










This is a work of fiction. In the interests of narrative, some licence may have been taken with historical events.
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It’s hard to believe, but this blithering idiot who was standing in front of me is my father, Jim Standish, general manager of one of the largest construction companies in New Zealand and a captain of industry.

Mum had been lying on her lounger on the patio when the Lexus roared up the drive, and by the speed it was travelling she assumed it was Matt, my dopey older brother. Then she remembered he’d been home since lunchtime.

I heard the Michael Schumacher performance and came down to find Dad in the kitchen, ripping at his tie and trying to tear the top off a can of Lion Red.

I’d never seen him so excited—I’d never seen anyone this excited. He was trying to tell us something as he gulped his beer, but we couldn’t understand a word. Matt, who’d been in the pool, was dripping in the conservatory, and Mum headed for the bench to get another cup of coffee. By now, Dad had managed to get his tie and shoes off, had downed the beer and was heading to the fridge again. ‘I’ve bought Erewhon,’ he blurted.

‘You’ve what!’ Mum bellowed as her cup crashed to the floor, spraying her new white jeans with coffee. ‘Oh shit!’ she screamed, as the scalding liquid soaked through. She looked straight at Dad with a glare that could melt icecaps. ‘No you bloody haven’t!’

Matt looked at me and I looked at the door, and we bolted. A tactical withdrawal was in order. We headed down through the orchard, past the barn, and on to our Eden Park, a field at the back of the farm with a goalpost which was the ideal place at times like this.

We had a game we called ‘twenty pots’—we took turns taking place kicks, and the first one to twenty didn’t have to go back to the house to see if the coast was clear. It usually lasted an hour and, from experience, it was going to take at least that time for the dust to settle.

On this particular occasion, Matt was kicking like Dan Carter, so it wasn’t long before I was sticking my head through the door. Mum was back on her lounger, flicking through a magazine with the action of an M16 on rapid fire. Nope, not calmed down yet. Dad was in the pool with another can, and I could see it was going to take him a little while and a lot of money to win her over. He always said the only deals he ever lost were when he had to negotiate with Mum.

I wandered outside. ‘So you’ve bought Erewhon?’ I asked, sitting on the edge of the pool. There was a deathly hush. Even the tui flitting around the flax bush beyond the pool were strangely quiet.

Dad took one last swig, tossed the can, then rolled over and disappeared underwater, surfacing like a giant orca and showering me with the finesse of a monsoon bucket. ‘Sure have!’

‘Wow…’ I felt a surge of adrenalin. ‘But what about Mum?’

‘Don’t worry, she’ll come round. It’ll probably cost me that new dinner set she’s been eyeing for the last month, but hey!’

I admired his confidence, but we both knew he had a battle on his hands.

The previous Christmas, Dad and I had rediscovered Erewhon, a 135-foot yacht hull, upside down on the banks of the Waiora River. She was pretty forlorn when we found her, but still a magnificent testament to the craftsmanship of her builders.

Dad and I had borrowed an old wooden coxed-pair rowing skiff and decided that our holiday that year would be to row inland from the mouth of the Waiora as far as we could, before turning back. We rigged the pair as a double-scull, set up the steering so the stroke had control, and enclosed the coxswain’s seat as a watertight cell to stow our tent, food and clothing in, before loading it on the roof of the Nissan Patrol. The holiday would be a training row to keep me up to speed for the Maadi Cup, New Zealand’s premier event for inter-school rowing. Rigging the skiff as a double-scull shortened the oars for the narrow waterway, and Dad could take a breather while I rowed.

The Waiora is a relatively unknown waterway north of the Bay of Islands and is navigable for about eighty kilometres, from its mouth to some rapids in a gorge near its headwaters. It passes through some of the most beautiful country in Northland, including Maori land. Because the riverbanks are the last resting place for their ancestors, the locals consider the area to be sacred—strictly no-engine territory—but they were happy to let us pass so long as we rowed or sailed.

Dad had heard about the Waiora from Hepi, one of his employees, and Hepi had negotiated landing rights so we could come ashore and camp at night. Hepi had worked for Dad for thirty years. He was a jovial Maori, five foot six tall and about five foot six wide, who loved his kai. Dad affectionately called him ‘Fatman’, and he could turn his hand to just about anything, with a handy knack of obtaining unobtainable supplies. It didn’t matter whether it was a tap washer or a ton of cement, Dad only needed to challenge Hepi with ‘I bet you can’t find this, Fatman!’ and the next day it would be in the yard. Dad was never quite sure where the stuff came from, but Hepi’s answer whenever he was asked if it was stolen was: ‘You know what Judge Greenbacker said.’

Judge Greenbacker was a crusty old magistrate, tired of the endless parade of young offenders who stood before him every Monday morning. In Hepi’s case, because it had been a first offence, His Worship had bound him over with a direction for the social worker to find him a job.

Jenny Smith, the social worker, had done the rounds trying to do just that, without any luck. Eventually, she climbed the stairs to Dad’s office, as he called the hut on poles above the yard that was the starting point of the Standish Empire. Fortunately for her, Jim Standish was in that day, and she pleaded Hepi’s case.

Employing anyone was the last thing on Jim’s mind, but being a soft touch for a pretty face, he agreed to meet Hepi if Jenny would have dinner with him. Jenny accepted, knowing she wasn’t going to find Hepi a job any other way.

Hepi duly arrived the next day in a freshly pressed white shirt, a tie and a pair of grey trousers, obviously borrowed from someone much larger. While trying to hide the discomfort to his neck, he began to sweat.

‘Not used to that choker, are you lad?’ said Dad as he thrust out his burly hand.

‘No, sir.’

‘Then take the bastard off, so we can have a decent conversation.’

‘But Miss Jenny said—’

‘Stuff what Miss Jenny said,’ Dad interrupted. ‘I’m interviewing you, not her!’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Hepi dragged off the tie.

‘Miss Jenny tells me you’re in a bit of bother with the law and you need a job. Is that right?’

‘Yes, sir,’ he replied. ‘But—’

Dad cut him short. ‘My name is Jim Standish, so call me Jim. I expect you to be on time for work. The pay will be lousy. This is a new business, but we’ll grow. When can you start?’

‘Right now, sir…ah…Jim. I don’t want to see that judge again.’

‘You can’t work dressed like that. There’re some overalls in the corner locker. They’re yours.’

‘Thank you…ah…Jim.’

As Standish Construction grew, staff came and went, but the bond between Hepi and Dad remained. Hepi was grateful to Dad and repaid him by being his most dependable employee. Dad only had to say he needed 5,000 yards of four-inch watermain one day, and the following day half a ton of cement would disappear from the yard to be replaced by the required pipe. Dad quickly learned the value of his new employee’s network, and Hepi’s pay packet soon reflected his worth.

The thing that puzzled most people was the way they spoke to each other. Whenever Dad wanted him, he’d send a message down to Hepi’s hut at the back of the yard: ‘Tell the fat bastard I need him now!’

‘You tell Bollocks I’m too busy and he’ll have to fuckin’ wait’ was the typical reply. Hepi would wait for a few minutes, then burst into the office with a big grin. ‘What the fuck do you want now?’

As for the dinner with Miss Jenny, it was a nervous affair but coined a much-used phrase in our family: ‘Stuff Hepi!’ This usually appeared in heated discussions when Mum blamed Hepi for bringing them together, and it became the family’s universal catchphrase when anything went wrong.

The sun was rising as Dad and I rolled out of the back of the Nissan. The skiff was still tied to the roof, and the varnish on the old hull seemed to suit the surroundings—somehow it would have seemed like sacrilege to have brought a high-tech carbon-fibre hull.

Dad wandered down to the beach and gathered an armful of driftwood. He was in his element. ‘We’ll need a decent breakfast. Use this to get a fire going.’ He disappeared along the beach with a bucket in his hand. I soon had a roaring fire going and was putting the bacon on the grill when he returned, the bucket overflowing with mussels. I cracked some eggs into the frying pan as Dad threw the mussels onto the grill. Soon the aroma of bacon, salty tea-tree smoke and freshly opened mussels filled the air.

‘Put all the bacon on. I’ve got a special treat.’ Dad reached into the bucket and produced a dozen oysters. He flicked the shells open and delicately wrapped the morsels in piping hot bacon. We left them to stand and cook in their own heat for a couple of minutes before devouring them. Amazing.

When we’d eaten our fill, we pulled the skiff from the top of the Nissan and set about rigging and loading the storage cell. With a touch of the blades, we were under way. The plan was to row about fifteen to twenty kilometres a day. This would give us eight days there and back, and a couple of days of rest and recreation along the way—ten days of bliss. I drove down with my legs and drew hard on the blades. I felt strong after the big breakfast, and Dad picked up the rhythm. The old skiff buzzed as the speed built up and the kilometres disappeared off the stern. Apart from the natural flow of the river, the water was mirror calm, trees reflecting on the surface, the perfect stillness broken only by the dip of the blades and the knife-edged bow slicing the water. I could have rowed a million miles that day.

Each morning, I rowed and Dad kept pace for about four hours before we stopped and set up our tent. Luckily, we had inbuilt insect screens to ward off the mosquitoes that swarmed when the sun went down, and mega-size bottles of repellent to keep them under control.

Once our camp was set up, it was time for fishing or hunting. Although we had enough food to last ten days, we hardly touched our supplies. The river was well stocked with trout and eels, and a couple of times Dad found freshwater crayfish. We bagged a pheasant one afternoon, and with some watercress and puha we feasted like kings.

Five days later, we reached the rapids at the headwaters of the Waiora, right on target. Only five days left. I didn’t want it to end, but after five days’ rowing against the current my hands were blistered, and I knew Dad could do with a little less pressure. Rowing back with the river would give us a chance to look around as we glided through the magical scenery.

On the ninth day, we had been rowing all morning when I first heard a slight change in the hum the hull was emitting. Initially, I didn’t take much notice, but as the noise increased I mentioned it to Dad. He scoffed and said he couldn’t hear a bloody thing.

I knew he couldn’t hear high-pitched sounds, after years of working with machinery in an era when only sissies wore earmuffs, but I was sure something was wrong. Then I noticed my foot stretcher was under water.

By the time we got to the bank, the water was at the seattops. We threw the blades onto the grassy strip between the river’s edge and the curtain of native bush. With the blades off and the coxswain’s cell emptied, we bailed out the halfsubmerged hull until we could lift it from the water and dump it onto the grass. When the shiny old varnish was face-up, it wasn’t hard to find the problem. The hull had split from the bow seat forward to just ahead of the coxswain’s seat along the keel line.

It wasn’t a major catastrophe, and we could repair it, but first the hull needed to be dry. We drove wedges into the crack to open it up to air, then covered the rest of the hull with ponga fronds to keep it cool in the strong sun. With the job complete, Dad and I lay back on the grass and drifted off to sleep, letting the sun do its work. The hull was going to take a couple of hours to dry, and we were in no rush, with only a kilometre to go to the river mouth.

When the hull was finally dry, we mixed some glue and dabbed it into the keel joint. Once we’d removed the wedges the crack snapped shut, then we wiped off the excess. All we needed now was another couple of hours for the sun to bake the glue hard.

With time to spare, we decided to walk the short distance to base camp and check that everything was in order. There was an impassable bluff in the way, so we headed inland, aiming to rejoin the river on the other side. We soon realised the native bush we were rambling through was a half-kilometre strip, bound on one side by the river and on the other by a well-maintained cattle farm. From a clearing at the top of the rise behind the bluff, we could see the Nissan down by the river mouth.

As we made our way towards our camp, we noticed what appeared to be a large rock blocking our path, and it wasn’t until we got closer that we found it wasn’t a rock at all. It was the upturned hull of an extremely large yacht. Even though it was half-buried in branches and leaves, it was still easy to make out the fine lines of a truly magnificent craft. I guessed it to be 125 feet long, if it was an inch.

Without a word, Dad dived to the stern and frantically started to tear away the leaves and other vegetation piled up around the hulk.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ I exclaimed.

‘I know this yacht,’ he replied, as he clawed away at the undergrowth. ‘I’m almost positive it’s Erewhon and I’m looking to see if she’s still got her name-plate. Look!’ he yelled, ‘It is—it’s bloody Erewhon. I knew it. I’d know that hull anywhere!’

By his knees was a very dilapidated but still legible carved name-plate. ‘She was built to challenge for the America’s Cup when it was raced in J-class yachts,’ he said. ‘Everybody thought she’d sunk on a delivery voyage after she was sold to an Australian. I wonder how she ended up here.’

He told me how, as a boy, he’d stood under Erewhon at Okahu Bay, looking up at the magnificent hull and making himself a promise that one day he’d own her, and about how he’d heard she’d gone missing. He talked about the tug at his heart that day and how his heart was pounding again now. ‘Maybe this is my second chance, eh son?’

He got to his feet and we started to circle the hull, but when we got to the other side our hearts sank. About a third of the way along the hull was a hole large enough to walk through. Someone had put up a rough corrugated-iron door, and there was a well-beaten track leading away through the bush towards the farm.

We tore open the makeshift door and peered inside, blinking hard to adjust our eyes to the gloom. In the half-light we could just make out the interior. From what we could see, it was in its original state, even if it did smell more like a hay barn than a super-yacht. It was then we noticed the straw. Dad pulled out his lighter, and in the glow from the faint light we saw that the once-magnificent craft was being used to store hay.

Dad’s emotions were running high, and with an audible tremor in his voice he said, ‘I’m going to get this grand old lady out of here!’

Jim Standish never said anything he wasn’t prepared to back up, and even though I couldn’t see how he was going to do it, now was not the time to argue. In the glimmer of the lighter we inspected the interior, and apart from the gaping hole and thirty or forty years of mud and straw caked under-foot, the rest of the hull seemed in remarkable condition, with all the varnish and fittings still intact.

Back outside, Dad pulled out his pocket knife and bounded up onto the hull beside the keel stub. ‘I wonder what happened to the keel,’ he said as he thrust the blade into the timber around the remains of the keel bolts. ‘By the look of the bolts, it was ripped off when she foundered.’ He turned and looked towards the ocean. ‘It’s probably out there somewhere.’

He grinned as each thrust of the knife met solid opposition. The old timber was in remarkable condition. ‘By crikey, Ben, she’s as solid as a rock! I reckon we could get her floating again.’

‘But she may not be for sale,’ I replied, to deaf ears.

Dad’s brain was racing. ‘Let’s try and work out how we’re going to get this old girl out of here.’

Dad slid back down the hull and landed feet-first. He continued around the hull, prodding and poking at the old timber, and with each thrust his smile grew even wider. ‘I wonder who owns her.’

I grinned. ‘I bet whoever owns the hay will have a good idea.’

‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’ Without another word, he was off down the track, in the direction of the farm.

I hurried after him, trying to catch up. The bush gave way to the beautiful rolling pasture of a large cattle farm, but there wasn’t another person to be seen. For that matter, there wasn’t a farmhouse or shed either. Some large, unfriendly-looking dry stock were grazing in the paddock, and after eyeballing one of the bigger members of the herd we decided discretion was called for and so returned to see how the glue was drying on the keel.

Erewhon wasn’t going anywhere, and we still had about a kilometre to row once we’d relaunched the skiff. Dad decided to ask Hepi who owned the farm and if he knew anything about how Erewhon had ended up there.

As we headed back to the skiff, we detoured past the giant upturned hull for another look. Dad was jabbering away about the endless possibilities when we owned Erewhon. He was babbling so much, he didn’t hear me when I called to him to stop as we neared the hull. I’d been looking ahead through the bush, and I thought I’d seen someone go through the hole in the side—a Maori girl in a black bikini bottom, drying her hair on a white towel. I tugged at Dad’s shoulder. ‘Did you see that?’

‘Did I see what?’

‘The topless babe who just walked into Erewhon.’ My heart raced as I sprinted the last hundred metres to where I’d last seen her.

‘You’re dreaming, son. You’ve been out in the bush too long!’

‘I know what I saw. She was gorgeous, she was standing right here, and she went in there,’ I said, pointing into the hull. I snatched the lighter out of Dad’s hand as he produced it from his pocket and flicked it on as I dived into the inky blackness. I couldn’t see anybody in the faint glimmer of the lighter in the upturned saloon, so I stumbled my way past the hay bales towards the stern. Still nobody.

I called out, ‘Is anyone here?’ There was an eerie silence. ‘Don’t be scared. We won’t hurt you. We just want to know who owns the yacht. Can you help us?’ The blackness remained silent as I used the flickering lighter to scour the hull.

‘You’ve been rowing too hard over the last few days, and your eyes are playing tricks.’

‘But Dad, I know what I saw!’

‘Yeah, yeah, a real beauty, was she?’ he said with a smirk. ‘Come on, let’s get back to the skiff. A good night’s sleep’ll do you the world of good.’

Dad headed back out of the hull, and I was reluctantly following when something out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. On top of one of the bales of hay was the white towel and a black bikini top.

‘Dad!’ I yelled. ‘Look at this.’

‘Give it up, Ben. We’ve got to get going.’

‘But Dad—’

‘I said give it up. Now come on.’

I sighed and stepped back out into the half-light of the bush. I didn’t bother mentioning what I’d found. Dad was jabbering like an excited schoolgirl with backstage passes at a Robbie Williams concert, and I figured he wouldn’t believe me in any case.

We arrived at the skiff to find that the repair had dried without a trace, then we flew the last kilometre down the river to the waiting Nissan.

The trip back was a one-sided conversation, with Dad scheming how to get Erewhon home. The problems of ownership, cost, and getting such a huge hull upright, seaworthy and down to the river mouth were trifling details. When I mentioned that we needed to buy her first, Dad just laughed and said he’d get Hepi onto it on Monday. Whoever owned Erewhon didn’t realise he’d just sold her.
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Dad reclaimed his spot on the floating lounger in the pool, smiling and punching the air in excitement. Eleven months had passed since we’d stumbled on Erewhon, eleven months of the most intense negotiations he and Hepi had ever experienced.

After six months, Hepi had been ready to give up. He had walked into the office and asked Lizzy, Dad’s secretary, if he could have a word with Jim. Dad knew something was wrong—Hepi hadn’t called him Jim in twenty years.

‘What’s up, Fatman?’ he yelled through the open door to the outer office. Hepi eased over to the doorway with his chin on his chest, looking like he had the day he was employed. ‘Jim, I can’t do it. You can’t buy Erewhon.’

‘What do you mean, “can’t“? Losing your touch?’ Dad looked sharply at Hepi and saw that his old friend’s eyes were troubled. ‘What’s the problem, mate?’

‘It’s the tapu, Bollocks—it can’t be lifted.’

‘What do you mean, the tapu can’t be lifted, you dopey fat bastard!’

‘I’m serious, Jim. A tapu was placed on the yacht when it was washed up on shore, because of the deaths, and it can only be lifted by the tohunga who placed it.’

‘Bullshit!’ Dad bellowed. ‘No bloody mumbo-jumbo is going to stand in my way.’

Hepi turned to walk out the door.

‘Who said you could leave!’ Dad roared.

‘You can’t ride roughshod over tapu—I don’t care who the fuck you are—so get stuffed, you honky prick!’

Hepi stormed out of the office, slamming the door. Dad had never seen him so angry before. He threw himself back into his swivel chair. ‘Stuff you, you fat bastard!’ he bellowed. ‘I’m going to have that bloody boat or my name’s not Jim Standish!’

Later, he told me he couldn’t work out if he was so angry because someone had told him his dream was over, or because he’d fallen out with his long-time friend for the first time. In an attempt to get his heart rate back to somewhere near normal, he reached into his filing cabinet for a bottle of Scotch and took a couple of swigs. What the hell have I done? he thought to himself, reaching for the intercom button.

‘Lizzy, tell the fat bastard I want him in my office now!’

There was a deathly hush.

‘Lizzy, did you hear me? Tell Fatman I want him now!’

Still stony silence.

Dad rose from his chair, strode to the door, and threw it open. Cowering behind the computer sat his secretary. Finally, she blurted out, ‘He’s not here—he quit.’

‘What do you mean, “he quit“?’ Dad screamed. ‘He can’t quit!’

‘Well, he quit.’ She thrust a scribbled note in Dad’s direction. ‘And he left the yard five minutes ago, heading in the direction of the Rose ‘n’ Anchor.’

Dad stormed back into his office, flung himself in his chair, and took another swig. He sat there, motionless, for half an hour, his mind racing. Eventually, his brain began to function again.

I’m a bloody idiot, he thought to himself. In the thirty years Hepi had worked for him, he’d never let him down. Through thick and thin, Hepi always came through, yet now Jim’d let a minor hiccup come between them.

Dad rose from his chair and, without stopping to grab his jacket, burst out of the office. ‘Take messages, Lizzy,’ he bellowed, as he passed through the outer office. ‘I’ll be a while!’

It was a brilliant, sunny day outside, but you’d never have known it inside the half-lit public bar of the Rose ‘n’ Anchor. The pub reeked atmosphere, tinged with the odour of stale beer. Somehow it had managed to be overlooked by the breweries and developers and still looked pretty much the way it had done for the past hundred years. No focaccia open sandwiches with Blue Hawaiian cocktails here—it was more your traditional pie and pint.

There was no loud, ear-threatening music either, unless you counted the occasional outburst when Bert, the barman, started whistling as he loaded the glasses back onto the shelf. The Rose ‘n’ Anchor was probably the last true working-man’s pub in the city—a place to go and have a pint or two after a hard day’s graft.

Dad blinked to adjust his eyes. He could just make out a familiar shape at the bar, hunched over his glass. He went and sat on the stool next to the lone drinker. There were a couple of fellows hovering in the shadows of the low lights above the pool table, and Mazey, one of the regulars, was playing on the one innovation to the scene, the pokey machine. Other than the clicking of pool balls and the sound of Mazey feeding the machine, the room was silent.

As Dad sat down, Bert instinctively swung around to face the bar. ‘Bloody hell—look what the cat’s dragged in!’

‘Gidday, Bert. I’ll have a Red, and you’d better fill that one,’ said Dad, pointing to the empty handle sitting on the bar in front of Hepi.

Hepi accepted the fresh drink without the slightest acknowledgement of Dad’s presence. They both sat staring at their handles. Bert returned to loading glasses on the shelf behind the bar, and the pool players continued to tap balls around the table.

Dad drained his glass and thumped it down on the bar. ‘You’d better fill these two up again, Bert, and the fat bastard needs a pie.’

‘Tell Bollocks I need two pies!’ Hepi finally broke his silence.

Dad swung around on his stool to face Hepi. ‘Fuckin’ typical. I offer to feed you, and you bite me on both hands.’

‘Listen, Bollocks, if you want that bloody boat, it’s going to cost you more than two bloody mince pies.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I told you. There’s a tapu on that boat, and you can’t break a tapu.’

‘So what’s it going to cost me to lift this bloody tapu?’

‘You don’t buy off a tapu for a start! It can only be lifted by the tohunga who invoked it, or a direct descendant. The original tohunga is long since dead, and I can only find one of his grandsons.’

‘So what’s the problem? Get hold of this fellow and get him to lift the bloody tapu. Then we can get on with the negotiations to buy the boat.’

‘One small hitch with that plan—he’s about seven years into a life sentence for murdering his father and is currently residing in D block at Paremoremo.’

‘Oh, great. What’s the bad news?’

‘My brown brother is up for parole in a month, but he mightn’t get it. The other factor in this equation is that young John Henry isn’t too keen on you honkies.’

Dad slumped back on the bar stool. It had been months since he’d first clapped eyes on Erewhon, and despite Hepi’s best efforts he was no closer to owning her.

‘There’s another problem, too, Bollocks.’

‘What?’

‘The small matter that I don’t work for you any more.’

‘Bullshit you don’t. Remember the deal with Greenbacker? You’re mine for life.’

‘But what about my letter of resignation?’

‘You mean this?’ said Dad, withdrawing a handful of shredded paper from his pocket. ‘Stop wasting my bloody stationery!’

Both men burst out laughing, and Dad gave Hepi a huge slap on the back. ‘Sorry I lost my rag. It’s been my lifelong dream to own Erewhon, and I don’t want to give up on her.’

Hepi stood dumbfounded for a second. ‘What did you just say?’

‘I just said I don’t want to—’

‘No, not that. Before all that bullshit, I’m sure I heard you say sorry! Jeez, I knew you were keen about that pile of firewood, but I didn’t know it was that serious. Our only chance of getting the tapu lifted is to make sure John Henry gets paroled, because if he won’t lift his grandfather’s tapu the iwi who own the hull won’t sell it to you.’

Dad sighed. ‘Details, bloody details!’ He took another swig and leaned against the bar. He pulled out his car keys, ‘Hey, Fatman, where’s your keys?’

Hepi delved in his pockets and finally produced them. Dad snatched them and threw both sets on the counter behind the bar. ‘You better pull another couple, Bert. We’re gonna be here for a while!’

Still excited about buying Erewhon, Dad moved from the floating lounger to the edge of the pool. He thought back to that afternoon session with Hepi all those months before, though the detail was a little cloudy and, judging by his memory of Jenny’s reaction that night, probably best forgotten. From that night, Hepi was put full-time on the trail of the yacht. His first task was to get John Henry out of jail and then convince him to lift the tapu.

Dad came into the picture by offering to pay for a lawyer to help with John’s parole hearing and to give him a job. On the strength of this, John was granted parole and Erewhon moved a step closer.

Now on the outside, and under Hepi’s wing, things started to improve for John. With his full-face moko, he was a fearsome sight and initially found it hard to gain respect, but his skill as a welder and talent for the impossible made him a real asset, and the ice slowly started to melt.

Dad grew impatient about the lifting of the tapu, but Hepi reassured him things were under control. He knew timing was paramount when it came to asking Paint (short for Painted Face) if he’d perform the ceremony.

Eventually, Hepi worked up the courage to ask John if he was willing to lift the tapu. To his surprise, it turned out John had studied Maori culture inside and was bursting to show off his skill.

The owners of Erewhon were contacted and agreed that if the tapu were lifted they would negotiate for the sale of the yacht. No purchase price was discussed, but on the strength of the pledge Dad agreed to fund the ceremony. He thought it would take about five minutes of what he described as hocuspocus, a song or two, and a few cans of Lion Red. As it turned out, Dad got off cheap, as only ninety-five of the iwi arrived for the event. It lasted all weekend and involved a hui, a hangi, and a party beside the Waiora River. The iwi had a great time and, although Dad was left licking his wounds over the cost, he certainly got a pressure-cooker course on Maori protocol. Hepi talked him through each step of the ceremony, and he started to realise why his mate had been so wound up when he’d stormed out of the office. The spirits of the people who died when the yacht foundered were revered, and when the vessel had been washed up on tribal land all those years ago feelings had been intense, and the tapu had been placed on the remains of the vessel.

With the tapu lifted, Dad thought he almost had ownership of Erewhon, but Hepi pointed out the error of his thinking. ‘Bollocks, I told you six months ago it wasn’t going to be easy, so why do you think things have changed?’ It turned out that the farm where Erewhon rested was owned by a trust, and their lawyers were very particular about the negotiations, which all took time.

A deal was finally struck in early December when Dad added a condition that the negotiations be completed before Christmas Day—a thinly veiled threat that if it wasn’t a done deal by then the whole thing was off.

Hepi knew that was crap, but he told the trust Dad was deadly serious, and the deal was finally completed. The price was $10,000 and the right for any member of the iwi to be taken out for a day’s sailing when Erewhon was recommissioned.

‘Are you coming with me to the Waiora on the day after Boxing Day?’ Dad asked as he rose from the side of the pool. ‘I want you and Matt to help me dig the old lady out of the scrub and get her loaded onto a barge to bring her home.’

‘I’m a starter, and I reckon Matt will be too, but what about Mum?’

‘Leave her to me. I’ll get that new dinner set.’

So the wheels were in motion. The family holiday this year was to be a trip back to the Waiora to recover Erewhon. We estimated about two weeks for us to get her to the shoreline so she could be loaded onto a barge. I was excited about the prospect of another trip to the river. Even computer-nerd Matt was keen, but Dad was having major trouble convincing Mum it was a good idea. As the next few days drifted by, Dad tried all the angles. The new dinner set was met with a shrug of the shoulders.

‘I won’t be bought, Jim Standish!’ she glared.

That must have been hard for her, because we all knew how much she wanted it. She’d been back to the shop a dozen times to look at it, but anything to do with Erewhon was getting the full ice treatment. On the day after Boxing Day, a chink showed in her armour when she said, ‘I’d never go camping in a tent. The only way I’d go would be in a decent caravan.’

Dad didn’t need another prompt, and disappeared off down the drive. About an hour later, he pulled up in front of the house with a twenty-foot caravan on the drawbar.

The family swung into action. Dad and I went to the Standish yard and loaded a truck with every conceivable piece of equipment we could fit on the tray. We had jacks, chainblocks, scaffolding, dunnage blocks, rollers, shovels, chainsaws, planks and all manner of other gear to extract our old lady from the bush.

When Bertha (Hepi’s name for the truck) was loaded, and the trailer with the bulldozer was hitched on, we headed back home. Matt and I threw our surfboards into the caravan and stowed the aluminium dinghy and dive gear on the back of the truck. Dad drove the Nissan with Mum and the caravan, and I drove Bertha. The trip north was slow and exhausting, as half the population of the North Island seemed to be going in our direction. At a rest stop north of Wellsford, Dad pulled the Nissan off the road, and, by the time Matt and I arrived, Mum had the coffee pot hissing on the stove. The ice wall had melted a little.

Mum loved going on holiday and, even if she wasn’t admitting it, she was looking forward to the adventure. She was also making the most of having Dad running around after her. She laid down the ground rules: no washing duties for her, including dishes, no cooking, breakfast in bed, and her hammock slung between two shady trees with a view of the water before anything else was undertaken. She’d armed herself with a stack of magazines and books, and we all knew the Do Not Disturb sign would be out as soon as she lay back in the hammock. In the interests of a successful holiday, we quickly agreed. There was no negotiating, anyway. We downed the coffee and were about to head back to Bertha, when there was a loud ‘Ah-hem. These cups won’t wash themselves!’

‘Ah, shit!’ said Matt, as we both got back into the caravan and washed and dried our mugs. Mum was definitely on holiday and not about to break her ground rules just yet.

We rejoined the queue and snaked our way north. Just past Kerikeri, Dad found the dirt track to the mouth of the river, engaged low four-wheel drive, and headed off. I swung down the track behind him, picking out low-low in the gearbox, and the giant Jimmy red-lined as the tyres bit into the soft earth. Even though she was an old truck, I was glad we’d brought her along. As Hepi had said when he’d taught me to drive her, ‘She’ll go up the side of a house in low-low!’

Dad was working hard in the Nissan as he crashed on down the track. I could hear Mum yelling at him over the noise of Bertha’s engine, and Matt and I thanked our lucky stars we weren’t in the back seat. Fortunately, there was nowhere to turn the rig, and with the truck behind he had to continue, assuring Mum that if the worst came to the worst he’d pull the bulldozer off the trailer and drag us all in. This really impressed her. In the end, she pushed her seat back and closed her eyes.

As we broke through the green canopy into the clearing beside the river mouth, we could see that no one else had been there for a long time. Since the tapu-lifting ceremony, the bush had reclaimed the fringes of the site, and even the hangi pits had disappeared under the regrowth.

I swung Bertha over into the corner of the clearing farthest from the river, as Dad chose the best site for the caravan. Thirty minutes later we had it set up, with the awning on and Mum’s coffee pot bubbling away. Soon the hammock was swinging between two of the shadiest trees, and Matt, Dad and I had the tabs off three cans of Lion Red. Even Mum seemed to be starting to relax, admitting that, despite the trip down the track, this place was heaven.

After another couple of cans, we decided to walk through the bush and have a look at Erewhon. Mum had heard so much about her over the years and was eager to see the other lady in Dad’s life. Matt, too, was keen to see what all the fuss was about, and I was busting for another good look at her so we could work out the recovery plan.

I grabbed a tape measure from the toolbox and a notepad, and we headed off along the track. Part of the deal was that we had agreed not to damage certain trees, which the iwi had marked with ribbons. Many of these ringed the upturned hull, so we had to measure out a path for the yacht that avoided them.

The hull was about fifteen minutes from the base camp, and my heart raced as we drew near. What was Mum going to think of her? Dad was babbling away in an effort to coax her more quickly through the undergrowth, but as soon as he was close enough he couldn’t help asking the classic dumb question. ‘What do you think, doll?’

I ducked for cover behind the hull, Matt slipped behind a tree, and the birds in the trees stopped singing. Mum’s jaw dropped. ‘How much did you pay for this rotting pile of firewood?’

‘It’s not rotting, darling. She’s as sound as the day she was built. Come and look inside.’

‘I’m not remotely interested in looking inside that thing. I bet it’s full of spiders! Now take me back to the caravan.’

Dad knew he’d lost this round, but at least she only wanted to go back to the caravan—not home. As he tossed me the torch, he called ‘I’ll be back in twenty minutes’ before disappearing with Mum in the direction of the camp. Matt and I started breathing again.

‘Well, what do you think?’ I asked.

‘What the hell do you and Dad see in this pile of junk?’ Matt had never been one to see beauty in anything old, let alone something half-buried in the bush. Matt likes things to come shrink-wrapped with a twelve-month guarantee, although he did concede it would be fun trying to get her out. That was something for someone who never liked getting his hands dirty.

I flicked the torch on, and we peered into the cavernous hull. Apart from the remnants of the hay bales it was empty, and there was no smell of dampness or rotting timber. As the beam of light pierced the inky darkness, she seemed even more immense. Now the hay had been removed, the true beauty of her internal woodwork was obvious. Despite the ravages of time, the varnish work was in remarkable condition. The old wood fittings were absolutely beautiful, with the feature bulkheads crafted in mottled kauri, the visible frames pohutukawa, and the decking bleached teak. She had to be worth restoring!

The glow from the entrance dimmed as Dad’s bulk blocked the light. ‘Magnificent, isn’t she?’

‘Looks like a lot of bloody hard work to me,’ retorted Matt.

‘Yeah, but she’ll be worth every minute we spend on her,’ I replied.

‘We’ll make a start in the morning. Let’s measure the gap between those trees, and then we’ll head back to the caravan and get the barbie cranked up,’ Dad said, not wanting to hear any more of Matt’s opinion. ‘I reckon Mum will settle to the idea if we keep her happy.’

Dad and I stretched the tape over the hull and with a bit of guesswork measured its beam as twenty feet.

‘What’s that in metres?’ Matt asked.

‘It’s twenty feet!’ Dad snapped back. ‘They didn’t have metres when they built this baby, and I’m sure as hell not going to use metres on her now!’ Matt knew it wasn’t the right time to argue the merits of the metric system, so feet and inches were suddenly fine by him.

I grabbed the torch and ducked back inside. I’d seen something I wanted to have another look at on my own. I swung the torch from side to side and finally settled on what I was looking for in the corner: a large folded white towel with a black bikini top resting on it.

Matt swung in through the hole. ‘Come on, we’re going back!’ he said, as he disappeared outside again.

When I turned back, the towel and top had gone. In a low voice, so as not to be heard outside the hull, I whispered, ‘Come out, whoever you are!’ There wasn’t a sound. I repeated myself, but still no reply. ‘I know you’re in here,’ I continued, but still just an eerie silence.

‘Come on, Ben!’

I turned and headed for the opening, pausing at the exit. In a low voice I said, ‘You don’t have to be afraid—we won’t harm you.’

‘I can see you’re really getting into the old lady,’ Dad said, as we headed back.

‘What do you mean?’ I replied.

He grinned. ‘Talking to her.’

Before we left, we measured the distances between the major trees and marked them on a sketch plan, so we could work out how to manoeuvre the hull past. We had plenty of room until we got close to the water and ran into a cordon of juvenile puriri trees that had obviously grown after the hull had been moved to its resting spot. The largest gap we could find was nineteen feet and six inches at ground level.

We carried on back to the camp and mulled over the problem on the way. We wanted to honour our commitment to the iwi that we wouldn’t damage any major trees, but the puriri looked like a problem.

Back at the camp, Mum was in her hammock, sound asleep. Once we had a big driftwood fire roaring in the barbie and cold cans in our hands, Dad, Matt and I sat down around the camp table.

As the beer flowed and the fire died down to glowing embers, we tossed ideas around. Dad had prefabricated three rubber-wheeled bogies: the plan was to cut a track from the hull to the beach and then jack the hull up onto the bogies, placed in a tricycle formation. With the aid of the bulldozer, we’d gently drag the whole rig to the river. The only damage would be to the regrowth scrub. All the large trees would remain. This left us the problem of the gap between the puriri.

Mum rejoined the land of the living and, lured by the delicious smell from the barbie, wandered over. ‘If you only need another few inches, why not bend the trees back?’ she asked.

We laughed…and then stopped to think about what she’d just said. The trees wouldn’t move at ground level, but surely we could widen the gap a little further up the trunks? If we got ropes on the top of the trunks and gently pulled the trees away from each other with the bulldozer, we should be able to get the gap we needed. It was just a matter of building a ramp to the necessary height and drawing the hull through.

‘Simple!’ said Dad as he hugged Mum.

The steaks were ready, and Mum threw a salad together. She must have been feeling good to break her no-cooking stand so early in the piece.

I woke up to the sound of the dawn chorus. Dad had been up for some time, eager to make the most of the daylight hours. The barbie was roaring, and in the middle of the dancing flames was a billy of steaming mussels. The hotplate to one side had bacon and eggs nearly ready, and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee hung in the air.

‘Come on, you lot, we’ve got work to do!’ he yelled.

I grabbed a towel and a bar of soap, dashed down to the river, stripped off, and plunged in. To my surprise, Mum was close behind me and showed no qualms about following me in. Matt was a few steps behind her, and with a giant belly-flop he nearly drained the river.

What a way to start the day, as the ice-cold river bit, making our bodies tingle all over. The three of us thrashed about like school kids until Dad bellowed, ‘Come and get it!’

We wrapped our towels tightly around our chilled bodies and were soon tucking into the piping-hot breakfast and working on our plan of attack. The first step was to cut the track from the riverbank to the hull and then work on the gap through the puriri trees.

While Dad and Matt cleaned up the dishes, I went over to the bulldozer and got ready to flash her into life. Agatha, named after Hepi’s cantankerous old aunt, was, in his words, a pig-headed old bitch and, just like her namesake, needed a bit of priming. In Aunt Agatha’s case, a slug of gin in the morning had got her sparking on all four, but the mechanical Aggie was more demanding, and I had to run around with the grease gun and lubricate every point. Hepi had warned me that if I missed one nipple the infernal machine wouldn’t start.

After this ritual, Aggie kicked into life, and with the customary billow of sooty black smoke the engine roared, shattering the tranquillity and announcing to the world that the recovery mission had begun.

I climbed into the driver’s seat and, as the usual groan came from deep within the gearbox, engaged reverse, backed off the trailer, and headed off in the direction of the riverbank. Dad and Matt grabbed some heavy ropes and leaped on the counterweight behind me. We rumbled down to the shore and headed up the riverbank to the point we’d planned for the track.

I’d driven Aggie many times and always got a buzz from her sheer brute power. I loved the smell of diesel exhaust fumes and the freshly turned earth as the dirt squeezed through the tracks—and the satisfaction of knowing I could move a mountain if I wanted to.

To limit damage to the bush, the track we cut was the absolute minimum and, as we were only removing manuka regrowth and other scrub, it didn’t take long. Having always driven Aggie on confined city building sites before, I revelled in the freedom of the wide-open space and had to curb my desire to go wild.

Unlike their urban counterparts, the puriri were tall and lean. They were relatively young trees and had grown straight and branch-free for the first ten to fifteen feet.

Matt jumped in the bucket with one end of a rope, and I hoisted him up high so he could reach the first branches. He looped the rope around the trunk and tied it off. Dad secured a snatch block to the base of the next tree, threading the heavy rope through the pulley and back to Aggie’s towing hook.

I selected low gear and took the strain, edging forward. The rope groaned as the load came on, and I gradually dragged the trunk away from the new track. At a height of about three feet above the ground, Matt and Dad measured the gap between the two trees that stood on either side of the track.

‘Nineteen feet nine inches!’ Dad yelled. ‘Lash her off at that.’

I repositioned Aggie and hoisted Matt high into the opposite tree. With the rope in place, Aggie once again took the strain. This tree was a little less keen to concede, and Aggie was working up a sweat. Matt and Dad held the tape across the gap as I kept the power on.

‘Nineteen ten, nineteen eleven…’ Dad called as the rope sung. ‘Lash her off!’

It was going to be close—just a couple of inches to spare. But so long as the weight of the hull didn’t close the gap as it passed through, we were home free.

Matt and Dad leaped back onto Aggie, and we trundled back to the camp. As we got close, our nostrils were put on high alert. Over the smell of freshly turned earth, there was a new aroma coming from the barbie. In the centre of the fire was a large dixie with two tell-tale antennae poking out. I lifted the lid to see the biggest cray I’d ever laid eyes on. Mum was smiling but didn’t say a word.

‘Where the hell did that come from?’ Dad quizzed.

Mum turned to me. ‘I think it’s ready, if you’d like to lift it out of the pot, Ben. Mind—it’s very heavy.’

‘Where the bloody hell did that come from?’ Dad repeated.

‘I caught it, of course!’ Mum replied. She was having fun stringing us along, and Dad was biting like a fish.

‘Bullshit! How?’ Dad was hooked, and Mum was reeling him in.

Knowing how important fishing prowess was in her maledominated world, Mum couldn’t hold out any longer. ‘While you three were mucking about, I went for a walk around the point,’ she said, pointing to the northern end of the beach. ‘There’s a large rock pool there, about waist-deep, and that fellow was sitting half under a ledge looking at me, so I jumped in and grabbed him.’

‘Bullshit!’

Mum raised the palms of her hands for us to see the evidence of a hard-fought battle.

‘After lunch, you can take me to see this pool.’ Dad still wasn’t convinced.

‘It’s nice to know your family doesn’t believe you,’ Mum said as she handed Dad the carving knife and the cray on a chopping board.

Dad ignored the knife and tore the bright-red cray apart. Each leg was a meal on its own, and all four of us hoed in, quickly reducing the extra-large catch to a pile of empty shell.

Crayfish demolition complete, we lay back in the sun, and an hour passed before Dad was on his feet and raring to go. ‘Come on, old girl, it’s time you showed us this rock pool.’

Matt and I grabbed our snorkelling gear, thinking we might look for Erewhon’s keel while we were at the beach.

It was about a twenty-minute trek to get around the point, and we were surprised that Mum had tackled it on her own. She wasn’t normally one to scramble over rocks, and this all added to our suspicions. As we rounded the point, Mum pointed ahead to where the pool had been. The tide had risen, and the waves on the surf-line were now breaking into it. As we peered in, we could see how deep it was.

It was confession time. We might have been able to believe her if the pool had been waist-deep, but over her head: no way. Mum pulled her sun-hat down over her face. ‘I had a little help,’ she admitted.

‘We know that!’ we chorused.

‘I was wandering around the rocks, looking into the pools, when I came across a folded towel on top of the rock over there. As I picked it up, a head popped out of the water. I don’t know who got the biggest shock. She wanted to know who was with me. I told her there were only the four of us and you three were occupied on your salvage mission. She said her name was Mic and she lived around here.’

‘What did she look like?’ I asked.

‘Gorgeous! Perfect olive skin, dark wavy hair, a trim figure and the most haunting brown eyes. She didn’t say much about herself, but she knew all about Erewhon and wanted to know what we were doing. I said you were taking her away to restore her and that, after seeing the hull, I didn’t think that was possible. At that point, she asked me if we’d like a crayfish, dived into the pool, and came up with our lunch. She handed it over, said goodbye, and disappeared into the bush. I tried to invite her to lunch, but she’d vanished. I was struggling with the crayfish, so I trussed it up in my bikini top, and that worked a treat. I even had a couple of handles to carry it with. You’re not the only ones with clever ideas.’

Matt and I put on our snorkelling gear and went to look for the keel. It was going to be a huge task, but we figured that the reef running out from the northern end of the river mouth was a good place to start. We theorised that if the yacht had been sailing up the coast when it struck the rocks, the keel would be on the south side of any reef and in water no deeper than fifteen feet at low tide. Matt and I spent an hour in the water swimming along the reef, and even checked on the northern side on our way back. There wasn’t a hint of anything manmade, but the sea life was incredible. We came ashore to find Mum and Dad curled up under a lazy pohutukawa enjoying the absolute solitude.

As Matt and I walked up the rocks to meet them, we decided we were wasting our time—the keel was probably lying on its side under the kelp forest, and we might have swum right over it and still not seen it. It would have to be scuba gear next time. We sat down under the tree and let the warmth of the afternoon sun warm our chilled bodies. I lay back in the peace, enjoying the moment. The waves lapped the shore, fantails flitted in the tree overhead, and cicadas chirped incessantly. Perfect harmony. I nodded off.

‘Come on, you useless lot!’ Dad had lazed around for long enough, and dinner was just starting to show its head above the receding tide. A large clump of mussels was jutting out through the shore break. We looked around for something to carry the soon-to-be-gathered harvest in. Mum’s wrap got the vote, and before she had time to protest it was fashioned into a sack. We tossed in handfuls of large black mussels and were soon heading off in the direction of the camp.

I left Matt and Dad to carry the haul and chased after Mum, who was striding off ahead.

‘I’ve never seen you so relaxed,’ I said, as we scrambled over the rocks.

‘I’ve never been so relaxed, Ben,’ she replied.

‘Hey, Jen,’ I continued, to test how relaxed she really was, ‘this girl who caught the cray—she sounds like the one I saw by Erewhon last year.’

‘She’s absolutely beautiful. At a guess, I’d say she worked as an aerobics instructor or something physical—you don’t get a figure like that sitting in an office.’

‘Did she have long dark hair and wear a black bikini?’

‘Yes, but she only wore her bikini bottom.’

‘Sounds like we’re talking about the same person.’

As we sat around the fire that night, with the sun sinking behind the hills and the crickets tuning up, I handed Dad another can and asked him to tell us about Erewhon again. The mussels hissed and steamed on the embers, and as they popped open we plucked them from the billy and downed them straight from the shell.
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Dad never needed much prompting to tell the story. Mum and Matt drew their chairs closer, and we put the billy on top of a convenient stump and settled back as the logs hissed on the fire. I was amazed at the change in Mum. Her only concession to the cooler night air was to throw on one of Dad’s old T-shirts. With a glass of white wine in her hand, she was the picture of perfect calm.

‘Once upon a time,’ Dad chuckled, as we sat back in our seats, ‘there was a man by the name of Murdoch McAlister, a dapper Scotsman who made a fortune as a tea-planter, with estates throughout India and Ceylon…’

When retirement loomed, Murdoch had no desire to return to the chill of his native Scotland. He had strong ties to New Zealand, where, on a South Seas escapade, he had met and married his Maori wife, Aroha. After leaving India, where tragically Aroha had died while giving birth to their only child, Mercedes, he decided to return to New Zealand to allow Mercedes to find her roots.

Murdoch built a lavish mansion on the lower reaches of Auckland’s Parnell ridge, overlooking the bustling city.

It was the late 1920s, and Mac had been following newspaper stories about the exploits of his old friend Tom Lipton and his ongoing pursuit of the America’s Cup. Tom had had four cracks, all unsuccessful, at trying to wrest the Auld Mug from the New York Yacht Club.

While Tom and Mac had been business adversaries for many years, they were also great chums, corresponding regularly. These letters usually involved the pair goading each other about their business ventures, and often ended with a wager about the impending failure of the other’s next project. It was Mac’s turn to write, as he had just read about Tom’s fifth challenge. In his usual dry manner, Mac pointed out the error of Tom’s ways, saying that if he indeed wanted to win the America’s Cup he would need a yacht designed and built by Kiwis.

Lipton wrote back, saying that Mac had better get such a yacht together, as when he won the Cup he would be accepting challenges from anywhere, even the Antipodes. Mac had to accept Tom’s challenge, agreeing to the race so long as the prize was not only the Cup but the yachts as well.

The return letter, accompanied by a large brass compass with a note suggesting that Mac would need such a device to know which way Shamrock had gone, confirmed the deal. In subsequent letters it was agreed that, when Tom won the Cup, Mac would take an all-Kiwi team to race Shamrock on the original course at Cowes, best of three.

Murdoch showed the letter to his young daughter, Mercedes. She was enthralled by the prospect. Although Mercedes loved living in Auckland, she was bored. Educated in the finest schools in Europe, she had inherited her mother’s film-star looks and her father’s business acumen and was at the centre of the social scene. Well-versed in the art of creating controversy, she roared around town in her sporty blue Bugatti roadster. Polite society was often shocked by her forward manner, but Daddy’s money opened doors whenever she wanted something. Despite her antics, everybody seemed to love Mercedes, and there was always a queue of eligible and not-so-eligible young men lining up to take her out.

Mercedes took up the challenge of organising the design and building of the yacht. Mac had never sailed large yachts before, his experience of sailing being limited to small craft on the Scottish lochs as a boy. He was glad to have a lieutenant in Mercedes, and was doubly pleased that it gave her a purpose in life.

To get the whole affair under way, Mercedes decided to get to know the cream of Auckland’s yachting fraternity. So one Friday night, dressed as if she were going to a ball, she bounded up the stairs to the front door of the Royal Auckland Yacht Squadron headquarters. As she burst through the door, the cigar-smoke-filled room went silent. Walking towards the bar, Mercedes checked the front of her dress to make sure it hadn’t come undone, but everything seemed to be in order.

‘Can I help you, madam?’ were the first words spoken.

‘Yes, barman, I’ll have a Brandy Alexander please, and may I buy you one?’

‘I’m sorry, madam, I’ll have to say no on three counts.’

As if she was surprised, Mercedes glared at the barman with a stare that could have stampeded wild horses, and in a very audible voice asked, ‘Why?’

‘Because, madam, on the first count, women are not allowed in the club on Friday nights. On the second count, I assume from your appearance that you are Maori, and it’s against the law to serve you alcohol. And, on the third count, it would be unfair of me to take advantage of your generous offer in these circumstances.’

Mercedes was indignant.

‘That’s enough, Benson,’ said a voice from a darkened, smoke-filled corner of the bar. ‘Just put the young lady’s drink on my tab and you have one too. I’ll take care of Miss McAlister. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Toby Mahoney, vice-commodore of the club, and I’m very pleased to meet you.’

Somewhat taken aback, Mercedes swung around in the direction of the commanding voice, but found herself craning her neck upward.

‘Well, thank you for introducing yourself, because I never take drinks from strangers,’ she replied, with restored composure. ‘How do you know my name?’

Toby offered his arm and ushered Mercedes to the less smoky dining-room. ‘Some of our less gracious members are upset by your presence, so I think we will be able to chat more easily in here,’ he said, as he pulled back a chair for her. ‘Mercedes McAlister, you obviously underestimate the effect you’re having in our little pond, and the only thing I will say is that the gossips haven’t done your beauty justice.’

Mercedes smiled, ‘Thank you, Toby.’

‘I’m sorry Benson put you through the ropes, but he was only doing his job—club rules, you know.’

‘Rather archaic rules.’

‘So are the members! And what is the most eligible woman in New Zealand doing in Squadron headquarters on men-only night?’

‘I’d like to join.’

‘First problem: membership is strictly men only. Wives and sweethearts can only come here on mixed nights.’

This was Mercedes’ first taste of the crusty old-boy network at the Squadron, and it made her even more determined to succeed. That night Toby bent the rules, and she stayed for a sumptuous meal, after which he escorted her to her car. Over the meal, Mercedes told Toby of her father’s relationship with Thomas Lipton and the challenge proposed after the next America’s Cup. He privately doubted that the event would take place, but in the interests of getting to know Mercedes better he gave the impression he was wildly enthusiastic about the prospect.

Toby and Mercedes went on to become great friends, then lovers. She found him a fantastic source of information on the boating scene in Auckland. As project manager for the new yacht, Mercedes struggled with her complete lack of knowledge of the boatbuilding industry and, in fact, of yachting in general. But she was a very willing learner and, with Toby’s guidance and the unconditional use of his A-class keeler, Vamp, she soon had the old-boy network foaming into their brandies as she took gun after gun in the club’s feature events.

Mercedes desperately wanted to become a member of the Royal Auckland, but even with Toby pitching for her the old boys wouldn’t change the rules. Mac, although used to sitting in the wings and letting Mercedes fight her own battles, couldn’t help but get involved. He’d heard through the grapevine that the club was planning to move its premises from the now landlocked Freeman’s Bay back to the foreshore at St Mary’s Bay. When the only stumbling block was the cost of the new clubrooms, Mac agreed to underwrite the new building, provided Mercedes became a full and unencumbered member, and provided she never learned of the deal. After lengthy discussions, a lot of blood-letting and a few resignations, the deal was done.

Having called for design and build quotations for the boat, Mercedes settled on a radical proposal from a young marine architect called Jack Mickeljohn. Above the waterline his design was traditional, though graceful, but underwater it differed markedly from other designs of its era.

Mickeljohn’s family scow-building business in Mahurangi had produced just two keelboats, one a B-class and the other a dainty little C-class, and both more-than-capable performers. From their maiden outings, they embarrassed the form yachts to a point where the regulars wouldn’t race them and they were outlawed. This didn’t deter Mercedes, as she was determined to have the fastest J-class yacht in the world. On commissioning Mickeljohn, she leased a disused boat-shed in Stanley Bay from where she could oversee the project.

Craftsmen were rounded up, timber barged in, and the shed extended to cope with the huge craft as the framing was produced and set out. Mercedes quickly learned that the most frustrating part of watching a yacht of this size being built was the painfully slow progress made each day. She wanted everything to happen yesterday, and it was only when Toby stepped in and banned her from visiting daily that labour relations took a turn for the better. On his suggestion, she restricted her visits to once a week.

Months went by before the hull was ready to be turned, a mammoth exercise in itself, but by then Mercedes had become a little more patient. Looking into the open undecked chasm of the sleeping giant, she and Jack admired the beauty of the kauri and pohutukawa timberwork.

‘We can’t paint over that!’ said Jack. ‘Craftsmanship like that needs to be seen.’

‘What shall we do then?’ Mercedes asked.

