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Early spring, the new millennium, a young woman walks backwards along the deck of a boat. She goes slowly, is bent almost double, holds in her left hand a ladle and in her right a pot of hot pitch. From the spout of the ladle she pours a thin ribbon of pitch into the seams where all yesterday she tapped in lengths of oakum with a mallet and bosun’s chisel.

So it begins, simply, with work.

The boat is raised on wooden stilts, the deck twenty feet above the ground, that hard standing of rubbled concrete and brick where the warmth of the new season has brought out unlikely patches of pale flowers, their roots in shallow veins of earth. Around the boat is the yard, a place where ships were once built – ferries, coal-lighters, trawlers, a wooden minesweeper during the war – but now given over to the servicing and maintenance of pleasure craft, some on their stilts, others tied up at the pontoons. There is a sound of power tools, radios, the now-and-then rapping of a hammer.

She is alone on the deck. For the work, for ease of movement and access, the mast has been unstepped, and all the rigging, together with stanchions and guard rails, has been removed and stowed away. When she finishes one seam she immediately begins the next. In the pot, the pitch is cooling. As it cools it thickens. She will have to stop at some point soon to light the gas-burner in the galley and heat it again, but not yet.

Below her, standing in the shadow of the boat’s steel hull, a young man is dipping bolts into white lead and softly singing to himself. He is tall, blue-eyed, patrician. His fair hair, luxurious at a distance, is already starting to thin. His name is Henley but he is known and prefers to be known as Tim. There is some question, still unresolved, as to whether he and the girl on deck will sleep together.

He pauses, a bolt in his gloved fingers, calls up, ‘Maud! Maud! Where art thou?’ and getting no answer, grins and goes back to his work. He does not know her well but knows she does not do banter, does not in fact seem to understand what it is. This he finds funny and endearing, a trick of character, a benign absence, to be numbered among those things he most likes about her, such as the bluntness of her blunt brown stare, the curls of her hair that are flicks and half-curls because she cuts her hair short as a boy’s; the inked lettering on her arm (the underside of her left forearm), a surprise the first time you see it that makes you wonder what other surprises there might be. The hint of Wiltshire in her voice, the way she sucks on a cut but does not mention it, the way her breasts are not much larger than peaches and hard, he thinks, as peaches. Yesterday, when she pulled off her jumper, he saw for the first time two inches of bare belly above the waistband of her jeans and felt an entirely unexpected seriousness.

They are both members of the university sailing club. The two others who came down with them have driven back to Bristol, perhaps, thinks Tim, to give them a bit of space, a bit of privacy. Is that what Maud thinks too? That the scene is set?

He can smell the pitch she’s using. Also the faint sweet rotten smell of the river, the old piles, the mud, the amphibious vegetation. This is a drowned valley, a place broken to the sea, salt water heaving in and out twice a day under banks of dense woodland, at high tide lapping the roots of the trees, at low tide leaving little creeks of thigh-deep mud bare and glittering. In places, further up river, old boats have been scuttled and left to find their way back to nothing – blackened staves, blackened freeboard, some so old and rotten they might have carried Vikings, Argonauts, the first men and women of the world. There are herring gulls, egrets, cormorants, a resident seal that rises without warning at the side of boats, eyes like a Labrador. The sea itself is not in view but it’s not distant. Two curves of the river bank, then the harbour, the town, the castles on the headlands. Open water.

Outside the boat shed a figure in red overalls and welder’s goggles is standing like a boxer under a fountain of blue sparks. By the offices, a man in a suit is leaning against an iron pillar, smoking. Tim stretches – a luxurious feeling – but as he turns back to his work, to the boat, there is a movement through the air, a blink of feathered shadow, that is also a movement across the surface of his eye like a thorn scratch. There must have been a noise too – no such thing as silent impact – but whatever it was, it was lost in the hissing of his own blood and left no trace of itself.

He is staring at the ladle, which has come to rest by one of the patches of white flowers, pitch drizzling from the scoop. Maud herself is further off, face up, her arms flung above her head, her head tilted to the side, her eyes shut. It takes an immense effort to keep looking at her, this girl newly dead on the rubbled brick, one shoe on, one shoe off. He is very afraid of her. He holds his head between his gloved hands. He is going to be sick. He whispers her name. He whispers other things like fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck . . .

Then she opens her eyes and sits up. She’s looking, if she’s looking anywhere, straight ahead to the old boat shed. She gets to her feet. It does not appear difficult or painful though somehow she gives the impression she is reassembling herself out of the bricks and flowers around her, rising out of her own dust. She starts walking – bare foot, dressed foot, bare foot, dressed foot – twelve or fifteen steps until, without warning, she crumples to the ground, face down this time.

