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The Kiss

The thunder is closer now, almost seismic, as much inside the car as outside.   

'Just made it,'  Kenny says as he noses the dusty Mercedes in among the pillars under the house.  He switches off the ignition and lights.  Utter darkness.  

'Relax,'   Tom's voice somewhere in that darkness,  'the car would have dried overnight.'

The rumble of the words, as disembodied as the thunder,  seems to have Kenny surrounded.  

'Yeah - streaked like a fucking zebra.'  

'You worry too much.   Live a little, for fuck's sake.' 

'It's my neck.  Not yours.'

But now that he is safely home,  the car undamaged and his neck safe,  Kenny is able to see that his friend is right.  They could have joyridden the dusty back roads till dawn and still had time to clean the thing;  his parents are not due back till late the next day. 

'Take the old zebra for another gallop,'  Tom's voice rumbles drunkenly on somewhere, and chuckles, pleased with itself.   'Take the old zebra back out on the savannah...'  

'Just empty the fucking ashtray before you get out,'  Kenny says.

There is no anger in his words;  the obscenity comes as naturally as music, or poetry, a necessary rhythm.  

'Say please.'

'Just do it.'  

He climbs from the car and steps out from beneath the house into the October light-and-sound show.  The humid weight of the impending Wet presses upon him,  squeezing an answering wetness from his skin like a kind of juice, but he is beyond the discomforts of heat and sweat.    The dark night air carries powerful scents:  a cusp-mix of Wet season and Dry, dust and imminent rain.   The thunder is constant, a grumbling sound horizon.   Lightning flashbulbs the darkness,  alternating night and day.  The first rains are surely no more than hours away, although they have seemed no more than hours away for weeks.   

Tom's voice, at his shoulder, startles him.  'Drink?'

The sweet-sherry flagon is offered;   Kenny waves it away.

Tom takes a swig before speaking again.  'This is just a tease.  Foreplay.  The Wet is still a month away.' 

'Bullshit.  It's going to piss down any second.'  

Mention of the various liquids - rain, sherry, piss -  seems to increase the pressure in Kenny's bladder.   He vaults the low back-fence, and walks to the edge of the small cliff above the beach.  Lightning flickers with special intensity on the far side of the harbour, a distant fireworks, embedded in banked cloud.  Perhaps the Dry has already ended over there.  More lightning;  the mud-flats below are revealed, hidden, then revealed again, the low tide-line half a mile out.  Tom materialises at his side;  they unzip and send two long, steady arcs of urine over the edge of the cliff and down into the darkness of the mangroves.  Years before it would have been a simple physical contest - higher, further;  contests mostly won by Tom.   At sixteen, sweet-and-sour sixteen,  Kenny is finding words more useful weapons. 

'It's a lightning conductor,'  he says.

'What is?'

'Piss, stupid.'

The idea strikes both boys as hilarious;  they laugh convulsively,  their urine streams becoming broken, scattering showers.  

Tom leans back and aims his cock near-vertically:  'Way to go!'  

The dare is unpunished by the heavens.  Kenny vaults back over the fence,  grabs the garden hose, twists on the tap, and aims the gushing water at his friend.  

'Mine is bigger than yours!'

'Longer,  maybe.'

Tom, bigger and stronger, soon wrests the nozzle from him;  the spray is turned back into his own face,  point-blank.  The coldness of the water - a deep earth-cold - gives only temporary reprieve from the sticky heat.  They lie in soaked clothes, on wet grass, sweating.  The night is dead calm;  no air movement cools their skins. 

'Sure you don't want a drink?'   

The offer reminds Kenny there is work still to be done, evidence to be disposed of.   He pushes himself to his feet, walks back beneath the house and gropes inside the car between lightning flashes.  The brandy bottle is still half-full, to be watered down and replaced in the liquor cabinet.  The moulded glass bottle of sparkling wine - Pineapple Pearl - is empty;  its absence from his parents' fridge still seems a gamble worth taking.  He checks the ashtray.  Of course it has not been emptied; he empties it himself.  The picnic rug on the backseat is briefly illuminated.  He tugs it through the open window,  steps back onto the lawn, and shakes the gritty beach sand out over his wet, prostrate friend.

