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He was struggling in every direction, he was the centre of
the writhing and kicking knot of his own body. There was
no up or down, no light and no air. He felt his mouth open
of itself and the shrieked word burst out.

“Help!”

When the air had gone with the shriek, water came in to
fill its place—burning water, hard in the throat and mouth
as stones that hurt. He hutched his body towards the place
where air had been but now it was gone and there was
nothing but black, choking welter. His body let loose its
panic and his mouth strained open till the hinges of his jaw
hurt. Water thrust in, down, without mercy. Air came with
it for a moment so that he fought in what might have been
the right direction. But water reclaimed him and spun
so that knowledge of where the air might be was erased
completely. Turbines were screaming in his ears and green
sparks flew out from the centre like tracer. There was a
piston engine too, racing out of gear and making the whole
universe shake. Then for a moment there was air like a
cold mask against his face and he bit into it. Air and water
mixed, dragged down into his body like gravel. Muscles,
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nerves and blood, struggling lungs, a machine in the head,
they worked for one moment in an ancient pattern. The
lumps of hard water jerked in the gullet, the lips came
together and parted, the tongue arched, the brain lit a neon
track.

“Moth——"

But the man lay suspended behind the whole commo-
tion, detached from his jerking body. The luminous pic-
tures that were shuffled before him were drenched in light
but he paid no attention to them. Could he have controlled
the nerves of his face, or could a face have been fashioned
to fit the attitude of his consciousness where it lay sus-
pended between life and death that face would have worn
a snarl. But the real jaw was contorted down and distant,
the mouth was slopped full. The green tracer that flew from
the centre began to spin into a disc. The throat at such a
distance from the snarling man vomited water and drew
it in again. The hard lumps of water no longer hurt. There
was a kind of truce, observation of the body. There was no
face but there was a snarl.

A picture steadied and the man regarded it. He had not
seen such a thing for so many years that the snarl be-
came curious and lost a little intensity. It examined the
picture.

The jam jar was standing on a table, brightly lit from
O.P. It might have been a huge jar in the centre of a stage
or a small one almost touching the face, but it was inter-
esting because one could see into a little world there which
was quite separate but which one could control. The jar was
nearly full of clear water and a tiny glass figure floated up-
right in it. The top of the jar was covered with a thin mem-
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brane—white rubber. He watched the jar without mov-
ing or thinking while his distant body stilled itself and re-
laxed. The pleasure of the jar lay in the fact that the little
glass figure was so delicately balanced between opposing
forces. Lay a finger on the membrane and you would com-
press the air below it which in turn would press more
strongly on the water. Then the water would force itself
farther up the little tube in the figure, and it would begin
to sink. By varying the pressure on the membrane you
could do anything you liked with the glass figure which
was wholly in your power. You could mutter,—sink now!
And down it would go, down, down; you could steady it
and relent. You could let it struggle towards the surface,
give it aimost a bit of air then send it steadily, slowly,
remorselessly down and down.

The delicate balance of the glass figure related itself to
his body. In a moment of wordless realization he saw him-
self touching the surface of the sea with just such a danger-
ous stability, poised between floating and going down. The
snarl thought words to itself. They were not articulate, but
they were there in a luminous way as a realization.

Of course. My lifebelt.

It was bound by the tapes under that arm and that. The
tapes went over the shoulders—and now he could even
feel them—went round the chest and were fastened in
front under the oilskin and duffle. It was almost deflated
as recommended by the authorities because a tightly blown-
up belt might burst when you hit the water. Swim away
from the ship then blow up your belt.

With the realization of the lifebelt a flood of connected
images came back—the varnished board on which the in-
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structions were displayed, pictures of the lifebelt itself with
the tube and metal tit threaded through the tapes. Suddenly
he knew who he was and where he was. He was lying sus-
pended in the water like the glass figure; he was not
struggling but limp. A swell was washing regularly over
his head.

His mouth slopped full and he choked. Flashes of tracer
cut the darkness. He felt a weight pulling him down. The
snarl came back with a picture of heavy seaboots and he
began to move his legs. He got one toe over the other and
shoved but the boot would not come off. He gathered him-
self and there were his hands far off but serviceable. He
shut his mouth and performed a grim acrobatic in the
water while the tracer flashed. He felt his heart thumping
and for a while it was the only point of reference in the
formless darkness. He got his right leg across his left thigh
and heaved with sodden hands. The seaboot slipped down
his calf and he kicked it free. Once the rubber top had left
his toes he felt it touch him once and then it was gone
utterly. He forced his left leg up, wrestled with the second
boot and got it free. Both boots had left him. He let his
body uncoil and lie limply.