The welder has been watching it all through the tint of his goggles. He shuts the valves on the tank, pushes up his goggles and starts to run. The other man, the one smoking outside the office, is also running, though more awkwardly, as if running was not really his thing or as if he did not want to be the first to arrive. The welder kneels beside Maud’s head. He puts his lips close to the ground. He whispers to her, rests two fingers on her neck. The man in the suit crouches, Arab style, on the other side of her, the cloth of his trousers tight over his thighs. From somewhere a bell has started to sound, high-pitched and continuous. Others are coming now, more yardsmen in red overalls, the woman from the marina office, somebody in salopettes who must have just come off one of the boats on the pontoon. ‘Don’t crowd her!’ says the welder. Someone, breathless, passes forward a green box. Three or four times the woman from the office says she has called the emergency services. She says emergency services rather than ambulance.

At some point they all notice Tim, the way he is standing there fifteen feet away as if nailed to the air. They notice him, frown, then look back at Maud.
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Though neither of them is now officially connected to the university, they are allowed to stay in the sailing club. They are the type of members the club cannot easily do without. They work on the boat, they pay their subscriptions, they know how to sail.

The boat is out of the water again but there is no caulking to be done, no bolts to replace. Some scrubbing of the hull and keel, on deck some sanding and varnishing. The most pressing job is replacing the stern gland around the propeller shaft. By the end of last season a steady drip had become a thin persistent trickle. It is not a job to attempt in the water, sea water flooding the engine compartment while someone flails with a spanner.

On the Saturday before Easter, they drive down to the coast in the Lancia. At the boatyard they meet two other members of the club, Angus and Camille. They pull on overalls. Camille, a fourth-year medical student, has brought two thermoses of coffee and a tupperware box of madeleines she has baked herself. Angus tucks copper dreadlocks under a woollen cap. Tim fetches the ladder and lashes the top rung to a cleat on the deck. He does not want Maud going up, feels his stomach turn at the sight of it, her blithe stepping from ladder to deck. He suggests she wears a safety line though he does not expect her to agree to it. She does not agree to it.

They work until two; coffee and madeleines sustain them. The men scrub the hull – neither is remotely mechanical – while Maud and Camille kneel either side of the access hatch on the cockpit sole, skinning their knuckles undoing clips and loosening bolts. To shift the locking nut they have to wrap four hands around the handle of the wrench. The capping nut is no easier. Camille hisses, ‘Merde, merde,’ and when she catches her wrist, hard, on the edge of the hatch, is briefly tearful, then, laughing to find herself so ignored, comes back to the work. To free the old packing they need a tool they do not have – that may not, in fact, exist. Maud goes down the ladder and crosses to the boat shed. The shed is a hundred years old, an expanse of roofed air like a provincial railway station from the heroic days of steam, one of those places always grander than the town it served. There is no one in view – the yardsmen are still at lunch perhaps – and she is about to leave when a man leans from a shadowed tangle of ribs and struts, the beginnings or end of a boat, leans out and looks at her a moment and says, ‘You’re the girl whose flying lesson went wrong. I was here when that happened.’

His name is Robert Currey. He is forty, perhaps a little more, short and broad, his hair in dark curls. She tells him what she is trying to do, what she needs. He nods and crosses to a canvas tool bag, roots around (the bag is like an old canvas fish, a pantomime fish) and comes out with a tool, steel handle at one end, then a length of hawser, then, at the tip, something like a corkscrew. He smiles at her. ‘Good luck,’ he says.

The old packing is dragged out. Tim and Angus drive into town to buy crab sandwiches and a box of new packing. Maud and Camille wash in the marina toilet block. Camille brushes her fingers over the ink on Maud’s arm. ‘I love this,’ she says. ‘You want to see one of mine?’

She unbuttons the overall, peels herself, undoes her jeans and hooks down the waistband to show, just above the black cotton of her pants, a pair of elegantly drawn ideographs, Chinese, Japanese.

‘What does it mean?’ asks Maud.

‘Fuck me until I cry,’ says Camille. She rolls her eyes. ‘Actually, it means harmony.’

‘It’s nice,’ says Maud.

‘Yes,’ says Camille. ‘It’s nice but I like yours better. Yours is speaking.’

In watery sunlight they saunter in the yard. There are yachts on stilts, a few power boats, some upturned wooden boats like wherries or ships’ pinnaces; a fishing boat hauled up on the slip, half-way through a fresh coat of blue paint. At the far end of the yard, the point where they will have to begin their loop back towards the water, Maud stops beside one of the chocked boats, looks up, walks slowly around it, first one way then the other. Everything suggests it has been there a long time. Even the wooden props are darker than those of the other boats, have more weather in them. The hull – fibreglass – is spotted with old red paint. The keel is long, deep, substantial. When she steps back she can see the end of the unstepped mast poking out like a bowsprit. All the rest is under a green tarpaulin streaked with bird shit and lashed so low over the transom they cannot see a name, a home port. From the mast tip, hanging like something someone has slung there and forgotten, is a small wooden board, the words ‘For Sale’ painted on it, and a telephone number, of which only the first few digits are legible.

They stand there looking up at it, two young women in overalls. Camille takes Maud’s hand. ‘It’s like,’ she says, ‘one of those little houses you see in the country. You know, at the end of a long track. When you look through the window, there’s a tree growing inside.’

