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James Smalley was shocked to finding the entire hall of faces looking directly at him. Then the moment passed and he realised it was an illusion, understandable in the circumstances. He was, after all, the only one immediately to the side of the rostrum where the President of the Old Captain’s Cup was continuing to deliver his homily about the event, and to which Smalley had long since ceased paying attention. The Australian reeled off the long list of highfalutin values in a voice pregnant with its own importance. Words such as ‘toil’, ‘adversity’, ‘teamwork’, ‘courage’, ‘leadership’ had floated through Smalley’s consciousness, but could do little to trouble the bubble of euphoria which had settled on him ever since he saw on the monitors the prow of his yacht cleave the imaginary finish line, well in front of their American adversaries and giving the British team an unassailable lead of four victories in the best of seven qualifying series. And, of course, what was more important, more important by far, it gave them the right to challenge directly for the Old Captain’s Cup, that most venerable of sporting titles.

Taking stock of the audience beyond the low stage in the organisation’s VIP lounge, Smalley tried to carve out some perspective to the position he now found himself in. There was a fierce urgency in the eager, flushed faces of the hundreds sitting on the comfortable beige sofas and the many more standing, even those who had been unable to squeeze into the main building and who were even now craning their necks from the teak boarded terrace with its views over the sparkling Barcelona waterfront. It was an urgency at odds to the cooler appraisal with which his record revenues were invariably met by his senior executive team, or the quiet admiration of peers on business trips. Maybe it was the sporting environment which was proving difficult to assimilate, the pursuit of victory for its own sake, independent of the number of zeros behind the deals, or the likely profits accruing as a result.

‘I hope you will indulge me a little if I take you back to the very beginnings of our history, and to a visiting member of the English nobility come to see what sort of society the colonists had carved out for themselves and on the lookout for a little sporting challenge...’

Smalley raised his eyes to the blazered president. Although in his late 60s, Marcel Allenby still cut an imposing, patrician figure. Over six feet tall he filled the dark blue blazer without difficulty, and even those inevitable concessions to age he did exhibit – reddening cheeks where tiny blood vessels had shattered and slim streaks of silver in the neatly side combed dark hair – could do nothing to lessen the overall impression of rude health. The monogrammed jacket was complemented by white trousers and coal black shoes which reflected the lights of the rig in front of the stage. He was, Smalley realised, the embodiment of the Old Captain’s Cup, the very epitome of tradition. The reputation of the cup would not be sullied during his watch at the bridge, not least when one considered the longevity of the event, running right back, as the Australian was now reminding the audience, to the first event in 1867, and the humility with which Captain Watts had entered the race, the skill he had shown during the competition, and the grace with which Lord Farley had subsequently accepted defeat. These were virtues, the president was hinting, which had travelled through subsequent editions of the Old Captain’s Cup, like the writing in a stick of rock.

Smalley succumbed easily to any suggestions of origins, and not for the first time in his successful career, he was taken back to his own humble start in the north of England, the terraced house on the main road in Huddersfield, his father shuffling through the front door after a day at the textile works, his mother always preferring the back entrance down the tatty ten foot and the rusty latch door which led to the soot coated yard, unchanged since Edwardian times. Smalley thought with surprise how the latch was always left open. He had come a long way since those days. And largely through his own efforts. He had shown skill, humility, hard work, even ruthlessness when occasion had demanded it. But most of all he had been tenacious, keeping going when others had fallen by the wayside. It had often been the details which had counted most, the small measures which, when strung together, like drops into a bucket, had made all the difference, had allowed Smalley to succeed where those only focused on the bigger picture had failed.

He just had time to catch his self satisfied smile as he glanced away from the Australian who was now turning his attention to the delegation of local dignitaries on the other side of the dais. Smalley looked across to them, tanned and suffused with the slickness and effortless savoir faire of those who have never picked dirt from under their finger nails and whose family connections had provided the grease to squeeze them from one position of influence into another. Smalley tried to decipher if their Cheshire cat smiles were genuine or just laced with thoughts of kick backs and the civic shine that the hosting of the event would confer on them. Despite his wealth, he found it difficult to shake off the small town parochialism which viewed with suspicion anything beyond the confines of the M62. Even the cosmopolitan nature of London, where he had lived for decades, still perplexed him. Far more so these suave foreigners with their halting English and over the top bonhomie.

‘...creating an effective partnership with our hosts is almost an art form and like any creative endeavour, it requires time and hard work as well as natural talent. But I think in the wonderful Mediterranean city of Barcelona we have managed to achieve synergies which...’

Smalley drifted from the president’s words back to the sea of heads in the lounge, sweeping his gaze around, half recognising some, many others relegated to nameless faces. He couldn’t miss his own team, the young men in the blue shorts and poppy-red trimmed white polo shirts, seated almost in the front row, slouched and relaxed. A couple of the larger cyclors had slipped off the soft sofas onto the parquet, knees tucked up and backs against the furniture. Amongst them all were the team manager Brian Barnaby and immediately next to him, the sadistic trainer Murgatroyd.

Gainsmore was in the centre, and despite the toil of captaining the team to victory less than two hours previously, the man appeared as imperturbable as ever, with his raven black hair, slicked back in the style of yesteryear, the twin widow’s peaks elongating his face even more. He was the only one in longer slacks. There was no hint of joy in his gravedigger features, a coldness which Smalley had found strange when first meeting Gainsmore and increasingly irritating as their working relationship had developed. His icy manners and clipped instructions only inspired dumb obedience amongst his crew rather than the esprit de corps Smalley would have preferred. Gainsmore wouldn’t have lasted long at Ju-Pay, that was for sure. But Percy Gainsmore was no humble employee, Percy Gainsmore was a multiple Olympic medallist and as the skipper of Smalley’s yacht, very much held Smalley’s ambitions in the palm of his hands. As long as Gainsmore managed to add the Old Captain’s Cup to his collection of medals, Smalley was prepared to overlook their very different temperaments.