‘I know it will mean a lot more work, but the topsides have to be varnished.’

When Mercedes nodded her agreement that the one-piece planking of the outer skin of the hull was not to be hidden, the builders cheered. ‘I don’t care how long it takes. There is to be no compromise on the finish!’

Six months passed. Mercedes and Mac occasionally talked about what they should call the yacht, but there was plenty of time, and they knew the right name would come to them eventually. One day, a month from the original completion date, their newly installed telephone rang.

‘What are we calling this thing?’ asked Jack. ‘She’s ready to launch, and I need to put her name on the hull.’

For once, Mercedes was lost for words. ‘I’ll have to talk to Father. I’ll call you back.’

She raced through the house looking for Mac, thinking about Jack’s call, which had come from nowhere. She hunted high and low for Mac, but he was nowhere to be found, so she raced out into the garden; again he was nowhere in sight. She tore around to the front of the house to find him walking up the path.

‘Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’

‘Nowhere—just getting the mail.’

‘Jack just rang. The yacht is nearly ready, and she needs a name. I think I’m getting close, though. In the last five minutes the word nowhere has cropped up all over the place, and I think the yacht is trying to tell me something.’

Mac took his walking cane and wrote the word Nowhere in the fine gravel on the path. ‘Not bad,’ he muttered, looking at the word at his feet. ‘Let’s go inside for a cup of tea and a think.’

As they turned to walk up the stairs to the front door, a ray of sunlight squeezed through the trees and reflected off the white path onto the window beside the front door. In the window was a reflection of the word Mac had just scratched: EREHWON.

Mercedes and Mac looked at each other in stunned disbelief. Mac turned and took the few paces back down the path to where he had scratched the word. He smoothed it out and with his cane rewrote NOHWERE.

‘If we’re going to have a name like that, we’d better spell it like that Butler fellow did,’ he announced, as he sauntered back to look at the reflection in the window.

As she opened the door, Mercedes smiled at her father. ‘I’ll ring Jack!’

So the legend of Erewhon was born. A week later, Mac and his daughter, dressed in their finest, boarded the Stanley Bay ferry for the jaunt across the harbour. Mercedes was buzzing with excitement. Jack had made progress reports, but it now appeared he had deliberately been understating the position, probably to keep Mercedes away until the project was complete. Inspection day had arrived about a month ahead of schedule.

It was a magnificent spring morning and, despite being a little coolly dressed in the latest fashion, Mercedes was too excited to notice the lightest of zephyrs blowing across the harbour. They walked the short distance from the wharf to the boat-shed and, as they neared, Jack was on hand to meet them. He guided them around the shed to the huge front doors at the slipway end. ‘The gods are smiling with the weather, Mr McAlister,’ he said, as they stood in front of the doors.

Two apprentices stood at the ready. Mercedes was bursting. The doors were forced open, and sunlight pierced the darkened shed. Mercedes and Mac gasped as they stood in silence, looking up at the giant yacht. The varnished hull with red anti-fouled underwater sections had them dumbstruck. Mercedes kicked off her shoes and raced up the stairs to deck level. Mac followed more cautiously behind, surveying the hull with the eye of an antique dealer.

Nothing was said as Mercedes scrambled on board to get a closer look. The smell of freshly oiled timber, glue and varnish was overwhelming. Mac followed Mercedes, then turned to Jack, looking him in the eye, ‘There’s a problem!’

Jack’s heart sank as he mustered the voice to ask what the problem was.

Mac looked around the shed at all the boatbuilders, who were now lining the walls like witnesses at a funeral.

Jack cleared his throat and tried again, ‘What’s the problem, sir?’

Mac drew a deep breath, ‘Well,’ he said, ‘as I see it, all these men standing down there are doing so without a beer in their hand, and that doesn’t seem fair after doing such a splendid job!’

A roar went up, and the party to end all parties began.

Mac was overwhelmed by the quality of Erewhon. As he put it: ‘A finer piece of furniture I’ve never seen.’ Mercedes was delighted. To the amusement of the builders, she ran around the hull like an excited schoolgirl. The craftsmanship was exceptional. The full-length kauri planking glistened under fifty coats of vanish, and the inside of the hull had been left unlined. The pohutukawa frames and diagonal inner skin were finished in the same high lustre, highlighting the perfect fit of the outer skins. Internally, the bulkheads were formed from selected mottled kauri, trimmed with kahikatea.

Kegs had appeared, and the builders were giving their pride and joy the christening she deserved. An oil drum had been split lengthways in half and mounted on stands, and the scrap wood was now being put to use as a roaring fire. The smell of burning kauri and pohutukawa filled the shed and was joined soon after by the aroma of cooking sausages and steak. The apprentices were sent out to gather mussels from the legs of the slipway and, when they returned, steaming buckets soon added to the feast.

Mercedes tried to organise the launch day with Jack, but gave up as the beer flowed and the party got louder. This was the builders’ day, and they deserved it. Grabbing a glass of beer from beside the keg, she joined the men around one of the buckets of mussels.

The next morning, Mercedes arrived back at the shed to find several of the men lying around in a very sorry state, some still asleep. She checked the comatose ones for vital signs, and it appeared that the only casualty had been young Sam, an apprentice. In his drunken stupor, he had tried to swing from one side of the shed to the other on a tackle block suspended from the apex of the shed for the express purpose of lifting Erewhon onto its cradle for launching. His flight across the shed went well until it was time to let go of the block and latch on to the gantry on the rapidly approaching opposite wall. His timing was somewhat impaired by the quantity of alcohol he had ingested, and a clumsy dive saw him land head-first in a pile of wood shavings and sawdust. Although the rubbish pile broke his fall, he still managed to break a leg, and was whisked off to hospital.

As the men came to, Mercedes plied them back into action with tea, brewed strong enough to be used as paint stripper if the need arose. Jack breezed in, took one look at the state of his staff and, without saying too much, stoked up the smouldering fires. ‘If we want any work out of these clowns, we’d better get some food inside them,’ he grunted to Mercedes. Before long, the leftovers were being reheated and the men were being brought back to life.

‘Come on, we’re putting Erewhon outside today!’ Jack bellowed.

While the men ate their breakfast and sobered up, Mercedes and Jack sat down to work out the strategy for launch day. With Erewhon being the largest pleasure craft ever built in New Zealand, her launch was going to attract plenty of attention. It was scheduled for nine o’clock on Saturday, the highest spring tide for the month and the best opportunity to ensure that she floated off her cradle. With all internal ballast deliberately left out, she should be able to motor across the harbour to King’s Wharf, where the ballast and giant oregon mast would be fitted.

Saturday seemed to take a month to arrive, but dawn broke with the sun’s rays reaching out across the top of Rangitoto. Erewhon was standing at the top of the slipway, her hull bathed in the warm morning sun. A crowd amassed to witness the event. Mercedes had tongues wagging when she arrived in her mother’s traditional Maori costume. Mac, too, cut a dash, with his dark-blue blazer, white longs, club cravat and peaked hat.

The scene was set.

Toby, in his new role as club commodore, was the MC for the event, and the Navy’s brass band had agreed to provide the musical accompaniment. Jack and his team, all dressed in new gleaming white overalls, had everything ready. As the band struck up with ‘God Save the King’, the ceremony was under way.

After speeches from Toby and Mac, a telegram from Irish Tom was read out, then Mercedes stepped forward with a magnum of Dom Perignon. Taking careful aim to hit the plate Jack had made to cover the toe-rail, she took one swing and the broken bottle showered the hull with the golden liquid. Mercedes was liberally sprayed with the foaming champagne, but was lucky enough to avoid the shower of glass and was left standing with the neck of the bottle still wrapped with a gold ribbon in her hand.

On cue, Jack’s men drove out the wedges that restrained the cradle, and with very little sound the giant yacht glided towards the waters lapping at the slipway just a few feet away. The crowd was strangely quiet as the huge yacht eased down the ramp, but erupted as the hull floated free of its cradle. The dream was now a reality as the unballasted hull bobbed majestically in the water.

Jack and his men guided the yacht alongside the wharf to where a now ecstatic Mercedes and an apparently nonchalant Mac were waiting to step aboard. One of the young apprentices, who had made the stern line fast, offered his hand to assist Mercedes on board. Although she needed no help, she played the role of an elegant lady to the hilt, much to the amusement of her adoring crowd.

As Mac stepped forward, the Rear Admiral, who was one of the invited guests, signalled to two of the band, who, to the delight of the crowd, broke naval protocol to pipe him aboard. Mac, though a little embarrassed at being the centre of attention, acknowledged the tribute and waved to the crowd as he stepped aboard. The onlookers roared again, and a steady procession of well-wishers boarded the yacht to congratulate the pair. Mac had been on board about ten minutes when he started to notice the motion of the yacht. He mentioned to Mercedes that he was feeling a little queasy, within earshot of Jack, who laughed and reassured him Erewhon would be a lot less skittery when her ballast was in place.

Mac was happy with Jack’s explanation but decided to step back onto the wharf, as he felt that in view of the occasion it would not be appropriate to revisit his breakfast. When the crowd eventually dispersed, the admiral’s barge came alongside to tow Erewhon across the harbour to King’s Wharf. Erewhon had her own auxiliary, but, as the men from Gray Marine had said they wanted to do some further testing, Erewhon made her first voyage courtesy of the Navy.

Over the next week, the mast was stepped, ballast loaded, engine tested, sail wardrobe installed, and all the last-minute adjustments made before the sea trials could begin. Mercedes had no shortage of volunteers. With Toby’s aid, she selected thirty-five keen young men who were to become the backbone of Erewhon’s crew.

Jack took on the role of sailing master, and all was ready as Mac sauntered along King’s Wharf. As soon as Mac was on board, the crew cast off. To everyone’s surprise, the moment the shore lines were released Mac started to look green, and before long he was prostrate on the counter-stern leaving his breakfast over the stern rail. This brought peals of laughter, but Mac couldn’t find any humour in the situation. The sea trial went ahead, and despite his enthusiasm for the yacht’s performance, Mac’s condition didn’t improve. Much to everyone else’s disappointment, the yacht returned to dock early.

Mercedes, Jack and Toby were ecstatic about Erewhon’s power and, once he had his feet back on the dock, Mac shared their excitement. Sea trials and fine-tuning continued for the next few weeks, and any of the running gear that didn’t come up to standard was altered or replaced.

Each time the yacht left its mooring at St Mary’s Bay, Mac would be on board, but only as far as Orakei Wharf, where he would be put ashore. Mercedes, Jack and Toby would carry on with the day’s sailing. Despite trying every remedy known, Mac simply couldn’t find his sea legs. He’d travelled the world on steamers, sailed on the lochs in Scotland as a boy and, since arriving in Auckland, had crossed the harbour on the ferry at least twice a week, but had never felt the slightest bit squeamish. Despite all the pills and potions, nothing could get his stomach to settle when he placed a foot on board his beloved yacht. In desperation, Mac wrote to his old friend, Sir Tom. Tongue in cheek, Tom could only suggest that Mac change his brand of tea. He reminded Mac that the wager was still on, once he had wrested the Auld Mug back off those bloody colonials.

Sir Tom’s letter made Mac even more determined to overcome his problem and, as Christmas was approaching, he decided that Mercedes, Toby and the crew should sail the yacht to the Bay of Islands. He’d meet them there and try his sea legs out in the sheltered waters.

The arrangements were made, and Erewhon was entered in the Squadron’s race to Russell. It was Erewhon’s first official race, and the yachting fraternity soon had a book running on the time it would take for the yacht to cover the distance and the lead it would have over its nearest rival.

The jaunt to the Bay of Islands, while being a great success for everybody else, did nothing to improve Mac’s comfort level. He even tried cold-turkey and insisted on being on board for the trip back down the coast, but it didn’t work.

Finally, Mac resigned himself to the fact that he wasn’t cut out for this sailing lark. He handed the reins over completely to Mercedes. His only problem was the wager with Sir Tom. To keep his end of the bargain, he wrote to suggest that Mercedes be allowed to sail the craft when the time came.

Sir Tom, a little nonplussed about the thought of racing a woman in an event that involved such a large wager, wrote back to call the deal off. When Mac received the note, he promptly replied that a deal was a deal and he would up the ante if Sir Tom was running scared.

Mercedes was visibly upset by Lipton’s effrontery, but decided to sail against another J skipper to prove her ability to the yachting world.

The search began to find suitable opposition, but the nearest J was a yacht called Jabberwocky, which sailed on Sydney Harbour. Jabberwocky was, in fact, a sister ship of Lipton’s Shamrock IV, which had been fitted with a new Bermuda rig so that it could be raced in J-class events on the East Coast of America. Her owner, Buffalo Smith, a self-made millionaire, had made his fortune in the gold-fields of South Australia. He’d always fancied himself as a yachtsman, and didn’t mind spending a large part of his earnings on having a crack at the toffee-nosed boys who sailed out of Rhode Island.

Buffalo wasn’t a complete novice at the helm and, before purchasing Jabberwocky, had stamped his mark in smaller yachts. His campaign, like Erewhon’s, was hindered by the lack of competition, as he too left all comers way behind on Sydney Harbour. When the news of Erewhon’s launch filtered through to Australia, Buffalo quickly dispatched a letter to Mac, challenging him to a series of races over an America’s Cup-type course at a location of his choice. Mercedes was ecstatic—at last, a decent race for Erewhon—and, under extreme pressure from his daughter, Mac replied with tentative arrangements.

Buffalo Smith had made arrangements for Jabberwocky to be shipped to the East Coast of America, and was booked to sail from Sydney to Auckland and then on to Fort Lauderdale via Panama. He kept the booking for the Auckland–Panama leg, but opted to leave early to sail Jabberwocky across the Tasman for the match with Erewhon. As was the norm in that era, Jabberwocky was fitted with a special set of heavy-weather sails and a shortened rig for the ocean sortie, and her appearance in the Waitemata Harbour was less than flattering. The crossing had taken its toll, but Buffalo and his crew set about re-rigging the yacht back to her best. The original mast, which had been shipped ahead, was reinstalled, the sail wardrobe was refitted and, after a few days of sea trials, the two yachts were introduced.

While the refit had been going on, Buffalo took time out to introduce himself to Mac and the sheila he was supposed to be sailing against. On meeting Mercedes, he made it known that he’d crossed the Tasman for a proper race. Judging by his comment, she knew he didn’t consider her a serious threat. Politely, she informed the obnoxious Australian that she would stand aside in Toby’s favour if she didn’t win the first race. Mercedes’ dander was up and, so far as she was concerned, hell would freeze over before she’d let that buffoon beat her to the finish line.

Mac added fuel to the fire by suggesting a wager on the outcome of the three-race series. To simulate America’s Cup races, Mac and Buffalo agreed to a windward-leeward course, similar to the Long Island event, to be held in the Hauraki Gulf. Then, to mirror the original Round the Isle of Wight course, a race around Great Barrier Island, starting and finishing at Orakei Wharf, would complete the event.

The wager was put in place, too, with the loser to present a gold cup to the winner. Both men shook hands.

The two yachts stood proudly alongside each other at King’s Wharf, the iron gate flung wide open to the enthusiastic crowd, permitting them to look close-up at the sleek racing machines.

The crews pushed their way down the wharf and climbed on board to make ready. Mercedes and Toby arrived in the blue Bugatti, and the crowd parted as they walked hand-in-hand to Erewhon. As Mercedes boarded, three cheers went up, and her heart pounded even harder. Buffalo arrived with his tactician, and the crowd courteously made a path for them, though he had to endure their partisan jibes.

Jabberwocky’s pristine white hull was reflected in the inkblue water, and she looked every bit a racing thoroughbred, with varnished decks and polished brass fittings gleaming in the morning sun.

Buffalo took the beating badly as Erewhon swept the series three–nil, but consoled himself with the fact that Erewhon was longer and carried more sail. A man of his word, he kept his part of the wager by presenting Mercedes with a gold cup, inscribed The Mercedes McAlister Challenge Cup, at a function in the new clubhouse. Mercedes was absolutely delighted with the result. She accepted the trophy and re-presented it to the club as the prize for challenge races between Australian and New Zealand J-class yachts.

As the evening went on, Buffalo handed Mac an envelope. ‘I would like you to consider this,’ he said. Without another word, he turned on his heels and joined the rest of his crew at the bar.

Mac, somewhat bemused by these strange antics, found a quiet corner and opened the envelope. Inside, he found a signed blank cheque and a note requesting first option on Erewhon, should she ever come up for sale. He returned the cheque to the envelope and, in his usual business-like manner, quietly walked over to Buffalo and slipped the package into his top pocket.

‘Thank you, old man,’ he whispered, ‘but she’s not for sale!’

‘Keep it as a memento, then,’ answered Buffalo, handing it back. Mac grunted, and shoved it away out of sight.

‘The Mercedes McAlister Cup was never raced for again,’ Dad said, as he looked around his audience. Mum and Matt were curled up on their sun-loungers, fast asleep. He looked at me. ‘Bedtime? I’ll finish the story tomorrow night.’

We threw a couple of blankets over Mum and Matt, sprayed them with insect repellent, and stoked the fire. I crashed into my bunk, and Dad headed for the comfort of the caravan.
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The next morning, we chugged back through the bush on Aggie, planning to lift the hull onto bogies. Matt and Dad stripped the lean-to doorway away while I edged Aggie around the hull, clearing back years of built-up undergrowth. Lifting the bow was the first challenge. I edged Aggie’s bucket up just inches short of it, angled the scoop down, and took a bite. As I hauled back on the lever, the hull lurched but sank to the ground again. The kauri toe-rails disintegrated—years of sitting on the wet ground had taken their toll, and a quick check around the gunwale confirmed that the damage wasn’t confined to the bow.

Dad was upset, but I wasn’t ready to give up. I backed Aggie a few feet and drove the bucket deep into the ground under the bow.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ he yelled above the roar of the engine.

‘I’m going to undermine the bow and see how far that rot goes!’

I flung Aggie’s throttle full open. Within minutes, there was a trench under the bow. I backed the machine off, calling to the others. Then I dived into the trench and, on my hands and knees, got right under the bow. Dad rolled in alongside me, with a small jemmy in one hand and a torch in the other. As we looked up at the hull, Dad stabbed at the timber, scratching off the dirt and rubbish clinging to the deck—and struck solid resistance. The toe-rails were gone, but as Dad thrashed around with the bar he started to smile again. The teak decking was as solid as the day it was fitted. He climbed out of the trench and gave the hull a good thump below the deck line, the jemmy’s ring giving him the answer he was looking for.

‘It’s only the toe-rails, Ben!’ he yelled. ‘She’s OK from the deck up. We’ll just have to be very careful how we lift her!’

While Dad and Matt prepared the first bogie to go underneath, I repositioned Aggie close to the bow, placing dunnage blocks on the lip of the bucket so we were able to lift on the solid deck timber and not the rotten toe-rails.

Everything was ready. I cranked Aggie’s throttle wide open and pulled hard on the bucket lever. The engine roared and the hull groaned, but I only managed to raise the hull an inch. I pulled even harder on the throttle and the bucket lever, but Erewhon didn’t budge. Dad leaped up on the track beside me. ‘Give me a bloody go!’ he hollered.

I knew it wasn’t time to argue and jumped out of the seat. Dad took up the position and flattened the bucket back down, raising the heel off the ground. ‘Block the back of the bucket!’ he yelled over the pulsing of Aggie’s exhaust. Matt and I swung into action with two large blocks of timber either side. Dad threw the throttle wide open again and hauled back on the tilt. As the hull started to rise, he eased the clutch out, and in a rolling lifting motion the giant hull moved skyward. Erewhon was now about a foot off the ground, and Matt and I rolled blocks under the deck to support it. As Dad continued to scream orders above the roar of the engine, we repeated the operation several times, and each time we gained a little more height until we had enough space under the bow to slip the bogie in.

Aggie’s engine returned to idle as Dad jumped down from the tracks. ‘Silly old bastard’s still got a few tricks up his sleeve!’ he chortled.

I looked at Matt and laughed. ‘Not bad for an office wallah,’ I conceded.

‘Fill that bloody hole you dug under the bow, and make sure you pack it down tight!’ Dad barked.

The stern section was even heavier than the bow, and we could only manage to raise the hull six inches. Slowly, Erewhon lifted clear of the undergrowth, and the higher we lifted the sleeping giant the more she groaned. ‘The old lady doesn’t like being disturbed,’ said Dad, as we finally positioned the two bogies either side of the hull and lowered the yacht onto the waiting carriages.

‘I don’t think I’d be too keen to move after thirty-odd years,’ I said.

‘Must be lunchtime!’ announced Dad, as he leaped up on the counterweight. Matt was half a step behind, and I swung Aggie in the direction of the base camp. As we approached the caravan, I saw Mum lying in the hammock.

I slewed Aggie around and jumped down from the machine. ‘What’s for lunch?’ I shouted, drawn by the aroma.

‘Oyster soup and some fresh bread,’ Mum replied nonchalantly.

‘I suppose the oysters turned up like yesterday’s crayfish,’ smirked Dad.

‘As a matter of fact, they did!’ retorted Mum. ‘Mic brought them over for your lunch because she thinks you’re all working so hard.’

‘Where is she then? Why haven’t we seen her?’ Dad asked.

‘Oh, she’s a bit wary of men at the moment.’

‘Let’s eat!’

‘It’s in the pot, and the bread’s in the maker, so help yourselves!’

Mum returned to her hammock.

The oyster soup and fresh bread were delicious. When we’d eaten our fill, I cleared the dishes while Matt and Dad wandered down to the beach. I drifted over to where Mum was resting. She dropped her magazine onto the ground below her as I pulled a deck chair alongside.

‘You look deep in thought,’ she said, sitting up.

‘I reckon your friend who keeps giving us lunch is the same person I’ve seen over by the yacht. Every time I try to get near her, she disappears. What’s her connection to Erewhon?’

‘I don’t know, but she’s very interested in what you’re doing over there.’

‘What did you say her name is?’

‘She calls herself Mic.’

Dad and Matt hadn’t returned, so Mum and I decided to walk over to the yacht, so she could see what we’d done. As we neared the clearing around Erewhon, I saw Mic by the bow resting in the sun, dressed only in her black bikini bottom. Mum grabbed my arm, beckoning me behind a tree. I dropped back, and Mum walked casually up to Mic, who was initially startled but relaxed when she saw who it was. I stayed in the shadows as they chatted. At Mum’s signal, I walked out towards them. Mum handed Mic the white towel, and Mic quickly drew it around her exposed breasts.

‘This is my second son, Ben,’ Mum announced. ‘Ben, say hello to Mic…Ben!’

I’d never seen such haunting brown eyes—and I was stunned. Finally, I coaxed my jaw into action. ‘Hi!’

‘Hello’ came the amused reply.

I had trouble getting my tongue to work. ‘Thanks for the oysters,’ I blurted out. ‘Mum made some fantastic soup.’

‘My pleasure’ was the reply. ‘Your mother tells me you’re here to take Erewhon home and restore her.’

‘It’s Dad’s dream, and I’m pretty much hooked into it, too. She’s such a beautiful yacht, and I know we can get her sailing again. I’ve been trying to catch up with you, but you’re pretty light on your feet.’

‘Just wary of strange men when I’m out here on my own. Not many people come here,’ she replied.

‘I can understand that,’ Mum said.

‘Do you know much about Erewhon?’ I asked.

‘A little,’ she replied.

‘Do you live around here?’ I asked.

Without answering, she tightened the towel around her breasts, then called over her shoulder, ‘Sorry, I have to go.’ In the blink of an eye, she was gone.

Why didn’t she want us to know where she lived? I was about to open my mouth when we heard voices. I turned to see Matt and Dad entering the clearing.

‘So this is where you two disappeared to—we’ve been looking all over,’ Dad bellowed. He was eager to get Erewhon on the move, so I offered to walk Mum back to the camp and get Aggie.

‘OK, Matt and I’ll attach a strop to the front bogie, and we’ll see if we can move this old lady when you get back.’

Mum retired to her hammock as I kicked Aggie into life and spun her around. As I pounded down the track, I caught a glimpse of Mic through the trees. I slammed the throttle shut and pushed hard on the brakes. Aggie groaned to a halt.

‘Hey, Mic!’ I called. ‘Why did you run off?’ I asked.

‘Too many questions.’ Mic smiled and sat down on a log, her bronzed body shimmering in the filtered light.

‘You’ve got me intrigued. What’s your connection with Erewhon and where do you live?’

Mic didn’t say anything for a minute, then seemed to come to a decision. She looked up at me, her eyes serious. ‘My name is Mercedes Muriwai, and my great-grandfather was Murdoch McAlister, the original owner of Erewhon. I’ve been living in the Caribbean on a super-yacht for the past seven years with the man I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with. Last year I found him in bed with the owner’s wife, so I came home. I’ve been living around here for the last twelve months, getting myself back together.’

‘How can you be Mercedes McAlister’s granddaughter? She died childless, over sixty years ago.’

‘Nevertheless, I’m her granddaughter.’ She stood up and looked defiantly at me.

‘You need to meet Dad then,’ I said. ‘He’s passionate about Erewhon, and he’d love to meet a relation of old Mac. Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight?’

Mic looked at me with those haunting brown eyes, and I could see she was trying to find an excuse. ‘I’ve got nothing to wear,’ she said finally.

‘Come as you are,’ I replied, with a cheeky grin. ‘That’ll get Dad’s attention.’

Mic grinned. ‘I’ll come as long as no one makes a fuss.’ She rose to her feet and was gone.

I carried on to where Aggie quietly chugged away and backed in about a yard or two ahead of Erewhon’s bow. Matt and Dad were placing planks in front of one of the rear bogies.

‘About bloody time! Grab the end of this plank. We’ve got work to do!’

With planks in front of the wheels, Dad gave me the nod, and I climbed into Aggie’s seat. ‘Just take it quietly, Ben, until we see what gives,’ he said.

I slipped the gear lever into crawler and nudged Aggie’s throttle open. As we took the strain, the whole rig started to edge forward, and the hull groaned as the bogies climbed onto the planks. The sleeping giant didn’t like being disturbed, but we were under way and inched the hull a yard or two ahead. Dad called a halt.

‘That’s enough. We’ll have to start turning her towards the water.’

The front bogie was fitted with Dad’s patent steering system, and he rolled in under the rig to fit the tiller. It was then just a matter of keeping the wheels on the planks as we crept forward. As expected, we weren’t breaking the land speed record, but at least we were going in the right direction.

It was good to have something physical to concentrate on—my mind was still buzzing after my conversation with Mic. Dad and Matt were beavering away, and I was dying to tell them about her, but it wasn’t the right time.

Despite Erewhon’s protests, we managed to turn her giant hull towards the gap in the trees until her bow pierced the narrow opening.

‘Chow time!’ Dad called. ‘Wonder what the old girl’s rustled up this time? We’ll leave Aggie hooked up and walk back.’

Matt and I didn’t need any encouragement to down tools and hotfooted it along the path in the direction of food. As we arrived at the riverbank, I casually mentioned we had a guest for dinner.

Matt and Dad looked at each other, and were about to ask who when I stripped off and dived into the water. They followed, and we were soaking away the grime, as well as our aches and pains, when a fourth body pierced the water. Mum had decided to join in the frolic.

‘Dinner’s all ready once you’ve put the steaks on the barbie!’

Mum had brought her beach towel, and she wrapped it around herself as we walked back. I whispered to her that Mic was coming to eat with us. Dad and Matt were still trying to work out who our guest was, and I was keeping them guessing.

Dried off and dressed in clean shorts, we soon had the barbie roaring and five steaks sizzling.

‘So who’s coming?’ Dad asked.

‘Somebody I think you’ll be very interested in meeting.’

Dad knew he wasn’t about to get the answers he wanted, so he turned his attention back to the sizzling meat and picked up a cool can from the rack beside the hotplate. ‘It’s a she then?’ he queried.

‘Yes, dear,’ said Mum, with a twinkle in her eye.

‘Steak’s nearly ready!’

‘Well, bring it over here and meet our guest.’

The three of us swung around to face the table, and there was Mic, looking drop-dead gorgeous in a colourful sarong, with a glass of wine raised to her lips.

The three of us stood motionless.

‘My men aren’t usually this quiet,’ Mum chuckled. ‘You’ll have to excuse them, they’ve had a big day!’

‘Hi, Mic!’ I finally said, when my tongue eventually reconnected to my brain.

‘Hello, Ben.’ She lowered the glass and placed it delicately on the table.

‘Mic, I’d like you to meet my dad, Jim, and my brother, Matt.’

‘I’m very pleased to meet you both,’ she replied.

Matt and Dad, still gobsmacked, accepted her hand and mumbled a greeting.

‘Talkative bunch, aren’t they!’ Mum chimed in.

‘Jenny tells me you’re going to try and restore Erewhon.’

‘There’s no try about it—we have every intention of succeeding!’ replied Dad.

‘Don’t mind him, Mic. Jim may sound a little gruff, but his bark’s worse than his bite. I got the same treatment the first time I met him!’ Mum grinned widely.

‘My father was exactly the same. Anyway, anyone who is prepared to rebuild Erewhon is a friend of mine.’

‘Jim, I think it is time for official introductions,’ I said. ‘This is Mic Muriwai, great-granddaughter of Murdoch McAlister.’

Dad’s mouth dropped open. What seemed like a full minute passed as he eyed her up and down.

Matt broke the silence. ‘I thought Mercedes McAlister drowned sixty years ago?’

‘Missing, presumed drowned,’ Mic replied. ‘There’s a lot more to the story that isn’t common knowledge.’ She looked directly at Dad. ‘I am who I say I am.’

Dad still hadn’t said a word and abruptly turned back to shuffle the steaks.

Mic moved over to stand beside him. ‘They smell divine,’ she said.

Dad still didn’t respond and carried on prodding the sizzling meat. ‘I think they’re ready,’ he finally said. He looked down at her. ‘Do you think you could grab the plates off Jen?’

‘Sure.’ Mic handed them one at a time to Dad, who plonked a large juice-laden steak on each. Mum had the salads laid out on the table, and we sat down to eat under the now star-filled summer sky.

To start with, conversation was reserved, but as the meal went on and the wine flowed, Mic took centre stage. Even Matt gradually warmed to what he was hearing and joined in.

Finally, Dad stood up and walked towards the caravan. ‘We’d better get some shut-eye,’ he exclaimed. ‘We have a boat to move, you know.’

Mic thanked us for a great evening, turned down my offer to walk her home, and disappeared down the path.

Despite having a million thoughts running around in my head, I was extremely tired and nodded off quickly. Around eleven, I woke to find Mum and Matt still sound asleep, but Dad up and finishing off the previous night’s dishes.

‘About bloody time! Get this down you. We’ve got work to do!’ Dad thrust a steaming mug of coffee into my hand. He seemed a little anxious.

‘Morning, old fellow. What do you think of Mic?’ I asked.

‘She seems nice enough’ was the clipped response.

‘What did you think of her story?’

‘Haven’t had time to think it through.’

After nineteen years in the Standish household, I knew it wasn’t time to pursue this line of questioning.

Matt and Mum were now up, and the coffee pot was getting a hammering. After several rounds of toast, Mum reluctantly agreed to clear up, so the rest of us headed off down the track.

I fired Aggie up, while Matt and Dad started on the ramp through the puriri trees. I extended the towing strop and placed Aggie on the other side of the tree line.

‘Ready?’ I inquired.

‘Ready!’

I edged the cranky old machine forward. Erewhon’s bow started to rise, and the planks groaned as the weight went on.

‘Keep going!’ Dad yelled, ‘Slowly, slowly. Hold it!’

I jumped on the brake and slammed the throttle shut. Dad dived under the hull to check the structure. ‘Seems OK!’

I took up the strain again and edged forward till the stern bogies started their ascent.

As the planks at the rear came free, Matt and Dad whipped them forward to start building the descending ramp on the other side of the tree line. Erewhon was now completely suspended off the ground and groaning. Dad raced up and down, checking the strength of the structure, but everything seemed to be going to plan. We were very close to the point where the widest part of Erewhon’s beam would pass through the gap, and we carefully realigned her.

‘We thought you men might be hungry!’

I turned to see Mum and Mic approaching with a tray of sandwiches and a jug of cold juice. Mic smiled as we stopped in our tracks, dropping what we were doing, and made a dive for their offering.

‘Progress looks good,’ whispered Mic.

‘Yeah, if we can just get her past these trees we’re home free!’

Dad was furtively eyeing Mic again. Nothing was said, but I could see he was still unsure about her. ‘We’ll have her back on the ground by nightfall,’ he announced.

‘Great—she doesn’t like to be up in the air,’ said Mic.

‘Got to look after our lady!’ replied Dad, with a tentative grin. Mic and he had found their common ground, the thing they both loved. Dad was still unsure if Mic was who she said she was, but for now he was prepared to accept her as someone who cared about Erewhon.

The hard work started again, and we edged the hull forward. As the beam approached the gap, we realised our calculations were out and the hull was a couple of inches wider than the gap. We rechecked the width of the hull underneath the span, and found our original measurements to be spot-on. As the weight of the hull passed through the gap, the trees had inched back closer together.

I climbed down from Aggie as Dad surveyed the scene. ‘We need more tension on the tree stays.’

I suggested unhitching Aggie from the tow strop to retension the guys, but Dad wasn’t keen to do that as we’d lose control over the dead weight of the hull, and it might get away from us.

‘When we wanted more tension on the backstay on the yacht, we used to wind pressure on with a windlass,’ came a quiet voice from behind.

‘That might just work!’ said Dad, looking at Mic. ‘Come on, girl. Let’s give it a try!’ He grabbed an iron bar from Aggie’s toolbox and headed for the nearest stay.

Mic didn’t need a second prompt and was beside Dad in a flash as he strode over to the rope. He inserted the bar between the lashings as Mic positioned herself next to him. In a hand-over-hand movement, they wound on the tension. The tree didn’t give easily, but with audible creaks it gradually moved. Matt and I checked the gap. It was close.

‘We’ll lash this one off here,’ said Dad. ‘We don’t want to push our luck.’

Matt and I picked up another bar and headed over to the other guy, but Mic and Dad were close behind. ‘We’ll do that!’ Dad said. ‘You two get that tape ready.’

I looked at Mic. The T-shirt she’d borrowed from Mum was soaked in sweat, but the smile on her face said it all: she was loving it.

Again they started to wind on the tension; sweat pouring from the end of Dad’s nose as Mic’s face flushed. The dust they’d stirred up with their feet quickly became caked on her soggy shirt as it clung to her, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care. I thought to myself, Mum’s shirt has never looked that good!

Matt and I had the tape at the ready, and I watched the gap grow as the second tree moved aside.

‘That’ll do!’ I yelled. ‘We’ve got at least two inches. I could drive a Kenworth through now!’

I climbed back into Aggie’s seat, and Erewhon creaked as we started to inch forward. Dad had his hand on the steering tiller, and Matt and Mic stood on either side with chocks at the ready in case things got out of hand. The widest part of the beam was now between the trees, and the guys were singing with the strain. The rear bogies were climbing the ramp and the planks coming free at the rear. Matt and Dad continued to shift them forward to create the descent.

With relieved sighs all round, Aggie finally fell silent and Erewhon was back on hard ground. I glanced at my dust-caked watch—it was almost nine. We’d been so engrossed we’d missed smoko and dinner. I unhitched Aggie, and four tired bodies climbed on board for the short trip back to camp. Mic slipped into the seat beside me and surveyed the controls.

‘Do you want to drive her?’ I asked.

‘Can I?’

I’d been joking, but she wasn’t. I slid sideways to allow her full access to the levers.

As we neared the riverbank, I could feel her tense as she prepared to make the left turn, but at precisely the right moment she dragged on the steering lever and dabbed the left brake, and Aggie rumbled around and headed for the camp. The light was almost gone as Mic reached forward, slipped the gear lever into neutral, and shut the engine down.

‘Time to get rid of the grime!’ I announced, heading for the water. Stripping off my grimy clothes, I dived in head-first.

Mic was about two steps behind. ‘Come on, you lot!’ she yelled to the others, as we thrashed around in the gently flowing water, washing away the dirt of another day’s hard slog.

The sight of Mic’s Coppertone Girl tan-line disappearing under the water was all the enticement Matt needed to join in. Dad stood on the bank, somewhat stunned by her lack of inhibition.

‘Come on, Jim!’ Mic called, ‘If you’re worried about being naked, I’ve seen you all swimming here since the day you arrived!’

Despite his sunburnt face, Dad was blushing as Mum, completely naked, walked casually past him, dumped a pile of towels on a nearby log and plunged in.

Dad turned his back, dropped his clothes, and executed a giant belly-flop into the river. Twenty minutes in the water had us all relaxed. We climbed out, wrapped ourselves in the towels, and walked to the camp. Mum, who by now seemed to have completely forgotten her no-cooking policy, had prepared a huge meal.

Over the dinner table, I swung the conversation around to Mic and where she called home.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s just moved about a hundred yards from where it’s stood for about thirty-five years.’

We all looked at each other. ‘You lived on Erewhon?’

‘It was my way of getting in contact with my ancestors. Nana’s spirit is still on board. That’s why I’ve been a bit wary of your intentions. But she says that if you’re going to restore Erewhon, she’s happy to see her move.’

Dad began to squirm in his seat. This was too much for him. He got up and started to stack up the dishes. Mic quietly joined him at the camp bench and put her arm around him. ‘Don’t try to work it all out tonight, Jim, just believe.’

‘That’s easy for you to say, young lady, but I guess the most important thing to work out right now is where you’re going to sleep tonight.’

‘Don’t worry, Jim, I’ll take the hammock. It’ll be a whole lot more comfortable than the hay bales I’ve been sleeping on for the past twelve months.’

‘I might just hit the hay myself,’ he said, with a chuckle, and then, in a more serious tone, looking her straight in the eye: ‘Whoever you are, you’ve been a big help today and I’m pleased to have you here.’

Mic smiled. ‘Jim, I love the thought that you’re going to restore Erewhon. Please don’t stress yourself about me.’

Jim leaned forward, put his arm around her shoulder, and gave her a fatherly peck on the cheek. ‘Goodnight, my dear,’ he whispered.

I woke to a gentle hand shaking my shoulder. ‘Do you have sugar in your tea, Ben?’ a voice whispered close to my ear. I tried to focus, but my brain wasn’t in gear yet. After a few seconds, I realised Mic was hovering over me with a hot mug of tea in her hand.

‘No sugar, just milk,’ I replied. I hadn’t had a morning cup of tea brought to me since I was about twelve and very ill.

‘Come on, you lot, we’ve got a yacht to move, and your breakfast is ready.’

I stumbled out of my lounger and half-toppled over Matt as I made my way towards the table. Breakfast was bacon, eggs, tomatoes, and fried potato. The smell was divine and soon had the others’ nostrils twitching.

Dad arrived, scratching his head and his bare stomach at the same time. ‘Don’t usually get beaten to the punch at this time of the day. Morning, Mic!’

I was still having trouble getting my eyes to focus, but when I did I glanced at my watch. ‘Jeez, Mic, it’s only just gone five.’

‘Oh, is it too early?’

‘Glad to have you around, Mic,’ laughed Dad. ‘I can never get these useless buggers moving before nine!’

Matt plonked himself in front of one of the huge plates of food.

‘Good morning, Matt,’ chirped Mic. ‘Did you sleep well?’

‘Don’t know. I only closed my eyes a few minutes ago.’

Dad had finished eating and was filling his mug with coffee from the pot. ‘Nothing like an early start.’

‘I’m sorry, boys, but there’s so much to do today, I thought you’d want to be up,’ said Mic.

‘Just what we need—another bloody slave driver,’ groaned Matt.

Dad roared with laughter. He had a new ally. ‘Seeing how we’re all up now, let’s see if we can get the old lady down to the water today.’

Matt and I grunted, finishing our breakfast without another word.

Mum finally woke up. ‘What time is it?’ she asked.

‘Don’t know,’ replied Matt. ‘Haven’t ever seen these numbers on my watch before!’

I downed the last mouthful from my mug, grabbed the grease gun, and headed off towards Aggie. Mic looked at Mum, who laughed. ‘Go on, love. I’ll finish cleaning up.’

I was about to swing into Aggie’s morning ritual with the grease gun when Mic appeared. ‘Can I help?’

I handed her the gun, ‘Now don’t miss any of the nipples, or she won’t start,’ I warned. She delicately placed the gun on the first nipple and gently squeezed the handle. ‘Give it heaps, or the sun will be down before we get her going.’

‘Good job I got you up early then,’ she replied, with a cheeky grin. She soon had the job done and handed the gun back to me, looking disdainfully at her now blackened hands.

‘Good. Get into the driver’s seat and crank the engine.’

Mic obliged and pressed the start button. Aggie roared into life, and she threw her into gear. Spinning on the spot, she didn’t wait for us to climb on, and was soon off down the track in Erewhon’s direction.

‘Reckon our little lady is in a hurry!’ Dad said, as we watched Aggie disappear.

By the time we reached the site, Matt had joined us. Mic had turned Aggie around and was hooking up the tow strop.

‘Come on, you lot, we haven’t got all day!’

‘Yes, boss!’ we yelled back, chuckling as we quickened our stride.

Now that Erewhon was past the ring of puriri trees, getting her the rest of the way to the water’s edge was relatively straightforward. We placed planks end-to-end under the bogies, Aggie took the strain, and with very little effort Erewhon was soon at the river, waiting for her ride home on a barge.

Dad beamed. ‘Stage one complete!’ he announced to the world.

That afternoon, we shifted all the spare planks to the foreshore in readiness for the loading, then I took Aggie back to the old site to clean up. Mic sat on a log watching as I restored order to the churned-up mess we’d made. Dad and Matt eased the windlasses on the tree stays and removed the ropes. The trees relaxed back to their former positions, and, apart from the trampled undergrowth, normality was restored.

It was late afternoon when we finished. Matt and Dad had gone and I was about to return Aggie to camp, when I found Mic back on the log with tears rolling down her cheeks.

‘Nana’s going to miss this place. She’s been here for nearly forty years.’

‘Don’t worry. We’ll bring Erewhon back here when she’s sailing again,’ I reassured her. ‘Come on!’ I added, turning toward Aggie. ‘Drive me home.’

Back at camp, Mum was in the hammock, coffee in hand. Matt and Dad had gone fishing. Mic suggested we catch some crayfish for dinner—she knew a good place where we could dive for them.

I grabbed my mask, snorkel and fins. I offered Mic Matt’s gear, but she said she didn’t need it. Mum decided to come for the walk, so we headed off around the rocks.

The spot was just offshore from where Mum had first encountered Mic. I donned my gear and eased into the water. The visibility was around twenty to thirty feet. I filled my lungs and dived down about fifteen to twenty feet. Fish of all shapes and sizes darted across in front of my mask. They weren’t perturbed by my presence, but seemed curious about my intentions. I surfaced to fill my lungs just as Mic entered the water. Mum, in the meantime, had located a large rock pool and was sitting in the warm water.

I refilled my lungs and dived down to a likely crevice. To my surprise, I found Mic alongside me—no mask, fins or snorkel, and, apart from the lack of a tail fin, looking every bit like one of King Neptune’s daughters. I surfaced again and Mic followed. Taking a deep breath, I descended again, and as I reached the bottom Mic swam over. She pointed to the catch-bag clipped to my waist, and when I opened it she popped in a medium-sized crayfish. My lungs were bursting and I had to surface. On the third dive, she grabbed me by the arm and pointed to a crevice. I followed, and in no time she had two more crays in the bag.

My lungs were screaming as we broke out into the air.

‘Are you OK?’ Mum asked, as I scrambled onto the rocks.

I handed her the catch-bag. ‘We’ve been busy,’ I said smugly.

Mic stretched her long legs out in the sun, as rivulets of water from her dark hair trickled down her bronzed body.

‘You’ll have to explain how you do that without a mask and flippers,’ I said, as the sun dried us.

‘Twelve months of practice, and lessons from Nana,’ she replied.

I grabbed my snorkelling gear, picked up the catch-bag, and headed for the camp. Mum and Mic gathered up their towels and followed. ‘We need to have a serious hunt for the keel tomorrow,’ I said as they caught up. ‘We have to find it before the barge arrives.’

‘It’s out in the centre of the bay,’ said Mic.

‘Where? How do you know?’ I asked.

‘Just out there in the deep water,’ she said, pointing to the area in the centre of the bay beyond the river mouth. ‘Nana told me.’

‘We assumed it would be resting on one of the reefs.’

‘It is, but not one of the reefs you can see. In the middle of the bay there’s a rock outcrop about ten to fifteen feet below low water. If the tide had been in on that particular day, Erewhon would have sailed right over it and reached the safety of the river mouth. She would never have foundered. The Australians sailing her knew this stretch of the coast and knew the Waiora was the only deep-water haven in the area, but the rock outcrop was uncharted and cost them their lives.’

‘How deep is the keel?’

‘About eight fathoms.’

‘Eight fathoms—forty-eight feet—that’s within our depth. We’ll go and have a look tomorrow.’

‘How are you going to get down that far?’ Mic asked.

‘With our scuba gear.’

‘You’ve got dive gear? Mine’s stashed in the bush, but I’m out of air.’

‘Good job we brought the compressor then,’ I replied.

As we arrived back at the caravan, Matt and Dad came into view at the south end of the bay, the outboard on the tinny shattering the tranquillity. Matt couldn’t wait to get out and sprint up the beach. I walked over. Still thrashing around in the bottom of the boat were six nice-sized snapper. Mic and Mum followed to see the catch, and we lifted the dinghy above the high-water mark onto the grass bank.

Dad reached in and grabbed a couple. ‘You two can bring the rest, and I’ll whack the fillets off them.’ He noticed the catch-bag thrashing around on the bench and couldn’t resist opening it to have a look.

‘Where did they come from?’ he quizzed.

‘Mic and I went for a swim.’

‘Bullshit!’

‘It’s true. I was sitting on the rocks watching,’ Mum confirmed, ‘but I think Mic had more to do with it than Ben.’

‘I held the bag,’ I protested.

Dad laid the snapper out on the bench ready for filleting.

‘Mic knows where the keel is, Dad,’ I said, to change the subject. ‘We’ve been looking in the wrong places. It’s in the middle of the bay!’

Dinner over, we sat back in our loungers, sipping glasses of wine.

‘Will you tell us the second half of the Erewhon legend, Jim?’ requested Mic.

‘Do you mean you were listening in the other night?’

‘Yes, and apart from a couple of minor points, it was pretty accurate.’

Dad reddened. ‘It doesn’t seem right for me to tell the story when Old Mac’s great-granddaughter is here.’

‘Please, Jim,’ pleaded Mic.

‘OK then, pour me another drink!’ We settled back in our seats with our glasses in our hands, and Dad cleared his throat.
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‘Now, where did I get up to the other night?’

‘Buffalo Smith was sent back to Australia with his tail between his legs.’

‘Ah, yes, that’s right. Now let me think a minute. Shamrock V had made safe passage across the Atlantic and was being prepared for the match with Enterprise. Much was expected within yachting circles after Sir Thomas’s near miss in the previous challenge. Media hype had Sir Tom taking the cup home even before the racing started, but the Americans, upset with the close call in the last encounter, wouldn’t let it happen again. Sir Tom was sent packing in a 0–4 whitewash. So, upset by the drumming he took, Lipton took Shamrock home, and the proposed match with Erewhon faded into history.’

‘The legend becomes a little fuzzy at this point, but would I be right in guessing you might know what happened next?’ Dad said, looking at Mic.

She smiled at him and picked up the story.

Mic’s great-grandfather had written to Sir Tom on several occasions, but he thought there was little point in the match, since the Auld Mug wasn’t at stake. So Mac hatched his master plan to revive Lipton’s interest. In the lead-up to the 1934 America’s Cup challenge, Mac wrote to the New York Yacht Club expressing an interest in challenging for the cup. In the meantime, he instructed Mercedes to prepare Erewhon to race on the American East Coast.

The Americans wrote back, doubting the validity of the challenge on several counts. Even though the news of Erewhon’s drubbing of Jabberwocky had reached their shores, they doubted Mac could mount such a challenge from New Zealand. Erewhon’s crew had had little experience, and the only yacht they had beaten was an updated version of Shamrock IV. The other stumbling block was that any challenger had to sail to New York to meet the terms of the Deed of Gift, and they couldn’t see anyone attempting to sail a J-class yacht around Cape Horn.

Mac was never one to give up and, as far as he was concerned, problems only needed solutions, so he took the Deed of Gift to his lawyer. The lawyer was sure that the deed specified only that the challenger must sail across the Atlantic, so Mac could mount a challenge from his old country, and Erewhon would only have to sail from the Clyde.

Mac duly wrote back to the Americans, stating he would ship Erewhon to Scotland and sail her across the Atlantic from there.

The Americans wrote back, insisting that any yacht that sailed out of the Clyde could only represent Scotland. While Mac had nothing against representing his homeland, he felt it was a little unfair on the New Zealanders involved with the yacht not to challenge from his adopted home.

The letter-writing continued, but the Americans were adamant that the rules were not going to change. For a New Zealand challenge to be accepted, the yacht would have to sail to the venue on its own bottom from its own port.

It was an impasse, but Mac dug his toes in and instructed Mercedes to get Erewhon out on the water in all conditions and have her in best possible trim for when he broke the deadlock. Time passed, and Erewhon spent many hours on the harbour and in the gulf with her volunteer crew, all keen to make her go as fast as possible in the hope that one day she would take on the Yanks.

Because of a lack of credible opposition, they set up a series of courses. For a given wind strength and direction, lapsed times were logged, and the race involved trying to better those times. Although this could be a little frustrating, Erewhon responded to the tuning. Whenever the yacht was performing up to par the hull would start to hum, and the crew weren’t happy unless they could get the hum at any wind strength.

Mac continued to correspond with the New York Yacht Club, but to no avail; the old boys were unbending. One day, when Mercedes arrived home from a day’s sailing, he asked her if she thought it was possible to sail Erewhon offshore.

Taken aback, she said she’d ask Toby and Jack for their opinion.

Jack was adamant that Erewhon wasn’t designed for blue water, and Toby was only a little less emphatic. But Mercedes wasn’t keen to dismiss the idea and suggested that they needed to test Erewhon’s capabilities.

Against his better judgement, Jack made a reduced sail-plan, and Toby and Mercedes made ready to test the yacht in open water. They decided an around-the-North-Island trip would give them a sufficient range of weather and sea conditions to show whether Erewhon was capable of sailing to New York.

Under the shortened rig, Erewhon lazed out into the gulf, and everyone on board was excited about the prospect of what lay ahead, if a little subdued about her less-than-startling performance under reduced sail area. The weather wasn’t in the mood to help either, with the wind under five knots all day, which added to their frustration. Much to the crew’s disgust, the shipping forecast was for more of the same for the next couple of days. This wasn’t what they were looking for, so they decided to wait out the dull patch in a little cove off Great Barrier Island.

Toby received more forecasts and, despite his lack of proficiency with Morse, was able to determine that a front was approaching and they would soon have more than their share of wind.

On the second day at anchor, the wind swung to the south and increased. The crew were buzzing with expectation as they rigged up.

The auxiliary spluttered into life and the crew raised the anchor. Toby slipped the engine gear lever ahead to hold the bow into the wind while the anchor came on board, but the motor stalled. Not one to panic, he calmly returned the lever to neutral and restarted the willing motor. As he engaged the lever, the motor stalled again. This aroused Jed’s attention, as he was one of the team who had installed the engine.

‘Like me to have a go, Mr Toby?’ he asked with a grin.

‘Just get the bloody anchor up,’ retorted Toby, who didn’t take kindly to the ribbing, especially in front of Mercedes.

‘Let Jed have a go, Toby,’ she said, with a giggle.

‘I can manage!’ Toby snapped. ‘The engine’s just a little cold.’

‘I hope it warms up before we sit on those rocks,’ added John, the mainsheet hand. Toby ignored him and restarted the motor for the third time, but it promptly stalled as he engaged the lever.

By this time, Jed wouldn’t be put off. ‘Let me have a go, sir!’

Toby stepped aside and Jed grabbed the controls. He restarted the motor twice, and each time it performed as it had before. Toby stood back with a smug look on his face.

‘Don’t you think it might pay us to put the anchor back down while you sort out this little problem?’ said John, looking at the rocks.

‘Drop the anchor!’ called Toby, and a scurry of activity on the bow halted the shoreward drift. Toby turned back to Jed. ‘What’s up with that thing?’

‘Reckon the prop might be fouled, sir.’

‘Reckon you might be right—we’d better have a look. Any volunteers? Who can swim?’ asked Toby, who couldn’t swim himself. ‘Come on, one of you must be able to swim!’ But they all avoided eye contact.

‘I’ll go.’

‘No, this isn’t a job for a lady,’ he said chivalrously.

Mercedes’ brown eyes flashed back at him. ‘What else do you suggest, if I’m the only one here who can swim?’

‘Do you think you can do it?’

Mercedes narrowed her eyes at him, and Toby knew to say no more. She went below, stripped off her long pants, donned a pair of shorts and a crew-shirt, and returned to the deck.

‘I’ll go and look first!’ she exclaimed and was off over the side before Toby had time to change his mind. She surfaced a few seconds later, gasping for air, ‘There’s the remains of an old fishing net tangled around the propeller!’ she yelled. ‘Get me a sharp knife—I think I can cut it free.’

John unclipped the safety knife from its sheath in the entrance to the companionway and returned to the rail. Clutching it by the shiny blade, he passed it over the side to her small, outstretched hand. He couldn’t help noticing Mercedes’ clinging striped shirt, but quickly moved his glance to one side. Mercedes smiled as she noticed his embarrassment. ‘I won’t bite! I’m over here, not there.’ She laughed as John waved the handle just out of her reach. ‘John, give me the beastly thing!’

He looked back over the side to see he was missing her hand by about two feet and hastily corrected his aim.

‘Sorry, Miss McAlister,’ he blurted, to the amusement of the crew, who were all peering over the rail.

Mercedes took three deep breaths and was gone again. She was quickly under the hull and hacking at the remains of the net. The rope was easy to cut, softened by long-term submersion, and large pieces floated away as she hacked.

She resurfaced, gasping for air. As she floated on the surface, the crew looking on, Toby asked how far she had to go.

