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            One

         
 
         It was there when I opened my eyes, that vague feeling of discomfort, the rocking of the boat signalling the receding tide and the wind from the south, blowing upriver, straight into the side of the Revenge of the Tide.
         
 
         For a long while I lay in bed, the sound of the waves slapping against the hull next to my head, echoing through the steel and dulled by the wooden cladding. The duvet was warm and it was easy to stay there, the rectangle of the skylight directly above showing the blackness turning to dark blue, and grey, and then I could see the clouds scudding overhead, giving the odd impression of moving at speed – the boat moving rather than the clouds. And then, that discomfort again.
 
         It wasn’t seasickness, or river-sickness, come to that: I was used to it now, nearly five months after I had left London. Five months living aboard. There was still a momentary shock when my feet hit the solid ground of the path to the car park, a few wobbly steps, but it was never long before I felt steady again.
 
         It was a grey sort of a day – not ideal for the get-together later, but that was my own fault for planning a party in September. ‘Back to school’ weather, the wind whistling across the deck when I got up and put my head out of the wheelhouse.
 
         No, it wasn’t the tide, or the thought of the mismatched group of people who would be descending on my boat later today. There was something else. I felt as though someone had rubbed my fur the wrong way.
 
         The plan for the day: finish the last bit of timber cladding for the second room, the room that was going to be a guest bedroom at some point in the future. Clear away all the carpentry tools and store them in the bow. Sweep out the boat, clean up a bit. Then see if I could cadge a lift to the cash-and-carry for party food and beer.
         
 
         There was one wall left to do, an odd shape, which was why I had left it till last. The room was full of sawdust and offcuts of wood, bits of edging and sandpaper. I’d done the measurements last night but now, frowning at the bit of paper, I decided to recheck it all just to be on the safe side. When I had clad the galley I’d ended up wasting a load of wood because I misread my own measurements.
 
         I put the radio on, turned up loud even though I still couldn’t hear it above the mitre saw, and got to work.
 
         At nine, I stopped and went back through to the galley for a coffee. I filled the kettle and put it on to the gas burner. The boat was a mess. It was only occasionally that I noticed it. Glancing around, I scanned last night’s takeaway containers hurriedly shoved into a carrier bag ready to go out to the main bins. Dirty dishes in the sink. Pans and other items in boxes sitting on one of the dinette seats waiting to be put away, now I had finally fitted cupboard doors in the galley. A black plastic sack of fabrics and netting that would one day be curtains and cushion covers. None of it mattered when I was the only one in here, but in a few hours’ time this boat would be full of people, and I had promised them that the renovations were almost complete.
 
         Almost complete? That was stretching the truth a little thin. I had finished the bedroom, and the living room wasn’t bad. The galley was done too, but needed cleaning and tidying. The bathroom was – well, the kindest thing that could be said about it was that it was functional. As for the rest of it – the vast space in the bow that would one day be a bigger bathroom with a bath instead of a hose for a shower, a wide conservatory area with a sliding glass roof (an ambitious plan, but I’d seen one in a magazine and it looked so brilliant that it was the one project I was determined to complete), and maybe a snug or an office or another unnamed room that would be wonderful and cosy and magical – for the moment, it worked as storage.
         
 
         The kettle started a low whistle, and I rinsed a mug under the tap and spooned in some instant coffee, two spoons: I needed the caffeine.
 
         A pair of boots crossed my field of vision through the porthole, level with the pontoon outside, shortly followed by a call from the deck. ‘Genevieve?’
 
         ‘Down here. Kettle’s just boiled, want a drink?’
 
         Moments later Joanna trotted down the steps and into the main cabin. She was dressed in a miniskirt, with thick socks and heavy boots, with the laces trailing, on the ends of her skinny legs. The top half of her was counterbalanced by one of Liam’s jumpers, a navy blue one, flecked with bits of sawdust and twig and cat hair. Her hair was a tangle of curls and waves of various colours.
 
         ‘No, thanks – we’re off out in a minute. I just came to ask what time we should come over later, and do you want us to bring a lasagne as well as the cheesecake? And Liam says he’s got some beers left over from the barbecue, he’ll be bringing those.’
 
         She had a bruise on her cheek. Joanna didn’t wear make-up, wouldn’t have known what to do with it, so there it was – livid and purplish, about the size of a fifty pence piece, under her left eye.
 
         ‘What happened to your face?’
 
         ‘Oh, don’t you start. I had a fight with my sister.’
 
         ‘Blimey.’
 
         ‘Come up on deck, I need a smoke.’
 
         The wind was still whipping, so we sat on the bench by the wheelhouse. The sun was trying to make its way through the scudding clouds but failing. Across the other side of the marina I could see Liam loading boxes and carrier bags into the back of their battered Transit van.
 
         Joanna fished around in the pocket of her skirt and brought forth a pouch of tobacco. ‘The way I see it,’ she said, ‘she should keep her fucking nose out of my business.’
         
 
         ‘Your sister?’
 
         ‘She thinks she’s all clever because she’s got herself a mortgage at the age of twenty-two.’
 
         ‘Mortgages aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.’
 
         ‘Exactly!’ Joanna said with emphasis. ‘That’s what I said to her. I’ve got everything she’s got without the burden of debt. And I don’t have to mow any lawn.’
 
         ‘So that’s what you were fighting about?’
 
         Joanna was quiet for a moment, her eyes wandering over to the car park where Liam stood, hands on his hips, before pointedly looking at his wristwatch and climbing into the driver’s seat. Above the sounds of the marina – drilling coming from the workshop, the sound of the radio down in the cabin, the distant roar of the traffic from the motorway bridge – the van’s diesel rattle started up.
 
         ‘Fuck it, I’d better go,’ she said. She shoved the pouch back into her pocket and lit the skinny cigarette she’d just managed to fill. ‘About seven? Eight? What?’
 
         I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Sevenish? Lasagne sounds lovely, but don’t go to any trouble.’
 
         ‘It’s no trouble. Liam’s made it.’
 
         With a backward wave, Joanna took one quick hop-step down the gangplank and on to the pontoon, running despite the boots across the grassy bank and up to the car park. The Transit was taking little jumps forward as though it couldn’t wait to be gone.
 
         
             

         
 
         At four, the cabin was finally finished. A bare shell, but at least now it was a bare wooden shell. The walls were clad, and the berth built along the far wall, under the porthole. Where the mattress would sit, two trapdoors with round finger-holes in the board gave access to the storage compartment underneath. The rest of it was pale wood in neat panelling, carved pine edging covering the joins and corners. It would look less like a sauna once it had had a lick of paint, I thought. By next weekend it would be entirely different.
         
 
         Clearing away the debris of my most recent foray into carpentry took longer than I thought it would. I had crates for the tools. I hadn’t bothered to put them away since I’d started work on the bedroom, months ago.
 
         I lugged them forward into the bow, through a hatch and into the cavernous space below. Three steps down, watching my head on the low ceiling, stowing the crates away at the side.
 
         It was only when I made the last trip, carrying the black plastic sack of fabric from the dinette and throwing it into the front compartment, that I found myself looking into the darkest of the spaces to see if the box was still there. I could just about see it in the gloomy light from the cabin above; on the side of it was written, in thick black marker: KITCHEN STUFF.
         
 
         I had a sudden urge to look, to check that the box still had its contents. Of course it did, I told myself. Of course it was still there. Nobody’s been down here since you put it there.
         
 
         Stooping, I crossed the three wooden pallets that served as a floor, braced myself against the sides of the hull, and crouched next to the box. kitchen stuff. The top two-thirds of the box was full of rubbish I’d brought from the London flat – spatulas, wooden spoons, a Denby teapot with a crack in the lid, a whisk, a blender that didn’t work, an ice cream scoop and various cake tins nested inside each other. Below that was a sheet of cardboard that might, to the casual observer, look sufficiently like the bottom of the box to deter further investigation.
 
         I folded the cardboard top of the box back down and tucked the other flap underneath it.
 
         From the back pocket of my jeans, I took out a mobile phone. I found the address book and the only number that was saved there: GARLAND. That was all it said. It wasn’t even his name. It would be so easy to press the little green button now and call him. What would I say? Maybe I could just ask him if he wanted to come tonight. ‘Come to my party, Dylan. It’s just a few close friends. I’d love to see you.’
         
 
         What would he say? He’d be angry, shocked that I’d used the phone when he’d expressly told me not to. It was only there for one purpose, he’d told me. It was only for him to ring me, and only when he was ready to make the collection. Not before. If I ever had a call on it from another number, I wasn’t to answer.
 