'Do you mind, dickhead?'   

'What are you complaining about?  You've been rolling around in the sand with  Ellie all night.' 

'Jealousy's a curse.'

Am I jealous,  Kenny wonders?  If so, jealous of whom?  Of Tom for beating him to the pleasures of  Ellie, or of  Ellie for intruding on a boys' night out?

Tom rambles drunkenly on, beyond nuances:  'I thought you were never going to leave.   I thought you were going to hang around and watch .'  

'Who needed to watch?  I could hear everything half a mile up the beach.'  

'What's that supposed to mean?'

'The noise she was making. What were you doing  to her?'

'How could she make any noise?  Her mouth was full.'

Kenny almost chokes with laughter;  Tom can always make him laugh.  He flings the rug into the air above his friend; it seems to hang there, a parachute canopy, momentarily suspended, floating on the viscid air, before settling.

'Fold that up.  Please.' 

He strips off his wet shirt, slings it over the clothesline, then climbs the steps into the house.  The slatted metal louvres that form the outside walls of each room have been cranked wide-open, but no breeze yet enters.  He switches the big overhead fan to maximum notch, the heavy air begins to stir.   He is searching the fridge when Tom appears in the door with a roughly bundled picnic rug under his arm.

'Anything cold in the fridge?'  

'Butter,'  Kenny tells him. 'Eggs.'

'Very funny.  Anything to drink?'

'Milk.'

Tom topples theatrically backwards onto the sofa, as if shot.

'What I need is a swim,'  he announces.

 The lightning flicker, on cue, might have been a warning sent from Kenny's parents.  

'Swim in the bathtub,'  he says.  'The car stays where it is.'   

'We could break into the pool.'  

'How do we get there?  Transporter beam?'

Flopped on his back on the sofa, Tom takes another swig of sherry, thinking.   

'The tank, then.   It's closer than the pool.'    

'We'd still have to fucking drive  there.'  

Even as he speaks, the notion of a swim is growing on Kenny.   Ellie has been dropped home not more than an hour past her curfew,  the night is still young,  its hours small but hugely empty.  The alcohol is leaching from his system,  he is feeling restless again.

'We could ride,'  he finally announces,  'if you can keep your bike upright.'

Sitting beneath the big, cooling fan,  the task does not seem beyond them.   Kenny rises and walks back down the steps;  Tom follows unsteadily.   The pushbikes are leaning against a pillar beneath the house;  the boys set off immediately, riding abreast, bare-chested,  only wobbling a little.  The lightning has eased, but their sweating torsos glisten as they pass through the successive light-fields of the street-lamps.  The humid night air is resistant to movement, hot and viscous, difficult to breathe;  Tom, heavy with his own thick flesh, is soon struggling for air.  The cooling, evaporating breeze of their own motion fails to keep pace with the outpouring of sweat;  soon Kenny, too, is up off his saddle, standing high on the pedals, pushing down as if riding uphill but getting nowhere fast.   There is something dreamlike in this, or merely drunken - he feels as if he is tethered to his starting point by invisible elastic.  

At the top of the descent to the beach-flats they pause to catch breath.   Sporadic flashes of lightning illume the view.  On the far side of the wide flats the road rises again to Bullocky Point.  The huge tank and its reservoir of cooling water is still impossibly distant,  perched high on the far point.

'Seemed like a good idea at the time,' Kenny says.

'Not one of your better ones.'

'It gets worse.   We'll have to ride all the way back home afterwards.'

'So you don't want a swim after all?'

'Did I say that?'

A slow, drunken smile creases Tom's face:  'You're not fucking suggesting?'

Kenny answers by turning his bike back towards home.  His friend hoots, loudly.   'I don't believe my ears. Half an hour ago you were shitting yourself about the car.'

'I'm older now.'

'You grew up quick.'

They ride home at speed,  forcing themselves through the muggy air, knowing the tank is much closer now, e ven if they are pedalling in the opposite direction.     

'Bring the sherry!'  Tom shouts upstairs as Kenny fetches the car-keys, but he already has the flagon in hand, feeling reckless and ready for anything, as if overcoming his guilt about taking the car is the first step in a more general unravelling.  The night is beginning again for the two of them, the old team,  the Dynamic Duo, no outsiders.   