 

When Maud returns the tool she asks Robert Currey about the boat. A nice boat, he says, an old Nicholson, but no one’s been on it for at least two years. If she wants to know more she should talk to the broker, Chris Totten. Office by the car park. He gestures with his head. She thanks him, and is about to step out of the shed when he calls, ‘Has it caught your eye, then?’

By four they have finished with the stern gland. The new packing – carefully cut loops of greased flax – is snug around the propeller shaft. Lock nut and capping nut are back in place, tight but not too tight. They won’t know how successful they’ve been until the boat’s back in the water but it looks right. They settle the hatch and go down to where Tim and Angus are sitting on drums of marine paint, eating chocolate. Camille tells Tim that Maud has found a beautiful boat for sale and that all he has to do now is pay for it.

‘Maud?’

‘Just a boat we saw,’ she says. ‘An old boat.’

He wants to see it and she takes him. ‘It’s probably too far gone,’ she says. ‘As for what it’s like inside . . .’

‘It might be fine inside,’ he says.

They circle the boat, look mostly at the boat and sometimes at each other. She tells him what Robert Currey said.

‘Two years?’

She nods.

He shrugs, makes a face. They both reach up to touch the boat, the red swell of it, then walk along the side of the boat shed and turn down towards the car park and the broker’s office. The broker is at his desk, smiling as though he has been expecting them. He listens, nods, goes to the metal filing cabinet and pulls out a photocopied sheet with a picture of the boat that seems to have been taken during a blizzard.

‘Lodestar,’ he says. ‘Not a vast amount I can tell you. The owner passed away. The family doesn’t want it. It’s got seventeen thousand on the ticket but if you made an offer that got their attention . . . Are you selling anything? That nice boat you’ve been working on, for example?’

‘No,’ says Tim. ‘We were just curious about this . . . What was it again?’

‘Lodestar,’ says Maud.

‘Well, she’s a Nicholson 32. You probably don’t need me to tell you about the pedigree. Serious blue-water cruisers. Wear their age very well. Potentially a lovely boat.’

‘Is there a survey?’ asks Maud.

‘Not here,’ says the broker. ‘Perhaps not anywhere. As far as I know she’s sound. Do you want to have a look at her?’

There is a hunt for keys. The keys are found. A ladder is found. The broker, who in his office looked like a character actor, someone employed to play the ex-husband, the ex-sportsman, his yellow hair slightly too long for his years, turns out to be both nimble and quietly efficient. He ascends (in leather-soled shoes), frees the tarpaulin, rolls it up to reveal the cockpit, the coach-house roof. There is no rigging of any sort; the deck is bare. He springs the padlock on the wash-boards, shoves back the hatch. Maud and Tim stand behind him in the cockpit. The entrance to the cabin is set just right of centre. To the left are switches, a depth gauge. The tiller has been removed but the binnacle is there, the compass settled under clouded glass. Maud wipes the glass with her sleeve, sees the needle steady at 270. Due west.

The broker stands back and invites them to go ahead of him. Maud goes first, three steps down into the twilight of the cabin. A smell of damp fabric, a whiff of diesel, but mostly just contained marine air, a salty emptiness that comes cleanly to the nose. Galley, chart table. Brass-bound clock, stopped. Benches either side in some hopelessly faded green velour. Little green curtains. A folding table folded, a barometer; then the heads, the forecabin berths, sail locker, chain locker. Behind fiddle rails in the cabin a clutch of books that in the damp air have taken on the character of sea vegetables. Tim leans to read the titles. The Shell Channel Pilot, Joshua Slocum’s Sailing Alone Around the World, a Penguin Classics edition of the Dhammapada. Near the books is a picture screwed to the bulkhead, a photograph of what appears to be the boat, moored somewhere, the hour of sunrise or sunset.

They go on deck though there is nothing much to see. There is not even a guard rail. Tim holds Maud’s sleeve. ‘She has a tendency to fall,’ he says. ‘I remember it,’ says the broker, quietly. He smiles at Maud. ‘They make them tough wherever you come from,’ he says. ‘Where do you come from?’

 

Outside his office they shake hands and the broker says those things that rise up in him effortlessly – have a think about it, a very nice example, hold their value, any questions don’t hesitate. He knows he will not see them again, not to talk about that strange unloved old boat, but the next weekend they are back in his office and he walks them to the ladder, climbs up behind them.

