’t you be?’ she blurted out. ‘If the person you’d lived with for two years had suddenly gone off with someone else?’
‘So that was it?’
‘Yes, that was bloody it!’ A quick smile. ‘I’m glad I’ve told you.’
Like Sue, he thought. The same sodding story. Only Sue had chosen the double bed as her confessional. She’d wanted to make love again before issuing her notice to quit. Bitch. He wondered what she was doing at that moment. Back from the theatre probably, and cosily tucked up under the blankets with – what was the bugger’s name?
‘Your friend…’ He hesitated. ‘I mean, did he…?’
‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ Her fingers moved slowly downwards, exploring under the bedclothes until they found him. ‘Tactile pleasures,’ she murmured as he responded to her touch. ‘That’s all that matters really when you think about it. Not love or affection, all that crap, but just whether you’re good in bed.’
‘You sound bitter.’
‘I’ll show you whether I’m bitter or not.’
She kicked the bedclothes aside.
It must have been some two hours later when they heard the sound of engines and men’s voices shouting from the direction of the shore. They went over to the window to look out, their arms about each other, still naked. Three lorries were moving in line across the beach. At first it was not clear what was the purpose of this manoeuvre. Then they turned.


‘They’re spraying the beach!’ Jacqui said. ‘That’s what it looks like.’
‘Much good that’ll do. Pesticide, I imagine. Something like that.’
But he was wrong – how wrong became immediately apparent once the lorries had withdrawn up the slipway and moved well clear of the promenade. He heard a pistol shot, hardly more than a dull phut, and a Very light travelled low over the beach, hitting the sand about half-way towards the sea. A sheet of flame burst out angrily and with a sudden whoosh the entire beach was on fire.
‘Bloody hell!’ Jacqui held on to him, shuddering. ‘Oh, Jesus! Oh, I wouldn’t want to do that to any living thing, not even jellyfish. They’re being burned alive, for Chrissake!’
Tim held her close, but said nothing. Vividly he recalled his own feeling when he was still down there among them, knowing they were crawling over him and remembering what they had done to that woman in the shop, to Arthur and the other victims, and what they could have done to him. He felt glad they were burning. Relieved.
Over the beach hung thick black smoke which at first was fully visible as the fire raged, its light taking over from the burning jellyfish; but then at last the flames died down, and the dark smoke merged almost imperceptibly with the night sky until it completely disappeared.
The stench remained, seeping into the room through the gaps around the ill-fitting sash windows. A sweet-sour smell of charred tissue.
‘Consumed by fire.’
Unconsciously he spoke the words aloud, but Jacqui took no notice. She was pointing to the roadway some distance from the beach: a dark patch, well away from the nearest street lamp. The lorries were parked there. Although nothing could be seen of their superstructure, the wheels and the lower part of each chassis were clearly visible, glowing with an intense greenish-yellowy light.
‘Slime,’ she said.
In London that same night Alan Brewer had been enjoying dinner at the Garrick Club with an old friend from Fleet Street who was lucky enough to be a member. Between the two of them these dinners had become something of a private tradition. Tit for tat, in a way. Alan regularly invited his friend to appear on television programmes, thus making him a household name as well as supplementing his income, while in return he himself was taken to eat at the best club in London where together they explored the more expensive reaches of the wine list.
All in all, it was a very satisfactory arrangement.
On this occasion he decided to drive home via the Embankment, but found it crowded with cars and sightseers. He parked with difficulty and asked someone what it was all about.
‘Jellyfish,’ a girl said, giggling. ‘In the Thames.’
There was no way he could push his way through that mass of people, so he went up on to Waterloo Bridge where he managed to squeeze between two Italian tourists and get to the rail. The tide was out, exposing a wide stretch of mud along the South Bank before the Festival Hall.
It was thick with jellyfish, gently glowing like decorative lamps. They were the first Alan had seen with his own eyes, but he knew well enough what they could do to people. He felt sick at the sight of them.
The crowd too was strangely silent, considering the number of people there. There was no panic; but no joy, either. A dark cloud of apprehension hung over them, and even the approaching police sirens seemed more subdued than usual.


Returning to his car, he ran into a police superintendent he knew slightly through a TV documentary he’d made about the work of Scotland Yard. There were traffic jams at least as far as Cheyne Walk, he advised. Best avoid the river altogether.
‘Jellyfish?’ he added. ‘If you television people don’t know, who does?’
It was almost as if the police blamed television for the jellyfish being there in the first place, Alan brooded as he sat tapping his fingers on the wheel, waiting for the car in front of him to move. All he’d asked was how far upriver the jellyfish had penetrated. From the answer, it was obvious the police had no idea. Well, the Thames was tidal at least as far as Richmond.
So Richmond it was.
He drove via Marylebone Road and Westway, staying clear of the river until he reached Kew Bridge where the telltale gaggle of sightseers and police cars told the same story. A couple of ambulances there too, but he didn’t stop to enquire the details.
In the centre of Richmond on the slipway at the foot of Water Lane a cluster of jellyfish was observing the human goings-on around it with malevolent indifference. Alan used his press card to get past the outer cordon of police but it was not until he managed to have a word with the landlord of the pub beside the slipway that he was able to piece the story together. Business had been brisk that evening; after all, there weren’t many pubs about where customers could watch the jellyfish while supping their pints. No one had noticed the two teenagers tinkering with the parked cars, then scooping up jellyfish in the shadows farther along the river and dropping them on to the driving seats.
That is, until the first driver got into his car.
They’d called an ambulance, the landlord said, and the police; but who could tell if the poor sod would live or die? As for the two teenagers, at first no one had thought to look for them, what with the hysteria over the jellyfish in the cars and all that. Then someone spotted them, he couldn’t recall who. The boy was already dead, and the girl was now in hospital under sedation.
‘God, that lad’s face! I know it was his own stupid fault, the silly bugger, but I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. All the years I was in the army – Aden, the Mau Mau in Kenya, a spell in Korea – I never saw anything to equal that. Poor kid. I’d seen him around; and the girl. Been in here for a drink. Then he has to go and do something mind-blowing like that! It makes me wonder… Oh, I dunno.’



15
Extinction… extinction… extinction…
Once again the message pulses out through the deep. Jellyfish shoals far off in the South Atlantic sense its meaning as clearly as those which arrive on Britain’s coasts with every tide. Their reaction is instinctive. Birth follows death as day follows night.
Multiply…
All life is part of the great cycle. The individual has no meaning outside the species. To ensure the species survives is the only purpose of existence.
All hold the precious eggs within them; all spew out the seed-clouds to be ingested by others. For jellyfish are both male and female, programmed to continue that mystery which is life. The command is implicit.
Multiply.
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One after another, local authorities in holiday resorts all the way around the coast decided to clear the jellyfish hordes from their beaches by burning them. It was like cauterising a wound, one councillor said. Every evening the main television news bulletins carried pictures of surging flames and palls of thick smoke drifting above them.
On the following tides more jellyfish arrived to replace the first wave, only to meet with the same fate. Kerosene was the usual weapon. Its stench carried on the prevailing winds and hardly anywhere in the country was free of it.
Away from the holiday playgrounds other stretches of coast were equally affected, including tidal rivers and inlets. They remained for the most part untreated. Helicopter shots revealed mile upon mile of jellyfish, most dramatically at dusk when they bathed their entire surroundings in that sickly green light. While officials and politicians argued over what to do next, they lay there undisturbed save for the swooping seagulls.
‘I don’t approve of burning them,’ Jocelyn stated uncompromisingly as she spread a thin layer of honey over her toast.
Jane stared at her sister in despair: how could she be so blind?
At Alan Brewer’s request she was staying with Jocelyn and her husband Robin at their converted Somerset farmhouse high above the ‘jellyfish line’ – as one commentator put it – on a hill from which they enjoyed a panoramic view of the Bristol Channel. Her task – Alan’s own words – was ‘to keep an eye on the scientific end of the equation’, whatever that might mean. Jocelyn welcomed her visit. Her lab assistant was off with ’flu and she was short-handed. Jane was not so sure. On her local paper she was used to seeing her name in print every so often; she’d been a big fish, if only in a very small pond. What no one had told her was that in television a research assistant – glamorous though the title may sound – was no more than the smallest of sprats.
Added to which, she now realised she’d been offered a contract merely because Tim had insisted. They’d been forced into it in order to land him as presenter.
Once they had her signed up, they’d pushed her down to Somerset where she could do least harm, her only task being to write up page after page on the habits of jellyfish. Probably no one in the office read them, least of all the omnipotent Brewer. But they’d paid her money, which was something. Enough to restore the dour smile to her bank manager’s face and to get her Mini running again.
Jocelyn crunched at her toast, oblivious of the smear of honey around her mouth. She was oblivious of most things, Jane mused, when her mind was on her creepy-crawlies. She was the oldest of the three of them – there was a middle sister, Barbie, who had married an Arab and now lived, divorced, in Australia – and had the same grey eyes. Her hair was a mess, always had been, and when she turned her head there was just the slightest trace already of a double chin. Not a bad figure though, considering she was over thirty and did nothing about it. Of the three, she was the most like their mother.
The laboratory was in a couple of Nissen huts at the end of the field. She spent long hours there observing the jellyfish Jane had brought her, making endless notes, and never tired of explaining everything. Throughout the country a dozen or more institutes of marine biology were involved in studying the new jellyfish, but that didn’t seem to worry her in the least.
As far as Jane could judge, her sister had no competitive instinct whatsoever.
The postman that morning had delivered yet another report from the Department of the Environment, listing the growing number of coastal resorts affected by jellyfish swarms and the steps being taken to help them. Not all areas were happy with the idea of roasting them alive, although it was generally agreed that fire caused less long-term ecological damage than spraying them first with a strong pesticide solution, or even detergent. Both methods had been suggested.
Jocelyn snorted in disgust as she turned over the pages and, through a mouthful of toast, commented that in her opinion the authorities were mad. Worse than mad: criminal.
‘How would you deal with them, then?’ Jane demanded.
‘The authorities? Shoot the lot!’
‘The jellyfish, idiot! You’ve never actually seen what they can do to people. It’s not funny.’
‘Then people should keep away from them.’ She took another bite of toast, then licked her fingers. ‘I suppose that’s one bit of good your actor boyfriend did in his TV programme. At least he warned people to stay clear, although the way he did it was crazy. More likely to cause a panic than anything else. I hold him responsible for all this burning.’
‘He didn’t start it,’ Jane defended him coolly.
The transmission date of Tim’s documentary had been brought forward to meet the sudden public demand for information triggered off by the mass assault of jellyfish. It had been a rush job, hastily cut together from whatever material was already in the can, but a big scoop for the company. It had certainly put Tim on the map again. The editor of that boobs-and-bums magazine had been on the phone to Jane that same evening, demanding the article she’d promised him. She’d upped the price, claiming she could get material on Tim no one else knew about, and agreed to an eight-day deadline.
‘I’ll do the breakfast things,’ she offered as Jocelyn piled the plates up by the sink. ‘You get down to the lab. I’ll join you there later if I’m not in the way.’
‘You’re not,’ Jocelyn assured her. ‘You can help me feed the pets. That’s if you’re not too squeamish.’
‘I don’t know how you can call jellyfish “pets”! Anything but!’
Conscience didn’t come into it, she decided as she squirted washing-up liquid into the green plastic bowl. Not as far as Tim was concerned, at any rate. Whatever she wrote in her article, journalists were just as much part of the showbiz scene as Tim was himself. Magazines, television, the popular newspapers – they were so much entertainment eagerly lapped up by an insatiable public. She could write what she liked, or whatever she could sell, providing it was based on some sort of partial truth and wasn’t actionable.
Gossip and glamour – that’s what paid, and she could forget waking up in the middle of the night to face her empty, aching loneliness. Personal feelings were irrelevant.
She put the last of the dishes away, hung up the tea-towel and went into the living-room to phone. At first she tried the Totnes theatre where Tim’s wife worked, but there was no answer. Naturally, she thought as she glanced at her watch; it was not yet eight o’clock. Only farmers, factories and mad biologists started the day this early.
On another page of her notebook she’d scribbled a number for Sue’s lodgings. She’d coaxed it out of the boy who’d answered the phone backstage the previous day after he’d explained that Sue was tied up ‘in rehearsal’. Jane had probed, and they’d had quite a chat. He was helping with the set, he told her; his first job.
Jane found the number and dialled, letting it ring for some time. Eventually a sleepy male voice answered, slightly gruff.
‘Yeah?’
Was Sue in, she enquired – adding sweetly that she was sorry to disturb him so early.
‘Sue! Phone, love!’
Faintly in the background she could hear Sue’s voice calling back: ‘Can’t you take it, Mark? I’m all wet. Who is it, anyway?’
‘Some girl journalist. Want to interview you. Rang the theatre yesterday, she says.’
‘What about?’
Jane made up a story about interviewing leading actresses at several of the regional theatres, and waited patiently while the man at the other end repeated it all. She wondered who he was. An actor in the same company, merely sharing lodgings? Or had she stumbled on something more interesting? Worth investigation anyhow, she decided. Just in case.
‘She’ll see you tomorrow afternoon at two,’ the man said. He’d a cold coming on, Jane now realised; that explained the gruffness. ‘At the stage door. It’s at the back of the theatre, opening on to the car park.’
She thanked him and rang off. For a time she sat there staring speculatively at the phone, wondering how best to set about discovering who he was. Get there early in any case, she thought. Then she picked up the phone again to call Tim and check if all was in order for the magazine’s photographer who was expected down there that morning. It was.
So when could she see him again? She was missing him. Couldn’t he manage a couple of days in Somerset? Surely he’d need to familiarise himself with her sister’s laboratory before they started work on the follow-up documentary Alan Brewer was planning?
Jellyfish Mark Two, she called it. Son of Jellyfish.
But his answer was non-committal. Not even a laugh. Then he said he had to rush.
Of her proposed visit to Totnes and her appointment with his wife Sue, Jane said nothing. He could read about it when she sent him a copy of the magazine.
She put the phone down. Time to help Jocelyn, she decided – not unwillingly, so long as the jellyfish were secure inside their glass tanks. Each time she looked at them she experienced that little frisson of fear, although she’d assured herself often enough there was now no way they could reach her. Collecting them in that cave had been an experience she never wished to go through again, but all that was behind her.
‘Oh, here already?’ Jocelyn looked up from her microscope. ‘I suppose it is about time we fed the little dears. I’ve a treat for some of them today.’
The large glass-sided tanks were arranged in a single row down the centre of the Nissen hut, and spaced well apart. Each tank had its own heater and thermostat; over each was a dark plastic cover concealing soft lighting. The jellyfish avoided the sides. They favoured the centre of the tank. Almost as if – Jane always felt this, every time she saw them – they were aware they were being kept prisoner, and were moping over their fate. For the most part they were one to a ‘cell’, but across the end of the Nissen hut was a considerably larger tank, partly set into the floor, in which Jocelyn kept three jellyfish together.
‘Something special,’ she repeated briskly, leading the way there. ‘It’s an experiment, of course. Let me see if I can explain it to you.’
Any other captive animal would become animated at feeding time, Jane thought as her sister went into the nutritional details. She had a picture in her mind of kennels: dogs barking and jumping up against the netting. Monkeys chattering excitedly. Even goldfish would peer inanely through the glass as if instinctively aware that something was about to happen. But the three jellyfish betrayed no sign of interest whatsoever.
‘As you know, the mouth of a jellyfish is a tube-like opening underneath the bell in the centre. They can eat practically anything living – plankton, tiny creatures, whatever comes their way. If it’s something bigger – a fish, say…’ Jocelyn paused to draw Jane’s attention to some photographs she’d pinned up on the wall ‘… the tentacles release a poison which paralyses it, and the fish is propelled towards the mouth and swallowed whole. As you can see here.’
‘Horrible!’ Jane shuddered. ‘Where did you get these pictures?’
‘This morning’s post.’
‘It’ll choke to death, that one.’ In the photograph, two thirds of the fish still protruded from the jellyfish’s mouth.
‘I think it probably did, which is how they got the picture,’ said Jocelyn soberly. ‘But your jellyfish are quite different.’
‘Don’t keep calling them mine!’ Jane burst out. As they reached the tank, one of them spread itself out to its complete disc. She found herself thinking of Tim again; he’d not even known he had a jellyfish draped over his hand, feeding on him. ‘They’re not mine. If you really want to know, I hate them.’
‘Sorry! The point is, if we’re to control them, we need to discover a bit more about them.’
‘I’m all on edge,’ Jane said apologetically with a rueful smile at her sister. ‘How are they different?’
Jocelyn returned the smile. ‘Let’s give them something and find out.’ With Jane’s help she removed the cover from the tank.
On a bench at the side of the hut was a square white plastic container. It looked exactly like the one Bill had always used for his sandwiches and which she’d hated because she could never forget it was his wife who’d cut them for him. Her fingers had packed them day after day. Jocelyn eased off the lid.
‘Rabbit,’ she said. ‘We’ll see how they react.’
It was a skinned rabbit, the complete animal minus the head and paws. She scooped it up in her two hands, carried it across and dropped it in. Immediately Jane sensed a quickening of interest in the three jellyfish. Nothing obvious. They still gave the impression of drifting aimlessly in the water, and yet within a few seconds their tentacles had reached the dead meat.
‘They may reject it,’ Jocelyn warned her. ‘Quite a few predators refuse to touch meat they haven’t killed themselves.’
But these jellyfish had no such inhibitions. Their tentacles explored the torso, then wandered over the fleshy part of the legs. Then they began to settle, spreading themselves gently over the meat like collapsing parachutes – one over a foreleg, a second across the breast, and the third taking the hind-quarters, overlapping each other amicably as they started the process of feeding.
‘They’re not trying to swallow it whole,’ Jocelyn pointed out. ‘We’ll check in a minute what they are doing with it.’
‘How?’ She’d already seen what they could do. ‘Tell me.’
‘Fish it out again.’
‘You can’t be serious?’ Jane was aghast. She felt a shiver of goose-pimples rising over her entire skin at the thought. ‘You must be out of your mind!’
A man’s voice came booming down from the other end of the Nissen hut. ‘Good for you, Jane! I’ve been telling her that for years.’
‘Robin! You’re back!’
‘I’m back,’ he agreed, offering his wife a peck on the cheek and slipping his arm around Jane’s shoulders. ‘No sailing this week, by the look of it. Jellyfish all over the show. Can’t get near the moorings. Like the plagues of Egypt.’
Robin was a tall, bluff man with reddish-brown hair growing down either side of his face to meet his jawline, though thinning on top. A lecturer in poetry at the University and as unlike Jocelyn as it was possible to be.
‘Feeding the buggers, are you?’ He peered into the tank.
‘She will be if she tries fishing that meat out,’ Jane said with feeling. ‘Catch me putting my hand in there!’
‘Meat?’
‘Rabbit,’ Jane told him.
‘Not the rabbit out of the deep freeze?’ He turned on Jocelyn. ‘Bloody hell, I meant that for our supper this evening.’
‘I thought I’d just try it on them,’ Jocelyn explained absent-mindedly, her eyes never leaving the jellyfish as they flopped over the rabbit. ‘They can’t chew or bite, their tissue’s too soft for that, so I imagine they’re probably emitting a fluid of some sort to break down the meat into more easily ingested portions. It’d be worth analysing.’
‘Is that probable?’ Robin asked doubtfully.
‘Oh yes!’ Jocelyn straightened up and used the back of her hand to brush the untidy hair away from her brow. ‘We do it in our stomachs, of course, as part of the process of digestion. And to soften food before we swallow it we often use spittle. But many insects follow a similar procedure. For example, there’s – ’
‘Darling, spare us the gory details,’ Robin said hastily. ‘Thank God I’m a poet, not a scientist.’


