Chapter Six

“Take your stuff.” Pulling the boy’s overnight bag and rolled sleeping bag out of the car the man hands them one after the other to the boy. “I’ll bring the bags.”

“Where’s my Pad?”

“The man has his head back inside the car, mutters as if in response. He emerges pulling at two large holdalls.

“Come on.” His nod indicates the path of disturbed sand and as he starts off he heaves the handles of one bag up over his shoulder.

The boy hesitates a moment, looks frowning to the car as if about to go in search of his Pad, but, realising that his hands are already full, he follows his father to the path between the dunes.

The dry sand slips under the boy’s feet, knocks the inner bones of his ankles together.

His father too is having trouble keeping his balance. The holdall that his father had over his shoulder is now at the end of his arm and the bottoms of both bags are making tracks in the steep sides of the dunes. Where his father’s feet have been are more like sand craters than footprints.

The path of shifting sand ends in a beach of large grey pebbles. There is sand again down near the green-blue lapping sea, but sand of a flat and a darker kind.

As he steps onto the oval pebbles the boy pauses to look along the shore. 

In both directions the shore’s slight curve disappears into a silver haze. The light ochre of the dunes follows the curve. Away to the right are a few black ribs and the partial spine of a one-time boat. To the left, and further away, are the part remains of a more recent boat, blue paint peeling in maps from its plyboard sheets to expose the white underneath.

His father has let drop his two holdalls on the flat dark sand, just above a thin line of dried-black seaweed.

The oval pebbles sliding one over the other now have the boy’s knees knocking together. Or his legs slipping apart he almost falls over backwards. 

His feet on solid sand at last he reaches his father.

“We camping here?”

“Not here,” the man distractedly tells him. “But stay here. And keep an eye on the tide. Move the bags back if it comes in anymore. Should be going out soon. I’ll fetch the rest of our stuff.”

As his father goes hurrying back up over the pebbles and into the dunes the boy sits on one of the holdalls. He takes off first one blue sandals, then the other. He knocks out the fine sand from the dunes and brushes grains from his soles before he buttons the sandals back on.

Looking again along the shore he wonders where it can be that his father is going to pitch their tent. Seeing a lone razor shell he reaches forward to pick it up and, part standing, looks for the shell’s other half.

The tideline of seaweed isn’t all black: some of the seaweed has bobbles a goldy-brown. And in among the seaweed are small white sticks and broken straws. Further along in the tideline is a length of blue frayed rope, a green plastic bottle, and further along still he can see what looks like a large piece of orange plastic.

His father comes back with another two holdalls. Pausing to catch his breath he seems to consider the boy’s blue sleeping bag, but says nothing.

“Where’re we camping?” the boy asks.

The man grins down at him, “You’ll see. Another trip.” He turns to go bustling back up over the slipping-about pebbles and into the dune path.

While he is gone the boy finds a cuttlefish bone, a scallop shell, a piece of broken oyster shell with a rainbow glisten on its smooth inside… Hands full he returns to make a pile of his finds atop his bag, arranges them, from the stark white of the cuttlefish bone in degrees of darkness to the blue-black of half a mussel shell.

His father comes down the beach dragging behind him a deflated boat with two more holdalls on it. As he comes closer the boy can also see in the flat boat a coil of rope and a pair of oars.

The man is excited now, chuckling.

Some of the man’s happy face is to hide his worries about the boy’s reactions to the boat, and some to hide his concerns about the state of the wrinkled, deflated boat.

With the back seats down the boat had been carefully folded flat under all the bags. Then, when his ex-wife had arrived, he had in panic, just wanting her to go away, had turned a corner of the boat back so that he could pull up a car seat in the back for the boy. He hadn’t wanted her to see the broken open dash.

So far, in getting the boat out of the car, he hasn’t found any obvious tears in the boat’s thick plastic or any perishing along the lines of its new creases and folds. Leaks will become apparent when inflated.

“So let’s start pumping,” he tells the boy.

“Where we going?” The boy looks along the coast.

“There.” The man points out to sea.

“Where?” The boy can see only blue-grey water rising into silver haze.

“See that dark speck? That’s it.”

“A lighthouse?”

“Sort of.”

The man, smiling, has crouched to attach a double-barrelled footpump to the boat via a flexed pipe that has a connect half-way along. The half from the pump is striped green and black, the half to the boat orange and black.

Standing upright the man starts to pump. With each downward tread air hisses into the boat. Which remains wrinkled and flat.

The possibility of a puncture is still the man’s concern. While to the boy the boat doesn’t look big enough. He can make out a seat under the two bags already in the boat, and under what looks like a folded table and chair. But only the one seat.