‘It’ll take about two or three more dives. I’m having trouble getting purchase on the knife while I fight to stay underwater,’ she gasped. ‘I’m going to book you all in for swimming lessons when we get home!’ she yelled, struggling to get her breath.

Mercedes took three more gulps of air, hoisted her feet up in the air, and was gone. This time she found that, by wrapping her legs around the rope below the prop, she could apply more pressure to the blade. She continued hacking, and three floats, which had probably brought the net close to the surface and caused the entanglement, drifted free. Mercedes followed them up and was able to refill her depleted lungs.

Toby leaned over the rail, now concerned at the length of time she’d spent in the water: her lips were blue and her hands trembled. ‘I think you’d better come on board.’

‘It’s OK, I only need one more go.’

‘But you look cold. Come back on board for a while—there’s no hurry.’

‘If I don’t get it this time, I’ll come on board for a rest.’ Mercedes took the usual three breaths and was gone. She found the propeller, quickly wrapped her legs around the rope, and hacked at the remaining entanglement. Suddenly the maze of mesh sprang free and, to her surprise, she found herself being dragged down by the rope entwined around her legs. The rope she had been using for leverage was the lead line and, now that it didn’t have the floats to offset it, was being drawn down to the ocean floor. Mercedes panicked and dropped the knife. No matter how hard she kicked, one leg remained entangled, and down she went.

‘As she descended, she must have blacked out, because Nana still can’t remember what happened after that…You probably know more after this point, Jim. I’ll hand the story back to you.’

We were puzzled by Mic’s reference to conversing with her dead grandmother, but nobody questioned her at that moment.

Jim resumed.

On deck, Mercedes’ delay in returning to the surface was beginning to cause concern. It had been well over a minute, and the crew now crowded around the point on the rail where they’d last seen her bronzed legs disappear. Toby stripped to the waist and, despite the fact that he couldn’t swim, grabbed a sheet, tied it around his waist, dived feet-first into the navyblue water, and sank like a stone. Being a non-swimmer, he hadn’t realised that his vision would be so restricted underwater. Frantically, he searched for Mercedes. He felt the sheet go tight and seconds later was back at the surface, spluttering and gasping for breath. He filled his lungs and dived deep under the hull, again to no avail.

On the fourth return, the crew held tight to the sheet as John reached over the side and grabbed Toby by the forearm. ‘Come on, sir, it’s no good. She’s gone. It’s been seven minutes.’

Toby refused to stop. This time he went even deeper, but there was still no sign of his beloved Mercedes. As he reached the surface, the crew hauled on the sheet. John and Jed placed firm hands under his armpits and dragged him on board. Toby was too weak to resist and sat slumped on the deck, completely exhausted. The crew returned to the rail. All eyes were cast down in a desperate search for any sign of life. Minutes had passed when Jed spotted what looked like a lungful of air breaking the surface of the now oily-calm waters. He turned and walked away, as he knew what that meant. As he walked past Toby, he looked down at the distraught, slumped figure. ‘She’s gone, Mr Toby, she’s gone!’ he muttered, trying desperately to hold back the tears.

Toby tried to rally the strength to try one more dive, but his arms and legs felt as if they had been nailed to the deck, and he couldn’t move. John approached him but found himself unable to speak. The crew sat around the deck, peering into the water for about an hour, without saying a word. The cove was completely silent, apart from the water lapping against the hull; even the normally raucous gulls didn’t utter a sound.

Eventually, without a word, Toby went below, returning with a small buoy with a rope and lead weight attached. He walked to the stern and cast the float adrift, the lead descending to the ocean floor, securing it in position.

‘I’ll bring the Navy divers back to find her body,’ he reassured the crew. Without an order being given, Jed started the motor while the anchor was weighed, and Erewhon returned quietly to Auckland.

Mac was in his living-room when Erewhon rounded North Head. It took him by surprise, as he had not been expecting the yacht for at least two weeks, and he wondered what Mercedes was up to. He thought they might have broken some gear, but when the crew dropped anchor in Judge’s Bay, he knew something was wrong. Grabbing the telescope, he watched the crew lower the dinghy over the side before Jed and Toby got in. He ran the telescope over the rest of the hull, but everything looked in order.

Mac’s heart sank as the two sailors stepped ashore. He grabbed his cane and rushed off down the path. The two men met him halfway and, as Mac looked at Toby, he broke down.

Mac didn’t need them to tell him that his worst nightmare had just come true. Toby tried to speak, but couldn’t utter a word. Jed, who was following, tried to help, but all he could muster was, ‘She’s gone, Mr McAlister, she’s gone.’

Mac tried to maintain a stiff upper lip, but even he couldn’t hold back the tears. As he turned back towards the house, he stumbled. Toby and Jed lunged forward and grabbed him as he fell, and the two men half-carried, half-dragged the distraught old man up the path. Try as they might, Mac could not be consoled, so Toby took it upon himself to call a doctor, who duly arrived and, after consultation, sedated the grieving father.

Weeks were to pass before Mac was remotely approachable. In that time, he consumed a case of Scotch and ate nothing. Toby remained with him for the duration, leaving his side only to organise the Navy dive team to search for Mercedes’ body. He wanted desperately to go with them, but when Jed offered to lead the party he accepted, knowing that he would be better employed supporting the old man.

The divers soon found the marker buoy but, despite their best endeavours, found no sign of Mercedes.

As the days went by, Mac ordered that Erewhon be slipped. Toby tried to convince him that the project should continue, as a memorial to his daughter, but he would not be swayed. He told Toby he had dreamt that Mercedes had come to him to tell him she was living on board Erewhon, and he wanted to keep the yacht safe for her. Toby took this to be the ramblings of a drunken, broken-hearted old man, but didn’t have the heart to argue. Erewhon was pulled out onto the hard ground at Okahu Bay.

Mac grew more introverted: his butler was his only contact with the outside world. Toby tried to keep in touch, but Mac rejected him as well, and in the end he gave up.

Mac never recovered from the tragedy, and in 1947 he died in his sleep. As he had no living relatives, his fortune was donated to charity, with the exception of a sum of money set aside in a trust for Erewhon’s slip fees and maintenance. Even on his death bed, he still believed adamantly that his beloved daughter was on board the yacht.

Ten years went by and, with increases in fees and maintenance costs, the sum of money dwindled. By 1957 the trustees were left with little alternative but to start discussions on the sale of the vessel.

As the lawyer for the trust was going through the papers in Erewhon’s file, he came across the blank cheque with the note from Buffalo Smith. He decided to write to Buffalo’s last-known address. To his surprise, he received a reply from Buffalo’s son a month later, expressing interest in the yacht his father had always talked about. Buffalo had been killed while sailing offshore, and his son was looking at buying Erewhon as a memorial to his late father. It would be set up as a sail-training vessel for the children of Australia.

The lawyer considered it unlikely that anything similar would happen in New Zealand in the foreseeable future, and decided that Mac would probably have approved. He convinced the trustees to start negotiations.

Buffalo’s son was a chip off the old block, and in a typically straight-shooting letter told the lawyer that he had no intention of negotiating for the yacht. The original agreement was that the cheque be filled in for the amount required, and that would be honoured.

It was decided that proceeds from the sale would be held and the terms of the trust deed redefined. The money would be made available for a sail-training school in Auckland.

Having no idea of the value of Erewhon, the trustees got in touch with the commodore of the yacht squadron. He, in turn, solicited Toby’s assistance, as he knew of his connection with the yacht.

Toby, who hadn’t been near Erewhon since the day she had been slipped, was appalled at the state of the grand old lady. Although still an object of beauty and awe, the ravages of time, wind and sun had taken their toll on the land-based hull. The trust had appointed a maintenance company to look after the yacht, but, because they had struggled to keep up the varnished hull, they had decided to paint it white to reflect the heat. The elements had further left their mark, and she was in a very sorry state.

Toby was duly appointed a trustee to oversee the sale of the yacht and pondered long and hard. In the end, he filled the cheque in for £200,000. He knew Mercedes would have been heartbroken at that price, but in fairness to Buffalo Junior and bearing in mind the amount of money he would need to spend to restore Erewhon, Toby was relieved to see the end of the sorry saga.

Buffalo’s son, Billy, on becoming the proud owner of the yacht, got in touch with Jack, through Toby, to make Erewhon seaworthy so he could sail her across the Tasman.

Jack, now close to retirement, was even more apprehensive about Erewhon taking on blue water, and tried to convince Billy to ship her home. But, after several letters back and forth across the Tasman, he agreed to make her fit for the trip.

Erewhon was refloated, and to nobody’s surprise the hull leaked like a sieve. Years of being high and dry had opened her up, and it took a week of soaking and pumping for the timbers to take up. At this point, the Marine Department became interested and laid down strict guidelines on what was required before she left port. Compliance took time, and it was late in 1960 before Erewhon cast her shackles from the dock. Despite her shabby appearance, the yachting fraternity lined the waterfront to watch the grand old lady slip quietly down-harbour and around North Head for the last time.

Billy had a delivery crew of six, and some of those who watched were uneasy, wondering if that would be enough for the yacht’s safety. Jack said that more crew were needed, but the Aussies were confident. The weather forecast warned of an impending storm from the south, its likely path up the coast. Billy laughed. He’d seen the forecast, too, and was sure they’d be around North Cape and well out into the Tasman before the storm passed under their stern. He could see no sense in delaying their start if they could outrun the wind, and bid Jack and New Zealand farewell.

The storm’s progress up the coast was far more rapid than predicted, and a ponderous Erewhon, under storm rig, couldn’t outrun it. The six crew struggled valiantly with the huge sails but had nowhere near enough strength to control the yacht, so they hove to under the lee of the cliffs on the southern shore at the mouth of the Waiora River.

The seaway was massive, and the huge sails flogged violently as they rounded the south headland into the mouth of the river. The yacht was out of control as the crew fought on, and only stopped when, with a sickening crunch, the keel bit into an unmarked reef, ripping off the hull. The men were thrown into the water, and all six perished in the foaming cauldron, their bodies later washed up on the beach at the north side of the river mouth.

Billy, who had been at the helm, managed to stay with the yacht by hanging onto the huge steering wheel as the keel-less hulk rolled onto her side. The huge yacht never went completely upside down, as the mast prevented that by digging into the sand.

As the storm continued to lash the semi-submerged hulk, the mast finally snapped, punching a hole in the side of the hull. Fortunately, by this time, the hull had been driven up onto the northern side of the river mouth and was left there as the storm abated. Billy managed to scramble ashore, where he collapsed from exhaustion and was found two days later by a couple of young Maori boys who had ventured down to the river mouth to see what had been washed up in the storm.

To their surprise, they found Billy in a state of delirium, trying to dig graves for his six dead companions, so they took him back to the marae.

It took the kaumatua three days to settle Billy down enough to find out that he was the owner of Erewhon, and had been taking her back to Australia. The six men, later buried in unmarked graves by the river, were the sum total of the crew.

When asked what he was going to do with the hulk, he threw his hands up in the air and said that if the iwi wanted it, it was theirs.

The kaumatua graciously accepted the gift, but their tohunga immediately placed a tapu on it, out of respect for the sailors who had lost their lives. The kaumatua organised for the hull to be pulled up off the beach and stored until the tapu was lifted.

Having been embroiled for some time in a land dispute with the Government, the tribe was in no mood to let the authorities know about their windfall. When Billy disappeared one morning and was never heard from again, they decided to plant a screen of trees between the hull and the shoreline to divert prying eyes.

Some weeks later, Erewhon’s broken mast and sails were washed ashore at Spirits Bay. On inspection of the remains, it was assumed that she had been lost at sea with all hands. The iwi had no inclination to ruin a good story, and went about their business.







6

Dad sat up in his recliner, his part of the story now complete. He looked at Mic. ‘There’s a bit more to the story,’ she said, looking at the glowing embers.

‘Now how did I guess that?’ Dad replied, throwing on another log.

Mic took a sip of her nearly empty glass. Dad reached over and topped it up.

She cleared her throat. ‘Your story was very accurate, except for one thing.’

Dad nodded.

‘Mercedes survived. The story given to me by my grandfather, Rei, was different. Nana wasn’t sure what happened, because she had blacked out, but it seems that when the weighted rope hit the bottom, the tension came off her leg and she floated free. If it hadn’t been for the strong current, she would have floated straight to the surface and into the arms of Toby, but the underwater rip-tide dragged her out into the bay and around the point.’

Unaware that Erewhon was in the next bay, Rei was out in his punt, retrieving his long-line. He was in his mid-twenties, working on Great Barrier Island with a logging team who had felled the last of the giant kauri. Offside with the law and his own whanau, Rei was in no hurry to return to the mainland when the logging team pulled out. He remained in one of the huts they had built. He’d been on his own for some time, living off the land and the kai moana.

That morning, as Rei hauled on his line, the peace was broken by a sound he knew only too well. Without even looking, he called over his shoulder, ‘Get your own bloody fish, you lazy bugger!’ The jabbering came from Tangle, a dolphin that had befriended him after he had untangled it from the remains of a fishing line some months before. Tangle always came around when Rei was pulling in the long-line. Even though he knew Tangle could catch his own meals, Rei enjoyed his company and always gave him a fish.

That morning Tangle seemed more boisterous than usual. When Rei finally turned around to see what all the noise was about, he noticed the dolphin was pushing what looked like a pile of seaweed. ‘What the hell you got there, eh fella?’ he called, as Tangle nudged the mass closer. When a hand broke the surface of the water, Rei’s heart jumped a couple of beats.

He reached out, grasped the limp arm, and dragged a woman over the side of the punt, laying her on the floorboards. Tangle did a tail-dance into the bay and disappeared out to sea.

Rei’s mind was racing. What was he going to do? He was in enough trouble with the law already. He couldn’t take this person to anyone who might help. He grabbed her cold arm and felt for a pulse. Nothing. He pressed his ear to her chest. Still nothing. By her body temperature he knew she must have been in the water a while, but not long enough for him to believe she was past help. He stretched her out and began artificial respiration. It was the only class at school he’d bothered to pay attention to, and at that moment he was glad he’d listened.

Rei pumped hard at Mercedes’ chest, but there was no sign of life. ‘Breathe, damn you, breathe!’ he yelled. He thrust his ear to her chest again. He listened hard. He thought he could detect the faintest of thumps. He resumed pumping at her chest. ‘Breathe, for God’s sake!’ he screamed. Mercedes’ lips suddenly turned white, and on Rei’s next pump she fountained a lungful of water up into the air. She started to cough and vomited up more water. Rei let out a whoop and dived forward. He grabbed some sacks and propped her up against the rear seat. Mercedes didn’t look well at all as he leaped into the centre seat and grabbed the oars. Rowing for his life, Rei willed the shore closer. He knew he had to get her somewhere where he could warm her blue body. The hut and the open fire were her only hope, and he pulled hard on the oars.

Rei rowed the punt straight up onto the beach and leaped out. He reached back into the boat and scooped the limp body into his arms. Mercedes’ breathing was laboured and sporadic as he ran the short distance to his rough hut. Kicking the door open, he found the bed in the gloom and laid her down. He took two strides to the nearly dead open fire and threw on some logs. It wasn’t cold, but he knew that if he didn’t get her body temperature up she would die.

Next, he needed to get her out of her wet clothes, so he hunted for something to dress her in, tipping his clothes sack on to the floor and grabbing an old bush shirt. She was shivering violently as he slipped the shirt over her head and rested her back on the rough bed.

She continued to shiver. He’d seen this before when his mates had succumbed to hypothermia—or ‘the shivers’, as he knew it—and he knew that there was only one thing he could do. He rounded up as many blankets as he could, threw them on top of her and climbed in beside her.

Four hours passed before colour returned to what Rei could now see was a beautiful young face. She’d stopped shivering, but remained unconscious, and he became increasingly concerned as he listened to her laboured breathing.

He decided to watch her through the night, and if she hadn’t woken by morning he’d seek help from Gladys on the other side of the island.

When morning broke, Rei hadn’t slept, keeping vigil all night. Mercedes’ temperature had risen to a point where she broke out into a sweat, but she was still unconscious and Rei knew he needed help urgently. Placing a cool, damp towel on her forehead, he bolted up the track in the direction of Gladys’s house.

Gladys was the only person on the island with medical experience. She and her husband had retired to what they had hoped would be a quiet life. But life on the island was anything but quiet, as her nursing skills, learned on the front line during the First World War, were called upon regularly to patch up loggers and fishermen who’d sustained injuries as they tried to extract a living from a very unforgiving environment.

Rei bashed his way along the narrow, dew-wet track. Gladys turned from her garden to see him approaching with a look of terror on his face. Despite his gasps, she gathered the gist of what Rei was saying and was soon off along the track with her medical kit in hand.

Back at the hut, she ran her trained eyes over the feverish young woman and knew that she had to get her temperature down. She barked instructions at Rei, as she worked with her meagre medical supplies. He was sent out into the bush to gather certain roots and herbs from which she mixed up potions in a frenzied battle to save the young woman. Fortyeight hours passed before they could relax. Mercedes was still unconscious, but was breathing more freely.

Rei, who by now hadn’t slept for three days, crashed on one of the other beds while Gladys remained on vigil. He eventually awoke to find the young woman propped up and sipping water from his old tin mug.

‘Glad to see you. Here, you can take over. I need a rest,’ said Gladys as she handed him the mug.

Rei looked at the girl, who was awake but still not strong enough to speak.

Gladys lay down and was instantly sleeping. Unsure how long he’d been asleep, Rei marvelled at the old woman’s staying power.

He turned his attention to the young one. She looked frightened, so he gently stroked her brow to ease her fear.

Days went by as Rei and Gladys nursed Mercedes to a point where she could sit up. She never spoke in all that time, until one afternoon, when Rei was out retrieving his long-line, she said ‘Thank you’ to Gladys.

Gladys smiled with relief. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.

Tears welled up in the girl’s eyes. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘Where am I?’

Gladys hugged her. ‘Don’t worry, your memory will come back. Just rest and get strong.’

Gladys went outside and found Rei beaching the punt. She told him the news.

‘How do we let anyone know where she is if she doesn’t know who she is?’ Rei asked.

‘She’ll remember in time. Right now she just needs to rest and recover. Some of that fish will help. Brain food, you know.’

That night Gladys went home to her husband, who over the years had become quite used to her disappearing for days on end. She crossed the island regularly to check on her patient, each time bringing clothes she’d long since grown out of and clean sheets for the rough bed. But the girl’s memory did not return.

Rei decided she must have fallen from an outbound steamer and the loss hadn’t been reported to the New Zealand authorities.

Mercedes, for her part, was grateful to Gladys for the gifts of clothes, especially the hairbrush and soap, but confused by her lack of memory. Despite this, she wasn’t unhappy. The isolated life suited her confused mental state, and Rei looked after her very well. He enjoyed the situation and, convinced that the authorities would still like to get their hands on him, wasn’t about to head back to the mainland.

As time went by, the two grew closer together, and Mercedes, or Hine, as Rei had named her, fell for the man who had saved her life. Over the next two months, they were hardly apart. They made love in the hut, on the beach under the stars, and in the surf, not caring who might see them.

One morning, Rei awoke to find himself alone. He got up and looked through the tiny window that faced the bay. Rubbing the dust off the pane, he saw Hine on her hands and knees, vomiting on the beach.

He raced out to her, but she waved him away. ‘It’s nothing,’ she called back. ‘Go and get some breakfast.’

After the same thing had happened the following two mornings, Rei led Hine across the island to see Gladys.

Gladys took one look at Hine and burst into laughter. ‘How does it feel to be a father-to-be?’ she asked Rei.

Rei was dumbstruck for a minute, then turned and looked at Hine.

‘I had my suspicions,’ she replied, with a wry smile.

Months went by and Hine grew. Rei fussed over her, and Gladys supplied her with looser garments and nourishing food, keeping a close eye on her progress.

One morning Rei found Hine sitting on a log on the beach. Tears were flowing down her cheeks.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked gently.

‘I know who I am, Rei,’ she said, throwing her arms around his neck.

‘You’re Hine, my wife, and mother of our child.’

‘No, Rei, I’m Mercedes McAlister, only daughter of Murdoch McAlister, a retired tea-planter from Scotland, who now lives in Auckland.’

Rei took a pace back and stared at her.

Mercedes broke down and told him everything she could remember. As the words and the tears flowed, Rei became more worried. He put his arms around her and rocked her into silence.

‘Where to from here?’ he finally asked.

‘As soon as I’ve had the baby, I need to find my father—he must have been devastated—but right now you’d better go and get Gladys,’ she said, clutching her belly.

Rei felt a chill go through him. The baby wasn’t due for weeks.

Thirty hours passed as Gladys worked on Hine. She was of the old school, and Rei had to wait outside the hut, only allowed to the door when Gladys needed something.

Finally, she called him in. The hut was a mess, bloody sheets all over the floor. Gladys handed Rei a tiny bundle with a newborn face poking out, then turned and pulled a sheet over Hine’s head, tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘She put up a brave fight. I did my best, but I couldn’t save her.’

Rei stood rigid, the baby in his arms.

‘What happened?’ he finally asked.

‘I’m not sure, but Hine told me her mother died giving birth to her.’

Rei sobbed and held his little daughter tighter as the enormity of the situation sank in. His thoughts ran wild, but he knew the most important thing at that moment was the little bundle in his arms.

Gladys and her husband gave Rei the support he needed over the next few weeks, but he knew he couldn’t depend on them for ever. He had to get back to the mainland and his whanau. His old problems with them paled to insignificance compared with raising his little girl.

Mic sipped the last of her wine. ‘Rei went home to the whanau and, with his mother’s help, raised the little girl he also named Hine. She was my mother, but it wasn’t till just before his death that Grandad Rei told me about my Nana Mercedes. By the time he’d cleared up his issues with the law, it was too late: Murdoch McAlister had gone to his grave believing that Mercedes had died that day.’
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Well,’ said Dad as he stood up, trying to piece the bits of the puzzle together in his mind. ‘You’ve certainly filled in a few gaps.’ He leaned forward and kissed Mic on the forehead. ‘Do you mind us getting involved with Erewhon?’

‘Not if I can be involved, too,’ Mic replied.

Dad reached down and lifted her from her chair in an enormous bear hug. ‘Welcome aboard!’

He finally put her down. ‘We’d better get some shut-eye—it’s keel-finding at sun-up.’ None of us needed convincing, and we disappeared to our sleeping bags.

The dawn chorus seemed louder than usual as the aroma of freshly brewed coffee drifted under the awning. I rolled out of my bed and ambled out into the cool morning light. The sunrise was spectacular, and Mic had breakfast humming.

‘Didn’t mean to wake you quite yet,’ she called.

‘Wasn’t you, it was the smell of that coffee,’ I replied.

I sat down to toast and cornflakes.

‘Sorry I can’t do better than that—the bacon and eggs have run out.’

‘Don’t worry, they’re bringing fresh supplies on the barge.’

When Matt, Mum and Dad joined us, we all sat around to work out our strategy for the day.

‘Any more coffee in that bloody pot?’ boomed a voice from behind us.

‘Fatman!’ Dad roared.

‘You bet your life, Bollocks. What’s for breakfast?’

‘Nothing for you. We’re having coffee and cornflakes,’ Dad replied, with a grin.

‘Then you won’t be needing these,’ said Hepi, tipping a bucket of mussels into the billy and lighting the barbie. ‘I’ll have to eat them all myself.’

‘What the hell are you doing here today?’ Dad asked.

‘Me mate at Ocean Tow decided to combine two jobs together, so we delivered a couple of trucks on the way up and came on here. Lenny thought we were going to have trouble getting the trucks off at Great Barrier and we might need to stay for high tide, but we managed to drive them off last night. We moseyed on up the coast, got here at about four, and drifted in on the tide. The barge is beached, with the loading ramp nicely tucked under the bow of that pile of firewood you’ve got over there—’ Hepi suddenly noticed there was an extra person listening.

‘Let me introduce Mic,’ Mum said, as she saw Hepi eyeing Mic up and down. He smiled and nodded at her.

‘What’s the score, Bollocks?’

‘Well, Fatman, seeing you’re here early, we’ll go and have a look at how we can get our lady loaded onto the barge. We still have to get the old keel off the bottom. Maybe we could use the barge as a dive platform—what d’you reckon?’

‘Sounds good to me.’ Hepi dragged the steaming billy off the barbecue and began shelling the mussels.

‘Who’s on the barge?’ Dad asked.

‘Just Looney Lenny and Matilda, but they’ve gone below to get some kip. He’s been awake all night.’

Mic, Matt, Mum and I grabbed our towels and wandered down to the riverbank for an early morning swim, while Hepi and Dad sat at the table, close to the billy. Hepi grabbed a bowl, filled it with cornflakes, and threw a handful of the shelled mussels on top. He reached out for a spoon, wiped it on his pants, and hoed into his breakfast. Between mouthfuls, he beckoned Dad towards the billy, spluttering, ‘Help yourself!’

Dad had decided that the best idea was to load the yacht onto the barge first. Then, if time permitted, we’d head out and look for the keel.

The barge was nicely placed under Erewhon’s bow. The bow ramp was down, and we were eager to get her aboard. Because of the angle of the riverbank, the ramp didn’t touch the ground, presenting us with our first problem. The second problem was that the deck of the barge was 100 feet long and Erewhon was 135 feet.

Hepi climbed on board the barge and banged on the cabin door. ‘Come on, Looney!’ he bellowed.

‘Drop dead, you fuckin’ fat bastard!’ came a reply from deep within the bowels of the cabin.

‘Pieces of eight, pieces of eight, fuckin’ fat bastard!’ came a second, squeaky voice.

‘Ol’ Looney’s not an early riser,’ laughed Hepi, as he came back to the bow, ‘and, man, does that cabin smell bad!’

The stringy silhouette of a tall, unshaven man appeared in the cabin doorway. ‘What’s all this fuckin’ commotion?’ he muttered, screwing up his eyes as they adjusted to the light. Dressed in jeans and a tatty seaman’s jumper stood an unkempt streak of a man. His clothes appeared to have been slept in for a month, and he had a parrot sitting on his shoulder.

Hepi beamed. ‘I’d like you all to meet Looney Lenny, the best bargie in the business, and Matilda.’

Looney grunted in our direction, then ambled down to the barge to inspect his next cargo. ‘Big fucker, isn’t she!’ he proclaimed, rubbing his bleary eyes.

‘Big fucker, big fucker!’ squawked Matilda.

‘What the fuck are you going to do with her?’

‘We’re going to restore her!’ said Dad.

‘What about that?’ Lenny pointed to the giant hole. ‘It might let some fuckin’ water in.’

‘Oh, we’ll bog her up a bit,’ replied Dad sarcastically.

‘You’ll need a fuckin’ concrete mixer to stir up the bog for that bastard!’

I looked around for Mic, but she’d disappeared. By now, Looney was on shore, inspecting the load.

‘How much do you reckon this fucker weighs?’

‘About fifty tons without the keel,’ Dad replied.

‘Shit—yer fuckin’ joking!’

‘No, fully rigged she was around ninety tons displacement. There’s another forty-odd tons of lead out in the bay we have to pick up too!’

‘Now you are fuckin’ joking!’

‘Do I look like I’m joking?’

‘Fuck!’ Looney scratched his head and continued his survey of the hull.

‘Fuck!’ squawked Matilda from her new position on the bow-rail. She only left Looney’s shoulder to eat or when he stepped ashore, and she never left the comparative safety of the barge. This probably went a long way to explaining her understanding of the English language.

‘Shud-up, you fuckin’ bird brain!’ Looney screamed at her. ‘I’ll screw yah neck!’ Matilda went silent instantly, but continued to strut back and forth along the bow-rail.

‘Reckon we’ll wait till the tide comes back in and lifts the bum off the bottom before we try loading that thing,’ he said. ‘We’ll get the ramp down and continue yer fuckin’ wooden road out to it while we wait.’

The tide slowly started to lift the barge stern as it crept into the river mouth, and the cargo deck began to level. We toiled under the warm morning sun, struggling against time to get the heavy planks in place. Matilda watched intently, offering foul-mouthed advice. Hepi, pouring sweat from every pore, was the first to stop, and took a ribbing from Dad, but was saved when Mum and Mic arrived with morning tea. Matt and I dropped the last plank in place and joined the others.

‘I could murder a fuckin’ cuppa,’ announced Looney, without introduction, looking straight at Mum.

‘You must be Lenny?’ she replied, with a smile.

‘That’s right, missus, but everyone calls me fuckin’ Looney!’

‘Fuckin’ Looney, fuckin’ Looney!’ Matilda squawked.

‘Shud-up, bird brain!’

Matilda again went silent.

Mic appeared as Looney was about to continue the conversation. ‘Hello,’ she said, handing him a cup of tea. ‘Jim tells me you’re going to transport Erewhon back to Auckland.’

‘Yep,’ grunted Looney, and then wandered off along the riverbank with Hepi. The tide continued to lift the barge stern as they drained their mugs and headed back, looking for a refill. ‘We’d better lash this tub to those fuckin’ trees,’ announced Looney. ‘We don’t want to float away with your pile of firewood halfway on board!’

As we made the barge fast to the closest trees, Looney and Hepi laid out the winch cable and attached it to the front bogie. I positioned Aggie at Erewhon’s stern and attached her winch cable to a bridle from the rear bogies.

All was ready, and we waited for the tide to lift her.

Despite his bleary-eyed demeanour and scruffy appearance, Looney seemed to throw a switch when the loading started. Matilda knew the signs and, without another sound, flew to her perch high on top of the wheelhouse. Looney manned the winch in front of the wheelhouse, and from this position could oversee the whole operation, firing orders like a machine-gun as Erewhon began her slow creep on board.

Dad had hold of the steering tiller on the front bogie and, with Hepi’s help, guided the rig. I was on Aggie and slowly paid out the winch cable to provide brakes if necessary. Matt positioned himself on the upturned hull, to relay messages between Looney and me, and Mum and Mic found a safe position on shore.

Looney bellowed that he was about to start winching. I eased the tension on Aggie’s cable, and Looney applied power. The front bogie started to climb onto the first plank, but it was unable to take the weight and cracked. Looney eased the winch, and Matt signalled for me to pull her.

‘Put some decent timber under the bastard!’ Looney yelled in disgust, and Hepi and Dad beefed up the ramp with more planks. ‘OK!’ Dad yelled.

‘It better be,’ replied Looney. ‘That tide ain’t gonna stay in all fuckin’ day!’ Without a word, Hepi and Dad retook their position at the steering tiller and nodded to Looney. Matt gave me the signal, and I eased the winch wire.

Looney’s wire sang as it took the strain again, and the bogie started to climb the ramp. Progress was slow and cautious as Looney eased Erewhon onto the steel ramp.

‘Hold her back!’ he yelled, and Matt relayed the message. I took up the slack, and the wheels gently rolled down onto the deck.

‘Fuckin’ great, young fella,’ Looney called above the roar of the engines. I took that as high praise. ‘Start aiming the bow over the stern on the starboard quarter,’ he continued, as Hepi and Dad pulled hard on the steering tiller. ‘Fuckin’ great—let her run!’

Matt yelled the order while clinging tight to the keel stub. I was watching the rear bogies and warned him they were about to mount the ramp. Looney slowed his winch again. As the wheels climbed, he applied the pressure once more. The winch motor groaned. ‘Shit, she’s a heavy bitch!’ he exclaimed.

As the rear bogies began to drop, I applied the tension again, and the wheels stepped lightly onto the deck. As Erewhon moved along the barge, the stern began to sink lower into the water. Even though she was upside down and had a large battle scar on her forward quarter, Erewhon was once again water-borne. It was going to be a while before she could float unaided, but I knew that, one day soon, she would. I eased the wire out as Looney continued to yell orders.

‘That’ll fuckin’ do!’ Looney yelled, raising his gnarled right hand with the authority of a traffic cop.

I applied the brake and shut Aggie down, while Looney did the same to the winch engine. ‘That’s enough of that fuckin’ racket,’ he pronounced, and the river mouth took on a strange, eerie silence. The quiet seemed to last for some time, as we all held our breath, not wanting to spoil the moment—a fitting tribute to the end of another chapter in Erewhon’s life. The birds were the first to make a sound, and Looney was next. ‘Right!’ he yelled. ‘You lot can fuck off while I tie this bastard down.’

‘Do you want some help?’ I asked.

‘Nope! I always lash me own cargo on. Then I know the fuckin’ stuff will stay on board. Just leave the wire from the dozer hooked up.’

We left him to it.

Mic had breakfast under way as we rose, bleary-eyed, to yet another clear morning. ‘It’s going to blow seven bells later today,’ she announced.

‘How do you know that?’

‘See how the island out there is suspended above the water by a black line? That means it’s going to blow for about a week from the north.’

I hadn’t heard a forecast for about a week, but it looked pretty calm to me.

Looney wandered up the track and stood scratching himself as he stared out to sea. ‘How long d’ya reckon it’s goin’ to take to get that fuckin’ lump of lead off the bottom?’

‘Not sure,’ I replied. ‘Why?’

‘Cause I want to get away from this fuckin’ lee shore before that blow comes,’ he replied, nodding towards the still-calm ocean.

‘Mic said it was going to blow. How can you tell?’

‘Thirty years on this fuckin’ coast is how I tell, laddy! It’ll be blowin’ its arse off by seventeen hundred. I need to be five miles off the coast by then or I’ll have to run up the river till it fuckin’ blows over. Now where’s that fuckin’ keel?’

‘I’m not sure, but Mic knows.’

‘Bloody great—hide and fuckin’ seek while a storm’s brewing!’

Matt arrived, and we raced off to get the dive gear while Mic disappeared into the bush to fetch hers. I coupled her large bottle to the compressor and filled it.

‘That’s a big one. I haven’t seen any like that before.’

‘My boss bought it for me when I was working in the Caribbean. It’s great, gives me a lot more bottom time.’

Back at the barge Looney had the engine running, and as we scrambled on board I looked out to sea. It was still flat calm, and only Looney’s urgency gave any hint of the trouble that was brewing.

Mum, Dad and Hepi joined us. Looney hoisted the ramp, engaged the winch on the stern anchor, and hauled the barge into midstream.

‘Where are we fuckin’ going?’ Looney called above the roar of the engines.

‘I’ll show you,’ replied Mic, as she walked towards the cabin door.

Looney threw the throttles open, and the twin Gray Marines roared. Mic half-stumbled, half-ran down the deck as the barge leaped forward.

‘What’s biting the Looney One?’ asked Hepi.

‘I don’t want to be caught on a lee shore with this pile of firewood acting like a fuckin’ mainsail. My safest bet is to be about ten miles out when it hits! If I’ve got to run up the river, I’ll be stuck there for a fuckin’ week while it passes through.’

Mic directed Looney out of the river mouth and into the bay. Within a few minutes, she called to Looney to slow down and moved away from the cabin door to sight her line-up points. ‘Stop!’ she called. ‘Stop.’

Looney closed the throttles and the barge rapidly slowed.

‘This is the spot—we’re right over it.’

Looney hit a switch, and the bow anchor rattled over the side. Mic walked to the rail and peered down, ‘There it is!’

Matt and I raced to her side. ‘Where?’ I asked. All I could see were rocks and seaweed.

‘There!’ she yelled, pointing to an area just beside the cloud of sand the anchor had stirred up as it hit the bottom. I could see only a large flat rock covered in seaweed. I suddenly realised I was looking at the huge keel.

‘How do you think you’re gonna get that fuckin’ thing off the bottom?’ quizzed Looney, as he peered over the rail and realised the size of the quarry.

‘Didn’t say it was going to be easy,’ said Dad. ‘What’s your winch capacity, Looney?’

He sucked through his teeth. ‘She’s got a thirty-ton rating, and I reckon she’ll do another five.’

‘Thirty-five max. We need at least forty. What do you reckon, Hepi?’

Hepi was still leaning on the rail looking down into the water, when a smile came over his face. ‘Don’t know, Bollocks, but even if you get that bastard off the bottom, there’s no way you’re gonna get it over the bow and onto the deck. I think we need another plan.’

The barge went silent.

‘Pieces of fuckin’ eight! Pieces of fuckin’ eight!’ squawked Matilda from the cabin top. ‘Shud-up, bird-brain!’ Looney bellowed, and the bird fell silent.

Hepi suddenly stood bolt upright and drew in a noisy breath. ‘If we can’t get the bastard onto the barge, why don’t we float it to shore, load it onto Bertha, and take it home by road? Bertha can handle forty ton at a pinch, and we could put the planks and gear she would have carried on the barge.’

‘Great!’ announced Looney. ‘Just two holes in your plan—that lump of scrap down there don’t fuckin’ float, and that blow is getting fuckin’ closer!’

‘You’ve been out in the sun too long, you dopey honky, we just need to think this one through a bit more,’ snapped Hepi. ‘Your winch will pull thirty-five ton?’

‘At a fuckin’ push.’

‘I reckon we could get the other five by flooding those fuel drums and lashing them to the keel. Once they’re in place, we blow them full of air and, hey presto, combined with the winch, we’ll get the bastard to the surface. Once we’ve done that, we’ll float her into the river, beach her on the high tide, and wait for the tide to go out.’

‘But what about me fuel drums? They’ll be fucked with the salt water.’

‘Stop bleating. We’ve got fifty clean drums back at the yard—you can have all of them if you like!’

‘What about the fuckin’ weather?’

At this point Dad chimed in. ‘If the weather turns as bad as you say it’s going to, just run her up the river as far as you think is necessary, and I’ll pay for the days you sit there!’

Looney relaxed a little. ‘It’ll cost!’

‘I have no doubt,’ retorted Dad. ‘Now that we’ve got that sorted, let’s give Fatman’s idea a blast.’

Matt, Mic and I were quickly ready to go over the side. Looney lowered the bow-ramp until it was just under the surface and, fully rigged, we slid off.

The descent was easy, and we landed on top of the keel. It had been some time since we’d dived, and it took a little while to get comfortable. In the meantime, Mic darted around, obviously a very accomplished diver.

The first thing that struck me was the size of the keel. From the surface it had looked big, but up close it was huge. I circled its perimeter, peering through the attached kelp for places to secure the lifting strops. Sand had built up around it, which was going to make our task harder. I swam to where the top of the keel should have been and tried to sweep the sand away. Matt joined me, and we created a sandstorm as we dug with gloved hands. Finally, through the murk, my hand struck what I had been looking for. I reached out and tapped Matt on the shoulder, then guided his hand to the remains of one of the keel bolts and signalled OK. We sat still to let the sand settle, and as visibility was restored Mic swam into view.

Knowing our limitations, I thought it would be best if Mic returned to the surface and organised the lowering of the winch cable. With a series of hand gestures, we sent her the message, and she took off for the barge.

I signalled to Matt, and we moved along the keel to see if we could find another bolt. Because this end of the keel was buried even deeper, we were engulfed in a still denser cloud. Our efforts were in vain, and we withdrew to let the sand settle.

I lay back and looked up at the barge. Suddenly, a chain followed by two beautiful legs broke the surface and slowly descended as Mic rode it to the bottom, guiding it straight to the bolt stub. Matt and I grabbed the chain as Mic unwrapped herself.

With the chain in place, we slowly ascended. I looked around as we broke through and couldn’t help but notice darkening clouds out to sea. Overhead, the sky was still clear as we swam to the ramp. Looney lowered it and, when the three of us were sitting on the lip, hoisted us clear of the water.

Hepi and Dad had been watching from the rail, eager to hear our report. Looney came over too. Even though he’d probably be running up-river to get away from the storm, he was still keen to know how long we thought it was going to take to secure the load. He didn’t want to be caught with forty tons of lead swinging under the bow and fifty tons of inverted keeler on the deck.

‘Sand is a problem,’ I said. ‘I think we’ll have to winch the top clear of the seabed so we can pass a strop around the lower bulb. There’s too much sand to burrow through.’

I grabbed my dive table and worked out that we needed a half-hour break before we went back down. In the meantime, we decided to flood Looney’s drums and send them to the bottom. He had six, and we hoped they would be enough. Looney had a compressor on one engine and enough hose to go from one end of the barge to the other. We needed to secure the drums to the keel bulb, and were pondering the problem when Looney disappeared, returning with a cargo net, which he tossed down on the deck.

‘Roll me fuckin’ drums into that and tie a noose round the neck of yer fuckin’ scrap iron with one of these fuckers, and yer problem’s solved,’ he said, stooping to pick up a spare strop.

‘Let’s get on with it.’ Dad laid one of the drums on its side and rolled it to the bow-ramp. As each drum was lowered off the bow-ramp and flooded, it produced a small brightly coloured oil slick. As the drums descended, the incoming tide pushed them away from the keel, but not too far.

Once we were geared up with fresh tanks, Matt and I sat on the ramp, put our fins on, and rehearsed what we had to do. When I was happy, I yelled to Looney, ‘Let’s do it!’ He handed me the end of the air-hose with a short length of rope. ‘Tie this fucker to ya or it’ll want to float away.’

I nodded. The air gun on the end of the hose wasn’t completely airtight, and as we disappeared under the water it hissed and bubbled. Hepi and Dad carried the net up to the bow and tossed it over.

Matt signalled that he was ready. Once we were on the bottom, we spread the net out close to the keel, in a cloud of sand. The drums stuck fast when we tried to move them, but a quick squirt of air floated them free, and Matt and I guided them into position.

We gathered the ends of the net together when all the drums were in place, and I tied it off.

Step one complete, I checked my watch and air gauge. Looney was readying the winch and on Hepi’s signal took up the strain. I heard the thump of the engine and went back to fill the drums with air.

The drums clanged together as the more buoyant ones fought to escape the net. I signalled the lift, and the strain went on as we heard the pulse of the engine. Pressure waves shot out from the cable. Matt and I backed away to a safe distance.

‘The fucker’s sucking like a stingray!’ Looney yelled. The winch wire screamed as the barge rose in the stern and pivoted on the cable. Slowly the top of the keel began to stir and gradually rise. The cable begged for mercy, but as the sand cloud cleared, we could see under the keel. I signalled a halt, and Matt and I swam forward with the end of the strop to pass under the keel. We knew we had to be quick, as Looney would be able to hold it only briefly. Matt swam across the keel to the opposite side, and I pushed the loop of the strop through to him as Looney struggled to keep the keel from rising and falling. Sand swished up and clouded our vision and, despite Matt reaching arm’s length under the keel, he couldn’t retrieve the other end of the strop.

Hepi and Dad realised we were having trouble. They looked around the deck until Hepi eyed a boat hook. He tied a weight to it and dropped it over the side. His aim was spot-on, and the hook landed within a metre of Matt’s outstretched arm. In a sweeping movement, he quickly retrieved the end of the strop. He swam the end over to me, and we joined it to complete the loop.

We still had about ten minutes’ bottom time left, but I was more worried about the amount of air remaining. I tried to slow my breathing rate down as Matt showed me his gauges; he had about the same amount. Time was critical as we hooked the strop to the net and started to blow out the ballast water. There was a small hole at the top of each drum and a larger one at the bottom; I squeezed as hard as I could on the air gun to force air in and oily water out. As each drum filled, it took off for the surface, and we re-inserted the bungs. Matt was now watching his gauge closely as he worked, and I could tell he was getting worried. I still had time left when he signalled that he was heading for the surface. I pulled harder on the trigger in an effort to speed up the filling of the last drum, but the compressor was working overtime, and the bulb end of the keel was still firmly attached to the seabed.

I was breathing harder as I tried to extract another few seconds to fill the drum. I looked at my gauge—it was registering zero. I was trying to extract another lungful of air from the tank, knowing I was a long way from my next breath, when I got a tap on my shoulder.

Mic was beside me. I grabbed her spare mouthpiece and sucked hard, as she signalled for me to surface.

I pointed to the drums and the bubbling airline. She nodded, and I took another gulp of air from her bottle and headed for the surface. I broke into the air and sucked in as hard as I could. I slipped my snorkel into my mouth and lay face-down in the water. Mic was still on the seabed, filling the last drum.

Suddenly the bulb moved. I raised my head and bellowed to start the winch. Looney leaped for the controls, cranked up the throttle, and let go the brake. Renewed shock waves shook from the cable as the keel started to climb.

‘Fuck, it’s a heavy son of a bitch!’ he yelled.

Hepi and Dad backed away from the cable and continued to watch over the rail. ‘She’s coming, she’s coming!’ Hepi yelled.

Mic had moved away as a cloud of sand billowed forth and was heading in my direction. As she burst through the surface, she lifted her mask. ‘We did it!’

I scanned the horizon and saw that the dark clouds were even closer. The wind was strengthening from the north, and the barge was beginning to rise and fall. The winch motor groaned as the grey, seaweed-encrusted slab came closer to the surface. The first drum emerged as the winch-wire end of the keel came to the surface and felt air for the first time in over thirty-five years.

Looney slammed on the brake and closed the throttle, and an eerie calm engulfed us for a few seconds. ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here!’ he yelled, as he locked the cable brake. ‘We’re about to get hammered!’ He swung into the wheelhouse and kicked the second engine back into life.

‘Reckon we’ve got about five fuckin’ minutes to get through that surf-line and into the river before it’s too late!’ he yelled, pointing the barge for shore.

The drums and keel slammed into the bow as the barge surged forward. Looney fought with the steering as the keel tried to steer the ship. ‘Just what I need, forty ton of scrap hanging between me fuckin’ legs when I’m trying to make a run for it!’

The barge weaved and ducked as Looney applied the pressure. The surf from the swell had built rapidly. Hepi looked at Dad and smiled. ‘You’re about to see why this bastard does all our barge work!’

The stern was now being lifted by the sea, adding to Looney’s steering problems when the rudder and props broke clear. Beads of perspiration broke out on his forehead as he swung the wheel back and forth. ‘Fuuuuck!’ he exclaimed, as the stern rose high out of the water and the engines screamed. With the keel and drums acting like a sea anchor, the barge and its cargo slewed side-on to the sea. Looney was tossed against the wheelhouse door and the wheel ripped from his hands. The barge, with Erewhon acting like a giant sail, rolled to about forty-five degrees, and the hull groaned as the load went on the tie-down straps. We hung there for some seconds, but slowly things settled back down and Looney retook control. He spun the wheel to port and threw the port engine astern. The starboard engine was still going ahead, and bit. As its prop disappeared under the water, the barge was now facing out to sea as the stern swung around. Looney then hauled back on the starboard gear lever, and we were heading full astern up the river as the next swell bounced off the bow-ramp and, apart from the spray, passed by without fuss.

We all started breathing again, but still Looney was saying nothing. Slowly the barge backed into calmer waters and, as we neared the shore, Looney turned the bow towards the riverbank. The wind was now piping as he drove the keel onto the soft sand.

‘Get that fuckin’ cable unchained!’ he barked. ‘Thought we were goners then,’ he added.

Matt and I, still in our wetsuits, dived over the side and managed to release the cable in the neck-deep water. Looney immediately backed the barge off, moved along the shore, then re-beached, lowering the ramp.

‘All ashore who’s fuckin’ going ashore,’ he barked, shifting the gear levers to astern. As Mic and Mum stepped off, the barge was moving. ‘Going about a mile up-river,’ Looney bellowed over the roar of the engines, and he was gone.
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Reckon we’d better go and secure the camp,’ said Dad, concerned at the increasing wind.

Hepi nodded. ‘Might just put Aggie alongside the awning. It’s going to hoot for two or three days.’

We bundled everything we could inside the awning and lashed it down. Living was going to be cramped, but as long as the awning held together we’d stay dry. As we finished, the rain started and we dived for the caravan.

The heavens opened up, and our campsite became a lake as the river flooded its banks. We dived back under the awning and lifted everything that mattered.

Mum sat looking out the window, cup of coffee in hand, obviously concerned about the rapidly rising water. Dad tried to reassure her that, at worst, the caravan would float. She was unconvinced. Hepi told her that he’d seen the area flooded before and it never got very deep, and the area would drain once the tide turned. He produced a pack of cards, and the guys played five hundred while Mic joined Mum on the bed for a snooze. We wondered how Looney was getting on as the rain continued to lash down and the wind roared, testing our nerves.

Matt and I decided to put on our wetsuits and check around the camp. The surf on the beach was pounding as we stumbled around what used to be the open area in front of the van. The river had dumped logs and branches there, and wading through the silt-laden water was treacherous. We staggered towards the beach and the sound of the waves. It was impossible to tell where the foreshore stopped and the ocean started.

Darkness was descending. The rain hadn’t stopped but, as Hepi had predicted, the water level dropped when the tide went out. However, the next high tide might threaten us. It was going to be a long night.

At dawn, the caravan was still rocking as the wind continued to howl, and there was a pool of muddy water in the doorway. I looked out the window, and the water level had dropped, leaving a high-water mark clearly visible on the outside walls. The rain had stopped, but the wind still pounded the coast, and we were thankful for the protection of the headland.

After a makeshift breakfast, Matt and I re-donned our wetsuits to run up the river and check on Looney. The tinny was half-full of rainwater, and the outboard spluttered and hesitated before settling into its rhythm.

Progress was sluggish, and I peered ahead into the dark water, watching for the logs that were racing along with the flow, hell-bent on destroying us as they swept past.

I was surprised at how far up the river Looney had taken the barge, but when it appeared out of the murk it was obvious why. He’d tucked the vessel nicely into a back-eddy, out of the tide flow and under the lee of the surrounding cliffs.

There was no sign of him as we tied up alongside and scrambled on board. Despite the howling wind, it was strangely quiet, and there was no response when I pounded on the cabin door. I tried again, and thought I heard some strange grunts. I pulled open the heavy steel door, and we both took a step back as a foul stench rushed out to meet us.

‘Jeez!’ exclaimed Matt. ‘Do you reckon he’s died?’

I sucked in a large breath and stuck my head through the opening. My eyes struggling to adjust to the poor light, I made out two legs protruding from the bunk. I took another large gulp of air and dived down the companionway. My nostrils reeled and my stomach tried to reject my breakfast as I stumbled forwards. In the dim light, I found a torch and managed to light a gas lamp. I leaned over Looney and could see his chest rising and falling under the empty rum bottle he was still clutching. I decided he could wake up in his own time. Looking around the cabin, I found Matilda hanging upside down on her perch, fast asleep.

By the time we returned to camp, the wind was gradually decreasing and the river had returned to its banks, leaving a trail of flotsam and jetsam scattered all over the campsite, which was now a moonscape of sticky river silt.

Dad and Hepi were rolling up the awning sides as we arrived back, and when we told them about Looney’s state they decided they’d better go and look.

Up-river, Dad and Hepi clambered aboard to find Matilda perched motionless on the cabin top. She attempted to squawk, but only managed, ‘Pieces of—’

They could hear a low moaning as their eyes adjusted to the light. ‘Good sign!’ said Hepi as he stepped forward. ‘At least he’s still alive.’

Looney was still prone on the bunk, but was making an attempt to sit up. He tried to speak, but the dried vomit around his mouth prevented anything more than a vague grunt.

They got either side of him and sat him up. As they did so, Looney exhaled a lungful of stale cabin air combined with rum fumes. Without another word, they frog-marched him up the stairs and out on to the deck.

Looney grimaced in the bright sunlight. Under protest, they dragged him to the bow-ramp, tied a rope around his waist and tossed him into the swirling, cool water. Looney kicked, splashed and regaled them with his finest vernacular as the water quickly washed away the smell and vomit. When he looked clean enough, Hepi hoisted him back on deck.

Looney had by now regained full use of the power of speech and was letting Dad and Hepi know what he thought of them, their mothers and fathers, and anyone else he could lay his tongue to. Hepi disappeared into the cabin and returned a few minutes later with three steaming mugs of tea and a dry set of clothes. They all sat in the warm sun, leaning against the cabin and sipping their tea without saying anything.

‘Bit of a bender!’ said Hepi, finally breaking the silence.

‘Yeah, fuckin’ right. Never again!’

‘You say that every time, you dopey bastard!’

‘Glad to see the fuckin’ rain has stopped. How’s the wind on the outside?’

‘Dropping, but the sea is huge. You won’t get out of here before tomorrow,’ said Hepi.

‘While we’ve got a few minutes, how about loading that keel on here?’ Dad asked. ‘When you see the thing in the flesh it’s too big to load on the truck, and we’d probably be overweight anyway.’

Looney, still hazy from the rum, pondered for a few minutes. ‘Ya reckon it’ll fit flat on the deck up by the bow?’ he asked.

‘Yeah!’ Hepi chimed in.

‘How fuckin’ big did you say that surf is?’

‘Huge!’

‘And you want me to take yer lump of scrap out through that, bow-down. Who do you think I am?’

‘Surf will drop in a couple of days, you whingeing bastard!’

‘Yeah, and in two days I have to be back in Auckland for me next fuckin’ load!’

As Dad rose from the deck and walked the few paces to the wheelhouse door, Looney continued to grumble about landlubbers trying to drown him. He turned and looked at them. ‘Let’s go and have a fuckin’ look at it!’ he bellowed.

We laid planks out as Hepi started Aggie, the theory being that the combination of Looney’s winch and a shove from Aggie would see the keel safely on board. Once the planks were in place, we greased them and, with a signal from Looney, Hepi applied the pressure. Looney’s winch screamed, Aggie billowed clouds of black smoke, and the huge weight began to inch forward. Even though the keel was ten tons lighter than the hull without wheels, it proved to be much more difficult to manoeuvre, but finally it slid on board. Hepi backed off, we slid the planks out of the way, and Looney raised the ramp.

Mic, who’d been overseeing the proceedings from the safety of the riverbank, watched in silence. Dad wandered over and put his arm around her shoulder. ‘She’s on her way, girl,’ he whispered.

‘You will make her sail again, won’t you, Jim?’

‘Trust me, you and I will sail her sooner rather than later. I’m not here collecting firewood!’

Mic smiled and kissed him on the cheek.

Looney climbed onto the bow and jumped off onto the bank. ‘Let’s go and have a fuckin’ look at the river mouth,’ he announced, strutting off in the direction of the crashing ocean. The wind had dropped to zero, and an eerie calm had descended. We followed him along the now-dusty path.

The swell was mountainous. We gazed at it without uttering a sound. The ocean was stained with brown silt for about a mile out to sea, which only made the situation look even more ominous.

