
Daddy

'We could take a picnic!'

There at the door he stood: Daddy. Barbara thought of a coiled spring, ready to burst out at the

slightest nudge. It was not going to come from Mummy, or from Jean. Mummy seemed to sink 

further into the sofa, as though to physically counter his enthusiasm. Jean complained of an upset 

tummy. Only Barbara had said yes.

It had seemed an unremarkable response. In fact, at the time, it had seemed the only one 

possible. This was Daddy, with an idea for the afternoon. It was a rare thing to have him to 

themselves. Keen agreement had seemed a given, anything less unthinkable. Now Mummy was 

saying no and Jean, with her upset tummy, was as good as saying no too. Normally Barbara would 

have taken her lead from them, but it had seemed safe to go first this time, when there was only one 

possible answer. She felt exposed, even deceived.

Of course she knew what would happen now. Daddy would abandon the idea. The outing 

would be cancelled. It was a shame, but really just as well. They were on holiday, after all, and on 

holiday was one of the few times when they did things, all four of them together. It would hardly be 

much of an outing if two of them weren't on it. So it would be cancelled, or at least put off for 

another day. The exposure, the deception, wouldn't be for long.

Daddy stood there and looked at them. He seemed to be thinking. Perhaps he wasn't going to 

cancel it, at least not yet. Perhaps he was going to try again. How would he persuade them to change

their minds? He looked down at Mummy. She reopened her book and held it across his line of sight.

Barbara hoped he wasn't angry. Jean's expression grew more pained. She might even have let out a 

groan. Daddy glanced from one to the other. Finally he lifted his shoulders.

'Looks like it's just us two,' he said.

Barbara was confused for a moment. This hardly seemed the right response to either of them. 

Then she saw that he was looking at her. The two of us meant Daddy and Barbara. The outing 

would be going ahead, and it would be her with Daddy and nobody else. Now she felt doubly 

exposed. It was never just her and Daddy. There was always at least Jean in front of her. And more 

often than not there was Mummy too, which meant she could fade even more into the background. 

To be alone with Daddy meant being at the very centre of things. All his words would be directed at 

her. She would have to think of things to say. He would expect her to answer him. There would be 

nobody else to look to. She would be her own last line of defence. Even Mummy could see the 

difficulty.

'Why don't we do it another day?' she said, 'when Jean is feeling better.'
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But Daddy was shaking his head. 'The mullet are running,' he said. 'Today.'

Barbara hardly knew what this meant, but she felt an obscure pride to be trusted in his 

company when the mullet, whatever they were, were running, whatever that meant. Now Daddy 

turned to her. 

'All right my girl,' he said. He spoke with the brisk but slightly false tone he used when he 

wanted to jolly things along. Barbara immediately had the feeling there was something she was 

expected to live up to. She hoped he would provide some clues but he just stood there and rubbed 

his hands together. Mummy went back to her book. Jean watched him a little longer then turned 

back to whatever she had been doing. Finally he spoke again.

'To the kitchen I think,' he said, and strode out of the room. Barbara followed him at a trot.

They were not going to have an actual picnic, it seemed. That sort of effort, with plates and 

cutlery and lots of chopping, was only to be made when the whole family was involved. Instead he 

prepared sandwiches for them both. He did not ask what Barbara wanted. He just made the kind that

he liked, one for each of them. The only filling Barbara liked was jam and he did not go near the 

cupboard where that was kept, but she did not mind. Just to be treated equally was more than 

enough.

With the big jagged knife Daddy wrestled four rather bulky slices out of the loaf in the bread 

box. He applied the butter with a smaller knife as though it was paint, holding his face down close 

to what he was doing. He laid out the slices of cheese. His fingers looked unused to this sort of thing

but his whole demeanour was delicate and precise. The tip of his tongue even appeared between his 

teeth. A thick lock of hair hung down from his forehead. Sometimes he looked much younger than 

Mummy, even though he was twenty-seven days older. He wrapped the finished sandwiches in 

paper and put them in the bag with the fishing gear. Barbara followed him down to the boat.

'Did you check the tides?' Mummy called out. 'They can be lethal at this time of year.'

'Don't worry,' said Daddy, pointing to his watch. 'I've got it all worked out.'