         I closed my eyes for a moment, for a brief second allowing myself the indulgence of remembering him. Then I put the screen lock back on the phone so it didn’t accidentally dial any numbers, least of all his, and I shoved it in my pocket and made my way back to the cabin.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Two

         
 
         Malcolm and Josie were the first to arrive, at six. It was an unofficial arrival: they stopped for a chat and didn’t leave again. I was on the deck tipping the ice I’d just got from the cash-and-carry into a big plastic crate, and Malcolm heard the chink of beer bottles from his narrowboat. Seconds later he was chatting amicably from the pontoon about this and that, three bottles of French red wine tucked under one arm.
         
 
         ‘We’ve got loads more if you run out, Genevieve,’ Josie said, when they came aboard. ‘We went to France last weekend. Stocked up for Christmas, you know.’
 
         ‘I thought you didn’t drink wine,’ I said, handing the bottle opener to Malcolm so he could crack open his first beer.
 
         ‘Don’t, really,’ Malcolm said. ‘Dunno why we bought so much of it, tell the truth.’
 
         I’d cleaned up as much as possible. It could have been better, but the worst of the mess was out of the way, and the galley wasn’t looking too bad. Maureen had given me a lift to the cash-and-carry and I’d taken a taxi home, with two crates of beer and several bags of ice, jumbo packets of crisps, and a large block of cheese that had seemed like a good idea at the time. I wasn’t very good at party food, to be honest – but at least there was plenty of alcohol.
 
         Josie had brought garlic bread wrapped in tinfoil. ‘I thought it could go on your stove,’ she said.
 
         ‘I wasn’t going to light it. I think it’s going to be roasting with lots of people in here.’
         
 
         Malcolm, the designated expert in the room who had provided advice on living aboard more times in the last five months than I could remember, snorted. ‘You’ll freeze in the night if you haven’t got your stove on.’
 
         For a moment we all stood contemplating the wood-burning stove that sat on large tiles in the corner of the main cabin. It wasn’t cold now, but Malcolm had a point – not good to be lying in bed at four in the morning, freezing cold.
 
         ‘I’ll light it, if you like,’ Malcolm said at last. ‘You ladies go up on deck and admire the sunset.’
 
         On the way past the galley I took hold of the bottle opener and, as I opened two bottles of beer, not as cold as they should be but cold enough, Josie said something about leaving the man to build his fire. ‘He loves it. We were going to have central heating put in at one point but he kept putting it off and putting it off. He even starts piling up logs in the summer, just in case it gets a bit on the chilly side. One of these days he’s going to chop down one of the trees on the rec.’
 
         I looked down and along the pontoon to the Scarisbrick Jean, the narrowboat Malcolm and Josie shared with their cat, Oswald. Not long after I’d moved in, I had heard them talking about ‘Aunty Jean’ and for a while I’d thought they had a third person living on the boat with them, until I realised that Aunty Jean was their affectionate name for the boat itself. A friendly name. Maybe I should think of a pet name for mine.
         
 
         The first time I saw the boat, I knew it was the one. It was above my price range, but my finances had seen a recent improvement and as a result I was looking at boats I’d previously discounted. It needed work, but the hull was sound and the cabin was bearable. I could just about afford to buy it and do the renovations for a year or so, provided I budgeted carefully and did the work myself.
 
         ‘Revenge of the Tide. Odd sort of a name for a boat,’ I’d said, the day I decided to spend the bulk of my savings on it. Cameron, the boatyard owner and the broker for boat sales, was standing beside me on the pontoon. He wasn’t a fabulous salesman; he was in a hurry to get on with the countless other tasks he had waiting. He was fidgeting from one foot to the other and was clearly only just managing to hold back from saying, ‘Do you want her or not?’ It was a good job for him that I’d already fallen in love.
         
 
         The Revenge of the Tide was a seventy-five-foot-long barge of a type known as a Hagenaar, named for the canals of Den Haag, under whose bridges the boat was low enough to pass. It had been built in 1903 in the Netherlands, a great beast of a boat, a workhorse. The masts had been removed and a diesel engine added after the Second World War, and it had been used for transporting goods around the Port of Rotterdam until it was sold in the 1970s and moved across the English Channel. Ever since then, a steady stream of owners had been using it either for moving cargo, for pleasure trips or as living accommodation, with varying degrees of commitment and success.
         
 
         ‘The owner bought her just before his second divorce,’ said Cam. ‘He managed to con his missus because he bought the boat with all the savings he had stashed away. He wanted to call her just Revenge, I think, but it was a bit too obvious so he called her Revenge of the Tide instead.’
         
 
         ‘I might have to change the name,’ I said, as Cam took me into the office to sign the paperwork.
 
         ‘You can’t do that. Bad luck to change a boat’s name.’
 
         ‘Bad luck? What, worse than having a boat named after a failed marriage?’
 
         Cam grimaced.
 
         ‘Anyway, the last owner changed the name, didn’t he?’
 
         ‘Yeah. And he’s just getting divorced for the third time, and having to sell his boat to pay for it. What does that tell you?’
 
         So I left the name as it was, because I didn’t need any more bad luck in my life. Besides, the Revenge had character, had a soul; living aboard such a majestic, beautiful boat made me feel a bit safer, a bit less lonely. And it looked after me and hid me away from view. Boats were supposed to be female, but I always thought of the Revenge as male: a big, quiet gentleman, someone who would keep me safe.
         
 
         ‘So what time are your London mates turning up?’ Josie asked.
 
         ‘Oh, lord knows. Late, probably.’
 
         Josie was like a warm cushion, fleecy and brightly coloured. There was barely room for the two of us on the narrow bench. Her greying hair was fighting the breeze to escape from the loosely tied ponytail on the back of her head. At least the sun had come out, and the early evening sky overhead was blue, dotted with white clouds.
 
         ‘What are they going to make of us lot, do you reckon?’
 
         ‘I’m more worried about what you’ll make of them.’
 
         A few days after I’d moved in, I had poked my head out of the wheelhouse to be greeted by the sight of Malcolm sitting on the roof of the Scarisbrick Jean smoking a roll-up and wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. It was early, barely light, and the spring air was so cold that Malcolm’s breath came in clouds. His hair stood up on one side of his head as if it had been ironed.
         
 
         ‘Alright?’ he’d called across to me.
 
         ‘Morning,’ I’d said, and had almost gone back down below when curiosity got the better of me. ‘You okay over there?’
 
         ‘Yeah,’ he’d said, taking a long, slow drag. ‘You?’ As though it were entirely normal to be sitting on the roof of a narrowboat at five in the morning wearing nothing but your underwear. I hadn’t known his name then. I’d seen him coming and going, of course, and we’d exchanged nods and greetings, but it still felt a bit peculiar to be sharing the dawn with a man who was just a scrap of grey flannel away from naked.
 
         ‘Aren’t you cold?’
 
         ‘Oh,’ he’d said, with dawning comprehension. ‘Yeah. Fucking freezing. But I can’t go inside: Josie’s just had a shit and stunk the whole boat out.’
 
         In the first few days and weeks of boat ownership, living in the marina had felt like being in a foreign country. The pace of life was slower. If someone was going to the shop they would shout at you and ask if you wanted anything bringing back. Some of them turned up unexpectedly and sat on your boat and talked about nothing for three hours and then went away again, sometimes abruptly, as though the flow of conversation had dried up or some other, more pressing engagement had surfaced. Sometimes they brought food or drink with them. They helped you fix things, even if it wasn’t immediately apparent that the thing in question needed fixing. They gave you advice about which chemicals you should use to keep the toilet working. They laughed a lot.
         
 
         Some of the boats were owned by people who only turned up at the marina at the weekends, or less often if it was rainy. One of them, a narrowboat in a state of considerable disrepair, was owned by a man with wilder hair than Malcolm’s. I’d only seen him twice. The first time, I’d called a cheery hello on my way past his boat, and got a vacant stare in response. The second time, he’d been walking across the car park with a carrier bag that looked heavy and chinked as though it was full of glass bottles.
 
         Then there was Carol-Anne. She lived in a cabin cruiser that should by rights not have been moored in the residential marina, but she got away with it because she did actually live there. She was divorced, with three children who lived with their father in Chatham. She would say hello and then try and talk to you for hours about how grim things were and how difficult it was to manage. All the other liveaboards tried to avoid her and, after a couple of weeks, I did too.
 
         The rest of them were wonderful.
 
         Joanna had turned up with a plateful of dinner once. ‘You eaten? Good, we made too much.’
 
         We’d sat together at the dinette, Joanna drinking from a can of lager which she’d found in my fridge, while I tucked into shepherd’s pie and peas.
 
