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Current

by Himawari (ヒマワリ)

All I felt as the boat tipped was disbelief.

Then there was cold water in my face and I kicked out, jack-knifing my body toward the front of the boat so that my legs could kick free. One of my feet hung up on one of the bags I’d shoved down in the cockpit, but before I could well and truly panic, it came free. I was upside down, ignoring a snoot full of water and turning so that I was out of the cockpit. I tried to press against the paddle, but now that I was underwater that didn’t do any good. I let it go and felt for the side of the boat, because one way or another it was going to lead me to the surface.

My head broke the water and I spat, shoved streaming hair out of my face, gagged and spat again. Even though I could swim fine, I put both hands on the hull of the boat to steady myself. I grasped at molded red plastic upturned into July sun. Think, Karen, just like you did in the rescue course. One step at a time, what’s next?  I’d taken the class with people from kayak club over the winter, a bunch of us in a pool in shorts and t-shirts, practicing flipping and righting boats. In class, though, I’d always been planning to flip a boat before I did it. I hadn’t been turned upside down unexpectedly in the middle of Lake Champlain in July with yards of black water below me. The paddle bobbed off to the side in the rest of the powerboat wake, still tethered to the line on my lifejacket, but useless for the moment. The powerboat was barely audible now, ripping up the lake away from me.

At least I had my gear pretty well waterproofed. Most of my stuff was jammed in the hatches and in dry bags, and what had been stashed in front of my feet was wedged in and packaged to stay dry. So as long as they hadn’t slid out when I exited, I’d be fine. Totally fine. Oh, and my sunglasses? Those weren’t on my face anymore. I looked around, didn’t see them, gave them up for lost. My hat was floating nearby. I scooped it up and poured the water out.

Then my eyes focused further out across the water, and I saw someone waving a paddle at me. Oh God, they hadn’t seen that, had they? I thought, even though I could definitely use some help.

It was another kayaker, and after a moment I recognized the boat. Lime green, big UVM decal on the side. Fuck.

Zena Chimbedis was about the last person from school I wanted to see right now. She was treasurer of kayak club and intramural weightlifting, and she got along with everyone. She was above all the drama and student squabbling, good at everything she did, a woman of few words. She was a tall drink of water, way stronger than me, and invited to enough of the good parties to turn down most of them. We’d taken the same kayak rescue class. And here she was, gliding toward me on the water, right into my fucking mess.

She paddled up, came to a disgustingly smooth stop with one paddle tip feathering the water, and sat there for a moment, surveying my mess. Her white tank top left her perfect tan and incredible arms on display. Her short black curls were pushed back with a bandanna around her head. The boat wasn’t new but it was a nice red one: it was probably a proper touring kayak, unlike my second-hand plastic brick. “That asshole!” She exclaimed, presumably about the powerboat. “Are you okay? Can I help?”

No, no you cannot; it’s embarrassing enough as it is. “Uh, yeah. Can you help me drain the boat?”

“Sure, bring me the bow.” I swam up while she turned her boat to make a T with mine, and she stowed her paddle. Then I brought the bow of my boat right up next to her so that she could get her hands around the tip of the without overbalancing, and swam toward the stern.

“Ready?” She nodded, her hands ready to lift. I reached up and over the stern of my boat, and leaned hard on the back. This brought the bow up so that she could guide it up to rest in front of the cockpit of her boat. Water streamed out of mine.

“Okay, I think we’re good,” she said, as the tip of my boat started to roll forward along hers, beginning to tip upright. I slid off the boat, helping it to finish turning the right way up, and she set it the bow down in the water again. “How do you want to get back in?”

“I’ll scramble.” She nodded, and held on to my kayak’s bow handle, leaning back in her seat so she was steady. With her other hand she un-stowed her paddle and set it across the cockpit to stabilize things a little more.

I swam along my boat to the spot behind the cockpit but forward of the rear hatch, and shoved it down and myself UP. I nearly overbalanced and flipped the boat back over again, but I got one leg over the side, and sat on the boat. Then I shimmied forward, inching forward while riding the boat like a horse, until I could get my butt down in the seat and my legs in the cockpit. Zena was silent the whole time. Probably thinks I’m an idiot, I thought.