His mouth was clever. It opened and shut for the air and
against the water. His body understood too. Every now
and then it would clench its stomach into a hard knot and
sea water would burst out over his tongue. He began to be
frightened again—not with animal panic but with deep
fear of death in isolation and long drawn out. The snarl
came back but now it had a face to use and air for the
throat. There was something meaningful behind the snarl
which would not waste the air on noises. There was a pur-
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pose which had not yet had time and experience to dis-
cover how relentless it was. It could not use the mechanism
for regular breathing but it took air in gulps between the
moments of burial.

He began to think in gulps as he swallowed the air. He
remembered his hands again and there they were in the
darkness, far away. He brought them in and began to
fumble at the hard stuff of his oilskin. The button hurt and
would hardly be persuaded to go through the hole. He
slipped the loop off the toggle of his duffle. Lying with
little movement of his body he found that the sea ignored
him, treated him as a glass figure of a sailor or as a log
that was almost ready to sink but would last a few mo-
ments yet. The air was regularly in attendance between the
passage of the swells.

He got the rubber tube and drew it through the tapes.
He could feel the slack and uninflated rubber that was so
nearly not holding him up. He got the tit of the tube be-
tween his teeth and unscrewed with two fingers while the
others sealed the tube. He won a little air from between
swells and fuffed it through the rubber tube. For uncounted
numbers of swell and hollow he taxed the air that might
have gone into his lungs until his heart was staggering in
his body iike a wounded man and the green tracer was
flicking and spinning. The lifebelt began to firm up against
his chest but so slowly that he could not tell when the
change came. Then abruptly the swells were washing over
his shoulders and the repeated burial beneath them had
become a wet and splashing slap in the face. He found he
had no need to play catch-as-catch-can for air. He blew
deeply and regularly into the tube until the lifebelt rose
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and strained at his clothing. Yet he did not stop blowing
at once. He played with the air, letting a little out and
then blowing again as if frightened of stopping the one
positive action he could take to help himself. His head
and neck and shoulders were out of the water now for long
intervals. They were colder than the rest of his body. The
air stiffened them. They began to shake.

He took his mouth from the tube.

“Help! Help!”

The air escaped from the tube and he struggled withit. He
twisted the tit until the air was safe. He stopped shouting
and strained his eyes to see through the darkness but it lay
right against his eyeballs. He put his hand before his eyes
and saw nothing. Immediately the terror of blindness
added itself to the terror of isolation and drowning. He
began to make vague climbing motions in the water.

“Help! Is there anybody there? Help! Survivor!”

He lay shaking for a while and listened for an answer
but the only sound was the hissing and puddling of the
water as it washed round him. His head fell forward.

He licked salt water off his lips.

“Exercise.”

He began to tread water gently. His mouth mumbled.

“Why did I take my sea boots off? I'm no better off
than I was.” His head nodded forward again.

“Cold. Mustn’t get too cold. If T had those boots I
could put them on and then take them off and then put
them on——"

He thought suddenly of the boat sinking through
water towards a bottom that was still perhaps a mile re-
mote from them. With that, the whole wet immensity
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seemed to squeeze his body as though he were sunk to a
great depth. His chattering teeth came together and the flesh
of his face twisted. He arched in the water, drawing his feet
up away from the depth, the slopping, glutinous welter.

“Help! Help——"

He began to thresh with his hands and force his body
round. He stared at the darkness as he turned but there
was nothing to tell him when he had completed the circle
and everywhere the darkness was grainless and alike. There
was no wreckage, no sinking hull, no struggling survivors
but himself, there was only darkness lying close against the
balls of the eyes. There was the movement of water.

He began to cry out for the others, for anyone.

“Nat! Nathaniel! For Christ’s sake! Nathaniel! Help!”