‘Fuck!’ proclaimed Looney. ‘Might wait till dusk and see if it drops. We’re too bow-down to tackle that stuff!’

Back at camp, there was that same strange calm. All we needed was the ocean to play its part and Erewhon would be on her way home.

‘If that fuckin’ surf dies down enough, we’ll take the old bitch out to sea tonight!’ Looney muttered. ‘I’m s’posed to be pickin’ up a load of fuckin’ cellphone towers and taking them out to Tiri in a couple of days, so I hope there’s no more hold-ups. Those Telecom jokers don’t like being fucked around! Once I’ve dropped them off, I can come back up here and pick up the rest of yer fuckin’ junk!’

‘Well, let’s hope the sea goes down quickly,’ said Dad. He returned to where we were all gathered and set the plan in motion. ‘Hepi, Jen and I will go with Erewhon. Ben, you and Matt will load what you can on the Nissan and the truck, and Looney can come back later and pick up the rest of the equipment. Do you think you’ll be able to make it back to town on your own?’

We laughed.

Mic was sitting in the background, and it took Dad a few moments to notice something was wrong. ‘What’s the matter, doll?’

She looked up at him. ‘I have nowhere to live now you’re taking Erewhon.’

Dad had assumed she was coming home with us, and it only took a few minutes for Mum to convince Mic that she was part of the family now and would be staying with us, of course, and once Erewhon was back in the water she could make her mind up where she wanted to stay.

As the day continued, we took turns to wander down to the river mouth to check the ocean. Each time someone returned, it was with a glum face. Looney, unhappy with the reports, decided to have a look himself. He stood motionless, watching the rollers rushing into the river, and didn’t move for ages.

Finally he turned. ‘She’s a fuckin’ twenty-seven/twenty-eight pattern. We can get out on fuckin’ high tide!’ he bellowed. I had to ask what a twenty-seven/twenty-eight was, as I knew nobody else had any idea what he was talking about.

‘The fuckin’ twenty-seven and twenty-eight is the spacin’ of two successive small waves in that fuckin’ mess out there, you dopey landlubbers! If you’re coming with me, you’d better get loaded. When I’m ready to go, I’ll leave whether you’re on board or not!’

Looney had been warming the engines for about half an hour when his three passengers scrambled on board. Mum looked down at the river mouth, shaking her head. Dad put his arm around her shoulder. ‘Calm down, old girl,’ he said. ‘Once we’re through that surf-line, everything will be good as gold!’

Mum looked at him and drew in a large breath. ‘Stuff Hepi!’ she said through clenched teeth.

‘I heard that!’ said a jovial voice from behind her. ‘Don’t worry, Miss Jen, the Looney One is the best!’

Looney turned the bow towards the ocean and edged off down-river, halting just inside the breaker-line. He called to Hepi that he wanted him to count the sets, so Dad and he moved to the bow as it rose and fell to the rhythm of the sea. The surf was huge, and, with the barge noticeably trimmed bow-down, it was going to be touch and go.

Mum remained beside the wheelhouse, clinging on as the bow rose again. Hepi and Dad could just see over the bow-ramp but didn’t know when to start counting.

Looney, in the meantime, fought with the controls to keep the barge head to wind. Dad went back to the bridge to consult with Looney. ‘Reckon it’s still too big?’ he asked.

Looney sucked through his teeth. ‘Let’s wait and have a look at twenty-fuckin’-seven and twenty-fuckin’-eight. I’ll let ya know when they come, and then ya can start counting!’ Looney was still fighting the controls, but never took his eye off the water. ‘If the next one is smaller, it’ll be twenty-fuckin’-seven!’ he yelled.

As if on cue, the next roller was smaller and passed under the barge without too much trouble, and it was followed by another of similar size. ‘That’s fuckin’ twenty-eight!’ he bellowed. ‘Now watch out for the next fucker. It’ll be huge.’

He was right again, as the barge lurched into the air. ‘Start fuckin’ counting!’ he bellowed. ‘That last one was number one!’

As the rollers passed under the bow, Dad raised another finger. As twenty-five went by, he drew a breath and twenty-six broke just ahead of the bow, followed by the two smaller waves.

‘Count again!’ yelled Looney, and the pair started again. There was no place here for electronic calculators or fancy computers—this was basic arithmetic. Twenty-seven and twenty-eight passed by again, as Looney backed away from the surf-line. ‘I want you to tell me when twenty-fuckin’-five is approaching, cause that’s when we fuckin’ go for it. I want to hit twenty-six as it breaks, and we’ll shoot through on the following two flat ones!’

Dad looked at Mum. She was rigid. ‘Do you reckon we’ll be all right?’ he called to Looney.

‘I wouldn’t be putting me fuckin’ barge on the line if I didn’t think we were going to come through this, ya dopey bastard. Now keep counting!’

Twenty washed under the bow, followed quickly by twentyone and twenty-two. Looney slipped the gear levers into neutral and gunned the motors; he needed to know they were going to respond the moment he called on them. The revs died back, and he re-engaged the propellers.

‘Twenty-three, twenty-four,’ Dad and Hepi bellowed from the bow. At twenty-five, Looney threw the throttles wide open, and the barge lurched forward. Twenty-six loomed ahead.

‘Fuck!’ yelled Looney, ‘I’m too fuckin’ early. Break, you fucker, break!’ The barge steamed full-bore towards the wall of water. ‘Hang on!’ he bellowed, as the bow sluggishly started to rise. Forty tons of lead slowed the response, and the huge wave loomed above the top of the bow-ramp. ‘Hang on!’ Looney screamed again, as thousands of gallons of water cascaded over the bow and picked up Hepi and Dad, tossing them along the deck under Erewhon like a couple of rag dolls. Mum screamed as they crashed and bashed their way along the deck to end up at her feet. The wall of water rushed out through the scuppers as Looney, fighting to keep control, held the throttles wide open. He knew there was no turning back and that hesitation would spell disaster. The motors screamed as the wave passed under the stern, lifting the props clear of the ocean.

As we watched from shore, we knew they were in trouble but were powerless to do anything. The stern dropped and the props bit. The barge surged forward with Looney wrestling for control. Twenty-seven and twenty-eight performed as expected, passing under the barge without any bother. Erewhon groaned as Looney turned the bow to run down the coast in the giant swell. The barge rose and fell to the ocean rhythm, and it was now time for him to take stock. A headcount revealed that everyone was still on board.

Dad was leaning against the wheelhouse, holding his forearm in obvious pain. Mum was leaning over Hepi, who was lying motionless with a large gash to his forehead. While trying to stem the blood, she checked his other vital signs.

Looney corrected the barge direction and set the autopilot, then stepped down from the wheelhouse. ‘What the fuck’s up here?’

‘Hepi’s in a bad way—he needs stitches,’ Mum said, as she whipped off her T-shirt and used it as a compress to try to stem the blood.

‘What about you?’ he said, looking at Dad.

‘I think it’s broken!’ he replied, nodding towards his arm.

‘Fuckin’ landlubbers!’ muttered Looney. ‘Just sit there. I’ll deal with him first!’

Looney disappeared into his cabin, returning with blankets and a very impressive medical kit. ‘Ya don’t find too many fuckin’ doctors when yer twenty miles off the coast—ya have to take care of yerself! Now let’s have a gander at this fuckin’ mess!’ he said, peeling back the compress. ‘He’ll definitely need fuckin’ stitches in that!’ he announced as he inspected the wound. ‘I better whack them in while he’s still out to it. Saves on the local if we do it quick.’

Mum looked doubtful, but Looney had no qualms.

‘Don’t worry, missus, Long John Clegg, me old boss, taught me all there is to know about fuckin’ doctoring. He’ll be as good as new in half an hour. While I’m getting set, ya better get him covered with one of those fuckin’ blankets, and yah fuckin’ old man too. We don’t need them goin’ into fuckin’ shock!’

Mum did as she was instructed, while Looney delved around in his kit. He put on some sterile gloves and unpacked the needle and thread. He sterilised Hepi’s wound and, with the finesse of a surgeon, inserted six tiny stitches into Hepi’s forehead, neatly pulling the skin back together.

Mum was intrigued. ‘They’re unusual stitches.’

‘Yeah, old Long John always reckoned doctors should learn their craft from sail-makers—they’d be neater at their job! Well, that’ll fuckin’ do,’ he continued, as he applied a clean dressing. ‘He’ll have a king-size headache, but apart from that he should be fine.’

Mum checked Hepi’s vital signs and, as Looney had predicted, he appeared to be OK. Even though it was a warm evening, she tucked the blanket tight around him. Next they turned to Dad, who was still nursing his forearm. Looney took hold of it, and Dad grimaced in pain.

‘Don’t need a fuckin’ X-ray to know what’s going on here! We’d better splint the bastard!’ Looney disappeared below as Mum comforted her bedraggled husband. Looney returned with two strips of wood and set the arm, which had Dad reeling in pain. Looney disappeared into the cabin again, this time returning with half a bottle of rum. ‘Here, take a couple of swigs!’ he instructed his patient. ‘It might not kill the pain, but at least you won’t care.’

The bandaging finished and Dad’s pain numbed by the rum, Looney fashioned a sling for him and then packed his kit up and returned to the wheelhouse to check on the barge’s progress. ‘Just make sure he doesn’t get fuckin’ cold,’ he instructed Mum as he checked the heading.

Looney checked the autopilot as the barge rose and fell to the gentle rhythm of the ambling swell. Despite all that had happened in the past few hours, Mum sat back and relaxed as the engines beat out a slow rhythm and the moon climbed from the horizon.

‘We’ll be in sight of the fuckin’ city by dawn, missus,’ Looney reassured her, as she gazed up at the sky.
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Come on, Bollocks, we’ve got a boat to unload!’ Mum and Dad stirred from their sleep to find Hepi leaning over them with two mugs of strong tea. Dad tried to move, but a night of sleeping in an upright position had all but frozen every bone in his body. Mum was also suffering from cramp, but slowly their blood started to circulate as the hot tea lubricated their joints.

‘Glad to see you on your feet again, Fatman,’ he said, slapping his old mate on his back. Dad stood up and looked over the rail, recognising the shoreline. Looney had guided the barge through the night and now stood off the shore of the lower reaches of Dad’s property. Trucks marked Yacht Haulage were waiting on the ramp.

‘I took the liberty of calling ahead for some help, Bollocks. I know it might punch a hole in your pride, but there’s bugger all you can do with that,’ Hepi said, pointing to his arm.

‘Thank you, Hepi. He isn’t going to lift a finger!’

‘Don’t fuss, woman!’ Dad snapped back.

‘I’m not fussing, but the moment this thing is on shore you’re going to the hospital.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Dad conceded.

Looney nosed the barge into the ramp, and Stan and his sidekick, Samosi—better known as Gorilla, for obvious reasons—jumped on board.

‘Yacht Haulage’s A Team,’ Hepi chuckled, as they all shook hands.

Stan acknowledged the compliment, but Gorilla stood silently in the background.

‘What the hell have you got here?’ Stan peered up at the giant upturned hull. ‘Where did you find her? She’s a beauty.’ His eyes darted around the barge as he summed up the job in hand. ‘Reckon we’ll winch her straight off here and up to the shed on those bogies, no sweat!’

Looney was unclipping Erewhon when Matilda flew down and landed on his shoulder. ‘Come on, you jokers,’ he said. ‘Let’s stop the prattle and get this thing off me fuckin’ boat!’ Matilda joined in the chorus. ‘Off me fuckin’ boat! Off me fuckin’ boat!’ Looney admonished her in the usual fashion, so she flew up to the wheelhouse roof and carried on swearing as Gorilla laid out the winch cable.

In the meantime, Grant from Giant Cranes manoeuvred his heavy-lift machine into position, close to the bow of the barge, ready to lift the keel. He had to get close, as his crane could only lift on the short boom. The plan was to swing the weight clear of the deck onto Yacht Haulage’s low-loader trailer.

Grant looked at the strain gauges as the load went on. ‘You reckon she’s only forty tonnes?’ he asked, looking at Dad.

‘No!’ he replied, ‘She’s forty proper tons, not your fairy metric kind!’

Grant did some quick mental calculations. ‘That’s why we’re grunting,’ he shouted, above the scream of the overload warning bells.

As he lifted, the barge bow rose with the lessening of its load, forcing the crane to lift even higher. ‘Back her off as soon as you can!’ Grant yelled to Looney, who obliged, and the keel thumped down on the ramp, spraying water everywhere.

With the crane repositioned even closer to its load, the keel was re-hoisted, and Grant placed the lead weight on the waiting trailer. The giant tractor unit roared into life and hauled the keel up the ramp to its new home beside the barn.

Looney again drove the barge hard onto the ramp. Gorilla stepped on board and shackled the winch cable to the bridle linking the two rear bogies. Stan looked at the front bogie and suddenly realised it was steerable. ‘You thought of everything,’ he cried in amazement. ‘Could do with a set like these for some of the jobs we get into.’

Dad looked at Stan. ‘You get my lady safely into the shed, and you can have them!’

Stan grinned. ‘You’ve got a deal. Show me how you steer it.’

Hepi produced the steering tiller and inserted it into the axle.

‘I get ya,’ Stan yelled. ‘Now you cripples stand back and let me and the Gorilla handle it from here!’

Dad hesitantly backed away.

‘Ya want me to provide the brakes as ya roll down the fuckin’ ramp?’ Looney called, his winch still hooked to the front bogie.

‘That’d be good,’ Stan replied, as he walked towards his truck.

Without another word, Gorilla took up station at the steering tiller, and the winch engine spluttered into life.

‘OK, ease her!’ Stan bellowed, as the winch wire took up the strain and the hull started to move. When the steering bogie hit the ramp, Looney walked forward and unclipped his cable. Then he wandered back to the winch control and wound up the loose wire. He gathered up the loose baggage from in front of the wheelhouse, carried it off the barge, and placed it on the ramp. ‘I’ll see ya in a few fuckin’ days when I’ve picked up yer other junk.’ He turned and was gone.

‘Your mate was in a bit of a hurry!’ Dad said, looking at Hepi.

‘Nah, he’s always like that, never hangs around. He gets embarrassed.’

Dad turned his attention back to Erewhon. Stan was in the cab of his tractor unit, and Gorilla was bringing up the rear, steering the bogie. The big Mack roared as the whole rig inched up the track towards the barn. They positioned the huge yacht neatly in the centre of the covered space. In no time they had her sitting on blocks, and Stan and Gorilla were packing up their gear. Dad wandered over to the house and returned with a tray of beer under his good arm.

‘Well done!’ he exclaimed, handing each of the men a cool can, which they quickly downed. Dad offered Stan a second, but he declined, looking at his workmate. ‘Come on!’ he called. ‘We’ve got two more yachts to move today.’

As they walked out of the barn, Mum pulled up in the Lexus. ‘Come on, you two. It’s time for your check-ups.’

Hepi and Dad got meekly into the car. Dad looked over his shoulder and smiled. ‘Stage two complete!’
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We’d always questioned the merit of building a barn, especially as we only used it to store cars and junk, but with Erewhon in residence it was clear that a shed could never be too big.

‘Bit of work to do here, Bollocks,’ said Hepi, sucking through his teeth.

‘Yep!’ replied Dad, as I flicked on the lights. ‘You don’t get anything you want without a bit of hard work.’

We all circled the immense hull. Now, after it had been waterblasted, it was clear that the ravages of weather and time had taken their toll. Even with the prospect of what had to be done, Dad’s enthusiasm couldn’t be dented, and I could see he was itching to get started.

To our surprise, as we rounded the bow we found an old man sitting on an upturned drum, just staring at the yacht.

‘Where the hell did you come from?’ Dad asked in his usual brash manner as the old man got gingerly to his feet.

‘I’m sorry for barging in on you like this,’ he replied, ‘but I just had to come and see for myself. I heard that Erewhon had come back from the dead, but I didn’t believe it!’

‘You know Erewhon then?’

‘Know her? I helped build her! Matter of fact, she even cost me six weeks in plaster with a broken leg!’

The barn went silent as Dad looked at the old man and realised he’d been crying.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked.

‘Don’t mind me. I’m just a sentimental old fool who thinks he’s seen a ghost. I thought this grand lady had gone to Davy Jones’s locker. It’s taken me aback to see her, that’s all.’

‘You must be young Sam,’ whispered a voice from the shadows in the corner of the barn.

‘Not young now, I’m afraid,’ he replied, turning around. As he tried to adjust his eyes to the dim light, his mouth dropped open. He clutched his chest with one hand as he fumbled in his coat pocket with the other. Mum lunged forward as he began to sway and guided him back onto the drum. He produced an inhaler from his pocket, but dropped it on the ground. Mum swooped it up, inserted it in his mouth, and gave him a puff.

‘Two!’ he muttered through clenched teeth, and Mum administered the second shot. Slowly, he began to recover, but he wouldn’t take his eyes off Mic.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said finally. ‘I shouldn’t have come. This has been a little too much for me!’ He turned back to Mic. ‘My dear, you have the most remarkable resemblance to Miss McAlister, the daughter of the original owner…But how did you know my name?’

Mic hesitated, unsure whether now was the right time to explain.

‘It’s a long story,’ Mum chimed in. ‘I think we all need a cup of tea!’

‘A brandy might be more in order,’ Dad suggested. ‘Let’s go up to the house.’

Mum and I got on either side of the old man as he slowly stood up. He turned and cast a loving eye over the upturned hull. ‘It’s grand to see her again,’ he said, and the smile returned to his face.

The walk to the house was slow, but the old man seemed to be gathering strength so Mum and I relaxed our grip.

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Bloody angina gives me gyp from time to time! Are you related to Miss McAlister, my dear?’ he asked, looking at Mic. ‘You’re the spitting image of her.’

‘What will it be, Sam? I hope you don’t mind me calling you by your first name, but I don’t know what your surname is,’ interrupted Mum. ‘Tea, coffee or something a little stronger?’

‘That brandy your husband offered might just hit the spot,’ he replied with a cheeky grin. ‘And I’m Sam Baverstock.’

‘I reckon the sun is low enough over the yard-arm for drinks all round. Ben, do the honours.’

I poured Sam a large brandy and then served the rest.

‘Get your laughing gear around that,’ Dad said to his guest, as he introduced everyone in the room.

Sam sipped his drink and smiled. ‘Me doctor would give me heaps if he saw this, but what would he know?’ He turned back to look at Mic.

‘What are you doing with yourself these days, Sam?’ Dad asked.

‘I’ve been retired for about seventeen years now, but I still keep me hand in,’ he replied, squaring his shoulders. ‘Got all me tools at home in the shed, and my wife sends me down there every day. She says I get under her feet in the house. She calls me in for lunch and supper. At the moment, I’m restoring a seven-foot clinker dinghy. Used to be varnished, like Erewhon, but some bugger painted her, and I’m having a dickens of a job getting it off. Still, it’s worth it—solid kauri you know!’

Dad swung back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. ‘What are you doing after the dinghy?’

‘Don’t know. Something will come along!’

Dad sucked through his teeth. ‘How would you like to oversee the rebuilding of Erewhon?’

Sam took a large swig of his brandy and sat back in his chair, remaining silent for what seemed like minutes. ‘Don’t think I’m up to such a large-scale job as that on my own any more, Jim.’

‘What if I found you some help, maybe an apprentice?’

‘But I haven’t got a car, and it’s a long way by bus.’

‘You can have the old cottage to live in if that would help.’

The cottage was the original farmhouse on our property, and Dad had kept it as a guest-house rather than pulling it down after we moved into the new house. Nestled in a dip between the barn and the new house, it was surrounded by an orchard, a quaint picture postcard of a time way past.

‘But what about me wife? She wouldn’t like being on her own.’

‘Bring her with you!’ Dad said quickly.

‘I don’t know, I’d have to talk to her first. What’s the rent on the cottage?’

‘What rent? If you come and oversee the restoration of the old lady, there’ll be no rent.’

‘Well, this is all very tempting, but what makes you think I’m up to it?’

‘I only need to look at those hands to know I have the right bloke!’ Dad replied, pointing to Sam’s gnarled hands. ‘What do you reckon?’

‘I’ll talk it over with my good lady and let you know tomorrow,’ he replied, as he reached into his pocket and produced a bus timetable. ‘And speaking of her, I’d better get home.’

‘Put that thing back in your pocket and stay for dinner.’

‘Thank you for your kind offer, but my wife’s expecting me home, and life’s not worth living if I’m late for supper!’

Dad nodded. ‘Run Sam home, Ben. We don’t want him in trouble before he starts. If you can convince the missus, we’ll negotiate a wage I’m sure will be to your liking.’

Sam nodded. He knew he’d be back the next day.

The old man and I walked down to the car. I could see his mind was buzzing. ‘Don’t let Dad bully you if you don’t want the job,’ I said as I held the door open.

‘It’s OK, lad. I may look a silly old bugger to you, but a lifetime of building toys for silver-spooned brats has taught me a thing or two about people. Somehow, I don’t see your old man as a silver-spooner. He may have liked me for my hands, but you don’t get hands like his sitting on your backside, pushing paper around a desk! Your old man’s reputation stands him in good stead with me. It’s not him that’s got me worried. It’s that lass who resembles Miss McAlister that has me wondering. What’s her name again?’

‘Mic,’ I replied.

‘That’s what they called Miss McAlister. You wouldn’t credit it—I swear she looks the spitting image of her the day she disappeared!’

‘You were on board?’ I asked.

‘Yes, lad, the worst day of my life. She was too young to die. Too pretty and too young.’

We drove towards Sam’s house without much more being said. I could see he needed time to mull over all that had happened, and I knew that he, like Dad, wouldn’t be able to resist being involved with Erewhon again.

We arrived at his home, a neat and tidy cottage overlooking the harbour. ‘This is a nice place,’ I said, as I assisted him from the car.

‘Wouldn’t be bad if I owned it, laddie,’ he replied. ‘It’s one of life’s lessons—never put all your savings in one basket, and don’t invest with borrowed capital if you can’t afford to lose it. I lost everything, including my home. We rent this one, and that’s not a good idea when you’re trying to live on a pension.’

‘Well, I hope your wife can be talked into shifting,’ I said, as Sam walked towards the gate.

‘Just leave her to me!’

I smiled, turned the car around, and headed for home.

The telephone’s shrill bleat broke the silence. I tried to focus on my bedside clock, but my eyes wouldn’t adjust. Someone else answered it, so I rolled over to regain my previous unconscious state, wondering who it might have been. I didn’t have to wait long to find out, as Dad burst through the door.

‘Come on, Ben, wake up! Sam wants to bring his wife up here to see the cottage, and I’ve got a business meeting this morning, so you’ll have to pick them up.’

Mic and Mum were in the kitchen discussing a shopping expedition when I arrived for breakfast. ‘How did you sleep?’ I inquired.

Mic smiled. ‘The bed’s a bit softer than I’m used to, but I’ll cope.’

‘I’m picking up Sam and his wife at ten to come and have a look at the cottage.’

‘Good!’ Mum replied. ‘I’ll leave you some morning tea. Mic and I have some serious shopping to do!’

I looked at Mic. ‘Mum’s been looking for a partner in crime for years!’

Sam and his wife were sitting on the porch when I arrived, and he quickly bundled her into the car. After the introductions, I got the feeling she was a little hesitant, but he was determined to change her mind.

‘It’s very nice of you to come and pick us up just to have a look at Erewhon, dear,’ she said, as she adjusted her coat and got comfortable.

Sam got into the front seat alongside me and winked as he put his seatbelt on.

‘No worries,’ I replied, wondering if Sam had told her the purpose of the outing.

We chatted about Erewhon, and I quickly realised that if Dad was passionate about her, he was just mildly interested compared with Sam.

Millicent, or Millie as she asked me to call her, confirmed Sam’s passion and the fact that he’d never stopped talking about the wonderful yacht he’d had a hand in building all those years ago. As we turned off towards our place, she suddenly sat up and started to take notice of where she was.

‘Sam, you didn’t tell me we were coming out here!’

‘I thought you might be surprised.’

Millie turned to me. ‘I was born and raised around here,’ she said, with obvious delight. Her voice climbed another octave as I turned into our drive.

‘This was my dad’s farm!’

Sam laughed at his wife’s excitement as we drew up at the house.

‘We used to have a cottage over there,’ she pointed, ‘behind those fruit trees. My, how they’ve grown. My dad planted them.’

Millie got out of the car like an excited schoolgirl, her arthritic joints forgotten, and took off in the direction of the cottage. She stopped as she rounded the trees, tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘How did you know?’ she called, staring at the little house. She grabbed my arm as we got closer. ‘Can we have a little look inside?’ she asked. She stepped onto the porch and sat down on the swing-seat that hung lazily from the verandah roof.

‘How did you know, Sam?’

‘I didn’t, love. I had an idea from what you’d told me about it, but I wasn’t sure.’

I produced the key for the door and opened it. ‘Let’s have a look inside,’ I suggested.

Millie rocked back and forth, gathering her thoughts, then raised her arm, and I gently assisted her from the seat. She took the few steps to the door and took a deep breath as she stepped in. ‘Oh, it’s just as I remember it!’ she exclaimed. I released my grip on her arm, and she glided from room to room. The aroma of fresh scones wafted from the tiny kitchen as we entered the back half of the house. Mum and Mic had laid morning tea out on the kitchen table.

Millie sat down and soaked up the atmosphere. ‘This is quite wonderful!’ she announced. Mum had left the coffee pot on the stove, and the teapot and a caddy of loose tea were on the bench beside it.

‘Tea or coffee?’ I asked.

‘I think I’d like coffee on this special occasion,’ Millie replied.

‘Same for me,’ Sam added.

‘That’s good,’ I responded. ‘I never remember how many spoons of tea you’re supposed to put in.’

Millie chuckled. ‘I use teabags myself.’

A few minutes went by as we drank our coffee in silence. There didn’t seem any need to make conversation. Suddenly Millie sat bolt upright. ‘Sam Baverstock, what are you up to? There’s more to this lovely morning than you’ve been telling me!’

Sam drew a deep breath. ‘Well, old girl, how would you like to come and live here, in the cottage?’

Millie sat back in the chair. ‘And?’

‘And what, dear?’

‘I want to hear the other part of the deal.’

Sam knew better than to try and dupe his wife. ‘Well, petal, I’ve been offered a job, and the cottage is part of the deal.’

‘Don’t you petal me, you old fool. You’re supposed to be retired.’

‘I know, love, but I can’t resist this job. It’s very special!’

‘And where do we live once you’ve finished this job?’

‘Dad said you could have the cottage for as long as you like,’ I chimed in.

‘I need time to think this through,’ she said.

I swallowed the last of my coffee and got up from the table. ‘I’ll leave you two alone to talk. There’s no hurry.’

Millie smiled as I left, and Sam winked. I wandered over to the barn and sat down on a drum, surveying Erewhon’s lines. The hull, apart from the gaping hole, was in perfect symmetry, her graceful lines belying her age.

I was pottering around the workbench when I heard voices at the door. I turned to find Sam and Millie there. Sam lovingly ran his eyes over Erewhon’s graceful form, but Millie, with her feet more firmly on the ground, recognised a lot of hard work.

‘You’ll never be able to do all that by yourself,’ she said.

I wandered over to join in the conversation. ‘His job will be more of an overseer. Dad will get him all the staff he needs.’

‘You obviously don’t know my husband—he never delegates anything!’

‘Might have to this time, dear. I might want to do it all, but I haven’t got the strength like these young fellas. There will be plenty of the small fiddly bits for me, though,’ he continued, with glee.

‘Well, it’s up to you, Sam Baverstock. I won’t stand in your way.’

Sam turned and covertly gave me the thumbs-up.

‘Does that mean you’ll be moving into the cottage?’

Sam nodded and Millie beamed. ‘We’ll have to give the landlord a couple of weeks’ notice, but that will give us time to pack.’

Millie walked back by herself to the cottage to sit and dream in the swing-seat, and was soon fast asleep.

Sam stayed in the barn and ran his expert eyes over the hull. ‘Lot of work here, lad, lot of work.’ He reached into his coat pocket and produced his pipe. Leaning down, he banged it on his heel, and the black soot fell on the ground. He reached back into his pocket, produced a penknife and, without taking his eyes off Erewhon, scraped the bowl clean. He reached into his other pocket, produced a battered tobacco tin, and stuffed the bowl full. The aroma of freshly lit tobacco filled the barn. We entered through the hole, and Sam eyed every nook and cranny. Dad and I had rigged lights right through the interior, and the old varnish-work glistened.

Sam opened one of the cupboards. ‘Here, lad, stick your head in and tell me what you see on the back of this panel.’

I looked inside and found something carved into the woodwork. I dived out to the workbench, picked up a torch, and returned to the cupboard. There were three sets of initials: JD, CW and SB.

‘Well, the SB must be you, but what about the others?’

‘John Baldock and Ces Williamson were the other two apprentices on the Erewhon. Both copped it during the war. Bloody waste of good lives! They were superb boatbuilders and decent blokes to boot. We carved our initials in there about a week before Erewhon was launched. Jack would have killed us if he’d known, but in hindsight it serves as a fitting memorial to two fine young men who will never grow old.’

‘What about you, Sam?’ I asked. ‘Did you go to the war?’

‘Yep, lad, all three of us joined together—the big adventure. Young and bloody stupid, we were. The two of them copped it in the withdrawal from Crete, both on the same day. I must have been the lucky one, but I didn’t feel it on the day. Well, lad, you better take us home. Mill is exhausted.’

I followed him down the path to the cottage. Mum and Mic were walking in our direction as we sat down, and Sam tried to regain his feet.

‘Hello, Mrs Standish,’ he said, as he raised his hand to tip his hat.

‘It’s Jenny, Sam, and don’t stand. How does your wife like the house?’

‘It didn’t require much selling,’ he replied. ‘She was born and bred here. Her father built this cottage, and she was born on the kitchen table.’

Millie stirred, as we chuckled about the coincidence, and came to with a smile. ‘Well, look at me. I must have dozed off for a minute.’

‘More like an hour, old girl!’ Sam chimed in. ‘Now wake up and meet Jenny and Miss—’

Mum hastily stepped over, took her hand, and sat beside Millie on the swing-seat.

‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Millie, but I can’t believe you were born in this cottage. Is it really true?’

‘I was, but it was a very long time ago.’

Millie looked at Mic and smiled.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Millie,’ Mum continued. ‘This is Mic. She’s a very dear friend of the family and she’s staying with us for a while.’

Mic smiled and shook Millie’s hand.

‘If you are talking of coincidences,’ Sam chimed in, ‘Mic here is the spitting image of Miss McAlister, the daughter of the original owner of Erewhon. She even has the same nickname.’

‘Who’s for another coffee?’ I said, trying to divert the conversation.

‘I’ll make it,’ said Mum, as she dived into the cottage.

Millie chuckled. ‘I think I am going to like living here.’

‘It’s settled then? We’re moving in?’ Sam asked.

‘Yes, dear, we need to go home and get started on the packing!’

Two weeks later, Millie was placing a small posy of flowers on the table, now covered with a neatly ironed, starched white tablecloth. She was humming along to music from her old mantle radio, and enjoying the warm morning sun that streamed through the lace-curtained kitchen window.

Sam had been up and cooked breakfast at six o’clock and was already in the barn, looking over the hull.

A soft knock at the door caught Millie’s attention, and she opened it to find Mum and Mic, armed with fresh scones to welcome her.

Millie beckoned them inside and had the kettle on in a flash.

‘I’m going to love it here!’ she said, as she poured the tea.

Mic sipped the fresh brew and smiled. ‘This tea is wonderful, Millie. My great-grandfather would have approved. He was in the tea industry.’

‘Your great-grandfather was in the tea industry, too?’ she asked. ‘Just like the chap who owned the Erewhon?’

‘Yes, my great-grandfather was the owner of Erewhon.’

Millie was now completely confused. ‘Did your great-grandfather remarry later in life?’

‘No, I wish that he had, but I believe he died a lonely old hermit.’

Millie frowned. ‘Then who—’

Mum jumped in and filled some of the gaps as Millie listened intently.

She sat back in her chair. ‘You’d better not tell Sam about this just yet. He’s always believed Miss McAlister died that day.’

Mic smiled. ‘He’s not the only one.’
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Sam and Dad surveyed the hull, the old man with a notebook in his hand and a pencil at the ready. ‘What do you reckon? Do you think we can repair her?’ Dad asked.

‘They put a man on the moon back in ‘69, so anything is possible. We’ve got a little work to do between now and when she floats down the harbour, though!’

Dad smiled. He liked Sam’s dry sense of humour. ‘Where do we start?’

‘We’ll have to strip all the broken and rotting planks off the hull, and that hole is our major concern. Once we get all the rubbish out of the way, we’ll be better able to judge what needs to be done.’

Dad’s arm was still in plaster, and he was supposed to have it in plaster and then a sling for at least six more weeks, but that wasn’t stopping him. ‘Let’s do it!’ he said, as he reached for a hammer.

‘Whoa, young fella!’ Sam yelled. ‘I want all the planks I can save. I can use them as patterns for the new ones.’

‘Sorry, Sam, it’s just that I’ve taken two weeks off to get you started, and I’m keen to make a move.’

‘A little bird tells me the two weeks is supposed to be time for your arm to get a decent rest.’

‘The arm’s OK. It just needs exercise!’ Dad replied.

Sam looked at Dad over the top of the notebook. ‘Take an old fool’s advice, laddy: take time now for your arm to heal properly, or you’ll regret it in later life.’

Dad stepped back and was about to reply, when he looked at Sam’s face. Sam didn’t need to say another word. ‘We’ll number the planks from the gunwale to the keel stub. Now that’s your job,’ he continued, as he handed a marker pen to his helper.

‘Yes, boss!’ Dad replied with a cheeky grin.

‘I’ll start drilling the copper fastenings. It’ll come apart like a giant jigsaw.’

And so the restoration began. Over the next week, the outer planking on the port side was stripped and carefully stacked. The diagonal layers around the hole were peeled away to reveal the ribs and frames underneath. The timber was in remarkable condition.

Sam was in his element and, while not moving as quickly as he used to, still had a spring in his step. Once the planking was stripped back, Sam and Dad sat down to work out what timber they would need.

‘Where are we going to find enough kauri to repair the old lady?’ Sam mused. ‘To do it properly, the outer skin needs to be in one-piece planks with no joints or scarves.’

‘What do you mean, Sam, by one-piece?’

‘Those planks near the gunwale are 140 feet long, and Jack was adamant when she was built that they mustn’t have a joint in them.’

Dad sucked through his teeth. ‘Didn’t know that. We’ll just have to find some 140-foot lengths of kauri, won’t we?’

‘And just where do you think you’re going to find kauri of that length? I haven’t seen any since Jack had the original log milled when we built this thing.’

‘Easy. I’ll get Fatman onto it!’

It was Sam’s turn to suck through his teeth. ‘I wish him luck.’

‘Do you want fries with that, Bollocks?’ Hepi replied, when Dad phoned through Sam’s request. ‘Or maybe a bag of frog’s feathers?’

Dad laid down the challenge. ‘Listen, Fatman, I don’t want any crap—just get me the bloody timber! Sam reckons you won’t find any.’

‘This’ll cost you more than a couple of beers, Bollocks.’

Hepi walked out into the yard, searching the depths of his memory. He’d seen kauri in the lengths Jim wanted, but couldn’t remember where. He wandered over into the shade of an old lean-to and sat down on a pile of wood, still thinking hard.

After a few minutes, he decided he had better things to be doing with his time, and slid forward, only to feel a sharp pain in his rear. A splinter had embedded itself firmly in his buttock, and as he stood up it snapped off, leaving a large piece protruding. He dropped his shorts and, with some difficulty and not a little pain, extracted the offending object. He held it up at eye level, swore at it, and threw it away. The instant he let it go, he wanted to take another look at it and took a step forward, only to remember, too late, that his shorts were still around his ankles. He toppled and fell on his face. Swearing profusely, he stood up, hoisted his shorts over his copious belly, and found himself face-to-face with the pile of old timber. Not just old timber, old beams. Very old beams and very long…

The baulks were kauri. He raced over to his shed, hunted out his longest tape, and hobbled back to measure the beams. When the tape ran out at 100 feet, he scratched a mark on the ground, wound the tape up to forty feet, and kept on walking the length of the pile. The tape exceeded some of the beams, but at the bottom of the stack three beams exceeded the tape by two or three feet.

He walked back to the shed and dialled Jim’s cellphone. ‘Where do you want this bloody timber?’

‘I’ll be buggered,’ Dad said. ‘How long are they?’

‘The longest is about 145 feet, and the rest are close.’

‘Where the hell did they come from?’

‘Remember about thirty years ago we pulled down the old Dingdale building? I saved them from there. I thought we might need them.’

‘Are they sound?’

Sam butted in. ‘Sound, laddie? That’s heart kauri. We’ll mill the outer couple of inches off each beam to eliminate any old nails and cracks, and the centres will give us more than enough planking for the repairs.’

Dad sat back down. ‘Fatman, your blood’s worth bottling!’

‘Speaking of blood, I’ve lost heaps and it needs topping up. It’s your shout at the Rose ‘n’ Anchor.’

After a hearty breakfast of the previous night’s leftovers and two mugs of tea, Sam gave Millie a peck on the cheek and headed off to the barn. Dad was coming down the path and could see that Sam was under the weather. ‘No need to ask how you’re feeling,’ he chuckled.

Sam grunted. ‘How much did we drink last night, and how did we get home?’

‘Did you get into trouble?’

‘I think so. I got last night’s dinner for breakfast.’

‘The boys picked us up. Don’t you remember?’

‘All I remember is going with you and Hepi to the Rose ‘n’ Anchor for a quick one. Next thing, I’m eating cold pork chops for breakfast. I’m too bloody old for that lark!’

The morning peace was shattered as a large truck and trailer ground its way up the drive. The engine roared as the driver wheeled the rig around in front of the barn. The brakes hissed as he stopped, and the cab door swung open. Two huge boots hit the ground, followed by short gnarled legs attached to a big beer-belly that seemed to make up the larger part of Max Green, cartage contractor.

‘How are ya?’ he said, as he walked over to Dad.

Dad clasped the sweaty paw, returning his greeting.

‘Where do you want them?’ Max asked, nodding towards his load.

‘Reckon you could swing them alongside the barn over there?’ Dad replied. ‘Old Chisel Crookshank can set his mill up ahead of them and run the planks from there.’

‘Bloody long planks! What the hell are you building?’ Max asked.

‘Rebuilding!’ Dad corrected him. ‘Come and have a look.’

Max blinked as he entered the semi-dark barn. ‘Well I’ll be!’ he exclaimed, when his eyes adjusted. ‘That’s the bloody Erewhon!’

‘Yep,’ Dad replied.

‘I thought she went to the bottom years ago. My old man was really upset when he heard she’d sunk. Where did you find her?’

As Dad explained, Max became more animated. ‘I’ve got a compass at home my old man reckoned came from her. He bought it off a Maori fella in a pub up north. The bloke reckoned he’d found it washed up on a beach. He obviously didn’t know its true value, because Dad bought it for a dozen beer! Would you like it? I inherited it, and it’s just sitting in my shed gathering dust. I haven’t had the heart to get rid of it, because I know how much Dad loved Erewhon. I’m sure he’d be happy to see it back where it belongs.’

It didn’t take Dad long to accept, and as Max climbed back into the cab he yelled to Dad that he’d drop the compass off the next time he was passing.

Sam had covers over the timber in a flash, then disappeared into the barn to erect racks for the milled planks. Dad joined him. ‘I’ve got to go back to work next week. We need to think about getting some help for you. How many hands do you want?’

Sam picked up his pipe. ‘That depends on how quickly you want her floating,’ he replied. ‘If you’re in a hurry’—he paused as he lit the bowl—‘I’d need quite a few, but if you leave it to me and can afford the time, I could do it on my own, with a boy.’

‘Which way do you want to go?’ Dad asked, knowing the answer.

‘Well,’ replied Sam, sucking on his pipe and blowing a large cloud of smoke from the side of his mouth. ‘I don’t want anyone else working on my boat. I’d like the opportunity to train another boy while I can, if you find a suitable lad.’

Dad chuckled. ‘OK, at your pace, and I’ll look around for a suitable apprentice. Now let’s get back to work while I’m still available.’

I roared up the drive that night, threw my briefcase through the door, and raced out to the barn. Sam and Dad were nowhere to be seen, but the pile of planking was growing against the wall. They’d even started stripping the underneath diagonals from around the hole, exposing the broken stringers and frames. I was intrigued to see how the planking fitted together, wondering how many hours had been spent on each plank to make it fit.

I’d been working since soon after returning home from the Waiora, and it was a relief to get out into the barn among the tools, shavings, sawdust, fresh-cut timber, and aroma of glue. I’d been accepted as a junior executive with a property development company, a job I’d always thought I’d enjoy, but I was quickly becoming disenchanted with the office politics. Being the junior, I knew all too well that I had to keep my mouth shut, but today had been particularly bad.

Sam wandered in, smoke billowing from his pipe. ‘Gidday, young fella, how was it?’

‘Don’t ask, Sam.’

Sam smiled and looked at his tools on the bench. ‘Help me put these away,’ he said, pulling out an oily rag and wiping each tool before tucking it neatly into its place in his tool-chest.

‘Do you do this every night?’ I asked, as I ran the cloth over the saw.

‘These are my lifeblood, and without them I couldn’t work. I’ve had most of them since my apprenticeship, and when you spend three weeks’ wages on each one you learn to look after them.’

His tool-chest had been purpose-made and, although old, like Sam’s tools, was in perfect condition. The lid was inlaid with what looked like the outline of Erewhon. I ran my hand over it to brush off the day’s dust.

‘That was my first job,’ Sam said, ‘building my tool-chest. Old Alf Slattery, one of the builders on the Erewhon, stood over me while I made it. The grumpy old bastard used to give me a crack across the knuckles with his three-foot rule if he saw me doing something he didn’t like. Needless to say, building my box was a very painful experience, and I’ve kept it as a reminder to do things correctly. But let’s see if Millie’s got the kettle on. I’d offer you a beer, but after last night…’

I laughed and followed him along the path.

‘Hello, Ben,’ said Millie. ‘Where did you find this old reprobate?’ She poured the steaming water into the teapot.

‘Oh, he was hanging around the barn,’ I replied, with a chuckle.

Millie looked at Sam. ‘If he comes home again like he did last night, he’ll be hanging around in the barn a lot more! I’m surprised at your father for encouraging him.’

The tea by now was brewed and poured out, and there was a plate of fresh pikelets on the table. ‘Don’t eat too many, or you’ll spoil your dinner,’ she insisted.

Sam, who by now was sitting back in his chair sipping his tea, lifted his eyes from the table. ‘Not enjoying your job then, lad?’ he asked, trying to get himself back in the conversation.

He’d caught me by surprise. ‘It’s just all the bullshit—oh sorry, Millie, I mean nonsense—that gets to me.’

‘I’ve been talking to your old man about getting an apprentice to help me with Erewhon, and I was wondering if you would be interested?’

I sat back in the chair.

‘Don’t answer now, lad. Go home and talk it through with your dad and mum.’

‘I don’t know if Mum’ll be too keen—she always wanted me to be a brain surgeon. She reckoned it took her twenty years to get Dad into a collar and tie, and as far as she’s concerned that’s where Matt and I are going to start.’

Millie chuckled. ‘I never won that round with Sam. He reckons collars and ties are for weddings and funerals.’

I laughed and picked up the last two pikelets. ‘Thanks, Millie. I’d better go and see what’s for dinner.’ I turned back to Sam. ‘I’ll think about it and let you know in the morning.’ I reached out and shook his gnarled hand.

My mind was racing as I walked up the path to the house. Excitement and trepidation fought each other as I neared the patio. The chance to learn the boatbuilding trade from a master craftsman certainly had appeal, but what would Mum and Dad think of my career path? Was there, in fact, a career path? I needed time to think this one out.

I woke up early the next morning, flicked on my computer, and typed my letter of resignation. Even if Sam hadn’t made the offer, I knew it was only a matter of time before I would have been writing the letter anyway.

As I walked down the path, I could hear noises coming from the barn. It was only seven-thirty, but Sam was already beavering away. When I told him my news, he took the time to stop and reload his pipe. I was to learn over the coming months that Sam’s pipe was a good barometer for his mood. If he stopped to fill it, he was happy. If he snuffed it out and put it in his pocket, he didn’t want to be interrupted. If he threw it down on the bench, it was time to keep out of his way.
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Sam put his pipe down on the bench as I ducked through the barn door, and sucked through his teeth. ‘What time of day is this?’ he asked.

I looked at my watch. ‘Around seven-thirty,’ I replied with a grin.

‘It’s seven thirty-two, to be exact. You’re late! The fact that your old man is paying our wages is no excuse to be tardy,’ he snapped, as he handed me the broom. ‘Lesson one: we don’t work in a pigsty.’

While I cleaned up, Sam got on the phone and organised a kit of tools for me. Les Denard, a long-time friend of Sam’s, ran a small boatbuilders’ supply business, and a few minutes’ chat turned into a visit from him before lunch. He brought with him an array of tools that he and Sam thought I might need to get started. Sam gave his grunt of approval to all but the fancy toolbox. ‘He doesn’t need that bloody thing,’ he snapped. ‘He’ll make his own!’

Les handed me a bundle of builder’s pencils. ‘These are for you, lad,’ he said. ‘And these are for you, you grumpy old bastard!’ He handed another bundle to Sam.

After lunch, Sam went over to the pile of broken planking he’d taken from Erewhon and extracted some of the shorter lengths. He handed them to me, and I asked if I was to put them on the rubbish pile.

‘Kauri doesn’t go in the rubbish, lad,’ he cautioned. ‘That’s for your toolbox. There’s more than enough to build one like mine—if you are careful.’

‘But…’ I said, as I looked at the scruffy pieces in my arms.

‘No buts, lad, it’s your first task. I don’t want to see these expensive tools lying around the bench, so get started. Take the measurements off my box. It’ll take you about a day, if you’re any good.’

He flicked off the barn lights, except the one over the bench where I was working, and left. I carried on. Matt stopped in to see what I was up to, and a little later Mic came down with a plate of sandwiches and a mug of coffee. As she left she suggested I knock off for the night, but I wasn’t ready to give up.

Around midnight the box was finished, apart from the inlay on the lid and the coats of varnish to seal the timber. I found a tin of varnish, left over from when Dad and I had refitted the old rowing skiff, and applied the first coat. As I brushed it on, the grain danced from the surface, glistening in the yellow light. I sat back when I’d finished and admired my efforts, wishing I’d had a piece of pohutukawa for the inlay.

As the varnish dried and soaked into the timber, the grain receded, and I knew I’d need many more coats to get the desired finish. I decided to wait and see if the first coat would dry enough under the lights for me to apply a second, so I lay back on an old canvas cover to rest.

I woke to someone shaking my foot and the strong aroma of pipe tobacco. ‘I know I told you to be on time, lad, but you didn’t need to sleep over.’

I shook my head and tried to focus. I ached in every joint, and my head was pounding.

‘I like your work on the box, lad, but where did you find the pohutukawa for the inlay?’

What was he talking about? What inlay? I got to my feet and staggered over to the bench to see an inlay neatly inserted into the lid. An image of Erewhon.

‘How did you know about Jack’s mark?’ Sam asked.

I was confused. Jack’s mark? I asked what Sam was referring to.

He pointed to a small white dot on the inlay. ‘That mark, son.’

I focused my eyes on the dot and could make out what looked like a cross.

‘That’s Jack’s mark: a Maltese cross. He put it on every boat he completed—his signature, you might say. Erewhon’s got one in the same spot as where you put it. Look, I’ll show you.’

Sam picked up a scraper and climbed up a stepladder onto the upturned hull. He scraped at the paint just ahead of the keel stub on the starboard side and, with a few deft swipes, revealed a small Maltese cross inserted into the kauri plank. He climbed back down and tossed the scraper on the bench. ‘How did you know, lad?’ he asked.

I turned and shot out of the barn door before Sam had time to ask any more questions. ‘I’ll be back in a minute!’ I yelled.

Mic and Mum were talking in the kitchen, with their toast and coffee, when I burst through the door.

‘Ben, you look terrible! Where have you been?’ Mum asked.

‘Who did the inlay?’ I asked, looking straight into Mic’s beautiful brown eyes.

She smiled. ‘You were so tired last night, Jack couldn’t resist giving you a hand.’

‘Jack who?’

‘Jack Mickeljohn, of course. He’s thrilled to know you’re doing an apprenticeship with Sam and he came around to wish you all the best.’

‘Are you trying to tell me you can talk to dead people?’ I asked.

‘I’m not that good, but I spoke to Nana and she relayed the message.’

Oh, great, I thought. How am I going to explain this to Sam?

‘Can I talk to your Nana?’

‘No, but I can talk to her for you. She told me that Jack’s keen to watch over you while you learn the trade, sort of like a guardian angel.’

I sat down, stunned, and tried to think about how I was going to explain this to Sam. I was deep in thought when I became aware of someone standing in the doorway. I didn’t need to look up to know who it was: I could smell his pipe tobacco.

‘Morning, missus and young lady,’ he said, as he snuffed out his pipe. ‘I just came to see if the young fella’s OK. He was looking a bit green around the gills. You made a lovely job of your box, lad,’ he continued. ‘That inlay is as good as I’ve seen done by any tradesman, mark my word.’

I sat there, unable to speak.

‘Ben, Sam’s talking to you. What’s the matter?’ Mum asked. ‘Sam, come in and sit down. Would you like a cup of coffee?’

‘That would be lovely, my dear,’ he replied.

Mic jumped up, fetched another cup from the cupboard, and filled it from the pot on the stove. Sam added a couple of spoons of sugar and sat down.

‘Sam,’ I said, drawing a deep breath, ‘there’s a couple of things we need to talk about.’

‘You’re darn right, laddy. One of them is why are we sitting here drinking coffee when we should be working?’

‘Jim won’t mind on this occasion,’ Mum chimed in.

‘No, Sam,’ I continued. ‘We need to tell you about Mic.’

‘Sam,’ Mic broke in. ‘Do you remember the party before Erewhon was launched?’

‘Do I what! I wake up every morning with a sharp pain in my thigh to remind me. Why?’

‘My Nana was there.’

Sam chuckled. ‘That’s impossible. Miss McAlister was the only lady present that night.’

Mic smiled. ‘Sam,’ she said, ‘Mercedes McAlister was my grandmother.’

Sam chuckled again. ‘You’re pulling my leg!’ he said.

‘She isn’t, Sam,’ I chimed in. ‘She is who she says she is!’

Sam picked up his mug and sipped his coffee. ‘I was on board Erewhon the day Miss McAlister drowned. She never had any children, let alone grandchildren.’

‘Not quite, Sam. She was lost overboard, but she didn’t drown.’

Sam stood up. ‘Come on, young fella, we’ve got work to do. Can’t sit around here listening to fairy stories!’

Mum placed her hand on Sam’s shoulder, encouraging him to sit back down. ‘Sam,’ she said, ‘trust me, nobody is joking. Mercedes McAlister was swept into the next bay and rescued by a young man who was fishing.’

Sam rested his head back against the chair and closed his eyes. His mind was in a spin.

Mic got up and kissed him softly on the mouth. ‘Do you remember Nana doing that?’ she asked.

Sam stared at Mic.

‘She told me she did that when she was alone with you in Jack’s office at the boatyard. You were lying on the plan table waiting for the doctor. You were in agony, and she kissed you to take your mind off the pain.’

Sam sat up, his eyes as wide as saucers. He’d never told anyone about that kiss, as his mates would have never believed him. He downed a mouthful of coffee. ‘Better not tell Millie. It’d give her a hell of a fright.’

‘She already knows. I talked to her the other day.’

This was too much for Sam, and he stood up, ‘Come on, lad, we’ve got work to do.’

As I followed him down the path, he lit his pipe but said nothing. We busied ourselves in the barn without saying a word. Every so often, he would stop and look at my new toolbox. Finally, he muttered something I didn’t hear.

‘What was that?’ I quizzed.

‘If she survived, why didn’t she come home?’ he asked, puffing hard on his pipe.

‘She had no recollection of who she was when she came to. The young man who found her was in trouble with the law. She stayed with him, and only remembered her true identity just before she gave birth to Mic’s mother. Then she died in childbirth.’

We carried on working silently for the rest of that day. At about four o’clock Sam tossed his pipe on the bench. ‘You reckon she is who she says she is?’ he asked.

‘If she’s not, she’s a bloody good actress,’ I replied. ‘She knew exactly where we’d find Erewhon’s missing keel. She reckoned her Nana told her.’

Sam took his penknife out of his pocket and, without even looking, swooped his pipe off the bench. He scraped away at the sooty contents of the bowl and tapped it into the rubbish bin. He then stuffed a wad of fresh tobacco into the bowl and lit up. ‘This bloody yacht will put me in the nut-house! So how did you know about Jack’s mark then?’

‘Mic told me that Jack Mickeljohn likes what we’re doing and has decided to keep an eye on me. He did the inlay while I was asleep.’ Sam’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. ‘Don’t take it too seriously, Sam,’ I suggested. ‘Just accept that we don’t know everything!’

Sam laughed. ‘You’re right, young fella, dead right. Anyway, just look at the time. That’ll do for the day.’ He placed his apron in his toolbox. ‘Turn the lights out when you leave, lad,’ he called as he stepped through the door.

‘Righto. I’ll just put another lick of varnish on my box.’

As I lightly sanded the beautiful timber, I became aware of someone else in the barn. I turned, but I couldn’t see anyone. I carried on. The barn became eerily quiet, apart from my gentle rubbing, back and forth. The beautiful grain of the timber gradually disappeared under the velvet surface. Mic came to see what I was up to, and as she watched she whispered, ‘Nana says Jack wants you to use your sanding block.’

‘Is he here now?’ I asked.

Mic nodded.

I walked over to the bench, unwrapped my new cork block, wrapped it in a fresh piece of sandpaper, and carried on. Mic headed for the door. ‘Jenny said dinner will be early. She’s going out. Six o’clock!’

