
Viaticum

Sat in the mouth of the bull, Bocas Del Toro, Daniel’s

feet trace lines along the water’s surface. He’d always

heard you had to grab the bull by the horns, but the

mouth was as far as he could muster right now. Beneath

him, creatures cling to the wooden beams of the dock,

and he wonders what’s left for him to cling to.

Exiled.

That word had played over and over in his head as a

means of salvation, as if it glorified his new ‘martyr’

role. The perpetual victim. But he couldn’t ignore the

truth, he knew it was deserved. One drink too many. One

word. One action. The rot had eventually set in. It had

spread through him to those he held dear until finally, the

only option was for them to cut him out.
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So he sits in a dock with nowhere to go, and no-one to

see. After years of pursuing things solely because of the

people around him he had become chronically

directionless when he was alone, and he was well and

truly alone now.

The soles of his shoes lay flat against the water’s surface

and he revels in the delicate way the water reaches out to

embrace him. Closing his eyes, wishing he could sink

into it and feel safe again. He lays back against his bag,

careful not to press against the sores on his shoulders.

It’s filled with the last painful remnants of his previous

life, happy memories that evoke only heartbreak now.

The Caribbean sun paints his skin with sweat, the heat an

anaesthetic to his fractured soul.

This reverie is cut short when his feet are suddenly

submerged. He sits upright as a boat rocks up beside

him, the name “Viaticum” emblazoned along the side.
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Daniel squints at the man at the helm. He’s stout and

square-shouldered with a blue polo shirt on. Lumpy

knapsacks are stacked around the engine. He gestures for

Daniel to get on.

“Oh, no sorry, I’m just sitting here.”

The captain smiles, his moustache arching down around

his mouth. He gestures again.

“Honestly, I’ve got nowhere to be.”

“Then what difference does it make?” Came the

response.

“We’ll find you somewhere.”

It was a persuasive argument. But more than anything

Daniel just wanted to be wanted again, in whatever small

way that presented itself, so he climbs aboard.
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He steps in clumsily, pushing his bag between the

benches behind him, facing away from the front towards

the mysterious captain, leaving a bench between them.

Daniel studies him further; he’s tanned, short and

shoeless, his feet calloused into makeshift shoes of their

own. His face is forgiving, his eyes kind and without

judgement.

“I’m new here” murmurs Daniel, by way of apology,

though for which offence he didn’t know.

“That’s okay,” the captain nods.

“Everyone’s new here.”

The boat moves away from the dock into the empty

space that surrounds it, pushing through the still water

effortlessly and leaving only disturbance behind them.

Daniel turns to face the front. The captain seemed to

know the way, even if he didn’t. Within an archipelago

of islands there were more than enough places to go, but
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they set off away from them all, towards the place where

the sea and the sky meet. A crack materialises down the

azure and rests on the water’s surface, as if someone had

unpicked the seams of the world. In the gap between is a

cave filled with an all-encompassing blackness.

This, it seemed, was their destination.

Daniel swallows against the lump in his throat, averting

his eyes down to the bag between his feet. He fumbles

with the zip at first, hands numb and with an almost

imperceptible tremor. But once it’s in his grasp he

follows the arc of the bag in one deft, surgical motion,

lifting it open to reveal the innards stuffed with artefacts.

He reaches into a pocket in the lining to remove a

string-tied red pouch, which he loosens before pouring

the contents into his palm. A silver crucifix half

concealed by its thread-thin chain, glinting in the

sunlight, and a scuffed, misshapen ring that looked dull

in comparison. The first had been a gift from his mother
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in the brief goodbye before he’d left. She’d hoped it

could connect them, but looking down on it for only the

second time, he felt the same apathy tinged with guilt

that he had then.

The ring was something different. The light had twinkled

in his teary eyes when he’d first opened the box it came

in, looking up at his best friend smiling back at him.

“It’s not exactly the same as mine,” she’d said, “but I

thought you’d like the design?”

Daniel bites the inside of his lip, swallowing again at the

ever-growing-lump. The same way he had when he’d

hugged her.

“I love it.” He’d said, admiring how it looked on his

hand, and the sound it made against a glass bottle as they

clinked their drinks.
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He’d woken up under a tree the next morning by the side

of a road, the ring scratched and bent from punching

walls, and the half realised memories of what he’d done

the night before.

Almost at the edge of the bay, the islands recede around

them. He looks up to the crack on the horizon growing,

revealing only more darkness. Blackness more

all-encompassing than Daniel had ever before borne

witness to. He massages his adam's apple with his left

hand, saliva fills his mouth and he fights the urge to

retch, looking back into the bag for salvation.