His voice died and his face untwisted. He lay slackly in
his lifebelt, allowing the swell to do what it would. His
teeth were chattering again and sometimes this vibration
would spread till it included his whole body. His legs
below him were not cold so much as pressed, squeezed
mercilessly by the sea so that the feeling in them was not a
response to temperature but to weight that would crush
and burst them. He searched for a place to put his hands
but there was nowhere that kept the ache out of them. The
back of his neck began to hurt and that not gradually but
with a sudden stab of pain so that holding his chin away
from his chest was impossible. But this put his face into
the sea so that he sucked it into his nose with a snoring
noise and a choke. He spat and endured the pain in his
neck for a while. He wedged his hands between his life-
belt and his chin and for a swell or two this was some
relief but then the pain returned. He let his hands fall
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away and his face dipped in the water. He lay back, forcing
his head against the pain so that his eyes if they had been
open would have been looking at the sky. The pressure on
his legs was bearable now. They were no longer flesh, but
had been transformed to some other substance, petrified
and comfortable. The part of his body that had not been
invaded and wholly subdued by the sea was jerking inter-
mittently. Eternity, inseparable from pain was there to be
examined and experienced. The snarl endured. He thought.
The thoughts were laborious, disconnected but vital.

Presently it will be daylight.

I must move from one point to another.

Enough to see one move ahead.

Presently it will be daylight.

I shall see wreckage.

I won’t die. 2y
I can’t die. o
Not me—— '
Precious.

He roused himself with a sudden surge of feeling that
had nothing to do with the touch of the sea. Salt water was
coming fast out of his eyes. He snivelled and gulped.

“Help, somebody—help!”

His body lifted and fell gently.

If I’d been below I might have got to a boat even. Or a
raft. But it had to be my bloody watch. Blown off the
bloody bridge. She must have gone on perhaps to star-
board if he got the order in time, sinking or turning over.
They’ll be there in the darkness somewhere where she sank
asking each other if they’re down-hearted, knots and
stipples of heads in the water and oil and drifting stuff.
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When it’s light I must find them, Christ I must find them.
Or they’ll be picked up and I'll be left to swell like a ham-
mock. Christ!

“Help! Nathaniel! Help——!”

And I gave the right orders too. If I'd done it ten seconds
earlier I'd be a bloody hero—Hard a-starboard for Christ’s
sake!

Must have hit us bang under the bridge. And I gave the
right order. And I get blown to buggery.

The snarl fixed itself, worked on the wooden face till the
upper lip was lifted and the chattering teeth bared. The
little warmth of anger flushed blood back into the tops of
the cheeks and behind the eyes. They opened.

Then he was jerking and splashing and looking up.
There was a difference in the texture of the darkness ; there
were smears and -. gt “were not in the eye itself.

3 &thbered how to use his

' lookmg out through the arches of his
mations of dim light and mist. However
he blinked and scf nited they remained there outside him.
He bent his head forward and saw, fainter than an after-
image, the scalloped and changing shape of a swell as his
body was lifted in it. For a moment he caught the incon-
stant outline against the sky, then he was floating up and
seeing dimly the black top of the next swell as it swept
towards him. He began to make swimming motions. His
hands were glimmering patches in the water and his move-
ments broke up the stony weight of his legs. The thoughts
continued to flicker.
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We were travelling north-east. I gave the order. If he
began the turn she might be anywhere over there to the
east. The wind was westerly. That’s the east over there
where the swells are running away down hill.

His movements and his breathing became fierce. He
swam a sort of clumsy breast-stroke, buoyed up on the
inflated belt. He stopped and lay wallowing. He set his
teeth, took the tit of the lifebelt and let out air till he was
lying lower in the water. He began to swim again. His
breathing laboured. He stared out of his arches intently
and painfully at the back of each swell as it slunk away
from him. His legs slowed and stopped ; his arms fell. His
mind inside the cark skull made swimming movements
long after the body lay motionless in the water.

The grain of the sky was more distinct. There were
vaporous changes of tone from dark to gloom, to grey.
Near at hand the individual hillocks of the surface were
visible. His mind made swimming movements.

Pictures invaded his mind and tried to get between him
and the urgency of his motion towards the east. The jam
jar came back but robbed of significance. There was a man,
a brief interview, a desk-top so polished that the smile of
teeth was being reflected in it. There was a row of huge
masks hung up to dry and a voice from behind the teeth
that had been reflected in the desk spoke softly.

“Which one do you think weuld suit Christopher?”

There was a binnacle-top with the compass light just
visible, there was an order shouted, hung up there for all
heaven and earth to see in neon lighting,

“Hard a-starboard, for Christ’s sake!”

Water washed into his mouth and he jerked into con-

16

T SN i Lo