         ‘I’m not used to people bringing me dinner,’ I’d said when I’d finished.
         
 
         Joanna had shrugged. ‘It’s no bother. Glad not to throw it away.’
 
         ‘People here are very friendly,’ I’d said, aware at the same time of what an understatement this was. It was like suddenly finding yourself part of a big family.
 
         ‘Yes. It’s the whole boat thing. You get used to it, after a while. Not like living in London, huh?’
 
         Not like living in London, I’d thought, not at all.
         
 
         Mixing London friends with marina friends had the potential to be a recipe for pure disaster: they’d have nothing in common, other than perhaps that Simone occasionally read the Guardian on a Saturday. Lucy would turn up in her vast, tank-like all-terrain luxury vehicle that did about twelve miles to the gallon and had never been outside the M25; Gavin would be wearing incredibly expensive designer shoes that would be ruined in the muddy puddles around the dock that never seemed to dry up.
         
 
         And then there was Caddy. Would she even come?
 
         At some point in the future, the Revenge of the Tide would be a fantastic party boat, big enough for lots of people to socialise in and crash out on – but not yet. If they all turned up, some of them would have to sit on the deck, and some of them would probably never even set foot below deck – there simply wouldn’t be room. They would all have a laugh about it and then they would walk back up to the main road and go to the pub. The other liveaboards would make some remarks about city dwellers, laugh a lot, drink more beer and end up going back to their own boats in the early hours.
         
 
         They would be here soon. Josie closed her eyes against the low sun and breathed in, a smile of contentment on her face as though she were sunbathing on a yacht in the Mediterranean instead of an old Dutch barge on the Medway.
 
         ‘We’ll love them,’ she said at last. ‘We love everyone. Unless they’re real snobs.’
 
         It had got to the point where I didn’t actually care what my city friends thought. At the start of this year I had cared very much. It had mattered what I thought, what I wore, what I said, what music I listened to, what pubs I drank in after work, and what I did at the weekends. London was a vast social network where you met people in bars and clubs, at the gym, at work and at events, in parks and at the theatre, at salsa dance nights in the local pub. You spent enough time with them to establish whether they were on your wavelength, and eventually decided whether they could be classed as friends. People came and went in and out of your life in a transitory fashion, and it never really seemed to matter. There was always someone else to go out with, always an invitation to some party or gathering. So I had plenty of people I knew, and in London they would generally be called friends, or mates. But were they? Were they people you could call on in a crisis? Would they stay with you if you were ill, or in danger? Would they protect you, if you needed protecting?
         
 
         Dylan would. Dylan had, in fact.
 
         ‘They’re not snobs, not really. But to be honest I think it’s going to be a bit of a shock for them. I think they’re expecting some kind of gorgeous loft apartment squeezed into a boat.’
 
         ‘Rubbish, you’ve done a fabulous job.’
 
         ‘I’ve still got a long way to go. And there isn’t a single thing on my boat that I’ve bought new. Unfortunately that lot don’t really get the recycling ethos.’
 
         ‘Seriously? But your boat’s looking fabulous. And you’ve done it all yourself. Not many of us have done the fitting out on our own.’
 
         ‘At least the tide’s coming in.’
 
         The hull was presently sitting comfortably on a cushion of mud, the boat steady. When the tide came in, it would rise on the water and, depending on the weather, rock gently for six hours or so, until the tide ebbed again. The boat looked much better when it was floating, and of course the mud didn’t always smell particularly nice.
 
         Josie looked across the pontoon. ‘Who’s this?’
         
 
         The sight of the shiny 4x4 pulling into the marina car park meant that some of the London lot had arrived, and in fact it turned out to be most of them. Lucy was first to jump down. She’d made an effort to dress down in jeans and boots, but the boots still had heels on them. Almost immediately she sank down into the earth and from our position on deck we heard her shout, ‘Fuck!’
 
         From the back came Gavin and Chrissie, and someone else, from the passenger side – at first I couldn’t see who it was, and then he came round the front of the big bonnet and I could see him, in all his glory.
 
         ‘I don’t believe it,’ I murmured.
 
         ‘Ooh, he looks nice,’ said Josie.
 
         ‘It’s Ben.’
 
         ‘What, the gorgeous one?’
 
         ‘Yes. The one in the jacket is Gavin. I used to work with him. The blonde girl is Lucy, and the other one is Chrissie, she’s a model.’
 
         I stood up on the deck and waved. It was Ben who saw me and returned the wave, and then they all started picking their way across the car park towards the marina, carrying various things between them. Gavin was almost hidden behind a huge bunch of flowers. ‘You’ll need a great big vase for that lot,’ Josie said under her breath.
 
         ‘Mm. I think I’ve got a milk bottle somewhere.’
 
         We laughed conspiratorially and for a moment I wondered why I’d decided to hold this party in the first place. It was like a crashing together of two worlds, two different planets that I’d inhabited – one of them had been home before, and the other one was home now. I had a foot in both worlds, and to be honest I wasn’t completely comfortable in either.
 
         ‘Hello!’ Lucy had reached the end of the pontoon and was looking at it uncertainly. ‘Can I walk on this?’
 
         ‘Of course you can,’ said Ben, marching past her. ‘Can we come aboard?’
 
         He was at the bottom of the narrow gangplank. Even from here I could see how blue his eyes were.
         
 
         ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Come up.’
 
         He made it on to the deck, taking my hand for balance although he didn’t need it. It was enough reason to pull me into a hug. He smelled delicious.
 
         ‘I didn’t know you were coming,’ I said.
 
         ‘I didn’t know either. I was round at Lucy’s and she said I could tag along. You don’t mind?’
 
         ‘Of course not.’
 
         ‘Er, hello? Someone give me a hand?’
 
         Ben held out his hand for Lucy and she wobbled up the gangplank, followed by Chrissie and Gavin at the end.
 
         ‘Guys, this is Josie.’
 
         Josie stood up, a little awkwardly. ‘Hi. I live on that boat down there.’ She pointed down at the Scarisbrick Jean, sitting forlorn and slightly at an angle on the mud. Oswald was lazing on the roof enjoying the sunshine, one leg elevated elegantly in the air while he cleaned his bottom.
         
 
         ‘Oh, cool,’ said Lucy. ‘It’s – oh. A lovely boat.’
 
         There was a pause, and then, just when it was about to get awkward, Malcolm appeared through the door to the wheelhouse, wiping the back of his sooty hand over his sweaty forehead, and said, ‘I’ve put the garlic bread on the stove. Alright?’

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            Three

         
 
         It got better as the evening wore on, which was a relief. By the time I had done the first tour, Carla and Simone had arrived by train and taxi, and after the second tour the boat and the deck and the pontoon were full of people, most of them from the marina, outnumbering the townies and making the party come alive.
         
 
         Joanna and Liam came with the lasagne and two whole cheesecakes, Maureen and Pat brought more beer, Roger and Sally brought a keg of their homebrew and a bag full of home-made bread. Diane and Steve came without their children but with a two-way baby monitor, which worked just fine given that their boat was only about ten feet away. Joanna had also brought a present of a couple of strings of fairy lights, which were duly strung up around the deck and made the boat look pretty and festive as the sun set at last and darkness fell.
 
         There was no sign of Caddy. I wondered if I’d been enthusiastic enough with my invitation. For a long time she had been the closest thing I had to a best friend in London, and I missed her, I wanted to see her again. If I couldn’t invite Dylan, there was nothing stopping me asking Caddy. But she hadn’t made it.
 
         I’d only spoken to her a few times since I’d left. She still hadn’t forgiven me properly for leaving in such a hurry. When I called her, it seemed to take her several minutes to thaw out before we could relax enough to have a laugh.
 
         ‘What sort of a party?’ she’d asked.
         
 
         ‘Oh, you know. Just a party. Maybe to show off the boat.’
 
         ‘Will there be any nice blokes there?’
 
         A mental image of Malcolm had flashed through my mind. ‘Well…’
 
         ‘Oh, alright, then. I guess so. You’ll have to text me the address.’
 
         ‘How’s the club?’ I’d asked, the way I always did.
 
         ‘It’s alright. Quiet at the moment. New girls started last week, crap most of them. No real competition any more.’
 
         There was a pause. She knew what I was really asking and she always left me hanging. Sometimes she made me ask it; sometimes she took pity on me.
 
         ‘Dylan’s not been in the club much. Fitz has got him doing something, I think.’
 
         ‘How is he?’
 
         ‘Grumpy, same as always.’
 
         And she’d laughed.
 
         Where was she?
         