Mummy didn't say anything else. She made no suggestions as to what Barbara should wear, or

whether she should take a coat in case the weather changed. Her face disappeared back into her 

book and a line of smoke rose from her newest cigarette. Daddy said nothing either so she went as 

she was, in her messy frock with her socks and her shoes. Daddy wore a tie, as he always did, but a 

knitted one in mustard yellow, which might have been some concession. He did not take his jacket, 

which he hadn't been wearing anyway. When they came to the boat, which was half dragged up onto

the gritty sand, he removed his shoes and socks and dropped them inside along with the bag, which 
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he dropped into one of the buckets that was already there. Barbara made to remove hers as well but 

he said there was no need. He lifted her up and over the side and set her down on the wooden bench 

in the middle. There was water in the bottom of the boat, which Barbara now had to try to avoid, 

and there were a few other things like rope and the oars and a petrol can. Her socks were white and 

her shoes were recently polished. Daddy's shoes were nicely polished as well. When the sun 

appeared briefly it reflected off his toe caps. Barbara would have much preferred to go barefoot but 

daren't go against Daddy's words, especially not so early in the trip. She could still feel the imprint 

of his hands against her ribs.

'Hold tight now!'

Daddy pushed the boat out into the water. It rocked as it ceased contact with the sandy bottom

and started to float. He splashed up behind it, then leaped on board with surprising grace. The 

rocking became extreme for a moment. Barbara gripped the edge of the bench, which was the 

nearest thing that came to hand. She felt quite unsteady and her grasp on it felt false, as though she 

was only holding onto a part of herself. She stifled her urge to cry out. If Jean had been here she 

would probably have screamed and Barbara would have screamed too. But being here on her own 

she thought Daddy would more approve a display of stoicism.

A little more awkwardly Daddy now found a place for each foot, then lowered himself onto 

the cross-seat at the very back, next to the little outboard engine. The rocking died away. He pulled 

the cord once, then again, and it put-putted into life and now they were gliding through the water 

and Daddy's hair was being blown across his eyes and behind it he was smiling at her. How far 

would they go? Jean would have asked this and other questions too, no doubt. Barbara could not 

think of any others and one did not seem enough so she stayed silent, rather hoping Daddy might 

attribute this to stoicism too.

In no time, it seemed, they were out in the middle of the loch and the house was a smudge in 

the distance and the little beach was just a dim whitish line. The air seemed more pure out here and 

also a bit colder. Daddy looked down behind him. He spoke but she couldn't quite hear him so he 

slackened the engine and spoke again.

'Look in the water.'

Barbara shifted along the seat but at a certain point the boat started to wobble and she daren't 

go any further.

'Don't worry,' said Daddy, 'you won't fall in.'

She clamped both hands on the seat and leaned out over the side. The water was clear as glass 
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and she could see the smooth round stones on the bottom. It was not as deep as she had thought, 

which made her feel more confident. There was movement among the stones which she realised 

must be fish. The were well camouflaged, mostly the same colours as the stones. When Daddy 

turned up the engine again she felt a jolt but she continued looking into the water.

When she looked up again there was no sign of the house anywhere. It was hard to tell 

whether this was because they had moved further out or further along the shore. There was a thin 

trail of foam behind the boat but it didn't seem to lead anywhere. Daddy had one hand on the tiller 

and the other on his knee and he was looking past her at some point in the distance. His tie now 

flapped over his shoulder and blew in the same direction as the hair across his forehead. His bony 

feet emerged from his rolled up trousers and rested in the water on the bottom of the boat. His shoes

with their socks were on the spare bench seat up at the front. Once again she wished she had taken 

hers off. She could have put them down up there too and had them line up with his. But it would 

disturb things too much to do so now.

He was getting ready to speak again. He closed his eyes first and looked down for a moment, 

as though summoning inspiration.

'How is school?' he said.

'It's,' Barbara weighed up the word, 'nice.'

'Nice is it?'

He was using that hearty tone again. She never knew quite what it meant, except that it was 

best to respond with a laugh, or at least a smile. She started to compose her features. Perhaps nice 

had not been the right word. But school definitely wasn't any of the other words she might have 

chosen. It wasn't good or fun. It wasn't lovely. In fact it was mostly horrid and it was always a relief 

to reach the sanctuary of the day's end and the holidays were like a miracle of solace. But even to 

hint at this would be to open herself up to more questions. It was hard enough answering one, let 

alone a barrage of them. Jean knew what to do with them. She knew how to deflect a question like 

this with a phrase that was wholly positive - lovely or wonderful or brilliant - even though in private

she'd go on about the rules and the teachers and the other girls as though it was all hateful to her. 

Barbara was not built for deception. Making something up required two or three times the thinking, 

to pinpoint the truth, its advisability, and the best way to gainsay it, and by the time she had been 

through that no answer could sound plausible. But Daddy was waiting for her to speak and she 

knew that the word she had used required some qualification.

'Quite nice,' she said.
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He nodded slowly as though in serious assessment of her answer. She wondered if she had 

given the right one, even the perfect one, an answer that would satisfy them both. But Daddy was 

only taking his time. They had all the time in the world out here.

