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To Paul


AUTHOR’S NOTE

All characters in this book are entirely imaginary and bear no relation to any living person. Apologies are due to the towns of Portsmouth, Torquay and Salcombe for various cavalier alterations to their harbour topography and tidal flow. The carpet tiles in the BBC Radio Drama corridor, however, appear as themselves.
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Women can’t throw overarm: every scornful cricketing schoolboy knows that.

So Ray Brewer, in whose depths such a schoolboy still lingered, suffered a moment’s irrelevant, open-mouthed surprise at the force with which a set of car keys hit his shoulder and bounced onto the quay with a sharp little jingle.

He had only just emerged into the cloudy late, August brightness from the tin-roofed boatyard shed in which he earned his living and was expecting no more diversion than the usual spectacle of the weekend yachtsmen fussing and huffing their way back to the car park from the boats which tinkled their masts aimlessly in his small marina. Then the keys hit him, impressively hard.

In order to do this, he calculated, they must have travelled fifteen feet upwards from the water below, and the same distance forwards. Not bad, to produce an impact like that at the end of it. Yet as he swung round, rubbing his shoulder, he saw that a woman had done the throwing. She was in the cockpit of a small boat passing the quay, and a pang of wistful admiration shot through him. Just his type, the dark woman on the blue-hulled yacht: big eyes, dark flying hair, not what you’d call fat, but nothing frail about her.

Ray Brewer had, in far younger days, seen land girls riding tractors past the school playground. He would be hanging over the gate, anxious for escape into the real world where men went to war or built boats, and women cooked their tea instead of nagging them to learn times tables. The girls on the tractors would come past and sometimes wave to him. The other lads had called the land girls names and laughed at their muscles and their canvas trousers; Ray had always secretly liked them. They were lithe, strong-faced, their curly hair all the more beguiling for its unselfconscious disarray. The war passed, Ray grew up, and conformed eventually with his peers by courting and marrying the blonde, giggling, home-making, sweetly dependent Mrs Brewer. He had, he would have said, no complaints. But once or twice, at dodgy moments in the boatbuilding trade, he had allowed himself to think that it might have been different if he had had a wife who – well, who maybe didn’t set the tea as carefully or polish as much but who might have come down to the yard and done the job of the half-a-lad he could hardly afford. A woman who could hold the end of a deck beam while he joggled the other into place, who would have known which plane to pass up the ladder. A land girl of his own. One that got plenty of fresh air in her, not headaches from all that polish and Vim. For a moment, looking down at the woman on the blue-hulled yacht, his surprise turned to mellow appreciation.

She looked upset, though. Her arm was still half outflung towards him, her mouth a circle of shock. The flying hair, now he looked more closely, was very wild indeed; combined with the look on her face, it gave more an impression of Medusa or a Fury than the comfortingly steady land girl of his fantasies. Ray had not thought about Furies for years, not since the class teacher had a phase of reading Tales From the Ancient World at wet playtimes. Nor did he like the idea of them very much. Furies. Women running dog-mad. Not steady at all. Perhaps, he thought, if women did get too strong, they lost their steadiness. Mrs Brewer would, after all, do.

The dark woman’s head went down, then up, and he could see her breathing hard. Crying, even. Tcha! Overwrought, thought the old boatman. Upset about something. Needs a sit-down and a cup of tea. Probably got hubby below decks having a sulk. She’ll hit the quay in a minute if she doesn’t concentrate.

But she looked forward again just in time, pushed the tiller across and let the boat slew round. Handy enough, Ray grudgingly admitted to himself. The boat shaved the end of the little pier, its exhaust coughing into the choppy grey water, and showed a flat stern bearing the words ‘SHEARWATER, SOUTHAMPTON’.

Weekend sailor. Ray Brewer shook his head. Funny time to be going out, at six o’clock on the last evening of a Bank Holiday; most of the yachties were on their way home by now, their seagoing dream over for another week. The last few were visible at the end of his far pontoon, bickering over which of their sullen children should carry the empty, stinking cool boxes and drooping folders of charts up to the waiting car.

Besides – he was more alert now – the boat with the woman steering had still had two plastic fenders trailing from the guardrails, and the cover on the mainsail. It looked as if it had been tidied and stowed ready for another dull week in the marina berth. Odd, to see her going out now. He hitched up his trousers over a solid gut and gave his broad bottom an absent-mindedly affectionate scratch. Funny thing to throw your car keys at a stranger, too. Ah well, women.