The girlfriend, the girl who fell then got up and walked, has a torch with her, a little knife. In the cabin she removes the companionway steps and studies the engine. She lifts the cabin sole and peers into the bilges, tries the sea-cocks, wipes the beaded moisture from the steel surround of a window, comes up on deck and crouches over a cracked U bolt, rattles a grab rail, wears all the while a face that gives nothing away. The boyfriend sits in the cockpit. Now and then he calls to her but mostly he lets her get on with it. He’s the friendly type, an amiable leaner against walls, an amiable loafer. The decision about the boat will, presumably, be hers. There is nothing that he, the broker, the salesman, can do to make it more likely, not really. The boat must sell itself or not at all. He lights a Café Crème cigarillo, talks to the boyfriend about the Camper & Nicholsons yard in Gosport, the history of the class, and when there is no more to say on it they talk about music. On his right hand the boyfriend has varnished nails, long nails for plucking strings. ‘Be honest now,’ asks the broker, ‘who’s the greater player, Jimmy Page or Jimi Hendrix?’ The girlfriend is back below again, her shadow reaching into a sail bag. The boyfriend laughs. ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ he says. ‘Are you kidding?’

 

The following Thursday, at nine-thirty in the evening, they ring him at home. He is heating up his supper; he is halfway down a bottle of Argentinian red. They’re sorry to call so late (it’s the boyfriend, a bit breathless) but they’ve been talking for an hour and don’t trust themselves to wait until morning. They call him Chris now. He calls them Tim and Maud. ‘How does fourteen thousand sound?’ says Tim.

‘Fourteen? A good place to start,’ says the broker. ‘A smart offer.’

Next morning he calls the owners. He has never met them and never knew the man who sailed the boat. It’s a London number. The woman who answers seems at first not to know what he’s talking about, then: ‘Oh gosh, Daddy’s boat. Are they serious? Do they have the money? What are they like?’ She accepts the offer immediately. She would, he realizes, have accepted a lot less. He puts the phone down and sits looking through the office window at the river, the wooded banks. Sometimes his life feels small, sometimes boundless. On the desk he lines up his tin of cigarillos, his ashtray, his lighter. He picks up the phone again and dials Bristol.
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Among other things, Chris Totten passes on the name of a local surveyor. When Maud speaks to him the surveyor says, ‘I’ll be working for you. Not for the vendor, not for the broker. I’ll say it as I see it.’

By the beginning of May they have the report. Items in green print are mostly cosmetic; those in blue describe work that should be undertaken in the next two years. Those in red are urgent and must be attended to immediately. On the list of urgent items – a list that runs to two pages – is a new cutlass bearing, replacement of engine mounts, of fuel hoses (compliance ISO 7840). There are two seized sea-cocks, no fire extinguisher. Stanchion feet one and two on the port side are unsafe. Likewise, the port-side coach-house roof grab rail.

‘It’s not going to sink,’ says Tim. ‘There’s nothing here that says she’s unsafe.’

Maud agrees. ‘If we have to replace the engine mounts,’ she says, ‘we might as well replace the engine. Put in something more powerful.’

‘And we need new upholstery.’

‘The spinnaker is torn.’

‘How about red?’

‘A red spinnaker?’

‘Red upholstery. But a red spinnaker too, if you like. And new red curtains.’

‘Red paint for the hull,’ she says.

‘Imagine her,’ he says, ‘freshly painted.’

‘He hasn’t even looked at the rigging,’ she says.

‘What does it say about osmosis?’

‘ “Consistent with the age of the boat”.’

‘Do you like her name?’ he asks.

‘What?’

‘Her name. Lodestar.’

‘The name doesn’t matter,’ she says.

‘It sounds,’ he says, ‘like an intergalactic battle cruiser.’

 

They start to gather the money they need, to pool their resources. Much of what Maud earns she saves, not knowing what to spend it on, not desiring many things. Tim has savings too, of course, money that hangs slack in various accounts, fifteen or twenty thousand at the last look (he rarely opens the statements the bank sends) but that’s money for an easy mind, a cash-mattress that ensures he can spend his days with his guitars, his yoga, his experimental cookery, his walks across the city, his not-yet-fully commenced life of serious composition, the music he will soon start to put down in the little blue Merkhefte, his concerto. For Lodestar, he decides to visit the money stream a little closer to its source. He goes home on his own during the week, says nothing the first day, then on the second, choosing the half-hour before evening drinks, he finds his mother in the kitchen, takes hold of one of her cool hands and explains, with an earnestness he knows she likes, what it is he wants. Money is called ‘funds’ or ‘help’. She listens to him, a very slight smile on her face. They have horses, a plane, land. An old yacht is neither here nor there. She agrees the upholstery should be red. Not poppy red, not cerise. Brick, perhaps, or Morocco. She thinks young people should have a project. When she says ‘strive’ her cheeks tremble a little. He embraces her. The Aga sends out wave after wave of generous warmth. He fetches the gin, the blue bottle, the accoutrements.

‘Maud’s not who we would have chosen for you, Tim. Not, I suppose, what we expected. But love is love. If you’re happy.’

‘I am.’

‘Are you?’

‘Very.’

She nods and looks into her gin, touches the ice with the tip of a heavily ringed finger.

 

They never meet the boat’s owners and learn almost nothing about the man who sailed her. Name of John Gosse. Retired from the law. Tim calls him ghostly Gosse and suggests they make an offering to him, placate his spirit to keep him from walking the decks above their heads at night.

‘What sort of offering?’ asks Maud.

