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For Anne





I have strange power of speech;

That moment that his face I see,

I know the man that must hear me:

To him my tale I teach.

S.T. Coleridge,

'The Rime of the Ancient Mariner'





1

BEEP-BEEP! BEEP-BEEP!

BEEP-BEEP! BEEP-BEEP!

That's all it took: eight short shrill beeps.

Game over.

Life over.

Just like that. No warning. Well . . . hardly any.

Yet, up to that day, my life had been plain sailing. An easy cruise on autopilot. A doddle.

Bloody hard work - yes.

But a lot of fun.

Those of my friends who think I'm a smug bastard will tell you I had been incredibly, undeservedly lucky on all counts. You won't have to believe them: perhaps, like me, you think that people make their own luck.

Then all my navigation errors caught up with me.

It is only when attempting to make a landfall, of course, that you find out how accurate your navigation has been. Simple: either you end up in the right place, or you don't. More often than not you find out the hard way: think of all those Armada captains who believed they were steering a safe course back to Spain in the middle of the Atlantic - only to hit the rocks on the west coast of Ireland. Was it their fault if, in their day, nobody knew about the existence of the Gulf Stream?

Mind you, if truth be told (not my forte: I'm a criminal lawyer), I've been off course by more than a couple of degrees over the last few years. Here's an interesting fact: if your heading is erroneous by a mere one degree over a distance of sixty nautical miles, then your cross-track error, as we call it, will amount to one nautical mile. Result: instead of finding the entrance to some snug harbour, you're on the rocks. I, of all people, should have known.



Was it my fault if, on that scorching day, we left the fuel berth in Brindisi too late to make Dubrovnik before nightfall? We had decided to avoid Bari, since it seemed to be totally under the control of the Albanian Mafia. Both our nautical pilot books, everybody we talked to in the ports and marinas we'd called into, from Palermo to Portosirena, from Messina to Roccella Ionica and Crotone, all the tourist guides we carried on board agreed on the wisdom of staying as far away as possible from the Albanians. Now, when Sicilians warn me about crime, I, as a fellow professional, am not inclined to second-guess them.

It is well known that the Mediterranean is rarely ideal for sailing: either it blows a hooligan, or there isn't a whiff of wind. Since we'd left Portosirena, the rather tired marina on the northern coast of Sicily, right opposite the Aeolian Islands, the strongest wind we had encountered had been a pretty useless anticyclonic breeze. Even the much-feared Golfo di Squillace had proved to be a total misnomer, as, in flat calm conditions, we wearily trundled under power across its forty-mile expanse, mainly concerned that Lucy should drink enough to avoid dehydration. If you are not to get confused, I need to clarify one thing straight away: Lucy is our beloved five-year-old angel of a daughter - sorry, I keep forgetting she's six now, we celebrated her birthday last week -and Miss Lucy is my pride and joy, our 42-foot Bowman sailing yacht. If you ask me, Bowman yachts are, or rather were, the finest craft built in the UK, which probably explains why the Bowman yard recently had to file for bankruptcy. It's not the quality of your product that counts, it's your marketing skill. That's the world we live in. Never mind: precisely two years, six months and fourteen days ago, thanks to my contacts and expertise, we were lucky enough to acquire the last Bowman 42 from the liquidators, thus fulfilling a lifelong dream. My lifelong dream anyway.

How prettily she sits on the water, her low, sleek shape enhanced by the blue line running from bow to stern on her white topside! Gracile, agile, spirited but obedient, lively yet forgiving, a mount fit for a Viking prince. She indulges my foibles, tolerates my whims, balks at no challenge. We are a team, almost a single organism, the nautical equivalent of a Centaur, albeit hopefully less monstrous: half man and half mermaid, perhaps. I trust Miss Lucy with my life, in the knowledge that no other vessel could provide such an exhilarating ride in complete safety. Easy to control too: all the halyards and sheets run back to the cockpit, so that, in theory at least, it is possible to operate her single-handed. Cathy sometimes complains that I spend more time with Miss Lucy than with her; it isn't true, but the temptation certainly is there.

Having spent last summer cruising around the Aeolian Islands, we were now on our way to Croatia and its magical, unspoilt 1,185 islands. Just the three of us: Cathy, Lucy and me.

Convincing Cathy to sail to Croatia hadn't been easy. Some years ago, her elder sister, Miranda, was spending a few days in Split with Croatian friends when she suddenly fell ill - some kind of food poisoning. Her condition deteriorated so quickly that her hosts decided to rush her to hospital for what should have been an intensive three-day course of intravenous antibiotics. Unfortunately, the junior doctor on duty injected her with the wrong drug; if I remember correctly, some kind of product designed to stimulate the heart. Miranda then found herself inflating at an alarming rate. On the second and third days, wracked by excruciating abdominal pains, she had complained to the hospital doctor, who rudely reminded her that he had better things to do than listen to the whining of a spoilt western woman. On the fourth day her small intestine burst; she was dying. Her friends snatched her, unconscious, out of the unsupervised splendour of Krizine hospital, and delivered her post-haste, all sirens howling, into shambolic Firule hospital. There, a newly qualified houseman decided she was too young to die. With minutes to spare, he put her guts together; then, assisted by a posse of devoted nurses, off duty as well as on duty, he looked after her day and night for weeks on end. Two months later, Miranda had got rid of her infection, lost four stone and recovered intestinal continuity. Cathy had been doubly traumatised by her sister's experience: shocked that Miranda should have been at death's door, and appalled by the medical negligence that had nearly killed her. The result has been to instil deep prejudice in Cathy, who fundamentally wants no truck with a country that, according to her, has nearly killed her sister.

Nevertheless, armed with glossy pictures of idyllic secluded islands, unpolluted warm waters and permanently blue skies, after months of patient advocacy, I had prevailed. Cathy had eventually accepted that, in the unlikely event of health problems developing on board, her own medical competence was more than sufficient to protect us from the vagaries of the locals. At last, we were on our way.

In spite of their sensible use of sun creams, my two women were turning a richer hue of gold every day. They did not mind the absence of wind; in fact, they were naturally happier motoring through this enervating heat wave than they would have been holding on for dear life in the sort of force six sirocco I kept praying for. Anyway, the weather was pleasant enough for a family cruise, and Cathy and I alternated at the wheel, keeping our watches short - two hours - in order to fight the boredom that, added to the heat and the low drone of the engine, could easily lead to sleepiness.

All this motoring meant that we needed to refuel before crossing the Adriatic. Having eliminated Bari, our only bunkering option was Brindisi, which we had reached in the early evening. Again, Brindisi isn't the kind of city that gets rave reviews in the Lonely Planet guide, but, arriving from the sea, it was majestic enough. We berthed alongside the low stone quay opposite the town, right at the foot of the monumental staircase built by Mussolini to highlight the end of the Via Appia. There were no facilities, no water, electricity or toilets, but the mooring was secure and the well-tended garden that surrounded the monument was quiet without being spooky. After dinner, I took a waterbus across to the city, to check the location and opening hours of the fuel berth. It was manned (after a fashion) by Pietro, a semi-retired ruffian whom my patient investigations traced, within less than an hour, to the counter of a dark, smoke-filled establishment nowhere near the sea front. I found out that the pump would be open at seven the following morning, bought Pietro a beer and thanked him for the information with the most effusive gesticulations I could conjure up; finally, pointing alternately at my yacht across the harbour and at the phosphorescent hands of my diving watch, I imparted to him that Miss Lucy would be moored in front of his pump at a quarter to seven. The fact that I speak only five words of Italian was no serious hindrance, since none of the sounds emitted by Pietro seemed to belong to any Latin language. We solemnly shook hands, and I returned to Miss Lucy with the relief and quiet satisfaction that follow a successful reconnaissance mission. Although the crossing from Brindisi to Dubrovnik, at nearly one hundred miles, is significantly longer than from Bari, I was hoping that, in the middle of summer, it should be possible to do most, if not all of it, during daylight hours -which, ideally, meant leaving at first light.

As I got back on board, Lucy was already asleep. She wore only a small pair of knickers and a sleeveless T-shirt; yet, as I softly kissed it, her forehead was moist with perspiration. She smelt of baby oil, sun and salted caramel.

'Is she asleep?' Cathy whispered as I entered the forecabin, where she was lying naked on the V-berth.

'Like an angel,' I confirmed.

Cathy smiled and put her book down. She likes detective stories, maybe because she never guesses who the murderer is; I gave them up when I went to law school.

I folded up my shorts and T-shirt and lowered myself on to the bunk between her long, suntanned legs.



At dawn, Cathy insisted on getting up to help me move the boat across, so that we were already moored at the fuel berth by six-thirty. The bustle of the previous
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