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            The ebony palace soared on high 
Through the blossoming trees to the evening sky.
 The inlaid porches and casements shone 
With gold and ivory and elephant-bone. 
And the black crowd laughed till their sides were sore
At the baboon butler in the agate door, 
And the well-known tunes of the parrot band 
That trilled on the bushes of that magic land.
From "The Congo" by Vachel Lindsay (1879-1931)

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Awakening
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She has been dreaming. Dreaming of long, long ago, when she had roamed the skies, warm sunshine on her back and the wind beneath her wings. Dreams of freedom. 

Now, in her waking, she remembers. Remembers those creatures who inhabited the islands beneath. In that earlier existence. She remembers the spirits sent to torment her, to drive her away, snapping, stinging spirits, some that fastened themselves onto her, trying to subvert her mind, emitting foul odours that ripped into her senses. These were spirits of the fetishes sent by the Houngan and the Mambo Asogwe. These were spirits of the Underworld.

One by one, she had snuffed them out of existence. And then cast her baleful gaze upon the human perpetrators, those pathetic islanders who thought they could use their coarse magic to banish such a magnificent creature as she.

Vengeance had been swift and glorious. She had torn apart their flimsy structures, ripped into soft flesh—the wonderful smell of blood in her nostrils, driving her to kill. To kill again and again.

Then had come the ancient one, barely noticed at first. But the scolding voice in her head, by stages, became more insistent; first chiding, then demanding, and more demanding, until her brain screamed for release. Finally, she was forced back here, into her nether-world, where she finally found peace for her tortured mind. 

But this is, above all, a place of stasis, where time hangs suspended, where form has no meaning and space is distorted into a flat nothingness. She has slept inextricably bound here, her magnificence folded into an undignified single plane of existence. And dreamed.

Until now.

Once again, she feels it: a sensation of sliding, of easing, as if she is slipping back into her solid form, out of stasis and back into the world of three-dimensional solidity—back to actuality. And as she awakes, she feels a familiar presence close by.

Who calls Juracan?
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​​Chapter 1
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For Charlie, it all started as a bit of a laugh. And, if he was honest, something of an ego trip. It wasn’t that he fancied the young journalist. Hardly, anyway. But he was enjoying her company. And, of course, the attention. Furthermore, being seen around with a smart young chick didn’t do his self-esteem any harm either. 

She was paying, and he was milking it. He teased her to begin with, evading her questions but not so as not to put her off completely. Charlie felt a little pang of guilt about what he was doing, how he was treating her, leading her on while knowing he could never tell her the truth about Splitwind.

Captain Joe had talked. That was obvious. Probably in one of the Island’s many rum shacks, maybe more than one. Maybe more than once. Probably when he was pissed out of his tree. Gradually, the tale of Splitwind had spread, segueing easily from the ramblings of a drunken old man into popular mythology. That’s how legends were made in the Islands. 

Within a couple of years, the story had spread worldwide, retold by yachtsmen who sailed the islands all winter, then parked their boats for the hurricane season and flew off home for the summer with another tale to entertain friends and neighbours around the barbecue. 

And by backpackers, on their University Gap Year, hitching rides from island to island, then returning with a Caribbean Mystery to impress fellow students and liven up the tedium of the Student Union bar.

And that’s how it would have remained, how it should have remained; a popular legend, a myth born of Chinese Whispers. Except in some Toronto office block, a newspaper editor had seen an interesting angle for a story. And an opportunity to field-test his newest cub reporter.

Her name was Arianne Hansa. She was youngish, about twenty-five, Charlie reckoned, with a dusky complexion. Some Hispanic blood there, he guessed. Attractive, too. The rimless spectacles gave her an academic look, the sexy librarian.

She had taken him to the best restaurant on Petit St Louis, or PSL, as the yachties referred to it. 

Antonella’s was a picturesque, somewhat quirky place, tucked away unobtrusively at the end of a quiet side road, off the beaten track. The owner liked it that way. It discouraged impromptu guests; she preferred her customers to telephone reservations in advance. It was that kind of place. 

All the cooking happened in a big dome-shaped building, built of attractively coloured stones. Surrounding this was a well-tended garden patio, resplendent with lush tropical flowers, succulent aloes, and a scattering of palm trees. This was where the eating happened, the dining tables discreetly separated by dense rows of foliage. 