Aware of someone behind him, Ray turned. A thin-faced man with receding sandy-brown hair, big worried eyes and very little breath left was reaching for the keys which lay in puddle of oily water near the edge of the quay. ‘Sorry, they’re mine. I think she thought – um – thought...’ It was plain, reflected the boatman with the smugness of a man who still has all his breath, exactly what the woman had thought. The thin man’s blue-and-white Norwegian sweater was identical to Ray’s own. Identical, indeed, to those of half a dozen men to be found on any cooling evening in late August hanging around their boats in South Coast yacht marinas, reluctant to coil the last rope and go home to reality.

‘Ah,’ said Ray Brewer knowingly. ‘She’ll have thought I was you, like. Compliment to my figure, I’d say. Lucky she remembered your car keys. You’d be stuck otherwise. I had a chap last week, his crew sailed off with the car keys and his wallet and all.’

The thin-faced man, rather gratifyingly, clutched at his pockets on hearing this, only relaxing his look of panic slightly when he felt his own wallet.

‘Anyway, no harm done,’ said Ray comfortably.

The man went on breathing too hard, looking down at the maker’s fob on the car keys as though he barely recognized it. Ray Brewer was not much given to studying his fellow mortals’ feelings but was moved at this point to take a closer, narrower look at his interlocutor. Faint coming on? Stroke? Heart attack? You never knew. Damn unfit, most of them. Worked all week in offices, drove down on a Friday in a right to-do, had a row with the wife over the price of some piece of chandlery in the shop, then set off racing to France. They thought they could put to sea in any weather and stand up to it like a fisherman. But a fisherman would have a quiet life at home, sleep regular, and keep a decent wife to look after him and give him a proper breakfast. Not one of these noisy bints in headscarves and high voices, shouting ‘Jonno! Jamie!’ and giving everybody orders. No wonder the men got heart attacks. Mrs Brewer drifted into the corner of his mind again, this time suffused with a rosy glow.

But this man didn’t look ill, only shocked. Rubbing the back of his neck, Ray groped for an explanation. ‘Not the wrong keys, is it?’

At last, the thin man seemed to gather his wits. ‘No, these are my car keys all right. It’s just – I wasn’t expecting...’ He tailed off, staring after the blue boat whose mast was slipping past the round tower at the entrance to the harbour. A fast spring ebb tide was chuckling round the stone quay and tugging at the moored yachts on the pontoons. It must have sped Shearwater faster than her engine could have done, out towards the ruffled open waters of the Solent and the English Channel beyond. She was, quite definitely, gone.

‘It’s my wife,’ he explained inadequately. ‘I ought to telephone...’

‘Use the one in the office,’ offered Ray magnanimously. ‘Or, if it’s the boat you want to talk to, you could call them up on Channel M.’

The man brightened. ‘Yes, thank you, that’s a thought. That is a thought. I ought just to tell my daughter, she’s...’ He glanced up at the dusty car park where a sullen streaked-blonde nymphet in abbreviated frayed denim shorts leaned on a grey estate car displaying, in every line of her body, eloquent contempt for the world. Her father’s heart seemed to fail him. ‘No, perhaps I’ll try the VHF first, if I...’

The boatman, interested but despairing of this worried man ever finishing a sentence, silently led the way to the office in the corner of his shed. Pushing aside half a mug of cold tea and a book of well-thumbed tide tables, he silently indicated the apparatus before retiring to open and shut a few drawers at random, well within earshot.

The man picked up the handset, listened a moment to make sure of silence on the calling channel, and began: ‘Shearwater, Shearwater, Shearwater. This is – um – Portsmouth new marina—’

‘Brewmarine,’ interjected its owner with a touch of asperity. Five years he had been here with his pontoons, a bit of private enterprise off a redundant naval pier. Five years of trading as a small marina and repair yard for weekend sailors, of keeping the toilet block clean, chasing up the shifty, newly-broke Lloyds’ names and their suddenly penurious relatives for overdue mooring fees. Five years. A dozen cork tiles had already succumbed to gravity and fallen off the ceiling of his ‘new’ office. And still the yachties couldn’t remember the proper trading name even if they did write their cheques out to it. ‘Brewmarine,’ he said again, with bitterness.