‘So what do the poets tell us?’ she teased him fondly.
‘Not much. There’s Keats: With jellies soother than the creamy curd…’
‘Or Shakespeare,’ Jane retorted. ‘Out, vile jelly!’
‘Yes, that’s a damn sight more realistic,’ Robin admitted. ‘Vile jelly – I like that. They’re all the way up the Clifton Gorge, you know. On the mud on both sides. You can see them from the suspension bridge. Someone said they’ve penetrated as far as the centre of Bristol.’
In the tank, the three jellyfish were busy gorging themselves on the rabbit meat. Jane averted her eyes. The very sight of it nauseated her.
‘Oh, I wish we didn’t have to mess about with them!’ she exclaimed with feeling. ‘Why not just kill them and be done with it?’
‘The more we know, the more we’ll understand,’ Jocelyn said crisply. She drew on a pair of surgical rubber gloves. ‘Now, I think it’s time we retrieved that meat, don’t you?’
‘You’re not going to put your hand in there?’ Jane protested anxiously. ‘Oh, Joss, don’t be such an idiot! You don’t know these things. You’ve no idea what they can do.’
‘I’m not quite daft,’ her sister said calmly.
On the bench beside her she laid out an assortment of sawn-off broom handles and wooden spoons, together with a pair of long Victorian fire tongs whose ends had obviously been dipped into some sort of acid to clean them thoroughly.
‘It’s a bit makeshift,’ she admitted, ‘but the best I can manage for the present. If I use one of these as a kind of spatula to ease the jellyfish away…’
Holding the tongs in her right hand and one of the sawn-off handles in her left, Jocelyn leaned over the tank and attempted to prise the jellyfish away from the meat. Whatever fluid they emitted, it had certainly had some effect, for the rabbit’s hind quarters separated from the rest of the torso the moment she touched it. One jellyfish still clung to the leg, but the separation made her job much easier.
‘Divide and rule,’ murmured Robin, picking up the plastic box and holding it ready to receive the meat. ‘Whoops!’
As she brought it to the surface, having apparently dislodged the jellyfish, several tentacles suddenly darted out, fastening themselves on to it again. She tried to shake them off, unsuccessfully, and was forced to scratch them away with the end of the wooden handle.
‘That’s one piece.’ Jocelyn examined it and an expression of satisfaction spread across her face at the sight of the sticky mess on the exposed flesh. ‘As I thought!’
‘It’s like a festering ulcer!’ Jane said in disgust.
‘Darling, leave the box on the bench and use the kidney dish for the next one,’ Jocelyn instructed, turning back to the tank.
‘You want more?’ He pulled a face at Jane; a secret message to let her know he shared her feelings.
‘Oh, yes. I need to take samples to study them properly.’
He found the enamel kidney dish and returned to the tank, holding it low over the surface of the water ready to catch the meat the moment she managed to fish it up. By now, all three jellyfish had arranged themselves around the forelegs and ribcage which was all that remained of the rabbit. Jocelyn had difficulty trying to slip the tongs beneath them, but at last she succeeded. With the sawn-off wooden handle she endeavoured to flick the jellyfish away. Then, unexpectedly, it slipped out of her hand.
Or had they tugged it away from her? Jane bit her lip, wondering.
‘Jane! Hand me one of those wooden spoons! Please!’ Jocelyn said urgently. ‘Any one!’


Jane took the nearest, then watched anxiously as her sister set to work on the jellyfish again. The sawn-off handle bobbed on the water only a few inches away from her fingers. Robin hovered near her with the kidney dish.
‘Here we go!’ In her concentration Jocelyn muttered the words, almost under her breath. ‘Ready!’
‘Jesus Christ!’ Robin swore, reeling back. The agony showed on his face as he grabbed at his right hand.
Jane could not be quite certain how it happened, it was all so quick. As Jocelyn raised what was left of the rabbit, one of the jellyfish drifted towards it again and was astride the tongs when they cleared the water. Simultaneously, she saw a second jellyfish beginning to wrap itself over the floating handle. A tentacle from one of them – Jane didn’t see which – darted out like a spring, lashing across Robin’s hand as he held the kidney dish.
The dish dropped in the water as he started back. Jocelyn, cursing under her breath, was struggling to keep her grip on the meat and at the same time get rid of the jellyfish. Then, irrelevantly, the phone began to ring.
‘Are you all right?’ Jane seized a lab stool and brought it to him. ‘Robin, sit down. Put your arm flat on the bench and let’s take a look at it.’
‘There!’ A note of triumph in Jocelyn’s voice indicated that she’d succeeded in pushing the jellyfish back into the tank and transferring the rabbit meat safely to the plastic box. ‘Are you hurt, darling? It must just have caught you. Let me see.’
After a shrewd glance at his hand she reached across to the first-aid box. ‘Jane,’ she called back over her shoulder, ‘answer that phone, please!’
Whoever the caller was, he was persistent. Patient, too. Jane picked up the receiver. It was one of those cultured voices which give the impression that their owners would be equally incapable of either panic or passion. Not the sort she could visualise in a room full of hungry jellyfish.


‘This is the Ministry of the Environment speaking,’ he purred in her ear. He asked if he could possibly speak to Jocelyn.
‘Of course. She’s not busy.’ Jane didn’t even bother to put her hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Joss – for you!’
The following morning Jane set out in good time for her drive to Totnes, aiming to arrive not later than eleven. She preferred to do her nosing around before the interview, just in case things went wrong. The thought nagged at her also that Sue might have phoned Tim and mentioned the appointment, although she’d tried to forestall this danger by calling herself Jo, not Jane. But Tim might easily put two and two together.
Her main problem was, she recognised as she pulled out into the fast lane to overtake a lorry, that she still doubted if she was tough enough to go through with it.
Towards Tim she was behaving like a first-class bitch. She’d said as much to Jocelyn as they’d sat having a drink together the previous evening. Robin was in bed by then. The numbness in his hand was already beginning to thaw and the doctor had given him a pain-killer, advising rest.
‘A real bitch,’ she’d said.
‘Then why do it, whatever it is?’
‘It’s a job. A bloody important one. Oh, it’s journalism… Very few break through to the big time. The others spend their lives wondering why they never did. I’ve known too many of them. You see what I mean, Joss, don’t you?’
‘No, I don’t,’ her sister said bluntly. ‘Not if you won’t tell me what you’re up to.’
‘No way. You’d try to stop me.’
‘Isn’t that what you want? Aren’t you just waiting for someone to stop you? That’s what all this is about, if you’re honest.’


Jane shook her head. She wrapped both hands around her glass and stared into it. ‘No, I’m not sure you would understand. You have to walk over people’s faces sometimes. Not you, perhaps – but in my trade you do.’
‘Oh, in universities it happens all the time!’ Jocelyn laughed. ‘I keep out of it.’
‘I’ve never really had to do it before, not this way. But when I think of Bill…’
She fell silent. That was a mistake – she’d not intended to mention him.
‘Who is Bill?’ Jocelyn asked.
Naturally.
So she’d told Jocelyn about Bill. Everything, more or less. What sort of person he was. The way he’d been torn between her and loyalty to his family. His feelings of guilt towards his wife. It was the first time she’d really been able to unburden herself, and it made her feel a bit better. Not much, though.
‘You always get yourself into such a mess,’ Jocelyn commented when she’d finished. ‘I suppose I don’t always understand. I live here in this backwater, doing work that interests me…’
Jane had laughed: ‘Jellyfish?’
‘Yes, even that.’ Jocelyn had unwound herself from the hard Windsor armchair to fetch a half-finished box of chocolates from the dresser. ‘D’you realise, by the end of all this we’ll really have extended our knowledge of the digestive system of the jellyfish? I’ll be able to publish a paper.’
‘If we live that long.’
Jane went over the conversation again in her mind as she left the motorway. It had done them both good to let their hair down a bit. As children, Jocelyn had always been the big sister – seven years older, which was quite a gap. Now, she felt, they were beginning to know each other at last.


There was comparatively little traffic on the road that morning. No tourist coaches at all, which was just as well. Big signboards along the verges warned drivers to stay well clear of all coastal areas. JELLYFISH HAZARD! The letters screamed out at her. Teignmouth, Torquay and several other towns were forbidden to everyone except residents. According to the local radio DJ, many had packed up and moved inland. There had been the inevitable looting, with an announcement from the police to make sure that all doors and windows were securely fastened.
Yet apart from yet another warning sign at the crossroade, Totnes itself looked quite peaceful and normal. She came upon the recently-built theatre just beyond the old church but drove on to leave the Mini in a small car park to the rear of some cottages. Her first task was to check out the address. The bijou public library had a street guide from which she discovered that the road was only a couple of hundred yards away.
The whole place was so small, it was impossible to get lost. Stepping off the narrow pavement she just missed being knocked down by a couple of cyclists careering past. Obvious holidaymakers to judge from their gear: rucksacks, the briefest of shorts, drooping handlebars and muzzled pedals. It was all so peaceful here, she thought; yet only six miles away some of the most popular holiday beaches in the country were cordoned off because of the jellyfish menace.
As one Torquay resident had said on television only the previous day, jellyfish lay bivouacked along the entire length of the sands like an army waiting to move.
Not here, though. Jane paused on the little stone bridge to gaze down at the bubbling River Dart. It looked so pure, she was tempted to jump in and drink. Down on its banks the two cyclists had dismounted and were slipping off their rucksacks as if about to picnic. A boy and girl, probably about her own age. They both wore glasses, and in identical frames.
Time to get on, she thought.
She went first past the theatre which was plastered with posters announcing their forthcoming production of Much Ado About Nothing. Sue was playing Beatrice, she noticed. That was useful. And the only Mark in the list was to take the part of Antonio. Hunting around the side of the building she came to a showcase containing photographs of previous productions that season and found the same Mark playing opposite Sue in an Agatha Christie piece.
Her next port of call was the flat which she found in a row of squat Victorian houses. The bell-push bore the legend, hand-printed on a scrap of paper and inserted slantwise under the plastic cover, Top flat: Mark and Sue. And that was all. No surnames to help the postman.
Jane pressed the other bell, which was unidentified. After a while the door was opened by a friendly-looking middle-aged woman with wispy hair. She wiped her hands on her apron.
‘You caught me washing my curtains,’ she said.
‘Mrs Barnes?’ Jane noted the wedding ring. She had checked the address in the electoral register at the public library and found Barnes was the only name recorded. ‘I’m told you let flats?’
‘Just the one upstairs, but I’m afraid that’s taken. For the time being at any rate. Actors, you know. They always move on.’
‘I’d not need it immediately,’ Jane pleaded. ‘I’m taking a job in Torquay, but I’d rather live outside.’
‘Can’t say that I blame you,’ Mrs Barnes said sympathetically. ‘Even when they get rid of those jellyfish, I’ll never feel safe there again. About the flat, I’m not saying it’s impossible, mind. In a couple of months, like.’
‘I couldn’t see it, could I?’


‘Well, they’re not in at the moment, and I never like to go behind people’s backs.’
‘But it is just the one bedroom?’
‘Bedroom, sitting-room, kitchen and bathroom. Your own meters.’
‘I’m single – you don’t mind? I mean, they’re a married couple, aren’t they?’ She pointed to the note on the bell-push.
‘Married?’ Mrs Barnes laughed comfortably. ‘It’s odd, a few years ago we’d have been scandalised. Now we take it for granted. I think she is. Her husband’s… oh, that TV actor?’
Jane looked at her blankly. It had not been so difficult after all, she felt. She wondered why she’d been so nervous about it. A straightforward job. No problems.
She kept up the pretence for another three or four minutes, making elaborate arrangements to phone Mrs Barnes the following week just to check. Not that she would, of course; she had all she wanted.
A drink, she decided.
Even without her interview with Sue her trip had already paid off. She’d something to celebrate and to hell with Bill. Oh, Bill knew his trade all right, no one better, but his inhibitions would always hold him back. Well, now she was in the fast lane and God help anyone who got in her way.
She headed for the four-star hotel by the river, ignoring the little pub which was nearer. Nothing but the best would fit her present mood. At the bar she ordered a large vodka and tonic which she carried over to a corner table. Save for a group of three or four customers who had taken their drinks into the garden, the place was empty, but that suited her well enough. She began to sketch out a couple of paragraphs in her notebook while it was all fresh in her mind. Knowing innuendo – that was the style. Leaving readers to draw their own conclusions.


Two cyclists, a boy and a girl, were fooling around on the river bank just beyond the hotel garden. Their bicycles stood propped up together near the trees where they’d been picnicking.
Sue watched them idly as she sat with her drink at one of the rustic tables. It was a relief to escape from that theatre at last. And from that bloody director with his long-winded theories. Rehearsals had been going badly. For one thing – she couldn’t say this, not even to Mark – it should have been Tim playing Benedick, not the useless idiot they’d chosen. At least Tim had style. And he understood the play. In the early days, cooped up in their bed-sitter waiting for the phone to ring, they’d learned all the great parts: Beatrice and Benedick; Rosalind and Orlando; Antony and Cleopatra… They were going to be a famous Shakespearean partnership, she and Tim.
‘Don’t you think so, Sue?’ Mark interrupted her musings.
‘Er… yes…’ She hadn’t been listening. ‘Of course.’
‘Life has to go on, jellyfish or no jellyfish, I realise that, but all the seaside shows have been cancelled. Think what that means in terms of unemployment. Even here we’re playing to empty houses. Equity should insist on jellyfish relief money being available to theatres, just as to other businesses.’
Mark had been arguing with Adrian and Tony – as usual – about the latest Equity pronouncements. He was a dear, she didn’t know what she’d do without him, but he did tend to go on about it all. Union politics bored her, but he could never understand that. Unlike Tim, who’d always understood her. She still lay awake at night thinking about him, wondering if she’d done the right thing. Oh shit, why did it have to turn out like this?
But Mark had been there when she’d needed someone desperately. He’d been fun too, taking her out of herself. Not inspiring, the way Tim had been – but reliable, which Tim was not. And she could relax with Mark. Yet…
Last night in bed again – everything going the way it should, everything fine until suddenly… Left up in the air, that was the only way to describe it. It shouldn’t matter, she knew that, but it did. Afterwards they’d both lain there silently, brooding.
A piercing scream from the girl cyclist on the river bank jerked Sue out of her thoughts.
‘Help him! Oh, help him, somebody! Help, please!’
The boy had been up to his knees in the water, laughing and protesting as she tried to stop him climbing up again. She’d given him a little push, causing him to stagger back, losing his footing. Then her own laughter suddenly became a scream of horror.
Sue dashed to the fence and scrambled over. Can’t be jellyfish, she told herself anxiously; not in fresh water. The girl was beside herself and about to jump in after him. Sue grabbed her and sent her sprawling across the grass.
‘Not with those bare legs, you idiot!’ she bawled at her. The girl wore flimsy shorts, covering practically nothing. ‘Get hold of a boathook or a broom – anything!’
She looked at the boy thrashing about in the water and gasping for breath. If he wasn’t fished out soon he’d drown, and yet –
No jellyfish, though, none that she could see. She’d have to take the risk. Luckily she had boots on, with her jeans tucked inside them; that was some protection at least. But still she hesitated. For days after that business with Mrs Wakeham in the shop she dreamed of jellyfish. Night after night she’d woken up in a sweat. What if one had swum this far upriver and was lurking somewhere among the underwater weeds?
Behind her she heard the girl sobbing.
‘Where’s that boathook?’ Sue snapped at her. ‘Go and fetch something! Don’t be so bloody useless!’


Whether that had any effect or not, she didn’t wait to find out. Carefully she lowered herself into the river, clutching at the fragile twigs of a nearby bush until she was sure of her footing. With the water well above her knees, lapping at her crotch, she waded towards the boy. His struggles were getting weaker, as though his limbs were seizing up.
What she saw made her swallow with apprehension. They were jellyfish, no doubt about it, but not the big speckled kind she’d met before. These were tiny, some no more than half an inch across, others smaller: thirty of them at least, maybe more. They swarmed over his legs, quite unhurried, as though they knew time was on their side.
Already red weals had appeared on the boy’s skin wherever their tentacles had made contact, but the jellyfish themselves were quite colourless in the water. Almost transparent, in fact. Sue gaped at them, uncertain what to do next.
‘Can you manage, Sue?’ Mark was calling to her. ‘D’you need a hand?’
The boy was drifting with the current. She waded after him, grasping him by the hair to hold his face above water. He was still conscious, she noticed; his lips were moving, yet he seemed quite incapable of helping himself.
‘I’ll get him to the bank, then you pull him out!’ she shouted back, trying to suppress the fear in her voice. She’d just seen yet more red weals – on his neck, this time. ‘Put something on your hands. Gloves, or something!’
‘Why?’
‘Jellyfish!’
Sue made slowly for the bank, tugging the boy along by his hair and praying that those miniature jellyfish would content themselves with just the one victim. Her hands, already reddening from the cold water, seemed terribly vulnerable. She had to fight down an urge to leave the boy to his fate and get out of that river as quickly as she could before they started investigating her.
Mark came splashing towards her. ‘You can’t do this by yourself – Bloody hell!’
He’d noticed the jellyfish. The colour drained out of his lean, angular face; its lines sharpened, betraying his age. He stood there as though hypnotised.
‘Mark, what’s the point of both of us risking it?’ she started to argue wearily, but she gave up.
He’d already hooked his fingers under the boy’s belt and was heading for the bank where Adrian and Tony – good old Adrian and Tony, the only two to come to the hotel bar rather than crowd into that smelly scrumpy pub with the rest of the Much Ado cast – were kneeling on the grassy edge, waiting to pull him out. Sue clambered on to the bank to help.
The girl cyclist merely looked on helplessly, dazed with terror.
A light flashed several times. At first Sue took no notice. Mark was still in the water, trying to ease the boy’s bare legs over the hefty stones used to strengthen the bank.
‘Mark, get out of the water!’ she yelled at him fiercely. At any moment those jellyfish were going to shift over on to his skin, she was sure of it. ‘For God’s sake, Mark! Oh, no!’
Already they were attaching themselves to the backs of his hands… moving up to his wrists…
With a heave, Mark threw himself on to the bank, rolling over away from the river, his face twisting with pain. Again that light flashed, and this time Sue realised what it was. Furiously she swung around to find a girl she’d never seen before calmly taking photographs.
‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing?’
‘Press.’ Quite calmly, the girl took one more, then stuffed the miniature camera into her jacket pocket. ‘You’re Sue, aren’t you? I came here to interview you. What’s going on?’
‘What does it look like?’ Bitterly, Sue began to examine Mark’s hands. The baby jellyfish were scattered over his skin like freckles – a dozen or more, the largest being about the size of a five-pence coin. ‘Oh, why don’t you call an ambulance or something?’
She felt dizzy with exhaustion.
‘The barman’s already phoned.’ The girl bent over Mark who was muttering incoherently that his hands were dead, he’d no feeling in them. ‘They’re a bit small. Are you quite sure they’re jellyfish?’
Sue had a vague impression of two men running towards them from the hotel. Somewhere very far in the background an ambulance siren wailed, approaching. Her hands were smarting intolerably, as though she’d dropped acid on them. She felt herself swaying, her eyes losing focus.
Focus? Was Tim filming?
She’d seen his documentary on TV, him standing there in that sea of jellyfish. She’d wanted to scream then. To scream now, out loud. But she held it back, refusing to give way. There’d been a girl reporter with him that first time, hadn’t there?
‘Of course I’m… bloody… sure…’
With a great effort, she managed to get the words out before she fainted.
Jane drove back to Somerset that afternoon with two Kilner fruit-bottling jars on the seat beside her. Each contained a dozen or more baby jellyfish swimming in river water, knocking futilely against the glass. She’d fished them out herself, buying a kid’s fishing net on the end of a stick for the purpose. All in all, she felt, she’d accomplished quite a bit on her journey to Totnes.