 
         I found myself penned into the corner of the dinette by Malcolm and Joanna, somehow involved in a protracted discussion with Lucy about the toilet system and how it worked.
 
         ‘But what about the shower?’ Lucy shouted above the chatter in the cabin. Joanna was heating up bread in the galley, banging cupboard doors open and shut in the vain hope of finding a baking tray.
 
         ‘What about it?’ Malcolm said, his voice challenging. He had a thing about his hair – he never used shampoo to wash it, which wasn’t a problem as far as he was concerned, but he got defensive if he thought someone was suggesting he was in some way grubby or unkempt.
 
         ‘Well,’ said Lucy, ‘not putting too fine a point on it, it’s a hose.’
 
         ‘I know it’s a hose,’ I said. ‘It won’t always be a hose.’
 
         Oh, God, I’m drunk, I thought. I’m drunk already.
         
 
         I looked at my watch. Caddy should be here by now. Why wasn’t she?
         
 
         Malcolm said, ‘Most people have bathrooms on board but, just in case, there’s showers near the office. They’re kept really clean and nice.’
 
         ‘Oh, you mean like on a campsite?’ Lucy said, although the closest she had come to camping was two half-day visits to Glastonbury, and even then she had stayed in a hotel.
 
         ‘Yeah, kind of. But cleaner,’ Malcolm said.
 
         ‘Look, I’m building a bathroom at the end. A proper one with a bath,’ I said, anxious that she wouldn’t think I was intending to spend the rest of my life roughing it.
 
         Malcolm coughed.
 
         ‘I’ll have it ready by Christmas, honest. It’s going to have a proper bath, and after that I’m going to install an outdoor shower in my conservatory.’
 
         ‘Your what?’
 
         ‘I’m going to put a sliding roof on, beyond the bedroom. There’s going to be about ten feet or so of deck that I can open up to the elements, with a shower. Then right at the bow I’ll put another room – maybe an office or a snug or something.’
 
         ‘It sounds like a lot of hard work,’ said Joanna with a sympathetic smile.
 
         ‘It’s alright,’ I said. ‘I can work at my own pace.’
 
         ‘How’s the money side of it? Five months without an income would kill me,’ said Lucy.
 
         That’s because you spend all your money on clothes, I found myself thinking. ‘It’s not going too badly. I’ve still got savings.’
         
 
         ‘I thought you spent it all on the boat?’
 
         ‘Not quite all of it.’
 
         There was a pause. I was waiting for her to say something else – daring her. Malcolm was looking from me to Lucy and back again.
 
         ‘So what job was it you did in London?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Sales,’ I said, before Lucy could answer. ‘You heard of ERP software? It stands for Enterprise Resource Planning. It’s a big software package: you sell the core system to multinational organisations and then after that you keep trying to sell them bolt-on modules. You know, accounting modules, human resources, that kind of thing.’
         
 
         Malcolm’s eyes had glazed over.
 
         ‘It’s sales, basically,’ I went on. ‘Doesn’t matter what you sell, the same principles apply. Except in our case it was high-pressure because we were accessing buyers at boardroom level, and trying to persuade them to spend hundreds of thousands of pounds.’
 
         ‘And ninety per cent of the time,’ Lucy chipped in, ‘we were selling to blokes. And the rest of the sales team were all blokes. They try and say that sexual inequality is a thing of the past, but let me tell you it’s alive and well in the world of corporate ERP sales.’
 
         Malcolm had stopped listening, but Joanna was still with us. ‘You were the only two women on the sales team? Out of how many?’
 
         ‘Twenty in total,’ Lucy said. ‘And we were the first two they’d ever had. It was like being the first girls allowed to play in the treehouse.’
 
         ‘I bet that was tough,’ Joanna said.
 
         ‘Still is,’ Lucy said. ‘Except I’m now the only girl in the treehouse, since Genevieve walked out.’
 
         Joanna and Malcolm both looked at me in surprise.
 
         ‘I’d had enough,’ I said. ‘All I wanted was to save up the money for the boat. After that I didn’t want to hang around.’
 
         ‘Must have been a good job, though, to earn you enough to buy a boat.’
 
         Lucy dived in before I could stop her. ‘Ah, well, Genevieve had two jobs, didn’t you, Gen?’
 
         ‘Most of the money was from sales,’ I fibbed.
 
         ‘Genevieve worked in a club,’ Lucy said. She was looking directly at me, her expression unreadable.
 
         My face felt hot. Across the other side of the cabin I could see Ben talking to Diane; both of them were laughing. He was so tall that he was almost stooping slightly, even though the ceiling was above six feet. He looked beautiful, and unreachable.
         
 
         Liam appeared at the top of the steps. ‘Joanna? Where’s that scoopy thing for this cheesecake?’
 
         ‘What “scoopy thing”? You mean a spoon?’
 
         ‘Yeah, spoon, whatever. You got one?’
 
         She got up from the dinette and rifled through the drawer in the galley, banging things about.
 
         ‘There’s a big spoon on that hook there, look,’ I said.
 
         Joanna unhooked the slotted spoon and, wielding it like a weapon, went up the steps to assist with the cheesecake.
 
         ‘You worked in a club? What, like bar work?’ Malcolm asked, animated.
 
         I glared at Lucy, but either she didn’t notice or she chose not to.
 
         ‘Genevieve used to be a dancer,’ Lucy said, a note of triumph in her voice. ‘Didn’t she tell you? She was really rather good. That’s what I heard, though of course I never went in the club where she worked – more of a men-only place, if you get my meaning.’
 
         Malcolm’s eyes were like saucers. Bitch, I thought. I wished I hadn’t invited her. And Caddy wasn’t coming, clearly, otherwise she’d be here by now. I hadn’t realised until that moment that I’d been looking forward to seeing her more than anyone else. And she would have been a useful ally against Lucy in any discussion about the moral or feminist aspects of dancing – nobody would have argued with Caddy.
         
 
         ‘Do you ever get that feeling,’ I said, more to myself than either of them, ‘I don’t know, sort of like impending doom? Like something bad is about to happen? I’ve had that all day.’
 
         ‘I get that sometimes,’ Lucy said. ‘Usually when it gets to after two in the morning and I’m still drinking and I’ve got to get to work by seven the next day.’
 
         It lightened the mood a little, but even so I had no desire to sit here and make small talk with Lucy any more. If she wanted to share any more details about my past, she could get on with it without me. I excused myself and Malcolm moved to let me out of the dinette. Squeezing past all the bodies in the galley, I climbed up to the deck.
         
 
         I looked across to the car park, half-hoping to see Caddy being dropped off by a taxi. But everything was quiet. Josie sat with her back to the wheelhouse with Roger and Sally and, of all people, Gavin, who had taken off his jacket and his handmade Italian shoes and was sitting barefoot and cross-legged, telling them the story of when he went travelling and accidentally sold his passport in Thailand. They had the keg of homebrew balanced on a bucket in the middle of their circle and were helping themselves to it.
 
         ‘Here,’ said Ben, at my shoulder. He handed me another bottle of beer.
 
         ‘Oh – thanks.’
 
         The evening was starting to feel a bit surreal. We walked to the other side of the wheelhouse and looked to where the lights from the motorway bridge reflected in the water. The wind had dropped. From the opposite bank, the distant bass beat from the nightclub throbbed.
 
         ‘I’ve not been drunk for months,’ I said.
 
         ‘I’ve not been drunk for – oh, I don’t know. Days. Hours, more probably,’ said Ben.
 
         We sat on the roof of the cabin.
 
         ‘I missed you,’ he said.
 
         I laughed at that. ‘You big fibber,’ I said. ‘You never miss anyone, or anything.’
 
         He looked a little bit hurt, but I knew it was an act. Despite all these people, despite everything that had happened between us in the past, he was just angling to stay the night.
 
         ‘You’ve done a great job with the boat,’ he said.
 
         ‘Thank you.’
 
         ‘I like the bedroom.’
 
         Here we go, I thought.
         
 
         ‘I like the skylight. It must be wonderful to lie there at night and look up at the stars.’
 
         I smiled. ‘Actually, it’s more of an orange glow. Light pollution isn’t just confined to London, you know.’
 
         ‘I was trying to be romantic.’
 
         ‘I know you were, Ben. But you forget I know you too well. It doesn’t work on me any more.’
 
         ‘Genevieve! What happened?’
 
         ‘You have to ask? I saw you with that girl when you were supposed to be going out with me. Did you forget that?’
 
         The words were easy to say now. At the time it had broken my heart.
 
         Ben shook his head. ‘Christ, you’ve got a long memory. I didn’t mean that. I meant, what happened to you in London? You left so suddenly. Nobody knew where you’d gone. Lucy thought you’d been kidnapped.’
 