I finished sanding and looked around for the varnish and brush. I wasn’t happy with the varnish, but it was all that we had, and I wanted to get the job done. As I dipped the brush into the golden liquid, there was a clatter on the shelf behind me. I turned to find an empty can had fallen to the ground. I picked it up and noticed it had a stocking tucked inside. I pondered for a few seconds, and it then dawned on me that Jack wanted me to strain the old varnish. This was really spooky. I grabbed the stocking, stretched it tight over the tin, and poured the amber fluid through. I waited for another sign, but nothing came, so I turned back to the box and started to apply a coat. The grain in the timber danced to the surface again as the varnish flowed.

By the time I’d finished, it was looking great. I took one last look at my toolbox as I headed for the door. It was already six, and I was starving. I leaned on the barn door, only to find it stuck fast. ‘Bloody thing,’ I muttered, as I gave it a shove with my shoulder. It wouldn’t budge. I stood back, about to give it a kick, when I heard another rattle on the bench.

The tin I’d put the brush in was on its side, and the thinners was dripping down the front of the bench. ‘Jack!’ I called, ‘What have I done wrong now?’ As I mopped up the mess, a bottle on the shelf tipped onto its side. I picked it up and read the label. Brush cleaner. Jack wanted me to clean the brush properly before I left the barn. Bloody hell, I thought. Not only do I have Sam to answer to, but now Jack’s going to be on my case as well. This time, when I walked over to the door, it swung open.

Dad was home early and was sitting beside the pool with a can of his favourite in his hand. ‘Had a good day?’ he asked.

‘It’s been eventful, if not productive,’ I answered, as I swooped on a spare can on the table and tore off the tab. ‘We filled Sam in on Mic’s identity.’

‘Must be hard for the old fellow to comprehend.’

I nodded. ‘We made progress on the hull, though.’

‘Good!’

The next day, Dad arranged for Chisel Crookshank to bring his portable mill out and slice the old beams into planking. As expected, Chisel was late. Hepi always reckoned Chisel would never cut a finger off: the saw would get tired of waiting for him to put his hand in the way. Sam had known him for years—they were long-time friends—and, like Sam, Chisel smoked a pipe. The two of them stood admiring the beams as they stoked their bowls and lit up.

‘Haven’t seen beams that long for many a day,’ Chisel commented. ‘Where did you find them?’

‘Jim’s Maori mate had them stashed away for a rainy day,’ Sam replied, with a chuckle.

‘It almost seems a sin to cut them up. Are we lopping them in half or thirds?’

‘Not on your nelly,’ Sam replied. ‘I just want you to run them into planking—full length!’

‘What are you building, Noah’s ark?’

‘No, we’ve got something a lot prettier to repair. You’d better come and have a look.’

Like a couple of old tramp steamers, the two men disappeared into the barn in a cloud of smoke.

‘Bloody hell, that’s Erewhon! Where did you find her? She was supposed to have sunk somewhere off North Cape.’

‘That’s the legend, but she’s here now, and that’s a fact,’ Sam chuckled.

Chisel circled the hull until he came to the hole. ‘Jeez, Sam, it looks like she should have remained a legend.’

‘We’ve got a little work to do to get her floating again, but if you can run those beams into some decent planking, I reckon we’re in with a chance.’

Chisel ran his eyes over the hull. ‘The rest of her looks in pretty good nick. Didn’t she used to be varnished?’

‘Yes, and she will be again!’

‘Good!’ barked Chisel. ‘Heart kauri was never meant to be painted.’ He bent down and re-lit his pipe. ‘Well, come on,’ he called, as he disappeared through the door. ‘We’ve got planks to run.’

As the day went on, the beams became planks, and Sam and I stacked the fresh-cut timber in the barn. Next morning, I arrived at the barn to find Sam and Dad admiring the stack.

‘We can make a start now?’ Dad asked.

Sam gave a less-than-convincing nod. ‘The two broken frames need to be replaced, but I need dry pohutukawa to do the job properly.’

‘No sweat. I’ll get Hepi onto it.’

‘It’s not that simple. The pohutukawa needs to be branches with the right arc to match the shape of the hull.’

‘I’ll get him up here, and you can show him what you need.’

‘And the timber needs to be dry,’ Sam repeated.

When Hepi heard Dad’s latest request, he said, ‘I’ll be bloody glad to see that pile of firewood floating down the harbour. My life might get back to normal again.’

‘Listen, Fatman, Sam’s waiting for this timber. We need it yesterday!’

‘Don’t call me—I’ll call you. And listen, Bollocks, there’s more than a couple of beers involved in this one.’

‘I’ve no doubt about that,’ Dad replied, as he put the phone down and turned back to Sam. ‘You’ll have your timber in twenty-four hours.’

Twenty-four hours rolled by, and there was no sign of the pohutukawa. After a whole day on the phone, Hepi came into the barn with a large package under his arm. The look on his face said it all. ‘I’ve been snookered, Bollocks,’ he muttered.

‘Losing your touch?’ Dad asked, as he ripped open the parcel to reveal a tarnished brass compass.

Max Green had delivered it to the yard the previous evening. Sam took the compass from Dad’s hands and started rubbing furiously. ‘She’s the original. See, she’s got her name engraved around the base.’

None of us noticed that Mic had slipped into the barn. ‘Why all the glum faces?’ she asked.

‘We need some dry pohutukawa, and it’s not something you can buy off the shelf these days,’ Dad replied.

‘Morning, Mic. What do you think of this?’ I asked, pointing towards the compass.

She smiled. ‘Nana will be pleased it’s back. And Jack said, if you’re looking for pohutukawa, there’s a dead tree on a farm up at Puhoi, and the branches will match.’

‘Jack who?’ Sam asked.

‘Don’t ask, Sam,’ Dad replied. ‘In Puhoi, eh? Let’s get Bertha and go and have a look.’

‘It’s the second farm on the right heading along the Puhoi road from the main road. You can see the tree from the road.’

Hepi returned half an hour later in Bertha, with a couple of chainsaws on the back. Sam and Dad climbed into the cab, and Mic and I hopped up on the back. Hepi slammed the truck into gear, and we were off down the drive.

Above the roar of Bertha’s engine and the cackle of the twin exhausts over our head, conversation was difficult. Standing up and clinging onto the back of the cab with the wind in our faces was the most comfortable way to travel as Bertha bounced along. Half an hour later, Hepi swung off the main road and we headed towards Puhoi, looking for the tree. He pulled Bertha up, with a loud hiss of the brakes, as a dead pohutukawa came into view.

‘Well, look at that!’ exclaimed Sam as he climbed down from the cab and walked towards the fence between him and the ancient tree. I held the wires apart for him to bend through, then joined him as he strode over to the tree, where he produced a chisel from his pocket and stabbed vigorously at the trunk. ‘We’d better find the farmer and negotiate,’ he announced. ‘I reckon that limb to the left of the trunk has the arc we’re looking for, and we should get both frames from it.’

Bertha roared back into life, and Hepi headed for the farm gate. The long gravel drive led to an old farmhouse set on the brow of a hill overlooking the surrounding district. As Bertha hissed to a stop at the end of the gravel drive, a man swung open the front door and walked out onto the verandah.

‘Can I help you?’ he asked, in a gruff tone.

‘You sure can!’ Dad replied. ‘Are you the owner of this beautiful property?’

‘Would I be standing here in my bloody socks if I wasn’t?’ he snapped.

Dad introduced everybody and told him what we were after.

‘Don’t talk to me about that tree. Bloody neighbours were spraying weed-killer about eighteen months ago, and the drift got it. Bloody thing turned up its toes overnight. It’s about four or five hundred years old, and the bastards are denying they had anything to do with it. I was going to sue the sods, but I haven’t the time. What’s it worth to you?’ he asked.

‘That’s what I was about to ask you,’ Dad replied.

He rocked back and forth on his heels, then looked at Dad. ‘You drop the whole thing, take what you need, and cut anything that’s left into stove lengths and put it in me woodshed.’

‘Deal!’ Dad replied.

The farmer turned and went inside without another word.

I was early to work the next morning, eager to make a start on the new frames. Sam was already there, and the heavy branches lay on the ground. I gave him a hand to lift the remains of the old broken frames on top of them. Sam’s eye had proved accurate—the broken frames closely matched the curves of the new timber. ‘Ah!’ he uttered. ‘Reckon we’re in business. Only wish we had these two days ago. Chisel would have easily run them to size. Still, it’ll be good experience for you.’

When Sam said it would be good experience, he also meant it would be hard work. It took a day to rough the frames out, and that night I left the barn almost on my hands and knees.

‘Don’t be late in the morning!’ Sam called over his shoulder, as he walked off home to the cottage. I managed a feeble nod.

We spent the next day trimming the beautiful dark timber, and on the third day we began to fit the new frames into the hull. Dad couldn’t hold back the grin. ‘We’re going in the right direction, Sam.’

Sam smiled, as he set about preparing to varnish the first frame. ‘We’ll give each part a couple of coats.’

The timber responded, and the dark grain glistened when Sam looked at the finished product. ‘People have always asked me why I never wanted to be anything but a boatbuilder.’ I was beginning to understand his dedication.

With both frames in place, we turned our attention to the stringers and started to machine the kauri. Each length was selected, honed to shape, and fitted to Erewhon with precision. I watched and learned as Sam coerced each length of timber into a perfectly fitting piece of this three-dimensional puzzle. I was eager to learn, but Sam’s greatest lesson was patience, as we slowly pieced Erewhon back together. Each plank had to fit exactly, or it was rejected. Sam wouldn’t compromise, even on the inner layer of the three skins, saying that the end product would justify the effort.

At times Dad struggled with our rate of progress. Each day, when he arrived home, he’d head for the barn. A month passed as we gradually filled in the hole, and every night Dad would don his old clothes and continue the laborious task of stripping paint and varnish from the rest of the hull.

He came into the barn one night, jabbering about a J-class yacht that had sailed into the harbour. Her name was Valhalla, and she was tied up at the Maritime Museum, part of the contingent here for the upcoming America’s Cup.

As he described how she’d looked as she glided into the harbour, he stepped back from Erewhon and sighed. ‘Our lady will look even better, but we still have a long way to go!’

Valhalla’s arrival was timely. If there was any doubt about what we were trying to achieve, it evaporated with one trip to the Viaduct Basin.

‘She’s bloody beautiful,’ Sam mumbled, ‘but she’s steel. Wait until you see our lady back in the water. And, what’s more, we’ll blow her out of the water when it comes down to a race!’

The America’s Cup build-up provided a distraction over the following months, but Sam and I beavered on.

Early one afternoon, Sam picked up the phone and rang Dad. ‘Jim, I need you here urgently!’ Dad hadn’t been near the barn for a week or more, as he had been working all hours. He was about to ask Sam what the problem was when the phone went dead.

‘What’s the problem?’ Dad boomed as he crashed through the door into the barn. ‘Crikey, it’s cold in here!’

It was early October, and the days were only just beginning to warm up.

Sam handed Dad a hammer and a copper fastening. ‘You’d better put this one in,’ he said.

Dad looked puzzled.

‘It’s the last one. I thought you might like to do it!’

Dad turned and looked at the hull and his face lit up. ‘You beauts!’ he exclaimed, as he drove the last fastening home.

‘We can turn her over tomorrow, Jim. I want to replace those toe-rails before we start preparing for the varnish.’

‘I’ll give Stan and Gorilla a ring and see if they can do it in the morning.’

Dad snapped his cellphone shut as he walked back into the barn. ‘Stan tells me he and his mate are tied up for two weeks, shifting boats for the America’s Cup syndicates. Stuff them!’

‘Get a couple of cranes, and we’ll do it ourselves!’ Sam offered.

‘You reckon?’

‘Just borrow your bogies back from Stan for a couple of hours. We’ll roll her outside, and a couple of decent crane operators can do the rest.’

The following morning, I was woken by the roar of two giant trucks grinding their way up the drive. They swung into the turning area in front of the barn and, with a deafening hiss of the brakes, both drivers scrambled out of their cabs and stretched their aching backs.

Bill, the younger one, wandered over to his partner, Ted, and held out a packet of cigarettes. Ted withdrew a smoke, lit up, and handed the lighter to his mate. ‘What are we lifting today, a bloody house?’ Ted asked him.

‘Don’t know. Some bloody boat or something,’ Bill replied.

Dad had taken the day off, and soon Hepi and Paint arrived in Bertha, with the bogies on the tray.

‘Morning, gents,’ Dad called, as he walked towards the barn. He swung open the huge doors and allowed the sunlight onto the stripped wooden hull.

‘Jeez!’ exclaimed Bill. ‘What a bloody beauty! She must be over 100 feet.’

‘One hundred and thirty-five.’

‘Jeez,’ Bill repeated, ‘and what does she weigh?’

‘About fifty ton.’

‘No bloody wonder you wanted both of us!’

‘Yep,’ Dad replied. ‘Now here’s the plan. We’ve got some bogies to put her on, so we can wheel her outside. What we need you boys to do is lift her up and roll her over. Then we’ll put her in that cradle and roll the whole thing back inside.’

‘No sweat!’ Bill announced.

‘Piece of cake!’ added Ted. ‘We’ll set up over there while you get her out.’

While the boys moved their machines into position, Hepi, Paint and I jacked her up and put Erewhon on the bogies.

Unlike every other time we’d moved her, Erewhon hardly murmured as we lifted her. I commented on this to Sam. He smiled. ‘Must have got those fastenings right. Ah, laddy, she’s as tight as a drum!’

Dad backed the Nissan into the doorway, and Hepi slipped the towing strop from the front bogie over the tow-ball. ‘Now take it easy, Bollocks,’ he cautioned, as he picked up the steering tiller.

Erewhon slowly inched out into the warm morning sun until her bare hull was neatly positioned in front of the waiting cranes.

‘That’ll do!’ Bill yelled, when he was happy with her position.

The boys looped two strops around the waiting hull. Sam, Hepi, Paint and I watched, as Dad directed operations. Mic had slipped into the shadows by the barn, saying nothing but obviously worried. I walked over and put my arm around her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Hepi always uses the best.’

She smiled nervously. ‘I still can’t help worrying.’

The giant cranes belched clouds of black smoke as their engines roared, and the winches took up the strain. The machines didn’t miss a beat as they snatched Erewhon off the bogies, swinging her above the ground. Gradually, in a series of short lifts, the port side stayed resting on a pile of padding on the ground, while the starboard side progressively ascended until the deck was just short of vertical.

Bill and Ted climbed down from their cabs as their engines died back to idle. They repositioned their respective strops for the next lift, but this time they didn’t pull them tight against the hull.

Sam looked worried. ‘What are you two jokers up to?’

‘Just stand clear, old fella!’ Ted called.

‘You put a mark on her and I’ll have your balls!’ Sam bellowed back. He turned his back and walked towards the barn, nervously puffing on his pipe.

Ted signalled to Bill, and with another cloud of smoke Erewhon headed for the sky. She was about ten feet clear of the ground when the engines settled back to idle, then roared again as Erewhon stopped swinging, her deck now vertical. Both strops were drum tight. With a prearranged nod the drivers flicked the ends of their booms and Erewhon momentarily floated on air. Both strops went slack, and the heavy keel stub descended rapidly. The strops cracked like a stock-whip as they arrested Erewhon’s fall, and the cranes bucked on their stabilisers. The hull gracefully slid around in the strops and, for the first time since I’d cast eyes on her, she was the right way up. We all stood with our mouths open, and I wasn’t sure whether it was the manoeuvre or her immense beauty that took our breath away.

‘Pretty to watch!’ bellowed Hepi, breaking the silence.

‘You’d better not have broken any ribs with that crazy stunt!’ Sam snapped.

Bill and Ted rested the hull on the keel stub and climbed down from their machines, grinning.

We all took a few paces back to take in the full view. Even unvarnished, she was a magnificent sight.

I placed a ladder against the hull, and we all climbed aboard for our first glimpse of the deck layout.

‘Better bring your tennis rackets,’ I yelled, as I stepped over the rail. Everyone followed me up and gazed around the huge deck.

Mic moved up and stood on the bow.

‘Are you OK?’ I asked.

‘Don’t mind me. You know I get emotional at times like this.’

I smiled as we looked back down to where Dad and Sam were giving the remains of the toe-rail a close examination.

‘Bit of work there, Sam,’ Dad muttered.

Sam nodded. ‘That’s what I’ve been waiting to get my hands on. I always reckoned it was the one feature of Erewhon that wasn’t done correctly.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘I always thought the kauri toe-rail never set the hull off. It needed a darker timber, like pohutukawa. Jack wanted all the fore and aft timber to be full length, to add to the strength of the hull. We didn’t have the glues that are available nowadays, and kauri was the only timber long enough for the job.’

‘You reckon we’ve got enough pohutukawa to build a toe-rail?’ Dad asked.

‘Yep, and I could make it so you couldn’t find the joins—and it’d be stronger than the original!’

‘I agree, it would look great.’ Dad said.

‘I’d like to have had Jack’s seal of approval, though,’ Sam said, as he climbed down the ladder. ‘Shame he’s not here to ask.’

‘Can you talk to your Nana and see if Jack would approve?’ I whispered to Mic.

‘He already has.’

I chased Sam and Dad up the path as they walked towards the house. ‘Mic says Jack was never happy with the kauri rail.’

Sam looked puzzled. Dad turned to Sam. ‘Don’t try to work that one out, Sam,’ he said.

Sam stopped, took his pipe from his mouth, trying to think of what to say, then grunted and put the pipe back in his mouth. He blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘I’ll make a start on it in the morning,’ he muttered.
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Hey, do you want to go into the city tonight, have a look around the Viaduct Basin?’ I asked Mic. ‘We could make a night of it and get a closer look at Valhalla.’

‘I’d like that, Ben,’ she replied, which caught me by surprise.

‘Great, we’ll go early so we have some daylight to see the yacht.’

I was standing in the kitchen, gnawing on a giant sandwich to tide me over until dinner. Dad was getting another can from the fridge. ‘I’ll take your mother over to see that boat in a couple of days, we might have a—’ Dad stopped midsentence, looking past my shoulder. I wheeled around to see Mic standing in the doorway.

‘What do you think?’ she asked, as she brushed nervously at the front of her slinky teal dress. ‘Jenny and I picked this out the other day.’

‘You look stunning!’

‘You sure do!’ Dad added. ‘Go and paint the town red—that dress is wasted around here.’ He beckoned to me as Mic glided out the door. ‘Keep your eye on her, lad,’ he said, pressing a hundred-dollar bill into my hand. ‘She’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a daughter, and I don’t want her coming to any harm.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I replied. ‘When she’s dressed like that, I’ll even follow her into the ladies!’

I hadn’t been into the city for a while, and I was surprised at the amount of activity around the Viaduct Basin. The harbour was purpose-built to accommodate the yachts and their followers who descended on Auckland for the America’s Cup regatta. Mic clung to my arm as we walked towards the Maritime Museum. At the ticket desk I fumbled for my money, suddenly all thumbs.

‘Put that on my tab,’ boomed a strongly American-accented voice from behind.

Without looking up, I continued to try and pay.

‘No, I insist,’ the Texan voice repeated. ‘I’d like you and this gorgeous young lady to be my guests on board Valhalla. I haven’t seen her for ages!’ The speaker was a jovial giant of a man, broad-shouldered and tall.

I was stunned, and Mic smiled up at him.

‘Hi, TJ, what are you up to now?’

‘I’m the boatmaster on Valhalla. The rest of the crew has gone to Rotorua for the weekend, and you know I never like drinking alone. I’ll go chill another bottle while you have a look around the museum. See you soon.’

I turned back to the ticket counter and drew out my wallet again.

‘No, I insist, your visit here is on me!’ he boomed, disappearing along the dock.

‘Put your wallet away, Ben. He can afford it.’

As we came on board Valhalla, TJ gave Mic a huge bear-hug. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw you standing at the counter. How are you? Where’s Mike?’

‘Mike and I split up nearly two years ago,’ Mic said, as TJ handed her a glass of champagne.

TJ raised an eyebrow as he looked over at me, but Mic just smiled and didn’t offer any more information.

He grinned back and offered me his hand. ‘Hi, my mom named me Theodore, but I only answer to TJ. Welcome aboard. Help yourself to a drink and have a good look around. There’s nobody else on board tonight.’

Mic gave me a wink, so I headed off down the companionway to explore. If Valhalla looked impressive on the outside, inside she was incredible. No expense had been spared on the fit-out: it oozed 1930s opulence and charm. I nosed into all the cabins, and it was like looking into another world. Money can’t buy everything, I said to myself, but it sure can make a difference.

When I’d finished my tour, I returned to the saloon, where Mic, draped over a chaise longue, looked right at home.

‘Oh, there you are, Ben,’ she called. ‘We were thinking we might have to send out a search party.’

‘I must say it’d be easy to get lost here. She’s the second most beautiful yacht I’ve ever seen.’

TJ looked shocked. ‘Whaddya mean, second most beautiful? You’d have to go a long way to find anything as beautiful as Valhalla!’

I quickly qualified my statement. ‘She’s the most beautiful yacht afloat,’ I conceded, ‘but…’

‘But what?’

‘Well, there’s another J-class that will be even more beautiful. You won’t have heard of her. Her name is Erewhon, she’s a wooden J, and my dad’s the new owner.’

‘A wooden J? This I’ll have to see. Most Js were built in steel, because they couldn’t build them light enough in timber.’

‘Well, Erewhon is all timber and she probably weighs less than Valhalla. Why don’t you come out and take a look? We’ve just turned her over after a major re-plank.’

‘I’d love to. When can I come?’

‘Whenever you like. Sam and I’ll be working on the new toe-rail on Monday.’

Mic finished her drink and said, ‘Come on, Ben, it’s time we were going.’

‘You don’t need to go yet. The night’s still young, and we have a lot of catching up to do.’

‘No, it’s time we went, but come out and see us on Monday.’

‘That’s a date!’ confirmed the giant.

Back up on deck, I handed TJ one of my cards with our address on, and followed Mic up the ramp.

Mic took hold of my arm as we walked back to the car. She was positively glowing. ‘You fancy him, don’t you?’ I said.

‘No, I don’t!’ she retorted. ‘TJ was an old sailing adversary of my ex’s. We just go back a long way.’

I didn’t believe a word of it.

Monday morning found Sam and me stripping off the remains of the toe-rail. There wasn’t much left in places, but we’d managed to get enough for a pattern, and Sam left me to finish the job while he sorted through the pohutukawa.

I’d just finished, when a taxi pulled up outside the barn. The rear door swung open, and an unmistakable Texan drawl announced itself.

‘Where’s this god-damned tree-trunk you call a J?’ he boomed.

A shadow entered the doorway, followed by two large cowboy boots, complete with spurs.

‘Morning, TJ!’ I called.

I climbed down to find him introducing himself to Sam.

‘My, my,’ he said, as his eyes adjusted to the light and he turned to look at the hull. ‘Never seen a baby like this—she’s very beautiful.’

‘We think so.’

‘Yessir! If she holds together, with those lines she’ll be a flyer.’

Sam, a little taken aback by the Texan’s brashness, took up the offensive. ‘She’ll be around a lot longer than that tin tub you sail!’

‘Ya reckon, old man?’

‘I bloody reckon!’ Sam snapped, as he went to find his pipe.

TJ circled the hull. ‘She’s magnificent, but it looks like you’ve got a lot more work before you get her back in the water.’

‘We reckon another twelve months, and then she’ll be ready to race.’

‘Do you think she’ll be up to that?’

Sam reappeared, puffing on his pipe. ‘I know she will be. Erewhon has some unfinished business,’ he said, emphatically.

‘How’s that?’

I joined in at that point. ‘Erewhon was built to challenge for the America’s Cup after Sir Thomas Lipton took it from you Yanks in Shamrock V, but two things upset that plan. Sir Thomas didn’t win, and the daughter of the original owner went missing, supposedly drowned, while the yacht was on a training run.’

‘What do you mean, supposedly drowned?’

‘That’s another story,’ I replied, with a wry smile.

Sam puffed hard on his pipe as the Texan turned his attention back to the yacht. I took him on deck and inside the hull. He was in awe of the beautiful timber finish. ‘Is this the kayori timber I’ve heard so much about? I never believed it could be so beautiful.’

‘That’s what’s known as mottled kauri,’ I said pointing out the internal bulkheads, ‘and the topsides are heart kauri.’

‘Amazing timber, and such long lengths of planking. What’s the dark timber?’

‘Pohutukawa—that’s what we’re using for the new toe-rail, but it’ll be laminated.’

‘What’s the point of that if you’re going to cover it in paint?’

‘You don’t paint kauri!’ Sam butted in. ‘She’ll be completely varnished above the waterline.’

TJ nodded. ‘Damn right.’

Another, smaller, shadow appeared in the doorway. Mic was standing silently, listening as TJ completed his tour. As he rounded the bow, he caught a glimpse of her.

‘Morning, ma’am.’ Somehow he’d changed from brash Yank to smooth Texan charmer in a breath.

‘Good morning, TJ. I’m glad you made it.’

‘It’s my pleasure to visit such a beautiful young lady and such a magnificent craft as well.’

‘When you’re ready, Jenny has morning tea up at the house.’

‘I’m a starter,’ I replied, and Sam followed me out the door.

Mic hung back as TJ pretended to be still looking at the hull. She moved closer, enjoying being near this colossus of a man. Gently, he drew her into his arms and kissed her softly. ‘Tell me, Mic, who’s the lucky man in your life now?’

Mic blushed. ‘Nobody, only this beautiful yacht. Come on, your coffee will be getting cold,’ she continued, as she eased herself out of his arms and headed for the door.

TJ took the hint: back off. He followed her quietly out the door. There would be plenty of time.

‘I did some research last night after you left,’ he said, as they walked up the path to the house.

Mic interrupted him as they stepped onto the patio. ‘Jenny, this is TJ from Valhalla. TJ, this is Jenny. Her husband, Jim, is the owner of Erewhon.’

‘Why hello, Jenny,’ he drawled. ‘You and Mic must be half-sisters?’ he continued, as if trying to piece the puzzle together.

Mum smiled. ‘Stop it, TJ. That’s all the flattery I can take for one morning. Mic is our dearest family friend, who happens to love Erewhon even more than we do.’

‘Yes, Erewhon,’ TJ said. ‘As I was telling Mic, I did some research after you left last night. I dug out Valhalla’s original log, because I remembered it had a section in the back recording all the known Js. An appendix mentioned a rumour circulating around the New York Yacht Club about a challenger coming from down under. They thought the challenge was from Australia and the challenger was made of timber. Everyone thought it would be impossible to build a competitive timber hull light enough to match the steel and bronze yachts in racing trim at that time. It seems the truth behind the rumour was here in New Zealand.’

Mic smiled. ‘It just confirms that they never took my greatgrandfather’s challenge seriously.’

TJ looked at Mic. ‘Your great-grandfather had something to do with Erewhon?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, he had her commissioned.’

‘Do you think you’ll really sail her, or will she become another museum piece on the Viaduct Harbour?’ TJ asked.

‘Not only will she be in race trim, but she’s got some unfinished business. I intend to find Shamrock V’s present owners and challenge her on the original terms!’ Dad had slipped through the door. ‘While we wait for that, we’ll take on any other J that wants to race.’

‘That sounds like a challenge I might just be interested in. Do you think you could foot it with my boat?’ TJ asked.

Dad stepped onto the patio and thrust out his hand. ‘Jim’s the name, and who might you be?’ he asked.

Mic stood up. ‘Jim, this is my old friend TJ. He’s sailing master of Valhalla.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Jim. She’s a mighty fine craft you have tucked away in your barn. I was just telling the folks how great it was to cast my eyes on the mythical wooden J from down under.’

‘TJ has a report in Valhalla’s original log of a rumour about a Southern Hemisphere yacht, which fits Erewhon’s description, that was circulating at the time she was originally sailing,’ I explained, as Dad looked puzzled.

‘Yeah,’ TJ continued, ‘but nobody took it seriously. As Shamrock showed, wooden Js couldn’t compete with the lighter steel- or bronze-hulled yachts.’

‘Well, you’ve just seen one that can. I’m not going to tell you what she weighs, but let’s just say she is competitive,’ Dad replied smugly.

‘Do you think she’ll be back in the water by the time the next Cup comes around?’ TJ asked.

‘You can put money on that,’ Sam replied.

‘If your boys hold the Cup, my boss wants me to bring Valhalla back down here. He just loves the place, so I’ll tell him we’ve got a race!’

‘You’re on!’ Dad replied. ‘Where’s the coffee?’ Dad sat back in his chair. ‘A man could die of thirst around here!’

Mum produced a mug and filled it, as Dad grabbed the last scone. ‘I’ve seen your tub tied up at the museum—she’s something special.’

‘I’ve been her master for ten years, and I still love being aboard,’ TJ replied. ‘Js are from another time, but they get into your blood.’

Dad nodded. ‘Erewhon has been in my blood for a very long time, and all I want is to take her sailing.’

Sam stood up. ‘Well, come on, lad,’ he announced, ‘we’ve got a race deadline to meet. Can’t sit around here jawing all day.’ We left the others talking and headed back to the barn. Sam’s pace had quickened, and he had a twinkle in his eyes.

‘We’ve got to get Erewhon back afloat, so we can blow that loud-mouth Yank out of the water!’

I smiled as I walked to the bench. Sam grabbed his pipe and, with a billow of smoke, we were back on the job. I watched him inspect the individual pieces of pohutukawa closely. ‘I’m looking to see if I can interweave the grain, lad,’ he replied, when I asked him what he was looking for. ‘I want to splice the timber along the natural lines, so nobody knows we’ve joined it. Just watch and you’ll learn.’

He selected lengths of timber and carefully numbered them. Then we set about cutting and gluing the pieces together. This process took about a week for each side, but the effect was stunning. To the untrained eye, they looked like single pieces of timber. Dad came into the barn one afternoon as I was applying the sealer coat to the port rail. It glistened under the lights.

‘That’s bloody magnificent, Sam,’ he pronounced, as he patted him on the shoulder. ‘Absolutely bloody magnificent!’

Unmoved, Sam lit up his pipe, the only clue to his satisfaction a glint in his eyes.

‘I reckon that job has earned a beer or two,’ Dad announced, as he headed for the door. ‘Go and get Millie, and I’ll put some steaks on the barbie. I’ve got some news.’

When Millie and Sam arrived at the house, Dad sat Millie down and handed her a glass of sherry.

‘I’ve secured a new carbon-fibre mast,’ Dad said.

‘And how much did that cost?’ Mum asked.

‘Hepi got me the deal of a lifetime. He wouldn’t tell me the price, but he’s swapped it for some work on Terry Espie’s new factory. It’s not brand-new—it was a prototype for one of the America’s Cup syndicates—but it didn’t bend to their liking. Terry tells me he can extend the length for us. What we need now are some calculations on the changes we’ll need to make to the ballast with this new lightweight rig.’

‘Wish Jack was around to work all this out for us,’ Sam lamented.

‘I think I can find out for you,’ said Mic.

‘Where from?’ Sam looked dubious.

‘Just leave it to Mic,’ I said quickly. She’s got some good mates who know all about super-yachts.’

‘The other thing we need to think about is the new deck layout,’ Dad continued. ‘We want to be able to sail her with about twenty men, not the original thirty.’

Sam nodded. ‘I’ll need to know that so I can strengthen the deck to carry the winches and grinders.’

‘Just leave it to me,’ said Mic. ‘I’ll get you all the information you need.’

Next morning, Mic came into the barn with a roll of paper in her hand. ‘Morning, Sam,’ she chirped, as she ducked through the door.

‘Morning, lassie,’ he replied. ‘What have you got there?’

‘The calculations and drawings for the deck strengthening and the layout you wanted.’

‘Blimey, that was quick,’ he replied.

‘We can’t let anything hold up progress on our Erewhon,’ she said, as she unrolled the plans.

‘Well, I’ll be jiggered. They look as if they’ve been taken off the original drawings,’ Sam noted, as he perused the blueprints. ‘Someone knows their stuff,’ he added, as he inspected the fine detail. He was about to say something more, when he stopped, gazing intently at the plan. ‘Where did these come from?’ he asked, jabbing his gnarled forefinger at the mark in the corner.

Mic looked at Sam, explaining nothing.

‘That’s Jack’s mark!’ he continued, drumming at the Maltese cross symbol. ‘Where did you get them?’

‘Sam,’ I said, ‘let’s just say she can make contacts that you and I can’t!’

‘But I swear these drawings look as if Jack himself did them!’

‘Let’s just say Erewhon has a guardian angel, and he’d dearly love to see his yacht back in the water,’ said Mic.

‘Are you trying to tell me Jack is Erewhon’s guardian angel?’

Mic smiled.

Sam turned back to the plans. ‘I’m too bloody old for all this mumbo-jumbo,’ he said, ‘but this detail is bloody good.’ He picked up the plans. ‘You don’t see blueprints like these any more, lad. Look at the detail.’

By now, all the exterior woodwork, apart from the sanding and finishing, was done, so the arrival of the plans for the internal strengthening and structural work was timely. Work inside the hull wasn’t easy. While there was plenty of room below deck, with all the lights on it soon became really hot, though working with the beautiful timber panelling somehow had a calming effect on our overheated nerves.

Each night, before we turned the lights off, Sam would sit for a few minutes, looking around. ‘I’ll die a happy man after this job,’ he would say. ‘Jack and I will have a few beers over this one.’

Initially, I didn’t take much notice when he said this, but as the job neared completion it seemed to come up more often. I mentioned it to Mum one night and found she’d noticed a change in Sam’s demeanour as well.

Dad, in his usual kick-arse style, decided that the best cure was to make sure Sam knew he had work to go on with after Erewhon was finished.

‘It’s not that simple, Jim,’ Mum cautioned. ‘It’s not just about work—it’s more to do with passion. Sam probably sees his life as complete when Erewhon floats, and the best will in the world might not be able to change that. He’ll make his own mind up where he goes from here.’

‘We’re not going to let the old buzzard just curl up his toes, are we?’ Dad asked.

‘You may not get a choice, Jim.’

Dad decided that the sealing and varnishing of the hull was beyond our capacity and called in the experts. North Epoxy Systems chief chemist, Stacey Barrett, arrived to supervise the final sanding of the now-clean hull, and Dad agreed to enclose it in a plastic tent for the varnishing.

Sam and I were able to carry on with the finishing touches to the interior of the hull while the exterior was being prepared, but, the night before the spraying was to begin, Ken Black, the foreman painter, told us that the barn door would be locked and the area would be off-limits for a week. He had fifty coats of varnish to apply, and unless everyone had the right breathing gear, the fumes would be lethal.

We took the hint and decided to have a few days off. I contacted TJ to see if the trip he’d offered on Valhalla was still a possibility. He agreed, but on three conditions. One was that I bring some help, two that I bring Mic, and three that we make a week of it.

I asked him what qualified as help, and he said that what he really needed was some hungry bodies to eat an over-supply of food. Valhalla’s owners and their friends had returned to America, and he had to deal with the leftovers. It would also be good if I could supply a couple of extra hands.

‘No problem!’ I told him.
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We arrived at the Maritime Museum to find TJ waiting at the turnstile. As he shook our hands, he gave each of us a kit bag and ushered us into a side room. I opened my bag to find a complete Valhalla uniform. ‘Let me know if I’ve guessed your sizes wrong,’ he announced, as he shut the door behind him. The kits were complete, down to fresh sets of underwear. Mum, Millie and Mic hustled into a side room, giggling like excited schoolgirls, eager to try on the new gear.

Dad, Matt, Sam and I delved into our kits and selected the gear we felt most comfortable with while we listened to the squeals of delight coming from next door. Mic was first back out through the door, resplendent in a tight navy T-shirt and white shorts, her dark hair secured in a pony-tail under a navy baseball cap. Mum and Millie followed, both in polo shirts. Mum wore shorts, and Millie, long white trousers. They both had caps on and looked wonderful. Sam’s mouth dropped open when he looked at Millie.

‘My God, girl, you’ve got pants on!’

‘Do you like them?’ she asked.

‘You look wonderful!’

Millie beamed. ‘I must say you men all look rather dashing as well,’ she added, as she led the way down the jetty. TJ thrust out his giant hand again and welcomed everybody on board. We were all excited, but Millie flitted around the deck, running her hands over the polished brass. ‘She’s beautiful,’ she kept repeating.

Valhalla had a permanent crew of ten, including two cooks, who were making the yacht ready. Like TJ, they were all dressed in versions of the same crew uniform.

TJ ushered Dad, Mum, Sam and Millie into the cockpit and Mic to the starboard wheel. ‘Let’s get under way,’ he called to the crew. ‘Do you and Matt want to help?’ he asked. He attracted the attention of Bill, the forward hand. ‘Give these Kiwis something to do!’ he bellowed.

As we walked forward, one of the crew turned and smiled. ‘Hi!’ she called, as she cast the bowline off. ‘I’m Patty, and this is my sister, Jackie.’ She pointed across the deck at the crew member releasing the port bowline. My jaw must have dropped as I did a double-take. Patty was a knockout, with blonde hair and a body to die for, and she was identical to the girl standing at the other rail.

I looked at Matt, who was equally dumbstruck. Finally, I managed a pathetic ‘Hello’ as Patty smiled again. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘we’re twins.’

That broke the ice, and Matt and I quickly moved alongside to help prepare the yacht for sea. TJ placed himself behind Mic at the helm and reached around her to steer. Mic gave him an indignant look. ‘Don’t you think I’m capable?’ she asked.

TJ took a step back, raising his hands in mock surrender. ‘Take her to sea then,’ he said, as he leaned over and pecked her on the cheek.

Mic turned back to the wheel and in the loudest voice she could muster yelled, ‘Let go aft!’ The cooks released the mooring lines, and she reached forward and pushed the gear lever astern.

Valhalla backed away from the dock, and Mic swung the bow towards the harbour. Before she had time to speak, TJ called for the mainsail. Matt and I jumped onto one grinder, and the twins manned the other. We wound for all we were worth and edged the sail towards the masthead. Dad came on deck to rib us about our staying power, and I didn’t have the breath to reply.

TJ reached forward and flicked the switch that shut the auxiliary down. The harbour suddenly became eerily quiet as Valhalla heeled slightly and began to gather speed. We headed down-harbour with the crew now cranking on the mainsheet to harness the light nor’easter.

TJ turned to Mic. ‘Don’t you want the jib?’ he asked whimsically. ‘I thought you were sailing this ship.’

Mic cleared her throat. ‘Jib on!’ she screamed. Matt and I leaped back to the jib sheet grinders and again cranked for our lives. Bill called the tension, and Valhalla heeled further as we gathered speed. Initially, we were heading towards the Orakei sea wall, but Mic called for more mainsail tension. As our boat speed increased, she lifted the bow, putting us on a collision course with the Bean Rock light-tower, the guardian of the Auckland harbour. I looked at the rapidly closing gap and back to Mic, but she was unfazed. ‘More jib!’ she called. Valhalla heeled, and the speedo climbed. The rest of the crew looked at TJ, but he was unmoved. Gradually, as the speed increased, the bow moved to weather, and we were now heading past the rocky outcrop. I guessed our speed to be well in excess of ten knots as I walked back to the steering pit. ‘Lucky wind-shift,’ I said to Mic as I looked at our new direction.

‘Wind hasn’t shifted one degree,’ TJ chipped in.

Mic gave the slightest smile as she called to tack into the Rangitoto Channel and headed out into the Hauraki Gulf.

‘You haven’t lost your touch,’ TJ whispered to Mic, as Valhalla glided over onto the starboard tack.

Valhalla moved quickly out into the gulf as the Rangitoto lighthouse disappeared off the stern, and we were now heading for the Tiri passage. I looked out into the gulf and smiled. This vast area of ocean, bounded by the Whangaparaoa Peninsula to the north, Great Barrier Island to the northeast, and the Coromandel Peninsula to the east, had been our family playground for as long as I could remember. With the America’s Cup on, our once-quiet expanse of water had become an international stage, with television coverage being beamed to all parts of the globe.

I joined the others in the cockpit. TJ had left Mic on the helm and was handing out drinks. ‘What do you think?’ he asked, as he handed me a can of beer from the chiller discreetly concealed beneath one of the squabs.

‘Bloody wonderful!’ I replied. ‘But I’m confused as to how we are sailing in this direction at the moment. We’re virtually sailing into the wind.’

‘Unlike our skipper,’ he said, pointing towards Mic, ‘you obviously haven’t sailed on a yacht of this size before.’

‘No, I must admit, I’m more your skiff and windsurfer type,’ I replied, with a grin.

‘As the boat speed rises, the yacht creates its own environment, and the apparent wind moves around to weather, so you can crank her closer to the wind.’

Mic nodded her agreement.

‘You really know how to make these things fly, don’t you?’ I whispered.

‘I’m a little rusty, but you never forget,’ she replied.

I offered to take over so she could have a drink, but both her hands were firmly clasped to the wheel.

‘Leave her alone!’ TJ bellowed. ‘Valhalla has never had such a beautiful skipper!’

Mic grinned but never took her eyes off the sails. ‘We’re getting headed a little,’ she said. ‘We may need to put in a short board to make the passage. We’ll wait for a few minutes. We could get a lift off those cliffs.’

‘Don’t reckon you will today,’ quipped TJ.

Mic took the bait. ‘Main on!’ she called. Matt and I went forward to give the crew a hand to crank more pressure onto the already straining mainsheet.

Mic ducked down to the leeward wheel so she could see the giant headsail. ‘Jib’s stalling at the head—push the sheet block forward six inches,’ she barked, as she leaped back to the weather wheel. The crew obeyed without question and wound the car ahead. Valhalla immediately climbed to windward.

I went back to the cockpit as we glided through the Tiri passage without needing the extra tack. Mic gave the faintest smirk.

Sam was sitting with Millie, who was enjoying the late afternoon sail. He was surveying the timberwork with a discerning eye, but not saying much. Mum was chatting to Millie as they sipped their drinks, and Dad lay back, peering up at the giant rig.

‘Little bit of rag up there,’ I said, as I sat down beside him.

TJ handed me a glass of champagne and nodded towards Mic. I took it to her and held the wheel while she took a sip. ‘What do you think of her?’ I asked.

‘She’s wonderful,’ she replied, ‘but even with all her flash equipment she won’t be as fast as Erewhon.’

‘That definitely confirms a race when you get that pile of firewood back in the water!’ boomed TJ.

‘You weren’t supposed to hear that,’ she said.

‘I accept the challenge!’ Dad chimed in.

‘Next America’s Cup regatta then,’ TJ continued.

‘Deal!’ Dad said, thrusting out his hand.

‘Mansion House Bay for the night,’ said TJ, as he looked forward. ‘That’s provided we don’t run into those islands,’ he continued, pointing ahead.

‘We’ll get a lift in about seven minutes,’ Mic snapped back.

On cue, the wind lifted five degrees and Valhalla glided past the rocky outcrops and into the sheltered waters of the bay. The anchor pierced the calm surface, and the huge yacht eased to a stop. We stowed the sails and squared away the decks as the wind dropped, and were able to sit back and enjoy the sun setting over the mainland.

Cooks Hank and Debbie brought trays of food on deck, and our never-to-be-forgotten week began. TJ made sure that Patty and Jackie kept Matt and I occupied, so he had more time alone with Mic. The twins loved to party, and each night it was Matt and I who gave up first. We sailed the yacht up the coast to the Bay of Islands the next day, and each night we nosed into a different bay. More often than not, we had the bay to ourselves, or at worst shared it with another luxury yacht from the America’s Cup entourage. Patty and Jackie usually knew their crew, and Matt and I were invited to their parties.

A week later found us on deck, downing the giant spinnaker as we rounded North Head for the short trip up the harbour. Mic still had a firm grip on the wheel, and by now Matt, Dad and I were old hands on deck and raced around assisting the crew. In the fading breeze off Devonport Wharf, Mic pulled the yacht around head to wind. We scrambled to stow the sails and square away the deck for the last time, as Valhalla came to a halt against the incoming tide. Mic started the auxiliary and pointed the bow for the dock, gently guiding her alongside. TJ walked over to her and gave her a hug. ‘Well done,’ he whispered. ‘How would you like a permanent job?’

‘Not on your nelly,’ Dad chipped in. ‘You can’t have my skipper—she’s already got a yacht to sail!’

TJ laughed. ‘In that case, we’ll wait for our race.’

Mic beamed back. ‘As long as you don’t mind being beaten.’

Outside the museum, Hepi was waiting to take us home in the minibus. ‘What’s with the poofy shirts, Bollocks?’

‘You better try this one on,’ Dad replied, reaching into his kit, withdrawing an unwrapped shirt, and tossing it to him.

‘Is that all I get?’

As the minibus bounced along, I noticed that Sam was sitting quietly with a worried look on his face.

‘Don’t worry, old Bollocks,’ said Hepi, looking at him in the rear-view mirror. ‘The varnishing is finished. I’ve had a peek, and I think you’ll be happy.’

‘She’s all right then?’ Dad asked.

‘I reckon you might be surprised, Bollocks!’

The minibus went quiet as Hepi wheeled around in front of the barn. We were all holding our breaths as we rolled out and stood before the giant barn doors. Sam was like a nervous schoolboy waiting for his report. Matt and I ducked through the barn and pushed the doors wide open. I turned when I saw the looks on the others’ faces. In the fading evening sunlight, the hull almost danced out the door to meet us, her timber glowing as if it were on fire. Sam stood silently, tears rolling down his cheeks.

We all stood speechless as Sam circled the hull, inspecting every inch with his clinical eye, and stopped where the hole had been. He took his pipe out of his pocket and, with a billow of smoke, lit up. Dad joined him. ‘She’s beautiful, Sam, bloody beautiful!’

Sam nodded without a word; he was satisfied. They continued to circle the hull, as Sam took in every detail, when he suddenly stopped, his eyes fixed on a point beside the keel stub. Alongside Jack’s mark was a new inlay.

‘Who put that there?’ he stammered, pointing at a sevenpointed star low down on the hull. ‘That’s my mark!’

‘I did, Sam,’ I said. The night before we left to go sailing, I’d slipped into the barn and inserted the star, on Mic’s instructions.

Mic stepped forward. ‘Nana says Jack wants to thank you. He says nobody in the world could have done a better job.’

Sam sat down on a drum. ‘Well, I’ll be jiggered,’ he muttered. He finally stood up and tapped his pipe out on the lip of the drum. ‘Come on, young fella,’ he said, looking at me. ‘We’ve got work to do in the morning. We’re a week behind schedule, and we’ve got a race to prepare for. We’re not going to let that Yankee tin tub win by default!’
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The following morning, I found Sam in the barn, puffing away on his pipe. The hull gleamed in the rays of sunlight that forced their way through the dusty windows. Sam had a new spring in his step and, with the outside finished, we continued with the internal strengthening before we turned our attention to redoing the varnish.

The old timber was in remarkable condition and only needed a light sand. Each night, we were rewarded when we brushed on the new varnish and the old timber danced back to life. The mottled kauri panelling took everyone’s breath away. As we completed each section, Sam laid on the finishing coat, his skill with the brush matching his wizardry with the tools.

Once we’d finished that back-breaking task, we turned our attention to the fitting out. Hepi located a new Nissan diesel engine and Paint set about adapting it, though Sam was concerned about Paint’s ability to do the job. The old Ford V8 motor, a standard auxiliary in the 1930s, had long since been removed, leaving a gap that would house the new motor with room to spare.

Each day, Paint turned up at ten past eight, which wound Sam up, but then he’d work steadily without interruption. He removed the old gearbox, overhauled it with new bearings and seals, then grafted on the new power plant. Dad wanted to buy a new gearbox, but Paint assured him the old one was better than new. The old propeller shaft and propeller were dodgy, but Hepi located a new unit, and Paint, Sam and I drilled the keel stub to take the new, bulkier tube.

Excitement grew as items were steadily ticked off Sam’s list. Mic and Mum coordinated the interior, with new squabs and curtains, and Sam and I re-pitched the teak deck and rebuilt the hatch-covers. Dad found a company that was still able to etch glass in the traditional manner, and the broken panes were replaced with new ones that matched the originals.

New coffee grinders, cast in brass in keeping with the rest of the fittings, arrived, and Paint and I spent a week fitting them. Sam made up false panelling to conceal the gearing where it penetrated the coach roof.

One evening, Sam turned to Mic as we sat together enjoying a well-earned beer. ‘We’re nearly ready to put the old girl back on her keel. What does Jack think?’

Initially taken aback by Sam’s acceptance of her unorthodox means of communication, Mic hesitated for a minute. ‘I’ll find out what he thinks tonight.’

Sam nodded.

Next morning, she came into the kitchen with a plan in her hand. ‘Good,’ she said, looking at Dad. ‘I hoped I’d catch you before you went to work.’

‘You’re lucky,’ Dad replied, as he washed a mouthful of toast down. ‘I have an early meeting.’

‘Jack told Nana he’d like to recast the keel, now that you’ve changed the rig. He thinks we’ll need about a ton less lead, and he’d also like to change the shape.’ She unrolled the blueprint, and Dad quickly read it through.

‘In for a penny, in for a pound,’ he said, as he headed for the door. ‘Get Fatman to show them to Royce and Johns. See if they can handle recasting something that size. Tell them I expect them to use the old lead!’

The next day, John Royce arrived with Jack’s plans in his hand. He and Sam were long-time business acquaintances, John having cast many keels for Sam’s projects. As he climbed out of his ute, Sam went over and shook his hand.

‘I’ve got to see this thing for myself,’ John said. ‘The dimensions are a bit screwy.’

Sam shook his head. ‘If they’re wrong, we’re rebuilding the wrong boat!’

‘And what’s this about remoulding the existing keel?’

‘Hang on a minute, I’ll show you,’ Sam said, taking John around the end of the barn to where the old keel lay.

‘By jingoes, Sam!’ he said, as he caught sight of the huge lump of lead. He tapped the bulb with his knuckles. ‘Is it all lead?’

Sam nodded, as he lit his pipe. ‘Certified so when it was cast. I know that for a fact, because I cut the tags off the ingots before they went into the furnace.’

John sucked through his teeth. ‘Well, if that’s the keel, where’s the rest of it?’

Sam ushered him into the still-darkened barn and, while John tried to adjust his eyes to the shadows, he pushed open the big doors. The two men peered up at the golden timber hull.

‘Have you rebuilt her, or have you knocked her up from scratch?’

‘Most of her is seventy years old, though I must admit some is brand-new.’

‘She’s bloody beautiful, Sam, bloody beautiful!’ John unrolled the plan. ‘Now that I’ve seen her, I’d like to check the bolt centres.’

‘You don’t need to. If Jack drew them, they’ll be right. But just to keep you happy, I’ll hold the tape.’

John quickly checked the dimensions and nodded. ‘How soon?’

‘Yesterday,’ Sam replied, blowing a cloud of smoke.

‘Then I’d better get cracking.’ They walked back outside and revisited the scrap keel. ‘The new one will definitely be a better shape. I reckon she’ll be about a ton lighter, and I should have some left over.’

Sam doubted that anyone but John could have guessed the finished weight of a yet-to-be-poured keel, but he was sure his old friend knew exactly what he was talking about.

‘With the new rig she needs less weight, so I hope you’re right,’ Sam replied. ‘But you look concerned. What’s worrying you?’

Again John sucked through his teeth. ‘She’s too bloody big to cast at my factory.’

‘You can’t do it then?’

‘Didn’t say that—just can’t do it at my shop.’

‘Where do you want to do it then?’

‘I’d say about here,’ he replied, pointing to the grassed area beside the old keel. ‘Do you think they would mind if we dug a fifteen-foot hole to lower the mould into?’

Sam smiled. ‘Blimey, that takes me back a bit. We melted the lead in a giant pot over an open fire alongside the mould, which we’d buried outside the boat-shed. It worked a treat, but the worst thing about it was that we apprentices had to dig the hole!’

‘We don’t need to be quite as crude as an open fire these days. I’ve got access to a portable furnace that’ll do the job, and I can control the temperature a lot more accurately with that.’

Sam re-lit his pipe. ‘I’ll get Jim’s mate to organise the hole. When will you be ready to pour?’

‘I’ll have the mould ready Monday week.’ He turned and headed for his ute. ‘See you Tuesday week. As long as the weather’s right,’ he added, as he disappeared down the drive.

Sam rang Hepi to organise the digger, and I arrived at the barn door as Sam was hanging up the receiver. I was about to apologise for my late appearance, but Sam wasn’t in the mood for lame excuses.

‘Patty and Jackie too much for you and your brother?’ he asked.

‘Their pace is killing me. They never sleep!’

Sam gave a disapproving puff on his pipe. ‘Come on then, lad, we’ve got to start preparing for the keel pour. You just missed John Royce. He’s going to bring the mould out here and pour the keel on-site. It’ll be good experience.’ He produced a sketch of the scaffold we needed to build alongside the hole.

Monday came around slowly, and in the afternoon Bertha climbed the rise from the gate. With his trademark doubledeclutch, Hepi swung her around and parked beside the hole. With Paint’s help, the mould was lowered into position. Everything was ready.

I didn’t need the alarm the next morning, as Hepi and Bertha shattered the silence again, this time loaded with John Royce’s gear, including the portable furnace and enough oxygen and acetylene cylinders to make Bertha really grunt. John was already on-site and guided Hepi back to where he wanted him. Then he leaped up on the scaffold to swing the spout over the mould.

‘Couldn’t be better!’ he called.

‘We aim to please,’ Hepi replied, with his usual cheeky grin.

‘My boys should be here any minute,’ John continued. ‘I’ll get them straight on to cutting up the old keel. Because of the size of this baby, the pot won’t hold enough to do it in one pour, so we’ll have to set some burners up to keep the lead molten in the mould while we get the second pour ready.’

‘No sweat,’ replied Hepi, as if he did this type of job every day.

John’s men arrived and stood motionless as he lambasted them for their tardiness, but once that was out of the way they were hard at work with the gas-axes, slicing off manageable lumps of the old keel and placing them in the furnace.

It was a hot, smelly job as the torches produced rivulets of shiny silver liquid that ran onto the ground and quickly solidified. The outer layer of the old keel had absorbed salt and other aquatic matter, which filled the air with a pungent marine odour.

With heavy gauntlets to protect their hands, they filled the furnace pot, and John checked the temperature. On his signal, I climbed in the pit and lit the burners to heat the mould. The molten metal raced out of the spout and into the bottom of the waiting cavity, then they reloaded the pot. This time the lumps disappeared more quickly, and John opened the gatevalve, topping the mould to the brim.