'What's your favourite lesson?' he said.

She knew this question. She should have been prepared, but somehow she wasn't and she 

started to rethink it all over again. None of her lessons came easily. Reading, writing, arithmetic; 

each seemed at heart an unbreakable code, another opportunity for her to be left behind. Sister 

Perpetua, who took arithmetic, did not scold her as much as the other teachers, but she could hardly 

say arithmetic because the very idea of rows of numbers was enough to make her panic. She would 

have said drawing, because most of the other girls did not seem much better at it than she was, but 

Miss Wood was often cross and would cuff you on the head if you mixed up too many colours. In 

the end she thought of the occasional satisfaction of keeping the hearts of her letters within their two

ruled lines while their loops and tails curled free, and she said, 'Writing.'

'Ah!' said Daddy. He sounded pleased. Barbara was glad to have given a good answer.

She wanted to say more, but she couldn't think how to expand on what she had said. Jean 

would have managed it. Jean might have taken the conversation into new realms by now. Barbara 

remembered the last day of term, and Tommy Downey getting six of the best, and the ruler snapping

in Reverend Mother's hand, and how they'd stifled their laughter till the end of class when it had 

burst out of them all and how it had sustained them until it was time to go home. Perhaps Daddy 

would like that story? Jean would probably be telling it by now but for Barbara there was too much 

to be said and the main thing it had made her feel, a sudden camaraderie with her peers, she did not 

have the words for.

 Through a gap in the cloud, sun shone briefly on another part of the loch. Then a shadow 

came over the water. The smoothness disappeared from its surface and it danced up in little wavelets

all around them. The water itself was dark now, when she could see into the unbroken patches 

between the waves. It was dark blue or even black. A cool wind came up, pushing back against the 

boat, pasting Daddy's hair down both sides of his forehead. The boat slapped on the water. It rode 

up over the little waves then came down with a smack. Barbara held on tighter but she was not 

concerned. Daddy was still sitting as before. He still held the wooden tiller with one hand and the 

other hand still rested on his knee. If he could keep one of his hands in reserve there couldn't be 

much to worry about. Although he did seem more alert, more ready to spring into action if need be. 

He was leaning forwards, with more weight on his feet. Barbara still had to hold hers away from the
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water that sloshed about in the bottom of the boat. She wanted to put them down and steady herself 

but there was nowhere they wouldn't get wet. She had them on a little ridge in the centre of the boat,

its spine as it were, one foot behind the other because it was not wide enough for them to sit side by 

side. Even so, the water spattered her ankles. Daddy turned the engine down at first but this did not 

help, it only made the slapping slower and more deliberate, so he sped up, which made the journey 

smoother because now they were gliding across the tops of the waves and there wasn't time to fall 

into the gaps. He seemed to have forgotten his questions.

They were away from the loch now, more or less out in the sea. Ahead of them were what 

looked like three large islands, with open water in between. Black cliffs marked the facing edge of 

the nearest one and hovering constantly against them was a large number of birds. Parts of the cliffs 

were streaked with white, as though paint had been spilled on them.

'Gannets,' Daddy said, nodding in their direction. Barbara turned for another look. Individual 

birds could be seen continually taking off and landing. Most of them floated on the air as though 

attached to the sky with invisible threads. Some ventured further out and sometimes one would 

suddenly collapse itself into an arrow and dive into the water. It occurred to Barbara that she could 

have sat on the other side of the bench, facing ahead. Then she could have looked where they were 

going without constantly twisting herself around. It would also have lessened her obligation towards

Daddy because she would no longer be facing him. She could disappear into her daydreams as she 

liked to do. It was too late now, of course. The way the boat was currently moving, it was all she 

could do to hang on, let alone somehow negotiate the bench and establish a new position. The other 

advantage of staying like this was that she had a constant reminder of Daddy's presence. She knew 

she ought to be frightened out here in this tiny boat on the sea but she wasn't. Daddy knew what to 

do. He was like a cliff himself, ensuring by his simple presence that she could not come to any 

harm.

The water around them now was streaked with foam in large criss-cross patterns. The foam 

had been created by waves forming and quickly breaking. The waves did not follow one another. 

They appeared spontaneously, produced by some other force. Water would rise up as though lifted 

by a magnet, then fold over on itself, leaving a line of foam. Daddy was pointing out their 

destination, over towards the cliffs where the gannets were. At the same time the boat smacked 

down, harder than before, and spray came over the bows, wetting the back of Barbara's head. The 

shock caused her to loosen her grip and she found herself pitched forwards. Both feet went into the 

water she had been trying to avoid at the bottom of the boat. Daddy seemed unworried. In fact he 
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could have been laughing. He quickly switched his gaze to where they were going. The spray had 

wet his hair too and it now hung down in thick strands against his face. This was the first hint of a 

different Daddy, one that was not in control.