He backs out of the drive at speed, crashes through the gear-change, and accelerates away with a squeal of tyre-rubber.   

'Petrol's low,'  Tom notices.  

The news seems only mildly alarming.  At the top of the beach road Ken switches off the engine, and coasts in neutral down the long incline,  windows wound down, the air moving sweetly across his upper body.  Many times the boys have freewheeled down this same slope on their pushbikes, the contest to glide as far as possible without pedalling,  slowing gradually once the beach flats are reached.    Tom profits from his extra-bulk;   sometimes he can nurse his faltering bike as far as the Gardens.   The chunky metal mass of the Mercedes carries them even further before Kenny restarts the engine for the last ascent.   

 The big water tank looms out of the darkness above,  as squat and square as a concrete fortress, or gun emplacement.  Kenny parks on the far side,  hidden from the main road.  Tom is first out of the car,  stripping himself one-handed, the sherry flagon clutched in the other.  He kicks himself free of shorts and thongs, and clambers the rusted metal ladder fixed to the northern wall of the tank one-handed, still wearing his jocks.   As Kenny joins him at the top, he is draining the last of the sherry.  They gaze down from a high ledge into the dark interior.   No water level can be seen;  the inside ladder descends into blackness.  

Kenny feels a flicker of apprehension.   'Maybe it's empty.' 

'Better toss something in,'  Tom says, and grapples playfully with his friend, jostling him towards the edge.  

'Fuck off.'

Tom releases him, and with a flip of his wrist tosses the empty flagon far out into the void.

The splash is invisible, but noisily resonant, amplified within the vast echo chamber.  

'Last one in!'  

'You don't know how deep it is!'  Kenny shouts, but Tom has already launched himself out into nothingness.    

This time the splash is visible, a brief silver explosion against a dark field, followed by the glimmer of spreading ripples that catch and reflect the weak light.  

Tom's voice follows,  reverberating loudly,  'Chicken!'  

Kenny leaps immediately from the ledge, freefalling, it seems, for far too long.   The cold smack of the water is half reassuring, half shocking, stopping his heart,  paralysing his breathing muscles.  He surfaces, unable to breathe for a long moment.  The walls and corners of the tank are as black as soot, but as his eyes accommodate he begins to sense the pale moon of a face somewhere in the centre,  lit only by the faint glimmer of starlight and the cloud-reflected lights of the town.   

'So - what did  you do with Ellie?'  he asks the moon-face.

'A gentleman never tells,'  the face tells him.

 They might be shouting, their voices are so amplified,  so reverberant.  Kenny lowers his:   'What's being a gentleman got to do with you?' 

Tom laughs as loudly as ever.  'I thought you said you could hear everything.'

'It didn't leave a lot to the imagination.'  

'It was weird, Kenny.  She let me do everything - except kiss her.  Said I was too pissed.' 

'I'd have to be pissed to  kiss her.'  

Tom ignores him.   'She told me a good story.  She was kissing some guy at a party last year, and he suddenly stops, turns away, spews up over her shoulder, then goes right on kissing her.' 

'Choice,'  Kenny says, and kicks away, a few lazy backstrokes.   When he turns back,  his friend's face has vanished.  

'Ribbit,'  a frog croaks, a throaty basso in a dark corner, 'Ribbit.'

Kenny's tone is scornful.  'Five out of ten.'

A human voice answers,  'It wasn't me, fuckwit.'

'You expect me to believe there are frogs in here?'  

'Where would you spend the Dry if you were a frog?'

'How would I get in?   Hop up from rung to rung?'

Tom's face materialises, pale grey on black, and they float in silence on their backs, side by side, for a time.  

'Where's the ladder?'  Tom asks.

'Had enough?' 

'I'm feeling a bit wonky.  Speaking of throwing up.'

'Don't expect a goodnight kiss.'   

Kenny peers up at the high rim of the tank, an ill-defined margin between the total blackness of the interior, and the star-pricked darkness of the night-sky.  A first, slight shiver:  he, too, has no idea which side the ladder is on.    