She had her story; in fact, more than she’d dared expect. Tim’s wife living with another actor, a divorce in the offing… That was a scoop in itself, and the boobs-and-bums merchant who edited the magazine would love her for it, bless his cotton socks. Two actors from the company had filled her in on a few details while they waited at the hospital for news.
All three casualties were to be kept in overnight. The young cyclist – just twenty-one years old and recently engaged, she discovered – was still unconscious when Jane left the hospital. Surgeons had already extracted thousands of the little hair-like tentacles which had penetrated his skin and then broken off. Hardly any part of his body was free of them. With Mark the damage was less extensive: only his hands and forearms seemed to have been affected, although an off-duty nurse Jane had chatted up afterwards had said the doctors were uncertain what effect that amount of poison might have on the nervous system.
As she reached the motorway Jane wondered whether or not to phone Tim about Sue being in hospital, but she decided against. It was better he shouldn’t know she’d been anywhere near the place. Sue was suffering from shock more than anything else. A good night’s rest and a sedative was all she needed, one of the doctors had announced. But then Sue had been lucky in having no more than four or five jellyfish on her hands, sticking flat against her skin like little round patches. Jane had tugged on her driving gloves and already held one between her finger and thumb, trying to squeeze it to death, when the barman came with a bottle of Johnnie Walker which he sloshed generously over Sue’s hands. One by one, the tiny jellyfish curled up and fell away.
‘Only way to deal with the buggers!’ he declared cheerfully. ‘Pour some spirit over ’em! They don’t like that. Meths is just as good. Don’t ask me why. Stings ’em, I imagine.’
When she got home, Jane passed the tip on to Jocelyn who merely grunted and said it was worth remembering. She held the Kilner jars up to the light, unable to take her eyes off the baby jellyfish. Oh yes, these were probably the young of the red-and-pink speckled variety they were investigating, she confirmed enthusiastically. There were of course a number of medusae which never grew any larger than these, but from what Jane had told her…
‘How do they give birth?’ Jane asked bluntly. ‘I mean, do they lay eggs or are they…?’
‘Or are they viviparous?’ Her sister finished the question for her. ‘No, what happens is this. I showed you the genitals – those little U-shaped organs. Each jellyfish can produce both eggs and spermatozoa, but they can’t fertilise themselves. A jellyfish releases a cloud of spermatozoa into the water. This is ingested by other jellyfish with their food – through the mouth. The fertilised eggs become planula larvae and when they’re released – after a time – they attach themselves to some suitable surface such as a rock. Something firm.’
‘How big are they?’ asked Jane.
‘You’d not see them without a magnifying glass.’
‘So they could be swallowed – say, by a fish? Or a bird?’
‘Or a bird that eats fish.’
‘And stay alive?’
‘Possibly. But they’re not jellyfish yet. Once the planula finds a suitable home, it becomes a polyp. And that feeds in much the same way. It has tentacles, and so on, though of course it doesn’t swim around freely. It’s fixed to the rock.’
‘So where do jellyfish come in?’
‘The next stage.’ From the note of excitement in Jocelyn’s voice Jane realised once again how fascinated her sister was with this whole underwater world. ‘The stem grows and becomes segmented. It’s like a pile of plates. Each segment breaks away and becomes a tiny jellyfish.’
Again she held up the jar to look at them.
‘That river where you found these,’ she added soberly, ‘must have quite a number of polyps around the rocks. The only question is – how did they get there?’
For some time they went over the possibilities. That part of the river was well above the reach of the tide, although it was still conceivable that a few jellyfish had swum upstream against the current. It was the explanation Jocelyn favoured. Jane had doubts, and so did Robin who argued that, if that were the case, why had no one seen them?
After an early supper, Jocelyn excused herself and went down to her laboratory bearing the two jars of baby jellyfish. Jane tried to telephone Alan Brewer but was unable to get through. She could not rid her mind of the thought that some planula larvae might well be carried in bird droppings, which meant that any pond, stream, lake or reservoir anywhere in the country could sooner or later breed a population of jellyfish. That might be fantasy of course, but people ought to be warned.
Once again she dialled Alan Brewer’s numbers, both home and office, but there was still no answer. She had to content herself with leaving a message at the office switchboard for him to call back. The best approach, she thought as she went upstairs to her room to write up her notes, was to suggest they should send a camera crew to film the ‘babies’.
And Tim could come down at the same time to do the commentary.
Jane completed her notes, then attempted to start work on her article, but somehow she wasn’t in the mood for it. From her window, which was at the rear of the house, she could see the laboratory lights burning. Jocelyn was probably still working, and Robin had long since gone to bed. She thought of going downstairs to watch television, but decided in favour of a book in bed. Within ten minutes she was asleep.
She woke up with a start. There were sounds in the house – she heard a floorboard creak – but the lights were still on in the laboratory. It was two o’clock, just past.
Another creak.
Jocelyn?
Swinging her legs out of bed, she opened her door. The bathroom light was on; someone was moving about in there, clumsily. A sudden apprehension gripped her: what if Jocelyn had put her hand in the tank with those little ones and was trying to deal with it herself without telling anyone? She could be like that. Stubborn.
Jane padded, barefoot, across the landing. Just to make sure, she told herself; she’d never get back to sleep if she didn’t check.
‘Hello – you up?’ Robin stood there, dressed only in striped pyjama bottoms, fumbling in the over-packed bathroom cabinet. ‘Seem to have made a mess of my bandage. It’s coming loose.’
‘You’ll never do that by yourself,’ she told him, examining the ravelled bandage looped around his hand. ‘Sit down on the bath. I’ll see what I can do. Are there any safety pins?’
‘Don’t think so.’
‘I thought it was Joss I heard. Is she still down there?’
‘Must be.’
‘You did get this in a mess. I don’t know what you’ve been doing with it.’
She had to undo most of the bandage before she could begin to rewind it more securely around the dressing. As she bent over his hand, concentrating, she became aware of something troubling him.
‘Jane,’ he said softly, ‘you’re not wearing very much, are you?’
‘Nor are you!’ she retorted. In exasperation she unwound the last couple of turns around his thumb and tried again.
Only then did she realise what he meant. Her flimsy nightdress drooped in front of her while she worked. She might as well have been standing there naked. But what the hell. By now his own equipment was hardly hiding itself in the undergrowth.
‘Put your fingers on the end of the bandage and make sure it doesn’t move,’ she said brusquely, straightening up. ‘I’ll find some sticking plaster.’
It took a moment or two, but eventually she discovered a half-used roll of sticking plaster at the back of the cabinet and was able to finish the job.
‘Best I can do. I’m no nurse.’
‘Thanks.’ Obviously embarrassed, he hitched his pyjama trousers around a little in an unsuccessful attempt to conceal his interest. ‘Would’ve asked Joss, only she’s still working. You’ve seen the lights, I suppose?’
‘What lights?’
‘Come, I’ll show you.’
At the end of the landing was a frosted window which opened to the side of the farmhouse. Robin raised the sash. The scene was incredible. In daylight it was an attractive, picture-postcard view obliquely across the Bristol Channel towards the Welsh coast. But that night it was bathed in a brilliant, greenish light emanating from the sea itself and from a narrow stretch of the shore on either side.
Jane gasped, involuntarily stepping back against him.
‘Oh, my God, it’s frightening!’
‘It’s beautiful,’ he disagreed, holding her. ‘Take it all in. We may never see the like of it again. The earth and every common sight to me did seem apparelled in celestial light…’
‘Jellyfish.’ She didn’t move, but pressed herself back against his chest, feeling the hairs against her skin. In that moment she just couldn’t face the idea of being alone. ‘It’s not celestial. It’s the light of hell.’
His hand moved, sliding beneath her nightdress to caress her breast. She allowed it to stay there, closed her eyes… But when she opened them again the light was as intense as ever. Not a ship was in sight. Not so much as a fishing smack. The entire expanse of the Bristol Channel had been taken over by the enemy.
Robin’s grip tightened, holding her closer as a deep shudder passed through her. She longed for him to stay with her, but it wouldn’t do. Twisting gently in his arms, she raised her face and kissed him on the lips: a firm, decisive kiss before she broke away from him.
‘No, love. Jocelyn’s my sister.’
‘And my wife – or she was before she married those jellyfish.’
‘Oh, you poor thing!’ she mocked him.
‘You started it,’ he pleaded, though she could see a laugh behind his eyes. He wasn’t stupid.
‘Unintentionally,’ she agreed. ‘Now I’m stopping it. Husbands are fair game. Brothers-in-law are out of bounds. OK?’
‘For the time being. Goodnight, sweet Jane!’
‘More bloody poetry!’ She went back to her room, but paused at the door. ‘Robin – seriously – d’you think we should phone down to Joss to check if she’s OK?’
‘She’d never forgive me. I did it once. She was furious. Accused me of interfering with her work.’ He hesitated, the uncertainty obvious on his face. ‘I know this is different, but last time it took a week before we got on an even keel again. She really is brilliant, you know, your sister. Best marine biologist in the country, her colleagues tell me. No, I think we’ll let her get on with it.’
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‘No fresh fish I’m afraid, sir,’ the lugubrious waiter apologised deferentially, his biro poised. ‘I can recommend the squid.’
An old retainer type, Tim thought, slightly amazed, as he examined the menu. Probably he’d worked at this club most of his life and knew every member by name.
A handsome club it was, too, in the best crusted port tradition. In clubs such as this the fate of nations had been decided. Its rooms had high ceilings and noble proportions, with valuable old oil paintings on the walls. Within earshot of Big Ben when the windows were open. From its extensive terrace he and Alan Brewer had just been watching the marines in action with flame throwers along the mud banks of the Thames until everyone was driven indoors by the stench of sizzling jellyfish.
‘Three squid?’ Sir John – their host from the Ministry – glanced around the table, an eyebrow raised. He was a distinguished civil servant of the old school: dark suit, well worn; greying hair; close-shaven. Not one of the new young whizz-kids. ‘Alan?’
‘One way of getting our own back. No jellyfish on the menu?’
‘No, sir. Though I did hear some West End restaurants are trying it. Without much success, I believe. They say it’s rather tough.’
‘Right then, squid it is,’ said Alan. ‘And I’ll have the steak to follow.’
‘Tim?’
‘Yes, squid and… er… lamb chops.’
Down the centre of the room was a long table where members without guests were lunching. Their own smaller table, booked in Sir John’s name, was near the window a few feet away. Once the old waiter had taken their orders and wandered off towards the service door, there was no danger of their being overheard.
‘More secure here than in my office, I’m afraid,’ Sir John pointed out. ‘It’s a leaky place, Whitehall, these days. Now I think you know, Tim, why I’ve called this meeting? Did Alan explain?’
Tim nodded.
‘Briefly, it’s this.’ Sir John kept his voice low. ‘This jellyfish scare is turning out to be a much bigger thing than anyone thought in the early stages. Up to a few days ago, the general view was that it was no different in essence from freak weather conditions. A bad winter, say; or floods. We’d need to pump some money into emergency aid to help those affected sort out their lives – we’d the holiday trade particularly in mind, naturally. However, the way things are turning out, it now looks considerably more serious than that.’
‘How serious?’
‘The government is to lay a bill before the House of Commons this afternoon giving it emergency powers similar to those granted in wartime.’ He paused while the wine waiter showed him the bottle of Puligny-Montrachet he’d ordered and then opened it. ‘This should go well with squid,’ he commented when the waiter had gone. ‘I’m afraid I am far from optimistic about the situation. In the circumstances, gentlemen, I feel we’ve a duty to enjoy this lunch. It may be the last luxury we shall ever know.’
‘Oh, come!’ Tim protested. ‘Is it really as bad as that?’
‘Don’t you know?’ Sir John demanded. A worried look crossed his lined face. He seemed tired, Tim thought. ‘I imagined that you of all people would have realised.’
‘Realised what?’


‘We have kept a great deal back from the general public,’ he admitted, ‘but you’ll need to be fully informed if you’re to be as effective in your part of the operation as we hope. Let’s begin with the reason why there’s no fresh fish on the menu. Not a single fishing boat has left port anywhere in the country over the past seven days. With jellyfish forming a high proportion of every catch it’s simply too dangerous. Then there’s oil.’
So far, North Sea oil had continued to flow, he explained. Gas, too. But the men on the oil rigs were worried. All diving operations had been suspended, which meant essential repair jobs were being neglected. Two divers had died in circumstances which left no doubt that jellyfish had been responsible. Observers on the rigs had spotted vast shoals of them drifting towards the coast, real giants, they said, as big as two yards across.
This was confirmed by reports from a Royal Navy frigate using both sonar and echo-sounding equipment.
‘The frigate ran into heavy seas,’ Sir John went on confidentially. ‘No problem in normal circumstances – the sea washing over the bows, that sort of thing. But this time it brought jellyfish on board. Again, big ones. To make matters worse, their screws tangled with something. They didn’t know what it was at first, but it turned out to be more jellyfish.’
‘The poor buggers,’ said Tim soberly. He could visualise the scene, the panic on board.
‘Comparatively little panic, it seems.’ Sir John must have read his thoughts. ‘The Navy’s a highly disciplined force. Even so, one officer and three ratings were killed dealing with the jellyfish on deck. Or below decks, rather: they thought they’d got rid of them all, the storm had blown over, time to tidy up, make everything shipshape again, when they found two more. One dropped down a hatch and landed on the back of the rating’s neck. He was eighteen years old.’


‘That wasn’t in the papers,’ Tim commented.
‘We made damn sure it wasn’t. His parents were informed he’d died accidentally during a training exercise. I’m relying on your discretion, Tim. By the time I’ve told you everything you’ll understand why.’
‘How did they deal with the screws?’
‘Sent divers down. Cleared the water a bit first.’
‘What does that mean?’
Sir John hesitated. ‘This is strictly hush-hush. They were at sea, unable to move, and surrounded by jellyfish. Four of the ship’s company already dead. No diver could have survived without the right precautionary measures.’
‘Which were?’
‘They exploded two nerve gas grenades just below the surface of the water. Killed the jellyfish all right. They could see them for yards around, underside up.’
‘The Navy carries nerve gas grenades?’ Alan Brewer asked, his eyes alert with interest. ‘As part of their regular armament?’
‘That’s something I just don’t know,’ Sir John said blandly. ‘And I’d advise you to forget it.’
Before Alan could pursue this line of questioning, the ancient waiter returned with the next course. ‘Enjoyed your squid, I hope?’ he enquired as he removed their plates.
‘Very tasty,’ Tim said.
‘Nasty-looking creatures. Saw them on TV once. Most unpleasant.’ His serving spoon hovered above the vegetables. ‘Mushrooms for you as well, sir?’
‘Please.’
He emptied his glass, then eyed the bottle of claret which their host had chosen with such care. It lay in its basket, almost purring with content at being fetched out of the cellar after all these years. He felt a pang of regret that Sue was not there to share it with him. She had a good palate for expensive wines. That morning he’d tried telephoning her again, but it was no use. There had been no answer from the flat. When he’d dialled the theatre he was told no one was there; it had closed down and they’d all gone.
At last the waiter withdrew, but for the next few minutes they concentrated on their food. His lamb chops were tender and juicy; the wine was gentler than anything he’d ever tasted before. Sir John looked up and nodded to him as if to say enjoy it while you can.
It was a strange setting for such a conversation, he thought, looking around the room at the other men lunching there, several famous faces among them, and the portraits on the walls of an earlier generation of celebrities. Although for the most part it was the painters who were remembered these days, and the celebrities were forgotten.
Before coming here, he and Alan had called at the Ministry where they had been required to sign the Offical Secrets Act. The establishment was obviously very worried, and high time too. Ministers regarded the public relations exercise – public morale, they called it – as vital. In addition to normal press facilities, they were planning a series of information films on TV, both to give advice and to keep the public up to date. Tim was to be the front man. He was already acknowledged in the country, one nameless civil servant pointed out, as ‘Mr Jellyfish’. They needed to cash in on that reputation.
For the public good.
‘As I get older,’ Sir John said at last, laying down his knife, ‘I find these simple physical pleasures are the best.’
You and Jacqui both. Tim only just managed to refrain from speaking the thought aloud. ‘One-night Jacqui’ he called her in his mind: it had not been from lack of interest on his part, either. Perhaps it was merely that she disliked the idea of a male taking the initiative; the 1980s syndrome. Yet she was all surprises. With her clothes on, she looked down to earth and dowdy, as though she’d just dropped in from a CND march; without them, she was St Tropez class. Her filming was good, too. Those latest Gulliver rushes were brilliant. Alive. Full of movement. He was glad she’d be staying with him to direct this project.
‘Tim?’
‘I beg your pardon! I was dreaming.’
‘It’s time we completed this part of the briefing,’ Sir John remarked, leaning over to refill his glass. ‘No, carry on eating if you haven’t finished. I can talk while you eat. The one major factor I’ve not yet mentioned is that these jellyfish – or, rather, their young – have now been discovered in inland waters.’
‘Fresh water?’
‘Lakes, reservoirs, rivers, streams. Oh, and canals. About eight to ten sightings so far.’
‘But is it possible?’
‘Our first reaction was the same as yours. Probably hysteria. People were mistaken. But I’m afraid it’s true. We have specimens which were taken out of the river at Totnes.’
‘Jane came across them,’ Alan explained.
‘What was she doing in Totnes?’ Tim demanded furiously. Bloody hell, he knew only too well what she was doing there. Trying to screw information out of Sue for that article, what else? Going behind his back. Well, she wasn’t going to get away with it; he’d put the lawyers on to her. ‘She’d no business in Totnes.’
‘Good job she went there,’ Sir John approved. ‘Showed initiative. She went back the following day with her sister to search for polyps. I suppose you know about polyps in the reproductive cycle of the jellyfish?’
‘Of course.’ He felt bitter. The news had soured the whole day for him. The divorce would get into the press before he’d had a chance to try and stop it. ‘So what’s the first step?’
‘On Friday you go down to Somerset to film the polyps. Our science staff has prepared a detailed brief for you. From there you’ll be transported to the Dorset coast where we’re mounting a combined services operation against the jellyfish – army and Navy together. This is a trial run to discover which methods work best.’
‘I’d poison the buggers,’ Alan said flatly, draining his glass. ‘Spray them from the air.’
‘D’you think we haven’t considered that?’
‘You used nerve gas once.’
‘In an emergency,’ Sir John agreed. His eyes never left Tim. ‘Everything in the sea around that spot died. We don’t want to mention that. It’s classified information. As for other poisons, dioxin has been considered. It has been used in pesticides and defoliation gases: in Vietnam, in particular. In Britain, the problems would be unimaginable. Take the amount of dioxin you could get into that claret bottle, drop it into our water supply, and you could wipe out half the population, humans as well as jellyfish.’
‘So roasting them alive is the only alternative?’ Tim asked.
‘It’s not very satisfactory, I know, but it causes less long-term damage. When this is all over we’re still going to need food to eat, water to drink. It’s ironic, isn’t it? We survived Hitler, we laughed at Mussolini, we dodged clear of Stalin, and the American president has yet to be elected in whom we’ve felt total confidence – yet all the time the real threat was in the sea. Jellyfish.’
‘It’s that bad?’
‘We have lost control of most of our coastline.’ He spelled it out gravely. ‘However many we kill, more come to replace them. Now they’ve found their way into our inland waters. If they multiply there in the same numbers they could overrun the entire country. So far there has been surprisingly little civil unrest, but when food shortages begin to bite –’ He left the sentence unfinished and beckoned to the waiter. ‘Now let’s have some brandy with our coffee. The best.’
Tim declined the brandy. He should ring Jane, he thought; possibly she might know where Sue was. At least she could tell him what was happening down there.
Outside, the rain was lashing down again. It had been a bad year all round; location work had taken twice as long as it should. From the members’ table came a sudden outburst of laughter, followed by a thin voice exclaiming that, anyway, it was good weather for jellyfish.
The speaker did not know how right he was.
Sue came away from visiting Mark feeling worried and depressed. He still had that intermittent fever and his cheeks, always thin, had taken on a hollow, sunken appearance. Her own hands had almost healed, but Mark’s were still in bandages; his forearms too, as far as the elbows. And they now knew that other jellyfish had found their way up his trouser legs and a few had landed on his waist below the hem of his pullover.
‘He’s going to pull round,’ the young doctor had said, though without conviction. ‘We just have to be patient. We’ve taken blood and urine samples together with scrapings of pus from the sores. When the reports come back from the lab we’ll know much better where we stand. The poison these tiny ones use is not quite the same as the big jellyfish.’
He was obviously one of those doctors who believed in telling everything; too enthusiastic about his work to be reassuring. Sue had nodded, hardly taking it all in.
What no one could explain was why she herself had got off so lightly. The young cyclist had died without recovering consciousness. His girlfriend, pale and silent, was taken home the next day by her father. Sue had watched them loading the two bicycles and rucksacks into their van, then driving slowly away.
Mark might die, she told herself.
The doctor himself had admitted that jellyfish poison could affect each person differently. He suspected Mark’s case might be complicated by a particular allergy.
It was a bitter irony, she thought as she stood on the hospital steps waiting for the downpour to ease before she risked dashing across the flooded car park to where she’d left her Mini. Before this had happened she’d been wondering whether she could stay with Mark much longer; whether, in fact, she’d done right to move in with him in the first place. She couldn’t leave him now, of course: that was obvious. Not now he needed her.
‘Oh, excuse me!’ It was the sister from the children’s ward, a friendly West Indian woman in her mid-thirties with flashing eyes, full of humour. ‘It was today, wasn’t it? D’you want to cancel it? We’re all terribly sorry about your friend. I told the children, so they’ll understand if you cancel.’
‘Cancel?’ Sue looked at her blankly. Then she remembered the show they had promised to put on for the children. It had completely escaped her mind. ‘Four thirty, wasn’t it?’
‘We do understand if you –’
Sue interrupted her. ‘You have jellyfish cases on the ward, don’t you? Among the children?’
‘That’s right, several. Two more came in this morning, though they’re in intensive care still. These floods, you know.’ She waved her arm vaguely in the direction of the car park. ‘Though we’re expecting fewer now they’ve evacuated the Torbay area. I don’t know if you’ve been told, but there are plans to evacuate this hospital if the front line gets any nearer.’
‘The front line?’
‘That’s what they’re calling it.’


