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A jellyﬁsh, if you watch it long enough, begins to look like a heart beating. It
doesn't matter what kind: the blood-red Atolia™®' with its flashing siren lights, the
frilly flower hat variety, or the near-transparent moon jelly, Aurelia aurita®2. 1It's
their pulse, the way they contract swiftly, then release. Like a ghost heart—a

A
heart you can see right through, right into some other world where everything you

ever lost has gone to hide.
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blood. But watch them for a while. You will see them .

Mrs. Turton says that if you lived to be eighty years old, your heart would beat
B

three billion times. [ was thinking about that, trying to imagine a number that

large. Three billion. Count back three billion hours, and modern humans don'’t
exist — just wild-eyed cave people, all hairy and grunting. Three billion years, and
life itself barely exists. And yet here’s your heart, doing its job all the time, one
beat after the next, all the way up three billion.

But only if you get to live that long. _

It's beating when you're sleeping, when you're watching TV, when you're
standing at the beach with your toes in the sand. Maybe while you're standing
there, you're looking at sparkles of white light on dark ocean, wondering if it's
worth get your hair wet again. Maybe you notice that your bathing suit straps are
just a little too tight on your sunburned shoulders or that the sun is too bright in
your eyes.

(...]

Before every science class, Mrs. Turton always spent a few minutes telling us
something about the world that she thought we might find interesting. We might
get ideas for our science reports, she said.

Or, she added with a grin, we might just get ideas.

4
On the day after our aquarium visit, we walked into Mrs. Turton’s classroom



and saw a quote on the blackboard: a mote of dust™®® suspended in a sunbeam.

“Settle down, settle down,” Mrs. Turton said as we took our seats. “First of
all, if you have not yet picked a topic for your science report, please, please come
and talk to me after class. You should be well into researching it by now.”

She placed her hands on a desk in the front row and said, “Let me repeat
myself.” She looked right at me, and I knew then that I was probably the
person in the class to pick a topic. “It’s time to begin your research.”

I stared right back at her without blinking. I finally knew what my research
project would be.

“Are there any questions?” she asked.

Nobody raised their hands.

“Okay, so before we begin, I want to take a few minutes and journey back in
time,” she said. “Christmas 1968. Most of your parents haven't even been born.
There’s no Internet, no e-mail, no texting or video games or cell phones. But
there are spaceships, which are so brand-new that they seem like the stuff of

She paused. The whole class sat still.

“A few days II' Christmas, the spacecraft Apollo 8 leaves the planet.
Then, on Christmas Eve, the astronauts send #his image back to Earth from outer
space.” :

She clicked a button on her remote control, and a photograph appeared oh the
screen at the front of the room. TI'd seen the picture before: Earth rising above the
surface of the moon. The planet looked like a giant swirling blue marble, half a
marble, really, surrounded by blackness.

“I know you guys have grown up with this image,” she said. “But I @® must

7
@ to imagine (3 have been like @ want you ® it ® to try

(@ what to see it for the first time. To be the first humans alive, ever, to see our
Earth, in full color, from the outside.”

I stared at the image on the screen. FEarth looked\alive, vibrant. The moon




was desolate and gray by . Mrs. Turton clicked the remote control

again, and the image disappeared. In its place was another photograph of outer
space. This picture was mostly dark, with just a few pale brownish rays of light
streaking across.

“Now,” she said. “Here’s a different view.”

She pointed to the middle of one of those rays, at a tiny, faint dot. A bunch of
kids had to squint and lean closer just to see it.

“That, right there, is us,” she said. “That’s Earth.”

Justin Maloney#* ieaned so far forward that he knocked his bovks and ivlders

off his desk. Lined notebook paper sprayed across the floor.

“This ph?)to,” Mrs. Turton explained, “was taken more recently, from about
three billion miles away.”

Her finger still on the dot, she said, “That, my friends, is your home. That is
where you live, your place inside this solar system. Your whole life — the lives of
everyone you will ever see — will likely unfold on this one speck, which a famous
cosmologist named Carl Sagan®® once called ‘;O mote of dust suspended in a
sunbeam.””

I thought about what Mrs. Turton was saying. Here I was, just one out of
seven billion people, and people were just species out of ten million, and
those ten million were just a tiny fraction of all the species that ever existed, and
somehow all of us fit onto that fleck of brown dust on the screen. And we were

12
surrounded by nothingness. Just a whole lot of lifeless, lonely nothing in every

direction.
And that's when I got a little panicky, a little sick to my stomach.
I liked the view from 1968 so much better. In the 1968 view, we mattered. I

F
wished we hadn’t gone any farther out, that we hadn’t tried to see ourselves from

the outer edge of the solar system. I wished we hadn’t seen ourselves as a speck

of dust, surrounded by so much nothing we were barely even visible.

[...]

__3_



Walking out of class that day, Mrs. Turton stopped me. - “Suzanne?”
1 stopped.

“Do you have a report topic?”

I nodded.

“You do?” She sounded surprised.

I nodded again, this time looking right at her.

Even when you are a not-talker, there are times in life when you have to say
G

something out loud. This was one of those times. In instances like these, it’s

best to say as little as possible — even just a single word if you can get away with

it.

“Jellyfish,” I mumbled.
She leaned in like she couldn't hear me. “I'm sorry?”

I frowned and said it louder. “Jellyfish.” I knew I sounded annoyed, and I felt
14

bad about that. But once you've committed to not-talking, it can be hard to say

anything out loud, let repeat yourself.

I guess my tone didn’t bother her, though, because she brightened. “That’s a

terrific topic. There are so many things to learn about any one species — the

16

animal’s habitat and range, eating and hunting behavior, its relationship to humans.

You @ need @ information @ let me @ findng & know

®

17
any help @ if you”

I nodded and started to walk toward the door.

“Suzanne?” She stopped me.

I looked at her.

“You do know that the report is an report, right?”

I waited.

“ I mean to say is that you'll have to present your report in front of

the class. You can read it if you want — it doesn’t have to be off the top of your

head. And I'll help you practice if you need that. But public speaking is an

g —




important part of the grade.” She looked at me intently. “Do you understand?”
[ nodded. If I wanted to pass seventh-grade science, I was going to have to

speak out loud.

(8 Ali Benjamin, The Thing About Jellyfish. [2015])
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What's up, Suzanne? You look great.
Good job, Suzanne. See you.
Who knows, Suzanne? Nobody does.

That'’s great, Suzanne. What is it ?

® 6 0 e

What's wrong, Suzanne? You look pale.
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