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They are watching fire consume what yesterday was living. A man in the nearby village 

found a tree with its limbs outstretched to the sun and he felled it with an axe and chopped it into 

pieces. He sold the body and now these people are watching the burning of it. They crouch in the 

dust around the embers and they do not speak. There are twenty-seven in the circle and among 

them is a boy. He is wrapped in a threadbare blanket and he sits thin and motionless in the upcast 

light. He is dirty and he hungers and there is space between him and the others. Total blackness 

bends around them. No moon. Not a pinhole in the fabric of the night. There is no world beyond 

the fire. There is but the fire and the dark and the people pressed between. 

Opposite the boy is a woman. A mother. She cradles an infant. It was screaming before and 

the man who runs the boats came and gave her two sleeping pills. He said in words she did not 

understand that if she did not put those pills into her baby’s body, she could not leave with the 

group. Orange-lit faces followed the exchange. She expressed in her own tongue that she did not 

understand. The man jabbed a thick, dirty finger first at the pills and then at the little pink mouth 

of the infant. The woman understood and shook her head. She was shown through mime that this 

was not negotiable. She eventually nodded and took the pills from the man. The woman held the 

amber capsules on her palm for a moment. They were too big for the baby’s throat. She pinched 

one between her thumb and forefinger and bit into it and sucked the medicine from its shell. With 

her free hand she squeezed the cheeks of her child and dripped the syrup into its mouth. It screamed 

until she gave it her finger to suckle. That was an hour ago. The baby has calmed. Now they wait. 



 

 The boy has no possessions. None here do. The smugglers forbid it. Possessions take the 

place of bodies and bodies are their business. Jewellery is forbidden too, and belts. The boat is 

nothing but pressurised air and plastic bones and a thin rubber skin. Any pinprick, any microscopic 

rip could cause the tubing to sigh out in the middle of the ocean. The air goes out and the dingy 

turns into a tarp and the passengers and their children breathe in water and they die.  

  The blanket wrapped around the boy was given to him by the mother who fed pills to her 

infant. She had arrived after he did. She saw him where he was and she smiled the way mothers 

do for lost children. She took the blanket from around her own body and gave it to the boy. He did 

not speak. She moved to guide him to her but he recoiled with a scowl and traipsed with the blanket 

to the other side of the fire. She continued to look at the boy through the flames but he would not 

meet her eyes.  

 Footsteps in the gravel. The man who runs the boats materialises from the black and 

motions that it is time to leave. An inflated rubber dinghy waits on the beach. It is rated for a 

maximum of 15 passengers. Two men turn a jerry can over the fire and the ring of orange faces 

fades to shadow. Hisses and cracks sound from the ashes between the boy and the mother. As the 

group moves to leave, the mother positions herself behind the boy. He notices this but does not 

acknowledge her. The customers follow the guide from the hidden spot in the woods. They move 

through the dark in a single-file line. Even as their eyes adjust to the darkness, they see almost 

nothing. Time passes and the woman hears sniffles from the boy. She moves forward and feels for 

him and takes his little hand into hers. They walk like this together in the dark. He says nothing.  

 They continue until they come upon light. The man who led them here has stopped now 

and faces the band of travellers like a silent prophet. In his left hand hangs a storm lamp and with 

his right he smothers the bulb. Yellow radiates in jagged slits from the space between his fingers. 

Just enough to see. The whole group now stands before him. He nods to himself and instructs the 

passengers to carry the dinghy from its hiding spot to the shallows. The man watches the bodies 

load themselves into the boat. In the middle now there is only room to stand. The driver pulls a 

ripcord and the motor takes. The propeller heaves against the ocean and they start forward. Those 

who can look back at the man on the beach until the light disappears and the world returns to 

shadow.  

The sea is rough. Seams on the dinghy groan and stretch. Swells come from the dark and 

twist the overladen frame. Waves crash into the hull and water spills into the boat and sloshes 



 

about over the rubber deck. Spray is upon them from all directions and clothes stick heavy and 

cold to their skin. The lurches make the children whimper and their parents tell them lies to make 

them calm. From the middle of the boat there is retching. Bile mixes with the water in the boat and 

they carry the stench with them.  

 They churn through the water and earth turns beneath them toward the day. The night 

becomes twilight and then starts taking colour. Enough to see faces now. The woman looks through 

the lavender dawn to the boy beside her who is now curled against the side of the boat. His eyes 

are wide and his hair clings to his face like wet string. His hands clutch the fabric of her shirt and 

his knuckles are white. The water has calmed but the boat is weaker than before. The bow folds 

and snaps back against the larger of the oncoming waves. A man notices this and pushes hard 

against one of the tube-walls. Panic. A leak. He exclaims in his language to the others. Those who 

understand begin to feel around and put their lips to the boat to find the escaping gas. They have 

tape if only they can find it in time. Seconds drip away and someone exclaims. A pinhole at a seam 

near the bow. The tape roll gets passed and trembling hands paste it on the boat. God and all his 

angels now inhabit the seal between rubber and a wet piece of tape. There is weeping now 

throughout the boat. Weeping and prayer. A young man in front of the mother has his arms around 

his wife and daughter and he is seizing with sobs. He tells them that he is sorry again and again 

and again between the lurches. 

And yet the sun is rising still. Shouts now at the front of the boat. The mother looks where 

they are pointing. A ship maybe, but it is far. Scarcely visible. A shadow of a shadow. All around 

her the passengers weep and pray. Tears come too for the mother. They well in her eyes and break 

down her cheeks. She weeps for her infant. She weeps for husband and son. She weeps for this 

nameless child that clings to her. Weeps for fear of death. She weeps that the price of life is distance 

and thanks God that they are still paying it. Metre by metre, swell by swell. They are still paying 

it. The boat will hold. The boat must hold. 

The woman reaches down and takes the boy’s cheek in her free hand and tilts his face to 

hers. For the first time, he meets her eyes. His lower lip is pursed and tears race down his cheeks 

in rivulets that catch the light of the morning sun. They hold one another’s gaze and she begins 

speaking to him. The boat will not fail. The boat will not fail. The boat will not fail and we will 

make it to the shore. The craft jostles against a wave and all the bodies jerk but the woman’s voice 



 

is steady. Her infant wails and she clutches it to her chest. She speaks again. Metre by metre. 

Breath by breath. Close your eyes and we will pass over the water and we will be free.  

The reservoirs will keep their air and the ocean will not take us. The motor will keep its 

spin and it will not choke and die. The boat will not fail. God is tracing over us with a finger, boy, 

and if we start to sink he will pluck us from the sea and take us away from this place. There is a 

boat in the distance. You cannot see it but it is there. They will see us and they will save us and 

we will make it to the shore.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