Charlie’s menu selections didn’t come cheap; he assumed her employer was picking up the bill.

The reporter reached into her bag and held up a small digital voice recorder. ‘Do you mind?’

He shrugged. ‘Fill your boots.’ 

He picked up her mobile phone and examined it, turning it around in his hand. ‘These things have come on a bit, haven’t they?’

She gave him a forbearing glance, then switched on the recorder and set it down on the table between them. ‘So, tell me about yourself,’ she said. ‘Who is Charlie Barley?’

Charlie grimaced. ‘Not a pretty story, I’m afraid,’ he told her, then added pointedly:  ‘And one I’d rather not see plastered in the papers.’

Arianne flashed him a scornful look. ‘I think you might be overrating your celebrity status, Charlie.’

‘What celebrity status?’

‘Exactly!’ she said, smiling disarmingly and topping up his wine glass. Her own was still untouched. ‘I’m just interested in how you came to be here all alone on this little island backwater. A bit of background, you know? And besides, this is a great location to start the story.’

Charlie took a deep breath and blew out. Pretty harmless stuff so far. He said, ‘In a nutshell? My missus left me for her old boss in Chester. And then I got kicked out of the Navy for being pissed. Sad opening, eh?’ 

He was grinning. Not because he thought what he’d just said was funny, but because he could tell it these days without the bitterness that had plagued him in those wretched months following Clare’s betrayal. The journalist’s contrived look of understanding also amused him. Yes, Charlie was in ebullient mood, in control and thoroughly enjoying the game.

‘Then I helped a bloke sail his boat across The Pond and got kind of stuck here in a rut.’

‘The pond?’

‘The Atlantic.’

Arianne nodded. ‘So, you didn’t actively choose this life. It was just inertia that kept you here?’

‘Yeah, that’s about right. I did one or two paid jobs on the charter boats when I first got here, but that fizzled out when I kept getting arseholed and upsetting the guests, not to mention shouting back at some of the skippers.’

‘I think I detect a pattern developing here,’ Arianne said, looking pointedly at his glass. 

‘Yep, you’re right; I’m a first-class piss artist—unemployed and unemployable.’ Charlie studied his once more empty glass and realised the wine was making him maudlin.

Arianne said, ‘Even so, I should have thought being drunk was quite normal behaviour for a sailor. Throwing you out of the Navy for that seems to me a little draconian.’

‘Yeah, well, getting shitfaced ashore is one thing, but falling asleep when you’re supposed to be guarding the gangway in a foreign port? Let’s say it’s something the Royal Navy frowns on.’

‘So, the end of a sparkling career,’ she said airily. ‘What exactly happened?’

Her irony hit the mark, and Charlie’s buoyant mood began to feel a little low in the water, slowly sinking as he told her the sorry tale. 

It was when the ship was alongside in Corfu, and Charlie had been out with the lads the night before his watch, having swapped the First - the eight till midnight, with a mate who owed him a favour. It had been a rip-roaring night, drinking beer with shots of ouzo for chasers. So he was still woozy with booze when the bosun’s mate shook him awake at quarter to four. 

The next thing Charlie remembered was the Officer of the Day calling his name, and he woke up crashed on a chair in the back of the hangar. He couldn’t remember how he’d got there—he was supposed to be Quartermaster, in charge of the gangway. Instead, it was left unattended because the bosun’s mate was on his rounds.

They had already busted him from Petty Officer for being drunk at sea, so his aggravated offence won him two weeks at Colchester Joint Services Detention Centre, followed by a summary discharge.

‘Was that why your wife left you? Because her dependable rock turned out to be a drunken and immature miscreant?’ 

‘Aww, no need to be nice,’ Charlie said. ‘Tell it like it is, why don’t you?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Arianne said, looking for a moment quite genuinely so, ‘but I find brutal honesty gets to the heart of the matter more effectively. I don’t really do sympathy.’

‘So I see,’ Charlie said, grinning, disbelieving her. ‘No, actually, that happened the year before. We were in married quarters in Gosport ...’

‘That’s in England, right?’

