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The mast swayed gently in the cool spring breeze. The soft

wind's susurration was accompanied by the far off cry of gulls

and the shrill, timid squeak of suspension springs as the boat

rocked imperceptibly on the aluminium trailer that had been sat

for the past five months in what had until recently been

Richard's drive.

A small part of Richard was glad that the vessel had never

been launched on his watch. As he leaned back on the rusted

folding chair he had found in the garage, he thought about how

the most beautiful part of this boat, to his mind, was probably

the hull. All the smooth and purposeful lines flowing from the

crass bluntness of the stern to the incisive point of the bow

appealed to his sense of order and destiny. Why would you put

all that under water?
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Richard cracked his fourth can of beer and squinted past

the mast at the pure, chill blaze of the morning sun.

"Little early for that, isn't it?"

Caught off guard, Richard teetered backwards causing his

flimsy chair to emit a torturous squeal. He managed to avoid the

indignity of tipping over by jerking his body forward and

instead sent a looping cord of beer arcing toward his erstwhile

lawn.

By the tall hedge at the end of the drive he spotted Mrs

Norry, arms folded and eyebrow cocked. Something about her

stance made Richard suspect that she had toyed with the idea of

leaning against the hedge. The tightly maintained hedge had the

look of an edifice that might withstand such nonchalance but he

wouldn't have tried it and he was a firm proponent of giving the

appearance of nonchalance wherever possible.

"Plenty more here if you want to wet your whistle,

Samantha"

He was rewarded with a tight smile and a slight shake of

the head; part answer, part judgement. Samantha Norry was about
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as straight-laced as a late-twenties woman who looked as good as

she did could be. Such was her commitment to fostering some

sense of community spirit amongst her neighbours that it seemed

to Richard she must assume it to be an essential facet of her

push to "have it all".

Others he knew of with a similar inclination to intrude on

the business of their neighbours seemed to do it out of a sense

of clumsy bovine civility or with a jovially-veneered self-

righteousness and a twist of bitter, middle-aged frustration.

Richard sensed neither from Samantha.

There was a certain glint in her eye, a dark shade to her

humour (a tantalising residue of wild youth perhaps) that made

Richard very curious to know what she had been like before her

onset of career, marriage and motherhood.

"I just wanted to check whether you'd received my note

about the bio-degradable bin bags the council asked us to start

using."

Richard yawned theatrically and rose, with some difficulty,

from the spindly lawn chair. Stepping out of the well-defined

indentation of his footprints in the grass before him, he found

the rest of the lawn was chill and damp against his bare feet.
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Had he stopped to consider it, he would probably have decided

that the sensation was refreshing.

He picked up the rickety chair and placed it in an adjacent

position, angled slightly towards him, before tossing a can of

beer onto the seat. He raised his arms into the air and

stretched, prompting a surprising array of pops and snaps to

fire forth from his joints, before seating himself on the grass

where his chair had been, heedless of the morning dew. He

motioned for her to take the chair. She stood resolutely by the

hedge at the end of the drive, her face a study in polite

ignorance.

"I may have missed that one," he replied, "but the good

news is that I will soon be incorrectly disposing of my

household waste in a wholly different borough."

A sudden breeze set the boat cradle to squeaking and the

rigging running up the mast flapped lazily against the pole with

bell-like chimes.

"Oh, really? I'm sorry to hear that."

Richard motioned again toward the folding chair. Samantha

looked back over her shoulder and consulted her watch before
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reluctantly stepping away from the hedge. She lifted the can out

of the seat with two fingers and placed it carefully on the

lawn.

"It's ironic that one of the few times I actually find you

home it's because you're leaving."

Richard snorted. Despite the fact that he had moved in two

years before, this place still had the feeling of being someone

else's home. He hadn't really minded all that much. All it had

been to him was a glorified storage locker with a bed, a pool

and a surprisingly good shower. 

He was going to miss that shower.

The worst thing, over the past three months of plummeting

results and increasing pressure had been the fear of losing it

all: his job, his office - everything. Having his worst fears

realised had been oddly liberating, perhaps even a little under-

whelming. The world-ending tragedy he had fought so hard to

avoid had not come to pass. He felt almost cheated in the wasted

effort of bracing himself for the eschatological calamity that

failed to materialise.

"You going to be taking..." Samantha peered at the name on
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the side of the boat, "'Enterprise' with you?"

Richard looked at the boat blankly for a moment as it

dawned on him that he actually had no idea what was going to

happen to it. He supposed he never really gave it all that much

thought generally.

Even getting the thing had been more of a reaction than a

considered decision. He had heard some of the other execs

talking about yachting and sailing holidays over lunch a while

back and had decided that he needed some of that action. He'd

been surprised when it had turned up a few weeks later.

He had always meant to look into securing it a berth at a

local marina - and, indeed, finding out whether there was a

marina locally - but with one thing and another, he had never

quite found the time.

Ever since it had arrived what limited interaction he had

had with his neighbours had inevitably revolved around his boat;

"So, when's she taking her maiden voyage?", "You a Star Trek

fan?", "How long until that eyesore is gone?"

He couldn't be sure but he thought he remembered a tersely

worded note from Samantha herself about it. As she looked at the
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boat now he could see an unconscious curl at the corner of her

mouth, a disdain out of keeping with her would-be facade of

genial approachability.

The boat had become, or perhaps had always been, a piece of

statuary to him; a monolithic indicator of his achievement. In

this respect, he had stopped noticing it almost as soon as it

had been acquired. It had served his purpose in simply being

recognised by one and all as his possession. He'd never had any

intention of taking to the water with it; not out of fear,

disinterest or even apathy, but rather because, to his mind,

that was just not what the boat was for.