Sue reckoned it out quickly. With the theatre closed, most of the company had already left, although Adrian and Tony were still around. Mark always did the children’s shows with her; he was out, of course. But they had started rehearsing the new one, a couple of short sketches at least: if they used those, plus some material from last time and a bit from the Christmas show…
It was not yet eleven. They had five clear hours.
‘Four thirty – we’ll be there,’ she promised. ‘It won’t be what we planned, but we wouldn’t want to disappoint the children. We’ll be there.’
As she ran across the car park, her feet kicking up the water which lay a good two inches deep in places, she could hear the now-familiar wail of an ambulance coming closer. Oh please God, let that be just an ordinary, everyday case, she prayed. Something simple like an appendix; or a baby coming into the world – anything but jellyfish.
She remembered her disbelief when Tim had first told her about them. God, how blind they’d all been!
The noise in the room was excruciating as people shouted at the top of their voices, trying to make themselves heard above the amplified sound of an eight-piece rock band.
It was stifling, too. They were crushed back against the walls to keep the floor free for the dancers who’d just been announced, which made it impossible to get anywhere near the drinks. Then somebody had the bright idea of passing freshly-opened bottles of champagne from hand to hand above their heads, dripping their contents down the necks of anyone unfortunate enough to be immediately beneath them.
Tim swore as one bottle passed him, but managed to grab the next to refill Dorothea’s glass.
‘Where’s the rest of our lot?’ he shouted.


‘No idea.’
‘What?’
‘No idea!’ she bawled.
They clinked glasses and drank, giving up their attempt at conversation.
The lamps dimmed, to be replaced dramatically by wild strobe lighting for the dancers: six girls in all, clad in flowing transparent robes beneath which they were completely naked. The robes were pink with red sequins; matching masks covered the girls’ faces. At first their movements were wild, dervish-like, but then the music changed, the strobing became slower, and they began a sinuous dream-like dance as if beckoning some god to appear before them.
The curtain parted and four young male dancers appeared, also in speckled pink and red. Into the centre of the floor they drew a large, covered object on wheels which they secured before moving back to join the girls in a dance of worship around it. The music became slowly louder and louder in a steady crescendo until the throbbing beat seemed to vibrate through the entire building and the strobe lighting became so wild that the eyes ached.
Then it stopped.
Blackness.
Silence.
A soft drum roll, faintly at first as the dark object in the centre of the room was slowly unveiled and they saw what it was. Around the room ran a cold shiver of fear as first the pale green light became visible, then the great glass-sided tank with the jellyfish floating lazily in its water.
Tim’s grip on his champagne glass tightened until it shattered between his fingers.
Dorothea buried her face against his shoulder, her whole body shaking. ‘Oh, God, how could they?’


Why he’d accepted the invitation to come to this party Tim no longer knew. He hated these crazy Chelsea parties at the best of times. This one was given by a visiting American film star who had just tried to revive his slipping fortunes by doing a guest appearance for the company; he might have known it would be more obnoxious even than usual. The star was at the microphone now, saying his few ill-chosen words and trying to coax his guests to begin dancing around the jellyfish tank. They’d not be switching the lights on again, he slurred in those world-famous syrupy tones; no, they’d let the jellyfish provide the illumination. So dance, everybody, dance! Or did you ass-holes just come here for the free drink?
To their credit, most of the guests kept well clear of the tank, though a couple of drunken sots began to toss in some of the empty champagne bottles, laying bets on how many times they could score a direct hit on a jellyfish.
It was sick, Tim thought in disgust.
Bloody sick.
‘You’re bleeding,’ Dorothea observed, noticing his hand.
He produced a white handkerchief which she wrapped over the wound. Her fingers were long and skilful, and he saw she’d given up painting her nails jellyfish red.
‘Careless of me,’ he said when she’d finished. ‘Both hands in bandages.’
‘What?’
His words were drowned again by the band and the restless chatter around them. A yard or two away a girl was having hysterics, screaming that she wanted to leave, she couldn’t stand jellyfish, everyone knew that, and she’d never forgive Charlie for bringing her here. On the far side of the room he spotted three other members of the Gulliver cast. They’d found themselves a haven near the drinks table and looked set for the night.


‘Careless of me!’ he yelled to Dorothea. ‘For Chrissake, let’s get some fresh air.’
Holding her close to him, he pushed through the crowd to the nearest door which opened into an alleyway at the side of the building. Outside they found it easier to breathe, despite the rotting garbage from overflowing dustbins.
‘Phew! That’s better!’ she exclaimed, smiling at him. She put her empty glass on a window ledge. ‘Not many here from Gulliver. It’s a dead loss.’
‘Not even Jacqui,’ he agreed.
‘Oh, Jacqui warned me she couldn’t make it. She and her soulmate are having a miserable time in their flat, dividing all the belongings between them. You heard they’d broken up?’
He nodded.
Tall, willowy Dorothea, he was thinking: the girl with the oval face and that cool Cheltenham manner who had seemed, when he first met her, such an improbable person to find on film location. She kept Jacqui in order and anyone in the crew who tried it on with her soon regretted it.
‘What’s he like?’ Tim asked.
‘Who?’ An incredulous little smile appeared around her lips.
‘The man Jacqui was living with.’
‘You don’t know?’ She laughed outright. ‘Oh, Tim – surely?’
‘No.’
‘Thought everyone knew. Jacqui’s gay. I only met the soulmate once. She’s quite nice but rather fat. Head of the English Department in a comprehensive. I was afraid she’d make a pass at me.’
‘And did she?’
‘What do you think?’ she retorted, teasing him. She looked towards the open door and the mob milling around inside, their faces sea-green in that jellyfish luminosity. ‘Want to go back in?’
He shook his head. ‘Do you?’
For a moment she gazed at him speculatively, then kissed him on the lips, making the most of it. ‘With two hands in bandages you’re quite defenceless and in my power,’ she mocked. The other couples in the alleyway took no notice of them. ‘It’s back to jellyfish on Friday, isn’t it? That lot in there are doing their End-of-the-World bit all right. I think, for you and me, the best plan would be to find a bed somewhere. My place?’
‘OK. Your place.’
Bloody hell, why not? he thought savagely. Sue passed fleetingly through his mind, but where was she now? And tomorrow they might all be dead.
Another couple emerged from the jellyfish madness of the party, both clutching champagne glasses. ‘So I said to her,’ the first man squeaked excitedly to his bearded companion, ‘I said, darling, tell me – how did you get into that dress, or is it sprayed on? She was furious. Can’t think why!’
Dorothea winked at Tim, then cuddled up to him, putting her hand through his arm.
‘First thing I’m going to do when we get there,’ she said in her most practical producer’s assistant voice, ‘is take a look at that cut in case you got any glass in it.’
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As Roberta waited down in the village by the bus-stop, she regretted ever having mentioned to Frank that Jocelyn would be away all day. Not only was the rain trickling uncomfortably down the back of her neck; she also felt she was betraying Jocelyn who hated the very thought of strangers poking their noses into her lab when she wasn’t around.
Whatever Frank said, Roberta liked her job as a laboratory assistant. It was interesting; and, at nineteen, it gave her much more responsibility than she’d be likely to find in any other work. With her three A-levels, one of them in zoology, she could have gone on to university but chose not to. It had always been the lab practicals which had attracted her, not swotting over books.
She looked at her watch. The bus was late and the tree she was standing under didn’t offer much in the way of shelter. Well, a spot of rain wouldn’t harm anybody, though she could imagine what Frank would be saying by the time they had got soaked walking up the hill. She hoped at least he’d have sense enough to wear a raincoat, though she doubted it.
Why she bothered with him she didn’t know. He’d nagged at her for weeks to let him see inside the laboratory and she’d always refused till now. He’d glance around, make a few silly comments, touch things he shouldn’t, without even the vaguest idea of what he was looking at. Science and Frank didn’t live on the same planet. Perhaps that was what had drawn her to him in the first place: he was so different.
They had met at the sixth-form college where they had both been students. He was a tall, gangling, spotty boy with long untidy hair and a wild sense of fantasy, whereas she was down to earth, practical, and not too certain what he was on about half the time. He dressed like a tramp; she kept herself neat, nothing outrageous, and liked her vaguely-blonde hair cut short, which was more convenient for swimming. She’d taken Frank swimming once: he’d floundered about in the shallow end spouting poetry, and narrowly missed drowning. Now he was in his first year at university studying English literature, though as far as she could judge most of his time was spent consuming beer or moaning to a battered old guitar while waiting for the pubs to re-open. It wasn’t what she’d call work.
At last the bus wheezed round the corner and drew up in front of her, shuddering as the engine ticked over. The automatic door opened. Frank was the only passenger to get off.
‘Oh, Frank, you idiot! You’re going to get drenched!’
‘Wasn’t raining when I came out.’ He made it sound like an accusation, as if she’d turned the rain on. ‘Not to worry. Here – shove this under your mac. Keep it dry till we get there. Is it far?’
He peeled off his pullover and bundled it up for her, leaving himself bare from the waist up. His white, thin torso began to take on a blue tinge as the cold rain lashed it.
‘Oh, you are a fool!’ She laughed despite herself. ‘You’ll catch your death.’
‘O death, where is thy sting-a-ling-a-ling!’ he chanted, putting an arm around her shoulder as they set off up the road. ‘Term’s over – d’you know?’
‘Does that make a difference?’ she asked sarcastically. ‘To you?’
From the village to the drive leading to the converted farmhouse was the best part of a mile. The rain showed no sign of easing; even in her raincoat, hat and wellies, Roberta felt uncomfortably wet by the time they got there. As for Frank, maybe it had been a good idea after all for him to take off his pullover: at least it would be something dry for him to put on. His baggy Oxfam trousers and cracked shoes were soaked through.
As they skirted the house, making for the laboratory huts in the field beyond, she caught a glimpse of Jane at a window and waved to her. Jane waved back, smiling.
Odd the way she hates jellyfish, Roberta thought as they left the drive and began to tramp along the soggy path towards the first hut. Nobody could like them, that was obvious, but Jane felt a real personal hatred towards them.
‘Now you’re not to touch anything, Frank,’ she warned him. ‘Promise me?’
‘Of course. You know me.’
‘That’s why I want you to promise. Specially those little dishes and jars on the bench – it’s all part of her work and she doesn’t like anyone disturbing it. So you won’t, will you?’
‘Am I allowed to breathe?’
‘Oh, don’t be daft, Frank. This is serious.’
‘What about those television people tomorrow? Bet they’ll upset everything.’
‘She’ll make sure they don’t,’ she snorted, amused. ‘You don’t know her!’
Before opening the door, Roberta tried to scrape some of the mud off her wellies against the wooden steps. Then she led the way into the little partitioned-off vestibule.
‘Shoes off!’ she ordered briskly. ‘If the place gets messed up, I’m the one who has to clean it. I’ll find you some slippers inside. She uses her husband’s old mules when her feet get tired.’
Hanging up her dripping raincoat, she went through into the laboratory itself. The moment she was inside she sensed something unusual about the place. She looked around. Everything seemed to be in order, though there was not much light and the rain kept up a steady drumming on the roof. Imagination playing tricks, she told herself. Who would want to break in here? Even a tramp would be put off by those big notices outside warning of poisonous jellyfish.
She pressed the light switches; immediately, the tubes began to flicker into life.
‘You’ll find the slippers down there by the bench,’ she pointed out, deciding she’d better check the water temperatures, just in case. ‘But don’t – ’