‘Our first born,’ says Tim, then laughs at her, the strange, almost anxious expression on her face. ‘I’m just kidding, OK? The Gosse has gone. He’s not coming back.’

 

Maud puts in four thousand. The rest is gusted from Tim’s mother’s account to Tim’s and then to the account (Coutts, the Strand) of Amelia Shovel (née Gosse). Ownership documents are sent together with a card from Chris Totten wishing them many years of successful sailing. It’s suddenly theirs. A thirty-two-foot boat. A sloop, a blue-water cruiser. Deep-keeled. This thing they saw, she saw. The old boat. The new boat.

For a while the boat is everything. He pores over atlases; she researches engines – Bukh, Yanmar, Volvo, Ford. At the weekends, late Friday or early Saturday, they drive to the coast and spend hours clambering up and down the ladder. They have an account with the chandlers. In a single weekend they spend over six hundred pounds on paint, on nylon and polyester rope, on bolts and varnish. With the help of Robert Currey and the tools in his canvas bag, they replace the cutlass bearing. Other work is given over entirely to the yardsmen. Bills are pinned to the board in the kitchen, a fat sheaf of them fluttering in the breeze from the window. ‘We’ll die poor,’ says Tim, ‘but we’ll die at sea.’

He writes a song about the boat in which Lodestar is rhymed with far and guitar; love with curve, rove, Noah’s dove. He plays it for her while she sits on the sofa in a towel after showering. The song ends with ten bars of sea-shanty. He has tears in his eyes. He lays down the guitar and rests his hands on the roses of her knees.

‘What about India?’ he says. ‘Or New Zealand? Cape Town?’

‘I have a job,’ she says.

‘The Tuamotu Islands, the Red Sea, Tahiti, Cape Breton, Cuba.’

‘I have three weeks leave a year.’

‘It doesn’t have to be tomorrow,’ he says.
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When she tells her parents about the boat – one of the every-third-Sunday phone calls – her mother says, ‘Oh, Maudy. Whose idea was that?’

‘Ours,’ says Maud.

‘No,’ says her mother. ‘It’s always somebody’s idea.’
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She tells Henderson too. It’s the Fenniman annual conference, a hotel in Surrey, a Victorian mock-Tudor mansion with notable gardens and a restaurant described in the information pack they have all received as ‘imaginative’. There are sales people, research and development people, money people, legal people. The American leadership fly in from Orlando. Everyone has been asked to reflect on the question: ‘Can I do my job better?’

Meetings with Josh Fenniman are scheduled throughout most of Saturday. Maud is booked in for eleven-ten sharp. The meetings are taking place in the Tennyson suite on the first-floor mezzanine. Maud takes a seat outside the door and a moment later a young male PA ushers someone out and with the briefest glance at his watch asks Maud to come through. Fenniman stands to greet her. He is wearing a white, open-necked shirt, a jacket of charcoal Italian cashmere, blue jeans, gleaming nut-brown brogues. They talk for exactly ten minutes. He asks her about the trials. He makes no notes – it’s understood that he’s remembering everything. As the morning is warm, a fine June morning out in the notable gardens, Maud is in short sleeves. ‘Sauve Qui Peut,’ says Fenniman, reading her arm and pronouncing the words with a good accent. ‘It’s an interesting choice.’ He regards her a while in the way his rank entitles him to. Then, ‘We’re all team players in this outfit, Maud. I guess you understood that?’

‘Yes,’ she says.

‘You like your room?’

‘Yes,’ she says.

He holds out his hand to her. ‘Hope we’ll see you at the party tonight.’

 

The party is in the Gladstone room. An eight-piece mariachi band has been bused down from London. There’s a bar, a free first glass of champagne. Maud wears a dress of dark chocolate silk, a short jacket of a lighter colour, the salamander brooch pinned on the left side, the Indian bangles around her right wrist. The dress has been her party dress for at least five years. On the back, under the jacket, is a small hole where somebody embraced her while holding a cigarette. She wears no tights. Her bra and pants are black and from the same department store where she bought her work outfits.

Henderson brings her a flute of champagne. ‘Love this sort of thing or loathe it?’ he asks.

‘Neither,’ she says.

‘How did you get on with the great leader?’

‘He wanted to know if I was a team player.’

Henderson laughs. ‘I’m not sure you are a team player, Maud. I hope you don’t mind my saying that. But you’re twice the scientist he’ll ever be. He’s a Harvard MBA. I don’t think he’s opened a science textbook since high school. How’s the sailing?’

‘We’ve bought a boat,’ she says.

‘Bought a boat! Hey. I’m impressed. What kind of boat?’

She tells him, leans close to make herself heard over the noise of the band. Henderson, it turns out, has sailed Nicholsons – 32s, 44s – and thinks they’re beautiful boats, beautifully put together. He says you could sail free of the known world in a boat like that, sail straight off the map. They have a second glass of champagne. He invites her on to the dance floor but she shakes her head. He leaves her alone for a while. Twenty minutes later he reappears carrying two shot glasses of tequila. ‘For luck,’ he says. She doesn’t mind drinking, doesn’t care that much what she drinks.