‘Yep, near Portsmouth, where my ship was based. When I got home after a three-month deployment, the place was empty. Clare had scarpered back to her Mum’s in Cheshire without telling me. When I went up to sort it out with her, she told me she couldn’t handle being a Navy wife anymore. It was her brother who told me about the other bloke she’d been shagging.’

Arianne looked a little prim at this last word, adjusted her glasses, but then continued unabashed, ‘You must have been devastated.’

‘Yeah, you could say that. It busted me up at the time, but when I thought about it later, I wasn’t that surprised. It was never a great marriage, even when I was home for a longer spell...’ he paused in thought, then added with a wry smile, ‘Especially when I was home for a longer spell.’

‘I take it there were no children?’

‘Nah. That was probably part of her disenchantment with me. I think she blamed me for the three miscarriages. We stopped trying after the third, and she went back on the pill. I’m guessing that’s when she decided to dump me. You know, saving her children for a better father? Maybe she was already knocking him off, who knows?’

‘I am sure you’re being too hard on yourself. Tell me about Josiah Patch.’

Charlie laughed. Arianne’s chicane manoeuvre was clever, but so obvious.

‘Had enough of my doom and gloom, eh?’

‘Well, it was getting a bit depressing,’ she smiled.

He said, ‘Don’t worry, it was all a long time ago now. After all that’s happened since, it feels like I’ve been talking about someone else’s life.’

‘So, Josiah Patch...’ she prompted.

‘Yeah, Captain Joe.’ He paused, looking up at the full moon that had just risen above the palm trees, remembering his old friend. ‘He owned Elnora, you know? My boat now. Gone through a good few changes since he had her—probably have a fit if he could see her now.’ Charlie looked away and sighed, then shook himself back into focus. ‘Captain Joe was what people call a Sea Gypsy, someone who lives permanently on his boat and spends life going just where the fancy takes him.’

‘What was he like, this Sea Gypsy?’

Charlie grinned. ‘How long have you got?’
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​​Chapter 2
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Charlie had been shopping. Just a few bits and pieces, something for tonight’s dinner. Nothing too ambitious; his tiny beach shack only afforded him a two-ring gas hob and a small electric grill. 

It was March, the start of the hot, dry season. A time when the island’s minority white population started to head for cooler climes; a time when the island’s lazy got lazier, and the drunks got drunker. The bars and restaurants opened only occasionally, when their owners felt like it. If they could find anyone willing to work. The only businesses that thrived now were the rum shacks and, of course, the marijuana dealers.

The moorings in the bay were almost empty of boats now, just a couple of sail-cruisers sitting sullenly at anchor, and a rotting stinkpot that had been there for years, apparently abandoned. And a little further out, an old wooden gaff ketch that hadn’t been there yesterday. 

Most of the resident yachts had been moved into the hurricane hole around the corner, parked beam to beam for mutual protection, and moored to the shore with long lines into the mangroves. Safe from anything but a direct hit.

Nearer the beach, a dozen or so locally built boats bobbed on their moorings; sleek and garishly painted, oversized outboards. They were used for both fishing and water taxis. And of course, the odd bit of smuggling; gurgling out at night without lights, returning heavy and low in the water with beer, spirits, and tobacco; and weed if they’d been to Vincy, in weighted bags so it could be ditched in the event of a coastguard intercept. 

‘Hey, Charlie, how it hangin’ Mon?’

The voice came from a group of three young men lounging outside Bruno’s. Charlie walked over to them.

‘Hi guys, whassup?’

‘Jus’ limin’, man,’ said one of them.

He chatted with them for a while, idle nonsense—island patter. Then he stepped inside.

Bruno’s Beach Bar was a ramshackle place made from driftwood, odd pieces of corrugated steel, and dried-out palm fronds, the whole structure anchored between three big manchineel trees. Unwary visitors sometimes picked up the soft, plum-sized green fruits deposited on the sand under these trees, often with fatal consequences if treatment wasn’t administered quickly. When it rained, Bruno had to close up shop—you didn’t want to be under a manchineel when it was raining. 

Asingle bench stood at the front by the roadside. A couple of improvised bench-tables sat drunkenly on the sandy beach out the back. There was a short pier for visiting yacht tenders. Right now, only a small dinghy lay tied up there, no outboard, just a pair of paddles clipped onto the side-tubes.