'I'll feel around the edge.'   

He kicks himself to the nearest corner of the square tank, finding it  by touch, then sets off, side-stroke, trailing one hand along the slimy wall.  A faint premonition of tiredness enters the muscles of his upper arms, a slight heaviness, or resistance to movement;  after the second corner he rolls onto his back, and propels himself using his legs alone, long lazy frog-kicks.  

'Where are you?'  Tom's voice is some distance away, but still loudly resonant, rebounding between walls.   

'On the last wall.  Can't find it.'  

 As he floats, resting, the obvious strikes him:   'It's the end of the Dry.  The water level is below the bottom rung.'

'So what do we fucking do?  Wait for the monsoon to float us up?'

They tread water in silence, listening.  The thunder is no more than a distant grumble, a faint tremor in the water.  Or is the tremor internal, another shiver?  Kenny's Bronze Lifesaving Certificate - half rite-of-passage, half trial-by-ordeal - was awarded years before.  He feels at home in the water - but the weary ache in his upper arms is growing. 

'I'm not feeling good about this,'  Tom is saying somewhere.

'We'll be fine.  Just float till daybreak.'

'Then what?  No-one will find us.'

'We can yell.'

Silence, then Tom again,  'I am  going to throw up.'

'Hold onto it, for Christ's sake.'

The noise of retching is close at hand.

'Choice,'  Kenny mutters, and kicks away into the middle of the tank.   'Fucking choice.' 

 Floating on his back, half-sunk in the huge mattress of water, he scrutinises the tops of the walls.   Shreds of cloud move slowly across the starry square of the night-sky, as if on some darkened movie screen.   

'You okay?'  

Tom seems to spit his answer out, as if the words are the last vestige of vomit,  'Fucking wonderful.'

Kenny floats on, trying to keep calm, to think things through, but Tom, suddenly sober, won't leave him alone.   'How did we get into this fucking mess?'

'You jumped, remember?'

'You didn't fucking stop me!'  

'So it's my fault?' 

Silence in the great vault, till a thought strikes Kenny,  'Which side is the ladder on?'   

'The school side.' 

He feels a stirring of anger towards his friend:  'I know that,  dickhead.  Which  side?  North?'

'Northwest.'

'Then the ladder is on the far wall.   Look at the clouds.   The weather is coming from the northwest.'

'So?'

'Maybe I can give you a leg up.  Try and grab it.'

'Grab something I can't even see ?'

'You got any better ideas?' 

Kenny kicks across the tank to the northern wall, then side-strokes slowly from one corner to the other, measuring the length of the wall in handspans, counting each aloud.   

'What the fuck are you doing?'

'Will you shut up?   Now I have to start again.'

This time Tom keeps his mouth shut, compliant for the first time that night, perhaps for the first time in all their years of friendship.  Reaching the end of the wall, a hundred and seventy two spans, Kenny counts back half that number and scratches a shallow groove into the thin rind of slime above the water level.  

'What if the ladder's off-centre?'  Tom asks.

'Just get over here.'

Kenny treads water below the imagined ladder, willing it to be there.  He clasps ten fingers together to form a foothold,  Tom plants his right foot into this makeshift stirrup and heaves himself up.   The weight submerges Kenny completely;  he surfaces to find  Tom a few feet out, breathing hard.

'Nothing there.'

'Two steps this time - one onto my hands, then up onto my shoulders.' 

The force of the recoil submerges him again, more deeply; after gaining his breath, they try again. 

'We're doing this the wrong way around.  I should be on top.'

'You saying I've got a weight problem?'  Tom says, more himself now that they have a plan.    

Kenny launches himself upwards from Tom's clasped hands, his own hands clutching at nothing in the darkness but the dry, crusted wall.   Tom's voice has an edge of panic again as Kenny surfaces after the fifth or sixth such attempt.  'I've got a cramp.'

Kenny is hit in the face by a flailing arm.  

'Kenny?  Give us a hand.  I need to hold onto something.'

'Lie on your back,'   he orders.   'All you have to do is float.'

Tom rolls onto his back, but almost immediately rolls back again.    