He tells her things about himself. The music is too loud to follow it closely. At some point he starts to speak of himself in the third person. Henderson was restless. Henderson got it into his head he should marry. What sort of man was this Henderson anyway? She nods, looks out at the dancers, sees Josh Fenniman making the rounds, is mildly surprised to find Henderson holding out another glass of champagne, which she drinks down for thirst’s sake. Somewhere around eleven she goes up to her room. She has sat on the bed and taken off her shoes when there’s a quick double tap at the door.

‘A nightcap,’ says Henderson, holding up a little bottle of brandy from a minibar. ‘Two minutes?’

As soon as he is inside and the door is shut he puts down the bottle, speaks her name, touches her cheek, leans down – he’s at least ten inches taller – and kisses her. She’s tired but not very; drunk but not very. He’s kissing her, kissing her, kissing her. One hand goes down to the hem of her chocolate dress, scrapes it up, strokes her thigh then moves round to press between her legs. He presses so hard it lifts her on to tiptoes. She slides off him and steps back. ‘I know,’ he says. ‘You have someone, I have someone. But this is not about relationships. It’s two grown-ups alone in a room. It’s what makes the world go round.’

He reaches for her again but she brushes his hand aside. He puts on an expression of offended puzzlement, exaggerated, theatrical. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘When you opened the door what did you think we were going to do?’ He puts a hand on her shoulder. Again, with a movement of her own hand she breaks the contact. ‘Jesus, Maud,’ he says, ‘you’re behaving like a child. Relax, will you?’ This time he reaches with both hands, takes hold of both her shoulders. There’s a moment of dancing familiar to her from her years on the mat with Rawlins (lame Rawlins wreathed in smoke). She finds some space for herself, a half-yard between the desk and the trouser press. She has the television remote-control in her left hand. She swings it in a clean half-arc that catches him flush between temple and eye. He drops soundlessly, kneels on the carpet, both hands to his head. She steps clear of him and watches. Behind her the television has come on with its personalized message of welcome, its slideshow of the garden, the restaurant. Henderson gets to his feet and goes into the bathroom. There is the noise of running water. When he comes out he is holding a wad of damp toilet paper over the place where she hit him. He doesn’t raise his voice, doesn’t look at her. ‘I’ll tell you this,’ he says. ‘Someone like you comes to a bad end.’

He squints through the spy-hole in the door, opens the door, slips out and closes the door quietly behind him. Maud puts down the remote-control, then picks it up again to switch off the television. In the bathroom there are three small drops of blood on the lip of the sink. She washes them away, washes her face, cleans her teeth, sits on the toilet to urinate. In the bedroom she strips off, lays her dress carefully over a chair. The room is much warmer than the bedroom in Bristol. She climbs naked between the sheets and puts off the light. She is asleep very quickly but wakes an hour later, two hours, with dry mouth and dry lips, the shadow of Henderson’s hand between her thighs. On the window, between the wooden slats of the blind, the glass is smeared with orange light. And there’s a sound, a sound so soft, deep and continuous, it takes her several seconds to know it for what it is, the hushed tumult of the rain. She listens until it lies inside her like her own voice but when she sleeps again she does not dream of rain but of fog, and of herself, alone on deck, waiting for the noise of surf.
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In July, Lodestar is lifted and laid in the water. The keel enters like a blade, the hull dipping then rising as if the touch of water has, in an instant, woken all the latent possibilities of its form. Tim whoops. Chris Totten opens a bottle of cava, pours it into plastic glasses. On board the boat, Robert Currey is freeing the sling. The crane operator polishes his sunglasses on the hem of his T-shirt. He looks at Maud and Tim then at Maud alone. Gulls circle. A day-trip boat on its way down river sounds its siren, idly.

All the work in red type on the report has been attended to. There is, as Maud wished, a new (a reconditioned) engine. The mast has been stepped, the hull is a glossy new red, a single line of cream at the boot top. Other work can be done while she is on the water. Anything that can’t be done on the water will have to wait until she’s lifted at the end of the season.

Maud has taken a week off work. For the first three days they are moored alongside one of the yard pontoons. They sleep in the forward berths, wake to seabirds and the singing of halyards. They have bottled gas on board, a functioning galley. They make coffee, toast. They boil eggs and throw the empty shells into the water, watch them spin on the tide.

Tim takes up smoking. It is, he says, a considered decision. He rolls his cigarettes and smokes them up at the bow. He watches the life of the river, the ceaseless coming and going, the enchantment of it.

They have a list of jobs they will not come to the end of. Coming to the end of them is not the point. Tim sands and varnishes. Maud, below deck, is fitting the new diesel stove. People drop by. They want to see how the young couple are getting on, and because they are young the sense is that they are not simply fitting out their boat but fitting out their lives, their life together. Robert Currey helps Maud install the stove chimney (a five-inch hole drilled into the deck), fit the deck cap. He looks at Maud as other men do, puzzled and interested, looks sidelong at her face as she frowns at the work in her hands. He is not gallant or flirtatious, or he is both, though in ways she does not notice. (‘That man,’ says Tim, ‘with the right tools, could build an entire city.’)