An old man was sitting alone at one of the bench-tables, his back to the bar, looking absently out across the bay.

Charlie stepped up to the outside serving hatch and peered through to where the bar’s owner was tending something sizzling in a frying pan. 

‘Carib, please, Bruno, a cold one from the back.’

‘How it goin’, Charlie?’ Bruno said, putting the open bottle on the bar.

‘Oh, y’know, same, same. Another fine day in paradise. Who’s the old guy? Never seen him before.’

‘Ole Captain Joe? Sailorman, all alone, yanoo? He been ‘way  ‘bout year. He keep he own company mos’ times.’ The bar owner gave Charlie a cryptic look, then twirled a finger next to his temple. ‘Bes’ leave he alone, yanoo.’

But the warning only served to make Charlie more curious. Besides, he felt rather sorry for the lonely figure, sitting there stroking the lip of an empty spirit tumbler with a gnarled finger. 

He walked over and stood noncommittally near his table, looking over the bay and rolling the cold bottle across his forehead. The old man seemed not to notice Charlie, even though he was the only other person there.

The old fella looked like somebody had kicked over his pile of bricks. ‘Hi,’ Charlie said. ‘Hot day again, eh?’

The old man looked up, surprised, or perhaps irritated, that someone had addressed him. 

‘Who the fuck are you?’

Under most circumstances, the blunt challenge should have caused Charlie to go and sit somewhere else, but something in the old man’s demeanour told him the enquiry came without malice. Something intrigued him about the diminutive figure with the wispy beard and faded baseball cap. So he stuck with it.

‘Charlie Barley. You?’

‘Captain Josiah Patch,’ he said, sliding his glass towards Charlie. ‘Mine’s a rum.’

Charlie forced a resigned laugh, picked up the glass and went back to the bar. Bruno shot him a pointedly neutral glance as he poured out a generous measure from the bottle of Mount Gay he reserved for his white customers. The island boys preferred the cheaper Cablejack, an eye-watering rocket-propellant of dubious origin. 

The old man accepted the drink without a word and gulped a mouthful.

‘Cheers,’ Charlie said sourly. He took the bench opposite and gulped a long swig from his bottle to cool his growing annoyance. 

Captain Joe grunted a response and started making a roll-up cigarette. ‘Who was the comedian?’ the old guy said, licking the paper and rolling it up with a flourish.

‘How do you mean?’ Charlie said.

‘Gave you a stupid name like Charlie to go with Barley.’ He stuck the cigarette in his mouth and lit it with an antique Zippo.

Beginning to regret his forbearance but still prepared to give the old curmudgeon the benefit of the doubt, Charlie said, ‘It’s a nickname. It’s Michael, actually. They called me Charlie at school, and it stuck. I tried to revert to Mick when I joined the Navy, but Jack, being Jack, just couldn’t resist the obvious. In the end, I just went with the flow. By the way, do you know how fucking rude you are?’

Captain Joe responded with a rueful grin, exposing tobacco-stained teeth. Those few that remained, anyway. ‘Was I being rude? Just my way, matey.’ He turned his head back out to the anchorage. ‘Been sailing alone too long, I suppose.’

Charlie chuckled and shook his head. ‘So you just say whatever pops into your mind?’

The old man was slow to reply. When he did, he said, ‘Mostly I do, yeah. That so wrong?’

‘Some people might take offence.’

‘Did you?’

‘What, take offence?’ Charlie said, then grinned. ‘No, you’re still some way from the rocks - I’m pretty thick-skinned. Besides, Bruno warned me about you, so I gave you a bit of sea room.’

The old man shot a scowl towards the bar, then turned back and said, ‘You were in the navy, you say: royal or merchant?’

‘Fifteen years in Her Majesty’s Grey Funnel Line.’ Charlie said. ‘You?’

But the old man ignored the volley. ‘Teach yer to sail, did they?’

‘Did a bit, bosun’s dinghies mainly. And crewed a couple of times on a navy yacht for the Isle of Wight round the island race. Oh, and a Trans-At last year when I came here. Then I helped out on a couple of charter boats.’

‘Like it do yer, Charlie Barley, sailing? Cruising long passages?’

Charlie looked out across the anchorage, where a new south-easterly breeze was starting to ruffle up the water. It wasn’t something he’d really thought about, whether he actually liked sailing. It was just something he did. 