         ‘Nothing happened. Don’t be so dramatic.’
 
         ‘Genny, you quit your job and walked out. You literally walked out.’
 
         ‘Who told you that?’
 
         ‘Who do you think? Lucy, of course. She said it was the most exciting thing that had ever happened in your office. She said you marched in to the CEO’s office while he was having a meeting and threw your letter of resignation on the table. Then you just grabbed your coat and left. She said she had to empty your desk for you, and when she took the box round to your flat you were all ready to move out.’
 
         I didn’t speak for a moment. That feeling was back: the sense of disquiet. The tide had started to rise and in another few hours it would be at its highest point. Already the boat was moving, just slightly, the comforting feeling of the Revenge holding me up and cradling me. And yet, with the boat full of people, it didn’t feel quite right.
         
 
         From the skylight next to us on the roof, I could hear genial conversation coming up from the galley below changing subtly into more heated tones. Joanna and Malcolm, by the sounds of it – and, on the other side of the exchange, Lucy and Simone.
         
 
         ‘All I said was –’
 
         ‘I know what you said, and I know what you meant.’ That sounded like Joanna.
 
         ‘You lot are all the same, you haven’t got a clue –’ and that sounded like Malcolm, the edges of his words blurred and slurred by cheap beer ‘– you think just ’cause we live on a boat we’re somehow inferior, just ’cause you choose to live in a house…’
 
         ‘I didn’t say anything of the kind!’
 
         ‘Well, why was you going on about the bathroom, then? I tell you, when this boat’s finished it’ll be palatial, and you lot will all be blinded by jealousy.’
 
         Lucy laughed. ‘I don’t think so somehow.’
 
         On the deck above, I put my head in my hands. ‘Oh, God. I knew this was a mistake.’
 
         Ben took the opportunity and put his arm around my shoulders. ‘They’re just drunk, Genny. It’ll all be forgotten in the morning.’
 
         ‘Ben! Where the fuck are you?’ Lucy was coming up the steps into the wheelhouse, stomping with her high-heeled boots on the varnished pine. ‘Gavin? Let’s go to the pub.’
 
         ‘Want me to stay here?’ Ben asked me quietly. He still hadn’t been spotted.
 
         ‘No,’ I said. ‘You go with them, it’s fine.’
 
         ‘I could always come back later.’
 
         His voice sounded so hopeful that for a moment I looked up. It would be so easy to say yes, I thought. It would be easy to have him here, to share my bed with him tonight and put him on the train to London in the morning. Would it hurt, one night with Ben? Five months since Dylan, five long months waiting for him to make contact with me again. He obviously wasn’t missing me as much as I missed him.
         
 
         ‘Where the fuck’s Ben?’ Lucy said.
 
         ‘What’s up, princess?’ Gavin asked, getting to his feet.
 
         ‘I want to go somewhere else!’
         
 
         ‘Have some of this,’ Roger said soothingly, ‘it’ll make you feel better, I promise.’
 
         ‘What is it?’ Lucy sounded suspicious.
 
         ‘It’s magic potion,’ said Gavin, giggling.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘No, seriously, Luce. Give it a try. I’ve never had anything like it, honestly: it’s like drinking the earth and the moon and the stars…’
 
         ‘Gavin, you’re so crap, you’ve been smoking skunk again, haven’t you? I thought you said you hadn’t got any left?’
 
         ‘Rog here gave me a puff. But I tell you what, lovely Princess Lucy Loo, it’s not nearly as good as this stuff. Here.’
 
         ‘Eww! It tastes like shit!’
 
         Laughter from the wheelhouse and the deck.
 
         Ben was kissing me. He’d taken my face in his hands and kissed me, before I had a chance to protest, before I could say no, before I could move away. He was good at it. I could feel my barriers, my resolve and my resistance disappearing. It would be so easy to tell him to come back later on. Nobody would even notice. There was a good chance that the other liveaboards would all just disappear back to their own boats in the next hour or so. Once Lucy and the other London lot had gone to the pub, then on to Rochester or Maidstone or even, if they were desperate enough, back to London, the boatyard would be empty and quiet and nobody would even see him come back; nobody would ever need to know…
 
         ‘Ben! There you are!’
 
         The kiss ended abruptly. Lucy fixed me with a hard stare, as though it was all my fault that she had been irreparably insulted by these river people, the man with the mad hair and the girl with the black eye; clearly now to find Ben down here in the semi-darkness, with his mouth on mine and his hand inside my top, was pretty much the final straw.
 
         ‘Are you staying here or are you coming with us?’ Lucy asked, her voice chilly.
 
         Before he had a chance to answer, I stood up. ‘You should go,’ I said softly.
         
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         Lucy had gone to herd up the rest of them, including Simone and Carla. Presumably they were expected to fit in the boot of the car.
 
         I gave a little shrug.
 
         ‘You’ve got someone else?’
 
         ‘I’ve got a different life.’
 
         He tried again, with his best cheeky smile to go with it. ‘I’m not talking about any sort of commitment, Genny. Just one more night. Go on. You want me really, don’t you?’
 
         Despite myself, I laughed too.
 
         ‘Amazing as the offer sounds, Ben, I would rather be on my own than have you here, even for one night. But thank you.’
 
         He gave up, at last. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said, and turned his back on me to find Lucy.
 
         They left, with promises to text or phone, hugs, professions of what a fabulous night it was and such a shame it had to come to an end, while I hugged them all in turn, and all the liveaboards carried on with the beer and the lively conversation and the last few bits of Liam’s lasagne.
 
         As I waved them off and the motion sensors triggered the lights in the car park, Lucy tripped over something and fell on her face – fortunately on the grass. Malcolm let out a hooting laugh.
 
         Diane and Steve went soon after that. The baby monitor gave every indication that the children had got out of bed and were playing some kind of console game on board their boat – either that, or the boat had been stormed by terrorists who were shooting everything in sight.
 
         Downstairs in the main cabin the conversation had turned to milder topics.
 
         Joanna handed me a beer.
 
         ‘Sit down and join us,’ she said.
 
         ‘I’m sorry they were such louts,’ I said.
         
 
         ‘They weren’t louts.’
 
         ‘I thought they were alright, on the whole,’ piped up Malcolm, who seemed to have forgiven Lucy already.
 
         ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘You lot are lovely.’
 
         ‘I think you should have shagged that Ben, though,’ said Josie with a chuckle.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘You think we couldn’t hear you? He was begging for it. Absolutely begging.’
 
         ‘Yes, he was a bit, wasn’t he?’
 
         She gave me a hefty nudge. ‘I wouldn’t have turned him down, if it were me,’ she said.
 
         ‘Oi,’ said Malcolm, ‘you old hussy. You’ll end up kipping on the roof if you keep that up.’
 
         I laughed. ‘He’s not all he’s cracked up to be. Ben, I mean.’
 
         ‘Ooh,’ said Josie, ‘you’ve been there before, then?’
 
         ‘Been there, done that.’
 
         ‘And he’s no good at it? Blimey. Who’d have thought? He looks like a right one to me.’
 
         I considered this for a moment. This wasn’t a conversation I’d particularly planned to have.
 
         ‘It’s not that he’s no good,’ I said. ‘It’s just that he’s not the sort of person I want any more.’
 
         ‘You got your eye on someone else?’ said Joanna.
 
         ‘Not really. I just think I’m better off on my own for a bit, you know? Busy with the boat, and all that.’
 
         ‘Ah, the boat,’ said Roger. ‘She’s married to the boat already. Happens to us all. You still haven’t shown me the new room.’
 
         ‘Help yourself,’ I said. ‘Go and have a look.’
 
         Malcolm took it upon himself to act as a tour guide, taking Roger to see the newly clad room, while I stayed in the saloon and finished off another bottle of beer. Too many, I thought. The woodstove was burning low and the saloon was warm now that the door to the wheelhouse was closed. We all sat with our feet up, feeling the gentle rock of the boat on the water, lulling us to a doze.
         
 
         I realised that I hadn’t thought about Caddy since Ben had started flirting with me. Where was she? Maybe she’d had to work after all.
 
         ‘We should do this more often,’ Josie said drowsily.
 
         ‘We always say that,’ said Sally. She was curled like a child into the big, soft sofa, a patchwork blanket I’d bought from a charity shop over her feet.
 
         ‘I like your boat,’ said Joanna. ‘Did you know that? You have one of the best boats out of all of us.’
 
         This was a conversation we had regularly – who had the best boat and why. We never seemed to reach a conclusion.
 
         ‘The Souvenir is my favourite,’ I said.
         