He had never so much as rowed and hadn't the first clue

about how to sail. He had reasoned with himself and quipped to

colleagues and clients that, just as he hadn't required a degree

in art history to appreciate and purchase paintings, he didn't

need to be able to sail in order to own a boat.

It was a nice line and would have been more effective had

he ever gotten around to actually buying any artwork beyond the

Matisse print he'd hung over his desk.

"Do you want it?" He asked her with a smile. Her reply was

delivered with a look just the friendly side of withering.
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"I'll pass. So, where you heading on to?"

Where indeed? With his connections he didn't imagine that

he would have much trouble finding a position with one agency or

another, though he was pretty sure he'd be starting out from the

first rung all over again. That was one of the reasons he'd been

forced to downgrade to an apartment out in the reeds.

He could almost hear what his mother would have to say

about his situation. She'd have wanted him to come home, to be

with his family and friends, to take some time off to gather his

thoughts. He was 36 and about to start all over again, for God's

sake; he didn't have that kind of time to waste. She was

convinced, however, that he was miserable, and unshakable in her

assumption.

As if he wouldn't know if he were miserable.

"You've got no family, no one to go home to, not even a

bloody cat!" She'd argued.

"Yeah," he'd replied, "because happiness definitely

correlates directly to a person's number of dependents. Jesus,

it's a good thing not having all that baggage: I'm free, mobile,
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and able to go where the money is." That had shut her up. She

barely said a thing to him for the rest of the day but when he'd

been about to head home she'd hugged him like she was never

going to see him again.

Each visit to his childhood home seemed somehow to make the

place look smaller and more depressing. Just a few months ago

he'd suffered through a Christmas get-together with nothing to

show for it but a clumsily cooked turkey roast and an even

ropier hand-knitted hat and scarf set. Four months' work,

apparently: Jesus wept.

To think that he'd brought her diamond jewellery and a

bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. If she knew so much about how to

live a life then how was he the one with all the money?

"I'm renting a place in the city while I find a new job."

He finished off his can as Samantha looked at him through

narrowed eyes. He wondered if she was aware of her expression.

Eventually she nodded and sat back in her chair, her eyes still

on him, searching.

Richard turned to root another can out of the carrier bag

that was sprawled unceremoniously beside him and found her still
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staring as he settled back on his elbows once more. He met her

eyes and found that she would not look away.

"I'm looking for a fresh start, you see. Since I don't have

the baggage of a wife or kids. Don't get me wrong, it's great if

you're into it, but I don't want any obligations weighing me

down."

Samantha squinted at the boat for a moment as she collected

her thoughts.

"It just seems a little hollow to me." She waves a vaguely

apologetic gesture at the severity of this but does not alter

her statement. "I know it's not my place but, since we're

talking, wouldn't you like to..." she paused, hunting for the

right words, "I mean, I get the impression that pretty much all

you do is go to work early and come home late. The only other

people I've seen visit your house are your cleaner and your

gardener - oh, by the way, can I get his number?"

Richard nodded, eyes closed and lips pursed in emphatic

commendation for his former gardener, Tony. He'd always loved

this garden. Samantha looked around for a moment before her eyes

returned to the boat.
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"When I first saw that thing arrive I thought, 'maybe he

does have a hobby; you know, maybe he's human.'" Richard's eyes

widened slightly and Samantha waved another quick apology as she

continued.

"And then it sat there, day after day, as you carried on

doing everything you'd always done, only now you're stepping

around a bloody great big boat to do it. It made me, well, sad I

suppose. I mean..." Samantha took a deep breath, "Wouldn't you

like to go sailing one day?"

"I really don't know how..."

"No one does at first."

Richard's brow furrowed. He suspected that they were no

longer talking about sailing, if they had ever been. Unsure what

to do or say, he affected a what he assumed would be a suitably

pensive expression and waited. Time stretched out wordlessly

between them.

"Listen, Richard," she said eventually, touching his

shoulder in an awkward pretence of familiarity, "I have to get

back but best of luck with the new job and everything, alright?"
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She rose gracefully and stood over him until he got the

hint and hopped to his feet. After a moment's pause he leaned in

for a hug as she proffered her hand. Embarrassed, they swapped

their offerings in a mutual attempt to dispel the tension. They

eventually parted with red-faced nods and a full-stretch

shoulder clap from Richard. They were never to speak again.

Richard watched her go before pulling the chair back to its

original position. He slumped heavily into the flimsy seat and

looked over towards the house. He pictured the small pile of

boxes sat just inside the door, and the deck of unconstructed

boxes leant against the wall nearby.

Unbidden thoughts of his mother in her cramped and ugly

home came to his mind. There were rooms in that house just

filled with faded pictures and ghastly bric-a-brac, each piece

supposedly instilled with some manner of esoteric importance,

some unfathomable sentimental worth.

What could this boat offer him, he wondered. He drank in,

for a moment, the gleam of its brightly polished rails, the

pulleys and boat hooks and various other fittings for which he

could only guess at a name.

He rose and walked across the lawn to stand in its shadow.
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He reached out and laid his palm flat against the smooth,

fibreglass hull, closing his eyes. He imagined it slicing

through the water, bounding across waves, carrying him to the

horizon and beyond.

After a moment he smiled and fished his phone out of his

pocket. He found the number he needed and dialled, turning to

lean his back against the boat.

"Bran-the-man? Yeah, Dickie-boy here. Listen, how much can

you get me for a pristine condition boat and trailer combo?"