‘Thank you,’ mouthed the man. ‘Shearwater, Shearwater, this is Brewmarine, over.’

The machine shashed and crackled, broadcasting silence. Urgently the man repeated, ‘Shearwater, Shearwater, Shearwater. This is Brewmarine. Keith speaking. Over. Over.’

More shashing, more silence.

‘P’raps they’re switched off,’ offered Ray, hitching up his trousers.

‘Well, one last time,’ said his guest, trying unconvincingly for nonchalance. ‘Shearwater, Shearwater. Brewmarine. Over.’

Silence.

Then, leaning forward, the man suddenly almost hissed into the handset, ‘Joanna. You’ve made your point. Over.’

More silence.

An incredulous smile spread over Ray Brewer’s broad face. Made her point? Joanna? The wife, was it? Run off with the boat, had she, fenders dangling, chucking the keys at him, wooah! This’d be one to tell them! Fights he’d had on his pontoons, high shrill arguments, blows with boathooks, women storming off to the car; even one man pushed into the marina by an irate wife after a particularly badly bodged attempt at mooring and two large chips off the gelcoat on the bow (£65.17, plus VAT, plus labour, he could see the invoice now). He’d never had one hijack the boat, though. With the boy friend, perhaps... Now that’d be a thing.

The thin-faced man suddenly became aware of the entertainment he was providing and, pulling his anxious, disjointed silhouette more nearly into the semblance of a man in control of his world, was visibly seen to resolve that he would provide no more. ‘Thank you very much,’ he said crisply. ‘Nothing I can’t handle.’ And he strode out towards the car park where his irritated daughter still lounged, kicking stones at pedestrian seagulls with vicious accuracy. One of his elbows hit the peeling doorjamb of the hut as he went.

Ray whistled, strode over to the drawer and, after some scuffling, pulled out a record card.

Yes. SHEARWATER: auxiliary sailing yacht, sloop, 30 foot length overall, hull colour navy blue, 18 hp Yanmar diesel. Property of Mr and Mrs K. Gurney, Old Vicarage, Bonhurst. Berthing fees paid up to date. No recent maintenance invoices.

None of his business, really. He took down his keys from the wall and reached over to switch off the VHF. Then something made the old boatman hesitate and pick up the handset instead. He had, after all, spent half a lifetime at sea before setting up as a boatbuilder and nursemaid for weekend yachties. Perhaps there wasn’t a boy friend. Perhaps the lady was out there on her own, with the dusk coming on and the cold north wind rising. ‘Shearwater, Shearwater, this is Brewmarine, over.’ He tried a few times more, then sighed, shrugged, and switched off for the night. None of his business.

Joanna Gurney, pitching southward with a faceful of tears, drove the boat forward through the slapping waves, towards the looming Napoleonic forts outside Portsmouth harbour. She heard none of the calls. The radio was off. It had been off since Keith had tidied the cabin, carried up the three bags, and padlocked the hatchway doors. The cabin, come to that, still was padlocked. To get at the charts or the galley, or to switch on the radio or depth sounder, Joanna would have to turn the engine off for a few moments and remove the key in order to use its inseparable companion, the padlock key – unless she crouched down to fiddle the cabin key off its ring, which for the moment seemed unthinkable. Normally, one would unlock the cabin at the start of a trip, and that would be it. It wouldn’t matter that the brass key of the cabin was dangling and vibrating the miles away on its ring attached to the ignition key.

Funny how one half-step away from normality could throw everything out of order. The winch handles for the sails were below too. Shearwater was really not ready for sea at all. Shouldn’t be there. It should be just another modest fibreglass boat, lying idle alongside all the other weekend yachts as her owners drove, tired and glowing, up the motorway towards the Old Vicarage, the washing machine and the first drink.

And so it would have been, had it not been for a moment of particular and overwhelming emotional violence and a quirk of circumstance.

The violence arose from certain conversations, spread over two days – or perhaps ten years, she thought bitterly – with Keith. The circumstance was that when he went up to the car expecting her to lock up and follow, he took his own weekend clothes bag and sixteen-year-old Susan’s. So Joanna was left aboard with her own bag, the cool box, the keys, and her anger. All she needed to do was to pick up the bags and follow him to the joint car and joint home, and on through another week of their lives, as she had a thousand times before.