Dad arrived as we were turning off the burners, and beamed when he saw the result.

‘You know when to make an appearance, don’t you!’ I called, as the sweat dripped from the end of my nose.

‘It’s all about timing,’ he replied with a chuckle. ‘When you lot are packed up, you’d better come up to the house, and we’ll see if we can replace some of that lost fluid.’

Over the next few days, Sam and I did the finishing touches to ensure Erewhon was watertight above deck.

Paint arrived one afternoon with extensions for the cradle when the keel was in place, and the following morning Bill and Ted roared up the drive with their huge cranes.

Hepi backed the Nissan into the barn and hooked up, ready to tow the hull outside for the last time. Dad was assisting him while the cranes got into position. Hepi dropped the Nissan into gear, and Erewhon edged out into the morning sun.

‘It’s like giving birth,’ Mum whispered to Mic.

The hull gleamed in the warm sun, and Bill and Ted waited patiently as Hepi inched it through the doors and into their reach. As the lift strops were positioned, we placed extra padding between them and the hull.

‘Stacey Barrett from Norths tells me the varnish is bulletproof, but I’m still a little wary,’ I said to Bill, over the cackle of his engine. He nodded, but reassured us he’d never marked a hull yet.

On the nod, the crane engines roared and Erewhon rocketed skyward. When the hull stopped swinging, we positioned the keel on the cradle under the hull, and Bill and Ted slowly lowered her. As if by magic, the keel bolts disappeared into the keel stub.

I placed a ladder against the hull, and Sam and I climbed on board with nuts, washers and a large ratchet-spanner. Sam eyed the shiny threads protruding through the keelson. ‘Here, lad,’ he said, handing me a small tube of grease. ‘Put a smear of this on those threads before you do them up as tight as you can. We’ll check them after she’s been in the water for a week.’

That done, we reappeared on deck, sweat oozing from every pore. I climbed down the ladder and stepped back from the hull. This was the first time since we found her that we’d seen Erewhon in one piece, and Mic had the usual tears rolling down her cheeks. I couldn’t take my eyes off Erewhon’s gleaming hull and shiny silver keel. It seemed a shame that the underwater sections would be masked with anti-fouling paint. Sam put a stepladder from the barn alongside the hull, then climbed up and patted Jack’s mark. ‘Well done, old friend,’ he muttered.

‘Jack says the same to you, Sam,’ Mic called out.

Sam smiled.

Paint, who’d been helping Bill and Ted pack up, walked over to the truck and stripped off his shirt. He reached into the truck and turned back towards us, holding a taiaha, and I saw that his body was as tattooed as his face. He moved forward until he stood directly beneath Erewhon’s bow, and when the others noticed him they all fell silent. Suddenly, he began a powerful haka, the likes of which none of us had ever seen. He was a fearsome sight, and Erewhon seemed to tremble in his presence. As he finished, he rested the spear on the keel and backed away in silence. The air was still, and even the birds in the trees nearby fell silent.

Mic was rigid as Hepi took her by the hand and escorted her forward. He gestured towards the spear, and Mic knelt on the ground to pick it up. Immediately, the birds started to sing again, and a gentle breeze wafted around the barn. Paint walked back to the truck and put his shirt back on. Without a word, he disappeared down the drive.

Dumbfounded, we all stood there looking at each other.

Hepi explained: ‘Paint just removed all the bad spirits from Erewhon and handed her spiritual well-being to Mic.’ He turned to face the hull and broke into a karakia. Then he turned and beckoned us to stand alongside him. We placed our hands on the keel, in silence, as Hepi finished. Then, like Paint, he turned away in silence, walked over to Bertha, scrambled up into the cab, and was gone.

Dad looked at Sam. ‘What was that all about?’ he asked.

Sam shook his head. ‘I’m guessing you might know,’ he replied, looking at Mic.

Mic paused for a moment, nodding as if she was listening to a voice we couldn’t hear. Finally, she spoke. ‘Nana tells me there was a hullabaloo when Jack purchased the timber for the hull. Because of the difficulty of handling large logs in those days, most of them were cut into sections, but Jack wanted full-length planking. He searched far and wide to get suitable supplies.’

Sam nodded. ‘The timber we ended up using came from a log that had been felled for a waka. The iwi weren’t too happy when they found out that one of their lot had sold it to Jack. They were so incensed about the deal that the tohunga put a tapu on it. They told him that any boat built with that timber would come to a very bad end! I remember we used to laugh about it when we were building Erewhon, dismissing it as mumbo-jumbo. I’m not so sure now.’

Mic looked at Dad. ‘So what do you think, Jim?’

‘Let’s hope this means all the demons have gone.’
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That night, we all gathered over dinner to discuss what sort of ceremony Erewhon should have at her re-launch. Dad was determined that the occasion wouldn’t pass uncelebrated. He wanted to launch her in the creek at the back of the farm, so we needed a spring tide. The next one was too soon, only a week away, and we still had to anti-foul the hull and do a few other finishing touches. The next spring tide was in a month: the 25th of November.

Mic gasped. ‘You’re not going to believe this, but that was the date of the original launch back in 1929!’

‘By jingoes, you’re right,’ Sam confirmed. ‘I remember it well—flat on my back in hospital with my leg in a sling.’

Dad picked up the calendar. ‘No argument then? Launch day is the 25th.’

Mum looked up. ‘Who’ll be coming, and how are we going to feed them?’

‘Everybody who’s had a hand in the rebuild, including Paint’s iwi. We’ve got a promise to keep,’ Dad replied, ‘so we’ll get in a catering team. They had the Navy band at the original launch, didn’t they?’ he asked, looking at Mic.

‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Nana says they were wonderful!’

‘I don’t know that we could do the same these days, but I wonder if Matt’s old band could be persuaded to perform?’

‘Dunno, but they’re always looking for funds and an excuse to play,’ he replied.

‘Good. Now, Sam, can you contact all your friends and let us know how many are likely to come?’

Sam nodded.

‘What about TJ and his crew? Do you think I should e-mail them?’ Matt asked.

‘Too right. We need to show them what they’re up against!’ Dad chuckled.

‘How about Looney?’ Mum chipped in.

‘Definitely!’ Dad replied. ‘I’ll get Fatman to get hold of him. In fact, I’d like him to ferry the entourage down-harbour to where we can set the sails.’

Mum turned back to her notepad. ‘Now let me see,’ she said. ‘We’ve got food, booze, music, guests and a clown providing transport. What else are we missing?’

‘What sort of ceremony do we want?’ Dad asked. ‘Some sort of re-christening? What does everybody else think?’

‘A re-christening might be bad luck, and the last thing Erewhon needs is any more bad luck,’ Sam said.

‘I take your point,’ Dad replied. ‘So what do we do?’

‘How about a re-dedication?’ said Millie, who had been quietly sipping her brandy. ‘Like a re-dedication when somebody changes church. Something like that.’

‘You mean some sort of holy-roller would come and spout off?’ Dad asked.

‘Not exactly, Jim,’ Millie replied. ‘I think Harry Castleton might know the right words, don’t you, Sam? He’s a retired naval chaplain, and I’m sure he’d be only too happy to help.’

‘Sounds like the man for the job. Can I leave it to you to broach the subject with him, Millie?’ Dad asked.

‘It might cost you a rum or two and a brandy to get him along!’

‘Well, what does he drink—rum or brandy?’

‘He drinks rum, but I drink brandy, and this glass is empty,’ Millie replied holding her glass up to Dad.

The next five weeks were hectic. Stacey Barrett and his team returned to apply the anti-fouling paint. Hepi phoned to say that the mast was ready, and Terry Espie, the mast maker, wanted to know where to deliver it.

The following morning, Dad mentioned to Sam that he was thinking of stepping the mast before the yacht was launched. Sam chuckled. ‘That would be a great idea if you didn’t have to take it out again to get under the Greenhithe Bridge!’ he said, blowing a cloud of smoke from his pipe. ‘Why don’t we get it delivered to the Navy dockyard and step it there? I’ve still got a few connections, and I’m sure they’ll be glad to help.’

Millie phoned her old friend, the Reverend Harry, and he jumped at the chance. He’d heard about the re-emergence of Erewhon at the Returned Services Association, and mentioned a ceremony used during the war when ships and launches were commandeered for naval use. ‘I’m sure I could adapt that for this purpose,’ he assured her.

As the weeks trickled by, the checklist shrank, and each day saw the arrival of something new. Hepi spent most of his time as the fetch-and-carry boy in Bertha, and it was an exciting moment when he turned up loaded with sails. Although made with the latest materials, the mainsail weighed half a ton, and the jib was nearly the same. The excitement mounted as each day passed and people involved with the launch came to check on their part in the proceedings.

Hepi and Paint arrived one morning with Bertha loaded with scaffolding to build a stage for the school band. Paint had arranged for the iwi to be at the launch. ‘They’re all coming,’ he informed Dad, ‘and they want to know if they can have some input into the ceremony.’

Dad pulled out his notebook. ‘What have they got in mind, and where would it fit in?’

‘You’ve gone soft, Bollocks—you’re asking our opinion,’ Hepi said, with his usual grin.

‘Soft is right, but I don’t want to provoke any more demons!’

‘We’d like to do a haka and a karakia at the start of proceedings, and then the girls would like to do a waiata and poi dance as Erewhon enters the water,’ Paint replied.

‘Don’t have a problem with that.’

On the Wednesday night before launch day, Dad came in through the French doors. Sam and I had already started on our first beers. ‘Well, lad,’ Sam said to Dad, ‘she’s ready.’ He tossed his worn leather notebook on the table.

Dad picked it up and flicked through a few of the tatty pages. Each entry had been neatly crossed out as the task had been completed. Dad reached out and shook Sam’s hand heartily. ‘Well done! We’d never have got it done without you. And Erewhon would never have looked half as good!’

Sam allowed himself a smile, and thanked Dad for the opportunity to do the job without interference. Then he looked at me. ‘Thank you, lad, for all your help, and good luck in the future. Just remember one thing. Whenever you pick up a tool, never do a job you wouldn’t be proud to show Jack.’

I reached out and shook the leathery hand. ‘I need to talk to you about completing my hours to get my Trade Certificate,’ I said, as I sat down.

Sam nodded.

Dad looked hard at Sam. ‘I’ve got another job for you, if you’re interested,’ he said.

Sam nodded. ‘We’ll talk about all this in a day or two,’ he said. ‘Right now, I’m going home.’ He stood up and stepped out through the French doors without another word.

Back at the house, Dad and I talked over our plans for the next three days. The next day we’d move Erewhon to the ramp and make her ready for the launch. We’d need to start early on Saturday to be on time for the nine o’clock tide, so everything would have to be ready and in position by Friday night.

Mum came into the room. ‘Look,’ she said, pointing to the floor beside where Sam had been sitting. ‘There’s Sam’s pipe and baccy. It’s not like him to forget.’

I picked them up and headed out the door. ‘I’ll just drop them down to him.’

‘Who is it?’ Millie called, when I tapped on the door. She opened the door and appeared surprised to see me.

‘Sam left these up at the house,’ I said, as I handed her the pipe and tin.

She looked startled. ‘Sam’s not here—I thought he was up with you.’

‘No, he left us about half an hour ago. He said he was coming down here.’

Millie’s hand flew up to her mouth.

‘He’s probably stopped off at Erewhon,’ I said, leaving her standing at the door.

‘Sam!’ I bellowed, as I neared the hull, but there was no reply. ‘Sam!’ I called again as I went up the ladder and onto the deck. ‘Sam!’ I yelled for the third time, but there was still silence. I peered down the companionway and into the darkened saloon. ‘Sam!’ I called, as I scrambled around looking for the switch for the auxiliary lights.

I heard footsteps coming down the path. ‘Sam, is that you?’ I asked.

‘No, it’s me,’ Dad replied, ‘What’s all the commotion?’

‘Sam’s missing,’ I said, as I found the light switch and flicked it on. I returned to the hatch and peered into the saloon. My worst fears were realised as my eyes adjusted to the light. ‘Dad!’ I bellowed. ‘Get an ambulance. He’s in here and he’s not moving!’

I quickly rolled the old man onto his back and checked for a pulse. Nothing. I threw my head down on his chest and listened. ‘Get an ambulance!’ I screamed again, as Matt and Dad peered into the cabin. I began CPR as Matt threw his cellphone open and dialled the number. Dad dived into the cabin to assist me. We worked furiously on the old man, but there was no response. I pumped and pumped as Dad breathed into his mouth. I pleaded with him to start breathing again, but there wasn’t a sound. Matt appeared in the cabin door to assure us the ambulance was on its way.

‘Get Mum to look after Millie!’ I yelled, sweat now dripping from my face. Dad took over and tried to coax life back into Sam’s still body. I was desperately fighting my emotions as the ambulance pulled up alongside Erewhon and the two officers climbed quickly up the ladder. Despite their best efforts, Sam didn’t breathe again, and after a half-hour of CPR and defibrillation, they said he was gone.

I climbed slowly down the ladder. Mic was waiting, and she gave me a wordless hug. Nobody was saying anything: we were all in shock. I wanted to cry out loud, but I remained mute. Why? I asked myself. Why couldn’t Sam at least have seen Erewhon back in the water? It seemed so unfair. I felt cheated. Sam hadn’t stayed around so I could finish my apprenticeship. Then I felt really guilty for being so selfish. He’d taught me so much in the time we’d worked together, so why did I feel cheated?

As Dad talked to the ambulance officers, I suddenly remembered Millie. I found her sitting at the table in the cottage with Mum pouring her a cup of tea. She looked up as I came though the door. ‘Thank you, Ben,’ she said, ‘for all your effort in trying to save him. Would you like a cup of tea?’

I looked at this remarkable woman. How could she be so calm?

Mum produced another cup, and Millie insisted on pouring. I didn’t argue, and took my cup without a word. Millie stood up and walked over to the dresser, pulling open the top drawer. She produced a large envelope and handed it to me. ‘Sam was going to give this to you after the launch, but I think now is probably a more appropriate time.’

Inside it were a Certificate of Completion of Apprenticeship and a letter.

I stared at the citation and Sam’s signature in the lower corner.

I opened the letter.


Dear Ben,

It is with great pleasure and pride that I give you your Apprenticeship Completion Certificate. Although our time together has been short, your skill leaves me in no doubt that you are qualified to take the title of Craftsman Boatbuilder.

Good luck, lad.

Sam

P.S. Remember the golden rule: Jack is always watching!



I looked at Millie as I tucked the letter back in the envelope. She smiled. ‘He knew he was going to die, didn’t he?’ I asked.

‘Sam’s been on borrowed time for years, Ben. He’s been in pain from sand in the stomach, a legacy of years in the desert during the war, after Crete.’

‘But he never said anything.’

‘No, he never complained, but before he started Erewhon the doctor had given him a matter of months to live.’

‘Why did you let him take on the job?’

‘I couldn’t have stopped him even if I’d wanted to—he loved Erewhon so much. I’m so grateful to your Dad and Erewhon. They gave me another two years with him. I know he would have been dead long ago if he hadn’t had her to focus on.’

As I looked at Millie, I could see her immense love for a man whose life was now complete. ‘You seemed to know that Sam was gone when I brought the pipe down here,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ Millie agreed. ‘Sam told me he’d give up smoking the wretched thing when he went to heaven, and I’m sure St Peter has the gates open right now.’

Mum came into the kitchen through the French doors. ‘She’s sleeping. The doctor gave her a sedative, and she went off to bed. I tried to get her to come up here for the night, but she wouldn’t. I’ll check on her first thing in the morning.’

Dad went to the drinks cabinet and withdrew an unopened bottle of Scotch. Without asking, he twisted the top off, poured four drinks, and handed one each to Mum, Matt and me. ‘I think we all need a serious drink,’ he said.

We were sitting looking at our glasses when Mic breezed into the room. ‘Why all the glum faces?’

I looked at her in astonishment: how could she be so flippant at a time like this? Dad poured her a drink.

‘Must be serious if we’re drinking hard liquor,’ she continued. ‘Now come on, you lot, I know Sam has gone, but don’t be sad. I’m sure he’s very happy with the way things ended.’

She took a gulp of her Scotch and thumped the empty glass on the table. ‘I’d forgotten how much kick that stuff has. I haven’t tasted whisky like that since Mary MacCarthy and I sneaked into Dad’s cabinet when we were children. I was grounded for a month. I’ll have another!’

We all looked at each other and started laughing.

I banged my glass down on the table. ‘I’ll have another!’ I said. Mum and Matt followed suit, and we all downed another shot.

‘Can you talk to Sam, then?’ I asked.

‘He told Nana to tell us not to sit around moping. There’s no time to waste. Erewhon has to catch the tide at 09:00 on Saturday.’

Dad poured the third round. ‘We’d better make this the last. We don’t want to let Sam down and miss the tide.’

Anaesthetised by the Scotch, we all fell asleep quickly, only to be woken by Hepi and Bertha roaring up the drive. The news of Sam’s death hadn’t yet reached the outside world, and Hepi came bounding through the French doors, looking for breakfast. Mum had been up since dawn and followed him through the doors. She’d been checking on Millie, and quickly filled Hepi in.

‘Jeez, Bollocks,’ he said, ‘that bloody boat still has a hoodoo!’

Dad just looked at his friend. ‘I’m hoping last night was the end of it. Everybody connected with the building of Erewhon has now passed on. Sam was the last link, and by all accounts she extended his life by a couple of years, so I’m looking for a positive from all of this.’

‘Hope you’re right, Bollocks. Suppose you’ll be putting off the launch then?’

‘No, everything is still go, as long as Millie is happy.’

‘She is,’ Mum chimed in. ‘She feels we’d be letting Sam down if it didn’t go ahead.’

‘Great!’ Dad continued. ‘We owe it to the old guy to get his lady floating. What say we talk to Millie about combining his funeral with the launch? Most of his old mates are coming on Saturday, and I’m sure Millie will want her old reverend friend to do Sam’s service. Let’s check.’

Tears welled up in Millie’s eyes when Mum and Dad put forward the idea. She knew Sam would have liked it, but she was concerned about the timing.

‘Don’t worry,’ Mum reassured her. ‘Leave the planning to us.’

Millie couldn’t hold back the tears.

‘Well, if you don’t mind,’ Dad said, as he stood up, ‘I’ll have to get on with proceedings. Sorry I have to rush, Millie, but if we’re going to do this for Sam, we must get under way. I’ve been meaning to ask you for weeks. Would you do the honours with the champagne at the launch ceremony?’

The smile came back to her face. ‘Of course, Jim. I would be very proud, and I know Sam would be too.’

Hepi and I were standing beside Erewhon as Dad came racing down the path. ‘Right, you lot!’ he called. ‘Let’s get this show on the road. We’ve got a yacht to launch and a funeral to organise. Where are the wheels for the cradle?’

‘They’re in the barn. I’ll get them,’ I called, as I headed to the door.

Inside the now empty, dark cavern, I stumbled over to the switchboard to turn on the lights. I flicked the switch and turned to where the wheels were stored. ‘Jeez!’ I called, as my eyes focused in the dull light. ‘Come and have a look at this!’

‘What’s all the racket?’ Hepi yelled, as he came through the door with Dad on his heels.

There, in the corner of the barn, set up on two saw-horses, was a narrow clinker dinghy. All three of us circled the small craft. The detail was magnificent. ‘I’d forgotten this was here. I could turn that into a casket for Sam.’

‘Where did this come from?’ Dad asked.

‘This was the one Sam was doing up when we first met him. He brought it with him when he moved here. He was going to finish it after he completed Erewhon, but he never got around to it.’

‘Sam didn’t build it for himself, did he?’

‘No,’ I replied, ‘someone gave it to him. He never told me who, but I think this might be a clue.’ I pointed to a small Maltese cross just above the waterline.

‘You’re kidding!’ Dad replied. He went to fetch Millie, and showed her the dinghy. ‘Ben wants to make a casket for Sam out of this,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’

Millie stood in silence for a few moments. ‘Sam would love to be laid to rest in that,’ she whispered finally. ‘You don’t think the funeral director will mind?’

‘He won’t get a choice,’ Dad replied, emphatically.

‘Leave those details to us, Millie,’ Mum continued, ‘and you can get on with the other preparations.’

‘Jim, would it be possible for Sam’s casket to be left open in here for his friends on Friday night?’

‘What, here in the barn?’ Dad looked around. ‘We’d have to clean it up.’

‘No!’ Millie replied. ‘I don’t want it cleaned up. Sam loved the smell of the chips and shavings, and I want him to enjoy it one last time.’

I found the wheels and jack in the corner of the barn, and Hepi and I set about fitting them to the cradle. Paint arrived to help, and in no time Erewhon was moving.

As we neared the ramp, she was turned end for end, and by mid-afternoon she was placed above the high-water mark. We positioned Aggie as the winch, and her cable was all that was restraining Erewhon’s beautiful hull from gliding into the river.

I set about modifying the dinghy, and late in the evening the barn door swung open. Paint stepped in and handed me a parcel wrapped in newspaper. ‘Thought you might like this,’ he grunted.

Inside was a highly polished brass plaque. It was beautifully etched with Maori motifs, and across the centre were two crossed oars, with Sam Baverstock, Master Boatbuilder engraved underneath.

I turned to say thank you to Paint, but he had gone. I walked over to the dinghy and screwed it onto the lid.

When the iwi arrived and camped in the field beside the barn, the farm took on a carnival atmosphere, which seemed a little inappropriate bearing in mind it was Sam’s funeral as well as the launch, but Millie was happy. ‘He would have loved this, and I know his friends and relatives will be happy to see him still being part of it all. I can’t think of a better send-off for my Sam.’

Sam’s body arrived late in the afternoon, and we placed the dinghy on his old saw-horses in the middle of the barn. A small procession of friends, workmates and family came to see him. He lay peacefully in the dinghy as the mourners passed by, crunching wood shavings under their feet. Millie came in, supported by Mum and Mic, and Dad, Matt and I followed, as the iwi performed a karanga o te ra as their tribute to Sam.

By nine o’clock, we had bid the small procession of mourners farewell. The iwi had a large fire roaring, which they sat around, singing. As we passed, they called out to us to join them, so we sat down and were handed a drink. We sang into the night with songs that seemed to pay tribute to Sam and his life. At one point, one of the elders made a speech to Dad, expressing his delight that the iwi were to be involved with the re-launch of what he called Waka Erewhon.

It was well past midnight when Mum walked Millie back to the cottage and the rest of us wandered up to the house. We’d intended to have an early night, but we were all enjoying the campfire sing-along so much that we hadn’t noticed time gliding by.

The next morning, I woke as the sun streamed into my room, and despite my late night I felt unusually refreshed. Mum had organised Erewhon uniforms, and I found mine on the chair in the corner of the room. I showered, slipped on the new gear, and headed down to the kitchen to find everyone except Mic already eating breakfast. Millie had walked up from the cottage, very proud of her new clothing. ‘I hope Sam won’t mind me wearing pants to his funeral,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry, Millie,’ Mum said. ‘You look wonderful!’

Dad was about to speak but stopped, gazing at the doorway behind me. I turned to see Mic, dressed in traditional kakahu and piupiu, with a superb korowai wrapped around her shoulders, just as Mercedes had done the day Erewhon was launched. Around her neck, she wore a gleaming carved pounamu tiki.

‘Right,’ said Dad. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’

Erewhon stood majestically at the water’s edge, adorned in flags, looking every bit the star. The iwi were up and busy, with their barbecues roaring, and sausages, bacon and eggs flowing from the grills. Paint was already dressed in his ceremonial costume.

‘Plenty of grub if ya want a bite,’ he called, as we neared the camp.

Matt and I must have looked hungry, because without another word he thrust a plate laden with food into our hands. Some of the group had already finished breakfast, and the boys were practising their routines with their taiaha while the girls adjusted each others’ costumes and warmed up their poi.

The air of anticipation grew as every minute passed, and the crowd started to swell. The school band arrived, and the boys who weren’t tuning their instruments or setting up the stage gravitated towards the smell of bacon and eggs. Paint and his team were soon trying to fill them up. The boys were wary of Paint at first, but soon relaxed when Hepi told them he’d already eaten that morning.

Hepi and I set up an awning near Erewhon’s bow, and when Harry Castleton arrived we moved Sam from the barn down to the water’s edge. Millie asked Dad, Matt, Hepi and me to be pallbearers, and two of Sam’s old mates from the RSA took up the other places as we carried Sam out to the awning.

‘Never thought I’d see this pile of fuckin’ firewood float. She looks great!’ The voice was unmistakable as we turned to see Looney walking up the ramp.

‘Morning, Looney!’ we all chorused, as the scruffy figure approached with his hand outstretched. I hadn’t noticed the barge nosed into the bank on the other side of Erewhon.

‘Glad you could make it,’ Dad welcomed him. ‘Has Hepi told you what’s happening?’

‘Yep, I’m goin’ to be a fuckin’ ferry for the day. Sorry to hear about old Sam Baverstock, by the way. Fuckin’ good joker! You picked a nice day for it.’

Dad nodded. ‘Thanks, Looney.’

People continued to arrive, and the band settled in. A cab wheeled around in front of the barn, and as the door swung open a pair of Texan boots hit the ground, followed by two well-tanned pairs of legs in strappy high heels. ‘Hear there’s a launch going on around here today!’

Matt and I rushed over to hug the girls, and Dad greeted TJ with his usual solid handshake. ‘Glad you could make it,’ he said, as they both turned around to look at Erewhon. ‘What do you think?’

TJ ran his expert eyes over the yacht, nodding his approval as he walked. ‘What, no Kiwi skirt around this one!’ he said, with a chuckle.

‘No!’ replied Dad. ‘What you see is what you get.’

TJ laughed. ‘I must say, she has an interesting underwater concept. How much did you change her from the original design?’

Dad smiled. ‘Anything you see that’s wood is original design. The keel has been lightened because of the lighter mast.’

‘But that rudder set-up’s not original?’

‘Yes, it’s the original rudder,’ a voice chipped in from behind them.

‘Well, hello!’ TJ said, as he eyed Mic’s costume. ‘You look absolutely wonderful!’ He reached out and enveloped her with a giant hug and kiss.

Mic hugged him back. ‘Thank you for coming. It’s so nice to see you again!’

‘I don’t know which is more beautiful, you or Erewhon,’ TJ continued, and then caught himself when he realised what he’d just said.

‘Erewhon really does look the most beautiful. It’s her day,’ Mic replied, helping TJ out.

TJ quickly returned to his question about Erewhon’s underwater sections. ‘You know, this would be the only J I know of that doesn’t have the rudder swinging on the rear of the keel. She’s very innovative for her time. I bet she can turn on a dime.’

Mum, Mic and Millie walked slowly down the path, went around the end of the barn, and headed towards the water’s edge, where Sam’s coffin rested under the awning.

The band struck up as they took the last few paces. Harry stepped forward to escort Millie to her seat, then stepped up to the microphone and welcomed everyone, pointing out that he’d known Sam since the Second World War and Millie for just about as long. He reminded those present that Sam wouldn’t have wanted this to be a sad occasion, and said he couldn’t think of a more fitting way to celebrate Sam’s life. He continued, ‘Sam would have been very unhappy with me if we’d missed the tide for the launch of this most magnificent vessel, so with Millie’s permission I would like to start with the re-dedication of Erewhon.’ Millie nodded, and Harry signalled to Hepi, who nodded to Paint.

Without a word, the men of the iwi rose in full costume and performed a wero. Paint’s intensity was absolutely frightening, and Dad hesitantly stepped forward and picked up the green branch. In full flight and with his full body tattoo, Paint was a magnificent sight.

The guests were buzzing as Dad stepped up to the microphone and welcomed everyone to the farm. He gave a brief history of the yacht and our family’s involvement with her. He then talked about Sam’s involvement with the yacht, right from its original inception to the day he turned up unexpectedly at the barn and took over the restoration. Dad outlined his hopes for Erewhon and his desire to finish unfinished business by racing Shamrock V.

As he sat down, Hepi nodded to Paint again, and the women of the iwi came up to stand by Erewhon’s bow, where they sang a haunting waiata and performed an action song with poi. Their voices drifted out across the water, and a strange echo gave the impression that there was another group standing on the far bank, joining in.

Harry delivered a short prayer, followed by a sermon on man’s desire to put to sea, setting the mood for the day in a most unexpected way. The crowd, obviously affected by what he had said, sat in silence as he blessed Erewhon, and on his nod Chalky, the bandmaster, had the trumpeter play reveille.

Hepi signalled to Dad, who in turn stepped over and offered his hand to Millie, as he beckoned her towards the rostrum by Erewhon’s bow. Millie picked up the champagne bottle in her right hand and cried at the top of her voice, ‘I re-dedicate this waka Erewhon! May all who sail on her do so in safety. And may God bless her!’

The crowd roared as the bottle smashed into the brass anchor-warp guide and sprayed the foaming liquid all over the gleaming varnish. Hepi stepped up to Aggie and hit the start button as the band struck up. Aggie roared into life, and Hepi engaged the winch and took the strain, as Matt and I removed the blocks from behind the wheels.

Paint stepped forward with his mere in his hand and, standing between Aggie and Erewhon, led the iwi in a haka, as Hepi eased the brake on the winch drum and Erewhon inched down the ramp. The rear wheels of the cradle disappeared, and then the new keel tasted cool salt water for the first time. Slowly, Hepi eased the cable out, and the keel and rudder slipped from sight.

The band seemed to increase their volume, and the crowd got louder. My heart took a leap when I saw bubbles breaking the surface, but I relaxed when I realised it was only air escaping from the cradle tubing.

I turned and looked at Millie, Mic and Mum. All three were standing at the top of the ramp, smiling and crying. Dad was up on the bank, silently watching proceedings, waiting for the hull to lift free. Looney had moved his barge in against the piles on the far side and lowered the bow-ramp onto the bank. The crowd surged on board as the water now lapped at the hull.

‘Float, old girl,’ I said, under my breath. ‘Float!’

As if she heard my command, the hull stopped moving and the cradle carried on. I signalled to Hepi to stop, and the crowd hushed, the band fell silent, and the birds stopped singing. An eerie calm settled as it took a few seconds for everyone to appreciate what had just happened. Hepi wound in the cable, and the cradle ascended as the water lapped at the fresh anti-fouling paint. Erewhon was back where she belonged.

Dad stepped aboard as Matt and I, with a couple of volunteers, made her fast to the piles. He was beaming as he beckoned Mum, Millie and Mic on board, Dad offering his hand to Millie. Mum followed and kissed him as she stepped over the rail. Mic accepted his hand as he said, ‘Welcome aboard!’

She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. ‘Thank you, Jim. Nana is so pleased. Thank you for believing this was possible.’

Dad hugged her and smiled.

Others in the crowd surged down the jetty and stepped onto the yacht as the excitement grew. Everyone wanted to be part of the occasion. Dad couldn’t stop smiling as people shook his hand and slapped him on his back. He was still enjoying the moment when he looked back to the shore and saw Sam’s casket. He nodded to Hepi, who picked up the microphone and called everyone back to shore.

Harry retook his position, and the crowd hushed. Millie joined him as he moved quickly to conclude the formal part of the service. Chalky rose to his feet with the baton in his hand, and the band played the only hymn Sam knew: ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’.

The President of the RSA stood with the two men who were the other pallbearers and paid tribute to their fallen comrade. Dad, Matt, Hepi and I stepped forward to carry Sam to Erewhon, and a lone trumpeter played the last post as we slowly walked the casket down the jetty and placed it on board Erewhon.

With the casket safely on the stern, Matt and I slipped the stern line while two others let go the bow, and Erewhon eased away into mid-stream. We lowered the anchor, and the bow swung upriver. The crowd on the bank buzzed as they surveyed the majestic craft.

Hepi flicked the switch on the public-address system and announced that morning tea was being served at the house. Slowly, the crowd turned away from the riverbank and wandered up the path. Conversation was reserved at first, but after a few minutes the smiles began to return to faces as people chatted about the occasion.

Millie busied herself helping the caterers and enjoyed being able to chat with people as she handed them food. It was her way of coping.

Everyone offered their congratulations on the yacht or expressed their satisfaction with Sam’s ceremony, as Mum and Dad circulated. Dad invited each group to join us on Looney’s barge to complete the day for Sam and see Erewhon under sail out on the gulf.

‘How fuckin’ many of these bastards are coming?’ Looney asked.

‘Don’t know—probably most of them!’ Dad replied, with a chuckle.

‘Jeez, that’ll test the harbourmaster’s fuckin’ sense of humour!’

‘Don’t worry, Looney,’ Dad replied. ‘He’s over there in the corner, and he’ll probably be one of your passengers.’

‘Fuckin’ hell!’

Hepi and a few of the others set about loading the barbecues onto the barge, along with boxes of food and drink.

‘Make sure there’s plenty,’ Dad called, as the momentum began to build. A few of the boating crowd had disappeared and returned by midday in their launches and yachts, anchoring around Erewhon, ready to escort her down-harbour.

The remaining crowd milled around in anticipation. The band set itself up in front of the wheelhouse, and Hepi gave the call to everybody who couldn’t find a boat to board the barge.

Matt and I had gathered several of our mates to assist on Erewhon, and Patty, Jackie and TJ, now decked out in Erewhon uniforms, also joined us.

‘We’ve got an appointment at the naval base at 13:00, so it’s time we were leaving,’ Dad called.

Once everyone was on board, Dad nodded to Paint, who turned the key and hit the start button. The exhaust spat out a jet of water as the engine flashed into life. Paint allowed himself a wry grin as the exhaust burbled away just above the waterline. He checked over the side to see that the cooling water was flowing, and gave Dad the thumbs-up.

Dad nodded to Mic and pointed to the steering wheel. ‘Take her down-harbour.’

Mic stepped up to the wheel, then turned and looked to where Sam was resting on the stern. She walked a few paces to stand alongside the dinghy and placed her hand on the plaque. ‘Thank you, Sam,’ she whispered.

She turned back to the wheel and took up her position. Paint was waiting at the engine controls when Mic called, ‘Weigh the anchor!’ I stood on the windlass switch and the chain rattled in over the bow. The anchor broke the surface and neatly slotted into its bracket on the port bow.

The crowd went silent as Mic nodded to Paint. He slipped the engine into gear, and Erewhon edged forward. She spun the wheel hard to starboard, and Erewhon turned slowly towards the sea. The outgoing tide helped bring her bow around, and the support fleet parted and took up positions on either side. Paint pushed the throttle forward, and Erewhon gained speed as her bow sliced through the upper harbour channel.

Looney raised the bow-ramp and took up position at the tail of the fleet. The party on board was soon in full swing as the boys in the band let loose.

We passed under the Greenhithe Bridge, realising that once the mast was stepped it would be the barrier that would prevent us returning Erewhon to our jetty at the foot of the farm.

Dad moved over to where Millie was sitting with Mum and put his arm around her shoulder. ‘What do you think Sam would be thinking right now?’

Millie smiled. ‘He wasn’t one for crowds, but he would have loved this day.’

Dad smiled as he walked forward to stand alongside Mic. ‘You look particularly comfortable standing there, gorgeous. Are you happy to take her alongside at the naval base?’

‘Just try and stop me!’ she replied.

Dad laughed and carried on forward to chat to TJ. ‘What do you think?’

‘Well, Jim. I think Valhalla has a rival in the beauty stakes. She truly is magnificent, but I’ll reserve my judgement on her sailing ability until I see her under canvas.’

Dad looked down-harbour at the glass-calm water. ‘I don’t know if we’re going to have any breeze to show her off today. Still, let’s get the mast stepped, and then we’ll have a look at the wind.’

TJ nodded and then looked up as the entourage passed under the harbour bridge.

Since it was a Saturday, the naval base would normally have been quiet, but today a large number of the staff had come in to have a look at Erewhon. Terry Espie and his crew were on hand to fit the mast, and one of his men received the bowline as it was thrown to him. With pinpoint accuracy, Mic placed her gently against the wharf alongside the waiting crane.

‘Moment of truth,’ Terry said, as he shook Dad’s hand.

Some of the boys on the dock lowered a gangplank, so the girls could go ashore, while the mast was being swung around. Patty and Jackie enjoyed the attention from the shore crew as the whistles went up, while Mic smiled but remained aloof.

The giant overhead crane whined into life, as the operator lowered the hook to the ground and Terry’s men attached it to a lifting strop on the mast. The crane took the strain and gently raised the mast off its rests. Several of the hands held onto a rope attached to the base of the spar and, once it was free of the ground, braced themselves to stop it swinging away from the yacht. The crane didn’t even grunt as it hoisted the lightweight mast high into the air and quickly had it in position over the mast-step.

Mic stepped back on deck and handed Dad a small box. ‘What’s this?’ he asked, looking at the mysterious little package.

‘Just a little something to place under the mast for good luck.’

Dad put his thumb under the lip on the container and flicked it open. Inside was a mint-new gold sovereign. Without another word, Dad dropped it down the mast-step, then waved the crane operator to lower away. As the mast settled on the step, Terry’s men attached the stays and started to tighten them. The riggers adjusted the rig, and the crane hook was released. The boom was swung into place, and the crane hoisted the sails on board. Terry raised a faint smile as the last of the fittings clipped together and the rig stood unaided.

‘You’d better take her to sea!’ he yelled, as the last of the tools were transferred back to shore.

Dad looked up at the crisp new mainsail and nodded. ‘Let’s go!’

‘I’ll follow in my chase boat,’ Terry called over the roar of the crowd and the blast of horns from the waiting flotilla.

Mum and Millie joined Mic on the deck. A mixture of friends, yachties and the Americans scrambled aboard, all keen to have the first ride on Erewhon. Those who were there to help quickly came to the fore, and the rest kept out of the way.

Looney’s barge was buzzing with excitement as Mic nodded to Paint to start the engine. She signalled him to go astern, and eased the yacht away from the wharf out into clear water, before turning the bow down-harbour. The flotilla cleared a path and joined in astern.

It was a slow trip, but it gave us time to get everything set as A Buoy came into view. The excitement was mounting as Mic called to Paint to slow the engine. He slipped it into neutral, and Erewhon glided to a halt as she turned, head to wind.

Mic beckoned Dad to the wheel. ‘Jim, your yacht awaits her skipper.’

Dad grinned and stepped up. ‘Hoist the main!’ he yelled.

The giant sail rattled up the mast as four of us ground for all we were worth. There was now a light breeze puffing in from the northeast, and Erewhon sat nicely into the wind.

I looked up as the huge sail shimmered in the afternoon sun, cracking back and forth as we prepared to unfurl the jib. Dad eased the helm down, and Erewhon ghosted forward, a roar rising from the gaggle of support craft. ‘Jib on!’ Dad called, and the winches hummed. ‘Main on!’ he called, as Erewhon heeled in the light breeze, and we headed for the gulf. Erewhon eased away from the following yachts as Dad gripped the wheel tightly, and everybody cheered. The rig creaked as the load increased, and Paint switched the auxiliary off.

Hepi moved to the stern and stood by the backstay, uncharacteristically subdued. Dad glanced over his shoulder to check on the following flotilla and noticed the strange look on his best friend’s face. He signalled to Mic to take over the helm, then walked past Sam’s casket to see what was bothering Hepi.

‘What’s the trouble? You’re looking a bit green around the gills.’

‘I was fine until you hoisted that bloody thing,’ he replied, pointing to the mainsail.

‘You’re not going to chuck on me, are you?’

‘Not bloody funny, Bollocks, especially in front of all your toffy friends,’ Hepi said, pointing to the trailing armada. ‘Never been bloody crook on a boat in me bloody life,’ Hepi lamented. ‘Must have been something I bloody ate!’

Mic had noticed Dad and Hepi on the counter-stern and handed the helm to me so she could join them. She was more sympathetic, telling him that her great-grandfather had had the same problem when Erewhon was under sail. Mum went below to find the medical kit and returned with a pill and a glass of water.

‘I don’t know if you’re supposed to mix this with alcohol,’ she said, as she handed over the tablet, ‘but I suppose we’re about to find out.’

Hepi washed it down, then sat on the deck. Dad sat with him, and Mic returned to my side.

TJ, who had been on the foredeck to give our scratch crew advice, joined us. I was enjoying the sense of immense power that came with being in control of such a large vessel.

‘Keep all your movements smooth,’ Mic advised me, as we headed along the East Coast Bays shoreline.

‘She’s real responsive!’ TJ commented. ‘Can’t wait for that race. I need some decent opposition. The others on the circuit don’t know how to sail properly.’

‘You’ll know you have been in a race by the time we’ve finished,’ Dad said, as he joined us at the wheel.

TJ nodded. ‘I’ll talk to the boss and see if we can bring Valhalla back down here before the next Cup. Two years is too long to wait.’

‘Bring her on down!’ Dad bellowed.

I looked over the stern. The yachts in the fleet, including some of the gun harbour racers, were disappearing into the distance, and only the launches capable of planing were able to stay in touch. I looked at the speedo. We were doing ten knots. I looked at the wind telemetry, and it was saying nine knots. I turned to Mic and TJ. ‘How is that possible?’ I asked.

‘Remember what I told you? Big boats create their own environment, and with tuning I reckon you’ll find another half-knot,’ TJ said.

‘I reckon we can find at least another knot,’ Mic whispered.

‘I’m in trouble if you can!’ TJ replied.

I looked back towards the stern. Hepi was now lying face-down on the deck with his head over the stern. Mum went back to see if she could help, but he waved her away.

Looney, who’d been struggling to keep up, broke ranks, and the barge headed towards Tiritiri Island, with the slower boats following. Mic took over the wheel, and I went forward with TJ, Patty, Jackie, Matt and the crew to man the grinders. Off Torbay, Mic called for a tack and bellowed at the top of her voice, ‘Helm over!’ Erewhon eased around head to wind, and the huge boom swung overhead. With no running backstays, the manoeuvre was simple, and the winches screamed as the sheets were cranked on. Everyone moved to the weather rail, and Erewhon quickly settled on the port tack.

Terry Espie and his crew in their chase boat drew up alongside, and over the roar of his engine Terry shouted his approval of the rig. ‘Reckon we might put an extra set of spreaders out to the side-stays to stiffen the lower mast a little. It’ll give you some more power,’ he yelled.

TJ shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’m in trouble if he can find you more power as simply as that, and with no running backstays…Your Maori friend doesn’t look too happy.’

‘Oh, he’s just maintaining tradition. He’ll be all right as soon as we put him on shore,’ Dad chuckled. He looked at his watch and turned to look at Sam’s casket. ‘Time to set you free, my old friend,’ he said. He looked off the starboard bow to see where Looney had headed. ‘Ease the sheets and head over to where Looney is standing,’ he said to Mic.

‘Ease the jib,’ she called.

‘You’d swear your crew had been together for years,’ TJ said, as he watched the Kiwis spring into action.

‘Ease the main car,’ Mic barked, before giving a wry smile. Heading downwind, we picked up speed at an astonishing rate, and Erewhon’s bow rose out of the water. ‘Listen!’ Mic called, as we blasted along. We all turned to look at her. ‘Listen!’ she repeated. ‘Can’t you hear that?’

We were all straining our ears to hear what she was talking about, when TJ nodded. ‘The hum?’ he asked.

‘Yes!’ she replied. ‘She hasn’t lost it. Nana said you want to hear that when the wind gets up. She says when you hear it, you know she’s in the slot!’

Hepi sat up on the stern. ‘You feeling better, Fatman?’ Dad asked.

‘Nah, Bollocks, just got nothing left inside me to chuck. Still feel like crap!’

‘We’ll put you on the barge when we get close,’ Dad continued.

Looney’s barge loomed up quickly, and Mic spun Erewhon head to wind just to leeward of the waiting crowd. Paint restarted the engine as the mainsail dropped down the mast and the jib was furled. Erewhon eased to a stop, and at that very moment the wind dropped. The ocean quickly became oily calm, and the whole scene became eerie as Erewhon rafted to the barge. The other yachts and launches came alongside, and the crowd hushed.

Hepi stepped off the yacht as Harry Castleton transferred aboard and took up his position beside the casket. Millie stood and beckoned Mum and Dad to stand beside her. Millie reached out and hugged Dad. ‘Thank you, Jim,’ she said. ‘Sam would have enjoyed his last sail.’

Harry cleared his throat and proceeded with the service. After a prayer, he asked, ‘Would anyone like to say anything?’

The crowd hushed.

‘In that case, I think it’s time to sing Psalm 23, followed by the committal, as we lower Sam into the ocean.’

Chalky Smallfield stood and tapped his baton on the music stand. He raised his hand, and music gently flowed across the glass-calm water. I clipped the halyard to the end of the boom and attached it to slings around the casket. Dad gave the signal, and a couple of the crew winched the boom up, lifting the casket clear of its stands. The crowd joined in, and we gently swung the coffin out over the rail.

I gave the weights and the drilled holes that would take the dinghy to the seabed a quick check and nodded to Dad. The music gradually faded, Harry’s voice grew louder as he read the committal, and the crew lowered away. The dinghy floated clear of the slings and drifted away from the yacht.

The sun was now low in the western sky, and the red glow silhouetted the dinghy as it slowly slipped under the surface.

A lone gannet landed in the water beside the dinghy just as the bow rose and was gone. The sun dipped below the horizon, and in the twilight the gannet ran across the calm water and was airborne. It circled the fleet twice, then climbed into the darkening eastern sky.

Millie smiled. ‘He’s free,’ she whispered. ‘No more pain, and he knows his pride and joy will live on. Thank you, everyone. Now please take me home, Jim.’
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By ten the next morning, everyone who was keen was waiting at the jetty. Looney had disappeared during the night; nothing had changed there.

Erewhon had been set up so she could be sailed by twenty hands, but that morning we ferried thirty out to the waiting yacht. Those who hadn’t made it as the first crew soon found launches and other yachts to take them out, and the entourage moved into the upper harbour.

Hepi made himself welcome on the commodore’s barge, as he had no desire to repeat yesterday’s performance. TJ and the girls readied themselves to help with the sailing, and we welcomed their experience. Mic took up her position at the helm.

‘Don’t know if we should be letting the opposition on board again, do you, Ben?’ Dad said to me, grinning as he looked at Patty and Jackie.

‘Don’t worry,’ I called back. ‘I’m in the process of negotiating to have them as part of our permanent crew.’

‘Their contract with me is watertight!’ TJ boomed.

‘Nothing is that watertight,’ Dad chimed in. ‘Let’s get the lady sailing today and worry about those deals tomorrow.’

As we edged into the upper harbour, the crew was becoming excited. The breeze had filled in nicely from the southwest.

‘Hoist the main!’ Mic called. She signalled to Paint to throttle back on the auxiliary. ‘Leave it idling ahead until we have the sails set. It’ll help us keep the head into the wind.’

Paint obeyed without question, as the day before had been the first time he’d ever been on a yacht. He’d enjoyed himself and wanted desperately to be part of the crew.

Patty and Jackie joined the rest of the willing helpers on deck. They let the boys show off on the grinders, knowing full well that it’s about technique, not just grunt. When the boys flagged, the girls took over, leaving the boys watching with their mouths open while the Yankee chicks ground the main to the top. As the halyard was cleated off, they turned and smiled. ‘You Kiwis are soft!’ they chorused.

Mic called for the headsail. The sails flogged back and forth, as the crew tried to regain some self-respect, not letting the girls near the grinders again.

As Mic pulled the bow down, she signalled to Paint to shut down the engine. Erewhon heeled to port, and the rig groaned as the load went on. The yacht leaped forward, and the following flotilla kept well clear as we put in two short tacks to clear Kauri Point.

I was quietly relieved when we were able to ease the sheets and head down-harbour past the Meola Reef.

‘Do you want to try the spinnaker?’ Mic asked, as Dad watched the speed of the water disappearing off the stern.

‘What, this not fast enough for you?’ he said, as the speedo was already pressing sixteen knots.

‘Never fast enough!’

Dad walked forward. ‘Do you lot feel happy about setting the spinnaker?’ he asked.

‘Too right!’ everyone standing on the deck chorused.

‘What about the gybe around North Head?’

‘No sweat!’ Patty and Jackie replied together.

‘OK, let’s do it, and I’ll get Commodore Bob to take Hepi ahead to get some pictures.’

As the spinnaker raced to the masthead, Dad radioed to Bob Sorenson to get ahead so that Hepi could take photographs as Erewhon passed under the main span of the harbour bridge. Bob loved an excuse to crack open the throttles and, with a shower of spray and an enormous wake, managed to get on the city side of the bridge as Erewhon blasted through.

The spinnaker filled with an enormous crack, and she leaped on top of the water, her hull riding up on the bowwave. The crew went silent as the speedo climbed rapidly. Mic was beaming as the wharves flashed by.

TJ scrambled back along the deck to stand alongside Dad. ‘How much do you want for her? I’ll get my boss to write a cheque for you today!’ he said.

Dad continued to gaze alternately at the giant rig, over the stern, and then under the main boom, without answering TJ. ‘Bloody hell!’ he finally bellowed. ‘Reckon we should prepare for that gybe now. We’ll be running into Rangitoto Island soon if we don’t!’

‘Don’t worry, Jim, I’ll call it with plenty of time,’ Mic replied.

‘I’m not kidding about the cheque,’ TJ continued. ‘I’m going to have to do some serious work on Valhalla to cut it with this baby!’

Dad relaxed enough to raise a smile, but didn’t take his eyes off proceedings. The speedo was pushing twenty-two knots. None of the entourage could keep pace.

‘Listen!’ Mic called above the din. ‘The hum!’

Everybody stopped talking as the bow cleaved the harbour and the wake roared like rapids off the stern.

‘Ready to gybe!’ Mic called, which refocused everybody’s attention. ‘Pole over!’

The inner pole end shot up the mast as I headed for the bow. The operation went smoothly, and I switched the sheets as the outer end of the pole whizzed past my shins. Thank heavens for the America’s Cup boys and their improvements to yachting gear, I thought to myself. The spinnaker cracked, as the pole dropped into position and the port sheet took the load. The grinders buzzed as the main flopped over.

Mic squared away to run out into the gulf. Dad breathed a sigh of relief as everybody settled down on the windward rail. Mic let out a shriek as the speedo crossed the twenty-five knot barrier—there was no holding Erewhon.

‘At this speed we’ll be at Great Barrier Island in half an hour,’ I said to Mic, as I crept back to stand beside her.

‘Nana says she’s faster with the new rig than she ever was,’ she whispered to me.

At this moment, TJ approached Dad. ‘Well, Jim, have you considered my offer? How much do you want?’

‘Sorry, TJ, she’s not for sale.’

‘If you change your mind, can I have the first refusal?’

Dad nodded and thrust out his burly hand in TJ’s direction, ‘That’s a deal, but don’t hold your breath!’

He looked over the stern. The entourage was nearly out of sight, and Tiritiri lighthouse was off the stern quarter. ‘Do we give her a workout upwind?’ he asked Mic.

She looked up at the rig and then over her shoulder. ‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘I think there’s enough water back there to give her a decent test. Let’s do it!’

All spare hands hustled up onto the deck, as preparations were made to down the spinnaker. Erewhon was fitted with a launcher, and this made the mammoth task a lot easier. Eager hands helped guide the billowing sail down the tube and dealt with the pole and sheets. Patty and Jackie flew around the foredeck and then returned aft to assist on the grinders. My mates were reluctant to let them near the winches, so they offered encouragement as the main and jib were cranked on. The boat speed had dropped dramatically, but now she heeled in the fresh breeze and the speed began to climb. Running downwind, I hadn’t noticed the seaway that had built up, and now the bow was biting into the waves and the spray was flying. The rig groaned as we bounced into each swell, but Mic didn’t back off. She called for more tension on the mainsail, and the grinders obliged. TJ stood with his eyes firmly fixed on the speedo, and then he turned to Dad.

‘Jim, now I’m worried! Sixteen knots on the wind, and your rigger reckons he can find you some more power!’

‘You ain’t seen nothing yet!’ Mic called above the hubbub, as Erewhon crashed through another swell. ‘Ready about!’ she ordered, and we all jumped to assist with the grinders. She waited for the bow to start rising, then called, ‘’Bout oh!’

Erewhon crashed through the turn and was quickly up to speed on the port tack.

‘Offer still stands, Jim!’ TJ called.

‘Not for sale, old son, not for sale!’

Mic signalled to Dad to take over the helm and stepped up to the wheel. As she handed over, she pressed her mouth to his ear. ‘Nana says, steer her on the hum,’ she whispered. ‘You’re not looking for the loudest sound—you’re looking for the sweetest note.’

Mic retook the wheel with one hand while Dad gripped as well. She eased the helm up and down until the audible sound changed to the pitch she was looking for. ‘There—that’s it,’ she said, as she let go of the wheel.

Dad eased the wheel up and down until he thought the note was right.

‘You’ve got it,’ she said, with delight.

Erewhon quickly made it back to where the entourage had gathered, and although none of the crew on board wanted to leave, some of them traded places to allow others to have a turn. Erewhon raced around the gulf, and the more everyone got used to the gear, the sharper she looked.

The wind increased and the loads went on the rig, but the mast seemed capable of handling the conditions, until Dad called for more pressure on the boom vang to counteract a slight downwind roll. The unit announced it wasn’t strong enough in a dramatic fashion—the pressed fitting at the boom end pulled apart with a bang. Fortunately, nobody was within range of the flailing remains. Patty, Jackie and the rest of the crew were quickly on the foredeck to retrieve the spinnaker so we could get back on the wind to get the main boom under control.

With the grinders humming, the massive boom was reined in, and we headed for home. Matt and I rigged a temporary vang as the rest of the crew ground on the jib sheets. We were pretty pleased with our damage control as once again the speed started to climb.

‘Well!’ said Dad, as we settled in for the slog back to the harbour. ‘The Espie team have a job to do in the morning, and I might see if they can fit those lower spreaders at the same time. I hope it doesn’t take long,’ he continued, looking in Paint’s direction. ‘I’ve promised your iwi an exclusive day out next weekend.’

Paint picked up the remains of the broken vang and placed it on the cockpit deck. He studied it at length and grunted, ‘Bloody amateurs!’

‘What do you mean?’ Dad quizzed.

‘That fitting wouldn’t hold Pussy!’ he replied. ‘When I was staying at the Big House, we made stays for a bridge, twice as strong and half the weight of that, and I guarantee you wouldn’t pull them apart!’

Dad looked at Paint. ‘Reckon you could fix that one?’

‘No sweat!’

‘Then that’s your first job Monday morning!’

Dad had agreed to put Erewhon on display at the America’s Cup village, and now that our mooring at the back of the farm wasn’t an option, this was the logical alternative. We tacked around North Head and cranked the jib along the starboard rail. With the calmer water, Erewhon rapidly gained speed, and we flew up the harbour.

‘That’ll do for today,’ Dad shouted, as Mic spun the head to wind to stand off Prince’s Wharf. Paint hit the starter, and the engine flashed into life as the jib was being furled. The mainsail rattled down the mast as we laid the sail on the boom and squared the deck. Mic pointed the bow for the gap in the seawall, and on her instruction Paint eased the throttle ahead.

Mic guided Erewhon gracefully through the entrance of Viaduct Basin, unperturbed by the whistles and cheers from a gathering crowd. Paint feathered the throttle at her command, and the gleaming hull eased to a stop alongside the jetty.

The setting sun reflected off the polished brass fittings, as the crowd on the dock buzzed, wondering where the yacht might have come from. The New Zealand ensign fluttering on the stern added to the confusion, and Patty and Jackie’s accents compounded the guessing game.

Mic continued to ignore the whistles from the maledominated crowd, as she moved around the deck checking that everything was stowed. Bob Sorenson and a couple of the other launches entered the Basin and rafted up to Erewhon. They were going to ferry us back home that night. With everything shipshape and the jetty security gate locked, we all piled onto the launches for the trip up the harbour.

I sat down on the stern of Commodore Bob’s launch. This was the first time I’d had leisure to ponder my future, and it didn’t take long for Mum to notice I wasn’t my usual self.

‘What’s up?’ she asked, as she sat down beside me.

‘Nothing,’ I replied.

‘Face doesn’t say nothing!’

I watched the phosphorescence-laden wake disappear into the dark. Finally, I muttered that now Sam was gone and Erewhon was back in the water, I was redundant. Mum put her arm around my shoulder.

‘Jim!’ she said, and Dad came over to join us.

‘What’s up?’ he boomed.

‘Ben’s worried that now Sam’s gone and Erewhon’s back in the water, he’s redundant.’

‘Redundant, bullshit! Erewhon needs a boatmaster. Reckon you better get your ticket if you want the job!’ He turned and walked back to stand with Bob. ‘Bloody kids,’ he muttered. ‘Want you to do all their thinking for them!’

Boatmaster, I thought, boatmaster of Erewhon. I didn’t need to think long about that and turned back to Mum.

‘Do you want the job?’ she asked.

‘Do fish swim in the ocean?’ I replied, with a grin.

‘Well, then, no more glum faces!’

I nodded with a smile and sat back on the seat. Patty, who’d been talking to Matt and Jackie, joined me, and nuzzled against me as my mind raced. She was thrilled at my new appointment, but was also sad that she, TJ and Jackie were on their way home that evening.

After a meal and a change of clothes, they climbed into a taxi for the trip to the airport. It had been great having their experience on Erewhon’s first outings. Patty promised to e-mail me, and Matt made similar arrangements with Jackie. TJ made one last attempt to buy Erewhon, but settled for a long, lingering kiss from Mic.
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As the taxi disappeared down the drive, Mum let out a sigh of relief.

‘What’s up, doll?’ Dad asked.

‘This is the first time in I don’t know how many weeks that we’ve had the house to ourselves.’

We were sitting out on the patio, having a quiet drink. Dad nodded and poured her another wine. ‘Stage three complete! I’ve said, from the day I set eyes on her, that Erewhon wasn’t going to be a museum piece, and we’re ready now to race her anywhere we can find an opponent. After the last two days, I’m even more convinced that’s what I want to do. Erewhon needs someone at the helm who can extract the best performance, and I was rather hoping my honorary daughter would take up that role.’ Dad looked meaningfully at Mic, who beamed back at him.

Dad laughed. ‘It’s a deal then?’

‘It’s a deal, Dad!’ she replied.

‘We need a campaign manager,’ Dad continued, looking at Matt. ‘Someone to negotiate and organise fundraising to finance the whole operation. Do you think you’d be able to cut the mustard?’

Matt pondered for a minute. ‘Will this be a full-time job?’ he asked.

‘With the plans I have for Erewhon, you might have trouble finding time to sleep.’

‘In that case, I’m your man!’ he replied.

‘And where do I fit into the scheme of things?’ Mum chimed in.

‘At home by the sink!’ Dad teased.

Mum picked up a pillow from the seat and threw it as hard as she could at him.

‘OK, a project this size needs a publicity manager. How about it?’

‘Do I get to sail on Erewhon?’

‘I’m not spending all this money for you to sit on the shore.’

‘Then publicity manager sounds fine to me.’

‘Right, now is everybody happy?’

‘Ye-e-s!’ we all chorused.

‘We’ve got about eight months to get Erewhon into race trim to be ready for her first big test. TJ’s going to talk his boss into bringing Valhalla back down here for a refit in August, so I’m picking they’ll be ready for a race in November.’

‘Having sailed both yachts,’ Mic said, ‘I don’t see Valhalla as a problem.’

‘She will be a different boat after a refit, so we don’t want to stumble at the first hurdle. TJ told me the refit would include a new mast and sails, so you can bet the work will include modifications to the keel. She’ll be a faster boat. The Texan won’t lie down! Now, Ben, you know what I expect from you?’

‘No, not exactly.’

‘If we’re going to take Erewhon offshore, you’ll need your ticket to do that, and as boatmaster you’ll be in charge of the day-to-day running and maintenance. I expect her to be in race trim all the time—if we want to attract sponsors for our adventure, we can’t afford to lose races because of broken gear.’

‘Right now, I can hear my bed calling,’ said Mum.

Matt and Dad slowly drifted off, too, leaving Mic and me to chat. ‘That was an extra-long kiss you gave TJ as he was leaving,’ I said, as she lounged back in her chair.

She smiled. ‘No longer than the one you gave Patty when you climbed on board Erewhon last night. But I’m not ready for another relationship right now. I really like TJ, but I don’t want him to think there’s any more to it than just being friends. What about you and Patty—are you getting serious?’

‘I really like her, too, but I don’t want a long-distance relationship, and neither does she, so we’ll see. Now, big sister, I’m going to get some sleep.’

I tried lying on my bed, but my mind was racing a million miles an hour and sleep didn’t come easily. I tossed and turned all night, and finally rose with the birds. I wandered down to the kitchen, where Dad was already eating breakfast.

‘What, you wet the bed?’ he said, surprised to see me so early.

‘No, just couldn’t sleep. Too many things to think about. Anyway, I want to get over to the boat. Paint said he’s going to strip the rest of the vang off.’

‘Good,’ Dad replied. ‘I’m still hoping to take the iwi out for a sail at the weekend.’

He returned to munching his bowl of cereal, stopping only to wash it down with a cup of coffee. ‘You need to start thinking about a permanent crew,’ he said, as he walked towards the door. ‘It will be a progressive thing, starting with volunteers. Then, as we get closer to the serious stuff and Matt gets the sponsors, we’ll hire twenty or so full-timers.’

‘That’s roughly what I had in mind. About thirty of my mates have expressed interest in joining the crew, so over the next few months we can give them all a try.’

I was glad I was early: by the time I’d picked up Paint and his gear and we’d made our way to the Basin, a crowd had gathered at the jetty gate. When I opened it, the throng tried to surge in to get a closer look. As they did, Paint turned to face them, and in a low voice said, ‘That’s close enough, thank you!’

The crowd took one look at him and backed off.

‘You’ve just appointed yourself head of security,’ I said.

‘Do I keep my job as motorman?’

‘Is anyone else allowed to touch that engine?’

‘No!’

‘Then I guess you’re head of security and motorman.’

‘Thanks, bro.’

The crowd spread itself along the quay, watching with interest as we worked to strip the remains of the broken boom vang. Paint studied it closely. ‘Bloody mugs!’ he said, as he looked at the broken end.

We loaded it into my car, and I handed him the keys. ‘I’ll stay here. Terry Espie and his man are coming down soon to measure the extra spreaders.’

As I walked back to the security gate, a quiet voice caught my attention. ‘Could I ask you a couple of questions?’

I turned to find a beautiful face to match the gentle voice. ‘Hi! I’m Veronica Smith, a reporter for Ocean Spray magazine.’

‘Hi!’ I replied. ‘I’m Ben Standish, boatmaster of Erewhon.’ I liked the sound of that.

‘I’m looking for a story on Erewhon. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?’

‘Fire ahead,’ I replied, trying not to give her the idea I was giving her the once-over. She looked so like Mic, even down to the mannerisms, that she could have passed for a younger sister. With her looks, she had my full attention.

‘Come on board,’ I said, beckoning her through the security gate. She followed me down the jetty, kicked her shoes off, and stepped confidently onto the deck. She obviously knew her way around a yacht, running her eyes over Erewhon’s deck layout. She looked at the ensign fluttering on the stern and turned back in my direction.

‘Where are you and this yacht from?’ she quizzed.

‘Auckland,’ I replied.

‘Is she new?’

‘No, she’s about seventy years old.’

Veronica looked puzzled and was about to ask another question.

‘Listen,’ I said, with a smile. ‘There is a lot more to Erewhon’s story than I have time to tell you this morning. I’m sure our publicity manager, Jenny Standish, will be only too glad to talk to you.’

‘Can I have her number?’ she asked.

I gave her the home number, and she jotted it down on her pad.

‘Tell me more about yourself, then. You’re young to be boatmaster of a yacht of this size.’

‘I always talk better over dinner. Are you doing anything tonight?’

She smiled, reached into her handbag, and withdrew a small red diary. She flicked through the pages. ‘No,’ she replied, ‘nothing I can’t change. Dinner would be nice.’

‘Good, I’ll pick you up around half seven.’

She nodded and handed me her business card with her address handwritten on the back. I watched discreetly as she bent down to slip her shoes back on. ‘Half seven,’ she confirmed, as she stepped off the yacht and disappeared along the jetty, her tiny skirt flicking up as she walked.

I sat down in the cockpit. She was gorgeous! I started to panic. Had I played it too cool?

‘You don’t muck around, do you?’ I swung around to find Mic sitting in the cockpit. Dad had dropped her off, and I’d been too preoccupied to notice. If I was embarrassed last night by our conversation, then I didn’t know which way to look this morning. ‘How long have you been here?’ I asked, my face glowing again.

‘Long enough to see how much you fancy her!’

The security gate rattled, and Terry and his foreman came down the jetty. ‘Morning!’ Terry yelled, as he stepped on board. ‘Reckon I need a flag on that mast and boom with this crowd looking on.’

‘I’m sure you could come to some arrangement with our business manager,’ I replied, with a chuckle.

‘Business manager? Who’s that?’ Terry asked.

‘My brother, Matt. He’s looking after sponsorship and advertising.’

‘Why do you need a business manager?’

‘Dad’s keen to campaign her internationally.’

‘That puts a different light on the standing rigging. You’ll need running backstays if you go offshore.’

I nodded. Terry’s knowledge of rig requirements was incomparable. He continued to look around the rig until he came to the base of the mast. ‘Where’s the vang?’

‘We pulled the end off it just before coming home yesterday, and Paint didn’t think much of your fitting, so he took it away to repair it.’

‘That’ll be interesting,’ Terry replied, somewhat cynically.

The two men headed to the mast to measure the spreaders.

‘What do you reckon, Bill?’ he asked, as they produced tapes to measure the gaps. I listened as they bounced ideas off each other and came up with a sketch of what they thought was necessary. ‘We’ll be back tomorrow to fit the new spreaders,’ he said, as they walked back along the deck.

‘We won’t need runners while we’re harbour racing, will we?’ I asked as he left.

‘No, lad, the extra spreaders will do all you want.’

Mic reappeared. ‘Big night tonight, then?’ she asked.

‘Yes, sis, do you want to come along?’

‘What, and be the gooseberry?’

‘What do you think of her?’

‘She’s very pretty.’

I nodded. ‘She seems to know her way around a boat too,’ I added.

‘That’s lucky if she wants anything to do with you.’

‘You approve, then?’

‘You can keep me informed, but why don’t we look at your business plan now?’ she said, to change the subject. We spent the rest of the day doing that, and I was impatient for Dad to pick us up by the end of it.

‘What’s the rush?’ Dad asked, as we piled into the Lexus and I urged him to get cracking.

Mic smiled. ‘Ben’s got a hot date.’

‘If she’s any good, she’ll wait,’ Dad replied. ‘Your mother soon got used to me, and I was never on time.’

‘That may have worked in the Stone Age, but it’s not the same now, so will you put your foot on it?’ I said, pointing to a gap in the traffic. Rush hour was at its very worst and, as we crept towards home, I got even more wound up.

I set the land speed record for a shower and change, Mum gave me the keys to her Merc, and I was off down the drive. As I headed towards the city, I tried to compose myself. I checked my watch. As long as there were no hold-ups, I was going to make it. I pulled Veronica’s card out of my pocket, rechecked the address, flicked the stereo up, and eased back in the seat.

Parking in Parnell at this hour of night was almost impossible, so I couldn’t believe my luck when a car pulled out of a spot right in front of her apartment.

The door opened gently as I knocked. It wasn’t locked. ‘Hello, come in,’ Veronica called. ‘I’ll be with you in a tick. I’m in the kitchen.’

I stepped into a very neat lounge and took a few paces in the direction of her voice.

‘Hope you haven’t made plans,’ she said, as I rounded the corner. ‘I’m cooking us dinner. Could you open the wine?’

I pinched myself.

Conversation came easily, and we talked well into the night. I didn’t want the evening to end, but the Merc finally found its way up the drive just before morning.

I hitched a lift back to the Basin with Matt. Paint was standing at the security gate with the new vang at his feet.

‘Not much use if our security manager doesn’t know the combination,’ I called, as we approached. Paint seemed a little edgy. He’d had a run-in with the security guards, who didn’t like the look of him. Matt disappeared in the direction of the security hut as I showed Paint the combination. We carried the parts to the vang down the jetty and placed them on board. Matt arrived back with two burly security guards and jumped onto the deck.

‘Paint,’ Matt beckoned, ‘these guys would like to apologise for giving you the third degree this morning.’ He nodded in their general direction.

‘He’s our head of security,’ I explained, ‘and he has our full sanction to be around the yacht at all times.’

One of the guards thrust out his hand in Paint’s direction. ‘No hard feelings, bro.’

‘Nope!’ Paint replied and shook the other guard’s hand as well.

When the guards had gone, we took a look at Paint’s handiwork. ‘Reckon it’s strong enough now?’ I asked.

‘You could lift the whole bloody yacht out of the water on that fitting and even have the fat Maori sitting in the cockpit!’ he replied.

‘That strong?’ Dad said, as he appeared from nowhere on the dock. ‘Just came to see if anything was happening down here.’

‘You won’t break it, I guarantee!’ Paint confirmed.

The security gate rattled, and Terry Espie and his mate came down the jetty.

‘Morning, Terry!’ Dad bellowed, as we watched the two men staggering along with the new spreaders.

‘Morning,’ Terry replied, gasping for breath as they placed their load on board. They scrambled onto the deck and collapsed in the cockpit.

‘You’ll have to knock off the fags,’ Dad advised, as the two men restored circulation to their arms. Finally, Terry got up and walked forward along the deck, eyeing the new vang. ‘My, my!’ he said, as he studied it. ‘I’m impressed. Who designed it?’

Paint’s chest swelled. ‘Me.’

‘That’s a bloody good job. Where did you learn your trade? Do you want a job?’

‘You can’t have him. He’s contracted to Standish!’ Dad interrupted.

‘Contracts are made to be broken. Go on, tell me where you learned this stuff.’

Paint looked sheepishly at Dad.

‘Paint worked for the Government for a while,’ Dad said, ‘and the mob he worked for produced parts for bridge construction.’

‘That fitting is the same as one we manufactured for a bridge down Clutha way,’ Paint continued, thankful Dad had got him out of a tight corner.

‘Looks bloody strong. What do you reckon, Bill?’ Terry asked his mate.

‘Bloody sight stronger than the ones we can buy,’ Bill replied. ‘Reckon you could make them for us?’

Paint didn’t know where to look.

‘We’ll work something out,’ Dad said. ‘Either Standish will open a marine fittings division, or we’ll fund you into your own shop, Paint, if that’s what you want.’

Paint said nothing.

Terry and Bill got on with fitting the spreaders, and I gave them a hand, eager to learn all I could about working on a carbon-fibre mast. Terry noticed me watching. ‘Trade secrets, lad. I don’t want to see Standish making masts next week.’

‘No fear of that,’ I replied. ‘I’ve got my hands full as boatmaster.’

Paint and Dad left, and I now had my car back. Terry continued to sing Paint’s praises as he examined the new vang.

‘What was he inside for?’ he asked.

‘Did time for murder, but how did you know he’d been in jail?’

‘It’s a sure bet, with that many bad tattoos. I’ve had a couple of employees who worked for the Government. With talent like his, it’d be a bloody waste to see him get into trouble again.’

‘Don’t worry. If Hepi and the old man can’t keep him straight, nobody can.’

Hepi arrived at the dock later that afternoon. ‘Just came down to see if she’s going to be ready to take the iwi out this weekend.’

‘Too right!’ I replied. ‘How many?’

‘’Bout fifty!’

‘Jeez, Hepi, that’s more than a boat full. We’d better make that two shifts, one on Saturday and one on Sunday.’

Hepi nodded.

‘Tell you what—why don’t we take half of them and sail up to Kawau on Saturday, have a barbecue on the beach through the night, and the other half can sail the yacht home on Sunday. The only problem will be getting the second crew to Kawau.’

‘Sounds a good scheme. Leave the transport problem to me,’ Hepi replied, as he walked off along the jetty.
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The weekend came around quickly. Veronica—or Ronnie, as she liked to be known—and I arrived at the yacht to find the Saturday crew waiting at the security gate. She was keen to go sailing on Erewhon and had jumped at the chance. I was looking forward to getting to know her better, and it would be good to have another experienced hand on board.

Hepi had brought the iwi by bus, and when I opened the gate I nearly got killed in the rush, until a firm voice said, ‘Stop!’

The iwi halted in their tracks.

In a few short sharp words, Paint had everything under control.

‘The first thing I need to see before you get on board is a little respect.’ The group remained hushed. ‘We have a karakia to perform before you step off the dock. Now line up!’

They positioned themselves along the jetty as Ronnie and I stepped on board to find Mic already there. Paint blessed the yacht, and the iwi filed quietly on board.

Matt arrived with Mum, Dad and a couple of my mates, Jason and Derek, who would supply some experience to help sail the yacht. Mic took up her station at the helm as Matt and I made ready to cast off.

We motored out into the harbour. The guests were strangely silent as Paint slipped the gear lever into neutral and Erewhon glided to a halt. I called for hands to work the grinders and twenty volunteered. I directed pairs to the winches and showed them what was required. The main was at the masthead in no time. Mic held the head to wind as the jib was unfurled, then gently pulled the bow downwind. She called for the main to be sheeted, and the whole group hushed as Erewhon heeled in the gentle morning breeze wafting in from the northeast. ‘Jib on!’ Mic called, and Matt egged the sheet grinders into action.

Paint silenced the engine and, apart from the usual creaks from the rig and the ensign flapping on the stern, there wasn’t another sound. Erewhon responded lazily in the gentle breeze, and we ghosted out into the channel. The tack at Bean Rock went without a hitch, and the crew began to chatter among themselves again. Mic called for a couple of tacks to make life more interesting for the eager hands, and as we moved out into the gulf the breeze filled in and Erewhon responded.

Tiritiri faded off the stern as one of Paint’s nephews came up and tapped me on the arm. ‘Can we put up the balloon, Mister?’ young Danny asked, politely. ‘The big balloon sail up the front that makes the boat go fast!’ The grin said it all.

I explained that the spinnaker could only be put up when the yacht was going in the other direction. Mic looked at me. ‘We’ll be at Kawau in no time. Why don’t we tack now and sail out around Sail Rock? We can run back down to Motuora with the spinnaker up and then back on the wind into Mansion House Bay.’

‘If the wind stays at this level, let’s give it a go.’

Mic yelled, ‘Ready about!’ and the young men jumped to their winches. The yacht changed direction, and we headed further out into the gulf.

Young Danny edged closer to Mic, and she beckoned him to stand between her and the wheel. The grin grew a mile wide as he placed his hand on the huge wheel. Mic quietly whispered into his ear, and when her hands came off the wheel the others all roared with excitement. The huge grin masked the boy’s absolute concentration as Mic told him how to watch the sail.

Mic looked at me. ‘Do you think we can lay through to Sail Rock yet?’

‘We’ll go close so long as the wind doesn’t break the other way,’ I replied, as I checked our new heading.

She whispered into Danny’s ear. Danny looked up at her, ‘Now, Miss?’

Mic nodded. ‘Remember—big voice!’

He rose up on his toes and took a big breath. ‘Ready ‘bout!’ he yelled. The whole crew roared with laughter and placed their hands on their winches.

‘Helm over!’ he called and swung the wheel. Erewhon eased through the eye of the wind, and the giant boom swung over our heads.

‘Straighten up,’ Mic whispered to Danny, and he brought the helm back to the centre as the winches hummed and the sails were sheeted in.

‘Well done, Danny!’ she said as the speed returned.

Sail Rock passed under the stern as we squared away for the run back down to Motuora. Matt, Jason and Derek joined me on the foredeck to set the spinnaker. The young men, ever eager, ground the huge sail to the masthead, and the light breeze filled the sail as the spinnaker pole snapped into place. Mic pointed to where she wanted Danny to steer. Erewhon quickly covered the distance between the two points, and we had to drop the extra to come back on the wind for the leg to Mansion House Bay.

The wind from the northeast faded as we stood off the Coppermine and stowed the sails and gear. We glided into Mansion House Bay to meet the rest of the iwi.

Hepi had ferried over the other group earlier in the day, into a private little cove where the young men had dug a hangi pit and scoured the shoreline for suitable rocks. The sea around Kawau Island had provided a bountiful harvest of crayfish, snapper, scallops and oysters.

Erewhon’s anchor pierced the calm waters of the cove, and the chain rattled over the bow. Hepi’s flotilla of runabouts descended on Erewhon, as the Saturday crew transferred to the waiting boats. They babbled excitedly about their day’s sailing, and the others on the boats were equally excited about their day’s fishing and diving.

Mic, Ronnie and I stayed on board and squared the remaining gear away, while the others joined the festivities on shore. Food and drink flowed, and the music got louder.

A kaumatua made a speech, which Hepi translated in a hushed voice, and then the hangi was opened and the hot food lifted out.

Later, Ronnie and I stood at the water’s edge and looked out into the bay. ‘Doesn’t she look fantastic?’ she said, as Erewhon glistened in the moonlight.

It was a great night and, as morning broke, Ronnie and I found the dinghy and rowed out to Erewhon. The music was still going, but as we climbed into the cabin it became tolerable. We both curled up on my bed, and she drifted off to sleep in my arms. Mum and Dad had found the safe haven as well, and were fast asleep in the main cabin.

The peace was finally broken by a familiar bellow and a gentle thud on the outside of the hull.

‘Do you lot want lunch or what?’ Hepi yelled down the companionway.

‘Stuff Hepi!’ we all replied.

‘Come on, you lot. Grub’s up!’

As I poked my head out through the companionway, the sun was high overhead. I gazed, bleary-eyed, at my watch.

‘It’s nearly midday!’ boomed Hepi, from the waiting runabout, which he’d nosed in under the counter-stern.

‘What’s all the bloody commotion?’ Dad asked, as he followed me up the stairs.

‘Come on, Bollocks, the day’s half over!’

Dad’s head popped through the hatch. ‘Jeez, Fatman, can’t you sleep? What’s for lunch?’

‘Paint and the boys have rustled up a feed. Morning, Miss Jenny!’

Mum smiled as she joined us on deck. ‘Morning!’ she replied.

Mic had been sitting on deck, enjoying the sun, and Ronnie joined her, now dressed in a red bikini with a loose wrap around her waist. How could somebody look that good just after waking up?

Mic gave me a furtive wink of approval.

‘Come on, get on board! There’ll be no grub left if you don’t shake a leg,’ Hepi bellowed. Ronnie whipped her wrap off and tossed it to Mic as she stepped to the gunwale. ‘Race you to the shore!’ she yelled, looking at me as she dived. Luckily I had my speedos on under my shorts, and I dropped the extra clothing on the deck and went over the side. Ronnie had a ten-metre start as I dug hard into the water. The shoreline was looming as I drew level with her flaying feet. Ronnie was one stride ahead as we both stood up, then flopped down again, exhausted, in the warm shallow water. I reached out to congratulate her on the win, and she rolled up my arm and rested her head on my chest. We both lay there gasping as the waves washed over us.

Hepi ferried the others ashore, and Mic came over to us with two dry towels and Ronnie’s wrap draped over her shoulder.

The music was still playing, but sounded more subdued, as we walked over to the camp. Everybody was moving a lot slower, but the banter continued. Matt, Derek and Jason were all in a very sorry state.

With lunch finished, Paint organised the clean-up and made sure nobody was going to slip out of his or her share of the work. Hepi organised the group to sail back on Erewhon, and checked that the others all got into runabouts. A few of the eager ones who had sailed up on Saturday managed to get back on board, including Danny. With the wind still out of the northeast, it was going to be a downwind slide all the way home.

Mic and I decided that, to give them a taste of real sailing, we’d tack out to Sail Rock before we turned for home.

The ride home was relaxing, if uneventful, and North Head approached quickly in the late afternoon sun. Danny helped Mic at the wheel all the way down the coast. Everything was squared away as we gybed into the harbour, where Danny swung the yacht head to wind and the mainsail rattled down the mast.

I was pleased to be able to note down in my diary the names of two young guys from the iwi who’d shown potential as crew members, and Dad made a promise to the iwi that we’d do it all again soon.
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That evening, we all sat around the pool after I had dropped Ronnie off at her flat. She wanted to write about the weekend while it was still fresh in her mind.

Mum refused to cook, so Dad had the barbecue cranked up, and a few sausages were developing a tan. Matt had been checking his e-mails and came out to the patio with some pieces of paper in his hand.

‘TJ’s on his way back down here with Valhalla. They’ve decided to do the refit earlier so as to be in time for the Antigua regatta next March. He’s asking me if we want an entry form faxed down.’

‘Too bloody right,’ Dad replied.

‘I’ll reply to him in the morning,’ Matt said, as he flipped over to the next page. He was quiet for a few seconds, but then became animated as he turned to the third page. ‘He’s sent us a copy of a newspaper article from a friend in Ireland. I’ll read it to you.’

The article was about Thomas O’Sullivan, a grand-nephew of Sir Thomas Lipton and CEO of an Irish telecommunications company. He was currently having the plans for Sir Tom’s never-built Shamrock VI redrawn, with a view to having her built to the original design using today’s technology. TJ’s e-mail went on to say that the clipping was a few weeks old and he’d since heard that planning was complete and Young Tom had given the go-ahead.

Dad grabbed the e-mails. ‘This is too good to be true.’ He reread the note. ‘Well, I’ll be!’ he exclaimed. ‘We need to get in contact with O’Sullivan and tell him about the connection with Erewhon and see if he’d be interested in a race,’ Dad continued. ‘We’ll do the match with Valhalla, then we’ll take on O’Sullivan’s new boat. When you stop to think about it, it’s highly likely that if Sir Thomas had won the cup in Shamrock V he would have had a new yacht for any challenges, and it would have been a version of this new yacht that Erewhon would have been racing.’

‘I’ll try and contact O’Sullivan,’ Matt said as he, too, was swept up in the enthusiasm.

‘We’ll need as much racing time as we can get in the meantime,’ Dad added. ‘In particular, match-racing. TJ won’t lie down for us, and if he’s coming here earlier, we’ve got no time to waste. Ben, we need a programme and a crew now!’

I nodded. ‘Mic and I’ve been working on it, but I’d like us to try the Squadron’s Wednesday Night Race this week.’

‘Can you scratch a crew together?’ Dad asked.

‘We only need fifteen, and I have them all lined up.’

‘Good, then we’re set for Wednesday!’ Dad confirmed. He rose from his chair and headed for the bedroom. ‘Come on, doll, I’m pooped.’

Mum followed, and Matt headed for his room, leaving Mic and me alone. ‘Want to go over that crew list?’ she asked.

We thrashed out the pros and cons of about thirty hopefuls. Paint was the obvious choice for motorman, but since we were eventually going offshore his criminal record could mean visa problems. But we’d worry about that later.

‘If you’re comfortable taking the helm, I see the old boy as tactician and back-up helmsman.’

‘Won’t he want to be master helmsman?’ Mic asked.

‘When it comes to racing, Dad’ll want to win, and he’s tone deaf—so no sailing by the hum for him. The job is yours. I’ll be navigator. Putting us in the right part of the ocean is important enough for me. Matt seems pretty happy on the foredeck, as well, so he will be forward hand. That leaves two slots amidships, and I reckon Mum and Ronnie could be the trimmers, which would give us some chefs as well,’ I continued with a chuckle.

I spoke to Hepi the next day about the two iwi boys I had my eye on, and he told me they’d be at the dock on Wednesday morning.

I arrived at the dock early on Tuesday morning to find the security guards with two young Maori boys bailed up at the gate. ‘Caught these two trying to climb the fence,’ said one of the guards. ‘Reckon they’ve got jobs as crew on your boat.’

I smiled. ‘You two are keen. The race isn’t until tomorrow night.’

‘Just want to get the feel of the yacht, sir,’ Tane said.

‘Forget the “sir”. I’m Ben,’ I replied, as I thrust out my hand. ‘Welcome aboard!’

‘Thank you, sir, ah, Ben,’ they chorused.

Derek and Jason arrived soon after, and Mic appeared as well. All four were keen to join the crew.

‘Erewhon’s first race tomorrow night will be a soft start, but we still need to win,’ I said. ‘If we’re going to attract sponsors with deep pockets, we need to win most of the time. To do that, we need to be in top physical shape, and I’ve asked Ivan Jamison to help.’ Ivan was my old rowing coach and never took excuses, so they’d be fit by the time he finished. Derek and Jason nodded; they were part of my old rowing crew.

We worked out areas for each crew member to look after, and set up rules for maintenance and cleaning, and the boys got stuck in.

Ronnie stepped lightly onto the deck, and I followed her below when she went to stow her gear. She turned and threw her arms around me when she thought nobody was watching, and I kissed her passionately as we sank down onto one of the couches in the saloon. We’d been entwined for some minutes before I noticed someone else in the saloon. Mic coughed as we both turned around.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Am I interrupting?’

As we sat around the table, Ronnie told us that her old boss had accepted her resignation and offered to take any stories she wrote on a freelance basis, which would suit Mum’s PR plans down to the ground.

On Wednesday morning an overcast sky hung low over the city. The wind was crisp and out of the south as I arrived at the Basin. Erewhon sat serenely at the jetty, under the drab sky, with the wind rushing noisily through her rig. I’d called the crew for an early start so we could get the yacht out and ensure everything was operational. We didn’t want any hiccups when we were at close quarters with the cream of Auckland’s harbour fleet.

The course for the night race involved a start at Orakei Wharf, with a run out of the harbour to A Buoy and then back into the harbour to the Barwell Buoy off Westhaven, and a run back to Orakei. A second lap completed the race.

We left the Basin early in the afternoon with a crew of fifteen, including Paint. ‘Thank God for winches,’ said Mic, as she cast her eyes over the Spartan team. We spent the afternoon manoeuvring around the harbour. The crew settled to their work as Mic called the shots and gradually worked out their roles. Erewhon tacked and bore away up and down the harbour. Derek, Jason, Tane and Mickey swung into their work, but Mic’s punishing calls had them stretched. Matt and I dropped onto the winches to assist, and Paint joined the fray as well.

Ronnie and Mum craned their necks to watch the headsail setting, and Dad kept the mainsail under control, calling the shots to his grinders.

At 3:30 pm we eased the yacht into the wind near the harbour bridge, and the grinders flopped down on the deck, staring up at the sky beyond the top of the flogging main.

‘You lot had enough for the day?’ Dad asked.

I looked at the guys. ‘Reckon they might find some more energy if they had a cuppa and something to eat.’

‘I’ll put the billy on,’ Mum called, as she disappeared down the companionway, rubbing her stiff neck. Mic followed. They returned shortly with steaming mugs of tea and buttered sticky buns.

Ronnie sat quietly sipping her tea. ‘What do you reckon?’ I asked.

‘I think this is just wonderful,’ she replied, as she took another sip, ‘but I’d like to adjust the jib. I can’t get enough tension on the leech. We’re spilling air at the head of the sail.’

Mum came over and sat with us. ‘I heard that, and I agree. We’re losing drive in the top third of the sail.’

I smiled. ‘What are you going to do about it, Ms Trimmers? It’s your call!’

‘I’d like to move the fair-leads about 300 millimetres ahead,’ Ronnie replied.

Mum looked puzzled. ‘I think they should go forward about a foot,’ she said.

I laughed. ‘At least you both agree about the distance, even if Mum can’t get used to metrics!’

The grinders appeared to have recovered, and Ronnie and Mum finished making adjustments. With the outgoing tide, we were now standing off Devonport Wharf, and we could see the first of the fleet grouping at the start line.

‘What do you lot reckon—are we up to it?’ Dad asked, as he looked at the competition.

Under main only, Mic pulled the bow down and squared away for the start line. ‘I’d like to do a couple of runs at the line to get some line-up points,’ she said to Dad as he positioned himself at her shoulder.

‘Couldn’t agree more,’ he replied. ‘Break out the jib!’ he bellowed.

Erewhon responded and blasted through the start line. Dad looked at his watch. ‘Three minutes twenty-seven from the Compass Dolphin buoy. Want to try it again?’

‘Yes!’ Mic called. ‘Ready to gybe!’

‘Gybe!’ Dad called, and the giant boom crashed over.

‘Ready about!’ Mic called, running towards the shoreline. ‘Lee-oh,’ she shouted as she spun the wheel. The winches sang as Paint leaped to Derek and Jason’s aid and cranked the handles.

Dad sucked hard through his teeth as Erewhon headed back out into deeper water. ‘Good job the tide’s in.’

Mic smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Jim, we’re not going to make fools of ourselves on our first outing!’

The ten-minute gun sounded, as the fleet hustled around the line. Nobody was going to give Erewhon an inch. The hotshots of the fleet creamed back and forth across the line, all desperate to get the upper hand. We held back at our line-up point, which must have puzzled a few. Some of the fleet knew Dad, and we could see them craning their necks, wondering what we were up to.

Matt and I had the wooled spinnaker hoisted and the pole in position, but because we were still head to wind and far enough away, the rest of the fleet probably couldn’t see. The five-minute gun smoked, and we remained patiently at our station. The wind had stayed at the same strength but shifted slightly to the west, giving us a flat run on starboard to the line.

Mic smiled. ‘No problems with right of way!’

‘Four minutes!’ Dad called, and Mic eased the helm down. Erewhon gently responded as the main dropped over the port quarter and the sail filled.

Mic watched intently as we closed on our line-up point.

‘Three thirty,’ Dad called, his eyes firmly fixed on his watch.

‘Come on,’ Mic hissed, as she willed her to pick up speed and hit the line-up point on time. The rest of the fleet were still buzzing up and down the line in a flurry of activity, crews bounding around their decks and skippers picking their lines.

‘Three minutes!’ Dad called, as his gaze shifted from his forearm to Compass Dolphin buoy, which now stood off our beam. ‘You beaut!’ he said to Mic.

She didn’t acknowledge the praise. ‘Spinnaker on!’ she called, and the grinders flew into action. The huge sail cracked as it filled, and Erewhon leaped instantly onto a plane.

I stayed on the bow as she made ground towards the backmarkers. I didn’t know what I’d do if one of them got in the way. Mic looked for a gap as we closed in, but nothing was apparent. I was beginning to get edgy, but suddenly, as our wind-shadow spread, the spinnakers on the yachts ahead of us collapsed as they fell into the vacuum of our lee. Skippers dived in all directions to try and gain clear air, but Mic didn’t flinch, keeping Erewhon dead on course. A gap opened up.

‘Twenty seconds!’ Dad bellowed. ‘Ten, nine, eight,’ he continued. Erewhon was now at full speed, and Mic’s smile was growing wider. The gun fired as we drew within a boat-length of the line, and the fleet scattered in all directions, trying to fill their sails. Those that had picked the opposite end of the line nearer the wharf were also at full speed.

Erewhon jumped clear of the surrounding yachts, but a slight shift in the wind meant we were still on starboard, but on the point of a gybe. The other yachts nearer to the wharf were now on the port tack and steaming out at a better angle.

Mic looked at Dad for a sign. ‘Reckon we should go yet?’ he asked.

‘Not yet,’ she replied. ‘If we hold our line, we could force them to tack back and run the gauntlet of Bastion Reef or alter course and gybe in behind us. Let’s test their nerve!’

Erewhon bore down on the fleet, and Dad could see that Mic wasn’t about to concede. ‘We’ll gybe at Bean Rock,’ she called. Dad looked under the foot of the spinnaker. The other yachts were bunching up as they ran out of water, but Mic didn’t alter course. The tail-enders broke and tried to run under Erewhon’s stern, but with the wind at this strength and their spinnaker poles hard on the forestay, all hell broke loose. Yachts careered all over the harbour with spinnakers thrashing. Mic held her line and Erewhon creamed along.

Matt and I remained on the foredeck as the remaining two yachts looked as if they were going to try to squeeze between Bean Rock and us.

‘They want to play chicken!’ Mic said, looking at Dad.

Finally, the skippers got the message and squared their poles forward, and the inevitable carnage that had befallen the rest of the fleet had them careering around the harbour.

‘Ready to gybe,’ Mic called, calmly, and the giant boom swung over our heads. Matt and I switched the sheets on the spinnaker pole as it whistled from side to side and we sped off in the direction of A Buoy.

‘You beaut,’ Dad whispered to Mic, as he watched the chaos off the stern.

One by one, the fleet’s flyers got their billowing spinnakers under control and were now in hot pursuit. Mic looked over her shoulder to see the modern light-displacement rockets in their element. They were bringing a fresh breeze with them, and the gap was closing.

Mic looked at Dad, but he reassured her everything was OK. She turned back to watch the rapidly approaching mark.

‘Do it early,’ Dad called. ‘We need time to get squared away before we go back on the wind.’

Mic looked over her shoulder again. ‘They won’t go early!’ she cautioned.

‘Don’t worry, doll,’ Dad replied. ‘You’ll move away from them once we head upwind. They’re on their best point of sailing right now, and in this slop they’ll bounce round like ping-pong balls.’ Mic wasn’t so sure, but called for the early spinnaker drop.

Matt and I guided the sail down the chute, while Paint cranked hard on the return sheet winch. Mic dropped below the mark and hardened in on port tack. The competitors saw the early drop and held theirs until the last minute, considerably closing the gap.

‘That’ll give them hope,’ Dad chuckled, and the rig groaned as the load was applied.

As Erewhon laid into the breeze, Ronnie called for more tension. Derek and Jason responded, but were struggling, so Matt and I dropped back to help. The speedo leaped to thirteen knots as we headed towards the North Shore. The speed continued to climb, and Mic drove the yacht even higher into the wind. The hull hummed, as the bow cleaved the sloppy channel water.

Dad looked over his shoulder and laughed out loud. The late spinnaker drops were now causing further chaos among the rest of the fleet, as crews fought with thrashing wet sails. ‘Keep her going, girl,’ he called above the crashing and bashing as Erewhon punched back into the harbour.

Mic watched the sails and listened to the hum. Dad looked ahead and could see the shallow water off Cheltenham approaching, so called for a tack.

Mic barked the tack and, with spray flying and winches singing, Erewhon headed into deeper water. Mum craned her neck to watch the jib and called instructions to Tane and Mickey.

A short board gave us clearance to pass North Head, and Derek and Jason swung into action again as Erewhon turned into the harbour, Paint and Matt giving them a hand.

With Erewhon’s ability to climb to weather, from our position halfway up the harbour we were now able to lay the Barwell Buoy. I looked over the stern and smiled. The opposition had disappeared.

The winches screamed again as we rounded the mark and headed back down-harbour. We passed Formula, the harbour scratch yacht, by the Devonport Wharf. The rest of the fleet was spread between there and North Head. The gybe under the lee of the head was uneventful, and we sprinted out to A Buoy again. We were back on the wind by the time Formula was rounding North Head.

‘A significant gain,’ Dad chuckled. Even Mic allowed herself a slight smirk as we crashed back into the harbour.

The sprint down-harbour was even more satisfying—we were in sight of the finish line before the second yacht had re-entered the harbour.

The gun for first sounded particularly sweet as we cruised over the line.

‘Like the sound of that,’ Dad said, as we turned the yacht for home.

Back at the Basin, after squaring the gear away and washing the salt off the decks, the crew sat down, exhausted. Mum and Ronnie went below and returned with steaming mugs of coffee. The boys gratefully received them, not only to warm their insides but also to restore some circulation to their aching fingers.

‘Reckon fifteen isn’t enough for racing,’ I said out loud to the crew, as we turned the relaxing moment into an impromptu debrief. They all nodded their agreement.

‘We need another four to man the winches,’ Dad said, as he looked at the exhausted men. ‘What about the foredeck? Matt, what do you reckon?’

‘Ben and I struggled to lift the pole onto the mast, but I think two can handle the spinnaker out of the launcher,’ Matt replied.

‘That’ll be OK until we start running the staysail and flying jib,’ I said. ‘Then we’ll need a minimum of twenty-five to race.’

‘When’s the next race?’ Mum asked.

‘Saturday,’ Matt replied. ‘There’s a race to Te Kouma and back.’

‘Put an entry in,’ Dad said.







21

Over the next few weeks, we raced Erewhon at every opportunity and, while the base crew of twenty remained unchanged, others came and went. We heard all but one gun—a race to Kawau when we were parked off Motuora and the fleet sailed by out to sea on a fresh breeze. Dad chastised himself for that, but as navigator I felt I was to blame. Still, we needed to be reminded of the vagaries of yachting.

Despite the one loss, it was now apparent that the Auckland fleet wasn’t enough opposition to test Erewhon, and again she was reduced to battling the handicapper. As the nights drew in and the days got colder, we decided it was time Erewhon was slipped and cleaned. The naval base staff lifted her onto the hard and cleaned the underwater sections. I checked the structural side below the waterline and, apart from a crack where the lead bolted to the stub, the hull was in perfect condition. Sam would have been happy.

I was standing under the hull one cold morning when one of the painters called out, ‘Some opposition for you!’ He pointed seaward.

Valhalla ghosted up the harbour, easing head to wind just off Prince’s Wharf.

Where the hell had they come from? They weren’t supposed to be here for at least two months.

I grabbed the dinghy beside Erewhon’s cradle and raced out to meet them. TJ, Patty, Jackie and the crew waved when they saw me approach.

‘Couldn’t wait until August. We want that race now!’ TJ called.

I climbed on board to a giant hug and kiss from Patty. ‘How’s your love-life?’ she whispered.

‘You know, don’t you!’ I replied sheepishly. ‘How?’

‘We girls just know these things. What’s her name?’

‘Ronnie.’

‘Great. I’d love to meet her!’

‘Valhalla is booked to be slipped at MacMurray and Hings for major surgery this week,’ drawled TJ, nearly removing my arm with his usual Texan handshake.

‘How’s Erewhon going?’ Patty asked.

‘No serious competition,’ I replied. ‘We’ve been waiting for you! She’s over there at the moment,’ I continued, pointing to Erewhon on the slip.

‘Problem?’

‘Just some TLC to get her up to scratch for our match!’

TJ laughed heartily. ‘I hope our improvements work then. Our old lady has been taking water badly over the last month, so I think we’re in for some major work. We’ve been running the pump continuously since Panama.’

Valhalla slipped into the Basin and, although she’d just made a trans-ocean crossing and was in Auckland for a major refit, she still looked a picture.

Patty and Jackie were keen to get ashore after a month at sea, so while they got Customs clearance I went back to the naval base for my car to take them home. Ronnie arrived while they were getting cleaned up, and to my relief the girls hit it off.

The following Thursday, Valhalla was slipped at the Mt Wellington boatyard, and the true extent of the work to be done was revealed. To TJ’s dismay, corrosion had accelerated in the bow section, and the forward third of the hull plating needed to be replaced. TJ took the opportunity to tweak the hull design, and modern steel alloys allowed the hull to be plated in a lighter material, all of which would enhance Valhalla’s performance.

Erewhon was put back in the water, and we took the Americans sailing. TJ was in touch with the other J skippers, and we learned that all the other Js were coming to Auckland for the next America’s Cup regatta.

He arrived at the house one morning clutching a fax in his giant hand. ‘Have a look at this,’ he said, thrusting the paper in my direction. ‘They reckon the new boat will be coming down here for the next regatta.’

I read the fax and passed it to Dad.

‘Bloody great!’ he yelled. ‘Bloody fantastic!’

‘With all the Js that are coming, we’ll need to organise a separate series,’ Mum said.

Ronnie, who had now moved out of her flat and in with me, chipped in. ‘Leave that to me,’ she said. ‘With the right sort of proposal, my old boss could be talked into sponsoring it.’

‘This puts a whole new perspective on our campaign,’ Dad continued. ‘Instead of us having to fundraise to take Erewhon halfway around the world to race, the world is coming to us! We’ll be able to do all those extra bits to the yacht we would have otherwise had to put on the back burner. We’ll even be able to complete the sail wardrobe—so look out, my Texan friend, Erewhon will fly!’

TJ laughed. ‘I’d better make sure that refit goes to plan then!’

As the next few months went by, we sailed Erewhon as often as we could. The enhanced sail-plan came into operation. The staysail was set up to be self-tacking, but the flying jib proved to be more of a problem. We persisted, though, as every time we had it set, it seemed to add half a knot to our boat speed.

Derek, Jason, Tane and Mickey still provided the rocksolid base we needed, and Mum and Ronnie enjoyed their own private battle to see who could deliver the best performance on any given day. Ronnie did best when the wind was up, but Mum had the touch when the breeze required patience.

Mic and Dad’s combination of helmsman and tactician seemed to work. Dad reckoned it was because his girl wouldn’t argue with him, but Mic reckoned it was because she could twist her old man around her little finger. We raced Erewhon through the winter series, and as the boat speed improved we gave the handicapper a bigger and bigger problem.

Progress on Valhalla was on schedule, and the promise of a Labour Weekend re-launch was still the target. TJ’s boss had been in town on a couple of occasions to check on progress or, as TJ put it, to check on where he was pouring his money. He evidently mumbled and groaned about what the yacht was costing, but when it came to detail there was never any compromise. If TJ said something was necessary, the cheque was written.

The evenings started to get a little longer, and the mercury began to climb, as Valhalla’s launch day drew near. TJ, Patty and Jackie spent more time at the boatyard, and we saw less and less of them. Sailing Erewhon became easier as the crew of twenty-five really got to know her and her moods.

In October Valhalla, with a giant Stars and Stripes flying from her forestay and the rest of the rigging bedecked in coloured flags, slipped gracefully into the upper Tamaki River. High tide lapped at the dock, and the gathered crowd roared as the hull floated clear of the cradle. I watched with interest as she settled in the water. It was obvious that TJ had spent money to improve boat speed. She now had a finer entry and a changed keel, but for some reason he’d opted to stay with the rudder configuration, although the shape had been altered and a trim-tab added.

TJ came over to where we were standing. ‘What do you think?’ he boomed.

‘Integrity of the original design?’ I asked wryly.

He reddened. ‘We only tweaked it a bit,’ he said, turning back to look at his charge bobbing alongside the jetty.

‘New mast, too?’ I continued.

‘Can’t have you running around with no running backstays on your own,’ the Texan replied.

‘Half-expected you to change your rudder configuration,’ I added. ‘See you’ve got a trim-tab.’

‘Can’t let you Kiwis have all the aces!’

‘When can we race?’ Dad asked.

‘Next weekend,’ TJ replied, winking to his boss, who had come down for the occasion.

MacMurray’s foreman appeared on deck with a smile. He’d just checked the bilge. ‘Dry as the Arizona Desert,’ he proclaimed.

TJ’s boss slapped the foreman on the back. ‘Well done, Kiwis,’ he bellowed to the workers standing on the dock. ‘Let’s go to sea!’

TJ’s crew and a few from MacMurray’s yard climbed on board and made ready.

Valhalla glided out into midstream alongside Erewhon, with cameras clicking from all directions.

‘Just imagine when we get three more of them together,’ I said to Mum and Mic.

Ronnie came over to stand with me. ‘There’s my old boss,’ she said, pointing to a balding man standing in a runabout with his cameraman alongside.

‘Call him over,’ Matt said. ‘I want to have a chat with him.’

Tiger Bentene saw Ronnie waving to him, and he and his cameraman didn’t need a second call. They were on board in a flash.

‘You’re the bugger who stole my Ronnie!’ Tiger said with a grin, as he shook Dad’s hand.

‘We need to talk,’ Matt chimed in, thrusting out his hand and introducing himself.

The three of them wandered off along the deck to look around. Matt mentioned the upcoming series of races with Valhalla before dropping a hint about sponsorship.

While Tiger didn’t immediately respond, he didn’t dismiss the idea either.

‘You’d better anchor that thing if you’re coming for a ride,’ Dad said, pointing at the runabout that had nestled itself under the counter-stern. Not one to miss an opportunity, Tiger signalled to his cameraman to moor the boat.

Valhalla began to move downstream, and we joined the procession. Above the gentle throb of the engines, Dad moved to the bow and bellowed to TJ, ‘Don’t get too comfortable in that position.’

‘I’m getting used to it already,’ TJ replied with a chuckle.

That was all the bait Dad needed. He signalled to Paint, who threw the throttle wide open, and Erewhon’s bow rose as the prop took a large bite of the ocean. Mic firmed her grip on the wheel as we drew alongside Valhalla. TJ tried to coax more speed from his craft as the two yachts headed for the open water with flags and pennants flapping madly overhead.

Erewhon was about to surge into the lead, when Dad signalled Paint to throttle back. ‘Don’t show all our cards yet,’ he said.

Tiger watched in amazement. ‘You lot don’t like coming second, do you?’

‘There is no second!’ Mic replied.

‘This will be a very interesting competition,’ he continued. ‘I had no idea it would be so serious.’

‘It’ll be cat and mouse today, but next weekend it’s for real,’ Dad replied.

The two Js cleared the Tamaki River, then headed for the deeper water of the channel and out towards the gulf. The mainsails rattled up the masts. Mic called for the jib, and the grinders sprang into action. Valhalla’s crew followed suit, and both Mic and TJ pulled the bows away from the wind.

TJ was to windward and ahead as the power was applied, and Mic quickly became uncomfortable. She pulled the bow down a bit more to gather speed, and Erewhon surged into clear air. ‘Harden on,’ she called, and Ronnie, as port trimmer, called for more tension. We kept our heading and surged along the North Shore beaches, while Valhalla tacked and headed out to sea.

Mic waited for the call from Dad to follow them, but it didn’t come. ‘There’s time enough for racing, doll,’ he whispered. ‘We’re only escort today.’

‘But it’s the first time we’ve been able to measure Erewhon’s performance,’ she replied.

‘All the more reason not to show our hand.’

Mic tacked and followed Valhalla into the gulf, where we paraded around the ocean for a few hours.

Satisfied that his yacht had improved, TJ turned back towards the harbour, aware that his boss had a private jet waiting to return to the States. That night, Valhalla rafted to Erewhon at our jetty, and the word swept around the yachting fraternity that the two super-yachts were about to match-race. The Basin was abuzz with speculation as to which yacht would win. Matt worked overtime with Mum on publicity and media coverage plans as interest grew.

Dad invited TJ and Commodore Bob to a meeting to discuss the races. The Squadron agreed to control the event, and it was decided to set a course in the gulf that resembled the Long Island track used back in the heyday of J-class racing.

As the weekend drew near, we went over Erewhon’s rig. Paint lubed the winches, and the rest of the crew double-checked every component. Saturday was two races over the course, and Sunday was a double lap.

Bob and the Squadron team left Westhaven early to get a fix on the weather and set the course. The weather report was for southwesterly winds of ten to fifteen knots on both days, building to twenty knots in the afternoon. I wasn’t sure what wind strength TJ and his crew wanted, but I was happy with the forecast.

Rafted together in the early morning light, the two yachts made a magnificent sight as I walked down the dock. Both crews were early, and the banter was flying back and forth.

TJ slipped the mooring lines and glided out into the harbour. Mic followed through the gap past the gathering crowd. To our surprise, a waiting flotilla milled around outside the Basin, and as Erewhon turned down the harbour they fell in behind.

Matt looked at the entourage. ‘If you can create that amount of interest without any advertising, imagine what it’d be like with a little publicity.’

‘We need to win,’ Dad added.

‘There’s no “need” about it,’ Mic chipped in. ‘We’re going to!’

The breeze was crisp as we motored down-harbour and the crew made ready to hoist the sails. At North Head, we rounded head to wind, and the winches cranked into action on both yachts. There was plenty of time before the ten o’clock start as we eased out of the channel towards the racetrack.

‘Just got a weather report from Bob,’ I called, as I reappeared on deck. ‘Wind on the course has dropped to five knots.’ I looked at our telemetry: it was still on ten knots, but as we left the channel it began to fade. ‘Bloody hell!’ I called. ‘We don’t want a drifter for our first race.’ As I scanned the horizon, it appeared that the wind god wasn’t listening, as the two giant yachts slowed to a crawl near the start line.

TJ swung head to wind and stopped, and we crept up alongside.

‘We weren’t planning on this,’ boomed the Texan. ‘Did we agree on a minimum?’

‘No,’ Dad replied, ‘but I wish we had!’

‘Most races we compete in don’t kick off under five knots. What do you think?’ he replied.

‘That sounds like a good idea,’ Dad called. ‘I’ll talk to Bob and let him know we want five before we start.’