Everything happened very quickly now. Barbara had no time to think about her sodden socks 

and shoes. They seemed to be on water that was moving quickly, like a river. Here and there, for no 

obvious reason, it would stop and break like a wave, as though it had come up against some 

underwater obstacle. Then suddenly they were being carried backwards. Daddy opened the throttle 

but the best he could do was creep the boat sideways across the current.

He frowned to himself but when he saw Barbara looking at him he grinned again and pushed 

the hair back from his face with his free hand. The hair immediately fell back down and started to 

blow at a different angle. It was too noisy now for talking, with the water churning around them and

the throttle opened up. The boat reared and slapped down again. Barbara's grip on the seat was 

loosened by the rearing, then with the slap came another spray of water which soaked her as she 

was getting back into position. The sudden up and down motion fooled her stomach and made her 

think she was going to be sick. Daddy seemed to be wrestling with the tiller now, as though it had 

other ideas. He held it with both hands and tried to pull it towards him. Then they were swamped by

the biggest wave so far and the engine stopped.

Somehow they had been pushed to a calmer part of the sea. Barbara could see the water 

churning away where they had just been, as though monsters were wrestling just under the surface, 

but they were now in a place where the principle sound, suddenly, was of large swathes of foam 

breaking up, like a cool buzzing in the ears. Daddy made some adjustment to the engine and pulled 

the cord. Nothing happened. He pulled again and again. The engine would not turn. He clambered 

over to the other side and pulled from there. Then he started to examine the engine, more to give 

himself a rest than anything else, and went back to his original position. The sun came and went, 

leaving Barbara only with the knowledge that she was cold. Daddy was muttering to himself. He 

made several more frenzied pulls on the cord. A wave came and the boat rocked violently for a few 

seconds. Barbara found it easier to hold on this time because she no longer minded where she put 

her feet. The boat was being pulled back towards the churning water.

Suddenly Daddy was standing over her. His wet hair was all over his face and even his 

mustard yellow tie was drenched. He was crouching there with his knees half bent, holding on with 

both hands.

'Move!' he yelled. 'Quick! Move!'
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He freed one hand for a moment. He grabbed her arm and yanked her towards the other seat, 

where he had been sitting. Barbara let herself be yanked. She half crawled through the water on the 

floor of the boat. She had seen his eyes. She had only seen them for a moment, when his hair blew 

briefly clear, but they were fierce and gleaming like little bits of coal. There was a hardness in them 

she had never seen. Daddy's eyes took her in as an object, not as his daughter, and the rough hand 

pulling at her completed the effect. It was as though she had seen his face naked for the first time. 

And what she had seen was fear.

 Daddy grappled with the oars, which had been lying in the bottom of the boat. He got them 

into the rings and started to heave the boat away. Waves buffeted them from both sides. The water 

inside the boat groped at Barbara's legs with cold, salty fingers. It reached up over the rolled up 

bottoms of Daddy's trousers. He was trying to row, but he could not get a rhythm going. With each 

stroke he seemed to have to start over again. Everything around him changed constantly, from the 

position of the boat to the shape of the water around them.

Daddy's face was red and his eyes were fierce and hard, as though he was concentrating all his

effort into one spot. He pulled at the oars with the whole of his body but the boat did no more than 

stay where it was. Barbara clung to the solidest thing she could find, which was the back wall of the 

boat. It provided no security though, because it was on water. Nothing seemed to have any 

substance. She might as well have been clinging to air. She sank down. She did not care about the 

water or the cold any more. It was not possible to get wetter or colder. Still gripping the edge of the 

boat, she lowered herself down until she was kneeling in water and only her arms and shoulders lay 

across the seat. She did not care about unbalancing the boat now, or rather, it seemed irrelevant. The

water she knelt in had set up its own churning. It raced from one end to the other, smacking against 

the sides and disappearing overboard as spray. Their bag had fallen over and fishing bait and 

sandwiches floated around with it. The sandwiches started off in their paper bag but gradually they 

came out and fell apart until they were indistinguishable from the bait.