But, shaken by a sudden violence, Joanna Gurney, aged thirty-seven and of hitherto sound mind, did something quite different. She stepped four paces forward on the pontoon and five back, throwing off the neat, plastic-sheathed mooring lines fore and aft; she started the engine, dragged the gearstick into reverse and steered the boat away from its berth (catching the bow a nasty thump as she did so). The defiant gesture did not buoy her up; she was already crying when she passed out of the marina and abreast of Ray Brewer’s quay; already sorry, guilty, awash in hot, helpless, futile tears. Joanna was not, as a rule, a ready weeper. Certainly not since the children were born. It was, after all, a mother’s duty to maintain a bright, optimistic, twinklingly brisk façade at all times. But there was nobody to see her now, no child to be worried, no husband to sigh. She had wept unhindered, seeing the harbour mouth far ahead through a fog of tears.

It was as she bent to dash her sleeve across her eyes that she suddenly saw the car keys lying on the cockpit seat. Had Keith, too, been rattled by the weekend’s arguments? It was not like him to forget them. At the sight, she was instantly overcome by the restless maternal compulsion to avert family crises. The clouds of her own emotion fading, Joanna saw it all: Keith locked out of the car, Susan nagging about her train to London and having to meet Anneliese for the rock concert; Susan missing her train, snarling at Keith; he snarling back, having to find a garage on foot, not getting home until 1 a.m., with his Tuesday partners’ conference to get ready for. She saw Susan flouncing off to hitchhike up the M3 and being picked up by a serial killer. While all the time the keys which could have prevented these crises would be lying on the cockpit seat on Shearwater under the weeping guilty eye of her mother.

Joanna could not bear it. On the quay she saw, through the mist of tears, Keith standing in his sweater, looking strangely old and fat. Sniffing, letting the boat sheer wildly about as she let go of the tiller, she accomplished the first and last classic overarm lob of her life, arousing Ray Brewer’s land-girl memories and nearly crashing the boat into the quay.

And when the keys were safe ashore, the cloud of tears engulfed her again. Without thought or plan, Joanna turned the boat’s head towards the sea.
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‘Mum’s done what?’ said the girl to her father.

‘Taken the boat. Gone out of the harbour,’ said Keith.

‘What for?’

There was nothing but exasperation in Susan’s voice. Sixteen she might be, a sophisticate, a frequenter of heavy metal concerts, a young adult prevented from driving, voting and staying out all night only by some laughable quirk of the law. But grown-ups were still as tiresome, unpredictable, unreasonable and weird in their ways as when she was four years old. These two had been sparring with one another all weekend, going on and on about the boat and the bills and Mum’s loopy stuff about changing her life and selling the Bun. Hell!

‘If Mum’s not here, what about the Bun?’ she began, then decided that this, too, was an adult problem. There was no way she could be forced to run the Bun herself. Not like she sometimes did in the holidays. With school officially starting tomorrow and the concert tonight, she was out of the Bun-running, and a good thing too. Susan hitched her shapely bottom off the bonnet of the car and decisively rattled the door.

‘Look, I’ve got to get the train. I’m meeting Anneliese at Waterloo, OK? You said you’d drop me off.’

In times of utter bewilderment, any action is better than paralysis. There was something soothing to Keith in the action of unlocking the car, sitting down, adjusting his mirror, starting up, manoeuvring around the filthy, rusting Brewmarine travel hoist with its worn slings and flaky old chain, and driving through the Monday evening streets of Portsmouth towards the station. It was action. It put him back in control. For the moment, it would do.

Outside the dusty station, Susan jumped out smartly, banging her squashy bag against her tanned legs, and vanished with a dismissive ‘Bye!’ Then his paralysis descended again. Joanna, wife of Keith, mother of Susan and Lance, had gone to sea without them. Without warning or explanation she had vanished into a choppy, chilly, misty seascape. Alone. She had never even taken the boat out alone before. In their early sailing days she had been as keen to take command as he was; she had taken courses on navigation and seamanship and liferaft survival and two-cylinder diesel engines; she had talked of independence and the day when she would make a passage on her own. She had read the memoirs of the women singlehanders, Clare Francis and Nicolette Milnes-Walker and Naomi James, dreamed of a singlehanded Atlantic crossing and been grateful for Keith’s mild encouragement.