‘ – touch anything!’ he mimicked, laughing. ‘You’re an old fusspot, Robbie – d’you know?’
‘Huh! And put your pullover on before you catch cold.’
She found a biro and the temperature log, then started at the end tank. The reading was normal. She was just noting it down, with the time and date, when she heard a clatter from the far side of the hut.
‘Robbie…’ Frank’s voice sounded strained; then it rose to a sudden sharpness. ‘Roberta! Aren’t they supposed to stay in the tanks?’
‘Frank, what have you –?’ she began, swinging around furiously, convinced he’d knocked something down. He was so clumsy.
But then she stopped. From one of the tanks the dark plastic cover had fallen down. A large jellyfish was hanging across the corner of the tank, having heaved itself up from inside. Frank stood a couple of yards away, staring at it nervously.
‘I wasn’t anywhere near it,’ he said defensively, not moving from the spot. ‘Honest, Robbie.’
Roberta tried to speak calmly. ‘We’ll have to push it back in, that’s all, and get the cover fixed again. You’d better stand clear.’
Her mouth tasted sour as she seized the long-handled squeegee and advanced on the jellyfish. It was a large one, gleaming pink and red, looking as though nothing could shift it.
‘I’ll help.’
‘No!’
‘I’ll pick up the cover,’ he insisted.
Cautiously she raised the squeegee until it was just beneath the lower flap of the jellyfish. The tentacles began slowly to explore it. It made her sick to look at them. She adjusted her grip on the handle, then eased the jellyfish up the glass, hoping to topple it back into the water.
At first it did not react, but then – as though instinctively it realised what she was about to do – it hunched itself up into an arch. When it straightened out, the whole jellyfish straddled the squeegee. She staggered under its weight.
‘Hold it over the water!’ Frank cried.
‘I’m trying to!’ she snapped back. ‘Stay out of the way, Frank! Oh, damn!’
He ignored her rebuke and took some of the weight. Together they managed to move it well over the open tank. They tried shaking the long handle and twisting it, but whatever they did the jellyfish still remained attached to the squeegee.
‘I’ll get something. Hold on.’
‘On the bench – one of those sticks!’ she gasped, in a cold sweat. ‘Or the tongs, they’d be better.’
What if they failed, she wondered; what if the jellyfish got out and they couldn’t control them? She’d seen the way they fastened on to the butcher’s meat Jocelyn sometimes gave them, and how difficult it was to retrieve the meat afterwards to scrape off the juices for analysis.
‘Frank – hurry!’
Just as he came back with the tongs she heard a slight grating noise. Before her eyes, the cover of the neighbouring tank began to move, sliding over the framework. It fell clattering to the floor. To her horror she saw that the two jellyfish occupying the tank were both out of the water, emerging over the top, seemingly glorying in their triumph. Had they, she wondered, pushed the lid away? Together?
Frank spotted them at the same time. He tried to prevent the nearest one escaping by grabbing hold of it with the long brass tongs, but had difficulty getting a firm grip on the slimy thing.
‘No!’ she shouted, trying to warn him. ‘Frank!’
She was too late. The second jellyfish – quite a small one – oozed over the edge of the aquarium frame and dropped to the floor, landing over Frank’s bare foot. There was nothing Roberta could do to prevent it. She stood helplessly, still holding on to the squeegee.
He spun around, doubling in agony, and the tongs smashed through the glass of the tank. Water poured out. That wouldn’t have mattered too much, but the jellyfish he’d been trying to restrain wriggled free and slipped down his arm to settle over his ribs.
‘Frank! Oh, Frank!’
She pushed the squeegee, with the first jellyfish still wrapped around it, deep into the tank, then dropped to her hands and knees to help him. No, that was no good, she thought, biting her lip; mustn’t touch them with bare hands. Gloves… she needed gloves… Pair on the bench, wasn’t there? Jocelyn’s rubber gloves?
Frank was writhing on the floor with the two jellyfish spread obscenely across his skin, their speckled pink-and-red bodies pulsating as though they were busy sucking his life blood. To get to the bench she found herself forced to step over him.
She seized the gloves, but they tore as she tried to tug them on. In desperation, with hot tears in her eyes, she decided merely to wrap them round her hands and hope for the best. If only she could pull those jellyfish away from him, then drag him outside perhaps…
But in that first tank, the big jellyfish – ‘Grandad’, Jocelyn affectionately called him! – was already partly over the top again, having used the squeegee handle as a ramp; and half-way across the laboratory, the cover of yet a third tank slithered and bounced to the floor. Then a fourth.
She screamed, unable to help herself. They were coming at her from every side, leaving her no way of escape. As for Frank – oh, poor Frank, what harm did he ever do anyone? – he lay quite still now, flat on his back, his arms apart as if in a gesture of total surrender. And still those jellyfish fed on him.
Yet how could she leave him there?
Shouldn’t she tug him clear somehow, if only to save his body from mutilation – out of respect? She bent over him, the torn rubber of the gloves stretched around her hands, knowing she couldn’t let it happen like that. It was her fault, wasn’t it? If she’d never brought him here in the first place, none of this would have happened. He’d still be alive, still strumming his guitar… spouting his poetry…
She had a duty: yes, that was it. A duty.
Her face set with grim determination, obsessed with the idea that she had to save his body despite the fact that he was obviously dead, she bent down to slip her fingers beneath the jellyfish feeding on his stomach. Its grip was firmer than she imagined, but somehow she managed to tear it away.
A shudder of despair shook her as she saw the mess of raw flesh and exposed guts where it had been squatting. In horror, she dropped it – taking no notice of where it landed – and stumbled away. No, that wasn’t Frank… it couldn’t be Frank… in a minute or less, was that all that was left of him?
She wanted to vomit but nothing came; she merely choked on her own revulsion.
More covers came tumbling off the aquaria as she staggered towards the telephone at the end of the hut. Every few seconds she heard yet another slopping sound as more jellyfish escaped from their tanks. She had to get help. People ought to be warned.
Already the pains were shooting up her leg as she dialled 3 for the house. Clinging to a shelf in an effort to stay on her feet, she listened impatiently to the brr-brrr, brr-brrr, brr-brrr at the other end. At last someone answered.
‘Help me… please…’ she gasped, feeling her legs giving way as a fresh bout of that excruciating pain spread up to her hips. ‘Jellyfish are… out… Need… help…’
‘Who is it? Is that Roberta?’
Jane stared in exasperation at the phone in her hand. The line had gone dead. Was it serious, or some sort of practical joke? To make sure, she dialled the laboratory herself, only to hear a steady high-pitched sound. It made no sense at all.
Yet if the call were genuine…?
She opened the back door and stood uncertainly on the step, but as far as she could see through the rain both laboratory huts seemed perfectly normal. The lights were on in no. 1 hut. No sign of any break in the telephone cables linking it with the house. Yet she felt she was somehow responsible, Joss and Robin both being out for the day – although Roberta was really in charge down there.
Best go down to have a look.
Behind the kitchen door was one of Joss’s old raincoats with a hood. Jane swung it over her shoulders and hurried down over the muddy path. Cold rainwater splashed over her flat open sandals, chilling her feet. Up here on the hill was the only place she now felt safe from jellyfish. Night after night they watched the weird illumination of the Bristol Channel, sometimes appearing to move in shifting patterns, sometimes unnaturally still. Nothing could be seen at the moment through the rain and mist; in any case, in daytime the scene tended to look quite normal from this distance, although every day the line of jellyfish moved farther inland. Yard by yard. Mile by mile. Portishead, Clevedon, Weston-super-Mare, Burnham-on-Sea – that whole coast was now empty of people.
Yet Joss still hated the idea of burning the jellyfish alive. She was deep in her study of their digestive system, occasionally muttering something about finding a suitable poison – a medusicide, as she called it – or surveying the natural enemies of the jellyfish in the hope that one would turn up to save the situation. Sharks? Whales? Pug-nosed dogfish?
‘They need to be culled, not exterminated,’ she would repeat stubbornly after even Robin had failed to convince her that they were faced with a major emergency. ‘We humans have already killed off too many species.’
Robin’s rejoinder was always the same: ‘We’ll be extinct ourselves if we don’t soon find some way of dealing with them.’
But she took no notice. She’d disappear to the laboratory and not emerge again for hours. She’d turned the whole set-up over to jellyfish, clearing everything else out: no. 1 hut was for those she called ‘adult’ jellyfish; no. 2 – dubbed the ‘nursery’ – was for polyps and baby medusae.
Jane squelched up the wooden steps to no. 1, her sandals soggy. ‘Hello! Roberta!’ she called out as she pushed open the door. ‘Are you there?’
She saw the wet raincoat hanging in the vestibule, with Roberta’s green wellingtons and a pair of men’s shoes. There was no answer, but she automatically kicked off her own sandals and took off her mac before going into the laboratory itself. No reason why, except she felt more comfortable that way and she would never dream of messing up Jocelyn’s lab for her.
‘Roberta! It’s me – Jane!’
The door was locked, or so she thought at first before she realised there was some obstruction behind it, near the bottom.
‘Roberta! Are you all right?’
She put her weight against the door, her apprehension growing, and it began to give way. Whatever the obstacle was, she was gradually able to push it back until she could squeeze through herself. At that stage it was not the jellyfish she feared, for they were all safely in their tanks from which she was convinced they couldn’t possibly escape. No, if anything had gone wrong, there must be some other cause: an intruder, perhaps.
‘Oh, no. What –?’ The obstacle behind the door was Roberta’s body, lying face down on the floor with the telephone beside her, its cord torn out of the wall. ‘Roberta, I came when I could. What happened?’
The moment Jane touched the girl’s shoulder she rolled over, her head lolling to one side. Covering one cheek and part of her throat was the most evil-looking jellyfish she had yet seen, its speckled pink-and-red body bloated out of all recognition.
Jane screamed, starting back. Her heel slipped on some hard, gristly substance on the floor. In disgust she pulled away from it, a quick reflex action, just in time to avoid its exploring tentacles. Her screams echoed round the hut, throwing themselves back at her, building up her panic until she was staggering about blindly, not knowing which way to turn. In every direction she saw jellyfish, some lying – pulsating – in the gangways between the rows of tanks, others perched on the edges of the tanks as if waiting to launch themselves on anyone coming within reach. Near the bench lay the body of the boy she’d seen earlier with Roberta. He was naked from the waist up, with at least four jellyfish gorging themselves on him.
‘Must get out.’ She spoke aloud in her panic. ‘Out…’
But Roberta’s body blocked the door again. The jellyfish were too close to get near it, and her own bare feet too vulnerable. Distraught, she looked around for some weapon – anything which might help her – and noticed the fire extinguisher clipped to the wall beside the door. To reach it, she had to tread between two jellyfish, each a couple of feet across, barring the way like Scylla and Charybdis in the ancient legends.
She tried to get a grip on herself: this had to be done carefully, for the space between the stretch of those tentacles on either side was very narrow. First one foot, mud-spattered and cold; the tentacles flickered out towards it, but without success. Then the next… choosing her spot carefully… wavering a little… unsure of her balance…
The fire extinguisher was in her hands, and it seemed like a miracle. She freed the nozzle, tugged out the restraining pin and pressed the lever. The carbon dioxide spurted out, covering the nearest jellyfish with freezing snow which caused them to curl up, writhing, before subsiding into inactivity.
But her feet were also hit by that extreme cold. She tried to take a step away, directing the flow now at the jellyfish guzzling on Roberta’s poor body; it was like walking on raw, jagged stumps and she fell sprawling towards the first tanks. For one second only she looked up – winded – and was aware of the jellyfish perched on the shelf immediately above her.
Then it dropped over her face, muffling her shrieks of terror. She tried to tear it away with her hands, but the agony shot through her fingertips, tingling through both arms. Another spasm ran through her like a stream of hot lead, down her throat, her windpipe, her lungs, and… oh, God – no! Her nipples burned with that unimaginable pain.
Oh, Bill… Tim…
Tim’s coming tomorrow… oh, Tim, I left it too late…
‘Bill – All right, go to your fucking wife! What do I care?
I do.
Admit it, Jane, you do care – admit it.


Saw your wife, Tim. No hope there. She’s gone. Stuck in the same shit, aren’t you? Same old bloody shit.
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A church hall had been requisitioned for the press briefing prior to the combined services offensive against the jellyfish invasion. It was crowded.
Tim sat on the front row with Jane’s sister, Jocelyn, her face pale and intense. From the dark, haggard look in her eyes it was obvious she’d not slept at all in the two days since Jane’s mutilated body was found in her laboratory together with those of her assistant Roberta and one of Robin’s students. When they heard the news, the Ministry had suggested filming elsewhere, but she wouldn’t hear of it.
‘No, of course not!’ she’d protested, close to tears, when they telephoned her. ‘We must warn people! It’s so horrible! It’s the nursery you want, isn’t it? The babies? I haven’t killed them yet.’
So they’d driven down there with the usual crew. Jacqui, deep in her own problems and looking equally in need of a night’s sleep, had glanced cynically from Tim to Dorothea as though she knew. If she did, it must have been Dorothea herself who had told her. But none of that mattered any more. His own mind was on Jane: he must have spoken to her only ten minutes before it happened. She’d confessed everything about Totnes and seemed surprised he didn’t already know Sue was in hospital.
He’d rung the hospital right away, but they said she’d left. Just left, the girl had insisted; then he’d tried all the Totnes numbers in his diary, without success. Maybe she’d gone off somewhere: who could tell? More likely still avoiding him.
When they arrived in Somerset, Jocelyn had led them past the hut where Jane had died. It was closed and locked. She made no comment on it, but took them directly into the nursery – the second hut – where she showed them all they needed to see. Only the brisk, brittle manner in which she gave her explanations betrayed how close to the edge she must be.
Afterwards, once Jacqui and the crew had left, she talked about Jane’s death. And Roberta, of whom she’d become very fond. The boy – she said – she hardly knew, although Robin spoke highly of him. She blamed herself bitterly for all that had happened, insisting that she should have foreseen it.
‘This army operation you’re going on,’ she added before he left. ‘I want to come with you. I can see now Robin was right, it’s them or us. Though I still don’t agree with burning.’
‘It’s the most effective way so far.’
‘It doesn’t touch those still in the sea, which is the majority. I’ve moved on from digestion and their food intake. I’m starting experiments on their nervous system.’
Tim thought of the nerve gas grenade but said nothing – as ordered. From what they had told him, it had slaughtered everything within reach.
‘I’ll put it to them,’ he agreed, ‘though I can’t promise what their answer will be. I’m not even allowed to take the crew on this one. Any pictures – assuming there are some – will come from army cameramen.’
The army refused her request, as he’d expected. If it was important, they said, she could accompany the press party who would be kept well to the rear out of the danger zone, although kept up to date with regular reports from the press relations people. Tim himself was in a different category, they pointed out. He was the Ministry’s responsibility and they were under direct orders to take him.
He pleaded, claiming he could do his own job a lot better if he could take her with him as a specialist adviser. When they still refused, he telephoned the Ministry. Grudgingly they agreed to back his request, with the result that she was to accompany him.
The press briefing was chaired by Colonel Smythe, a tall balding man dressed informally in a knitted army jersey reinforced with leather patches, including a couple on his shoulders bearing the insignia of his rank. He put over his message with a cool, matter-of-fact competence.
Beside him as he spoke was a large-scale map of the Dorset coast pinned to a blackboard on an easel.
‘This part of the coast,’ he explained, tapping the area with his pointer, ‘is occupied by jellyfish up to five or six miles inland, although the actual depth of penetration varies of course from place to place. At eleven hundred hours, army units will move forward on a wide front, exterminating such jellyfish as we find and – ah – reclaiming the land. All men have been issued with safety clothing, and you’ll be given an opportunity to examine a specimen suit. The method of extermination will be fire. I should like to stress this. We are going in for what can only be called a scorched earth policy. Crops, grassland and woods will, I’m afraid, all suffer to a greater or lesser extent. We need to make sure we destroy all possible places of concealment and kill every single jellyfish in the area. On the other hand, the men have been instructed to avoid causing damage to houses and other property whenever possible.
‘Now, I’ll take questions in a few minutes, but first I’d like to introduce my colleague from the Royal Navy who is here to tell you about their side of the operation. Captain Binns.’
Tim noticed how closely Jocelyn was following every word of the military men’s statements, although she must have been familiar with the details already from the regular flow of reports and summaries which arrived with each post.
Several shoals of jellyfish were approaching the coast of Britain from different directions, Captain Binns stated drily, betraying no emotion on the subject. RAF Nimrods were keeping them under constant observation.
According to computations by Navy experts, one such shoal was expected to arrive off south Dorset within the hour. Once within a given distance from the shore, aircraft of the Fleet Air Arm would launch an attack with depth charges. A count would then be kept of how many jellyfish were left on the beaches by the ebb-tide.
Before sitting down, Captain Binns emphasised that the basic intention was to test the suitability of such tactics. Any success or failure had to be judged in this light.
A barrage of questions followed these two statements and it was still going on when the sergeant on duty at the side door nodded to Tim to indicate that their transport had arrived. Tim took Jocelyn’s arm and guided her outside. They found a staff car waiting.
A young officer, also wearing one of those knitted jerseys, saluted as they approached.
‘Dr Jocelyn Meadows? And Mr Ewing? I’m Major Burton. I’ve been detailed to look after you.’
‘Thank you, major,’ said Jocelyn. ‘We’ll try not to be too much of a nuisance.’
The major’s blond hair, pale blue eyes and smooth cheeks probably made him seem much younger than he really was, Tim reflected as they shook hands. Boxer’s hands, with a firm, no-nonsense grip.
‘We’ll take you first to the command post where we have some safety clothing for you to change into,’ he explained as they got into the car. ‘Then we’ll go forward and join one of the platoons for a while to give you an idea of what it’s like on the ground. I’m told you’ve both had some direct experience of jellyfish.’
‘You could say that,’ Tim agreed.
‘In that case, you don’t need me to tell you how dangerous they can be. We don’t expect any casualties – the men are well protected – but we do of course have medical units standing by. Very well, driver. Let’s go.’
‘Sir!’
As the car moved off, gathering speed along the country roads, Tim felt irritated that it had not been thought necessary to introduce the driver. Privates or officers – jellyfish made no such distinctions.
He and Jocelyn sat in the back, while the major twisted around in the front seat to chat with them. Tim was right about his being a boxer, he discovered; he was also an experienced mountaineer and an enthusiastic cricketer. No, he’d not actually been close to any jellyfish himself; nor, for that matter, had most of the men, although a few had been involved in beach burnings.
‘As a kid I used to hate ’em at the seaside,’ he confessed. ‘Chopped ’em in half with my spade, nine times out of ten.’
‘Do that, and both halves will still be alive,’ Jocelyn said. ‘Watch out for the tentacles, even after they’re broken off.’
‘So I’ve heard,’ the major said. ‘We’ve been fairly well briefed, as you can imagine.’
About half an hour later the car turned off the road, juddered along a narrow track and eventually stopped in a field in which several other army vehicles were parked. The major jumped out and opened the door for Jocelyn.
‘Command post,’ he informed them briskly. ‘I’ll have to report, but before I do I’ll show you where you can change. I must apologise, Dr Meadows, that we’ve no separate facilities for ladies.’
‘I’ve come here to do a job,’ she answered quietly. ‘I really don’t need special treatment.’
He led them across the grass to a long caravan painted in camouflage patchwork.
‘The general’s caravan,’ he explained in a tone which implied they were being accorded a great honour. ‘He hasn’t moved in yet, so we thought it might make a suitable changing-room for our visitors.’
‘You’re expecting a general?’ Jocelyn sounded surprised.
‘Of course. All the top brass.’
Major Burton saluted briskly, then left them to themselves.
In and around the field there was a general air of military bustle as orders were shouted, platoons of men were lined up and marched off, and others hurried about for no very obvious reason. A couple of large troop carriers pulled out. Near one stationary vehicle a tall aerial mast had been erected, and they could hear the throbbing of a diesel generator not far away.
The caravan was spartan and shabby inside. Its pale walls were covered with sellotape marks where at some time papers had been stuck to them. The vinyl-topped table was stained and there was a tear in one of the seats.
Spread out on a bunk was their protective clothing: waterproof trousers which they could pull over their own jeans, waders, and a parka with a hood for each of them. In addition, the army had provided rubber face-masks which left the mouth, nostrils and eyes free, gauntlet gloves, and goggles.
‘They look sensible enough, at any rate,’ Jocelyn commented, fingering them. Her face was still deadly serious, with no glimmer of a smile. ‘You’d better help me get them on, Tim.’
By the time they were both dressed, the major had returned.
‘Colonel Ross sends his compliments,’ he reported laconically. ‘Unfortunately he is rather tied up at the moment, as you can imagine, but he hopes he’ll have the honour of meeting you later in the day. In the meantime, I’m to take you up to the front line. If you’ll just excuse me for one more second, I’ll get into my own battle clothing.’
It seemed so absurd, Tim thought. Here was a highly professional army with all the techniques of modern warfare at its fingertips, and it was being deployed against – what? Jellyfish.
No doubt the major was thinking much the same as he clumped back in his waders to ask if they were ready to go.
‘If you are,’ Tim said.
For the journey to the front, they abandoned the staff car in favour of an old reconditioned jeep. Once they had climbed aboard the major issued each of them with a long-handled hoe.
‘Requisitioned every garden hoe we could lay our hands on,’ he grinned as he selected one for himself. ‘Best defensive weapon we’ve got against jellyfish, believe it or not. Damn sight more useful than the L1A1 rifle.’
‘Are the men using any firearms at all?’ Tim asked.
‘Machine guns, to break up any concentration of jellyfish. Otherwise, flame throwers.’ He clambered into the front seat. ‘Off we go, driver.’
As they accelerated jerkily over the rough ground, a convoy of three field ambulances passed along the lane at the far side of the field, heading away from the front. On seeing them, the major began to talk urgently into his radio, asking – as far as Tim understood – for a situation report on Sector H where he intended taking his civilian visitors.
He frowned as the answer came through.
‘Trouble?’ Tim enquired, gripping the side of the buggy to steady himself as the driver swung away from the track and into a tarred lane.
‘Five men – burns mostly, though it’s not yet clear how it happened.’ The major turned in his seat to face them both. ‘I should like to make one thing clear. Anything you feel you should see, just speak up. If it’s possible, I’ll arrange it. But I’m also responsible for your safety, so if I decide against – well, I’m afraid that’s final. No argument. OK?’
‘Of course,’ Jocelyn replied absently. ‘How far away are we?’
‘Three or four minutes.’
The lane wound crazily between high hedges, climbing steadily. From time to time they caught glimpses of the extensive landscape beyond, with army vehicles crawling across it like models on a sand-table. The buggy’s engine grumbled noisily as the driver changed down.
They reached the top of the hill unexpectedly, rounding yet one more bend to find themselves on a level stretch where a couple of troop carriers and a smaller truck were parked. The major jumped down and strode across to the small group of men standing near them, all muffled in masks and parkas.
From somewhere in the distance came a series of dull thuds, one after another at regular intervals.
‘That’ll be the Navy dropping depth charges,’ Tim observed.
‘I can’t imagine that doing much good,’ Jocelyn said tartly. ‘It’d be better to use trawlers and fish them up. The fishing industry has done its best to wipe out all our stocks of cod and herring. Why don’t we turn them loose on jellyfish?’
Major Burton summoned them from the jeep and introduced them to the offiers in charge of the sector. One – a Captain McNeil – passed Jocelyn his field glasses and explained that the hillside which dropped away immediately ahead of them had already been cleared. Action was now concentrated on the village they could see tucked away in the valley.
‘Not too many jellyfish so far,’ he said crisply. ‘Quite thin on the ground on the hillside, though if you look where the road enters the village… Got it?’
‘Hundreds of them,’ Jocelyn exclaimed grimly. She offered Tim the field glasses. ‘It’s… Oh, I don’t know. We’ve just got to find a way.’
As Tim could see through the glasses, they lay across the roadway like a carpet, making the village seem bright and oddly enticing against the dullness of the day. They spilled over the pavement and into the churchyard where even the gravestones were gleaming unnaturally.
‘Hear you’ve had some casualties,’ the major was saying.
‘Bad business, that,’ Captain McNeil agreed. ‘Over there, where those trees are still burning. That ploughed field was clear, though they found a few in the ditches. We had hoped to spare that wood – well, it’s more of a copse, really – till we discovered them all congregated in there. A corporal was setting it alight when he got too close. They dropped on him from the branches. Stung him, probably. Anyway, he fell with the flame thrower still belching the stuff out. Five men injured.’
‘I want to go down there,’ Jocelyn announced.
‘We’re just about to launch the next assault, Dr Meadows. You’ll be a lot safer up here.’
‘I need to see them at close quarters,’ she insisted, her voice hardening. ‘I’ll not be in the way, but I do have a job to do.’
‘I’m sorry, I just don’t think – ’
‘Captain McNeil, in my laboratory I work with jellyfish all day and every day.’ Although her face was concealed behind the rubber mask, she was obviously in a cold fury. ‘I’ve not come here as a tourist.’
‘Conditions in your laboratory are probably a lot safer than in that village at the moment.’
She refused to listen. ‘Tell him, Tim.’
‘Earlier this week Dr Meadows’s sister was killed by jellyfish, and two others with her,’ Tim explained reluctantly, praying that the officers would stand their ground. He certainly had no wish to get any closer to the village. ‘An accident in the laboratory.’
‘Accident!’ she snorted. ‘Well, if the army won’t drive me down there, I’ll have to walk.’
Major Burton intervened. ‘Dr Meadows, please listen to reason, I beg you. There’s no telling what’s going to happen in the village. I must say I’m damned glad I’m not with that assault force. I’d rather go through the whole Falklands show again than do what they’ve got to do.’
‘Then I’ll go alone.’ She walked a few paces, then turned back. ‘We have to find some way of either killing the jellyfish or sending them back where they came from, without all this burning and destruction of other lives. As a scientist, that’s what concerns me. So I’ll go alone.’
Tim looked hesitantly towards the major as she resumed her walk. Then, as there was no sign from him, he knew he’d no alternative. He had to go after her. A few steps and he’d caught up with her.
‘I’m coming too,’ he said. ‘Christ, I’ve faced enough jellyfish already. A few more won’t harm. We’ve got these hoes – that’s something.’
A second later, they heard the sound of the ancient jeep behind them. Major Burton was standing beside the driver, holding on to the windscreen.
‘A damned sight quicker if you ride,’ he said with an ironic twist to his voice. ‘My orders are to take you to the front, so I imagine you’re in the right. And this road isn’t too pleasant to walk over, as you can see.’
They got into the back and the old buggy jerked forward over the scorched, broken tarmac. From this point onwards the hedges on both sides were blackened and leafless, in some spots still smouldering; over the roadway itself, charred, snapped-off branches lay amidst the drifting ash and the dark, moist remains of burned jellyfish.
Not only jellyfish, either. A hedgehog had died in the flames and was now on its back, stuck in the tar, its little legs pointing towards the sky; and a couple of birds had been caught, their feathers singed. They stared sightlessly at the buggy as it passed. Jocelyn tensed up when she saw them.
‘I hate this,’ Tim heard her mutter to herself. ‘There must be another way.’
At the foot of the hill they drew up at the roadside where a group of soldiers were setting up a machine gun on a metal tripod. In their protective gear their movements were clumsy, and one or two had taken off their gauntlet gloves. The sergeant – his stripes were pinned to the sleeve of his parka – approached and saluted.
‘Sergeant Parker, sir!’
Major Burton introduced them briefly, explaining the purpose of their visit. The sergeant smiled thinly behind his rubberised mask.
‘You’re just in time for the fireworks!’ he said. With a wave of his arm, he indicated the massing jellyfish some ten yards ahead, where the road went into a wide curve past the churchyard and into the deserted village. ‘Something odd about ’em, if you ask me. Other wild life disperses if you go out to hunt it: flies off or goes to ground. These buggers – if you’ll excuse the language – seem to group to meet us head-on. Still, we’ll cut ’em up a bit with Betsy here’ – he nodded towards the machine gun – ‘then give ’em a taste o’ the flame thrower.’
Down the road, three men with garden hoes were posted to ensure the line of jellyfish didn’t advance any farther. The sergeant recalled them, ordering everyone to keep to the rear of the gun.