Smalley wondered how he would have got on with McDonague as team captain. Sitting beside Gainsmore, the small, dark Scotsman seemed to be the antithesis of the supercilious skipper, yet as joint helmsman the pair shared a bond which had little need for words, and was all about a modulated understanding of the elements which surrounded the OCC80 at any point in time, the pair working as a single organism, Gainsmore piloting the boat as McDonague altered flaps, foils and rudder to gain maximum advantage and speed. Before swapping roles. It was a combination which had got them through the qualifying rounds, and Smalley recognised a winning team when he saw one. He had been confident going into the qualifiers, and the boat and his team had justified his faith with a series of solid, if not spectacular, victories. Over the Italian boat earlier in the summer, and now in this final run off in Barcelona, against the much tougher Americans. Yet Smalley was struggling to summon up similar optimism for their chances against the current champions, Australia Gold.

Smalley looked at them now, sitting a few rows back, the buttery gold of their polo shirts seemed to create an aurora around the dozen young men. As if in appreciation of their sheer vibrance, the many spectators, fans and well-wishers had afforded the Australian team a perimeter of space around their three sofas arranged in a U shape. They all looked strong and tanned, the stereotype of the ballsy antipodean, none more so than the mighty Josh Cummings who seemed to have carved his own space amongst his team mates and whose smile Smalley couldn’t work out to be sardonic, silly or just bored. Maybe all three, for the champion rower wasn’t known for his cerebral workings. Smalley felt a flutter of annoyance that the Australians looked stronger, fitter and more combative than his own team, and prayed this was just a result of their recent fatigue.

Smalley’s attention was returned to the rostrum by a change of speaker, one of the local dignitaries looking as crisp and fresh as something from a fashion catalogue was unfolding a single sheet of paper, before unsteadily welcoming everyone to the city. Smalley shifted his weight between legs to ward off incipient stiffness. Everybody knew this wasn’t the highlight of The Challenge ceremony, yet ever since the Old Captain’s Cup had begun embracing neutral venues in a bid to maintain the sport’s relevance, encourage masses of spectators and, importantly, garner both local and international sponsors, some obeisance towards the hosts was a small price to pay. And Barcelona could certainly hold its own against the previous venue of Shanghai, and in a further two years, a conglomeration of islands in the West Indies.

Smalley looked on for the sake of decorum for a few moments before sweeping his attention back to the room. He was reassured to see Daniel poised just beyond the raised platform. The young man had reached the age at which the puppy fat of the teenage years has transmuted into mid-twenties muscle, and if one could afford cosmetic pamperings, and was prepared to be pedantic about the choice of materials and the cut of a suit as Daniel was, then the overall impression was bound to be a favourable one. Not for the first time, Smalley found himself overcome with sense of pride. He was looking forward to spending time with Daniel on the yacht.

Simon had been invited, too. But his eldest son had preferred to find his own place, further down the coast, apparently. The rejection of his hospitality irked Smalley but didn’t surprise him. Relations with his eldest son had never been straightforward, and whenever they were together their conversations felt forced and static.

In reality, he hardly knew Simon, a deficit that he had often tried, and failed, to rationalise. The only thing left to him was to defend it. After all, he hadn’t lived with the boy since he was 10 years old, nearly two decades had passed since then. He had tried hard to soften the blow of the divorce, trying to give generously of his time and often expensively of his possessions. Yet to no avail. Simon had always been more of a ‘mummy’s boy’, just out of reach of his father’s influence. Initially, the futility of his efforts to maintain a semblance of a relationship with the boy had irritated him, but as Simon had grown to manhood, Smalley had increasingly resented having to make the effort.

‘...so, thank you for those very kind words of welcome. I’m sure that all of us here who are new to Barcelona, including myself, are very much looking forward to discovering the many attractions that this wonderful city has to offer. For those of us who appreciate art and culture, there are...’

Smalley thought he saw Maric’s dirty sand coloured hair bobbing amongst the outer extremities of the room but couldn’t be sure. Such a low key, remote appearance was typical of Maric’s approach to Smalley’s security, but Smalley didn’t doubt that at the slightest hint of danger, the former Balkan soldier would be at his side immediately. Maric was like that. Effortlessly efficient. Smalley still smelt the booze addled breath from the couple of would be muggers in the scrappy alleys of Palma’s old town, before Maric’s timely, almost miraculous, appearance had sent the pair fleeing empty handed.

‘And now, it is with great pleasure that I invite to the stage, the owner of the Pride of Britain and the next challenger for the Old Captain’s Cup, Mr James Smalley...’

It took a moment for Smalley to realise what was happening, and he hoped that the blank smile he had forced himself to quickly deliver would cover the moment of hesitation. He turned nimbly to cover the few metres which separated him from the beaming president who was making space for Smalley in front of the dais. A slim microphone protruded towards him.

Smalley knew what was expected of him and hoped he would remember the lines he had prepared, words he had spent many years dreamily rehearsing, seldom believing they would become anything real. The last echoes of applause died away and the many gazes fell on him with an intensity Smalley found intimidating.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘I would like to start by thanking the president and the organising committee for all their hard work and long hours in bringing another edition of the Old Captain’s Cup to fruition,’ Smalley felt his voice thin and reedy, far from the confident manliness he had brought to his many rehearsals. ‘Great events like this require numerous smaller, less ostentatious steps, and what you see before you today is simply the culmination of many small things done supremely well. Attention to the smallest details is all. Overlook them at your peril, in whatever walk of life you choose. For me, it is quite simple, if you do the small things better than your competitors, you will win. And this is something that the Pride of Britain and her magnificent crew have been doing and which they exemplified today. I really couldn’t be prouder of their efforts.’