 
         Sally laughed. ‘You’re just saying that because you’re sweet and lovely.’
 
         ‘I like the Souvenir too,’ said Joanna. ‘I think the Souvenir is the best boat at the moment, but if Genevieve manages to pull off the conservatory with the sliding glass roof then the Revenge will be the best one.’
         
 
         ‘You’re right,’ said Sally. ‘We can’t top a conservatory. All we’ve got is three pots and an allotment in Rochester.’
 
         ‘What are you going to grow on your deck, Gen? Have you thought?’
 
         I was wondering whether this was Josie’s roundabout way of asking me to grow some cannabis for her and Malcolm, but before I had a chance to answer Malcolm and Roger came back.
 
         ‘You do realise Liam’s asleep on your bed, Genevieve?’
 
         ‘Shit,’ said Joanna. ‘I wondered where he’d gone. I thought he’d fucked off back to the boat.’
 
         She got up and went to try and rouse her partner from his beer-induced slumber.
 
         ‘We should go,’ said Malcolm. ‘Busy day tomorrow.’
 
         ‘Oh?’ I said. ‘What’s happening?’
 
         ‘We’re going to look at dresses,’ said Josie. ‘My niece is getting married soon, and Malcolm’s promised to take me shopping.’
         
 
         ‘And before you ask,’ said Malcolm, although none of us had said anything, ‘I’m having me hair cut before the wedding, alright?’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Four

         
 
         Not long after that they all went, off my boat and back on to the pontoon, swaying back to their boats and the warmth of their respective woodburners.
         
 
         I stayed in the saloon once I’d shut and locked the wheelhouse, gazing unfocused at the glow of the fire and finishing off my last bottle of beer. I was trying not to think about Ben. I wondered where they were staying. I didn’t have his number, which was a good thing. I probably would have given in and texted him, and how desperate would that have looked?
 
         The galley was a state – bottles and glasses and dirty plates everywhere. The floor was scattered with crumbs, from the garlic bread. Joanna and Liam’s empty lasagne dish filled the sink, burnt-on bits glued to the edge. I wondered how much soaking it would take before I could present it back to them, clean.
 
         Something was digging in…
 
         I reached into the back pocket of my jeans, and there it was. Dylan’s phone. I went through the menus again to the address book. GARLAND. Why that word, of all words? It was just a word, he’d said. It was supposed to be random. It was supposed to be something that nobody would suspect, if the phone got into the wrong hands.
         
 
         ‘What if I want to contact you?’ I’d said.
 
         ‘Why would you want to contact me?’
         
 
         He had no idea, none at all, about how I felt. I wasn’t even sure of it myself, right then. I just knew that the concept of not seeing him was a difficult one to grasp.
 
         ‘What if something goes wrong?’ I said.
 
         ‘Nothing’s going to go wrong.’ He was getting impatient. ‘It will be fine, I promise you. Nothing will go wrong. When I’m ready, when I’ve got everything sorted out here, I’ll ring you and we can meet up somewhere. Alright?’
 
         That had been more than five months ago. All that time, I’d kept the phone on me, kept it charged up, and I’d never used it. Not once.
 
         I tossed the phone clumsily on to the wooden shelf behind the sofa. There was no point sitting here thinking about Dylan. Wherever he was, he certainly wasn’t thinking about me.
 
         The toilet, which I’d emptied only this morning, was full and backed up. None of the liveaboards would have left it like that. I felt desolate, and alone. I should have said yes to Ben. It would have been nice to have just been here with him. He wasn’t Dylan, but he was someone.
 
         I turned the lights off, and climbed into bed.
 
         
             

         
 
         I dreamed about the phone, Dylan’s phone. It was ringing, the name GARLAND coming up on the display as if to emphasise further that this was it, this was the call; but every time I pressed the green button to answer, nothing happened.
         
 
         I was half-awake and half-asleep for most of the night, opening my eyes to see the square of inky blackness above my head. Then Ben was in my dream, too. He was lying here with me.
 
         ‘You lied about the stars,’ he said.
 
         I looked up to the skylight and it was full of stars, so bright that they blended together, just one dazzling light shining down on us.
 
         Then I opened my eyes for real, and it was still just dark. There were stars – I could see them – but they were faint.
 
         Alcohol always does this to me, I thought crossly.
         
 
         I was properly awake, because I needed the toilet. I remembered mine was backed up and I wasn’t about to go across to the shower block in the middle of the night, so I crawled into the storage space at the front of the boat and found the bucket I used to mix adhesive in. It was clean, which was a bonus. I left the bucket in the bathroom after I’d used it and went back to bed.
 
         For a while I lay there listening to the lapping of the water against the hull. The tide must be going out by now. Before too long the boat would settle back into the mud and lie still, and then it would start to get light.
 
         As well as the water, there was another sound. It started out as a gentle bump, distant, as though the bow had nudged the pontoon or one of the fenders had lifted in a sudden swell and fallen back against the hull. It was easy to ignore at first. But then it came again, and again, rhythmic now – part of the song of the boat, the percussion of the river.
 
         The gentle bumping became a knocking, more insistent. A soft thud, a scrape of something along the hull. I was awake again, listening to the sound and trying to work out what it was. It sounded as though something was trapped between the boat and the pontoon, just outside my bedroom. And the tide was receding, which meant it was unlikely to be washed clear again. It would stay there, knocking, until the hull of the boat came to rest on the mud. Which was still hours away.
 
         With a sigh, I sat up in bed, listening. It was coming with the rise and the fall of the water, a rhythmic bump. It was nestling against my boat, big enough to make a sound. What could it be? A plastic container, something like that?
 
         Shivering, I pulled my jeans on in the dark, a sweater from the pile of washing. The boat was cold now; the stove had long since gone out. Just inside the hatch to the storage area was my torch, big and powerful and cased in rubber. I’d had a Maglite but I’d dropped it in the water during my first week on the boat and never got it back again. One of the first pearls of wisdom Malcolm had dispensed was: ‘Put a float on anything important.’
         
 
         I opened the door to the wheelhouse, my teeth chattering. It was bitter up here, freezing, the sky above barely grey. I slipped on the trainers that were by the wheel; they were cold and damp, but better than bare feet on the wet boards outside.
 
         No sign of anyone. The boats in the marina were all silent and dark, the ones on this pontoon still rising and falling gently on the outgoing tide, the ones nearer to the shore already sitting on their bank of river mud.
 
         To my surprise, I heard a noise from the direction of the car park – a door shutting? Then the noise of an engine starting up, and tyres on gravel. A dark shape of a vehicle driving out of the car park. No rear lights, no headlights. Why didn’t they put their lights on? And why hadn’t the lights come on in the car park? They were motion-sensitive. I remembered someone complaining to Cam that the lights shone into their cabin when the foxes were out by the bins. Solution – the bins were moved. But surely the lights should come on if someone was in the car park?
 
         Silence, apart from the lapping of the water against the bow. Even the motorway bridge was silent. Then it came again. A soft bumping, accompanied now by a gentle splashing as a little wave drifted over whatever it was. It must be something big.
 
         I crept along the port side of the gunwale, holding on to the side of the cabin for support. I was still a little bit drunk, the gentle rocking of the boat making me nauseous.
 
         For some reason I felt afraid. Out here, away from London, it felt wrong to be awake at this time of the night.
 
         When I got roughly alongside the bedroom, I turned on the torch, surprisingly and suddenly bright, a powerful beam shining out from it and hitting the vast conifers that rose behind the marina office. Then I directed the beam down into the space between the Revenge of the Tide and the pontoon.
         
 
         I couldn’t tell what it was, at first.
         
 
         A bundle. Something covered in fabric.
 
         My first thought, my first crazy, misplaced thought, was of the black plastic sack full of random fabrics that I’d thrown carelessly into the storage space in the bow. But it couldn’t be that. This was clearly something heavy, judging by its sluggishness, its reluctance to be moved by the water. It was floating, knocking into the side of the hull – right where my bed was.
 
         I went back to the wheelhouse and found my boat-hook, a long pole which had come with the boat and to my knowledge never been used, not by me at any rate – the Revenge hadn’t left this mooring since I’d moved in. The hook was heavy and unwieldy, and for a moment I contemplated leaving everything where it was and going to sleep on the sofa with my duvet, but it was no good. The knocking was regular but not regular enough – just random enough to slowly but surely drive me crazy.
         
 
         I tucked the boat-hook under my right arm and clutched the torch in my left, but the hook was too heavy – it needed both hands. I put the torch down on the roof of the cabin, its beam shining across the tops of all the narrowboats and all the way over to the office.
 