But always there had been babies in baskets, crawling and staggering toddlers, children climbing onto the boom in life-jackets, teenagers wanting to learn to sail from Dad, who knew, not Mum, who cooked. There had been visiting friends of the children, too: saucer-eyed and nervous at the tipping and bounding of this strange weekend home, needing hot chocolate and benign reassurances. Somehow it had all drawn her eye away from the sailing of the boat across the sea, to the minutiae of the crew’s warmth and wellbeing and cheerfulness. Keith noted, but never mentioned, that there had been less and less talk of her sailing one day alone. So she never had.

Perhaps she hadn’t this time. Perhaps he dreamed it.

Slowly, he drove back to the marina and stopped by the gate to climb out and look down at the pontoons. Shearwater was definitely not there. Missing. Missing! Police, he thought. Missing person. Police. He drove off again, to look for some.

For the first time since the rage had struck her, Joanna Gurney had a decision to make. East or west? Battering straight ahead through grey waves, weeping, was all very well as a gesture, but the Solent is only a narrow sleeve of water between island and mainland. The Isle of Wight lay uncompromisingly in her way. East past Bembridge, or west toward’s Egypt Point and Cowes Roads?

Or back the way she had come?

No, not back; not tonight. To turn against the sluicing tide, battle through the harbour mouth and into the marina, to tie Shearwater back with the same ropes and lamely telephone home – impossible. Until tomorrow. By then she would find, somehow, a form of words. Something beginning, ‘Look, Keith, I’m sorry I gave you a shock, but you have to understand how serious I am...’ Perhaps a bit of psychobabble would come in handy. Something about personal space, or assertive love, or family dynamics. Luckily, the Sunday papers were still lying below, full of useful phrases of this sort and exhortations to take up ‘designer lesbianism’, aromatherapy, colonic irrigation and a dozen other solutions to life’s dilemmas. Hers, surely, would fit somewhere into the self-indulgent pattern. She didn’t want much, after all. Couldn’t he see that?

The boat snatched and bucked in the wake of a passing ferry, bringing her attention back to the present. Ahead lay the cramped anchorage of Fishbourne creek, in full sight of the mainland; round the point, at its eastern end, the intricate entrance to Bembridge harbour. Shearwater had visited both on innumerable picnic weekends. Even if the harbour charts were not stowed away behind the padlocked cabin door, Joanna did not want to revisit either harbour alone like this. She could not face the ghost of those happy picnics, that family contentment. But night was falling, the north wind still blustery, and she suddenly knew that she was bone-weary. She had to go somewhere and rest. Somewhere safe and hidden. ‘Round the corner, out of sight,’ she said aloud. ‘Somewhere quiet. Quiet. Drop the anchor. I can do that. Quite capable. Done it before. Done the courses. No different being alone. Hundreds of singlehanded yachtsmen. Important thing is keep up your sleep. Anchor, sleep, then back to Portsmouth. Say sorry, sort it out. Sort – everything – out.’

With a jerk, she came upright again. Dropping off at the helm, under engine, crossing the Solent at six knots: it would not do, not at all. The shock of having fallen asleep – a second loss of self-control within an hour – woke her more thoroughly. She hauled the tiller towards her and slewed the boat’s head south-eastward, to glide on the ebb tide round the island’s green tip. Somewhere south of Bembridge Ledge, in Sandown Bay, there you could anchor. They had done it once years ago, waiting for a fair tide. There was a beach where small laughing Susan and serious nine-year-old Lance had made castles. Lance had measured out each side of his castle beforehand, and in the wet sand designed it in elevation and plan, like an architect. A wonderful child; all the more wonderful that he did not complain when Susan scuffed his design in one of her wild dances.

Sandown Bay. There were no rocks that she could remember, and a nice, obvious, easy approach. She could anchor far offshore and lie there unnoticed. That would do. She would be safe.

The forecast was for northerly winds, force 3 or at most 4: she had half heard it at ten to six while Keith packed his sailing bag and she wiped the galley and Susan sulked vaguely on deck in the poisoned atmosphere. Since they were not planning to go back to sea, she had missed the earlier synopsis with its deceptively casual talk of a low pressure area in the Western Channel moving rapidly across Europe and deepening 993. She had only by accident heard the forecast for area Wight during one of the silences. They were chilly, charged silences; for there still flowed, through their apparently practical conversation about who had turned off which seacock, an echo of the weekend’s bitter marital argument about the Bun.