Here Smalley paused, knowing the applause his praise would bring. Even Gainsmore seemed to trace a weak smile as the other members of the crew beamed and received pats of encouragement and congratulation from those around them. Their energy was contagious.

‘But we haven’t come here to make up the numbers. Ever since I first became interested in sailing, the pursuit of the Old Captain’s Cup has been somewhere before me. At first, it was something nebulous, an attainment as remote as scoring the winning goal in a world cup final. But as my interest in the sport has grown, and my means to pursue my goals have expanded, so this ambition started to take a more tangible form, and not just for myself, but also for my country, Great Britain. Indeed, I needn’t tell you what it would mean to my fellow countrymen if we were to win back for the very first time what Lord Farley had so confidently hoped to do back in 1867. All of this has led us to where we are today, ready and willing to do our best to win the cup. So, to conclude, I wish to thank you for your support, and may the best boat win!’

Smalley stepped back from the microphone and turned to the president who had stepped forward. The most important part of the ceremony was almost upon them.

‘Thank you, Smalley, nice speech,’ said the president, clasping Smalley’s hand. He was surprised at the quiet strength of the older man’s grip. The crowd continued to clap as the president continued. ‘Are you ready for The Challenge?’

‘I’m ready.’

The president gave a curt nod before stepping up to the microphone once more, and at the same time Smalley was aware of movement behind him. Two young men dressed in the shorts and white polo shirt of the organisation were bringing forward the cup, crabbing across the stage with the large easel like structure, upon which was poised the presentation box tilted back with the cup resting deep inside a glossy purple fabric. The two handled urn looked small and delicate in its protective trappings.

Its arrival only served to increase the whoops and cheers which had turned rowdy in anticipation of the key moment, and the president waited patiently, before slowly raising his arm. The applause died quickly, a sense of the audience catching its breath in anticipation. Marcel Allenby’s voice dropped an octave.

‘Mr James Smalley, accipisne hoc certamen?’

James Smalley took his time and let the most famous words in the world of sailing, possibly the world of sport, float over him. Did he accept this challenge? Was he, a virtual nobody from the north of England, being addressed in the same words that had been used with a century and a half of the sailing world’s aristocracy? He could hardly believe it. Yet the moment passed and his chest swelled. He drew closer to the microphone, bent his head and, looking directly at the president, said the equally well-known response.

‘Provocationem accipio. Victoriam exspecto.’

The crowd erupted. The wave of sound in the low hall caught Smalley by surprise, rocking him back but also energising him. Of course he accepted the challenge. And, of course he expected victory. The piece of Latin was superfluous, pure theatre. The Australians hadn’t a hope.

It took him a few moments to notice that the president was now indicating for him to move across to the other side of the platform where all the host town’s dignitaries had been. Only one remained, a short, stocky man in a dark jacket but no tie. At the centre of his squat face, a dark moustache covered much of his upper lip. He could have been a big game hunter, and as Smalley approached, the man looked him up and down as if examining an animal at auction. It left Smalley feeling uncomfortable and confused. Allenby was speaking again.

‘...and as you know, the format of the final will be the first boat to seven victories, with the first race taking place a week from today, next Saturday, on 13 October. The full schedule can be found on our website as can all the relevant class rules and regulations for the final. I would particularly like to thank...’

Suddenly, Smalley was aware that the man beside him was leaning in towards him, though his gaze never strayed from the audience.

‘You haven’t got a fucking chance, Smalley.’

The words were harsh and with an Australia twang that gave them an uncompromising edge. Smalley dared not look at the man who had broken out into a crooked, self satisfied grin, as if he had accomplished exactly what he had wanted. But Smalley didn’t need to look. He knew very well who the man was, and even wondered why he hadn’t recognised him earlier. Jack Dromey, media tycoon, fanatical sailor, and owner of Australia Gold. Now, the president’s words came from a hazy distance.

‘And so, gentleman, it only remains for me as President of the Old Captain’s Cup to wish you both the very best of luck to what we hope will be a truly exhilarating set of races. May the best boat win!’

The crowd began to applaud and Smalley was shocked to find the natty looking Dromey turned towards him again, but this time with a broad smile bursting from his face, his right hand thrust far in front of him. Unthinkingly Smalley grasped it, and felt his arm being pumped up and down like an old fashioned well handle. Dromey was clearly revelling in the other man’s discomfort.

The president had joined them and within seconds, Smalley found himself surrounded by others he had never met before, wishing him well in a variety of accents. He tried to repay the compliments and congratulations raining down on him, acting like the man of the moment he knew he was. Yet Dromey’s slight had cut deeply, more so in that Smalley, unused to such naked aggression, had been unable to formulate a riposte of any worth in time. He felt like the butt of a playground bully’s jibes, impotent but burning inside for revenge. It was as though Australia Gold had already won the first race.

As he shook hands, smiled politely, and muttered modestly about his prospects, Smalley looked out into the now emptying space of the square hall. The racing teams had remained where they were, comfortable and at home in what was of right their relaxation space, still soaking up the atmosphere. The Australians were in a world unto themselves, laughing and gesticulating exaggeratedly. They appeared not to have a care in the world, an assurance which Smalley found at once intimidating and frustrating. Were they not taking his challenge seriously? Did they not know that within a week they would be racing for their lives? Within two weeks they might only be known as the crew who lost the cup?