         I fished around with the boat-hook until it made contact with the object. I jabbed at it. It was solid, and heavy. I tried a couple of times to grab at it with the hook but, when it finally connected, the bundle was too heavy for me to lift. I felt it roll, turn, pulling the pole almost out of my grasp, so I wriggled it until it was free and peered over the edge of the gunwale into the darkness below.
 
         Something pale, something shapeless, part of the object but somehow different from it. I got the torch, shone it down into the space – and Caddy’s face looked back up at me. One eye closed, one eye half-open, gazing up at me in a bizarre, twisted sort of a wink. Her hair, a dark tangle, swirling and washing over her face in the muddy water.
 
         I dropped the boat-hook. It clattered at an angle on the gunwale and tipped over on to the pontoon, rolling to a stop. I was breathing fast and hard and then I found my voice and screamed, screamed louder and harder than I ever had in my life.
         

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            Five

         
 
         By the time it was daylight, the shock started to kick in. Josie, who had been a paramedic in a former life, sat with me in the saloon of the Souvenir and was keeping a close eye on me.
         
 
         The police were on my boat.
 
         Malcolm had called them. He and Josie had been the first ones to get to me, although not long after that the whole marina was awake and milling around in various states of undress, waiting for the police to arrive. They all took turns to look down the side of the boat with the torch, at the body. Eventually Malcolm had shouted at everyone to go to one place and wait for the police – they were contaminating the scene – and most of them went back to their boats.
 
         One police car had arrived, and two patrol officers. We’d met them in the car park of the marina. The automatic lights still didn’t appear to be working, so it was dark and by that time I was shaking, shaking from head to foot. One of them asked me questions about what I’d seen and heard while the other one went to look.
 
         I hadn’t cried. Instead I’d found myself making a sound that started out like a wail of panic, something I couldn’t control, a noise from somewhere inside which came from fear and horror at finding her like that; finding Caddy of all people, my beautiful Caddy. The noise went on and on, rising and fading again as I ran out of breath, while Josie held me against her bosom and shushed me and rocked me, and I held on to her.
         
 
         When I’d calmed down again, they made me go with Sally and Josie to the Souvenir. More police cars came, and a motor boat came up the river with other police on it. They put some kind of net over the end of my boat and tied the other side of it to the pontoon, presumably so the body didn’t float off on the outgoing tide, although it didn’t seem to want to go anywhere. Now it was daylight, low tide, and I was sitting in the saloon with two blankets around me, one around my shoulders and the other across my knees, but even so I was shaking. I couldn’t stop thinking about how filthy my trainers were, and whether anyone would notice if I took them off.
         
 
         People kept asking me questions, and to each of them I gave the answer, ‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’ I was only half-aware of all the people in the cabin, and people were talking about me as though I wasn’t there at all. In truth, my presence was mostly physical.
 
         Caddy was dead. An accident? Had she tripped, somehow, in the darkness? Had she come to the party earlier, and I’d not realised? Had she fallen over, stumbled against something and hit her head on one of the posts? Why hadn’t I heard anything? Why hadn’t I noticed?
 
         ‘What’s happened?’ It was Roger. He’d managed to sleep through it all.
 
         ‘It’s a body in the water. Against the Revenge of the Tide.’
         
 
         ‘Is she alright?’ Malcolm’s voice.
 
         ‘She’ll be fine, I’m keeping my eye on her. She just needs a bit of peace and quiet for a while, that’s all.’
 
         ‘Genevieve?’
 
         ‘I said leave her alone, Malcolm, alright? Honestly, you should know better.’
 
         ‘I just wanted to ask her if she wants me to talk to the police for her, you know, kind of like a liaison…’
 
         ‘What’s she want a liaison for, you big twat? Honestly, she’s perfectly capable of speaking to the police when they need her to. Anyway, she didn’t see anything, she just found the body. Could have happened to any of us.’
         
 
         ‘Her boat’s nearest the river. It must have come down the river from Cuxton. Her boat’s the one that would catch it first if it came downstream.’
 
         ‘Who says it went in at Cuxton?’
 
         ‘I never said that. I said it must’ve come from the Cuxton side, that’s all. That’s where the last one came from, remember? That bloke that got stuck in the mud. Last Christmas.’
 
         ‘You’re wrong. The last one was that stupid fool who jumped off Aylesford bridge in the summer.’
 
         ‘That one ended up in Gillingham, not here.’
 
         ‘I know that, I was just saying, that was the last body.’
         
 
         ‘Why are you all arguing about it?’
 
         This last voice was Sally’s. She’d been crying, off and on, not noisily but dabbing her eyes with a tissue, mourning someone she didn’t know.
 
         They were all silent for a while.
 
         I said, in a voice that sounded somehow different from my own, ‘Aren’t you going shopping?’
 
         It felt as if they were all staring at me and my face grew hot.
 
         ‘Oh, don’t you worry yourself about that,’ Josie said. ‘We can go later.’
 
         ‘Shall I get you a drink, Genny? A cup of tea?’ Sally said.
 
         She’d made one for me an hour ago. It was still there on the table, cold.
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ I said again. ‘No. I don’t think so.’
 
         ‘Wonder who she was,’ said Malcolm.
 
         ‘Let’s not talk about it any more,’ said Josie, patting me on the knee. ‘Plenty of other things to talk about, after all.’
 
         But that didn’t work either. A man came down the stairs from the deck, a man in a suit. He had thinning grey hair cut short, dark eyes, a lined face.
 
         ‘Morning,’ he said. ‘Detective Sergeant Andy Basten. I’m looking for Genevieve Shipley?’
 
         They all looked at him and then at me, despite themselves, and almost imperceptibly they all seemed to move a fraction closer to me as if to afford me some sort of protection.
         
 
         He showed me his warrant card and his badge. The badge had rubbed against the card in the tatty leather wallet and you could hardly see his picture, let alone his name. He looked as though he liked a beer or two.
 
         The Souvenir was a big boat, but not as big as the Revenge of the Tide, and it felt crowded in the saloon with all these people.
         
 
         ‘We’ll – er – leave you to it, shall we?’ said Malcolm.
 
         ‘I’m staying here,’ Josie said, ‘unless she wants me to leave.’
 
         I wanted her to stay. I wanted her to tell him to go away, the policeman; tell them all to go and leave us alone. I wanted to rewind to last night and that terrible, insistent noise and, instead of going to look, turn over and put my hands over my ears and go back to sleep.
 
         ‘I’m alright, Josie. Honest,’ I said at last.
 
         They all went up on deck, leaving me there with the policeman.
 
         ‘This won’t take too long,’ he said. ‘Must have been a terrible shock for you.’
 
         I nodded, rapidly. My head felt wobbly, as though it wasn’t connected to my body properly. ‘I was half-asleep. It woke me up very quickly when I realised what it was.’
 
         He sat down on the armchair opposite me and took out a notebook. ‘I know you’ve been through all this with the officer earlier. I just want to check we’ve got things straight. You said you heard a noise?’
 
         ‘I heard a knocking on the side of the boat. It woke me up. I went to find out what it was.’
 
         I was repeating myself already, babbling. My mind wasn’t functioning properly; it was working at least three beats behind my mouth. Think. Concentrate. Don’t say anything. Don’t tell him anything.
         
 
         ‘That sort of thing happen often?’
         
 
         ‘No. Sometimes rubbish gets caught against the boat when the tide goes out. That’s what I thought it was.’
 
         He nodded. ‘It’s a nice boat,’ he said. ‘Live there alone, do you?’
 
         ‘Yes. I’m renovating it. I had savings from my job in London. I’m taking a year out to do the boat up. I’ve been here five months already, I’ve done most of it by myself. All the cladding. The plumbing.’
 
         I was rambling now, but he didn’t stop me. Just watched me with tired-looking eyes.
 
         ‘I’m sorry it was such a mess in there. We had a party last night. Why did you need to go in my boat, anyway?’
 
         ‘We’re finished with it now,’ he said. ‘Just needed to check it wasn’t part of the crime scene, that’s all. Birthday party, was it?’
 
         ‘Kind of a boat-warming, I guess. Some of my friends from London. Lots of people who live here.’ I indicated the marina with a vague sweep of my hand.
 
         ‘I’ll need to get you to write me a list. Everyone who was here last night. That okay?’
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘And you all had a good time? At the party?’
 
         I nodded.
 
         ‘The woman you found,’ he said, ‘she wasn’t one of your party guests?’
 
         I stared at him. ‘They all left. All the London lot. They all went early. I saw them leave the car park.’
 