‘It’s a standard L7A1 machine gun, as used by all NATO forces,’ the major explained to Tim. ‘Seven point six two millimetre calibre. Be interesting to see what effect it has on our slimy friends. Dr Meadows, I heard about the incident at your place. I’m very sorry about that. How did you get rid of the jellies afterwards?’
‘My husband and I had to do it,’ she said simply, her voice under iron control. ‘There was no one else. We sent for the police, of course, but we couldn’t expect them to take the risk, not when I was supposed to be the expert.’
‘But you didn’t burn them?’
She shook her head. ‘We used nitric acid – just a few drops on those we really needed to kill. It was not very pleasant, but all we had available. We saved a few, less than half. Managed to get them back in the tanks and secured the covers with wire.’
‘I’d have slaughtered the lot of them!’ the major told her uncompromisingly. ‘If they’d done that to my sister.’
‘Oh, I shall.’ She spoke quietly, yet venomously. ‘Have no doubt about that.’
‘Fire!’ came the sergeant’s sudden command.
The machine gun opened up, spitting out round after round in long, steady bursts. A stream of bullets chewed into the jellyfish, cutting them into fragments which were thrown a foot or two into the air, dropping back on to the road in a gleaming, squirming mess. However mangled they might be, dead they certainly were not.
‘Reload!’
Tim’s ears sang in the unexpected silence; his nostrils were irritated by the acrid smell of the firing. Then – some distance away – he heard other machine guns: a reminder, if he needed one, that this was a co-ordinated offensive against the invaders.
‘Bloody hell, look at the fuckers!’ a soldier exclaimed, staring into the village as if hypnotised, the ammunition belt still in his hands.


Easing their way along the village road – so slowly, the movement was hardly noticeable at first – came a second wave of jellyfish.
‘Bringing up reinforcements,’ the sergeant pointed out grimly. ‘What did I tell you?’
The major turned to Jocelyn, clearly disturbed. ‘But surely that’s not possible, is it? It’d mean they were… well, intelligent.’
‘Group intelligence, yes. I’ve long suspected that.’ She borrowed some field glasses to take a closer look at them, fascinated by every move they made. ‘I don’t mean they think and talk as we do. That would require a much more complex nervous system. But a group instinct for survival, certainly.’
‘Intelligent? Let’s show the buggers who’s intelligent!’ the sergeant growled. ‘Stand by with that machine gun, and – Fire!’
The shots raked the upper section of the road along which the new wave approached. Again, after a minute or two, the individual shapes began to merge into one quivering mass of mutilated bits. The gunner then turned his attention to his original target, firing quick short bursts at anything which looked like a complete jellyfish.
‘Cease fire!’ the sergeant bawled. ‘OK – flame throwers! In you go!’
Three men with flame throwers advanced across the ten-yard strip towards the living remains of the jellyfish army. Backing them up, a second line of men went forward with hoes. The flames roared out of the nozzles, licking at the writhing segments of jellyfish. Within seconds the road surface was covered by a blackening, bubbling mixture like a devil’s pizza. From it arose a dense steam whose stench was unbearable.
Jocelyn went nearer, gripping her hoe. With a warning glance at the major, Tim followed her. But she made no attempt to interfere. She soon lost interest in the burning jellyfish on the road and turned her attention to the low wall running alongside the churchyard.
In two places they found large floppy jellyfish draped casually over the top, looking as though someone had put them there to be out of harm’s way. In each case, a couple of soldiers came along to deal with them, flicking their remains into the fire; in each case, also, the jellyfish tentacles shot out to seek their adversary and continued to curl and wriggle on the ground even after they had been cut off.
‘There may be some light sensitivity,’ Jocelyn observed suddenly. ‘An awareness of light and dark at any rate. I’ve run some experiments on that in the lab, though I still can’t be sure.’
On the other side of the churchyard wall the mass of jellyfish had withdrawn a few feet. They remained gathered around the graves as if waiting to discover the humans’ next move. Or as if, Tim suggested uneasily, they were obeying orders.
Jocelyn dismissed the idea out of hand. ‘More likely withdrawing from the heat. But how does the army aim to deal with that? They can hardly machine-gun the graveyard.’
On the far side of the little Norman church a group of six soldiers led by an officer came into sight moving cautiously between the older graves, scorching the high grass with quick bursts from their flame throwers. The flames veered around, threatening the church itself.
‘There’s your answer,’ Tim grunted.
In that moment, the largest jellyfish he had even seen appeared on the low wall, heaved itself over, and deliberately dropped down on their side. Major Burton staggered back as it fell against his leg, then settled across his foot. It must have been two yards across at least, Tim estimated, and it continued to ripple menacingly.
‘Wait!’ Jocelyn’s voice rang out as he was about to jab into it with his hoe. ‘I want to show you what it can do.’
‘Dr Meadows, I already know what it can do!’ the major snapped.
‘Just hold steady,’ she said calmly. ‘It can’t harm you so long as you don’t nick a hole in those waders. So don’t try stabbing at it. I’m going to transfer it to my own foot.’
‘You’re mad!’ Tim exclaimed.
‘Not totally,’ she replied, concentrating. She placed her foot next to the major’s; immediately, the tentacles began to reach out and explore. Then she poised the hoe above the far side of the jellyfish and brought it down sharply, slicing off some of the tentacles which were well away from her. The entire jellyfish shifted, covering its severed limbs. ‘Now isn’t that interesting? I’d have expected it to move away from danger, which would have brought it over here. But it’s responding aggressively, confronting the attack. What’s more, it doesn’t sense that I’m the enemy, nor where I’m standing.’
‘This is crazy!’ Tim protested.
‘It’s an interesting thought,’ she argued, defending herself. ‘If it’s true those in the churchyard drew back to avoid the fire, while this one here faced the attack, then that could mean they can distinguish between two different types of danger – fire and amputation, or whatever.’
‘In the churchyard they’re moving in this direction again,’ Tim observed. What she was saying did make some sort of sense. ‘They’re back up against the wall.’
‘Because the fire is now coming from a different side,’ she agreed.
The major was busy trying to prise the jellyfish away with his hoe. Coolly, Jocelyn helped him by slicing off sections of it, like trimming a pie.
Unlike pastry trimmings, these jellyfish segments continued to squirm on the ground, still alive and functional.
She scattered them across the road. Tim felt sick.


Then, from the churchyard came a shout as one of the soldiers slipped and fell. The jellyfish were on him immediately: broad glistening pink blobs sprawling across his legs and the lower part of his jacket.
‘They sense food,’ Jocelyn murmured, watching them with both hatred and fascination in her eyes.
Luckily, his companion had the presence of mind to pull him to his feet before even attempting to brush them off. Had they reached his face he’d be dead, as Tim remembered only too well.
‘Seen enough?’ the major demanded abruptly. He turned to Tim. ‘It’ll be your job to put all this across to the public, what these men have to go through. The sacrifices.’
As they went back up the road, a formation of three aircraft roared low overhead. Seconds later they heard a series of explosions and saw thick smoke and flames rising above the dark, wooded slopes of a hill some distance away. After the casualties earlier in the day they were obviously taking no more chances, Tim thought.
‘It’ll be like a desert – the whole area between here and the sea!’ Jocelyn pronounced gloomily as they trudged back up the road towards the buggy. ‘And you talk about madness!’
‘Tell me one thing, Dr Meadows,’ the major said crisply, changing the subject. ‘When you cut a jelly in half, won’t it join up again?’
‘No.’
‘Oh?’ He seemed disconcerted. ‘Someone told me it would.’
‘I tried it in the lab, but nothing happened. If you chop off a tentacle it’ll grow another one. And I rather suspect if you cut one in half you’d end up in time with two complete jellyfish, assuming favourable conditions. They’re quite primitive creatures – I mean, low down on the ladder of evolution. That gives them a flexibility which I’m afraid we humans don’t possess.’
‘That’s hardly reassuring.’
‘I didn’t mean it to be.’
Their driver came marching down the road to meet them, saluted, and delivered a message that Major Burton was requested to radio the command post. He excused himself and hurried off, leaving Tim and Jocelyn to wait at a discreet distance where they could not overhear what was going on.
Tim felt nauseated by the whole business, though maybe that was what the Ministry wanted from him: full emotional commitment. Christ, as if he weren’t up to his throat in it already.
The major returned and Tim sensed immediately that something was wrong, although it was impossible to judge the man’s expression behind that mask.
‘Sorry about the delay,’ he apologised abruptly. ‘Bit of a bad show really. More casualties.’
‘What happened?’ Jocelyn asked.
‘A truck skidded and overturned. In normal circumstances the men in the back might have had a chance, but as it was they landed in a patch of jellies. Five dead. Four badly injured; one with minor grazes.’
‘It skidded on the jellyfish?’
‘On the slime.’
‘It doesn’t do to underestimate them,’ she said with obvious bitterness in her voice. ‘Oh, those poor men…’
‘What else?’ Tim asked the major grimly, knowing in his bones there must be something more.
‘We’re operating on a ten-mile front to clear this stretch of coast, with all our forces concentrated here, yet the jellies must choose today to mount their own offensive to the west of us. Devon. One town completely surrounded; cut off, in fact. Luckily, most of the population was evacuated in time, but a couple of dozen are still there, marooned in the local hospital.’


The major paused. His eyes, through the slits in the rubber mask, regarded Tim sympathetically.
‘Where?’ That dryness in his mouth was already warning him what the answer must be.
‘Totnes,’ the major confirmed. ‘We’re sending in a helicopter force, though whether they’ll be able to land is open to question. The weather’s against them. The colonel wants to know if you’d like to go with them.’
‘My wife?’
‘She was still all right up to about an hour ago. Then the telephone was cut off.’
‘She’s at the hospital?’
‘That’s right. Not as a patient, as far as we can gather. Visiting, I think. She seemed to be taking charge up there – at least, she was the one who did the phoning. Of course, the patients were among the first to be brought out, together with most of the medical staff. I take it you do want to go? The Ministry agrees.’
‘Too right I want to go!’ Tim answered vehemently.
‘Then we’d best get a move on.’
As they were about to leave, a lorry passed them, its canvas cover flapping in the wind. It drew up in the village and another fifteen or twenty soldiers jumped out. An NCO barked at them through his face-mask, ordering them to hurry along. They unloaded more flame throwers and hoes, then took up positions near the churchyard wall.
A little distance away, from the top of a small armoured vehicle, an army cameraman was busy filming the operation. And from the graveyard itself came the sudden chilling scream of a man in extreme pain.