Above her, Daddy hovered with the oars. At the moment he was not like Daddy at all. The 

water continued to pummel them and the boat shook, almost as though it wanted to prise her fingers

loose. She held on. She gripped the edge so tightly that the wood started to feel like part of her 

hand. All the while they continued to be drenched, both by the spray coming over the bows and the 

water churning around inside the boat. Barbara had started to scream but soon stopped when water 

smacked into her open mouth. In any case she had not been able to hear herself over its thundering, 

and this had only increased her sense of weakness. She now lay across the bench with her mouth 
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firmly shut. She looked away from Daddy because she did not want to see his face. She did not 

want to see the fear again. She was aware of nothing except the feel of the wooden seat beneath her, 

and the necessity to cling on. The wet wood pressed against her cheek and her arms moulded 

themselves into their unusual positions so that her hands were able to grasp something. Water 

swamped the boat again.

'Quick,' Daddy yelled, and Barbara was appalled to hear his voice travel up an octave, as 

though some elastic in it had snapped.

'Quick!' He tried again. 'Bail!'

He was shouting out the words when he could, in between drenchings. Barbara did not know 

what he meant. He daren't take his hands off the oars in case he lost them. He made furious gestures 

with his head.

'Bail! Bail! Start bailing! Come on girl!'

Even if Barbara had known what he meant, she would have been locked into inaction by his 

fierceness. She hugged the seat tighter and the water in the boat came all the way up her thighs. It 

was as though Daddy was joining the elements in attacking her. She was unable to even conjure up 

a sob. Then there was another lull. Daddy did not try to speak as he put all his strength into the oars.

He managed a few full strokes. When he did speak again it was much more measured.

'Barbara dear,' he said, holding his voice just below a shout, 'I want you to help me. Try and 

get the water out of the boat while I row.'

His voice suddenly felt like an arm around her shoulders. She unpeeled herself from the seat 

and looked around.

'Get the bucket,' he said encouragingly, maintaining his tone, 'and get the water out of the 

boat.'

Among the things floating around inside the boat was a small pail, metal, painted white. Still 

kneeling in water, Barbara caught hold of it and plunged it under the surface. Daddy flicked the hair 

out of his eyes and gestured with his head once more. Awkwardly, because the bucket was now 

quite heavy, Barbara manoeuvred it sideways but collapsed before she could position it to tip into 

the sea.

'Don't fill it so full,' Daddy said. He did not have to raise his voice now. The rowing was no 

longer such a struggle, but the boat was very heavy with all the water it contained. They were low in

the water. The sea outside was only just below the edge of the boat. Some distance away, it was still 

churning but the place they were in was quite calm.  'Just get it over the side. Quick as you can. 
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There's a good girl!'

And now Barbara was doing a job of work. She started to bail the water out of the boat, scoop

by scoop. It was not so hard if she didn't think about anything else. She fell into a rhythm, which 

started to align itself with Daddy's strokes – scooping water into the pail as he lunged forwards, 

lifting it up as he pulled back and using the little grunt he made as the signal for tipping it over the 

side. She was tipping it into smooth dark water now. The whirlpool, or whatever it was, had been 

left behind. Daddy was moving them further away from it with every stroke. 

He now had time and space to make soothing noises towards her. She couldn't see much 

progress but he seemed to be pleased. To keep him that way she did not let herself flag. His rhythm 

was good for that. Her arms were starting to ache but the work kept her from thinking about things 

she would rather not think about, such as how cold and wet she was and how far away the house 

was, and the dry, warm clothes that would be there, with something to eat and maybe even a nice 

hot bath. Daddy must have been thinking along similar lines for he suddenly said, 'My goodness, is 

that your tummy rumbling or mine?'

Barbara started to reply, but he continued talking, saying the words in the gaps between oar 

strokes. He was talking about what he would like for lunch; a big hunk of last night's chicken, he 

thought, washed down with a mug of beer.

'What about you Barbara?' he asked. 'What would you like for lunch?'

This time he waited for her reply. Barbara realised she was being listened to. She tentatively 

agreed about the chicken, but she could not think of the right drink. Lemonade came into her mind, 

but to her knowledge there was none in the house.

'What about a beer, Barbara. Wouldn't you like a beer?'

She looked at him and he was grinning. Suddenly she knew he was joking and that the danger 

was over and they would soon stop being wet and cold as well. She screwed up her face. She felt an 

onrush of fortitude.

'Yuk!' she said. 'Beer's horrid!'

'How do you know that?' 

He was still grinning. His wet tie hung over his shoulder and his hair was matted all across his

head. From time to time he shook it clear of his face. Without even considering whether it was wise 

to do so, she told him how she and Jean sometimes stole sips of his beer when he wasn't looking. 

The grin stayed on his face. He seemed to cock an ear towards her. She wondered if he would like 

the story of Tommy Downey and the broken ruler. Yes, she thought, she believed he would.
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ENDS
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