On the fourth day – they have water on board and ninety litres of fuel – they move to a swinging mooring in the middle of the river. Tomorrow – at last! – they will sail. They will go out on the morning tide, raise their sails and see. They will learn what this boat of theirs can do. As night falls they sit opposite each other on the old green benches and eat bowls of mussels. They cannot light the stove because the pump is not yet fitted but it’s not cold, not with a jumper on, a glass of wine in your hand. They stay up to hear the midnight shipping forecast then go to their bunks, their skin smelling of varnish, marine paint and mussels. Where the V of the bunks meet, their heads are close enough for kissing but their bodies slope away from each other. They sleep lightly. The boat adjusts itself on the tide; water sounds the hull. In its locker the anchor chain shifts like money.

 

For the rest of that summer and on into the autumn, the coast of England is strung with helpful winds. The boat is at the centre of their lives; time away from the boat is time spent waiting to be back on board. Each weekend the Lancia heads south, then (sometimes by starlight, moonlight, ribbons of stray lights from the river bank) they row out in the tender with a holdall of clothes, bags of food. And there she is still, the river sliding beneath her, the deck gently dipping as they pull themselves on board.

The stove is functioning now and on cooler nights Maud twists a length of tissue, lights it and drops it into the burner pot. Then a bottle is hunted out of a shopping bag, there’s food in tupperware boxes, things Tim has cooked while Maud was at work.

The boat becomes what perhaps it was before, in John Gosse’s time. A true sailing yacht, sound, undecorated, dry where it matters, the cabin more workshop or garden shed than living room. They make few plans; they sail where wind and tide suggest, one weekend flying past Start Point on the tidal race, the next running across Lyme Bay on a westerly and spending the night anchored off Exmouth Dock. They are still sailing at the end of October. The pleasure boats, the few that keep going, are mostly empty. The banks of the river grow paler, barer. They tell each other that this is the season’s long tail, that there’s no real reason not to sail until Christmas, to have Christmas on board, sneak in to somewhere like Newtown and have the place to themselves. It’s effortless. They’re confident, increasingly careless. The second weekend in November they find themselves miles from home in a wind forecast to be four gusting five (‘Isn’t that what they said?’) but which feels nearer to six gusting seven, and rising. It comes suddenly, or seems to. No time to dog things down, to remember what’s been left out below. Tim looks for the life jackets and safety lines, cannot find them. They furl the jib to a scrap then Maud crawls over the coach roof to reef the main. She knows how to reef but she’s never reefed on Lodestar. While Tim keeps the boat on a close reach she eases the halyard, tugs at the sail, gets nowhere. Something is jammed or she’s forgotten something. The boat’s movement tips her against the mast, again and again. Tim is shouting advice or encouragement, she cannot hear which. She tears a nail dragging the cringle down to its hook, then moves along the boom to haul down the back of the sail, the rain and spray washing away the blood from her nail the moment it touches the deck. The sea heaps up. For a while it’s exhilarating. They trust the boat, the boat can take it, but after an hour they are silent, their eyes fixed on the blurred and featureless coastline. They are motor sailing and doing the best part of seven knots but nothing seems to get any closer. The only other vessel in sight is some sort of coaster, steaming away from them. They are hungry, the light’s going. They are children on an adventure that has gone wrong. From the cabin there have been two or three reports, gleeful smashings, and when Tim ducks below to snatch a handful of biscuits he sees the glimmering of broken glass, crockery. It’s nine-something by the time they read the lights off the castle headland and know they are back. Forty minutes later they drop the main and motor into the wind’s shadow. The wind falls from their faces. They see the lights of houses, the lit tower of a church, headlights of cars moving untroubled through the narrow streets of the town. Their hands are mottled from the cold; their fingers close stiffly. When the boat is moored they go below and stand among the broken things on the cabin floor, strip off wet clothes and pull on anything dry and warm. Tim makes tea while Maud sweeps up the mess. They slop whisky into their tea, tell each other it was quite a blow, that perhaps they were foolish but at least they know now how the boat performs in heavy weather. And where were the harnesses? Are they perhaps lying in the back of the car? They shake their heads, drink more whisky, climb into their sleeping bags, praising the boat in voices that grow quieter and quieter. The last voice is Tim’s trying to explain something about the huts of Arctic explorers, and how everything was always hanging out to dry and the oil lamps were burning and someone in a white turtleneck was tamping tobacco into his pipe and it was so terribly, terribly snug . . .