‘Yeah, I suppose I do.’ He said, ‘Really enjoyed the trip over here.’

For Charlie, the trans-Atlantic crossing had been something of an epiphany—a definite life-changer. 

He’d joined the yacht in Plymouth towards the end of that horrible summer of 2007—eighteen months ago now - glad to be leaving behind the devastating floods and storms that had ravaged the country. 

The boat was a forty-five-foot cutter sloop, its owner/skipper, an ebullient but quietly spoken, retired Company Director. Nick had had his boat for several years, but because of business and family commitments, had never had a chance to use it as often as he would have liked. Now, a happily divorced sixty-something, he was catching up on a lifelong dream. 

It had been just the two of them down to Gibraltar, where they had picked up two more crew. 

Marcus was in his mid-twenties, an experienced sailor with two Trans-Ats already under his belt. The weak link in the crew was Andy, barely twenty and first time out cruising, with only limited boat skills. This meant that whenever he was on watch, someone would have to babysit him.

There had been friction between the two late joiners on passage to Tenerife, which Nick kept a lid on by careful management of the watch rota. He finally resolved their issues by quietly reading the two of them the riot act at the marina bar in Las Palmas, Charlie all the while keeping a tactful silence.

The skipper left them with a softly but firmly delivered ultimatum. ‘Sort out your differences, fellas, or pack your bags and get on the next flight home.’ 

From then on, they’d all started shaking down together, working like a team and learning to tolerate one another’s foibles, so that during the three-week passage to St Lucia the four of them became firm friends.

Charlie had relished every moment of that long crossing; the friendly banter at shared mealtimes, the tranquillity of the solo night watch, the adrenaline rush when all hands were called on deck to reef in during a sudden violent squall, and something else. Something he had never experienced quite so intensely, not during all his time at sea in the Navy, the transcendent, almost mystical calm induced by the awe-inspiring vastness and emptiness of the ocean.

Now he said, ‘Not too keen on the charters though, only did that ‘cos I needed the dosh.’

The old man chuckled, stubbed out his cigarette, and then drained his glass. ‘C’mon then,’ he said, standing up to leave, ‘bring the vittels, they’ll do us for supper.’

‘What?’ Charlie said, remaining glued to his seat, ‘what...? Just a fucking minute, where are we going?’

‘Take you sailing,’ said Captain Joe matter-of-factly, ‘that’s my Elnora, out there.’ He nodded towards the old ketch Charlie had spotted earlier, moored about a hundred yards offshore.

Charlie cast around in desperation and caught Bruno’s eye. The bar-owner just shrugged and then nodded towards the jetty, making two walking legs with his fingers. Charlie turned back to see the old man already halfway down to where the dinghy lay tied up, Charlie’s bag of shopping swinging by his side.

‘Oy!’ Charlie shouted, picking up his beer and running after him.

When he thought about it later, he couldn’t explain why he’d accepted the old man’s curious invitation; he’d just followed the old geezer into the boat and sat down like he was under some sort of hypnotic spell.

‘You’ll like my old gaffer,’ Captain Joe now said, sinewy arms pulling easily on the dinghy’s paddles. ‘A bit long in the tooth, like me, but a good sailer, and comfortable. Take it you had no plans for the next couple of days?’

Charlie shook his head. ‘Where you thinking of going?’ 

‘Nowhere particular, just see where the wind takes us.’

Elnora was a fifty-foot wooden ketch, gaff-rigged main and mizzen, with few of the modern conveniences Charlie was accustomed to on the charter boats. She was steered with a long heavy tiller and had an old-fashioned ship’s compass binnacle mounted in the centre of a wide cockpit. The only concession to modernity was two big self-tailing winches. 

They were mounted on the coach roof to handle the various control lines that led back, via padeyes and rope-clutches, to the cockpit—a modification, no doubt, to aid singlehanded sailing. The shiny winches looked out of place on the old vessel. But Charlie imagined they were a great asset with such a weighty rig, especially for hoisting the heavy main gaff. 

The engine was a grouchy old Gardiner, fifty horsepower. It started up reluctantly, then gave a massive belch of black smoke - which curled over the quarter rail and into the cockpit - before settling down to a grudging gurgle.