He also noticed that the crew were not alone, and that the boisterous nature of their intercourse had much to do with the handful of women in the horseshoe shape that the low backed sofa chairs formed. There was nothing overtly special about the women – one of them must have been in her forties – and Smalley supposed them to be relations or friends. But their presence in the testosterone charged group of young men had a dynamic effect, blinding them to everything else around.

Smalley continued to look carefully towards them. The idea came from deep within. Indistinct at first, but Smalley could feel it rise from the pit of his gut, gathering pace through his chest, and then suffusing through his face in a smile of surprise, relief and excitement. And sweetness. The sweetness of revenge.

The idea wasn’t earth shattering, Smalley realised that. Indeed, it might not even work, and even if it did, the effect would be small. Marginal even. But even a marginal gain here might make all the difference. Between consignment to the also rans of history or an epoch-making victory. The risks were slight. The potential prize enormous. And Smalley knew just the right people for the job.
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Samantha Browne looked away from the close ups of the grinning dignitaries and speared the remaining chip on her plate, smeared it liberally with tomato ketchup and thrust it into her mouth. The meal wasn’t an imaginative choice, but she had been hungry, and the burger and chips had filled her up as well as taking the edge of the filthy mood she had left the archive in. She glanced up again at the TV perched high in the corner of the narrow bar, and found that she was now watching dynamic shots of sleek craft crashing through waves and surf, though the ships didn’t resemble any yacht she had ever seen before, rather they had insect like wings which reminded Samantha of an alien craft in Star Trek. The hull of each yacht was completely free of the water, flying rather than floating. She had never seen the like.

Suddenly the image changed to an advert, soft cheese curling up like a wave under a smoothly drawn knife. Samantha looked behind the bar to where the olive faced waitress stood holding out the remote control. Apart from the pair of them, the only other person in the dingy space was a grizzled man sitting on a high stool at the entrance, elbows resting on the zinc counter. He had barely moved since Samantha entered.

She wondered if the waitress would consult her about their viewing, but the girl turned away blankly and returned to the far end with the old man, and resumed her attention to the mobile phone she collected from besides the cash till. Samantha was familiar with the type, doleful and lumpish, and she had immediately regretted her attempt at friendship upon entering the bar. ‘Cómo estás?’ she had cried out. But the sullen girl had ignored her, silently handing over the plasticised daily menu before turning away.

Samantha often wondered why it was she couldn’t remember coming up against this indifference when she had first come to Spain, that entire term in Madrid as part of her master’s degree in early European history. It must have happened to her then. But everything about that formative experience had been gilded, and any negatives had been quickly subsumed under the daily offerings of rich novelty. Eight years later, little remained of those Castilian months other than the lengthening memory.

Given the way the day had already gone, maybe she shouldn’t have expected much engagement from the waitress. The archivist had been equally surly, and Samantha doubted that this had much to do with the fact that the research request was a Saturday rather than a weekday. The middle-aged lady had offered the curtest of greetings before wordlessly leading Samantha down a long corridor with greasy windows on one side before leaving her in a small grey room, its shelves lined with a sparse collection of dusty tomes and box files with handwritten titles on the sides.

‘You’ll find everything you need in here, I expect. I’ll be back at three to close up.’

‘What should I do if I finish earlier and need to...’

But the lady had already left, leaving Samantha wishing she had packed something to eat as well as the bottle of water she had had the presence of mind to bring. Her frustrations had developed in parallel with her hunger as it soon became clear that she was unlikely to find the information she wanted in this remote village in the bottom part of the Penedès, 30 minutes along the coast from Barcelona, and better known for its production of cava than its historical treasures. Much of the information she leafed through came from the later middle ages, whereas her period of research was predominantly pre-12th century, that 300 year period after the establishment of the Spanish March when the first Christian settlers were drifting back into this former no man’s land, carving out traditions and creating the hamlets which were today’s modestly sized towns and large villages.

It was a familiar story. That for much of this early period, little seemed to have been written down, or if it had, it had been largely lost. Trying to decipher how Catalan consciousness had been forged as the Muslim dynasties ebbed back into central Spain was proving elusive and, as Samantha cruelly reminded herself, much trickier than she had anticipated when first agreeing the research proposal with her supervisor at Leicester, nearly four years ago now.

It didn’t help that much of the documentation she did discover: marriage contracts, land and estate sales, foundation documents were written in medieval Catalan, a language far removed from the pedantic Castellano she had tried to teach herself and haltingly put into practice during the three months of her sojourn in the Spanish capital. She had improved her linguistic resources since then, and could even understand some of the modern Catalan she ran into on a daily basis, but the medieval version she was invariably faced with as she went about her research, often in arcane handwritten script, was just another layer of obfuscation. It was time consuming, laborious and very often fruitless.

‘I couldn’t find any clerical records,’ began Samantha when the archivist had finally appeared, well past three o’clock.

‘¿Que?’

Samantha patiently repeated the question adding, ‘Documents from the church.’

‘Oh, you’ll have to go to the Centre for Historical Studies in Vilanova for that,’ muttered the archivist in Catalan.

‘Vilanova?’

‘Yes.’

‘Vilanova i la Geltrú?’

‘Yes,’ replied the archivist who was already shooing Samantha from the room. Samantha didn’t feel much like continuing the conversation, but she found the silence oppressive as they walked down the corridor.

‘Will it be open on Monday?’ Samantha wasn’t sure that she had conjugated the future tense correctly.

‘Si.’

And that had concluded the visit, Samantha thanking the lady and mustering a smile that felt false, the archivist disappearing swiftly in the opposite direction. Samantha had stumbled her way to the first bar she could find and ordered the most banal thing on the menu. And now she was looking down onto the sauce smeared plate, wondering if she should order a bitter cortado.