The Bun! Joanna was suddenly and horribly awake. The Bun in the Oven was Bonhurst’s leading teashop. ‘LOCAL WOMEN’S DREAM GREW TO AWARD-WINNING BUSINESS’ the Bonhurst Echo had proudly reported, even though the award in question was only from the local Chamber of Commerce. ‘JO AND MANDY’S SUCCESS STORY’. How was it going to open on Tuesday morning with its joint proprietress and weekday manager anchored sixty miles south of it, alone? Solicitude flooded through her. She could imagine shoppers standing puzzled outside the closed glass door, resenting the weight of their carrier bags, tapping and peering impatiently, wanting coffee and cakes. She could imagine the bakery order lying uncollected, going stale; the milk souring as the sun warmed the brick side wall where it waited in vain. She could imagine Zoë, the latest surly teenage waitress, arriving to find the place deserted.

True, Joanna had spent the entire weekend arguing with Keith that she was sick of the Bun, had served her time with it, and wanted to sell up at any price, recession or no recession. She wanted to take another path through the second half of her life, as she had rather shyly put it. Keith had sighed, and clattered loudly with the washing-up; Susan had snorted. But a gradual, caringly managed divorce from the floury embrace of one’s teashop was one thing; a heartless abandonment quite another. Mandy, of course, might step in. But then again, being Mandy, she might not bother. Perhaps Erika, if Keith asked her – which he might, of course, only he would have to explain, or make something up, and then it would be all round the town in ten minutes – Erika might...

Joanna bit her lip and shifted her feet uneasily as she stood, steering down the wind towards the tip of the island. Erika might step in. But the deal was that Erika handled weekends and holiday Mondays only, serving passion cake and scones to the tourists arriving to tick off Bonhurst Abbey (C14, notable clerestory) in their guidebooks; and tea to the homeward-bound Sunday travellers who knew enough to avoid the Fleet Service area and dive off instead down a B road for a decent brew. Erika did not work on weekdays. She had a husband to tend, and took her wifely duties seriously. Still, Erika might be willing to duck out of her Tuesday routines and come in, draggled blonde hair drawn back into her working bun, colourless and reliable. Keith could tell her some story.

Only Keith never told stories, did he? Keith was a model of righteousness. Perhaps he would tell everyone the truth, just like that. ‘Joanna’s run off with the boat, nobody knows where.’ She giggled, the comedy of the situation striking her all of a sudden. ‘Take life as a comedy, a romance, a melodrama if you like; not a tragedy,’ Gabriel used to say to her in bed, years ago. ‘You’ve got a choice, you know. It’s in the eye of the beholder.’

Well, Gabriel was a bastard, turning other people’s comedies into tragedies often enough and never staying for the last act. To hell with him. To hell with Keith, too, and his fussy desire to keep things what he called ‘settled’ and she called stagnant. Someone else would have to cope with the teashop for once and learn to take her defection as comedy, not tragedy. She had done Bun rotas for fifteen years. Sod the Bun.

She would, in any case, be home by lunchtime tomorrow. One night alone at anchor would give her time to think. Keith wouldn’t worry. He would know she would be all right in this quiet weather on a familiar boat. She would call home on the VHF tonight, explain that it was an impulse and that she needed time alone.

As the light waned in the grey overcast western sky, Joanna patted Shearwater’s side deck affectionately. Who would have thought it? The old boat, scene of so many years of family trips, turning out suddenly to be a refuge and a means of fleeing them. An irony; part of the comedy, the oddity, the funny-five-minutes she was, after long sensible years, at last having.

Joanna’s tears were dry now; the engine puttered on faithfully, bearing her on the tide round Bembridge Ledge.

Keith, far from comical in mood, sat on a tatty plastic-upholstered bench reading for the fifth time a pamphlet exhorting him to say No to Drugs. His clients, particularly the legal aid ones, had often told him how unnerving they found police stations. Something about the atmosphere, they claimed, caused them to say things they didn’t mean and confess things they hadn’t done.