20
Sue hung up the phone despondently. She’d hoped they would have repaired the line by now, but it was still dead.
Outside, the rain was beating down relentlessly. The wind whined through the now-useless telegraph wires which for the first couple of hours had kept them reassuringly in touch with the rest of the world. An eerie, greenish light hovered over the ground, emanating from the masses of jellyfish which surrounded the hospital. They drifted menacingly in the shallow flood-water covering the drive and lawns.
She shivered and drew the curtains. Now that everyone had settled down the ward seemed cosy enough. The electricity was off but the two nurses had found some oil lamps which made the place look more cheerful. One of the boys had a transistor radio.
Of course, it was her own fault she was there at all. She could easily have got away on one of the earlier buses. Adrian and Tony had kept a seat for her, as well as one for the young lad from the theatre; her nice landlady had gone too, first putting out the empty milk bottles and checking the fridge, convinced she’d only be gone a day or two.
But she’d insisted on seeing Mark. Not that he would have known: the dead recognise no visitors. No, it was simply an obscure feeling that she owed him something. She felt guilty towards him. Mark had always been so honest and straightforward with her, whereas she’d merely used him in an attempt to solve her own problem. When they’d telephoned her early that morning to say he’d died, she’d known she had to go. It was the least she could do, and if she’d opted out she’d have had to live with it for the rest of her life.
At the hospital she’d found everything in chaos. They had left her alone in the mortuary, being too busy to attend to her. When eventually she drew the cloth back over Mark’s wasted face and made her own way out, they had grabbed her and pushed her on to the evacuation coach, shouting that she was one of the last, she was lucky not to be left behind.
She’d tried to protest that she had her Mini and could make her own way. Then she caught a glimpse of it in the car park – up to the sills in water already, with jellyfish everywhere, including one squatting over the windscreen. Twice on the drive there she’d felt herself skidding over them as they lay on the road, her tyres failing to grip.
The coach driver had revved impatiently, wanting to get away, but the nurses were still bringing out old people from the geriatric wards. Sue went to help them up the steps and settle them in their seats. But at last they shouted he could close the door.
They were ready.
By now the rain had started again, whipped against the bus like water from a tap. Soon the windows were obscured by a film of wetness tinged pale green from the jellyfish phosphorescence. The bus moved steadily down the drive; he was taking it carefully, she’d thought, probably unable to see clearly through his windscreen.
Suddenly he stopped.
‘Well, that just about does it!’ he called back over his shoulder. ‘Road’s blocked!’
The nurses had still been busy, so Sue had gone up front to see for herself.
‘Just look at that!’ the driver exclaimed in disgust as she joined him. ‘There’s no way past it. We’re stuck here.’
A lorry lay on its side wedged into the stone gateway. Nearby lay the body of a white-haired man in overalls. Several jellyfish were feeding on him already.
‘You can’t shove it out of the way?’ she asked.
‘And drive over that geezer on the road?’ He turned to her, obviously shocked.
‘He’s dead. Oh, I know it doesn’t seem right, but we’ve got to get out of here somehow. Is there a rear entrance? Any other way?’
He shook his head. ‘Bad flooding down by the back gate. It’s where the road was washed away. Call it a road? It was only a lane at the best o’ times.’
His eyes were troubled. He leaned forward to wipe the steam off the windscreen and stared through it at the overturned lorry. About her own age, he’d be; long, straight hair, cowboy style; a blond moustache and a turned-up nose. He bit his lower lip as he tried to make up his mind.
‘Even if I drove over him, I don’t know if I could shift that thing. This is a holiday coach, not a tank. There’s not much strength in all this fancy metalwork.’ He looked at her doubtfully. ‘To be honest, love, I don’t think I could stomach driving over that. As if he isn’t in enough trouble already.’
‘He’s dead,’ she repeated.
So is Mark, she thought. And Mrs Wakeham. And that cyclist boy. Oh, and so many others…
‘I couldn’t live with the thought,’ he decided, revving the engine again, then beginning to reverse at a tortoise pace up the drive. ‘An’ I reckon that lorry’d cause us more damage than anything, an’ we’d be stuck here. We’ll ring up from the hospital, get someone to shift it.’
‘If there is anyone.’
Back at the hospital she’d done the telephoning herself, leaving the nurses free to concentrate on the patients. It was the most useful thing she could do. It would be two hours at least before anyone could come and help them, the voice at the other end said when at last she succeeded in getting through; even then, they couldn’t guarantee anything. Then the line went dead.
With jellyfish-infested flood-water now lapping at the hospital steps, it had been a nightmare fetching the patients back inside. The driver had brought the bus as close as possible and then personally carried the old people across while Sue had kept guard with a broom, beating off any jellyfish that came too close. The four children – three boys and a girl – had jumped across the gap, although one had landed short and would have fallen if Sue hadn’t grabbed him. As it was, he twisted his ankle.
Inside, they’d all gathered in one ward, feeling they’d be better off sticking together until they could be rescued. Sue had been delegated to try telephoning again while the nurses made everyone comfortable and brewed tea. She marvelled at the way they took charge quite naturally, bustling around to do whatever had to be done. They were hardly out of their teens. She’d witnessed the fear in the blonde one’s eyes when a jellyfish had washed up against her leg when she stepped down from the coach. Yet she’d recovered immediately, hiding her feelings from the patients.
Sue looked at her watch, holding it near one of the oil lamps to be able to read it. Almost three hours had passed since that first phone call and there was still no sign of anyone coming to get them out. It was a couple of hours already since the lights had suddenly gone out.
Yet everyone was so quiet, cocooned inside that long, narrow ward, no doubt persuading themselves that the jellyfish were no more than a bad dream from which they would soon wake up. Over the windows down both sides the curtains were closed, shutting out reality. The old people dozed in their beds or played cards around one of the tables; the coach driver sat in a corner with the four children, telling them stories, and the blonde nurse went over to join them, joking about something.
Sue remained at the far end of the ward near the telephone, preferring to be alone with her thoughts. By now she accepted that their chances of getting out alive were minimal. It was only a matter of time before the jellyfish invaded the hospital itself, if they weren’t in the building already.
And that’s the way it would be all over the world, she was convinced. Jellyfish were unbeatable: when one was killed, ten more took its place. Dinosaurs had once ruled on earth, then their day had come. Now it was the turn of the human race to face extinction.
She’d watched Tim’s broadcasts, every one of them, just to see him. Mark had said nothing, but he’d known only too well why she’d always rushed to the set to switch on.
Tim…
‘Oh, excuse me…’ The blonde nurse startled her, cutting across her day-dreaming. ‘It’s only the outside line that’s dead, isn’t it? I mean, you can get an internal number?’
She didn’t wait for an answer, but dialled a couple of digits.
‘What is it?’ Sue asked. ‘I thought we were the only ones here.’
‘So did we, but that little boy who twisted his ankle swears his sister is still here.’
‘One of the nurses?’
‘No, a patient in the isolation ward. A little girl, suspected smallpox. It’s my friend Deirdre on duty there, that’s how I know about her.’ In exasperation she shook the receiver, listened again, then slammed it down. ‘He says he came here to ask about her, without telling his parents. I was sure she went in one of the ambulances, but he says no, he was told she was still there.’
‘We’d better go and see,’ said Sue, glad of something to do at last. ‘As we can’t phone.’
‘It’s outside.’
‘Where?’ She felt a sudden shiver of fear.
‘That brick building at the back near the trees.’ The nurse looked at her, understanding; she put a hand on her arm. ‘No need for both of us to go.’
‘Then it’s up to me, isn’t it?’ Sue’s flesh crawled at the very thought of wading through those jellyfish; yet she knew, if anything went wrong, she was the one they could most easily manage without. ‘It’s only a question of checking if she’s there or not. And you’re a nurse, you’re needed here.’
The look of relief on the nurse’s face was unmistakable, yet she still argued for a minute or two before gratefully agreeing that Sue should be the one to go.
‘I’ll find a torch for you.’
‘It’s still daylight.’
‘You’ll find it gloomy in the ward unless there’s a lamp there. It’s not somewhere I’ve ever worked but I know it’s just a small room – four beds. The bacteriological lab’s in the same building.’
She led Sue into an office at the rear of the hospital. From its window they could see the building. It looked dark and silent, but then the current would be off there too. The gusty wind was lashing the trees violently, though the rain had eased a little. As far as she could judge the grounds were not deeply flooded – three or four inches at the most – but wherever she looked she saw jellyfish gliding about in the water.
‘Are you sure?’ the nurse asked her anxiously.
‘What’s your name, nurse?’
‘Angela.’
‘I’m quite sure,’ she said. ‘Someone has to do it; it may as well be me. But I need a spear… a spade… something I can defend myself with. Don’t worry, Angela. I’ll be all right.’


They searched around in various corners of the hospital. In the end, they settled on a broom handle to which Angela taped a long amputation knife. They also found a pair of surgeon’s white drill trousers which Sue pulled on over her jeans as extra protection and a fireman’s belt complete with axe which she strapped about her waist over the ski jacket.
‘I feel ridiculous in all this gear.’ She tried to laugh, but Angela merely shook her head.
‘Ready?’
Sue nodded.
Angela drew back the bolt and held the door open just long enough for Sue to step outside, then slammed it shut behind her.
Gingerly she moved down into the water, feeling her way with the blunt end of the broom handle. A medium-sized jellyfish drifted against her ankle; then it floated away again, showing no interest. She felt grateful for the protection offered by the high white gumboots she’d borrowed from the theatre wardrobe the day before.
Yet she’d only to slip and they’d be all over her. She knew that well enough by now. She walked slowly, dragging her feet through the water and testing every inch of the ground with the broom handle to make sure she didn’t tread on one. Above her, the sky was still dark with rapidly moving clouds. The luminescence from the jellyfish hung over the ground like a translucent, supernatural mist, merging with the daylight at about waist height.
They weren’t attacking her, she suddenly realised; they were letting her through.
‘Why?’
She spoke the word aloud, gazing around her. Jellyfish surrounded her on every side – and ignored her.
Looking back, she caught a glimpse of Angela, watching from the office window. She waved and then went on.
Almost immediately, her foot came down on unyielding, slippery muscle; it slid forward as the sole of her gumboot refused to grip. To save herself, she stabbed at the ground with the broom handle, but that too failed to hold.
Her arms waved about in a futile attempt to regain her balance as she felt herself going down. This was death, she knew it. This was how it was going to be. The thoughts flowed through her mind with a slow, logical clarity: it would be the best solution after all; it would free Tim; oh, how she envied Mark with the whole experience of dying behind him; oh, Tim, if only I’d been able to… if only we hadn’t… like drifting jellyfish…
She came to rest on one knee. The water soaked through both layers of trousers, but she managed with the help of the broom to push herself up to her feet again, gasping for breath and surprised to find herself still alive.
The isolation ward wasn’t far now. She plodded on, doubly careful. From somewhere, she didn’t know where, she thought she heard the sound of an engine, but realised it was probably only the sound of the wind groaning around the ornate chimney stacks.
It was an old brick building with high Victorian gables – converted stabling, Sue guessed, or something similar – and the main door stood open, banging to and fro in the wind. Over the floor of the entrance lobby a thin layer of water had already spread, seeping into the corridor beyond. From it came a telltale greenish glow.
‘Hello! Anybody there?’ she called out from the step, holding the door open.
No answer; only windows rattling somewhere inside.
Then she felt a movement by her foot. She looked down and saw a huge jellyfish gradually pulling itself up over the threshold. In the process, one edge of it had flopped over the toe of her gumboot.
‘Get out, will you!’ she snapped angrily, attempting to kick it back outside.


It hardly moved, but clung effortlessly to the doorstep. She should have left it alone, she knew, but the mere sight of it going into that building filled her with such loathing that she reversed the broom handle and attacked it with the sharp edge of the amputation knife.
The blade sliced through it, leaving a long, clean gash.
Nervously, she took a half-step back, holding her makeshift spear ready, expecting a counter-attack. The gash, which passed right through that centrally-positioned ruby-red star, seemed merely to yawn at her. There was no other movement.
Then another jellyfish nudged her heel from behind. She swung around to see more of them hauling themselves into the building to take up positions around their injured comrade – and her. They crowded her, resisting her efforts to push through them until, fighting down rising panic, she was forced to cut her way free.
The amputation knife was razor-sharp. It slipped through the glistening muscle without her having to exert any pressure on it. One after another she dissected the jellyfish, or deprived them of their tentacles, and pushed the fragments aside with her foot.
More were coming up behind her, but she could still move a lot faster than they could. She reached the corridor and slammed the door on them, leaning against it for a second to get her breath back.
‘Anyone there?’ she shouted again desperately.
Silence.
The corridor was aglow with green light, yet at first she saw no sign anywhere of the speckled jellyfish. It took her a moment to realise that the luminescence came from slime smeared over the vinyl floor tiles and skirting board. She had difficulty keeping her footing, it was so slippery.
A short passage cut across the end of the corridor in a T-shaped layout. To the left were two or three steps leading up to a closed door marked Bacteriology Department; to the right were double swing doors leading into the isolation ward. They were open, propped apart by the dead body of a young nurse.
Sue reeled back, shocked, and put out a hand to steady herself against the wall. She’d hoped – expected, even, in her heart of hearts – to find the place deserted and the little boy mistaken. But this must be Deirdre, this dark-haired girl lying there at such an unnatural angle, her neck obviously broken.
A speckled pink-and-red jellyfish lay over her face, its body rippling as it gorged itself; a second was wrapped across her neck; two more were busy on her legs, having destroyed the thin fabric of her black tights. A couple of feet away Sue noticed a pair of glasses in delicate green frames, obviously hers.
She wanted to turn and run, to put it all behind her, to get as far away as she could from that terrible place. But what about the little girl? Was she still there? Still alive?
There was only one thing she could do. Somehow, she had to get past that body and take a look inside, although she knew she’d never have the courage to step over it while those jellyfish were still active. Steeling herself, she poked the amputation knife at one of those on the dead girl’s legs. She could disable them at least, she thought feverishly, even it they didn’t die.
Its ripples became more violent as the knife cut into it. A red stain from the girl’s blood spread over the blade; then one piece of jellyfish suddenly sagged away.
Encouraged, she attacked the others in the same manner. At last she felt ready to reverse the broom handle and use the blunt end to drag the body clear of the doorway.
The ward turned out to be a small room, as Angela had said. It looked dreary and uninviting in the dull light from the rain-drenched windows. There was no slime to brighten it up, no doubt because the jellyfish had found enough to occupy them in the doorway without going any farther.
In the third bed – the only one occupied – was a little girl, flushed with fever and turning restlessly on her pillow. She was about ten years old, sloe-eyed, with long, black hair. Sarita, the chart at the end of the bed said her name was. Sue bent over the small form.
‘Hello. You’re Sarita, aren’t you? My name’s Sue. I think we’re going to be all right now. We’ll soon get you out of here.’
The girl muttered something Sue didn’t quite catch.
‘What? Something you want?’
‘Drink… please…’
On the bedside table was a glass and an empty water-jug, but she’d already spotted a sink at the far end of the room. She went over there to refill the jug. The water spluttered and coughed as it came out, but at first she gave it no thought. Old building, old plumbing – what was unusual about that?
It was only when she’d turned the tap off that she noticed an unexpected movement on the jug-rim. In her ski-jacket pocket she had the torch Angela had lent her. She switched it on to examine the jug more closely, then gasped in horror. Floating in the drinking water was a host of tiny medusae.
The jug fell from her hand, shattering in the sink.
Sue opened the cupboards, one after the other, but found nothing she could offer the poor kid. She had to get her out of this place.
The scene from the windows offered no hope whatsoever. That pale green light still hovered over the rippling flood-water. The wind was whipping the trees frenziedly, groaning like a throbbing engine. A slate slithered over the rooftop, then crashed to the ground only feet away. Sue saw the splash and hoped it had landed on a jellyfish.
‘Drink… drink…’
The little girl was hardly conscious of what she was saying. Her cheeks were unnaturally flushed; her eyes looked hot and dry. Sue wrapped her in a blanket, then picked her up while still trying to hold on to her spear, knowing that they’d never succeed in getting back to the hospital without it.
‘Sarita, we’re going to the big hospital now,’ Sue whispered, trying to comfort the girl. ‘We’ll be OK once we’re there.’
Sarita’s head rested against her shoulder; her breathing was noisy, and worrying. She gave no sign that she’d understood.
As they went past the dead nurse near the doorway, Sue noticed how the pieces of jellyfish she’d cut up were still turning and wriggling, refusing to die. It gave her the shivers even to look at them. Then, in that mystically-lit corridor with slimy floor, she was seized by a deep spasm of fear. She stood stock-still, unable to put one foot in front of the other.
It took several moments before she managed to regain control of herself sufficiently to carry on. She shifted the little girl in her arms, took a fresh grip on the spear, and walked very cautiously towards the door leading to the lobby.
She paused for a second with her hand on the latch, then tugged it open.
Jellyfish tumbled against her legs, sprawling over her feet. They must have been piled up against the door on the other side, just waiting for her to return.
With a cry of revulsion she backed away, hammering at them with the blunt end of her spear. There was no time even to turn it round and use the knife. They were pushing forward into the corridor, jerking along with that disgusting snail-like movement. In the lobby ahead of her so many crowded over the floor that there was hardly an inch of it left visible.
No other course was open to her but to retreat.
There must be some other way out, she thought desperately. She felt so helpless before their onslaught – and yet why? They covered the floor and flopped over her feet, but she still towered above them, didn’t she? She was still human, wasn’t she?
Bloody jellyfish, that’s all they were – slimy, smelly, repulsive jellyfish.
Oh, if only she could spray them with something poisonous. Dispose of them with a quick aerosol burst, like greenfly… or cockroaches…
Instead, she was going back along that corridor the way she had come, clutching the sick child close in her arms, relieved that at least she’d succeeded in ridding herself of those clinging to her gumboots.
They were following her. It was obvious they’d not be satisfied until they’d brought her down – and the child – to strip the flesh from her bones, just as they’d done to so many others.
But where could she hide?
Not in the ward, that was too easy; they’d be in there within seconds. The dead nurse would point the way for them. No, it had to be the other direction. The Bacteriology Department, whatever that was. A laboratory, probably. At least it had a door which closed, and they’d first have to climb the two or three steps leading to it.
She went up the steps herself: vinyl-covered, with a metal strip along each tread. They seemed so secure after the slime of the corridor. The top half of the door had a frosted glass panel, but it looked solid enough. She tried the handle.
Locked.
For some crazy reason she suspected there might be a key on the inside. Shifting Sarita on to her other arm, she took the fireman’s axe from her belt and smashed the glass to reach inside.
No key.
The first of the jellyfish had already reached the foot of those steps. Outside, the wind was roaring even more intolerably; it was as if some terrible dream were taking her over. Desperately, she inserted the axe-blade into the gap between the jamb and the door. With a splintering of timber she at last got it open.
Inside, she found the laboratory was sparsely furnished: benches against the walls, a couple of high stools, a desk with a chair or two, shelves of jars of all sizes, a sink and a large fridge. She trampled over the broken glass, looking for a place where she could put the child down. In the end, she cleared the desk with a sweep of her arm and laid Sarita on it, with a chair up against it to prevent her falling.
Dashing back to the door, she saw that jellyfish were already congregating at the foot of the steps, half a dozen of them at least. She slammed the door shut but the lock no longer held. In a wild panic, she stared around for something she could use to barricade herself in. A low cupboard! She dragged it across.
‘Drink…’
‘Yes, Sarita, yes! In a minute!’
The fridge proved to be a dead loss. It was filled with jars and test-tubes and little glass dishes, nothing she dare give a child to drink. Yet what about the people who worked there? Did they all take their tea and coffee black?
The roar from outside became more and more persistent until her head felt it would burst. She looked out. Above the nearby trees – or so it seemed – a large cigar-shaped object was hovering in the air. As she watched, so crazed by everything that had happened that she was convinced she must be on the threshold of insanity, a dark cloud of spawn appeared to issue from it, floating downwards.
Tim had chafed impatiently in his seat, wondering why the flight had to take so long. Their route was over Lyme Bay, where absolutely nothing was to be seen other than the neutral sea. No ships. Lines of white foam showed up clearly over the stormy water. Broad dark patches triggered off images of shoal upon shoal of jellyfish heading for the coast.
It was a rough ride, too. The pilot warned they might not be able to land, nor even get in close enough for observation. Yet he knew he had to get down there somehow. For the soldiers on board, including Major Burton, this operation was no more than another job; for Tim, it was – 
Oh, fuck! he swore to himself as he looked around that cramped cabin; the truth was, he’d rather die down there with Sue than carry on living without her.
Maybe none of them would survive, who could tell? By now the army had begun to realise the real size of the problem; for every hundred yards of territory regained they’d suffered one man dead or injured, and no one knew how long they’d be able to hold on.
He’d left Jocelyn back at the command post, invited to lunch by the general who’d made a point of stressing how much they needed her advice. She was an unwelcome guest no longer, but a specialist who might be able to suggest a way out of the mess.
‘OK, I’m going in low to take a look.’ The pilot’s laconic message floated over the intercom. ‘Hang on to your balls.’
They spotted the hospital right away, a holiday coach parked in front of it and an overturned lorry blocking the drive gates. No lights in the building, though a pale green shimmer covered the waterlogged grounds. But the wind was gusty; to be on the safe side, the pilot began to climb again.
‘Jellyfish all round the place,’ the major commented tersely. ‘No telling how deep that water might be.’
‘The ground’s higher near that clump of trees,’ Tim said.
‘Can’t imagine our pilot liking that idea. Not in this weather. I’ll go forward and have a word with him.’
For a time they circled over Totnes, but there was no sign of movement anywhere in the town. It had stopped raining but the sky was still overcast. In normal circumstances people would have switched on their lights. Instead, every street and alleyway gleamed pale green as if treated with luminous paint, making the whole place seem unreal. Insubstantial, even.
The major returned to his seat and once again the helicopter flew low over the hospital, this time making its circuit of the grounds from a different direction. A few yards away from the trees, not far from a small, steep-gabled building standing on its own, they hovered before cautiously going down lower to scout out the possibilities.
Again they regained height, returning to the town, and the major went forward for consultations.
‘We’re going in,’ he announced a minute or so later. ‘You’ve all got your orders. You know exactly what to do. The aim at this stage is to get into the hospital and stay there. Now remember, the ground is likely to be slippery. If you do fall, keep calm and get to your feet again as soon as you can. Right, sergeant – they can get themselves ready.’
For this operation, the major had decided that his men should wear anti-gas suits and respirators. They would be protected from head to toe, with not a single chink which jellyfish poison could penetrate. Tim was still dressed in the outfit they had laid out for him that morning in the general’s caravan, but beggars can’t be choosers, he thought. He fished the rubber face-mask out of his pocket and was about to put it on when the major stopped him.
‘Not you,’ he said.
‘Why not?’
They would not be landing, the major explained briefly. The helicopter would hover above the ground just long enough to drop the men who were trained for that sort of exercise; it wasn’t something they could expect a civilian to handle. Once they had achieved their objective and were inside the hospital, they would radio the helicopter with a report on the situation.
‘Then what?’
‘You fly to Exeter to refuel and the pilot will decide whether it’s feasible to airlift any survivors out.’
‘And that’s why I came here?’ Tim burst out angrily. ‘What about my wife?’
The major remained adamant. Until they were actually in the hospital he refused to commit himself one way or the other. Had the helicopter been able to land, that might have been a different matter; as things were, like it or not, Tim had to stay on board.
In disgust, Tim pushed the face-mask back into his pocket and sat slumped in his seat, broodily watching the men preparing to jump.
They flew in from the same direction and again hovered for a few seconds just beyond the clump of trees before beginning their descent. Despite the obvious power of those engines and the great turning blades, Tim was only too conscious that the slightest shift in the wind could send them all plunging to their deaths in that sea of jellyfish below.
The soldiers opened the door on the leeward side and two men took up positions there, spraying the ground below with sub-machine guns. Next, they hauled a heavy, close-meshed net over to the entrance and dropped it out in such a way that it spread like a dark cloud as it fell. Its purpose, he knew from what the major had said earlier, was to contain the jellyfish in the immediate area where the men would land, at least until they were properly on their feet. How effective it would be, no one could tell.
‘Go!’ the sergeant yelled, his voice muffled behind his respirator.
The major went first, followed by the others in rapid succession, each man swarming down a rope which reached to within a couple of feet of the ground. Once down there, they spread out ready for their sweep through the jellyfish to get to the hospital. Some now carried rifles, he saw, though two had flame throwers and some were still armed with garden hoes.
Tim pulled on his gloves. No way was he going to be left behind, he decided.
The last man went over the edge. With a wave to the pilot, the sergeant followed him.
‘Hang on! I’m going too!’ Tim bawled above the intolerable roar of the engines.
He paused only long enough to see the two startled faces peering back at him from the flight deck. In a couple of strides he’d reached the door. H swung his legs over the side, grasped the rope and a second later he was swinging freely in the wind, his arms feeling as though they were being dragged out of their sockets.
Hand over hand he went down, trying to grip the rope between his feet to steady himself but not always succeeding. The ground seemed one hell of a long way down – and down he had to go, for there was no chance he’d be able to climb back up into that cabin again, even if he’d wanted to. But then would he make it at all before the pilot found himself forced to regain height? Or before the helicopter crashed, with him directly beneath it?
Despite his gloves he felt his hands slipping on the rope, unable to hold on any longer. He glanced down – and there was the ground, no more than five or six feet below him. He could see the jellyfish wriggling beneath the net.
Tim landed on his hands and knees; unable to steady himself he rolled over, skidding across the slime. Miraculously, he managed to get to his feet, shaken but otherwise unhurt. Only his face was unprotected; without the net to restrain them, one of those tentacles might well have found him.
He looked around. A couple of soldiers glanced back and gesticulated towards him, but then went on, moving cautiously towards the hospital. They clearly had no intention of waiting for him. He was on his own, and with no means of defending himself. His hoe was still in the helicopter which was now soaring far above the trees.
Every step had to be taken slowly and carefully. Through the thick rubber of his waders he could feel jellyfish exploring his ankles. He needed a stick, a spade, anything…
Just beyond the trees, he remembered, was a small building standing on its own. He headed for it, hoping to find something suitable there before attempting the longer walk to the main hospital. The moment it came into sight, he spotted someone signalling urgently from one of the windows.
‘Sue!’
It was unmistakably Sue and she was waving a lighted torch, hoping to attract the soldiers’ attention. They couldn’t see her, that was obvious, from the direction they were facing; nor, inside those anti-gas suits, were they able to hear her calls.
‘Sue!’ he shouted at the top of his voice. ‘Sue! Hold on! I’m coming!’
Trying to hurry, he almost fell face down in the midst of a cluster of five jellyfish which had gathered hungrily in his path. He had to force himself to slow down again. Before each step he had to be quite certain the ground was firm under his foot.
‘Tim, don’t go round the front!’ she screamed. ‘Tim, they’re everywhere! In the corridor, coming up the stairs – oh, God! Oh, I’m glad you’re here!’
Beneath the window was a small lean-to shed; against the wall next to it were half a dozen plastic milk crates and – to his relief – a stoking shovel.
‘OK, I’m coming up through the window!’ he called back to her. ‘Sue – I love you! It’s going to be all right!’
A look of astonishment replaced the hysteria on her face. Then she laughed. ‘Oh, you are an idiot, Tim! What a time to say it! But I do love you too!’
Jellyfish were crowding around his feet, almost willing him to make a false move. He spotted one on the lean-to roof as well, but pushed it off the far side with his shovel. Clearing a space among those on the ground – slicing a couple in half for good measure – he arranged the milk crates against the side of the shed and climbed up.
The shed roof sagged alarmingly beneath his weight but somehow he managed to scramble over it. Sue grasped his arms to help him through the window.
‘Oh, Sue, thank God I found you!’
He took her in his arms, holding her close. His heart went out to her as he took in the smashed door held shut by a cupboard pushed up against it, the long knife strapped to the broom handle, its blade glowing green with jellyfish slime, and the sick child wrapped in a blanket on the desk. She must have been through hell, he thought, and it wasn’t over yet.
‘Tim – the window!’
She broke away from him and reached for the knife. Across the sill over which he had just come lay one of the most beautiful jellyfish he had yet seen. Its delicately-patterned red-and-pink body pulsated gently as though it were preening itself.
‘Where did that come from?’
Sue was too busy to answer. She held her broom handle like a halberd and skilfully sliced the jellyfish in half, prodding at the wriggling remains in order to push them outside.
‘I hate them!’ she exclaimed passionately. ‘Why have they come here? What have we done wrong?’
A second jellyfish dropped down on to the window-sill, and then a third.
‘They’re coming from the roof!’ Tim cried. ‘Bloody hell, how many more?’
He struggled to pull the window down while Sue did her best to keep them at bay with the knife, cutting into them, chopping off those waving tentacles and trying to shove them outside again, although several pieces fell into the room. At last he managed to get the window down until it jammed, leaving a gap of about four inches at the bottom.
It was then, looking around for something he could use as a weapon, that he noticed another jellyfish squeezing itself in through a crack at the foot of the door. Through the gaping hole left by the broken glass dozens of jellyfish were to be seen piling up outside the door, one on top of the next, the whole mountain of them quivering as if in anticipation of the food on the inside.
For a moment it seemed to Tim that a signal must have been transmitted ordering all jellyfish in the area to co-ordinate an attack on the laboratory. Then suddenly he realised the terrible truth. The signal was his own fear. These jellyfish were predators hunting for food, with Sue, the sick child and Tim himself as prey.
In some subtle way, their desperation marked them out. It was a phenomenon not unknown in nature. Not recognising what they were doing, the victims were selecting themselves.
‘Tim! For Chrissake, come and help me! They’re getting in!’
Remembering something Jocelyn had said, Tim searched quickly among the jars on the laboratory bench for some acid.
‘We’ll try this!’
He pulled out the glass stopper and splashed a few drops over the jellyfish on the window ledge. Immediately they began to curl up, silently writhing. He turned, to scatter more on the one which had squeezed in at the foot of the door. It had the same effect: oh, if only they’d scream, he thought, nauseated.
An acrid smell wafted through the laboratory, catching in their throats and causing their eyes to smart. The sick child on the desk coughed pathetically, but there was nothing they could do for her. In that same moment, the cupboard against the door suddenly shifted under the sheer weight of the jellyfish heaped up outside and more of them tumbled in.
‘Tim – your glove!’ Sue shrieked as he splashed the acid too carelessly. ‘Quick, put it under the tap!’
Briefly, he held his hand under the stream of water. When he looked around, he saw she’d abandoned her makeshift spear and was busy emptying the contents of every jar she could find over the pile-up of jellyfish outside.
He seized the spear and began systematically to deal with those which had succeeded in getting into the room.
‘No, that won’t work!’ she shouted, stretching her arm through the hole in the door to pour yet more chemicals on to them. ‘There are too many!’
‘You might at least read the labels!’ he protested.
‘Why? I wouldn’t know the difference anyway. Let’s just pour the lot on them. Kill as many as we can before they kill us.’