She couldn’t help feeling sorry for herself. Martin had always said that this was the worst human trait, and Samantha had tried hard not to succumb, especially in the two years she had been with Martin. But it was a struggle. Even looked at objectively, she wondered what she had going for her.

She was already halfway through the four-week research period, but knew that she was likely to return to Leicester with very little to show for the time spent digging in the archives, libraries and historical centres of the Penedès. Quite frankly, she hadn’t expected quite the level of desolation in the records.

The vacuum at the heart of her studies was symptomatic of much else in her life, and she wondered what had happened to that heady mixture of excitement and enthusiasm she had revved up in herself as she set out on her doctorate, egged on by what she now realised to be her rose-tinted tutor. Maybe that wave of emotion had only been the bounce back at the end of Covid, a new beginning after various things had fallen apart during that trying time. She had even accepted the move back into her parents’ house with some semblance of good grace. But that hadn’t taken long to wear off, and it only took one terse encounter with her mother to realise that without a job, she was effectively imprisoned there.

Neither was it long before she realised that she wouldn’t thrive in academia, neither research nor teaching, and that the dry investigations and amorphous ideas behind the questions she was trying to answer were a long way from the clarity and excitement she had felt during her masters when the gradual crystallisation of the independent kingdoms of Spain during the long process of reconquest had fascinated her. And nearing 30, and with little of other substance on her CV, that was a tricky position to be in.

The beautiful lives of so-called friends did little to lift her general mood. Gurning wedding photos, promotions accompanied by words such as ‘executive’ and ‘director’, ghostly ultrasound scans, keys dangling from clasped hands, all smacked of progress of some kind. She had none of it, but still felt unable to wean herself free of the social media where her inadequacies continued to be slowly exposed.

At least her previous stint of field work in Barcelona had allowed her to post sun drenched backgrounds of the Sagrada Familia or shimmering waves reflected in sunglasses. The Penedès had little to match this. And the less she said about the shitty rented room in a non-descript town in the area, the better. The fact that it was so cheap was nothing to be cock-a hoop about.

She also hadn’t had sex for nine months. Even that drunken New Year’s Eve encounter in a car with a bearded, cat smelling post grad student was a long way from idyllic. Sometimes she missed the easy convenience of Martin. She realised that she had grown blasé about their passions during their time living together, and while she had occasionally found their daily love making formulaic, she could never remember feeling entirely unfulfilled afterwards.

But living in her parents’ house was a natural prophylactic. It also made her lazy about her appearance, which was a pity because she knew herself to be clean limbed and healthy enough, but without make up or attention to clothing, she struggled to rise above the ordinary. It was at such moments that her critical faculties bore in mercilessly on her thicker features; the broad nose and full forehead, all taking precedence over the positives her friends often reminded her of; the flawless teeth, cheek bones which flushed a beguiling rosy when riven with strong emotions, and the simplicity of her parted chestnut hair and its ever present waxy gloss.

Rising slowly, she looked at herself now in the mirrored backdrop of the bar, but the visage that stared back was one of indifference. Even her reflection didn’t care.

‘¿Me cobras por favor?’ Samantha was surprised to find her voice hoarse and unclear, but the girl behind the bar had understood, slipped off her seat and began to clumsily punch into the till. Samantha turned to the television. Closer to the bar, she realised that there was some sound to accompany the images. The waitress had returned the original programme. A reporter was standing in the foreground holding a microphone. Behind, the large room was clearing of people, yet some remained seated in the comfortable sofas. The raised platform where the speakers had been was now crowded, people offering handshakes, others talking animatedly in small groups. Samantha listened to the reporter without interest. The international yacht race in Barcelona was a world away from analysing microfilms in unairconditioned offices at the fag end of buildings. Barely 40 miles away, but all that glamour could have been on another planet for its relevance to her right now.

She turned away from the television as the moody waitress shouted a number and slapped the bill down on the zinc countertop. As she handed over a crisp 20 Euro note, Samantha wondered if she should smile as a way of thanks but decided against it. Instead, she turned to leave without a word.
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Chapter 3
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Simon Smalley stood quietly and continued to watch the journalist from the back of the room. He pressed his hands flat against the large panes of glass which opened out onto the viewing terrace and focussed on the curly haired girl, all smiles as she did her piece to camera. Simon knew the artifice would halt the instant she finished her report on the Old Captain’s Cup, but for the moment, she gabbled on, turning more than once towards the platform at the far end of the VIP lounge where civic leaders, dignitaries and high ranking executives were going through the displays which were expected of them. In the middle of the group was Simon’s father, smiling in his understated way, but looking more animated than usual as he welcomed Percy Gainsmore into the small clique gathered around him.

Simon returned his attention to the journalist. As he had anticipated, the grin dropped from the girl’s face the moment the camera fell away, becoming another person in an instant. The transformation was shocking, this sudden shift from radiance to a dour irritation as she wrestled with the small microphone on her lapel, muttering under her breath as she did so. She could have been alone in her house, doing battle with some domestic fitting. Everyone around her was now forgotten, waste products of her performance. What appears on the surface is rarely a reflection of what lies beneath, mused Simon.

Not that he needed such reminders. He only had to look towards the stage, his father gesticulating with his hands in wide, circular motions, to know that the billionaire CEO of Ju-Pay, the proud owner of the next challenger for the Old Captain’s Cup, the mercurial, self-made entrepreneur and charismatic Brit who Europeans were more than happy to welcome into their fraternity, was also his father. Between these two poles lay an ocean of murkiness which Simon had spent nearly 20 years trying to bring into focus.

Bitterness was the easy option. The confusion of a bruised 10-year-old contemplating the divorce of beloved parents. But at 27, Simon knew he owed it to both himself and his father to try to be fairer, or at least more objective. Sometimes he managed it. Driving home from work or cooking himself a meal in the neat flat he had recently taken out a mortgage on were moments he found himself reflecting without rancour; able to look back on the initial anger he had felt when he saw his mother bearing the brunt of the suffering, and contrasting this with the occasional visits of his father, turning up with a new car or other flashy adornment. A little later came the teenage contempt, easily kindled when his father was more in touch with the annual turnover of his companies than with Simon’s exam results. In these moments of mature contemplation, he could even view with equanimity the fierce resistance he put up to his father’s insistence that he change school to do his GCSE’s, as though the entrance fees and the academic reputation of the private college were sufficient reasons to drag him away from his friends, far away from his mother. His age, new house, steady job with the local authority, all provided a useful buffer against his memories and the feelings which inevitably came in their wake, allowing him to take a more emollient view towards his father. Or at least make a pretence of doing so.

Simon returned his attention to the room in front of him. The journalist was bustling her way towards the exit, leaving the cameraman to manage however he could. The space was gradually emptying of people, leaving generous channels of sight. Simon looked again at his father and to his dismay realised that no amount of reasoning and maturity could dissolve the tight ball of negative emotions which was pushing hard up against his heart.

‘Hello, Simon.’

Surprised, Simon turned to see his younger brother, a candid grin doing little to disguise the emotion which surprising his older brother had caused him. They fell into each other’s arms. Simon could feel the strength of his brother’s embrace, Daniel’s enthusiasm enhanced by regular trips to the gym, all the rage among people of his generation. A waft of lavish cologne engulfed him, and when he drew away, Simon took in the gleaming white shirt with ivory buttons, stapled against the lightweight suit which his younger brother filled to perfection. At 24, Daniel was in the prime of his life. Simon flushed with a pride both paternal and fraternal. He had always looked out for his kid brother, and he felt a genuine delight when he thought how the lad was now making his way in the world. Gazing up towards Daniel, he struggled to effect the nonchalance pertaining to a world-weary older brother.

‘How’s the States?’ Simon asked.

‘I manage. Still learning the ropes in some respects but they’re giving me a bit more responsibility now. Which is good.’

Simon smiled to himself. Daniel’s plummy accent, cultivated when he first went to the private boarding school, had acquired a distinctive American twang. His elastic mouth seemed to have a life of its own. 

‘No freebies with being the boss’s son?’ Simon joked.

‘Quite the opposite. They seem to work me harder than everyone else in the office.’

‘Maybe they’re trying to send a subliminal message about dad?’

‘That they don’t like him?’

‘Maybe.’

‘I doubt it. People go to great lengths to get into Ju-Pay. I’m not even sure I would have got in had I not had my inside connections,’ Daniel smiled.

‘Even with your masters from Harvard?’

‘Yep, even with my masters from Harvard. They make sure they only recruit la crème de la crème. You know what dad’s like.’

‘Yes, I know, a details man. Only the best.’

‘Take care of the small things and the big things will take care of themselves,’ Daniel mimicked his father.

‘How many times did we hear that chestnut every time we went to see him?’

Daniel laughed and then grew silent. His brow fell and his eyes glistened.

‘How’s Mum?’ he asked.

‘She’s fine, Daniel. Really, just fine. Stuart seems to be spending more time around there, so I’m taking that as a good sign.’

‘I try to call or message her twice a week.’

‘I know you do.’

‘She seems happy enough.’

‘She is, she is. Just be sure you make it back for Christmas. She’s expecting you then.’

‘I know. I’ll be there. I just need to book the tickets.’

‘Any chance of seeing her whilst you’re here in Europe?’

‘I’m not sure. I suppose it just depends on how the racing goes. I’d like to pop over but if it goes to the wire I doubt I’ll have enough time.’

‘I understand. Anyway, it’s good to see you. You’ll have to come out on the boat sometime; we can moor up somewhere and do some fishing or go for a swim.’

‘Oh yeah, dad mentioned you had hired a yacht.’

‘It’s hardly a yacht, it’s just a tug with an outboard, just enough to shuttle me up and down the coast. I thought it would be more interesting than just relying on public transport or hiring a car.’

‘Where did you get it from?’

‘In a town called Vilanova. It’s a bit further down the coast, a couple of hours. I’m staying in the marina there.’

‘You’re sleeping on that thing?’

‘Sure. It appeals to the romantic in me. Anyway, it was the only option within the price range of a local heritage officer.’

‘Why didn’t you stay on the yacht?’

‘Dad did invite me.’

‘I know.’

‘I just didn’t think I could cope with having Maric and his cronies morosely watching my every movement.’

‘Really? They’re not that bad.’

‘I know, I was only kidding, but you have to admit that they’re not the most cheerful crew in the world. I bet you that you don’t even see Maric break into a smile the whole time you’re here!’

Daniel grinned, his broad features stretching elegantly across his face. He was even more handsome when animated, and Simon wasn’t sure whether it was more surprising that he didn’t have a girlfriend or that he simply hadn’t found someone in the equivalent league.

‘No, seriously,’ Simon continued, ‘I just didn’t fancy it. All that attention, people wondering up and down the quayside looking at you like a goldfish in a bowl. It just puts me on edge.’

The exposure which came from being moored in a 200-foot luxury yacht in Barcelona’s Port Vell marina was not something which came naturally to Simon, though it didn’t seem to bother Daniel. Or maybe the real reason for his declining the offer was the thought of being cooped up with his father. 200 feet was simply nowhere near large enough for the two of them.

Simon felt himself examined closely by his younger brother. They had never discussed their feelings towards their father. But they had never needed to. Daniel knew without asking that his older brother had taken the brunt of the dislocation. He had been the shield behind which Daniel had grown and then thrived. Words were superfluous for Daniel to show his appreciation. The hubbub of the lounge filled the space between the brothers.

‘Come on,’ Daniel finally said. ‘Let’s go and congratulate him.’

‘If we must,’ Simon replied mournfully, but he was already on the move. He had been in the shadows too long already today. His father would be wondering where he had got to.

The pair skirted the central area where now only the two competing sets of crew were still holding court, talking animatedly in their huddles, each doing their best to conspicuously ignore the other group. Despite this, Simon noticed Dean Cutter, the Australian captain, casting sideways glances towards the Pride of Britain team, already making assessments about the rivals.

The pair waited patiently at the edge of the platform, watching their father who was still talking, glancing between Percy Gainsmore and a shorter gentleman who neither boy recognised. One of the sponsors, judging from the yellow silk tie and immaculately pressed suit he sported.

It didn’t take long for their father to notice the pair. It was as if he had been looking out for them. They saw rather than heard their father making his excuses, his bright teeth flashing a departing joke but even from a distance Simon could feel its insincerity – the type of dismissal which comes from a desire to be somewhere else, with somebody different. Gainsmore’s mouth traced a thin smile but his eyes betrayed no emotion.

Simon studied his father as he advanced purposefully towards them. The most remarkable thing about the man was his sheer ordinariness; he was just under what people called an average height, with thick, black hair which Daniel had inherited, and while James Smalley had kept his fringe resolutely perched upon a line halfway down his forehead, Daniel had let his develop into dreamy waves which he would sweep back theatrically when nervous or in need of a beguiling gesture. The eyes of his father were crow-like, black and always alert, and Simon knew that careful study of them along with the corners of his thin mouth was the best way to judge his father’s mood. Despite his unassuming physical appearance, you underestimated him at your peril. James Smalley had spent a lifetime defying people’s expectations, almost daring them to judge him on his lack of flair, only to then fling it back in their faces by some entrepreneurial wizardry. Coming towards the two brothers now, his eyes shone like polished jet and his lips twitched their delight.

‘Boys! Nice to see you both together.’ He wrapped his arms around them and both reciprocated, but Simon felt the formality of it. The board like surface of his father’s back contrasted with the muscly definition of his brother. It was a reminder that his father was closing in on 60 and did little to enhance himself physically. Pulling away, Smalley looked first at Daniel and then across to Simon.

‘Pity you missed ‘The Challenge’, Simon. It was quite something.’

‘No, I was here. I saw it.’

‘Ah.’

The awkwardness of the exchange was followed by a silence, the meaning of which was lost on none of them. But it was no moment to head down that ambiguous avenue.

‘The Australians look like a tough lot,’ Simon said brightly.

‘We’ll see,’ replied James Smalley. ‘I think we’ve got a good chance. Gainsmore’s a winner.’

‘So is Cutter. And have you seen the size of the rest of them?’

‘Our chaps are just as fit.’

Simon could feel himself sliding down well-worn grooves of contrariness. ‘They’ll need to be. Cummings looks as though he could power the boat by himself.’

‘Maybe, but you know what happened to Goliath, don’t you?’ asked James Smalley, arching his eyebrows.

‘Dad, I’m not sure projectiles from little boys are allowed within the class rules,’ said Daniel.

James Smalley smiled. ‘Figuratively speaking. What I mean is that even giants have their weaknesses,’ said Smalley. ‘Anyway, leave that to me.’ Smalley swivelled around. ‘Right, I think things here are coming to a close. Coming back to the yacht?’

Simon knew the invitation was likely but he wanted to make the return trip down the coast before it grew too dark. Night came quickly in these southerly climes, and there would be other opportunities during the week for his dad to play host, maybe when he was likely to be less cock a hoop than he currently was.

‘I need to get back, Father. Sometime during the week would be better. I’ll ring you.’

‘The greatest moment in your dad’s life and you’re not even going to help him celebrate?’ The jocular tone was surface thin, and to his side Daniel had stopped moving. Simon held his father’s gaze and felt the decades of badly synched approaches and the simmering resentments they had resulted in. He didn’t doubt his father would be thinking the same.

‘There’ll be time during the week. I’ll call Daniel to sort it out. I’m just...’ Simon caught himself. Why should he apologise? Why couldn’t his father just accept and move on? But James Smalley was too wrapped up in his world to understand, and Simon had long since given up making excuses for him.

He patted his brother’s elbow, turned smartly and began walking towards the terraced exterior, the panes of which were now burning gold in the low afternoon sun. His father’s icy silence followed him all the way until he left the building.
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Chapter 4
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Samantha dropped the paperback upon her knees and let her eyes fall on the horizon where a pale sky met the darker waters of the Mediterranean. She realised she was fighting a losing battle against the wind which whipped her floppy hat back and forth, obscuring the lines and making her lose her place.

The gusts themselves weren’t disagreeable, nothing like the chutes of grit and sand she remembered from childhood coastal visits, blasts which assaulted skin already sore from the purple pimple cold. Here the wind displayed no such venom. Rather it was a gentle buffeting, pleasant as it took the edge from an autumn sun which was still intense for one of Anglo-Saxon stock. As she very much was. Back home this would be a splendid summer’s day, but here, the expansive beach was virtually deserted. With the tourist season long gone, only canny locals and more determined visitors now remained. Other than a pair of vigorous swimmers, their seagull arms whirling like windup toys, there was no-one in the water.

Samantha watched without interest as the pair approached the large bronze statue which formed one promontory of the gently concave bay. Maybe she, too, should be making better use of her time as these two athletes obviously were. But she had been unable to concentrate and was beginning to regret her decision to try to read on the beach. Either study or relax; don’t try and combine the pair the way she had.