 

In the early morning, tying on the mainsail cover, Maud steps briskly to the side of the boat, leans over the rail and vomits. Tim, in the middle of fixing breakfast, pokes his head out above the hatch. Maud wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, looks at him and shrugs.
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It turns out she’s pregnant. For the next six weeks she is sick every day, several times a day. She carries plastic bags in the pockets of her winter coat. When there is no bathroom to go to she can use one of the bags and drop it in the next bin she comes to. Tim asks: ‘Is it supposed to be like this?’ He tries to persuade her to take time off work but she says she’s not ill, she’s pregnant. In the car park of the hospital in Croydon she passes out, comes to a few moments later lying in grey snow. She cleans herself, picks up her briefcase and goes to the meeting where, after a few minutes, someone politely leans over to tell her she’s bleeding, a little ooze of blood from above her left eye. Two days later she’s in Reading, Fenniman HQ. The woman from Human Resources stops her in the corridor. She wants to know what happened in Croydon. ‘Let’s have a chat,’ she says. In the course of the chat – red furniture in a silver room – the woman learns of Maud’s condition and puts on, fleetingly, her disappointed face. Women who start work and then, a matter of months later, announce they are pregnant are no friends of the sorority of committed professional women. ‘I see,’ she says. ‘Well, congratulations of course. Are you intending to leave us?’

‘No,’ says Maud.

‘But you will need to take maternity leave.’

‘Yes.’

‘How long did you imagine you would need?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Maud. ‘Two months?’

‘That would involve childcare for a very small baby.’

‘Yes.’

‘You might feel differently later.’

‘About the baby?’

‘You might want to stay with it. Him or her.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Do you have a due date?’

‘June the twenty-fourth.’

‘Then let’s schedule another chat for – what? – a fortnight from today? Obviously we need to agree on a timetable, get some firm dates in the diary. In the meantime you should have a look at your contract. Make sure you understand the relevant clauses. Our responsibilities, yours. Any questions for me at this point?’

To the woman, Maud looks like a child on a bench in a long corridor waiting for someone who is not going to come. A child with her knees politely pressed together, who does not even know she’s lost. If she liked her more, she might pity her.

 

With Tim, she visits his parents, the Rathbone house. She is embraced by his mother who holds her for a full half-minute. She is thinner than Maud remembers her and has a number of small burns on her arms. Tim’s father cups Maud’s face then shakes his son by the hand. ‘Bloody well done, the pair of you,’ he says.

The twins, home on an exeat weekend, wrinkle their noses: ‘Really preggers?’

Magnus, just back from a week of meetings in Stuttgart, all his movements weary and imperial, laughs at her but seems, like his father, genuinely touched by the news. His wife mouths, ‘Caesarean.’ Under the kitchen table the children sing, ‘We hate babies! We hate babies!’

At supper – ‘And all this is very baby friendly,’ says Tim’s mother, pointing to the dishes – Magnus asks where they will live when the baby is born.

‘Where we live now,’ says Maud.

‘Well,’ says Tim, ‘we haven’t given it much thought. Not yet.’ Maud looks at him. ‘What’s wrong with where we live now?’ she asks.

‘A child needs a garden,’ says Tim’s father.

‘Not to mention grandparents,’ says his wife, peering at the buttered swede.

‘Do you know,’ says Magnus to Maud, ‘why grandparents and grandchildren get on so well together?’

She shakes her head.

‘They have a common enemy.’

Almost everybody laughs at this.

 

The next weekend they drive up the motorway to Swindon. The town has just twinned itself with somewhere in Poland and Maud’s father points the place out in one of his atlases. ‘Apparently it’s quite pretty,’ he says, ‘as Poland goes.’ While her mother is filling the kettle for tea Maud tells her the news. She looks round from the sink, the tap still running, something like fear in her eyes. Mr Stamp goes out to the garage to look for the bottle of wine he thinks might be out there. He comes back with home-made sloe gin he won in a school raffle. To his wife he says, ‘I suppose Maudy can have some, can’t she?’

‘I wouldn’t think so,’ says his wife.

‘I’ll have tea,’ says Maud.

‘Do you want some, Tim?’

‘I’m fine with tea too.’

‘I’ll pop it back then,’ says Mr Stamp.

After tea they go to visit Grandfather Ray. He used to live two doors away but since his strokes (the year Maud went up to the university in Bristol) he lives at The Poplars.

‘Maudy’s got some news,’ says Mrs Stamp. ‘Haven’t you, Maudy?’ She wipes the old man’s mouth. ‘Look,’ she says. ‘They’ve put odd socks on him.’ When Maud calls the old man Grandpa, Tim’s heart staggers. This was the man who built the boat for her, who taught her to sail! British Rail Western Division. Very slowly, and with obvious effort, the old man turns his attention from Mrs Stamp to Maud. Impossible to say whether he understands what she’s telling him. Mrs Stamp changes his socks. He has feet like a troll. On the wall is a picture of a steam train flying through a country station of the kind long since abolished. There is also a picture of a woman, his dead wife presumably, stout, friendly looking, sexless. They leave him. Find their way out through the large, frightening building.

At home the parents have work to do. They’re sorry but there it is. Maud and Tim sit in the
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