He, being left to untangle the mess which this weakness engendered, usually replied to this rambling line of self-explanation with a sigh (in bad cases, a snort) of exasperated disbelief. Only the other week he had been summoned to represent a woman of transparent respectability who had been pulled in for shoplifting without a shred of evidence. An over-zealous store detective had accosted her before she had even reached the till, let alone the door. But within two minutes of arrival at the police station, she had begun weeping and saying to an embarrassed young WPC that she was a wicked, wicked woman and deserved nothing better than prison. This, the store detective triumphantly claimed, constituted a confession. Keith had spent days trying to unravel this one and resented the extra trouble – and the smooth barrister the silly cow’s husband had demanded, down from the bloody Temple, not that it was ever going to come near a court – quite a lot.

But now he began to see the woman’s point. Guilt hung around him like a bad smell. He no longer felt like the confident, reassuring, streetwise solicitor who came into such places to straighten things out. He felt felonious, a suspect layman in his grubby Breton red sailing trousers and snagged sweater. He had waited five minutes for attention although nothing whatever appeared to be going on in the half-glimpsed hinterland behind the desk apart from a desultory conversation between a stout dark WPC and a policeman with a straggling blond moustache; but the very delay made Keith feel unworthy and even more ill-at-ease. By the time PC Littlejohn sauntered over to his side of the desk, the unworthiness had become a desperate, defiant chippiness. Keith, in fact, was turning moment by moment into one of his own more difficult clients, metamorphosed from a frightened civilian needing help into an ill-tempered desperado by sheer atmosphere and circumstance.

PC Littlejohn saw a yachtie, and stifled a yawn of irritation. Lost something probably. Left his little rubber dinghy tied to the steps with a granny knot and a hundred quid’s worth of oars and lifejackets lying loose in it, then acting surprised when they got nicked. Sod ’em all. Give him a good stabbing incident any day. ‘Help you, sir?’ he said, raising his eyebrows.

‘Yes – erm – I’d like to report a missing boat,’ said Keith. ‘And a person. The person is on the boat.’

‘I see, sir. Could you give me your own details first?’

‘Keith Gurney. Old Vicarage, Bonhurst. Solicitor.’

The policeman looked up, even less inclined to care what happened to this pathetic twat. He did not like solicitors at all. His three years in the force had taught him that they always took the shine off the most triumphant arrest and bad-mouthed you in court afterwards. Twelve hours on duty, drunks all over the seafront, and now a twat solicitor. Still, back to business. ‘Perhaps you could give me a description of the boat. Sir.’

Haltingly, Keith did so.

‘And who is the person?’

‘My wife, Mrs Joanna Gurney. She’s thirty-seven years old, dark, medium height—’

‘On the boat, sir?’ said PC Littlejohn. ‘With, er, anybody?’ Serve the twat right if his wife had run off.

‘No. Alone. We’d just got back, after the weekend, and tied the boat up, and when I got back from taking some luggage, she was motoring out of the harbour.’

‘So you want,’ said the policeman, labouring, ‘to report the theft of the boat?’

‘No, er, yes – not theft, she’s actually a part owner, legally – half owner actually...’ Keith was sweating now. ‘Look, probably better if we just – perhaps if you just took the details – it isn’t theft, and she’s not been gone long – it’s just I’m worried...’

PC Littlejohn laid down his pen and looked with distaste at the thin, brown-eyed man opposite. God almighty, what was he on about? ‘Can I get this clear, sir. Your wife’s gone sailing, in a boat she partly owns. Do you want to make a complaint?’

‘No, but I’m concerned. I don’t know where she is or why she did it...’ Floundering, wrong-footed, Keith realized with a small shock that he was acting more ineptly than he had done for years, as ineptly as the stupidest client, running headlong into some trouble he could not quite put a name or shape to. ‘She may be in danger, she’s never been out alone before.’

The policeman, ever alert for an opportunity to tear up paperwork, saw his chance. ‘Perhaps you should contact the coastguard direct, sir. They can keep an eye out, then perhaps you could go to your local police station in a couple of days if there isn’t any news. When we talk about missing persons we generally mean more than an hour or two, sir. Otherwise we’d all be missing, most nights, down the pub, wouldn’t we, sir?’

Keith was suddenly angry. ‘Look, I’m telling you, she could be in danger. She’s been a bit – depressed...’