To his surprise, the old man let Charlie steer the boat out of the anchorage, while he busied himself on the foredeck, slipping the buoy and then hoisting the two headsails.

As Elnora cleared the bay, she felt the wind and gave a barely perceptible shudder, like a racehorse leaving the paddock and tasting the air. She was already clocking six knots on just headsails and mizzen. When Captain Joe returned to the cockpit, Charlie swung her to windward so the main gaff could be hoisted. Once the mainsail was up and filled, Charlie killed the engine.

Right from the start, he enjoyed the feel of the heavy boat, loved her stiffness and the way she held her trim in the choppy sea, unlike the lightweight cruisers he’d been used to. Close-hauled, she needed only a light touch on the tiller and carried virtually no weatherhelm, although she pointed a little lower than a modern cruiser.

Her skipper, too, had a light touch, never a shouter. Charlie had come across a few shouters in his charter jobs—he generally shouted back, and then invariably got put ashore at the next opportunity.

Even so, the old man didn’t stint on the odd abusive remark when Charlie screwed up on the tack. On this old, no-frills boat, Captain Joe’s blunt manner seemed less jarring, and Charlie soon learned to overcome any natural predisposition he had to take umbrage. 

Despite his gruffness, the old sailor would frequently lapse into moments of uncustomary kindness, patiently explaining Elnora’s little idiosyncrasies and helping Charlie feel his way into her at his own pace.

He soon discovered that the old man didn’t do small talk, either, never spoke unless he had something to say. When Charlie did try, on a couple of occasions, to strike up mundane conversation, he was invariably ignored. The most response the old man conceded was a noncommittal grunt, typically while rolling a cigarette. 

Gradually, Charlie fell in with his regime, and most of their time at sea passed in amiable silence, which he came actually to prefer, finding sufficient stimulation in the wind sighing off canvas and water slapping the hull timbers.

Captain Joe cooked up Charlie’s chicken breasts and sweet potatoes, to which he added some roasted papaya from his own larder. They ate that first night under the stars and kept watch together all night with a bottle of rum for company. When the sun came up, the old man cooked them a fried breakfast, then Charlie went below to sleep off the night’s drinking. Captain Joe seemed to have the stamina of an ox.

During that first four-day cruise, Charlie felt his dark melancholy, a constant companion for almost three years, steadily beginning to lift.
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‘A rough diamond, then, your old sea captain.’ Arianne said, finally taking a sip of wine after finishing her third glass of water. ‘It sounds like you both needed each other.’

‘Yeah, I guess so. I was going through a bad patch, and he’d started to feel his age—the boat was getting to be hard work on his own.’ He looked past her shoulder, where three waiters stood hovering. ‘Look, they’re waiting for us to leave. What say you pay the bill and we go somewhere that’s still open?

‘Or your boat.’ She said, taking him by surprise. ‘I should like to see Elnora. It will help me to supplement your description of her when I write up the story.’

‘Oh, she’s a completely different boat now. Almost entirely rebuilt.—some of her changes are... well, you’ll have to see for yourself.’

He wasn’t sure when he’d decided to tell her the whole story after all. But he had been bursting to tell someone ever since his return two weeks ago from Never Neverland. And let’s face it, she wasn’t going to believe a word of it anyway.

As they left the restaurant, Arianne said, ‘But, Charlie, I will just say this: don’t any get ideas, okay?’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘so long as you can keep your hands off me, your long-preserved virginity will stay that way.’

She adjusted her glasses again and gave a funny little cough.

Arianne had hired a car for the duration of her visit to the island, a Suzuki four-wheel drive. She drove them back to her hotel and parked up for the night. From there, it was only a short walk down to Bruno’s, where he’d left the dinghy tied up. 

The full moon lighted their way across the short stretch of water to Elnora’s mooring. At the boarding ladder, he sent the journalist up ahead, guiding her bare feet onto each step. When she had clambered onto the deck, he passed up her shoes and bag, then followed her up.

‘Very nice,’ she said, looking around at the spotless teak decks. 

‘Now you know why I asked you to take off your shoes,’ he said, following her up to the foredeck. ‘Just in case you thought I had a foot fetish. Those black soles would have left scuff marks on my decks.’

