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About the Author

Born and raised in the maritime port of Lymington, England, Christopher D. Swan spent his childhood between the Solent and the New Forest. A lack of academic zeal led him to pursue a long career in retail culminating in his own shop by the turn of the century. He is the proud father of three sons, multiple times grandfather, with the best ex-wife a man could hope for.





Dedication

For Karen in thanks for guidance, support and encouragement.
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Blisworth Tunnel

In 1800, the Grand Junction Canal Company built a tramway to transport cargo boats over the top of Blisworth Hill.

On the 25th day of March 1805, the new tunnel was completed, thus replacing the tramway.

At 3,057 yards, Blisworth Tunnel is the third longest navigable tunnel in Britain.

A narrowboat, painted in crimson and grey, rumbles gracefully between the forested banks of the Grand Union Canal. All else is silent in the still air. Thick black cloud lends a crepuscular edge to the morning as the first heavy droplets of rain detonate on the steel roof. The still water is a tapestry of Islamic art: concentric circles combining in geometric patterns.

Gerald tightens his collar as the sporadic peel becomes a thunderous roar. The boat roof and the canal are buried under a thick layer of spray. On the approach to the tunnel, the canal widens into a circle, shaped like a goldfish bowl. The woodland screen affords shelter to many pairs of beady, starring eyes, belonging to birds and small mammals. The blackness beyond the portal devours the boat whole, leaving a dissipating wake to nudge the shoreline, unnoticed in the heavy rain.

Inside the tunnel, the engine is audible once more, amplified by the proximity of the antique stone and brick arch. Illumination comes only from the tunnel lamp and interior lights; the portals serve only to mark progress as they wax and wane like the moon in a winter sky. Regular waterspouts erupt from the aging infrastructure, invisible after the passing of the lamp on the bow. The sound of splashing water is the only guide to knowing which way to dodge the next shower.

The paucity of visual stimuli can lead one to fill in the gaps with imagined objects or events. Gerald is directing his every effort on maintaining an equal distance to each tunnel wall.

The distant exit portal is partially eclipsed by another craft navigating the tunnel. The somewhat ethereal appearance is enhanced with a yellow-orange lamp which seems to dance independent of the boat. Gerald has ducked inside the hatch to switch on the engine room light. The bow clips the tunnel wall to the muffled sound of breaking crockery and the scamper of a couple of large rats fleeing along a ledge. With speed and direction corrected, he thinks, Thank God you only get old once!

The approaching cargo boat is being ‘legged’ through the tunnel. The two boatmen on the bow withdraw the plank in the light of the oil-fuelled storm lantern swinging on its hook. They transfer to the top plank, holding the boat steady against the rough masonry ceiling, to allow passage. The arc of Gerald’s tunnel lamp picks out the canvass covers of the hold, the cabin of Ellie May (in the red and yellow livery of the Birmingham Freight Company) and a young lady wearing a seriously big skirt at the tiller.

“Ahoy there!” shouts Gerald as he pulls alongside. The young bowman (dressed in flat cap, neckerchief, country check and breeches) regards him with curiosity:

“You’re going the wrong way!”

“What’s wrong with forwards?” queries Gerald to the retreating figure. The older boatman is chewing tobacco, looking like a man that can eject spittle over twenty yards with pinpoint accuracy.

“Destiny!” he confides.

The mirth of Big Skirt comes close to bursting her corset. Playfully, she proffers advice: “Know ye the end is behind you!”

“How far?” Gerald asks her, nervously looking over his shoulder.

“About an inch!” she cackles coarsely.

“What’s that in metric?” asks Gerald, trying to appear nonchalant. He increases the revs to drown out the slowly fading laughter. The exit portal is brighter and growing by the minute. A glance behind reveals nothing but open water reflecting the shrinking entrance in the far distance.

Soon, the white light from the archway takes on colour with growing definition. Boat and man burst from gloom into sunlight, blue skies and summer – another country?





Stoke

It is 2009. Elizabeth II sits upon the English throne. Gordon Brown is Prime Minister.

Barrack Obama is sworn in as the 44th President of the USA.

The banking crisis that started in Iceland is causing a global recession.

Swine Flu (H1N1) that started in Mexico, is declared a global pandemic.

In this year, according to one scientific theory, the rotation of the Earth’s core slowed to reach parity with the whole.

The funeral of Gerald DeMontfort is held at Maidenhead Crematorium.

Gerald sits at a table in the museum, slowly turning the pages of an antique lockkeepers’ boat log. The ledger entries are dated: recording the boat name, skipper, a description of the cargo and the toll paid. The walls of the room are adorned with lock signage, gauging rods, boat poles, mooring pins, pictures and maps. Glass cases contain old tiller pins and gypsy artefacts.

Leaning back in his chair, Gerald removes his spectacles and clasps his hands behind his neck to view the wall displays. After a moment, his attention is captured by a framed watercolour of a narrowboat exiting Stoke Top Lock. He rises from the chair to examine the painting more closely, replacing his reading glasses. The figure of a young woman, in period dress, with hair tied in a bun, stands lockside before the Ellie May. She holds out a cavalry sword with both hands, as though a gift from the lady of the lake. The painting is entitled: ‘Last Voyage’, dated 25th March 1833.

Fabian is the museum assistant today. He is aged around thirty years, slender and tall, his long hair restrained in a ponytail.

Clean shaven, save for a tuft of beard on his chin, he is naturally friendly and gregarious, well-educated and verbose.

Gerald is struck by the coincidence of the date, today being the 25th of March, when two apparitions of the same boat have presented themselves. He calls out: “Excuse me, young man!”

“Fabian, sir!”

“What is?”

“My name – my name is Fabian. I used to blame my parents, but I think that’s wrong. You must grow up sometime so why not now or tomorrow might be better, don’t you think? When I—”

“So! Fabian it is! I am Gerald with a question that needs an answer before sundown. Would you have, by chance, the boat log for 1833?”

“I shall check straight away, Gerald!” He returns almost as fast as he left. Blowing several years of dust from the leather binding, he wipes the old tome with a cloth: “This must be the one!”

“My sincere thanks!” Gerald resumes his chair at the table and adjusts his reading glasses. He swiftly thumbs the pages in search of the March entries. He turns back a couple of pages and carefully turns forward again. Looking up to establish eye contact, asks: “Fabian? Does it seem plausible to you that no traffic through the lock flight would be recorded on a Monday?”

“About as likely as a church being closed on a Sunday! In the 19th century, large crews were essential to ensure round the clock navigation 24/7 in order to meet delivery deadlines or forfeit payment. How can you be sure it was a Monday?”

“If memory serves, it is the only day between Sunday and Tuesday. And my phone has a calendar!”

Fabian smiles. “Of course. Allow me to take a closer look.” He up-ends the heavy volume, takes an eye piece from his top pocket, then inspects the binding under magnification. “Yes! I have it! See here, a small gap.”

Gerald takes the eye piece. A sheet of thick parchment is missing; the securing edge causing separation of the adjoining pages close to the binding. “So, the page has been removed?”

“Indeed! With a razorblade, by the look.”

“How might this have happened?”

“Not on my watch. I doubt this ledger has been touched in thirty years.”

“My quest is therefore at an end.”

“Not at all! This suggests the evidence you seek has already been found. Surely that makes the hunt even more intriguing.”

“Intriguing certainly, though tinged with trepidation. I must repair to the pub and consider my next move.”

“Perhaps you would be kind enough to complete our customer satisfaction survey?”

“I used to be kind until questionnaires became obligatory. My feedback will be immediate and detailed if unsatisfied. As I have no wish to complain about good service, I must decline your offer.”

The Boat Inn is warm and welcoming. A small log



















































































































EPUB/media/9781035853540.jpg