         His question had reminded me of something and, before he had a chance to ask me anything else, I said, ‘There was a car, last night. I’ve just remembered. In the car park. When I went outside to see what the knocking noise was, I heard a car driving off. I thought it was odd because it didn’t have its lights on and it was still dark. And the light’s supposed to come on in the car park, it’s on a motion sensor, and it didn’t work. The light didn’t come on.’
 
         The sergeant was noting all this down and when I ran out of words he was still writing. ‘You didn’t see what sort of car it was? Registration number? Colour?’
         
 
         ‘It was dark. I mean the colour. That was all I could see.’
 
         He nodded slowly, made another note.
 
         ‘Do you know who it is?’ I asked, trying to keep the trembling out of my voice.
 
         ‘You mean the body? Did you recognise her, Genevieve?’
 
         ‘No,’ I said, quickly. ‘I couldn’t really see the face, anyway. I just saw that it was a body and I started screaming.’
 
         He didn’t say anything. He was looking at me curiously, as though he knew something I didn’t. As though I’d said something particularly interesting.
 
         He’d written everything down, laboriously, on three sheets of lined A4 paper headed with various official titles, and he handed them to me. I looked at them blankly, at the rounded letters on the page, thinking how his handwriting was girlish, not what I’d expected at all.
 
         ‘I need you to sign it,’ he said.
 
         ‘What is it?’
 
         ‘Your statement. You need to read it through carefully and check that you agree with everything I’ve written. Then you need to sign the bottom of each page. There – see? And there.’
 
         I read through it. He’d written it on my behalf, as though I’d done it myself. It was odd seeing my words summarised in that curiously rounded script. I kept thinking how I would have phrased it differently – ‘it was dark and I didn’t see the face of the person clearly’ – but I couldn’t bring myself to question it. I signed each page with a rough approximation of my signature and handed it back to him.
 
         ‘Can I go back to my boat now?’
 
         ‘Not just yet. We’ll come and find you when we’re ready, okay? Are you feeling alright?’
 
         ‘I think so.’ I unwrapped myself from the blankets slowly, as though I was peeling off bandages. My body ached as though I’d fallen over. I felt a wave of relief: maybe I’d got away with it.
         
 
         ‘We’ll come and talk to you again, maybe tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Can I take your phone number?’
 
         I recited it to him. ‘I don’t think I can tell you any more,’ I said. ‘It woke me up, I went to look, and I found it. That’s it.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ he said, giving me his card. Detective Sergeant Andrew Basten, Major Crime. ‘But you never know. You might remember something else. Like the car in the car park. Your brain does funny things when you’ve had a shock; it’s like it only lets you remember one thing at a time.’
         
 
         He led the way up the steps on to the deck of the Souvenir. Sally and Josie were sitting on the wooden bench, with Sally’s petunias and pelargoniums, just starting to look autumn-bedraggled, in pots around them.
         
 
         ‘Alright?’ said Josie when she saw me coming up the steps.
 
         ‘I’m fine. Thank you.’
 
         ‘You look terribly pale,’ said Sally.
 
         Basten cleared his throat. ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he said. ‘Let me know if you think of anything else in the meantime.’
 
         He didn’t head for the car park; instead he climbed off the Souvenir and headed towards the pontoon where the Revenge of the Tide was moored. There were still lots of people around; crime scene tape fluttered across the start of the pontoon and he lifted it and ducked beneath it. At the end of the pontoon, two figures dressed in white boiler suits were on their hands and knees doing something. The whole area was illuminated by lights on metal rigging, as though they were preparing to make a movie. It was daylight, and yet still cloudy enough to make the lights necessary. I thought about what they were illuminating, down there, and shivered. The space between the end of the pontoon and the side of the hull was draped in a huge blue tarpaulin.
         
 
         The tide was out now.
 
         ‘They’ve not taken anything away,’ said Sally. ‘I think the body must still be down there.’
 
         Along with all the other cars in the car park, a black Transit van with ‘Private Ambulance’ in grey letters on the side had arrived. At the main gate, two police officers were standing guard to prevent vehicles entering or leaving.
         
 
         ‘I heard one of them say they were going to move it soon. Before the tide turns.’
 
         We watched the activity as people came and went. The road filled up with spectators and a constable was stationed there to move people on. Then the press arrived, and spent the rest of the morning hanging around trying to take pictures of anything interesting. Sally made sandwiches. Josie ate two. I stared at them because I didn’t want to look at anything else. In the end I lay on the sofa in the saloon of the Souvenir and tried to sleep. I could hear them talking, on the deck, commenting on the action in the marina. I tried to block out the sounds, but they still came through.
         
 
         What seemed like hours later, I heard Basten on the deck of the Souvenir, telling Sally that I could go, if I wanted to.
         
 
         I went up to the deck but he’d already left.
 
         ‘He said you can go back,’ Sally said. ‘They’re still working down there but you can go back if you want to.’
 
         I looked doubtfully down to the pontoon, where the Revenge was still surrounded by people in white boilersuits. Josie pulled me into a hug. She was big and warm and soft. ‘You poor girlie,’ she said into my hair. ‘Do you want me to come with you?’
         
 
         ‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I think I’ll just go back to bed and try and get some sleep. I’m so tired.’
 
         I was tired, it was true, but there was no way I was going to be able to sleep. I just needed to be alone. I needed them all to leave me on my own, so I could think. So I could work out what to do, without having to worry about accidentally giving something away.
 
         ‘Alright, then. I’ll come and look in on you later.’
 
         I stepped off the Souvenir gingerly, my legs shaking. I felt as if I’d been ill, or asleep for a long time. The bright lights lit up the scene dramatically; I couldn’t think of a time when I’d seen so many people in the marina.
         
 
         A young policewoman tried to stop me when I got close to my boat.
 
         ‘He said it would be okay for me to go home,’ I said, pointing at Basten.
 
         ‘Oh, it’s your boat? Let me just check.’
 
         The sergeant was at the end of the pontoon, talking on his mobile phone. The police officer got his attention and pointed back to where I stood behind the flapping strands of blue and white plastic tape.
 
         I heard him say, ‘Yeah, let her through.’
 
         She gave me a smile and beckoned me forward. ‘Must have been a shock for you,’ she said, before I had time to reach the gangplank.
 
         ‘Yes, it was,’ I agreed. I had no desire whatever to go through all this again.
 
         ‘Take it easy,’ was all she said. Her smile was warm.
 
         I stumbled down the steps to the cabin, my legs like jelly.
 
         I picked up Dylan’s phone from where I’d thrown it the night before. My hands were shaking as I scrolled through the menus to the address book, selected the only name in there: GARLAND. I pressed ‘call’.
         
 
         It was ringing. My heart was pounding at the thought of talking to him.
 
         ‘Yeah?’
 
         Oh, the voice. It had been so long and yet I remembered it instantly, it came flooding back – everything.
 
         ‘It’s me.’ My voice was low, urgent. I didn’t want to risk anyone overhearing.
 
         ‘Yeah. What do you want?’
 
         I hadn’t been expecting an especially enthusiastic response, given his unequivocal instructions never to call him, but I hadn’t been prepared for quite such a hostile tone.
 
         ‘It’s about Caddy.’
 
         ‘Caddy?’
 
         ‘She’s dead, Dylan. I found her last night. She was in the water, next to the boat. I heard this noise, and I went to look, and then I found her in the water.’
         
 
         An indrawn breath, a pause. ‘What a fucking mess. What the hell was she doing there?’
 
         ‘She was supposed to be coming to my party, and she didn’t turn up, and –’
 
         ‘Why the fuck did you invite her to your party?’
 
         It registered somewhere in my foggy brain that he didn’t seem that shocked that someone we both knew well had met such a horrible death. And was this somehow my fault – was he blaming me? Because I’d invited her to come to the party?
 
         ‘What should I do?’ I asked miserably.
 
         ‘Did you tell them anything?’
 
         ‘No. Nothing. I didn’t say I knew her. What should I do, Dylan? I’m so afraid.’
 
         There was a pause. I couldn’t hear any noise in the background, no traffic, no voices. I wondered if he was at home, or in the car. I longed to be there, wherever it was. If I could see him, if I could see his face, this nightmare wouldn’t be quite so awful. I felt another lurch of misery, like a jolt.
 
         ‘Just keep your head down, right? I’ll be in touch.’
 
         I went to say something else to him, something – what? That I missed him? That I wanted to see him? – but I didn’t get the chance. He’d disconnected the call.
 
         I’d waited so long to talk to him again. And of all the conversations I’d imagined, none of them bore any resemblance to that one. Despite the exhaustion, the panic, one thing registered above anything else: he already knew. He knew Caddy was dead.
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