‘Yes, Charlie, I know. Always barefoot on teak.’

As they moved aft again, she ran a hand along the coach roof, admiring the beautiful carpentry. Arriving in the cockpit, she bent down to examine the polished woodwork, ran a hand over the banquette where it joined the side panels, felt along the cockpit sill. ‘How do you get such fine work done in this lazy little backwater?’ 

Charlie evaded the question. ‘Wait till you see her in daylight.’ But he had to admit, even by moonlight, Elnora looked pretty impressive. ‘You know about boats then?’

‘My Dad’s a boat builder in Toronto. I’ve been around them all my life.’

‘Ah.’ He led the way below to the saloon.

‘No lights?’ she said, peering down into the darkness.

‘Just a jiffy,’ he called up. He lit the lamp and lowered the glass, gave it a couple of pumps to boost the pressure until the mantle flared to full intensity, then hung it on the deckhead hook.

She came down the ladder and gazed around the saloon. ‘Wow, it’s like something from two hundred years ago.’ She picked up the camping gas canister on the galley worktop. ‘No cooker, no fridge or freezer?’ She looked up at the hanging lamp. ‘An oil lamp? You’re in the dark ages, Charlie.’

‘It’s a Tilley Lamp, actually, and very efficient.’

‘But, why don’t the lights work?’ She had spotted the loomers flushed into the headlining.’ 

‘Long story. Drink?’

‘And where are your navigation aids?’ she asked, looking at the nav station, conspicuously devoid of anything vaguely electrical.

‘I’ve got charts and a sextant, and a steering compass. What do I want with all that electronic garbage?’ He realised he was starting to sound like Captain Joe. ‘Drink?’ he repeated.

‘Well, at least you’ve got plenty of space,’ Arianne said, plonking herself down on the banquette cushion. ‘Do you have rum?’ she asked, surprising him again.

‘Says the girl who nursed a single glass of wine all night and left it still full in the restaurant?’

‘Yeah, but now I’m safely parked for the night, I can take a drink.’

‘Hey, listen, for one thing, the cops are all in bed now, and secondly, no one has ever been arrested for drunk-driving on this island. Christ, all the taxi and bus drivers are either pissed or stoned all day. Welcome to Petit St Louis, Miss Hansa.’

‘Please, call me Arianne. And, for the record, Charlie Barley, I lost my virginity long ago.’

‘Yeah, sorry about that, but it was just a quote from a poem by Andrew Marvell. It seemed appropriate at the time. Didn’t mean anything.’

He poured them both a good measure of Three Rivers and sat on the bench opposite while she prepared her voice recorder and notebook.

She was quite pretty, he thought, not for the first time. Not really his type, but nice, in a bookish sort of way. Black hair tied in a ponytail, a slim, attractive figure that looked good in shorts and vest. Nice feet too. He reflected that he would have been less circumspect a year ago, would have given it a go. But he had someone else constantly on his mind these days.

She looked up and caught his gaze, perhaps misinterpreting his expression, for she gave as good an impression of a blush as her skin colour would allow.

‘Can we begin?’ she said, her discomfiture betrayed by a slight huskiness to her voice.

‘Look, Arianne, what I’m about to tell you is a long, long story. So long that we won’t get through it all in one night, even if we can stay awake. I’ll make a start tonight, but first, I have a suggestion to make.’

‘Yes, go on?’

‘Come out with me tomorrow, just for a couple of hours in the afternoon, give you the right atmosphere for the story.’

She scrunched up her shoulders and exaggerated a delighted smile. ‘How exciting. Yes, okay. Now please begin, it’s been a long night.’
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​​Chapter 4
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Sailing with Captain Joe got to be a regular feature of Charlie’s life, and he looked forward to the old man’s company, having grown to appreciate his gruff but unassuming manner. They sailed up and down the Windwards, stretching the trips further and longer each time out. 

Under the old man’s patient guidance, Charlie learned for the first time in his life how to use a sextant, how to find his way through the complexities of the nautical almanac and sight reduction tables to calculate their position, and to recognise the constellations and pick out the principal bodies for fixing.

They visited Grenada, anchoring in Prickly Bay at the island’s southern extremity, and spent an evening getting pleasantly drunk at a little bar for locals, preferring that to the overstuffed and overpriced places frequented by the yachting community.