‘You have reason to think she might do something foolish? You should have told us that, sir. Sergeant!’

An older, kinder-faced man appeared, led him inside the station, took over. The wheels revolved, forms were filled, notes taken. Sitting on a hard police chair, blue uniforms and brass buttons opposite him, Keith went further than he meant to.

PC Littlejohn listened in the background for as long as he needed. Then, half an hour later, he went off duty, made his way in plain clothes to the Spread Eagle on the corner of Nelson Street, took a drink off a young friend with a local newspaper job and national newspaper ambitions, and told him the whole picaresque story of the thin lawyer in the oiled-wool sweater and the wife who had run away to sea. The young friend, very pleased indeed, bought him another and left him to drink it alone. This was a lovely one for the end of the Bank Holiday. Yes!

He headed back to his bedsitter, his computer modem, and seventy-five quid’s worth of professional advancement. He wouldn’t get a by-line, sadly, since the local paper might ask why he hadn’t saved it for them. Bastards. Why should he? Tasty little story. Littlejohn had stopped short of giving him the name, but one call to an ex-girl friend in Bonhurst identified the only sailing solicitor in the place. A cross-check with Ray Brewer – in which the journalist prudently became Joanna’s brother – confirmed it.

‘Portsmouth police and coastguards,’ he wrote, ‘were called in last night when a 37-year-old housewife slipped her moorings and took her husband’s boat to sea alone. Joanna Gurney, a brunette Bonhurst mother of two, more used to navigating a trolley round the local shops, gave hubby Keith the yo-heave-ho and bolted for the briny...’

The young man paused and squinted at his work. Very nice. Just the stuff for the agency. Anyway, the local paper would only have checked with the police and got Littlejohn into trouble. The dirty dailies wouldn’t bother. Make a good filler, they’d probably all take it.

‘Yo-ho Jo, her husband revealed, had never sailed alone and came within inches of hitting a stone pier on the way out of the harbour...’ Better put in a bit about how she might have been suffering from depression. All bloody women suffered from depression, nobody was going to sue over that. And the bloke did say it to the policeman.

‘Fears are growing,’ he typed in, ‘for the safety of the woman, whose mental state is said to be unstable after a period of depression...’ Even the broadsheets might like that. The feminist columnists could have a chew on it. Woman runs away to sea. The Grand Gesture. Great!

Twenty miles to the north on the roaring Monday evening motorway, Keith drove in the slow lane, feeling rotten. Low and lonely, and faintly disgraced. He shouldn’t have talked about Joanna like that. She would be fine. She was fine. Anchored somewhere, getting over the temper. She’d probably be home before Susan got back from her jungle-music concert. Fuss about nothing, and he shouldn’t have made it. Might be best to ring the police when he got in, to call off anything they might be thinking of doing.

In Sandown Bay, with a rattle and a splash Joanna let go the anchor in five metres’ depth of calm water. Crouching, she held onto the chain and felt the tug when Shearwater pulled back and the swing of the boat as the anchor bit into the ground. She paid out ten metres more chain, hand over hand, and, shivering, went back to unlock the cabin and light the lamp against the encroaching dusk. Below, out of the wind, the cabin felt warm, with the musty, tarry, woody, comforting boat smell Joanna had always loved. She pulled a box of matches out of the rack above the stove, struck one, plucked the glass shade off the little swinging paraffin lamp and lit it. Big shadows of her hands danced on the bulkhead. Turning the wick down a little, she slipped the glass chimney back into place and adjusted the lamp again until it shone, clear and bright, on the varnish and the red cushions which glowed like a sanctuary lamp. Pumping the galley tap, she drew herself a mugful of cold water and drank deeply.

Home tomorrow. One quiet night at anchor, alone. Things would seem clearer in the morning. She pulled out the down sleeping bag from its weekday stowage under the bunk and loosened the strings on its two bags, one nylon and one waterproof.

The bag puffed out, comforting and engulfing in the small cabin, and suddenly a great weariness came over her. Without tea or food, without washing, cleaning her teeth, or doing more than pulling off her jeans and sweater, Joanna climbed into the bag in her T-shirt, reached up to blow out the barely settled wick of the light, and lay down in the dank gloom of the gently rocking cabin. Within seconds she was asleep, blown out like a lamp herself.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
CASTING OFF

Libby Purves






OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON






