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‘To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive.’

Robert Louis Stevenson
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1

London, January 2000

WHY DID I agree to take the seat at the Baltic Exchange’s charity auction held at the Grosvenor hotel? It was daft of my boss to buy just a single ticket for such an event, but I was chosen for the honour of attending and felt I couldn’t say no. 

Don’t get me wrong, I admire the lifeboat charity the auction was supporting, but I only agreed to go because everyone else at my ship broking firm had backed out. Some bright spark thought I would appreciate the evening, even though for me it felt slightly like a hospital pass. All right, the food might be edible, accompanied by good wine, and there would be a champagne reception laid on before dinner, but any bids made at the auction would be down to the ‘bidder’ – not the firm. I resolved to sit on my hands all night.

I headed out of Hyde Park Corner tube station and my mind was focussed on how unlikely it was that I would know anyone at my table this evening. I’d decided to arrive at least twenty minutes after the official start, to avoid the prolonged tedium of pre-dinner drinks.

I paid too little attention in finding the nearest street exit for my destination, and inadvertently surfaced on the large, grassed central island by the floodlit Duke of Wellington memorial. There my eyes were drawn to a huddled figure sitting on the cold concrete paving. Beside him was a handwritten message:

EX-SAILOR. 

PLEASE CAN YOU HELP?

This was a desperately sad scene – a scruffy Asian man with trembling fingers, sitting on a dirty piece of cardboard and entombed in a dark greatcoat, was attempting to play a tune on his harmonica. A wretched sight in a location of such extreme affluence. As I turned away, I couldn’t have known that the image lingering in my mind would return so vividly some five years later.

Within three minutes I had retraced my steps and was dashing north up windswept Park Lane. On finding the banqueting entrance to the hotel, I strode into the warm foyer and was promptly shown into the hall for the evening’s event.

I took the offered glass of champagne and hovered around the edge of the braying mob in the hotel’s over-lit lounge. What does one sensibly say to a total stranger one will never meet again? Male guests had favoured dinner jackets, while women opted largely for cocktail dresses. Those who perhaps should have known better showed too much flesh and everything was invariably tight. Some of the chaps were starting to sweat heavily, no doubt already well-oiled. 

I recognised a handful of the characters my colleagues would call the ‘bon viveurs’ from the shipping world; telling off-colour stories and trying their luck with awkward chat-up lines in the unrealistic hope of ‘pulling’. Boys will be boys. I moved slowly around the room, nodded to a few chaps, and sought a refill, my glass already mysteriously depleted.

Salvation came with the toastmaster’s call to take our seats for dinner. The master of ceremonies then announced, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, just as a reminder: the auction will be after dinner, and catalogues for tonight’s items are on your tables. Good luck everyone and we hope you will have a wonderful evening in support of this fantastic charity.’

I perused the seating plan, looking for the name of my broking firm, Matterson Magill. As I expected I found myself on a table of ten, the other nine names unfamiliar to me. 

I stood awkwardly at the appropriate table. Nearby was a shaven-headed, middle-aged man accompanied by a woman, presumably his partner, revealing too much of her trussed assets. Opposite me, a pair of chinless Hooray Henry types were already boring on about fishing and shooting. Next to them, a young man had been collared by a giant, of thuggish appearance, who was lecturing him at length on a topic I couldn’t overhear – poor guy.

After I’d sat down, an attractive brunette in a stylish blue dress approached and disarmingly asked, ‘Is there anyone sitting next to you?’

I rose and almost stammered my reply. ‘No, not. Please join me.’ 

She sat. ‘Do you know any of the others joining our table?’

‘No, sorry. I don’t know anyone on this table.’

‘I’m Kirsty McDonald, and you are?’

‘R-Ronald Campbell,’ I said, overly formal. ‘How do you do. Lovely to meet you.’

Luckily there were empty chairs either side of us, which meant that Kirsty and I could pretty much ignore the other guests and were soon lost in each other’s company. 

As we chatted about how we’d found ourselves here on this millennium occasion, I took the opportunity to review my companion for the evening. Here was a striking, tall, auburn-haired thirty-something sheila with a soft Scottish accent that I could not place, while she easily picked up that I was from the southern hemisphere.

‘Are you an Aussie?’

‘Nah – a New Zealander, who spent five years in Australia, before relocating to London. And are you a Scot?’

‘My family were originally from Orkney, but I’ve spent many years either in the Scottish Borders or in England.’

‘That’s interesting – friends of my folks bought a farm back home called Glen Orkney. I understand the original owners emigrated to New Zealand from Orkney. So, we are both island folk. Although sometimes the Brits seem to forget they’re on an island too, albeit a densely populated one.’ I decided to take my chance at probing. ‘Is your other half back home tonight?’

‘A direct question, if I may say so.’ She stared intently into my eyes. 

I was about to apologise when she said, ‘To give you the short answer, I’ve recently separated from my husband, but I still wear a wedding ring as it keeps some unwanted intrusion at bay. And yourself?’

‘In a nutshell, my career as a shipping broker appears to have hit the buffers. But I have a few bob saved up so I’m not crying into my beer yet.’

‘And what does a shipping broker do?’

‘I’d tell you but then I’d have to kill you,’ at which her hazel eyes looked to the ceiling. 

‘That’d be the curse of the Campbells,’ she exclaimed.

Not understanding, I attempted to divert the conversation, ‘Honestly I think it’s pretty boring, so may I ask about you and Orkney?’

‘Well, I guess there’s two parts to this; Orkney, and the rest. Being born up on the Isles makes me an Orcadian, but sustaining a reasonable standard of living in the Orkneys is tough. My family had a good-sized farm there, but I always wanted to see more of the world. That’s when I took up sailing.

‘On one trip I met and then married an Englishman who had dreams of running his own hotel. The location we eventually found seemed ideal, Melrose in the Scottish Borders, midway between Buckinghamshire and Orkney. 

‘Keeping a boat to sail only occasionally at North Berwick just didn’t make sense, so we both gave it up. I was working all hours and he, bloody man, was drinking what profits we made. Eventually we needed an investment partner to take the business forward and this gave me an out. My ex is still there but what use he is to the business, heaven knows!

‘Now, I am free. I’ve been fortunate to inherit the farm on the Isles from my uncle, who sadly had no children. I decided to sell up and luckily have just found a buyer. So, I hope you will help me celebrate tonight.’

‘That’s quite some story. I think you told me rather more than I was expecting. Let’s both look at the auction list and daydream. What do you say?’

‘Ronnie – are you OK with me calling you Ronnie, by the way? I’m ready for a change in life. I want to see the world and grasp what I’ve been missing out on all these years; that’s where I am right now.’

With that, we each busied ourselves checking the auction catalogue, studying the finer details of the offerings. Clearly the star item was the yacht that featured on the cover, and a fulsome description of this vessel made it clear she was nearly ready to sail.

A new-build wooden-hulled 42-foot yacht, now being completed in Mangalore, India, by known boat builders Sarita & Yashwanth of Mahasagar Boats. This vessel is based on a pilot cutter design, and the final fitting out will be completed to the buyer’s specifications. Completion can be within two months. 

Returning my attention to the dinner and the guest sitting next to me, I was distracted by the notion that she had an agenda for the evening. Would I be party to any plan that might be forthcoming? The wine was already on our table, but the waiting staff expected to pour and replenish our glasses as the meal progressed. To my taste, the provincial French white was inferior to almost any NZ Sauvignon. At my elbow, it was clear Kirsty was being cautious with her wine intake. The mains came, being either salmon or chicken, and nearly all at our table had opted for the salmon. Nothing appeared to be on offer for vegetarians, Kirsty pointed out, before adding, ‘As a farmer’s daughter I would have preferred an option of beef or lamb. Do you think it’s a question of the budget having to be tightened somewhere? Does that sound churlish?’ 

I couldn’t help but agree.

The toastmaster eventually rose to his feet and introduced the auctioneer for the evening, who quickly got into his stride.

‘My lords, ladies and gentlemen. I’m Charlie Roberts and it is my job to fleece you of what I can, to raise an incredible sum for our national lifeboats. It is very appropriate that so many of you representing the Baltic Exchange are here tonight, and let’s hope we can raise a record-breaking sum. First up is an unbelievable experience for two to be entertained at the Hotel Cipriani in Venice, for three nights including private jet flights there and back and round-the-clock access to your own exclusive water-taxi. Where can I start the bidding? Shall we say ten thousand pounds?’

This first lot was knocked down to the shaven-headed man with his over-large, trussed lady friend. His left hand was already exploring somewhere under the table. 

‘They should get a room before he bursts a blood vessel!’ Kirsty quipped.

The two Hooray Henrys at the far side of our table, having moved on from shooting and fishing, were clearly having a strategic business conversation, not to be disturbed. The poor chap was still being lectured to by the oaf, who had taken off his jacket to display his floral shirtsleeves. The lad must have been wishing for the floor to open up under his chair. He was being educated as to the role of the Baltic Exchange. ‘Perhaps I should tell you we were set up in 1744 and started off in a coffee shop at Threadneedle Street, much like the London Stock Exchange, but they didn’t start until thirty years later! The Baltic is a membership organisation for shipowners, merchants and ship brokers. We pride ourselves in providing the most reliable information on shipping and freight services. Does that give you an inkling, old chap? I can tell you loads more if you want.’ 

Overhearing the one-way dialogue, my thought was, how much of its history does anyone need to know? Enough already! I averted my eyes to take in more details from the auction catalogue before turning to Kirsty. 

‘Wow – have you read the description of the yacht in this auction?’ I asked. ‘If I had the money, that’s the item for me! To drift away and have a year on my own boat sailing through the Indian Ocean to escape this drab old country. Look, the description is enough to make one’s mouth water.’

She gently put her hand on my arm. ‘I know I’ve had a little wine but let us dream for a moment. I have sailing experience skippering boats around the fearsome Scottish coast. And you, I get the impression, might not be a novice. Am I right?’

‘I sailed in New Zealand and Australia as a teenager.’ Then boasting slightly, I added, ‘I’ve also crewed on one Atlantic crossing, but I doubt I could ever afford to buy a boat like this.’

‘Well, if – and I am only saying if – by chance I were to buy this boat, would you be available to crew for me? I don’t need a definitive answer now.’ 

Did I detect a twinkle in her eye?

‘I’m in! No need to go on,’ I replied hastily, whilst feeling somewhat stunned by what I had just heard.

‘Perhaps I should lay all my cards on the table. I am not here this evening by accident. You see, I knew this boat was in the auction, so I arrived early to take a look at the catalogue. I managed to put in a call to a friend of mine to check that the builders are legit, and they are. I can tell you more about this another time, if it proves relevant. There is a good explanation as to why this vessel is being auctioned tonight. Let’s just say for now, if I decide to bid, could I ask you to do it for me? With the gang here tonight, I think it would raise fewer eyebrows. Such a bore, I know…’ This was said with an enigmatic smile.

If an outsider had asked me if I fully understood what she was planning I would have had to admit I was perplexed, but ready to play along. So, I replied, ‘Sure, I’d love to. And as for the blokes, I know what you mean. How about you tap on the table as the signal I’m to bid; then if you want to drop out – why not put your palm flat on the table to be clear you’re out. OK?’

She nodded and smiled. ‘Thanks, Ronnie. Let’s see how this goes.’

Charlie had rattled through the auction lots in good time and was having a final glass of water in readiness for the penultimate item.

‘And now folks we come to perhaps tonight’s most unusual lot, a forty-two-foot yacht built to a pilot cutter design, currently in the finishing stages of her build by master craftsmen Mahasagar Boats in Mangalore. Clearly a stunning vessel.’

From the back of the room a heckler blurted out, ‘Sounds like an Indian Curry Cutter!’ drawing more disapproving glances than sniggers.

The auctioneer peered over his spectacles. ‘This is the opportunity of a lifetime to own a beautiful yacht and sail your possession around the world if you wish. She nears completion in India, but I am sure shipping arrangements can easily be negotiated to bring the vessel here, if that is the owner’s wish. All the money will be going to the lifeboats. So, what am I offered to start the bidding?’

The room went silent, until the joker called out, ‘One hundred – no, I’d give fifty pounds!’

Charlie gave the prankster a stern stare. ‘May I start the bidding at one hundred thousand pounds? This boat when fitted out will be worth at least a quarter of a million. Do I have one hundred thousand?’

The joker came in again. ‘OK, I’ll increase my offer from fifty to seventy-five.’

‘Sorry sir, may I ask you to leave. I think most would agree we have had quite enough of you.’

‘OK, bugger it. I withdraw my offer,’ and with that he staggered with exaggerated dignity out of the room.

Charlie wiped his brow. ‘Now where were we? Do I have an offer of one hundred thousand pounds?’

At that Kirsty tapped the table, and I thrust my arm up.

‘At last, some sense in the room. Thank you, sir. Do I have one hundred and twenty thousand pounds?’

A muffled shout from across the room. ‘One hundred and seventy thousand.’

There was a gasp from the audience.

‘Thank you,’ replied Charlie. ‘One hundred and seventy thousand pounds.’ After a pause: ‘Do I have one hundred and eighty?’

I glanced at Kirsty, who showed no reaction. She seemed to be a very cool poker player, but how to know? She had made no mention of how far she was prepared to go. I wondered how deep her pockets and those of the competition were. I had no idea why she would want to make such a commitment that seemed to be so whimsical, if one was being a realist. 

It must have been a few seconds before she tapped again. I slowly nodded to the auctioneer we were still ‘in’, and the call came back, ‘I have one hundred and eighty thousand pounds.’

The burble of conversation died away as the audience felt the tension building between me and the other bidder.

‘Do I have an advance on one hundred and eighty?’

A hush descended on the room. Charlie glanced in my direction, clearly eager to see continued interest maintained. I could feel cold sweat under my shirt.

I made out the other bidder. A portly, dark-haired man wearing a white tuxedo and, to cap it all, a red carnation in his buttonhole; how trite. He gave a confident nod to the auctioneer, upon which both looked in my direction. I had to try to look calm, even if I could feel sweat pouring down my back.

Now there was total silence, until the auctioneer clarified, ‘I have one hundred and ninety thousand pounds. Do I have another bid?’ and stared at me. I attempted to maintain a blank expression and kept my head still in anticipation.

‘No? Well, I am selling.’

At this moment, Kirsty tapped again. I gave the nod.

‘Two hundred, thank you, sir. I have a bid of two hundred thousand pounds. Any more for anymore ?’ Charlie looked at the other bidder, who slowly shook his head. ‘Then I’m selling, going once, going twice,’ dramatic pause, ‘Calling for the final time.’

At last – the crack of the gavel. ‘Two hundred thousand pounds. Sir, you have yourself a yacht, and a wonderful sum donated for the lifeboats.’ There was a round of applause.

Shortly afterwards, one of the organisers sidled up to our table and requested my personal details. Kirsty leaned in, looking as cool as the proverbial cucumber. ‘Here is my card. I can give you any other details you need in the morning.’

Later, as we sat sipping coffee at the table, we reviewed the evening, in my case still somewhat dazed.

‘Thank you for your help, Ronnie. I hope you enjoyed yourself. I can say I certainly did. Are you staying in London? How about we meet tomorrow and have a chat in the real world?’ 

‘Do you have somewhere in mind?’ I replied eagerly.

‘How about on the bridge over the Serpentine at eleven a.m.? Does that work for you, Ronnie?’

I gave a thumbs up. Perhaps a rather daft gesture.

‘Until tomorrow,’ and with that she rose, formally shook my hand, and headed out of the room.

I watched her go, lacking the nerve to ask why she had to dash off into the night.
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I DIDN’T WANT to be twiddling my thumbs at our watery meeting place,   so before leaving Bayswater that morning I armed myself with a crust and two slices of bread from my chum Andrew’s bread bin. His family had been best friends with my dad. I had bagged a bed for the night of the auction, or more correctly a sofa, at Andrew’s Bayswater bachelor pad. I hadn’t wanted to traipse all the way back to Croydon last night.

As I was about to leave, Andrew quipped, ‘Ron, are you going to feed your new girlfriend stale bread? Honestly, mate.’

‘You know us Kiwis can live on basic tucker, so there’s no point spoiling the sheilas!’ This was the type of response that was expected from me and brought a predictable morning cough of laughter from my host. Best give the audience what they expect from the Antipodeans. I tried to recall how much I’d told Andrew when I’d banged on his front door at midnight. He’d insisted on a couple of nightcaps and a catch-up before letting me collapse on his sofa. Hence my current thick head.

From Andrew’s flat it was just a twenty-minute walk to the Serpentine. I had thrown some bread to the ducks while I waited. It was not long before there was a tap on my shoulder. Yes, it was my audacious bidder, wearing Ray-Bans and a green trench coat, looking perhaps a little pale around the gills.

‘Good morning. Remember me?’ she said.

Slightly at a loss for words and yet wanting to make some kind of impression, I decided on humour. ‘I’m not sure if I’m your bookie or your runner. Which is it to be?’ The best approach in my experience is to answer a question with a question and play for time.

She smiled. ‘I just want to say thanks, both for your company and your support last night. It was refreshing to be with someone who wasn’t focused on who’d be more fun to be with and who wouldn’t try to grab me in a taxi on the way home.’

‘Kirsty, I can say that is not my style. I might enjoy some banter, but I like sticking with the audience. I’m not one for looking at the next paddock for a different filly.’

‘I hope you’re not saying I look like a horse?’ she said with a look of mock horror.

‘Struth! Tell me I haven’t messed up already?’

‘No, you’re all right.’ Kirsty looked down at the paddling ducks before continuing, ‘I know you happened to mention a voyage of discovery around the Indian Ocean as a wild idea when we were looking at the auction catalogue yesterday, but I need to know if you were serious or just daydreaming? Also, I realise I revealed quite a bit about myself and my current circumstances last night. Although I don’t wish to pry, it would be useful to know a little more about you.’

I looked at her with a slight grimace. ‘OK…I appreciated your honesty last night, explaining about your husband and the rest. Sure, I’m happy enough to tell you about myself.’

I crossed my arms; this was going to be painful. 

‘To cut a long story short, I still have family in New Zealand. Both my parents live on their sheep farm, which Jim – he’s my elder brother – now runs. I never wanted the farming life and had an opportunity after university to get into ship broking, initially in Sydney and then in London. I rented a cottage with my partner, Harriet. She was a lawyer working in Guildford. We met soon after I arrived here four years ago, introduced by a family who had been friends with my father since the war. I know that’s a long way back, but being from New Zealand life can move slowly.’

I cleared my throat several times and continued. ‘Harriet and I seemed to have an immediate connection – I can’t explain that better. Anyway, we got engaged and wanted to live together, hence renting the cottage outside Guildford. We were saving up to marry and buy a house when – when Harrie was caught up in a car crash.’ I paused. ‘She died.’

Kirsty gasped. ‘I am so sorry. What a horrible thing…’

‘The worst of it was she was driving back from a late meeting in London. I guess she was in a rush because we were due to be going out for supper. A lorry hit her car, head on. The lorry driver was probably asleep as he couldn’t recall the accident. He was unhurt. Yes, he lost his licence for a year – driving without due care and attention – but Harriet had lost her bloody life!’

I released my clenched fists. ‘Harrie lay in a vegetative state for a week, me and her parents by her side, until the medical team had to break it to us that there was no hope of recovery. We watched as they switched off her life support. I felt numb, hollow and guilty. I still do.

‘That was a year ago. I had to give up the cottage and have been living at a friend’s flat in Croydon. I’m working out the final redundancy time at my firm before I return to New Zealand, with no fixed plans for the future. So now you know it all.’

Kirsty looked thoughtful and rubbed my shoulder gently. ‘That is so sad. I am sure I would have liked her.’ She sniffed and then blew her nose. 

As a distraction, I was almost glad to be able to tear apart the last piece of bread I had in my coat pocket and drop the baked shreds to a group of hungry-looking ducks. 

‘It appears we’re both at a junction in our lives, Ronnie,’ Kirsty said. ‘Perhaps to add a bit more to what I told you last night about my ex, I should explain that he became an alcoholic and was abusive. He could be threatening when he was drunk. And even when he wasn’t drunk, he seemed to take every excuse to chase after the young female staff. I was a fool to turn a blind eye as long as I did. If we’d had children, things might have been different. But the final clincher was when he took up his shotgun and threatened to shoot me. Whether he would or could have, I don’t know. But for me that was the last straw. I have never liked guns and he knew it. 

‘I’m not keen to dash into another relationship, but a friendship is a different thing. I expect you must feel the same way after losing Harriet. Perhaps my crazy boat quest might even be cathartic for us both in our different ways.’

I turned to look at her. ‘Perhaps you’re right. I’m still all over the place emotionally, but you’re also right in that a voyage might be deeply therapeutic.’

She nodded. ‘Well, let me tell you about the boat and her current state. Better than that, I received a detailed email overnight from the boat yard in India, which I can forward to you, and explains more about why the family that funded the yacht’s building offered it for last night’s auction. Sorry I had to dash away, but I needed to call them and clarify some issues to be sure everything was hunky-dory. I plan to fly out to India in the coming week, to discuss the final fitting out. I hope you can come?’
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Dear Celia and John,

I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch for so long. I hope you will be able to retain happy memories of Harriet, as I do. She was always such a positive person who knew what she wanted out of life. She guided and advised me on countless occasions, though I never thanked her enough.

As you know, I began my career in ship broking in Sydney, ending up in a great position in London. I have loved my job here and been grateful for all that it’s afforded me – including the opportunity to meet Harrie.

Currently my firm is undergoing restructuring, and I have been given a choice between redundancy and taking a role I do not want. After careful consideration I have taken the exit route, and think the time is right to return to New Zealand. 

My plan is to travel there slowly taking about six months, using the time to reflect on all that has happened, with Harrie never far from my thoughts.

So I may be out of contact for a while but I want to thank you for your kindness and good wishes during the last very difficult year. 

Yours,

Ronnie

I hadn’t been in touch with Harriet’s parents for nearly six months, and I felt honour-bound to contact then. Perhaps I was being cowardly, reminding myself that they hadn’t made an effort to contact me either. There is no rulebook for such situations; however, as I was about to leave the country of my fiancée’s birth and where all her family lived, it seemed down to me to get in touch, rather than just scurry away in silence. Having toiled with the letter, I believed it to be the best way to express my feelings. I had to make a dozen attempts before I reached this final missive. I felt sure Harriet’s father would still say I was a rough diamond, yet hopefully be pleased to receive a message. For Celia, I was less sure.

I followed Kirsty one month later. My Air India flight to Mangalore circled for landing, following a delay caused by a monsoon over the city airport. The aircraft had flown several times across the harbour, and I craned my neck, fantasising that the yacht might be visible amongst the thousands of craft below.

During the flight I’d taken a few moments to write up my first entry in the diary I’d vowed to keep of the adventure. Whilst I had seen photos forwarded by Kirsty from the boat builders, I knew the reality would be thrillingly different. Kirsty had named the boat Skara Brae. She explained to me that this was the name of a Neolithic village found in the Orkney Isles.

As I trundled into arrivals, there was Kirsty waving a battered panama hat, yelling, ‘Ronnie, Ronnie!’ I was surprised and pleased when she clasped me tight, rocking me from side to side.

‘OK, you can put me down now,’ she laughed, and I realised I’d lifted her off the ground in return.

‘I have so much to show you, Ronnie. Wait till you see what’s been achieved in the last month. The lovely Kangens, Sarita and Yashwanth, have their team working twenty-four hours a day every day, fitting out the interior. Yashwanth had some delays getting the self-furling rigging systems shipped to us, but even the fitting of those is nearly complete.

‘Sarita’s sorted out accommodation for us at a friend’s hotel near to the boatyard, at a special price. The place is clean and tidy, our rooms are OK, but don’t expect a fancy view!’ She smiled. ‘The only problems have come from the bureaucrats and civil servants. They are a law unto themselves. They only work at two speeds, slow or not moving at all! There are a stack of official papers to be signed off. Maybe your presence can help there? Who knows?’

Kirsty seemed already accustomed to the pace of life in India. She hailed a taxi to take us to the boatyard, dropping off my luggage at the hotel en route. As we crossed the city, I was almost overcome by the stifling atmosphere, with its extreme heat and humidity. 

The smells, the colour and the cacophony of sounds stimulated my senses to such an extent it became difficult to absorb the surroundings. Children mobbed our taxi, banging on the doors and windows for attention; emaciated old folk, some toothless and blind, some missing a limb, sat on worn and tattered cushions holding out a battered mug or filthy bag. As we crossed the city centre and passed the central railway station, the swarming crowds seemed to be a continuous crush. At each traffic light more and more groups of begging children would approach, with false smiles and the hope of being given a few rupees.

I had no clear idea what to expect when I finally caught sight of the Skara Brae. My first sensation – the rich aroma of wood, from the freshly worked timber. Then the colour, the deep blue beauty of the painted hull, the varnished decking – akin to the golden oak of my parents’ kitchen, enticing in its newness. The vessel, sitting high on its keel, seemed as if entombed in the heavy makeshift cradle – so enormous. Climbing up on board, I was overawed at this creation, which was due to be our home for months to come.

The Indian craftsmen had made a beautiful job of fitting out the yacht’s interior. Traditional wood panelling of the walls and work surfaces provided an appealing warm glow to the cabin. All the cupboards and fitments had been made by skilled carpenters who had each applied the same level of care and attention to the detailing throughout. The navigator’s position, with its large chart desk in the saloon, would be a place to relish and savour as we sailed the oceans of the world. The hinged top of the table could be lifted and propped open, or even removed with concealed clips for use as a portable desk. Its underside was a work of art in itself; the sculpted name Skara Brae and a lotus flower were engraved into the beautiful piece of lampati wood, which some call Indian oak. 

Though we’d both agreed against installing air conditioning, Kirsty had insisted on ample refrigeration and freezer storage, with the system to be multi-fuelled by gas or electricity. It was already clear that the forward-cabin across the bow of the boat would be for our skipper, Kirsty. Still, I would have plenty of space in the small side cabin. 

Within three weeks of my arrival in India, the boat’s fitting out had been completed and the paperwork signed off. We set ourselves the goal of reaching Sydney in time for Christmas 2000, which was less than ten months away. This may have seemed like a leisurely timescale, but not if we were to sail around the Indian coast, cross the Bay of Bengal, pass along the South Asia coast and finally to reach Australia. Hence, we were determined to hit a launch date no later than the end of March.

The first sea trials went well, apart from the sea toilet overflowing because of a jammed stopcock and my inexperience controlling the self-furling sails; all small beer in my book.

Kirsty had left it to me to sort out our safety aids; an inflatable tender, including the life-raft and emergency grab bag with supplies. I made a careful list of other essentials, which arrived by air freight just a week before we were due to depart. The list, which I itemised in my diary, contained:

 1. Life jackets, with harness safety lines (2)

 2. Emergency food rations – sufficient for a week

 3. 10 litre plastic sealed jerry-can of water

 4. Handheld DSC VHF radio & transmitter

 5. Handheld GPS

 6. First aid kit & survival blankets

 7. Flares – rockets (5) and handhelds (4), fluorescent dye makers, glow sticks

 8. Reserve folding anchor

 9. Torch, strobe light and spare batteries

10. Expanding toolbox and machine tools

11. Sailmaker’s repair kit

12. Extras – sunscreen, waterproof notepad and pencil, self-sealing storage bags, fishing kit, narrow diameter string, zinc lip balms, & a multi-tool Swiss army knife. 

I did not want Kirsty to concern herself with one addition I viewed as essential – an automatic pistol and ammunition. From the conversation we had had back in London, I knew she had an aversion to guns. But I had read of the risks of pirates in the Indian Ocean. I decided to keep secret my intention to have a handgun. I had used such firearms on our farm back in New Zealand.

I had been told in London that the Glock 19 was the handgun for both reliability and ease of use. It was a compact nine mm pistol, with a standard magazine of sixteen rounds of ammunition. Before leaving London, I had contacted an ex-colleague, John Monteith, who knew these waters well. The legal option seemed a no-go as the Indian Ordnance Factory Board made it well-nigh impossible to keep a handgun at sea, even for self-defence. However, John felt confident that a contact of his in Mangalore could sort out my requirement if I paid cash in US dollars, and indicated a price of around one thousand dollars.

In the end, the price was five hundred dollars higher. Luckily, I had the funds to sort this without burdening Kirsty. On our penultimate evening in Mangalore, I slipped away for a supposed beer, in fact taking a taxi to the Chalukya Bar downtown, to meet an ex-pat Portuguese guy called Vasco. Unsure how bulky the gun and ammunition would be, I was wearing a baggy linen jacket. Vasco was to recognise me by my Mahasagar Boats cap.

When Vasco arrived, looking somewhat shifty, he shoved a beer in my hand and led me to a poorly lit cellar. There, an old man with a badly matched glass eye and filthy clothes brought out the gun I was after, together with ammunition. 

We sat around a beer-stained card table under a hooded ceiling light while I inspected the weapon. Satisfied, I handed over the thick bundle of dollar bills.

The transaction completed, Vasco suggested, ‘Ronnie, would you like me to walk with you back to the taxi rank? You can never be too careful in the city.’

‘Thanks, no; I’ll be right,’ I replied, and with that he guided me out of the bar and we shook hands at the entrance.

I must have been walking for less than three minutes when a pretty local girl, dressed smartly in designer jeans and T-shirt, bumped into me. She gently retreated in a submissive, apologetic gesture. 

Both of us said, ‘I’m sorry,’ almost in unison, and went our separate ways. Out of habit I felt into my trouser pocket – and found my wallet was gone. It took a few seconds to realise the girl must have been an expert pickpocket.

I turned and belted after her, shouting, ‘Hey – stop! She took my wallet.’

A few passers-by glanced at me, and appeared to shrug. I carried on in pursuit. After a perhaps a dozen paces she turned left, heading into a darkened side street.

I went to follow but was immediately confronted by a broad-chested man who looked as if he could be a nightclub bouncer.

‘You guys, why can’t you keep your hands off young Indian girls?’ he exclaimed, with a distinct Portuguese accent.

‘Out of my way, she stole my wallet!’ I remonstrated.

‘Oh, what’s that you say, amigo? I didn’t quite hear.’ He cupped a hand to his ear and took a step right up to me, all puffed up, looking belligerent.

‘She did – she took it! Please move out of my way!’ I insisted.

‘It’s always the same with idiots like you. You all come here and think you can force your western values on us. But not this time. Drop it, man. Don’t be a loser.’

‘You’ve got it all wrong…’

‘Sim, quem diz?’ With what was undoubtedly a threatening question, he reached down and pulled a knife out of the thigh pocket of his cargo pants.

I held up my hands and tried for reason. ‘Look – my wallet was taken when that girl I was following bumped into me. I just want it back; end of.’

‘Yeah, amigo, but it’ll be your word against hers, and who here is going to believe who? Think about it. But seeing I’m such a forgiving guy, I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t you give me your fancy Omega watch on that dainty little wrist? Podemos ir para casa, meu amigo…’
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