“You’re better at scrambling than I am,” she said when I was seated. I checked to make sure my footpegs were still set up right. The old t-shirt I was wearing dripped water down over my thighs, and the puddle was building up under my ass. I kicked around in the cockpit, just to make sure my tent and sleeping bag were still there, and they still were. The bilge pump and paddle float were still stowed on the netting in front of the cockpit, and my charts and paddle float were still there too.

“Well, I’m not as good at dealing with powerboats, or I’d still be dry,” I said. It came out pissy, but at this point I didn’t give a shit how it sounded. I grabbed the pump and sucked some of the remaining water out of the boat, and fired it out the starboard side. Then I did another, for good measure. The cockpit was still wet, but at least I wasn’t sitting in a puddle anymore.

Zena didn’t say anything until I’d stowed the pump. I figured she was about to tell me off for being bitchy. “You wanna put in over at Valcour and eat some lunch?” She paused. “I’ve got chocolate-covered pretzels,” she added, as if that would somehow make up for a swamped boat and wet belongings and me being a soaking-wet asshole. It was more solicitous than I expected her Sphinx-ness to be.

“Yeah, sure, what the hell, I was headed there anyway.” I’d made good time until this happened, and I’d been planning to pick a campsite and then paddle around it during the afternoon. Damn, the bag of granola I’d had in the cockpit was lost, too. Suddenly I was hungry. Chilly, hot, and hungry, all at the same time, and a mile offshore.

Zena led, and we made it to Valcour in less than half an hour. “The LCPT marker is hard to find here,” she yelled over her shoulder at me.

“They’re all hard to find, they’re two inches high!” I yelled back. I hated whoever made the tiny Lake Champlain Paddlers’ Trail markers too right now, just for good fucking measure.

Other kayaks were already there, though. Their owners had taken over a few of the campsites at the south end of the beach, so we steered north and landed on the rocky shore. The wind had picked up, so at least the waves helped us to coast onto the beach.

I got out of my kayak and dragged it up above the waves, and then sat down hard on a log. My limbs were suddenly shaky. Zena sat down on the rocks next to me, and offered me a water bottle, which I took. Drinking without spilling required concentration, and I guess Zena had realized that I was woozy, because she set dry bag of food down at her feet and started rummaging in it. She handed me a granola bar, and I tore into it without really thinking about it. After I’d swallowed three bites, I felt much better. “Let me get my food,” I said, and got up to open the front hatch and retrieve it.

Between us we had little wheels of cheese, jerky strips, two or three kinds of snack bars, and a tin of mixed nuts. Oh, and we had Zena’s chocolate-covered pretzels, of course. We sat against the log, leaning back on it and stretching our legs out toward the water. With more food in my stomach, I started thinking about the water still pooling in the bottom of my boat. Most things were in dry bags, and the prepackaged food would repel water anyway. The outfit I had on was drying out, except for my seat, which was still soggy.

Zena nudged me. “Hey. You made it to shore. If you’re dwelling on it, don’t.”

I tried to smile but it came out kind of watery. “Yeah, I know, I’m just thinking about my soggy stuff.”

She shrugged. “A lot of it might dry this afternoon, in this wind.”

“But I was–” I’d been about to explain about my afternoon paddling plans. But she was right, the breeze was pretty stiff, and the waves would get worse. “Yeah, you’re right, it’s break time, if it’s this windy.”

We ate in silence for a little longer, and then she turned to look up at the woods behind us. “You want to pick out campsites?”

“Sure,” I said, and picked up my food sack and carried it back to the boat. Then we hiked up the hill to the wooded sites set aside for paddlers. They had a lot of pine needle and leaf litter, which would pad the ground under a tent as long as it didn’t rain. None of the campsites at our end of the beach were occupied yet, though most of them would be by evening.

We walked further up the overlook, past a Porta-John for this group of sites, to where the shore made a point and turned. The point wasn’t that far from the landing, but it felt secluded. It would be the quietest spot, if the campsites filled up. “You wanna share this one?” Zena asked me, gesturing to the last site. It was between a large boulder and the point, and shielded from the edge by low bushes.

“Yeah, this is great. You wanna carry the boats up?”

“I think so, yes. With two of us it won’t take long.” And it didn’t. Her boat was a little bigger than mine, but we took a lot of the bags out and carried them up first. Mine was heavier because it was still damp. Each of us took a side of the campsite. We put my boat and my stuff next to the boulder, and hers at the shore edge of the site.

Zena stretched her arms wide, and then did a shoulder stretch, one elbow behind her head. “Don’t fall over the edge if you get up to pee in the night!” she said, looking out over the drop. I snickered as I picked through my stuff.

Then I groaned. “Aww man, sleeping bag’s definitely damp. So’s the tent.” I didn’t have enough dry bags so they’d gotten double-bagged in Hefty’s finest, which had gotten ripped at some point. Zena came to stand over my shoulder, and I held my breath for her to make fun of my broke college student camping gear. She just knelt to feel the fabric of the sleeping bag. It wasn’t sopping, but it was pretty wet.

“Get them unfolded. I’ll string some clothesline. These will be dry by dark.” She dug out some paracord and ran line between two trees while I got the sleeping bag out. We flipped them over the line. It made our campsite even more secluded, to have them hanging above the boulder. “Hey, dry clothes would make you feel better. You can change in my tent if you want.” She started unfolding her tent on the ground.

“Nah, I’m not shy, there’s nobody else here. You don’t mind?” I turned my back, and I didn’t hear a response. I figured she wouldn’t care that my pudgy, pasty ass was changing near her, anyway. She didn’t say anything, and I think she had her back turned, putting up the tent. Anyway, I was an expert at changing shirts and then changing bras inside my shirt. (Hey, you try being the only ten-year-old who already has a rack, you’d learn too.) I didn’t have an equivalent trick for my pants, so I checked to make sure our line of sight to the beach and the other campsites was clear, and then dropped trou and changed as quickly as possible.

She was right, the dry clothes made me feel much better. By the time I was changed, she had the tent put up: it was a big gray hex dome. She sat down on the pine needles, wiggling her toes in her Tevas. “Wanna go for a walk?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Valcour Island was covered with trails, and I knew there was a lighthouse on the western side, but I hadn’t been to it before. We found water bottles and stuffed snacks in our pockets and took off.

There was a trail that led southwest, more or less following the coast. The woods on Valcour were heavily evergreen; probably those trees handled the wind better. Campsites dotted the coastline of the island, but we never saw anyone else up close.

After a while, we stopped to stretch and drink some water. “So where’d you put in?” Zena asked.

“Crown Point Bridge, on Thursday.” It was Sunday afternoon, now. I’d gotten a long weekend off from my uncle’s campground. He’d dropped me and my stuff off Thursday morning with coffee and an eggwich from Stewart’s and left me to it.

“That’s a long way, where’d you camp?”

“I went to Barn Rock Thursday, to Winooski River Mouth on Friday, and goofed off on Grand Isle yesterday.”

“Wow!” I looked over, expecting that to be a sarcastic “wow,” but it wasn’t. She honestly looked impressed.

I shrugged. “Nah, you saw what that powerboat did to me.”

She gave me an are-you-fucking-kidding-me look. “That guy was an asshole, and you were handling it.”

I could feel my eyes start to water. “No I wasn’t.”

“Bullshit. You were handling it!” She leaned in closer. “We took the same class. I still can’t scramble re-enter a kayak without flipping it half the time. You did, what, a twenty mile-day the other day? Why can’t you admit you have the skills?”

“I don’t know!” I snapped. Well, but I did know. I had a habit, born of being the kid who didn’t have the cool summer internships, or the nice car parked on campus. My rule was: don’t stand out, don’t get into arguments with all the kids at school who work for outfitters every summer, or work the White Mountain hiking huts. They had the equipment, and they’d been on the trips. They’d paddled the boundary waters, hiked Philmont, worked for Outward Bound. They knew it all, and I was stuck selling bags of ice at a KOA every summer. But how was I supposed to explain that to Zena? She didn’t care, not about what they thought, not about what anyone thought. I wished the not-giving-a-shit thing worked better for me.

She straightened up, her shoulders stiff. “Okay, hey. I’m sorry. I’ll butt out.”

“I’m sorry, Zena. I’m still angry about it.”

She patted my shoulder. “I’d be pissed too. But, you know, let me know how I can help, okay?”

“Yeah. Thank you for fishing me out.”

The trail wound through rock outcroppings and over a lot of downed logs. It was gorgeous, but some spots were difficult in sandals. Zena would hold out a hand up a steep spot, and I’d offer an arm to stabilize as she climbed over a high log. Yeah, okay, the teamwork felt nice, and it was good to be walking, after long days of my ass falling asleep while I paddled.

Eventually the lighthouse came into view. It was a cute little building, made of big stone walls and a red mansard roof. The door was open, and people were picnicking on the lawn.

“You wanna go in?” I asked Zena.

“Sure.” She shrugged, but she looked kind of interested.

The interior was New England historical site plain. Old plaster walls and wooden doors heavy with paint were interspersed with drywall. You could tell which were which because the drywall surfaces didn’t have the little undulations of aged plaster. They’d hung the walls with photographs of lighthouse and island history, and a large oak staircase dominated the main room. A docent was sitting behind the table there, dressed like one of the NPR Ladies on vacation in a vest and a blouse. Her eyes lit up when she saw us; I guess it had been a slow afternoon. The print on her nametag said her name was “Lucy.”

We had the standard conversation you have with docents at historical sites: where are you from, when did you get here, have you been here before, et cetera, et cetera. I found myself answering all the questions; Zena hung back and listened.

The docent was, as I said, very eager. “Where did you launch from? My sister and her partner do trips on the Saint Lawrence every summer, and they sound like so much fun!” It was clear she’d interpreted us as a couple. I looked at Zena, expecting her to correct the woman. She was just looking back at me, watching to see how I would handle it. Jerk.

“We actually met up today, by accident,” I said.

“Oh! I didn’t–that’s–” The lady knew she’d misjudged, now.

“But it’s more fun to paddle with friends, so I’m glad we did!” Zena jumped in, now, and nudged my arm. Oh honey,, I thought, You’re trying too hard. And God, don’t tell her I capsized. That was the moment when I realized why Zena usually kept her mouth shut. It was actually a pretty good tactic for looking cool when she didn’t know what to say. God help me, was Zena a dork?

The docent recovered. “Well, there’s a gorgeous view from the light, so you should go on up!” She gestured up the stairs.

We climbed the stairs, our sandalled feet thumping on the worn treads. It had clearly been restored recently, with modern glossy finish applied over old wood, and it was gorgeous. The second floor was under the roof and had windows on all sides, though on the north side there was plastic sheeting up where they were redoing one wall. It was rippling and rustling, even though the wind was southeasterly.

A spiral staircase led the rest of the way to the light, and Zena let me go first. Once were at the top, the sun was brilliant. The signal light was off, and there was a large photosensor mounted in the glass of the south window. I tried to open the door out to the observation deck, but a gust of wind made me change my mind.

The light had a thick Fresnel lens housing, with curves and ridges to focus a beam of light. I reached out to touch one of the ridges, and squinted at the distorted image of the bulb inside. From behind me, Zena put a hand on my shoulder. “Look at the waves,” she said. I turned to look out at the waves on the lake, and she was right, they were even larger now, making little whitecaps out in open water.

Zena didn’t take her hand off my shoulder. I could feel her fingers through the fabric of my shirt.

“So, uh, I should tell you something,” she said, turning toward me. “I’m really glad I met up with you today, and I’m sorry it was… at such a bad time.” Well, hell.

“I’m glad I ran into you too,” I said. “I’m having a lot less of a crappy day now that you’re here.”

She stooped a bit, to match my eye level. “You sure? I can get lost if you want me to.”

“No, no! Please stay,” I found myself saying. Because Zena was pretty awesome, once I got past my own frustration enough to listen to her.

And then she was kissing me. I froze, because it was nice, it was really nice, and I was really glad it was happening. But it was also something I had never dared to think about before. Her lips were dry, a little chapped from the lake wind. I took hold of her arm to steady her.

I was glad we were off the water, and in a lighthouse, and making out in a light room. Ugh, I hoped that my stuff was drying out, and for a moment that distracted me from kissing. Zena reeled me back in by nuzzling my hair, just above my ear, and then we kissed some more.

I still wasn’t sure what this was about. I mean, clearly she liked me more than I’d realized, and I definitely liked her now that I had the brains to realize it. I hadn’t really planned to hook up during this trip. Oh man, she was warm, and way softer than I’d thought she’d be, for someone who lifted weights a lot. I put a hand on her hip and then slid it around to rest in the small of her back, and she sighed onto my cheek as she moved to nibble my ear again.

Eventually we climbed down from the light room, but not until after there had been quite a bit of kissing, and some ass-groping to boot. “I’m getting hungry again, you wanna go back and pool our food again?”
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