He pulls out a plastic pouch with papers and polaroids

from events with friends. Notes are scrawled on the

white strip underneath in black marker pen. He pores

over each one. On a hike in a forest that had ended with

a pub crawl. They’re all smiling in the photo. They

weren’t later when he’d smashed someone’s windscreen.

7



A big group photo of them all at a party, the words “I

love you!” Are just about legible underneath. That had

been the last time he’d seen them all. None of them felt

the same way they do in the photo. A tear lands on the

ink marked paper and he instinctively wipes it away,

removing the word ‘you’ along with it.

Behind the boat, waves crash violently against one

another, ahead of them the sea remains calm until they

pass, at which point it swirls and breathes angrily into

life.

The islands no longer flank them. The infinite blackness

now the only thing on the horizon, spreading up into the

heavens. Daniel continues to paw through his

belongings, the lump in his throat threatening to

consume him.

Clothes he’d used to wear.

His peripheries overwhelmed. Only black lay ahead.
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Trinkets that used to mean something.

The edges of his world disappearing.

An emptiness, a hollow husk of a bag, his current state.

He re-fills it with the past.

Their destination so close now.

“What’s through there?” He asks, trying to appear

indifferent to the answer.

“For you?” hums the captain. “For you, I don’t know.”

Daniel inhales sharply, sitting up straight in an attempt to

regain composure, though his words betray him.

“Is it bad?”

The darkness ahead devours all light, like it’s drinking

the world around it. The boat slows its course.
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“You won’t know unless you go there, but the decision is

yours.”

Daniel nods. “Okay, go on.”

He loses the fight to compose himself as the boat sets off

at full speed. His head slumps forward, tears streaming

down his face. He coughs and retches against the lump

in his throat until it shifts, dislodging into his mouth. He

spits it out into his open palm.

He turns it around and around in his fingers; a coin with

a wine glass on one side, the sands of time on the other.

He stares down, dumbfounded at the object, afraid of

how else his body may betray him.

The entrance is almost upon them.

Daniel holds up his hand to stop the boat.
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“I don’t want this.” He states, finally assured of himself.

The boat’s engines cut out, but they drift ever closer

towards nothingness.

“My boy.” Purrs the captain. “That coin permits one

life’s entrance, and it must be used.”

“But…I don’t want this-” He stammers, confused that

his choice seems irrelevant.

The front of the boat is bearing down on the void, with

no details forming within it.

Daniel searches blindly for an answer.

“One life?” He asks, without waiting for a response.
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He picks up his bag and moves towards the front,

throwing it into the sea at the darkness before proffering

the coin to the captain.

“That’s not who I am anymore. That life is gone.” Daniel

stares willfully at the captain. “I want to start again. I

want to go back.”

“The way back will not be easy for you.” He growls, the

storm raging behind him.

“This you can have now.” He gestures at the void.

“I don’t want easy anymore” Daniel’s gaze stays firmly

fixed on the captain’s, unwavering..

“I’ve dreamed of this decision over and over again, and I

always thought I would take your offer.”

The boat lulls, slowly pushing the bag towards the

darkness.
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“I have nothing left. I have no reason to say no to you

and yet, I know I don’t want it.”

Daniel’s fingers and thumb gently rub the coin, revealing

the face of the sands of time towards the captain.

“I might not know what I want yet, but I know I don’t

want this.”

The captain keeps his gaze, his eyes kind but tinged with

rebuke.

“My boy, you are alone in this world now, it is only you.

What do you believe you are capable of achieving,

except more misery?”

“I don’t know.” Daniel’s voice does not tremble. “I don’t

know what I’m capable of, but I cannot feel more misery

than I already have.”
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“And the misery you have achieved within others?”

Daniel’s eyes drop, his mouth opening, but no words

come out.

“I understand your desire child, but you cannot undo the

things you’ve done, you will have to live with that, it

will not abate.”

Daniel’s eyes linger on the wine glass facing him,

searching for his usual route to punishment and release.

He closes his eyes against the throb of temptation.

“I understand.” His eyes open to fixate on the captain’s.

“I cannot change my actions in the past, but I can change

them in the future.”

“For who’s sake?” Pleads the captain.

“For mine.” Nods Daniel. “I want this. It’s for me.”
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The captain appears appeased with his truth, though

mulls on it momentarily.

“Plus this way, you’ll end up with two coins from me.”

The captain snatches the coin, placing it in a knapsack

beside him.

“Very well. But you’ll have to fight to hold on, and I will

not come back for you if you fall.”

The boat charges into the onslaught of waves. Daniel

grips the sides, the ripples they leave behind pushing his

past life unceremoniously into oblivion.

“Take me to the horns!” He screams over the din. “Take

me to the horns!”
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