'Jesus - now the other  one is seizing up.  All that fucking jumping.   Whose stupid idea was that?'

'Float on your back.  I'll stretch your legs.'

But Tom is grasping at him again, frantic,  'Just let me hold on for a minute.'

 The weight of his bigger friend submerges Kenny;  he kicks free underwater,  on the edge of panic himself.   

'Where are you?'  Tom is shouting as he breaks surface. 'Kenny?  Where are you?'

'Keeping my distance unless you do what I fucking say.'   

This time the words sink in.   Kenny supports Tom with one hand beneath the chin, keeping the mouth and nose just above the surface.  He has to work harder himself, treading water at a fast jogging pace, and knows he cannot continue indefinitely,  but Tom is in some pain.  Breathing heavily, his words come in gasps.  

'Jesus - what are we going to do?'

The question shocks Kenny;  it seems too general, too open-ended.  Far better to stick to particulars.   

'Panic makes cramp worse.  It'll ease if you stretch the legs.'

'It's not easing.'

'It will.  Try to ignore it.'

His mind gropes for solutions.  He tries to remember the Lifesaving lessons,  three long years before.  Half the battle is mental - is that what he had been taught?      

'You know,'  he says in Tom's ear,  'you still haven't told me.'

'About what?'

'What do you think?  I've been trying to get it out of you all night.'

Tom needs a long moment to realise what he was talking about.  'One thing for sure,' he finally says,  'I'm not going to die a fucking virgin.'  

'A fucking  virgin?'  Kenny says, and Tom manages a small laugh. 

'It's easing,'  he says,  'Oh, fuck, thank Christ. It's easing.'  He laughs again, more loudly, a mixture of relief and embarrassment.  His tone now is forced and hearty, covering its recent tracks.  'We'll try again. You do the jumping.'

'I think we should save our energy.'

'Then crack another joke.  It was the joke that did the trick.'

Laughter on demand proves impossible;  all the jokes Kenny has ever heard seem to have done a moonlight flit from his mind,  untraceably. 

'I could sing a song,'  he says.  

'What song?'

'Any song.   Baa, baa black sheep.  Twinkle, twinkle little star.  Can't get no - satisfaction.' 

Tom's voice is edgy with panic again:  'The other leg's cramping.  Jesus - think of something.  You're the brains of this outfit.'

For the first time Kenny wonders if he might be close to cramp himself.  He shoves the thought from his mind.  Old voodoo habits:  to think a fear is to make it real, to conjure it up.  Then suddenly he is too busy for such thoughts;  Tom has rolled onto his belly, and is clawing at him again, pushing him under.    

'We're going to drown, Kenny.   We're going to fucking drown.'

A stray finger pokes Kenny's eye;  he instinctively twists free and kicks away a metre. 

'Where are you?  Oh, Jesus - you giving up on me?'

'Just letting go for a few seconds.  I need to piss.'

'Piss here.  You've got   to hold me.'  

Tom's plea is gurgled through a swallowed mouthful of water, but Kenny kicks further away into the darkness.  A horror story from the paper some weeks before comes back to him:  of a married couple who hit a reef somewhere out among the islands,  and took to the water in life-jackets.  The woman had been injured in the collision;  after a few hours in the water, sharks began to nibble at her torn legs.  Reef sharks, not quite big enough to end it quickly, tearing off small mouthfuls only:  toes, fingers, chunks of calf and thigh.  

Knowing she could not survive, the woman had told her husband to swim away.   And he had swum away, swum into the night,  his wife lost to him, being eaten alive,  her cries chasing him through the darkness. 

 'Help me,  Jesus, Kenny - help me!'  

Kenny silently eases his head beneath the surface of the water,  croc-fashion,  and kicks further away from his friend.  He surfaces some distance off,  smoothly, keeping quiet,  sensing that Tom might still locate him.  

'Help me!  Help!...Help me!' 

The gurgled cries carome between the high walls, terribly.   Even more terrible is the short silence that follows.   

'I'll help if you don't fucking panic!'  Kenny shouts.  'I'll help if you shut the fuck up!'