Coughing and spluttering from the stench, they threw out everything they could find, clearing the benches, the shelves, even emptying out the fridge. It began to work, at least for the time being. Beyond the door, on the steps and in the short corridor, the rippling bodies became still again, with only here and there a weak sign of pulsation.
On the window-sill the remaining jellyfish bodies were quite inert. Tim jabbed at them with the knife-point but there was no reaction.
‘It’s not natural,’ Sue whispered, clutching his arm. ‘Tim, I’m scared.’
‘I think we’ve killed them.’
She shook her head. ‘Even if we have, there’ll be others. What do we do then?’
‘Drink… drink…’ the little girl on the desk called out suddenly, delirious. ‘Mummy said I must have something to drink. Always ask if you’re thirsty. Ask nicely.’
‘It’s all right, Sarita.’ Sue hurried over to her. ‘It’s over now.’
Several baby medusae lay in the sink like tiny rust-spots, and Tim found more on his glove. But they managed to filter some water into a beaker which they set over a burner to boil.
Tim raised the window again to make another attempt at closing it properly. The wooden frame was warped and it jammed every few inches. Outside, the ground was still under water. Hundreds of jellyfish were out there, hardly moving for the most part, though occasionally one would lazily change its position. It looked as though the whole earth was covered with some strange, pink fungus over which the mysterious green luminescence hung like marsh gas.
With their next attack they’ll succeed, he thought resignedly. There wasn’t all that much left to throw at them.
‘Anyone there!’ a cheerful voice called from inside the building. ‘Tim? Sue?’
‘Major Burton!’ Tim exclaimed. He strode over to the door. ‘Hello! Up here!’ he shouted through the hole. ‘Watch out for jellies, though!’
‘They’ve come for us?’ Sue looked incredulous, then threw herself on his neck. ‘Oh, Tim, we’re going to live! Oh, my darling, I was so convinced we – ’
For the first time, she broke down and cried. Then the water in the beaker began to boil and, sniffing, she took it off the flame.
Major Burton was still dressed in his anti-gas suit, though he had taken off the respirator. Tim had never imagined he’d be so glad to see those pale blue eyes again, regarding him with that same cool reserve. Two of the men with him pushed the jellyfish aside with their hoes to clear a path to the door.
‘These jellies are dead,’ he said. ‘How did you manage that?’
While Sue attended to the sick girl, dipping a corner of her handkerchief into the boiled water for her to suck, Tim explained what had happened.
‘You threw everything at them?’ The major sounded disapproving. ‘Regardless of what it was?’
‘In the end, yes. Everything we could lay our hands on. All except what’s left here, and that’s not much.’
‘Even this?’ The major stooped to pick up a light metal tube.
‘Several of those.’ For the first time, Tim noticed it bore the label Sabin. It held no meaning for him. ‘Is that what did it?’
‘I’ve no more idea what killed them than you have. One thing I do know is that after this we’re all going to be spending some time in quarantine.’ He went back to the door and leaned out. ‘You men! I want you to find several airtight containers. We’ll have to take a few of these jellies back with us. Jump to it, now!’
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Sue spotted the house first. It was a pale, oldish semi built in yellow brick; a neat little garden in front, and a wooden container for milk bottles beside the spotless doorstep. Number twenty-one.
‘There’s no need for you to come in, love,’ Tim offered once again, feeling awkward about the whole thing. ‘Not if you don’t want to.’
‘You don’t expect me to sit and wait in the car?’ she retorted. ‘You don’t get rid of me that easily. Besides, a wife’s good for your image.’
The bell-push triggered off two-note chimes inside. Everything was so tidy, Tim thought as he looked around. The carefully-arranged front-room curtains looked as though each fold had been measured exactly; as for the potted plants on the window ledge, every leaf and petal curled at its appointed angle. It was certainly not what he’d expected.
In fact, he’d hardly known what to expect when the message came, out of the blue, that the thug would like to see him. No particular time or date mentioned, just that he’d something he’d like to say, so could Tim drop in when convenient? Reading it, Tim had shrugged and was about to throw the paper away when Sue rescued it. He ought to go, she said; the man obviously had something on his mind.
The woman who opened the door recognised Tim immediately. ‘Oh, Arthur will be so pleased!’ she exclaimed, her face lighting up. ‘Do come in. It means so much to him.’
She was small, almost mousy in appearance; hardly the sort of person Tim had imagined. Greying blonde hair kept meticulously in place, a blue hand-knitted jumper and plain skirt: she was as neat as the house she ruled over.
He introduced Sue, then asked how Arthur was keeping. Since that episode in the harbour he’d not set eyes on the man, though it was common knowledge among the Gulliver crew that he’d be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life.
‘It was the stroke, you know,’ she explained, shaking her head. ‘Them jellyfish was bad enough, but it was the stroke did for him. Still, he keeps cheerful. Must warn you, though, he can’t speak too well.’
Arthur was in the back room, sitting by the window. His face was terribly thin and pitted with scars. He was slumped in his wheelchair, his shoulders sagging forward, his muscles wasted away: a mere ghost of the man he used to be. On seeing Tim, his lips distorted into a shadow of a smile; his hand shook as he held it out.
‘Gla’ yer come, Tim.’
Tim, deeply shocked, stammered some kind of reply.
‘Tim sa’ my li’. Wan say than’yer.’
‘That’s right.’ His wife nodded encouragingly, arranging a pillow at his back to help him to sit upright. ‘He says you saved his life and he wants to thank you for it.’
‘Goo’ fi’. Kee’ guar’ up.’
‘He says you’re a good fighter but you must keep your guard up.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘He’s always on about boxing. Watches every minute of it on television. I think I’d better make some tea, don’t you? I’m sure you’ve a lot to talk about.’
‘I’ll come and help you,’ said Sue.
Left alone with him, Tim began to say awkwardly how all the Gulliver team sent their regards. Arthur nodded eagerly, then interrupted.
‘’Irl ’rector. Ver’ ’lever. ’Irl ’rector.’


‘Oh – the girl director? Yes, she’s a clever director all right. Jacqui, you mean? She was a bit nervous that first day – d’you remember? But she’s settled down now.’
To Tim’s surprise, they managed somehow to keep a conversation going. He retailed all the gossip about Gulliver – not that the thug knew half the people, but it seemed to interest him. Dorothea was leaving at the end of the month to marry an Australian millionaire; something of a Gulliver-type tycoon himself, from all she said. They were to honeymoon on their own private yacht in the Caribbean. Jacqui had bought herself a flat in Chelsea, telling everyone she intended to install a single bed and it was going to stay that way. The cameraman was running a book on it. As for the company, they were rubbing their hands all the way to the bank since one of the American networks had bought Gulliver for peak-hour showing.
It was Mrs Arthur – as Tim thought of her – who brought up the subject of jellyfish when she returned with a steaming pot of tea on a tray, together with her best china.
‘Of course, Arthur was still in hospital while it was all going on,’ she said, offering him a biscuit. ‘But they repeated your films the other week; he couldn’t tear himself away. That must’ve been a terrible experience.’
‘It was.’
A few moments’ silence, then Sue came to the rescue. How she could still talk about it, he didn’t understand. Maybe it was some sort of release for her. On himself it had the opposite effect; these days he clammed up.
Dead? He hadn’t believed it when the major had said it all those weeks ago back in the hospital laboratory, and he’d been right, too. Jocelyn had examined the specimens and pronounced them still alive. They were paralysed, she’d explained, their motor nerves put out of action by the Sabin vaccine, which was a live polio strain. In due course they would starve to death.


That helped, certainly. Acting speedily for once, the authorities organised an airlift of Sabin vaccine from all over the world. Some was used in a mass immunisation campaign, with people in every town and village in the country lining up to receive their lumps of sugar, each bearing a precious drop of the vaccine. The rest – well over half, he was told – was fed to the jellyfish invaders. It was germ warfare, though no one called it that.
For weeks afterwards their bodies were seen floating on the sea, washed about by the tides.
Tim had been kept in quarantine for ten days only, although the Ministry hadn’t allowed that to hold up his filming programme. One day shortly after his release he’d travelled down to the coast with Jocelyn to witness the ‘Sabin effect’ for himself. She had turned pale when she saw it; then, pressing her lips together, she had stared at him disturbingly with those troubled eyes of hers before announcing abruptly that she’d seen enough. When next he heard of her, she was in India on a walking tour with her husband Robin. No one knew when they were due back.
Dead?
He still found it hard to grasp. Still expected to see them lurking in some corner. Pulsating.
‘Well, it’s been really nice you could come,’ Mrs Arthur was saying, standing up. ‘And I’m sure Arthur enjoyed it.’
Sue, bless her, had found a diplomatic moment to draw their visit to an end. Tim took Arthur’s shaking hand and said how glad he was to see him fighting back; it seemed to please him.
They were at the garden gate and about to say goodbye when Mrs Arthur stopped them, her eyes filled with tears.
‘It was so good of you to come,’ she confided, her voice breaking. ‘In his young days Arthur could’ve had any girl he wanted. Maybe he did too, I don’t know. I never asked. He was winning fights then, you see. But it was me he married and he’s been a good husband. When I look at him now – Oh, it’s such a pity!’
Driving away in the car afterwards both Tim and Sue remained sunk in their own thoughts. Since that terrible day at the hospital fighting off the jellyfish they had hardly spent a single night apart. Yet sooner or later – he was only too aware – she’d be cast in some play she wanted to do while he would be hundreds of miles away, filming for Gulliver. Would it all start again?
As she drew up outside their flat and switched off the engine, they turned to each other simultaneously.
‘If we could do Beatrice and Benedick together – ’
‘D’you think a small part for me in Gulliver might be –’
Laughing, they both stopped in mid-sentence.
‘We do need to work something out, don’t we?’ he said seriously. ‘Some shows together, anyhow.’
‘Shakespeare?’ she teased him. ‘You looked good in that hospital holding a spear.’
‘Why not? I always wanted to.’
Withdraw… withdraw… withdraw…
The signal became fainter until it gradually died away. The species had survived despite the overwhelming danger. They were depleted in numbers… much weakened… yet they still existed.
They rode the currents now westwards, feeding wherever food was to be found, sending out their planula larvae to seek some safe anchorage where they could grow until in the fullness of time they produced a new generation of disc medusae. Most larvae died, but the future lay with those that survived.
A few drifted blindly away from the main shoals, still westwards, reaching Miami Beach. Then once again the signal pulsed out.
Food… food… food…
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