“Where will I sit?”

“On our stuff. Make sure,” the man speaks in gaps between treading the pump, “your sleeping bag,” the boat sides are becoming rounder as they fill, “stays dry. I’ll go back,” he changes feet, “and have a look for some carrierbags.” He is rocking from side to side now that he is using his left foot. “There’s some in the well,” he pauses, “behind the driver’s seat.”

The round rim of the white and blue boat is expanding. A thin white rope runs through built-in plastic loops around the blue rim..

The boy is looking worriedly to the dark dot on the horizon.

“We’ll be all right.” The man briefly touches the boy’s shoulder. “Space enough in the boat. Just hadn’t planned for the two of us.”

When he had first brought the boat he had been concerned that it had been, if anything, too big. Then, like the boy, given that it would have to take six holdalls and bedding, that it would not be big enough. So he had blown it up in the closed garage, had stacked in it all that he would be taking, and he had even pretended to ship the oars.

Still pumping he watches the boy press his shells and a veined pebble into his bag.

“Here, take over the pumping while I fetch the rest, get some carriers for your sleeping bag.”

The boy tries to press the pedal down with one foot as the man had. The pedal doesn’t budge.

“Jump on it,” the man tells him.

The boy stands on the pedal, and down it goes. He gets off, the pedal rises, and he stands on it again.

The man hurries back up across the pebbles to the path. The boy gets off, stands on the pedal; gets off, stands on….

On his return with a handful of squashed carrierbags the man presses down on the inflated rim. Picking up the two heaviest holdalls he places them either end of the boat.

“Here, let me,” he tells the boy. “You done well, needs just a bit more.” He starts pumping fast. “You take over the packing.”

As he pumps he directs the boy’s loading of the boat: “Three bags up the front, three behind the seat. That’s right. Use the yellow bedroll for your seat.”

The boy struggles to two-handed lift the heavier of the remaining holdalls.

“That’ll do.” The man kneels on the boat’s rim. It doesn’t give. The pump lets out a hiss as it is disconnected. The boat’s valve is pressed in.

“Good job,” he congratulates the boy on his packing so far, then lowers his head to listen for any escaping air. “Good,” he says. “Get as much of your sleeping bag as you can into the carriers. Make sure you’ve got a comfy seat. I’ll shut up the car.”

Again the man goes hurrying up over the pebbles to the sand path, stops to glance back to the boy truculently pushing the holdalls about in the boat,

“So far so…” he tells himself, and looks to the white sky. Weather forecast was correct. Cloud building from the west and, having shed its rain on landfall, will here be overcast for the remainder of the day and possibly tomorrow.

When the man arrives at the car this time he pulls off the replacement petrol cap and throws it into the flat back of the car. After one last check around the inside of the car he takes the rag-ended iron pipe lying there and, with the flat of his hand cushioned by the rag, he smashes the pipe down through the flowback valve.

Pulling the pipe out and turning it around he then pushes the rag down into the petrol tank, draws it out dripping and stinking of petrol. The rag is wiped in a big smear over the flat back of the car. Resoaking the rag in the tank he then flops it over a tyre, then over the two front seats. Popping the bonnet he replenishes the rag and slops petrol over the engine.

The man then spears the pipe into the petrol tank, this time with the rag uppermost. Stepping away from the car he looks back to the way they drove in through the dunes, glances to the path. No-one to be seen.

Standing away from the car he strikes a match, shelters the flame and steps towards the car. The rag ignites, blue in the first nano-second, then orange flames dripping to the sand. Another lit match is dropped onto the front seats.

Pocketing the box of matches the man wades fast as he can along the soft sand path and stumbles out onto the pebbles. The boy is perched upright in the boat facing him.

Throwing out a laugh – no going back now – the man means to go leaping but slips and goes skittering down across the pebbles. Arriving on the hard sand for balance he grabs the thin rope that encircles the boat and using his accidental momentum he pulls the boat around so that his son is facing the sea. Bunching to the strain and pulling the boat after him he goes splashing into the sea.

His original plan had had him taking his trainers off before wading out with the laden boat. But no matter, he tells himself, he can dry them later.

Now that the boat is wholly afloat the boy has both arms outspread, hands gripping his nest of bags. Waist deep the man, thinking to distract him, asks, “You did pack everything?”

“All,” there is a squeak in the boy’s voice, “that was there.” His eyes widen with fear as the boat lifts over a slight swell.

“Then let’s start this adventure,” the man says and heaves himself up over the side. Reaching across to the circling rope on the other side he clumsily pulls himself splashing into the boat.       