More silence, then Tom breaks surface somewhere,  swallowing water, choking as much as shouting.   Hiding in his dark corner, the thought comes to Kenny that if he waits till the noise subsides, waits till Tom has nearly  drowned, he might then resuscitate him, and hold him afloat in the Correct Life-Saving Position till dawn.   

Tears fill his already wet eyes as he listens to the frantic gurglings and splashings, but he forces himself to bite his tongue, to keep his mouth tightly shut.   He is acting only partly on instinct;  he also knows exactly what he is doing.   And knows that he knows, a realisation that transforms his tears to anger.   That anger is easily turned against Tom.   Dumb, drunk Tom.   Scared, panicky Tom - who would have thought it?   The noise of his begging fills the chamber - 'Somebody - help me!  Please!'   

The taste of tears in Kenny's mouth now;  saltwater in the fresh.   He slips his head beneath the surface to wash away their heat,  but the flail of Tom's struggles is only amplified by the medium of water.  Kenny even fancies he can hear the voice calling to him underwater, gasping a last burble of syllables, Kenny, Kenny .   Or is it - it might be -  mummy, mummy ? 

He surfaces, and this time swims urgently towards these desperate noises, unable to keep his distance any longer.

'Tom?'  he shouts, 'Tommy?'

Tom has vanished.  

'You stupid bastard,'  he shouts. 'You stupid fucking bastard! Where are you?  If you are fucking hiding from me!'

He duckdives repeatedly,  groping blindly about in the dark water.    His hands can find nothing beneath the surface,  just as, earlier, they could find nothing high above.    His legs and arms soon ache;  exhausted, he rolls onto his back to rest,  but floating also soon becomes an ordeal.  The great mass of fresh water seems no longer able to support him, or else he cannnot properly relax.   He chokes on a swallowed mouthful, but without panic;  he is too weary for panic.  He feels dulled, numbed, emptied even of anger.  

 His unfeeling mind is nevertheless capable of thought.  The hour must be...3 am?  4?  An hour or two, at most, till daybreak,  and someone spots the abandoned Mercedes.   A famous car in town, a rare make and model - someone will report it.   Surely.   Sooner or later.   But will he have enough energy to shout?  The details preoccupy him for a time.   If so, how often?   Regularly, like the sweep of a lighthouse?  Once every ten seconds?  Once a minute?   

 And what about cramp?  This possibility has also become unworrying, as if the capacity for fear has drained from him,  his reserves of adrenaline, the raw fuel of worry,  consumed by the ordeals of the night.  The problem of cramp seems no more than that:  a problem to solve, a kind of algebra, remote from real events and things.    

A large pale object bumps gently, surprisingly, against him as he floats, and rebounds slowly from the collision like an astronaut adrift in space.

'Tom?'

He reaches out a hand and grabs at an arm.  Tom is floating face-up - what does that mean?   He remembers that drowned women float face-up, but men, for some reason,  face-down.  Might he still be alive?  Still breathing?  His earlier plan, or self-justification, seems plausible again:  wait till drowning has calmed Tom, then resuscitate him.   

He tugs the floating body towards him,  treading water.  Bronze Certificate routines come back to him:  he pinches the nostrils shut between one thumb and forefinger, and with his other hand hooks down the chin to open the mouth.  Leaning his elbow and shoulder on the half-submerged body he presses his open mouth onto Tom's, and breathes out, hard.  The mouth is cold and wet,  and carries the faint taste of sour, regurgitated sherry,  but Kenny is beyond squeamishness.  The downward pressure of his mouth pushes Tom's head beneath the surface, but he senses a slight inflation of the chest against his elbow.  

He also senses something else, something surprising and unsettling:  as the chest inflates, the body rides higher in the water, made more buoyant.    

When he removes his mouth the chest relaxes, the drowned man exhales - a dead man breathing - and the body re-submerges  perceptibly.  Another strange, unsettling thing:  the body is cold to touch,  water-temperature, but its breath is warmish, released from a still-warm interior.