At Tobago Keys, Charlie went snorkelling and swimming with the turtles, while Captain Joe snoozed away the afternoon under the awning, in a hammock slung between the two masts. The old man had an aversion to swimming, Charlie learned.

‘Survival in the water, I call it.’ He’d said, ‘Thing is, if I go over the wall when I’m on me own, I want it over quick.’

In Bequia, Charlie got chatting to a pleasant young American girl, and Captain Joe, seeing how well it was going, left them to it. 

‘Going for a walk,’ he said, ‘need to exercise me pins, walk off this fucking arthritis.’

But when it came down to it, Charlie bottled it. No real surprise, it had happened before; since Clare’s rejection of him, he was damaged goods, confidence down the pan. So back in her hotel room, as the petting got heavier and more passionate, he found himself becoming increasingly anxious about what came next, which of course made things worse. And when the critical moment came, he just couldn’t rise to the occasion. The poor girl, barely out of her teens, took it personally. Unable to console her, he left, she slamming the door behind him in indignant rage. 

Next morning, as they prepared Elnora for sea, Captain Joe seemed to sense that things hadn’t gone too well and kept a tactful silence. For which Charlie was grateful; he didn’t want to discuss his personal shortcomings with the old man, or anybody else, for that matter.

One evening, after tying up to their usual mooring buoy at Petit St Louis and rowing ashore, the old man said, ‘How much rent do you pay for that shack of yours?’

‘Two hundred a month,’ Charlie said, ‘why?’

‘Waste of money,’ he said, ‘pack it up and move onboard Elnora.’

It felt more like a command than an invitation, and it left Charlie momentarily speechless. He tied up the dinghy and followed Captain Joe’s spindly legs up to Bruno’s, deep in thought. He was still worrying at it when he brought the drinks over to their regular table.

Captain Joe glanced up from the roll-up he was making. ‘You’ve taken over the forepeak anyways,’ he said, ‘so you might as well make it permanent.’

Charlie said, ‘You told me once you’d hate the idea of a permanent liveaboard crew.’

For a long time, the old man didn’t speak, just sucked away at his cigarette and watched the smoke disappear into the palm thatch canopy while Charlie waited patiently for his reply. He sensed this was a difficult moment for him, that some kind of watershed was afoot.

Eventually, the old mariner blew out a long snake of smoke and flicked the butt away. ‘Well, y’know, I’m not getting any younger, and I got to admit, got a bit used to having someone around to help me sail the old girl.’

‘Joe, I just don’t know. It took me a long time to find that place of mine. And two hundred’s cheap for this island. What if it doesn’t work out? I’ll be fucked, that’s what.’

The old man gave Charlie a spikey stare, then took a gulp of rum. He took out his tobacco pouch and slowly started to make another cigarette. He didn’t speak again until it was lit. When he finally looked at Charlie, anger flared in the rheumy eyes. ‘Listen to me, you fucking cretin, I’ve been watching you for months, taking to me boat like nobody else ever has, dealing with me crusty ways. I even got to like you a bit, for fuck’s sakes! Now I’m taking a chance that I’ve never taken with another soul, and all you can say is you don’t want to risk losing that hovel on the beach. Well fuck you, Charlie fuckin’ Barley!’

Charlie paled. Never had he seen such passion in the old man, and it had stunned him. He was right, of course. Captain Joe was taking a huge gamble compared to what Charlie had to lose. And he had just thrown it back in his face.

‘Joe, I am so sorry. It came out all wrong. I didn’t say I wouldn’t move on board. It just came as a shock, that’s all.’

‘I didn’t ask you to fucking marry me,’ he muttered, looking drained by his sudden outburst. Now he gave a rare grin, a slightly sheepish one at that. ‘Shocked yer, did I?’

Charlie paid the shack’s owner a month’s severance and moved on board a few days later. To celebrate, they stocked up with provisions and sailed to the nearest of the Dutch ABC islands, some five hundred miles to the west. 

Quitting his base on PSL had proved liberating; they had the whole Caribbean to explore, and Charlie was fired up with anticipation, inspired by the potential for adventure further afield.

Five days later, arriving at Bonaire at dusk, they took a berth alongside the marina at Kralendijk
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