She would have felt better if she had managed to get into the archive in Vilanova, but it was just her luck that the civil servant in charge of the records had called in sick. Or rather, the person’s father-in-law had suffered a suspected stroke or heart attack the previous evening. Samantha hadn’t understood clearly which but hadn’t thought it necessary to seek clarification. There was no chance of them coming in to work that morning. 

‘Is there anyone else who can give me access to the comarque records in the archive?’ 

‘No, lo siento. We’re sorry. But if you leave us your contact details, we’ll let you know when the archivist returns.’

‘Oh.’ Nonplussed, she had just stood outside the official building for several minutes. The only thing to do was to bring forward the plan for the picnic lunch on the beach. There, she would try to atone for missing out on the research by ploughing on with Vida i Anhels de Ricard Guillem. But it didn’t take long after she had wriggled into her one piece swimsuit, plonked herself down in the middle of the sand, that she realised that the life and times of an eleventh century entrepreneur from Barcelona were not riveting enough for her to do constant battle with the gusts and the havoc they were playing with the pages and the brim of her hat.

She raised her eyes again to the water. The pair of swimmers had made their turn at the incongruous minotaur statue and were now returning across the bay, their progress powerful and serene, keeping just inside the fluorescent safety buoys. Beyond this, Samantha could make out the bright geometric shapes of sails, immobile and almost pasted onto the scene. Even through her tinted glasses, the wave tips sparkled. She knew that it should have been idyllic, this careless sojourn on a sun kissed beach. But her overriding sense was in the opposite direction. A moroseness without a clear provenance. Maybe she should just get in the water and see if liquid shock therapy could unsettle the gremlins which had taken possession of her.

She sighed and reached behind her, rustling around in the canvas bag before pulling out the foil wrapped roll she had made in the rented room in Sant Huguet. As she peeled back the silver, Samantha thought she could detect the smoke from the cigarette that the flat owner had been consuming as she had prepared the roll. In the narrow kitchen, they had barely talked and the woman, who rented the single room only as a means of income after the failure of her marriage, had only sought Samantha’s attention as she was leaving, letting her know that she would be returning late that evening. Samantha had smiled and wished her a good day, but the heavy security door to the flat was already closing as she completed her sentence. Samantha had quickly realised that she was unlikely to find any intimacy with her landlady. The best she could hope for was civility.

The salchichón she had put into the sandwich was chewy, and Samantha masticated like a ruminative cow. She had another year at least of work left on her doctorate, maybe longer. And if she was cooling on a career in academia, what remained? Make a break for it and stay in Spain? But to do what? Teach once more? But she doubted she would find any more satisfaction than she had done in her year in the English academy in Zaragoza. The kids were always a handful, whilst she wondered how much progress the adults really made with their three hours a week of class. A short trip around England or volunteering in a charity shop would be more beneficial than a whole year listening to her banging on about the Present Perfect Continuous. Nothing else on the continent clearly stood out, and Brexit had clouded many other possibilities.

And back in the UK, what would her CV propel her to? Short stints as a receptionist at the Premier Inn in Melton Mowbray or odd nights behind the bar at The Boot in the town were unlikely to place her on any shortlists. And even the two years as County Museums Officer had been so mauled by Covid that she would struggle in any interview to describe the time as fruitful or productive. The online engagement project for schools which she was most proud of was quashed the moment the worst of the epidemic was over and schools had drifted back into the classroom.

Samantha took an aggressive bite of the sandwich, ripping the doughy bread back with her teeth and looked out across the waters. She could no longer see the swimmers and an elderly couple had taken up station a short way in front of her, the ripe belly of the man bulging over his tight trunks as he pummelled the bottom section of a sunshade into the sand. Samantha could see the outline of a bikini under the lady’s light cotton dress as she splayed out a large sheet with a black filigree pattern. The sheet fluttered in the breeze and struggled to settle cleanly on the sand.

Then, just beyond the couple and close enough to the water for their feet to leave imprints, Samantha saw the two swimmers, making their way across the beach. It surprised her that they were women. Their strokes had been so strong that she had assumed it must be a pair of young men. They walked with real purpose, showing none of the foot dragging weariness one often associates with a beach stroll. It was a stridency which Samantha admired, knowing her own deficiencies in this regard well. For this pair it appeared to be a default setting.

Both wore handsome bikinis and neither could have been more than mid-twenties. Their bodies gleamed, the film of salty water also serving to deepen the tones of their skin. They betrayed none of the tell-tale excesses of lackadaisical 21st century diets; fast food, fast drinks and sugar with everything. Samantha thought of her own midriff in this regard, getting harder every year to keep things shipshape and lively. She didn’t demand perfection, only decency. These were concerns, Samantha realised, these girls hadn’t even begun to consider.

Samantha twisted her body to follow them, raising her book as a shield in case they should look her way. There was something unusual and distinctive about the pair and she struggled to place them. Although the taller girl had dark hair and honey glow skin so typical of Mediterranean women, Samantha doubted they were local; they were too robust, too confident, and displayed little of that beach preening immaturity of young Spanish women. Instead, the pair appeared entirely indifferent to the image they were projecting.

Samantha continued peeping over the cover of the hardback as they reached a motley collection of belongings a little further along the beach, towels and bags which she had previously disregarded as of no consequence. With the breeze the pair were too far away to hear, but both continued chatting and laughing as they dried themselves with efficient, well-practised movements. Samantha almost gasped as the taller girl drew herself up after drying her legs and then with a single fluid movement undid the top part of her bikini and whipped it away from her before letting it fall around her possessions
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