 He presses his mouth to the other mouth again, and again, but the effort of keeping his friend's head above water is exhausting.  His heart pounds, his own breaths come in large gasps;  he floats on his back for a time, breathing slowly and deeply, trying to calm himself.  Then realises  he has released Tom without noticing;  the body has drifted away  - only a few feet away - and rolled face-down.   He thinks again of how the body rode higher in the water when its lungs were buoyed by air.  The body.   Its.   He almost winces, to find himself thinking this way - but shame also seems beyond his exhausted emotional state.  The words are necessary instruments of thinking, long-handled tongs, keeping emotion at a distance.   His survival might depend on such tongs.  His mind grasps again at the thought:  inflating the lungs buoys the body.   Might he then use it as a life-buoy?   He had refused to allow the drowning man to cling to him;  might he now cling to the drowned?   He rolls the body over as easily as a log,  and by pressing his weight onto the torso levers the face above water.  He turns the head to one side, hooks open the mouth with two fingers and drains out as much water as possible.  As before, he breathes into the mouth, pinching the nostrils, and is gratified as the lungs fill and the chest expands.   A small gush of water escapes as he takes his mouth away;  he takes a quick deep breath and applies his mouth again.  A sigh of air escapes after the second inflation.   How many breaths can two water-logged lungs hold?   He breathes again, and again, forcefully, holding the mouth closed between breaths, until a blurt of air escaping under pressure between the squeezed-shut lips tells him he has reached end-point.  Keeping the nostrils and mouth pinched shut with his right hand, he floats now  without effort,  half-supported by the inflated body as if by an inner-tube or life-preserver.    Absurd images from a childhood spent in swimming pools clog his head:  car-tyres, rubber ducks, inflatable crocodiles, arm-floaties.   Floatie.   The child's word sounds grotesque;  he feels a sudden urge to laugh, a desire to laugh,  half-sensing also that by laughing he might be able to cry.  

Neither proves possible.  

After some minutes his clenched right hand begins to cramp.  A better idea strikes him:  clamping nose and mouth shut with his left hand he peels the jocks from the buttocks with his right, flexing the knees to tug them down, and loosening them from the free-floating feet with a push of his own feet.  After a top-up inflation,  he stuffs the sodden garment into the mouth,  wedging it with two fingers into the back of the throat, as deeply as possible, blocking the escape of air from the nose as well as the mouth.  

Now he floats more comfortably, sprawled across the submerged torso, feet trailing.  The coldness of the water strikes him for the first time since he has leapt from the high ledge, hours before.  He shivers slightly, but only briefly, for the air on his exposed arms and head is humidly warm.  The body beneath him,  its face a few inches from his,  begins to resume a human identity,  begins even to reclaim its proper name:  Tom, his friend.  He log-rolls it again, face-down, more to prevent the escape of air from the mouth, he tells himself, than to avoid the intimacy of that face.    He remembers, suddenly, the sherry flagon.   Might it still be bobbing on the surface, close at hand?   Could Tom have used it as a life-support?   Why hadn't they thought of it?  Too drunk?  Too panicked?   Of course it must have filled with water and sunk.   Other, more random thoughts begin to jump in and out of his head,  of the kind that visit exhausted brains, late at night:  weird, disconnected patterns of recent events, of school, home, his parents' absence,  of Tom and Ellie on the beach, long ago now,  years in the past.   From this half-conscious delirium he might have drifted more deeply into sleep,  but the noise of passing birds overhead - the screech of black parrots - rouses him.  He turns up his head.   The square screen of sky above is fading from black to pale blue, the wispy shreds of cloud are reddening with the usual tropic abruptness.  The inside walls of the great tank have already emerged from darkness, and with them the rusting ladder, bolted to the northern side, its lowest rung a good body-length above the water level.  

No rain has fallen in the night,  although somewhere thunder is grumbling again,  and lightning is planting its stiletto heel upon the earth:  a faint tremor in the water,  an invisible ripple.   It seems to Kenny that now, at last, the Wet is no more than a few hours away:  an idle thought, another day's conversation starter.  As he clings to the cold, buoyant body he speaks the words aloud,  finding comfort in their familiar social surface, beneath which trembles only the faintest anxiety, a sensation which he can't fully identify, and is still too weary to bring into sharper focus, but which seems to settle at last on an image of the dusty car outside, his father's precious Mercedes, unsheltered, windows wound down, soon to be rained on and in.