Dad radioed, and almost immediately the postponement flag was raised on the start boat. The two yachts separated again as we waited for the wind to fill in. Bob’s boat, at what was to be the lee mark, reported that they were in ten knots of breeze. It had filled in from the Coromandel, and the boat out at the wing mark reported similar wind strength.

‘It’s just a matter of time,’ Dad said, as he sat down in the cockpit with the huge mainsail drooping overhead. It was totally frustrating knowing there was wind all around the gulf except where we were sitting. Mic stood by the wheel, scanning the horizon. She had waited for this day and for the chance to see just how good Erewhon really was. Mum joined her and whispered something that made her smile. Ronnie fiddled nervously with the jib sheet that curled lazily around a winch, while the rest of the crew lay back on the deck.

The flotilla of onlookers mooched around, waiting for action, but strangely, even with outboards running, there was an eerie silence.

Commodore Bob, high on his flying bridge, scanned his radio for weather reports, trying desperately to gauge when the breeze would fill in and from which direction. His problem wasn’t the initial triangle of the intended course, as that was fixed, but the last windward/leeward legs needed to be accurate.

I wandered forward and stood beside the furled jib. Ronnie joined me as I scanned the water. ‘See what I see?’ she said, nodding towards the Whangaparaoa Peninsula.

I strained my eyes to look into the glare of the early morning sun. Fingers of dark water were reaching out across the glass surface of the gulf. The cat’s-paws were stretching out in our direction. I turned back to Ronnie and hugged her. ‘We’re going to race!’ I yelled.

The crew was quickly on their feet, all looking in the direction of the wind. The buzz went around the spectator fleet. TJ’s crew was up and moving, too, as the first zephyrs brushed our mainsail.

Within fifteen minutes, Bob fired the ten-minute gun of the simple start sequence we’d agreed on. Mic pulled the bow down. Although the start was going to be downwind, we needed to get our position correct. Mic tacked and manoeuvred to get comfortable with the increasing wind. We did a couple of timed runs at the line as the five-minute gun sounded. The forward crew had the spinnaker hoisted and ready.

Not wanting TJ to know what gybe we were going to start on, we left the pole on the deck. Mic whispered to Dad that she wanted pin end on port gybe, and I passed the message on to the crew. I watched TJ’s men and guessed they had the same start in mind.

As we neared, Mic spun the wheel and dropped into a safe leeward position behind the other yacht. TJ wrestled with his craft to shake Mic from her dominant position, but Valhalla was definitely slower to answer the helm.

‘Two minutes,’ Dad called, with his eyes now firmly fixed on his watch. Mic hung on to Valhalla’s stern. The Texan and his tactician looked at the start line and over their shoulders as Mic held her course.

‘Gybe away, damn you,’ Mic muttered under her breath. ‘Gybe away,’ she repeated.

TJ tried desperately to lose speed, as he was too early, but Mic kept forcing him towards the start line.

‘One minute!’ Dad yelled, watching Mic’s every move as the boats got even closer.

‘Gybe away, Texan!’ she called, and he caved in, gybing for the start-boat end of the line. ‘Spinnaker on!’ she called, as Valhalla turned and our crew flicked the pole out on the port side. The giant sail cracked open as the gun sounded, and Erewhon surged across the line. TJ’s crew struggled to switch their pole to the starboard side, but finally got their sail under control.

Mic was in clear air within a boat-length. Dad smiled. He’d never have been able to pull off a start like that.

‘How far out this way do you want to go?’ I quizzed Mic. I looked at the compass and scanned the horizon for the lee mark. ‘If Bob’s put that mark in the right place, we’re gaining at the moment.’

‘How’s our boat speed?’ Dad asked.

I produced the zapper and checked. ‘Hard to tell at the moment, but they aren’t going any faster than us.’

‘We’ll run in this direction for a few more minutes and see if we can pick up a shift to go back on,’ Dad decided.

Mic’s eyes were glued to the sails, while Ronnie concentrated on extracting every ounce of speed out of our spinnaker.

I watched the telemetry as the wind-shifted slightly to the east. I looked at Dad. ‘Time to go,’ he called.

The crew rushed forward, and the spinnaker pole whipped up the mast. Matt was on the bow and switched the sheets as the pole shot past his ankles, the grinders singing as the main boom rocketed across, and the rig groaned as it took the full load on the other side. The wind had increased steadily and now hovered around twelve knots. We headed across the racetrack as Mic hardened in slightly to increase boat speed as we shot under Valhalla’s lee.

As we crossed, TJ gybed and sent us some very disturbed air. Our spinnaker billowed and nearly collapsed, but Mum called for more tension and the grinders kept the sail full. We were at least three boat-lengths ahead, with full power on. The crew punched the air.

‘Concentrate!’ Mic snapped. Dad smiled: she meant business.

‘They’re still on the losing gybe,’ I said to Dad, as I checked the bearings.

‘Yeah, but we don’t want to get too far away from them. The Texan will take advantage of anything we give him.’

TJ had been watching us and checking our boat speed, and decided to come back to the centre of the track. The big blue hull swapped to the starboard gybe and headed in our direction. Mic held her course, looking for the wind to break back the other way, but the breeze held as we ran out to the lay-line.

‘Time to go,’ Dad called, and the crew leaped into action.

TJ picked up a little more pressure and closed the game up as he, too, gybed on the lay-line. Valhalla was now only two boat-lengths behind as we rounded the leeward mark. The course favoured the leader to the wing mark; it would be a straight drag race with the reacher on.

Erewhon’s crew work was professional as we rounded the mark with a slight gain and the spinnaker launcher swallowed the reacher. The grinders cranked in the mainsail and jib. It was a straight lay-through back to the windward mark, and Mic called for the staysail to keep the pressure on.

TJ obviously wasn’t enjoying trailing, and his crew set their flying jib.

Mic looked at Dad as I checked the relative boat speeds with the zapper. ‘He’s not making any ground,’ I confirmed.

‘We’ll do without flying jib for the moment,’ Dad called.

I moved down to the lee rail, where Ronnie was positioned, almost turning herself inside out, watching the jib. Mum had moved forward with Derek to check the staysail and make the necessary adjustments. Slowly Erewhon inched ahead, and TJ had no alternative but to follow.

Ronnie wasn’t happy with the jib: the staysail was upsetting the airflow at the top of her sail. ‘I’d like to move the sheeting out a couple of inches and back about six,’ she said. ‘I’ll have a chat to Jen when she comes aft.’

Mum agreed to try the change and readied herself to make the adjustments as we rounded the next mark. The wind shifted as we closed in on the mark, leaving a straight run to the following mark. I was starting to feel a little sorry for TJ, who could only follow in our disturbed air.

At each mark we extended our lead, and we were well down the last run when he rounded to run to the last leeward mark. He worked every slight shift in the breeze and managed to close the gap a little, gybing from one side to the other. He managed to pick up a little more pressure as he gybed for the run to the mark; he wasn’t about to show the white flag.

We rounded and sheeted the sails in quickly. TJ rounded four boat-lengths behind, yelling at his crew to perform. Mic immediately called for a tack to gain better cover, and our winches screamed.

‘Staysail!’ Mic yelled, and it was drawing in a flash. TJ threw a tack, and Mic covered. TJ threw back to clear his air, only to find Mic sitting on top of him again. Erewhon, with its better rudder configuration, turned more quickly, and each time we went about we gained. TJ tried a couple more tacks, but Mic didn’t give an inch. Finally, a slight wind-shift gave him clear air, but he was now well down to leeward. He called to his crew to extract every bit of speed they could as he hung on to the starboard tack right out to the lay-line. Mic and Dad were happy just to keep him covered, as Erewhon certainly had the edge with boat speed. TJ called for his flying jib in a last desperate attempt to close the game up, but we continued to sail away.

The finish line was now in sight, and the crew started to buzz. Mic scolded them again, demanding absolute concentration.

The gun sounded as we pierced the finish line, to cheers from the spectator fleet and crews. Mic stood silently by the wheel, with tears rolling down her cheeks but a smile as wide as the ocean. Dad walked over and hugged her.

‘We were never destined to lose that one, were we?’ Dad said.

TJ crossed the line about ten lengths behind, to polite applause from the spectators. He sailed up alongside Erewhon to salute us. He looked at Mic. ‘You take no prisoners, do you?’

‘I enjoyed the competition,’ she replied.

‘How about we start on the wind down at the other end of the track for the next race,’ Dad called, ‘and finish downwind?’

‘Sounds like a good idea. I’ve never liked downwind starts myself,’ TJ replied.

Dad radioed Bob with the suggestion, and the two yachts squared away to run to the leeward mark and the new start line.

Mum and Ronnie went below and prepared lunch for the crew as we ran downwind under the main only. Bob informed the spectators, and the fleet followed out into the gulf.

‘TJ will be awake to us this time,’ Dad said, as he chewed on a giant sandwich.

Mic nodded. ‘I think we turn a lot more quickly than he does, so we should be able to control the start. Our crew work will have to be up to scratch, guys.’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll nail ‘em!’ Mickey called.

‘We’ve got to,’ Mic continued. ‘We don’t want anyone thinking that was just a fluke.’

TJ obviously hadn’t taken too kindly to the beating. As we looked over to their yacht, they were all in the cockpit, deep in conference, with lots of arm-waving and finger-pointing.

The ten-minute gun fired, with the breeze now firmly out of the southwest at around fifteen knots. The sea was short and steep as we moved around. The winches sung as Mic and TJ threw the giant hulls around in readiness to dive into the start box. TJ, with the starboard end advantage, made a dive for our hip as the five-minute gun cracked, but Mic threw the wheel hard over and we turned inside him. TJ tacked away to break free but, when he looked, Erewhon was right where he didn’t want her to be.

‘Pin-end bias,’ I called, as TJ twisted and turned to shake us, but Mic stayed tightly tucked beside his mizzen stay.

‘Two minutes!’ Dad called. TJ took a run into the spectators to shake us, but Mic remained glued to his stern. He dropped back deep from the line, looking for his line-up point. Mic followed, and as he turned she shot up under his lee.

Dad bellowed to force them up. TJ reluctantly lifted the bow, knowing it would make him early.

‘One minute!’ Dad called.

‘Full power!’ Mic squealed, and the grinders cranked the load on. TJ tried desperately to square away to gain time.

‘Luff!’ Dad bellowed, as Mic maintained her course. TJ played for time.

‘Luff!’ Dad repeated, raising a protest flag high in the air.

TJ knew Mic was not about to concede and called to his crew to tack and head for the start-boat end.

‘More power!’ Mic screamed, as Erewhon crashed towards the line. The gun sounded, as Matt disappeared under a wave that nearly washed him over the side from his position on the bow. Once again, Mic’s timing was precise and we were racing. TJ struggled to get Valhalla up to speed after the tack and was late for the line. Erewhon was at full speed.

I checked the telemetry; we seemed to be on the right heading.

‘What’s he doing?’ Mic asked, above the noise of the wind and crashing spray.

‘He’s hung on to the port tack, even though it’s a break. Do you think we should let him go?’

‘We don’t want to get too far away from him—we need to go back if he doesn’t come this way,’ Mic replied.

Dad watched for a move from the other yacht, but it didn’t come. ‘Let’s go!’ he yelled.

Mic swung the helm, and the crew cranked the grinders.

Almost as we turned, the wind broke even further, and we were on a real downer. TJ responded, threw on to starboard, and headed back towards us. Mic looked at Dad, and he ordered the second tack. ‘Damn!’ he chastised himself for not reading the wind correctly. I checked our position and, as I suspected, the break and the low-speed tack had put TJ in front.

Ronnie called for more tension on the jib as Mum raced forward to check the staysail. TJ recognised his good fortune and screamed at his crew for more power. He pulled Valhalla’s bow down a degree or two to get more boat speed, in an effort to overrun Erewhon’s clear air.

‘They’re well ahead,’ I whispered to Dad. Mic overheard and called for more boat speed to keep our air. TJ hung on to the starboard tack, quite prepared to run us to the lay-line to keep his advantage.

Mic pulled the bow down further to gain speed, and the two yachts crashed on towards the North Shore beaches. She looked at Dad. ‘We need to get him into a tacking duel,’ she said emphatically.

‘Do you think he’ll break back if we go?’ Dad asked, as he summed up our position.

‘I’d cover if I was in his position,’ she replied, without taking her eyes off the mainsail.

‘Then let’s see if he’ll dance!’

Mic spun the wheel as Erewhon crossed the top of a swell and we rocketed about. I watched as TJ drove Valhalla into the next sea and continued on.

‘Bloody Yank’s not coming!’ Dad yelled.

‘Not yet—he’ll go in a minute,’ Mic replied.

‘He’s coming about now!’ Ronnie bellowed. Valhalla came off the top of a wave and crashed on to port.

‘Told you so!’ Mic said with a grin. ‘Ready about!’ She picked the wave and Erewhon crashed back onto starboard. The crew strained every muscle as Mum and Ronnie called the loading. TJ responded to cover us, and Mic swung the wheel again to counter.

On each tack the yachts drew closer, but TJ was still to windward with the upper hand. Mic called for a dummy tack, but TJ didn’t buy it.

‘Come on, Hughie!’ Mic muttered, calling for assistance from the wind god.

‘What about the flying jib?’ Dad called.

‘It’ll slow us too much on the tacks. I just need the breeze to break back a couple of degrees the other way, and we’ll have clear air.’

Ronnie, who was watching the jib, also had one eye on the wind. ‘You might get your wish in about a minute,’ she called.

Mic gripped the wheel and waited.

‘We’ll go early,’ Dad said. ‘Ready about!’

Mic picked the wave and spun the wheel. Spray flew and the winches screamed. TJ didn’t respond, as the old breeze was still lifting him.

‘Come on, Hughie!’ Mic repeated, as she kept her gaze fixed on the sail.

The yacht heeled slightly, and Mic responded, edging the bow up. ‘Got you!’ she called as Erewhon accelerated. Valhalla crashed through a tack but was too late: Mic had her nose back in front. Mum watched the jib, and Ronnie dived across the deck to give her back-up. Satisfied, she raced forward to check the staysail. Erewhon powered on, inching out from under Valhalla’s lee.

‘We need to go back as soon as possible to press home the gain,’ Dad said, as he stepped closer to Mic. She nodded but remained totally focused on the sails.

I watched the water for the tell-tale signs. ‘I reckon we’ll nearly be to the lay-line when that wind breaks,’ I said.

‘That’ll do me!’ Mic replied.

‘Our tack will have to be slick,’ Dad warned, as the grinders rested, sucking in oxygen.

I looked at the mark, which was about a kilometre away off the port bow. ‘We’ll have to go in about two minutes.’ The crew moved and crouched by their winches.

‘Call it, Mic!’ Dad yelled.

‘Ready about!’ she replied. ‘Helm over!’ Erewhon swapped tacks, and Ronnie screamed for more tension. Jason and Derek responded, and Erewhon accelerated. TJ, to windward but astern, had to decide whether to tack to our leeward in an effort to force us about or break under our stern. He tried to tack under our lee, but Valhalla was ponderous going about and Erewhon sailed over the top of him. Mic headed for the mark. ‘Got you,’ she whispered.

Erewhon rounded the windward pin and squared away for the run to the wing mark. TJ rounded within a boat-length, his crew grimacing in pain as he barked directions. He was livid that he’d given away his advantage.

‘Set the flying jib!’ Mic screamed, as we eased the sheets. Erewhon climbed onto a plane and spray flew. TJ squared away at the mark, and his crew went forward and set a reacher. Mic looked at Dad.

‘Wrong move,’ he said emphatically, as Valhalla powered forward but dropped off to leeward. ‘Stay on course,’ he continued, crossing his fingers behind his back.

With the flying jib set, Erewhon was flying down the track. Ronnie was nearly washed over the side in the torrent that came over the lee rail. ‘Hang on, babe!’ I yelled. ‘We need you on the next leg.’

TJ pushed his hull to the limit and was now well ahead but way down to leeward when his crew downed the reacher and turned towards the mark.

‘Moment of truth,’ Dad muttered, as we drove hard for the pin. Valhalla got a small lift as we closed on the mark. It was vital that we rounded first, as the reach for the leeward pin would be ‘follow the leader’. TJ was in the better position, being the leeward boat, if it was close, as he had right of way, but Mic was determined not to cede an inch. We got a gust, and Mic surged around the pin with inches to spare, with TJ screaming foul.

Our asymmetric spinnaker shot up the mast and was drawing as the stern cleared the mark. Both yachts were now surfing, as we ran downwind, with TJ looking for the opening.

‘A tidy drop and no mistakes!’ I called, as we pushed the drop time right to the limit.

‘Go now!’ Dad called, as Valhalla surged on a large swell. Matt and I wrestled with the sail, as we guided it down the chute. I leaped over to the mast to unclip the pole, to find the fitting had twisted and was jammed on the mast. I bellowed to the grinders, who relayed the message to Dad and Mic. ‘Stay on starboard while we try and clear the mess,’ I called. We rounded the mark, and the crew winched the sail in. Ronnie screamed instructions to the grinders, as Paint rushed forward to assist us. The seaway that was now running had been building all day, and life on the bow was extreme. Each successive wave tried its best to remove us from the deck as we battled to free the pole.

TJ followed us around the mark, saw we had a problem, and threw onto port to clear his air.

‘Damn!’ Mic said, as she couldn’t cover the move.

Paint took one look at the twisted fitting, tore off along the deck, dived below, and returned with a large crowbar. He inserted it into the mangled remains and, with a giant heave, literally ripped the fitting off the mast.

‘I’ll build a proper one when we get on shore,’ Paint muttered to Dad as he returned to the cockpit.

‘Bloody Texan!’ Dad said, as we all settled back into race mode and found Valhalla now well ahead.

‘Come on, we’ll peg him back,’ Mic yelled at the crew. We drove Erewhon as hard as we could and got to within two boat-lengths of Valhalla. TJ knew we wouldn’t give in and implored his crew to give their best. He snapped around the top mark and gybed straight onto starboard, so he could run straight back at us, screaming for right of way.

‘The Texan means business,’ Dad said as we dropped under his stern.

Mic smiled. ‘I wouldn’t have taken my foot off his neck if we were in the same position.’

With the run downwind to the finish, Erewhon was always going to struggle without a spinnaker pole. We set the asymmetric spinnaker clipped to the bow, but TJ threw up everything to press home his advantage, and cruised to the gun.

‘One each!’ Dad called, as we drew alongside Valhalla to salute their win.

Their crew made some cocky remarks, and Mic stood quietly beside the wheel looking unimpressed. ‘Let them enjoy it,’ she muttered. ‘It won’t happen again.’

Paint went below to get his tools and, while the rest of the crew exchanged banter with the Americans, he made a start on the repairs. I joined him as he worked. Like Mic, he was livid. ‘Gonna kick some fat Yank arse tomorrow,’ he scowled.

We headed back to the Basin, where we spent most of the evening going over the gear for the next day. Paint disappeared with the remains of the spinnaker pole, muttering about wally welders. Ronnie and I remained on board, and at six the next morning we heard a thud on the deck.

Paint, armed with tools and the repaired fitting, stood on the deck, ready to re-attach it to the mast.

‘Can’t you sleep?’ I asked, with a grin.

‘Not going to give those bloody Yanks another chance to crow,’ he barked.

The security gates rattled again, and Patty and Jackie made their way along the jetty, looking a little worse for wear. ‘Morning, Ben!’ they both chirped, as they flitted across Erewhon and disappeared below deck on Valhalla.

‘They’ll be a big help to TJ today,’ I whispered to Paint.

He nodded but said nothing, preferring to continue with his work.

The rest of the crew drifted in before seven-thirty and got straight into checking their gear. Mic appeared shortly afterwards, and we sat and discussed our plan for the day. When Mum arrived, she and Ronnie went to work on a slight adjustment to the staysail sheeting.

TJ appeared on the dock and headed towards his yacht. I warned him to be extra quiet when he went below, but he wasn’t prepared to offer the girls any sympathy and bellowed down the companionway. They appeared on deck, with smiles on their faces, looking refreshed and raring to go. ‘How do they do that?’ I asked Ronnie.

Valhalla left the Basin early and disappeared down-harbour. We followed soon after. The wind was light, but the weather forecast was for conditions similar to the previous day. We motored out into the channel and hoisted the main. The breeze crept in from the perimeter of the gulf, as Bob Sorensen stationed himself by the leeward mark well out to sea. Paint kept the motor at full revs, but as the wind filled in he was able to silence the noise.

Valhalla swept serenely back and forth through the start area. TJ knew he needed a good start today. Twice around the track was a long race, but the start would be crucial.

The gun sounded, and the red-and-white postponement flag flew up the mast on the start-boat. Bob radioed that he wasn’t happy with the wind strength or the fact that it was boxing all around the compass.

The tension was beginning to tell as the two yachts glided past each other without a word being spoken. TJ nodded to Mic, but she pretended not to notice.

‘Hughie’s playing mind games again,’ I said. She nodded but said nothing, as the wind seemed to drop completely. Dad switched on the marine channel and listened to the weather forecast. ‘Ten knots in the city, ten knots at Great Barrier, and nothing in between,’ he muttered, looking up at the sail, which hung limply off the mast.

The crew fidgeted with the gear, and Ronnie checked the lock-pins on the jib sheet fair-leads for about the twentieth time.

Valhalla drifted past once more, and TJ couldn’t contain himself. ‘Thought you Kiwis reckoned it blows around here!’ he said with a grin.

‘Bigger than Texas!’ Dad replied.

As if the wind god was listening, the pennant on Erewhon’s stern rose. Within fifteen minutes, Bob squeezed the trigger to sound the ten-minute gun, and the two yachts jockeyed for position.

Mic quickly got hold of TJ’s stern and was in control as the five-minute gun recoiled. He twisted, turned, and ran into the spectator fleet in an effort to break Erewhon’s shackles, but Mic stayed with him. The wind had moved, and I told Mic there was a bias towards the start-boat end. She nodded and repositioned us to push Valhalla towards the pin end.

As the gun sounded, she tacked onto port, and we brushed past the start-boat anchor warp. ‘We’ve got him already,’ I called, as we ploughed back towards the North Shore coastline.

‘It’s a long race, and he won’t back off,’ Mic said, nodding in Valhalla’s direction. TJ was now on port, a little to windward but well astern.

The sea hadn’t had time to build, and Erewhon was creaming along. ‘Can we go any higher, Jen?’ Mic called to Mum, as she looked at TJ’s position.

Mum craned her neck and called to the grinders to increase the tension. Erewhon heeled a little more, and Mic eased the helm up. I watched the speedo, but Mic was more intent on listening to the hum.

‘Keep going,’ Dad yelled. ‘He’s about to go!’

Mic held her course, concentrating on not stalling Erewhon as Mum called for even more tension on the jib.

‘He’s gone!’ Dad bellowed, as he watched Valhalla change tack. Mic pulled the bow down a little, and the speedo leaped. ‘Ready to cover him,’ Dad called.

‘Ready about,’ Mic replied, and the crew pounced to their stations. ‘Helm over,’ she called, in what was to be the first of many tacks to keep Erewhon between Valhalla and the finish line.

There was no compromise that day, and TJ failed to find a passing lane at any point in the race. Erewhon moved away on every leg, and Mic smiled as the finish gun sounded. The rest of the crew celebrated. Erewhon had won her first competitive series, much to the joy of everybody on board. Ronnie rushed back along the deck, threw her arms around my neck, and swallowed me in a passionate kiss.

TJ drew Valhalla alongside, and the two yachts rafted up. The big Texan was first on board to congratulate us.

‘You’ve got a yacht and a half here,’ he said, looking in Dad’s direction. ‘You’ll have upset my boss after he’s just spent all that money to make our boat more competitive.’

Dad laughed. ‘You’ll find some more speed before we meet again,’ he said.

‘You can count on that!’ TJ replied.

The crews swapped handshakes and hugs as the spectator fleet circled to join in the celebrations. Bob Sorenson rafted alongside and came on board with a crate of champagne to toast our success. He stood on the stern and looked at all the spectators milling around. ‘More than a little interest in these boats,’ he said.

‘Just wait until the rest of the J fleet arrives. That will get everybody’s attention,’ Dad replied. ‘Talk to Matt and Jen—they’ve got some ideas about marketing this circus.’

Bob nodded and took a large swig from his glass.

Back at the Viaduct Basin, the partying continued. Patty and Jackie were in their element. Ronnie enjoyed the social side, too, but stayed sober enough to take notes for her story for Ocean Spray. As the night carried on, the party shifted back to our place. ‘Work hard, party harder’ was the order for the night, but Ronnie and I disappeared early.

As I lay back on the bed, my mind was racing, thinking of all that had happened since that fateful day on the bank of the Waiora River. It seemed almost unreal. Ronnie reappeared, silhouetted in the doorway of the ensuite. She slipped the straps of her little black dress off her shoulders, and it glided to the floor. Her taut body had my heart pumping as she paused momentarily to turn off the light and then glided across the room to join me on the bed. The room was bathed in moonlight that flooded through the open windows. I got up to close the curtains, but she pulled me back on the bed. ‘I don’t care who knows how much I love you!’ she whispered.

Her intoxicating scent filled my senses as her hair brushed over my body, and I gave myself up to her as the shadows from the trees outside danced across the walls. With the music from the party wafting through the windows, we eventually drifted off to sleep.

Patty and Jackie did their usual and prepared to see the dawn in with Matt and the crews. TJ and Dad found a quiet corner and spent hours talking over the pros and cons of the two yachts. TJ conceded that Erewhon outperformed Valhalla in all departments. ‘That yacht of yours can spin on a dime,’ he lamented.

‘Winning the start made the rest of the races that much easier,’ Dad agreed.

‘I thought all the modifications we did would have given us an edge, but it looks like I’ll have to talk to the boss again. Maybe we need a new rudder.’

The conversation continued, with TJ and Dad agreeing to race the two yachts on every possible occasion. Late in the evening, TJ reached into his pocket and withdrew a folded sheet of paper. ‘Nearly forgot to show you this,’ he said, as he handed over a fax. ‘Tom O’Sullivan seems to be serious. My spies have seen his hull being turned out of its mould at a yard in Holland. It’s all carbon-fibre. She should be a flyer.’

‘Whose design?’ Dad asked, scanning the fax for more information, as Mic joined them, placing her arm lazily around TJ’s shoulder.

‘They’ve reworked the original Camper and Nicholson drawings, by the look of it,’ he replied, as he drew Mic around and lifted her onto his lap. ‘You’re quite some yachtswoman,’ he said, pecking her on the cheek.

‘You’re not so bad yourself. You didn’t give us those races!’

TJ smiled as he hugged her.

‘Wonder when she’ll be in the water?’ Dad continued. He called Matt over and showed him the fax.

Matt read the paper and nodded. ‘I’ve already made contact with O’Sullivan’s PR people, outlining the connection between Erewhon and the Shamrocks and extending an invitation to race their yacht. I haven’t heard back yet, but I only sent the e-mail a few days ago.’

‘Great,’ said Dad, as he turned back to TJ. ‘Let’s hope he’ll have her ready to bring down here for the next Cup series.’

TJ put both his arms around Mic. ‘Looks like we’re going to have our work cut out if we come up against that baby,’ he whispered.

Mic smiled and nestled comfortably into his arms. ‘We’ll worry about her when she goes in the water,’ she replied, kissing TJ.
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Over the summer months, Erewhon and Valhalla raced regularly, drawing an entourage every time they left the dock. TJ, to his credit, tried everything to make Valhalla more competitive, but nothing ever seemed to be enough. TJ’s boss came down to sail when he could, and enjoyed his time on the New Zealand coast, but never left happy because they couldn’t get Valhalla’s nose ahead in any of our encounters.

As autumn approached, he decided the Caribbean climate would be more to his liking, so Valhalla headed for Antigua.

Ronnie came bursting into the kitchen. She’d just sold her latest article on the super-yachts to Ocean Spray. While she was at the office, Tiger had told her that, because of the increase in circulation since her first report, he’d decided to sponsor the J-series regatta at Cup time next year. To encourage the yachts to come, he would also put up a purse of $100,000 for each win in the final five races.

Matt came into the room to find out what all the noise was about. When Ronnie retold the story, he sucked his cheeks in. ‘I’d better get TJ to make contact with all the other J skippers, to make sure they’re coming down. I still haven’t heard from O’Sullivan. I got an e-mail today from my old mate, Grant Stevens, who’s on a working holiday in Ireland, saying he saw the new hull being trucked to a yard in Cork for fitting out. He’s taken some pictures, and when he can he’ll zap them to me.’

News of the Ocean Spray J series quickly spread through the yachting world. The Squadron received inquiries from all corners of the globe from owners of yachts that didn’t meet J specifications but who were nevertheless keen to take part in a classic regatta linked to the America’s Cup event.

Bob Sorenson phoned one evening to ask whether we thought the event could be opened up to include all yachts that had raced in the America’s Cup as well as Js. Dad told Bob we’d call him back.

We tossed ideas back and forth. I liked the idea: it had the potential to bring many more magnificent yachts to Auckland.

‘What if Connors brought the cat down?’ Mum asked. ‘It would qualify under those terms.’

‘We want a yacht race, not a circus!’ Dad said. He phoned Bob back. ‘We haven’t got a problem—so long as it’s only open to monohull Cup yachts and Js.’

‘Jeez,’ Bob replied, ‘never gave that a thought. Don’t want that bloody cat racing down here!’

‘I wouldn’t take Erewhon off the dock if you let that happen.’

‘What if KZ1 was put back in the water?’ Bob quizzed.

‘Well, there’s a possibility,’ Dad laughed. ‘It makes me angry every time I see that thing sitting there at the Basin. Mind you, it might take some time to make her seaworthy again. Bring ‘em on down. We want to know if Erewhon is the fastest yacht in the world. Check if Tiger’s happy, and I’ll check with TJ to see if he can see any problems.’

The following morning, Matt came quietly into the kitchen. ‘Have a look at these,’ he said. The photos of O’Sullivan’s new hull had arrived. The glistening black carbon-fibre hull was being lifted from a transporter, and the underwater sections were clearly visible. The giant sleek hull had the lines of a classic J-class, and although the keel stopped at the stub she was every bit a racing thoroughbred.

‘She’s beautiful,’ Mic sighed, looking over my shoulder.

‘Have you made contact with O’Sullivan yet?’ I asked Matt.

‘Yes, and I’ve got a telephone link-up with him on Thursday night.’

The excitement grew all day as we waited for the call, and on cue at eight o’clock the phone rang. The strong Irish accent filled the kitchen as we all sat around the speakerphone. Matt introduced us all, and O’Sullivan introduced us to his wife and daughter. We quickly got on to the subject of the yachts and explained the connection between Mic’s great-grandfather and Sir Thomas. Mic told O’Sullivan how the promised race had never happened and why, and suggested that under different circumstances Erewhon and the earlier version of Shamrock would have raced for the America’s Cup.

O’Sullivan was intrigued, but the high point came when he said that, as long as the project remained on schedule, he’d be attending next year’s America’s Cup regatta with Shamrock VI. When we told him about the Ocean Spray series, he said he’d heard about it already and asked Matt to send him an entry form.

When we said we had pictures of his new hull, he was intrigued, considering he had deliberately kept the project away from the media.

Dad reassured him that if he farted we’d know about it, which struck the right chord with Young Tom, as we’d dubbed him.

‘Sounds like we might be able to complete Erewhon’s mission yet,’ Dad said to Mic as O’Sullivan rang off. ‘Both yachts will have to beat the rest of the opposition before that can happen. It’ll be a major achievement to beat this thing, though,’ he added, as he poked his finger at Matt’s pictures.

‘We’ve got an edge,’ I said, picking up one of the prints.

‘How’s that?’ Dad quizzed.

‘Where’s the rudder stub?’ I asked, as I thumped the picture back down on the counter.

‘By jingoes, you’re right!’ he replied. ‘That looks like a rudder stock at the rear of the keel stub.’

We pored over the prints with excitement, as it appeared that Shamrock VI’s rudder would be mounted in the traditional form on the rear of the keel.

‘We’ll turn her inside out,’ Mic said with glee.

‘I reckon!’ I replied. ‘Even if she’s faster in a straight line, we’ll beat her in the starts, and then she’s got to get past us.’

‘Do you think she will be faster than us?’ Ronnie asked, as she came through the door. She’d missed out on the telephone call and had arrived to hear the excited babble.

‘There’s a good possibility she’ll out-gun us in a straight line. She’ll be much lighter,’ I confirmed, ‘but it just depends on how advanced the hull shape is. It’s a bit hard to tell from these shots. We need someone to go and have a closer look.’

Ronnie smiled. ‘I may be able to help. Matt, can you jack me up an interview with Young Tom?’

Matt nodded. ‘I think so. Why?’

‘Tiger wants a story on the new boat and is prepared to pay my airfare.’

‘These big yachts must be good for circulation,’ Dad said, looking at Ronnie.

‘The printers are running twenty-four-seven to cope!’

‘When will you leave?’ I asked Ronnie, not really wanting her to go.

‘As soon as Matt confirms I can get an interview.’

‘I’ll jack it up tomorrow. I’ll just mention that we’ve heard he’s farted again!’

Ronnie looked puzzled.

‘Boys’ humour,’ Mum said.

I dropped Ronnie at the airport two days later. My heart was thumping as we walked to the terminal. ‘Just think of all the reunion love-making we’ll have when I return,’ she whispered, as she turned towards the departure lounge.

Young Tom welcomed Ronnie, and she gathered lots of information, including photos from inside the Cork boat-shed. She made only vague references to her connection with Erewhon but, as O’Sullivan put it, even if she was a spy from our camp, we weren’t likely to start building a new yacht for the campaign.

‘He’s a pretty relaxed character,’ Ronnie said on her return. ‘I’ve had the most amazing week. He treated me like royalty. His capacity for Guinness appears to have no bounds—he has it with every meal, including breakfast. His other vice is Jameson’s. He believes that once a bottle is opened the top must be thrown away.’

‘What about the yacht?’ I asked. ‘What’s she like?’

‘These might interest you,’ she said, reaching inside her suitcase. She withdrew a cylinder, which, when opened, revealed a full set of working drawings. ‘Young Tom reckoned that if I was going to do a cover story I needed to be accurate.’

I unrolled the plans and looked over them. ‘Why did he give you all this?’

‘As Young Tom told you, he’s been deliberately keeping a low profile on the project, but since news broke about his intentions, he’s been hounded by the British press for an exclusive. Tom’s tolerance for anything to do with the English is extremely low, so giving the story to a New Zealand magazine was his way of thumbing his nose at them.’

The drawings confirmed what we’d guessed about the underwater configuration. ‘She’ll be a flyer,’ Mic said, peering over my shoulder.

‘What weight will the hull displace?’ I asked.

‘Tom reckons about forty tons, plus less than fifty tons of lead.’

‘That makes her lighter than Erewhon. With more weight in the keel, she’s going to be quick!’

‘She’s finer in her lines too,’ Ronnie continued. ‘We’re going to have our work cut out if she’s sailed to her potential.’

‘What does Young Tom know about yachting?’ I asked.

‘He’s won a Fastnet, among other things.’

‘All the more reason to keep training on our boat,’ said Mic, with her usual air of confidence. ‘We’ve got some business to finish for my great-grandfather, and I won’t let him down.’

‘Let’s not forget the other opposition either. TJ isn’t going to lie down, and the others will come to race. Who knows who’ll come under the extended format?’

Our excitement grew, and as the subsequent months passed we continued to make improvements to Erewhon’s performance.

Late one November afternoon, the sun glinted off something shiny. The America’s Cup challenger series was well under way, and the armada of followers who spilled out into the gulf each day to watch the event was heading back to the harbour. Initially, I didn’t take too much notice, as I assumed the flash was from one of the many vessels plying the gulf that day. The sunlight flicked in our direction a second time, as a large vessel loomed into view. I went below and grabbed the binoculars, adjusting the focus as I came on deck. The vessel appeared to be a large ketch. Even at that range it looked huge, with full sails set. The dark hull had me intrigued. I raised the glasses again as the yacht got closer and thought I could make out a large J on one of the sails. I blinked my eyes and looked again. I suddenly realised I wasn’t looking at a ketch. It was two large sloops sailing side by side. The leading windward vessel was Valhalla, but I couldn’t make out the leeward one.

I called to Mic to square away and run down to meet them, as it was TJ with some company.

As we approached, we could see Patty and Jackie on the bow waving frantically and TJ back on the wheel, grinning. We returned the waves as I tried to make out the other yacht.

Mic swooped around TJ’s stern and rounded head to wind. The sinister black hull with its shiny new rigging looked awesome, as both yachts rounded head to wind.

‘It’s Young Tom!’ Ronnie yelled, as she pointed under the flapping jib and recognised the burly Irishman. ‘You told me you were shipping Shamrock down here,’ she called out.

He laughed heartily. ‘Never trust an Irishman after he’s had a couple of Jimmys!’

Erewhon rafted to Valhalla, and Young Tom eased Shamrock VI alongside. The crews all trans-shipped to the new yacht, and while I hugged Patty and Jackie, Ronnie threw her arms around Tom. TJ embraced Mic in his usual bear-hug. The crews traded high-fives as if they’d known each other for years, strong Irish and American accents being all that set the crews apart.

‘How come you sailed down?’ Ronnie quizzed Tom again.

‘Well, after the launch, we decided we needed to find out what made this girl tick, and we weren’t going to find that out if she was sitting on the deck of a freighter. If we were going to be competitive in this Ocean Spray outing, we needed to train, so when TJ said he was sailing from San Diego, I persuaded him to meet us at Panama. We match-raced across the Pacific.’

‘Who won?’ I chipped in.

‘We’ve both had our moments,’ TJ replied, joining in the conversation.

Tom shook everybody’s hand as if they really were longlost family, and soon had everyone charmed with his silvertongued Irish brogue. Meanwhile, Ronnie tried to find out how Shamrock VI had been made ready so quickly.

Tom laughed. ‘Wanted to surprise you lot down here. It’s cost me a bloody king’s ransom—I had to fly boatbuilders in from all over Europe!’

‘They’ve done a fantastic job,’ said Dad, as he cast his eyes around the deck.

‘Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour,’ replied Tom, and we all followed him down the companionway. ‘I’ve kept the hull light by not lining it. The interior designer had a fit, but I think he came up with the right result.’

The interior of the hull was the familiar black carbon-fibre pattern. The rest of the fittings had been gilded, and the furnishings were in white leather, oozing opulence. The effect was stunning.

‘Pretty happy with the way it turned out,’ he continued, ‘but we had to make a concession to air-conditioning to come through the tropics.’

I moved over to the nav station. It was bristling with state-of-the-art electronics. ‘Think I’ve just about got everything covered there,’ Tom said with a chuckle. ‘The boys reckoned I wasn’t allowed to leave port until she was a working laboratory for the company’s new gear.’

I continued to pore over the yacht as Young Tom invited everybody back on deck for a drink. He was handing out the champagne when he caught a glimpse of Mic. His mouth dropped open.

‘Who are you?’ he finally stammered. ‘My god, girl, you’re the spitting image of the mystery girl in Great-uncle Tom’s picture!’

Mic looked puzzled, but Tom continued. ‘I’ve got a copy on the bulkhead in the main saloon. The original is on the wall at Lipton Manor, back in Ireland. It’s been a family mystery for years as to who the gorgeous creature was. You could be her twin!’ Tom handed Mic a glass of champagne. ‘Forgive me, my dear, but I thought I’d seen a ghost.’

‘This is Mic,’ said Ronnie. ‘She’s a close friend of the family and the great-granddaughter of Erewhon’s original owner. She’s also the helmswoman you’ll be racing against.’

‘TJ has told me all about you, Mic, and he’s warned me not to give you an inch at the start line.’

Mic smiled back. ‘It’s nice to finally meet you, Tom.’

Tom turned and ducked below, returning with a picture held out in front of him. ‘This is you, I swear,’ he said, thrusting it in Mic’s direction.

We all gathered around to look. Even in black and white, the likeness was unmistakable. ‘You must be the reincarnation of that young lady,’ he exclaimed. ‘Do you know who she is?’ Tom asked. ‘The resemblance is too close for her not to be a relation.’

Mic smiled. ‘I think that must have been my nana. It was taken on one of her and great-grandfather’s trips back to Scotland. They detoured on their way home to see Sir Thomas’s yacht, which was soon to sail to America to race for the America’s Cup.’

Tom placed the picture down on the squab. ‘Hmm! If she was as beautiful as you are in the flesh…’

I thought this had gone far enough and moved around the deck to where TJ was standing. ‘How fast is she?’ I interrupted.

TJ laughed. ‘So fast that if they stay sober long enough to sail her properly, they’ll slaughter both of us!’

I looked back at the Irish crew. They had dispensed with the champagne and were back on their favourite black liquid.

‘I tell you what,’ TJ continued, ‘in the first week out of Panama, we could foot it with them. She was sailing with her bow down, and I thought there was something wrong with her design. Turns out, there was so much Guinness stowed in the bow it was affecting the trim. As we crossed the Pacific, the crew set about drinking the yacht out of its trim problem, and as the bow started to rise so did the hull speed.’

I laughed, but then I looked at the rate the crew were downing their Irish brew at and realised he might not be kidding. Young Tom had assembled an all-male group of ocean vagabonds to sail his yacht. Their common bond was the ‘sail hard and party harder’ ethic. As the weeks unfolded, they provided plenty of entertainment around the Viaduct Basin.

The sun was getting lower in the sky as the bottles were emptied and the three yachts cast adrift. Crews cranked up the sails, and we headed for the harbour. It quickly became apparent that there was an unofficial race on, and nobody would give an inch as we punched through a short chop back towards the channel.

TJ bellowed at his crew, the Irishmen drove their yacht hard, and Mic demanded absolute attention to the job.

Shamrock VI was ahead but to leeward as we crossed the channel on port, and TJ was to windward but astern. Shamrock VI was inching ahead, and TJ could have tacked, but he chose to sit on us as we weren’t far enough ahead to cross his bow. We continued to head for the North Shore coastline as Young Tom became uncomfortable and called for sea-room, not knowing how close he could get to the shoreline. Mic called the crew to get ready for the tack when she thought she could clear TJ.

‘Go now!’ Dad shouted as the wind broke under the lee of the cliffs.

Erewhon crash-tacked as Shamrock VI stalled in the wind-shadow. TJ bellowed that we’d tacked too close, but the wind-shift had him above his proper course and he conceded and went about in our lee.

‘Full power!’ Mic screamed, as the crew spun the grinders to extract every last ounce of speed from the hull. Shamrock VI broke clear of the wind-shadow and was now in hot pursuit. The Irish crew unfurled their staysail and hoisted their flying jib. The sleek black hull scythed the smoother water of the channel, sailing right over the top of Valhalla. TJ dropped the bow down, looking for more speed and hoping to be lifted as he headed out towards Rangitoto.

Mic held her course, coaxing Erewhon to weather as much as she dared, knowing that even if the new boat was faster she wouldn’t be able to sail through our lee.

Bean Rock loomed as the yachts sailed back into the sloppy water of the outgoing tide. Spray flew as Mic steered close to the rocks and then threw back to port for the run up the harbour. I raced along the deck to give Derek and Jason a hand to winch the starboard jib sheet in. Mum called the tension as Ronnie, with Tane and Mickey’s help, set the staysail. Erewhon’s lee rail was disappearing under the water, as Young Tom tacked behind our stern. TJ slotted in behind him, and the three yachts drove hard up the harbour. Mic took a quick peek over her shoulder and was reassured by Dad that everything was under control.

As the unofficial race drew to its conclusion, the giant yachts all rounded into the wind off Prince’s Wharf, and the crews downed the sails and squared their yachts away. Young Tom motored up alongside and looked at Mic. ‘TJ did warn me about you, lassie.’

Mic just smiled.

‘That’s one mighty fine machine you’ve got there!’ Dad called, as Young Tom saluted the Erewhon crew.

‘We live to fight another day,’ the Irishman replied.

‘We’re going to have our work cut out when it comes to a real race,’ I whispered to Mic, as she stood silently by the wheel.

She nodded while continuing to smile at Tom. TJ drew up alongside. ‘You’ve upset my crew again,’ he called. ‘You’ve found some more speed. I thought I might have found an edge, but you’ve got that thing flying!’

I looked at Valhalla. There was something different. In the late afternoon light I could just make out a dark shadow towards the stern under the water. ‘You’ve got a new rudder!’ I called.

TJ grinned.

The crowd at the Viaduct Basin entrance swelled as the three Js motored through the gap. Patty and Jackie enjoyed the attention as they moored, but the roar went up as the sinister black hull entered the harbour. The Irishmen played to the crowd.

Customs officers climbed on board the two visiting yachts and went about their business. They were a little concerned about the amount of alcohol still on board Shamrock VI, but Tom signed a declaration to say they intended to drink it and not sell it, so the officers left. The crews finally went ashore and made hasty tracks to their hotels for hot showers.

‘Barbie at the farm!’ Dad shouted.

Young Tom and TJ accepted invitations to stay at the farm. The thought of home-cooked meals was too much for either of them to resist. Ronnie enjoyed the opportunity to talk at leisure to the skippers of the three ocean greyhounds while they had their guards down.

Millie, who’d been at a loose end without Sam to fuss over, revelled in the job of assisting Mum in the kitchen, and the Irish crew adopted her as their own. On several occasions she went out on the ‘Stealth Bomber’, as the yacht had become known, but although she enjoyed the fuss the crew made of her, she always made a point of wearing her Erewhon uniform to let the Irishmen know where her allegiance lay.

As the days went by, it became clear that the farm had taken on a new life. The barn was now the unofficial clubhouse for the Auckland J-class Squadron. Sam’s toolkit became the focal point above the bar I’d built, and Hepi took over as bar manager. Dad provided Mum with a chef and housekeeper to lighten her load as we spent each day out in the gulf tuning Erewhon.

Shamrock V, Endeavour and Velsheda joined Valhalla, Shamrock VI and Erewhon, and with the arrival of pre-J-class yachts Resolution and Reliance the fleet swelled to eight. The Ocean Spray event was going to be spectacular.

One night in the barn, while Hepi was giving his rendition of Engelbert Humperdinck’s ‘Please Release Me’, Bob Sorensen burst through the door. ‘I’ve got a new entry,’ he announced. ‘KZ1 is going back in the water!’

The barn went silent momentarily, and then the buzz grew. The talk centred on whether it was going to be a fair competition and whether a handicapping system needed to be introduced. Tiger Bentene was vocal about his company only backing a scratch event. Dad and I agreed with his sentiment.

‘KZ1 is a J-class yacht and also qualifies for the event by being an America’s Cup competitor,’ Dad announced. ‘So let’s see how good she’ll be on the water!’

The crowd reluctantly nodded their agreement.

‘Who’s going to sail her?’ I asked, when I got near to Commodore Bob.

‘Some of the crew who originally sailed on her, I believe,’ he replied. ‘But I’m not sure who’ll be the skipper.’

Mic came in just after the announcement, and when I told her about our new competitor, she looked worried.

‘We’ll just have to be faster,’ I said emphatically.

She smiled as her confidence returned. ‘We can still win, Ben,’ she said.

‘Too bloody right we can. That tub still has to make it back into the water and cross the finish line before we have a problem. Another thing—whoever sails her has got to get past you on the water, and that’ll be their biggest problem!’

Two days later, I drove into the Basin and couldn’t help noticing the skyline had changed. The towering mast of KZ1, which had dominated the Basin for so long, was no longer in position.

The Cup event was well into the round-robin to select the challenger, and the boat harbour was bursting at the seams.

Matt was on board helping Derek to lube a winch as I climbed aboard.

‘There’s definitely more boats here this time,’ I said, looking at him.

‘Yes, eight confirmed starters.’ Resolution had been withdrawn because the owners felt that her old hull would be well short of speed compared with the other yachts, and she was due for a complete refit.

I’d been sure our main opposition was going to come from Shamrock VI, but now that KZ1 was entered I wasn’t so certain. Still, they’d left their run late, and they needed to prepare her for the event.

We continued to train on the water each day. The Irish crew sailed daily and partied all night. Ronnie, whenever she wasn’t on the water, was in Matt’s room tapping out her latest scoop for Tiger’s magazine. One morning, as we headed out through the breakwater, we spotted KZ1 ghosting down the harbour in the light wind. ‘Wahoo!’ I yelled, as we pulled out into midstream alongside our new foe and made ready to hoist our sails.

Paint went forward and performed a menacing haka from the bow, and Mickey and Tane joined him; the three of them were a fearsome sight.

KZ1‘s crew acknowledged the challenge and waved their salute.

‘Look who’s got hold of the wheel,’ I said to Dad, as I walked across the deck.

He smiled and nodded.

‘Who is he?’ Mic asked.

‘That, my love, is Sir Ian Richmond,’ Dad replied.

She took a second quick glimpse and returned her gaze to Erewhon‘s mainsail. She pulled the helm down, and Erewhon heeled slightly as Paint silenced the auxiliary.

The two giants glided down the harbour with the wind over the stern quarter, both crews watching each other as the yachts stayed side by side.

‘I reckon they’ll want a crack at us later in the day,’ I whispered to Dad.

‘Too right,’ he replied. ‘Just look at that crew. They don’t know the meaning of the word “second”. They’ll be busting to know how they’re going.’

The two yachts eased out into the gulf and separated as each crew went about its own programme. We worked on a new system to tack the flying jib faster, while KZ1‘s crew familiarised themselves with her handling.

Whenever the two yachts got close, the crew’s attention heightened, and the yachts would swing into full race mode for a few hundred metres until one of the skippers was happy with the information he or she had gleaned, and bore away.

At the end of the day, the yachts came together for an impromptu race back into the harbour. Mic was at full alert, and our crew responded. KZ1 was to leeward but ahead as the two vessels charged into the channel on starboard. Mic called for full power, as our giant competitor seemed to be inching ahead. ‘We need to go higher to clear our air,’ she called to Mum, who was trimming down on the port rail.

‘Grind!’ Mum bellowed to Derek and Jason, and Erewhon heeled a little more as the sea breeze freshened.

‘We’re climbing OK,’ Dad called, as he watched the opposition to see if they responded. ‘They’re not coming up with us. They’re going for speed.’

‘Good!’ Mic replied, without taking her eyes off the sail.

‘They’re moving ahead,’ I cautioned.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll get a lift off North Head. Then we’ll be able to square down and gather speed. We’ll be able to run them onto Bastion Reef.’

The spray was flying as the two yachts neared the turn into the harbour. KZ1 was clearly ahead. On cue, the wind lifted as we neared North Head, and Mic pulled the bow down to gain speed. Erewhon surged forward as they tacked onto port and headed in our direction. Mic held her course. ‘Got you!’ she muttered, eyeing the rapidly closing other yacht.

Sir Ian didn’t appear to be about to concede as Dad bellowed ‘Starboard!’

‘You better go back,’ I called, as the yachts closed in on each other.

Mic shook her head and maintained her track.

Dad moved to the lee rail. ‘Starboard!’ he bellowed again.

KZ1 realised Mic wasn’t about to get cold feet, pulled the bow down, and dived for our stern.

‘Shiiit!’ I yelled, as the opposition appeared to be about to make major modifications to Erewhon’s stern.

Sir Ian wrestled with his wheel as his crew eased the sheets to take the load off his helm.

‘Ready about!’ Mic called, seeing that Dad was preoccupied with the gap between their bow and our stern. Our crew were poised over their grinders. Realising they were too close to go under our stern, KZ1’ tactician screamed to tack away. In the ensuing crash-tack, their yacht stalled.

Mic smiled. ‘Helm over!’ she called. Erewhon went about smoothly, and we accelerated into the harbour.

‘Jeez, that was close,’ Dad called, mock-wiping his brow.

Mic grinned. ‘We had a good six inches to spare, Jim,’ she replied. Dad said nothing.

‘You don’t take prisoners, do you?’ said Jock Barnes, KZ1’s tactician, as I handed him a beer at Hepi’s bar that evening. ‘Who the hell is this sheila you have on the helm?’

‘Mic!’ I called. ‘There’s somebody here who wants to meet you.’

TJ had her bailed up, quizzing her about KZ1’s performance, so Jock and I wandered over and sat with them. ‘I’d like to say you’ve got balls of steel after that display this afternoon, but I’m not sure that’s the right thing to say to a woman!’

‘I heard you two locked horns today,’ TJ said. ‘Did she drag you over the barnacles too?’

‘Did us like a dinner!’ Jock replied.

‘Join the club. I’ve yet to get the better of this little lady,’ TJ said ruefully.

Mic smiled. ‘I enjoyed our little impromptu race today. That’s a mighty quick yacht you have there.’

Jock grimaced. ‘The hull may need a little work after that crash-tack you put us through. We’ve gained a disconcerting leak since you tested our resolve.’

‘Nothing serious, I hope,’ I said.

‘Don’t know yet. The boatyard is doing an inspection in the daylight tomorrow, but we were taking on a little water.’

The following day, KZ1 got a clean bill of health. The leak was found to be coming from around the rudder stock and was easily fixed.
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The challenger series was coming to an end, and our series was about to get under way. Trips out through the seawall at the Basin were now amazing, as the swelling crowd enjoyed the relaxed atmosphere of the impending Ocean Spray event. Tiger Bentene had increased his advertising budget, and public interest had soared.

Bob Sorensen and the rest of the skippers of the fleet had a meeting with Tiger to thrash out the format for the series, which was to be held in the two weeks between the challenger series and the America’s Cup races.

After lively discussion, it was agreed that the series would be seven match-races for each yacht, each entrant racing each of the others once, with a point for each win. The two yachts with the most points after the first week would race once a day, for a five-race series, to find the Ocean Spray champion. All skippers agreed on a five-knot minimum wind, with no maximum, and, because of the time constraints in the first week, if a yacht didn’t start for any reason it forfeited the race. In the unlikely event of no wind preventing a match, both yachts got a point.

The following night, the draw for positions on the schedule was made at the J Bar, as the barn had now become known. Bob Sorensen wrote each name down on the schedule, as the skippers jostled around to see who their first opponent would be.

Bob stood up to make the official announcement for the first round: ’KZ1 to race Valhalla. Shamrock VI to race Reliance. Velsheda to race Endeavour. Erewhon to race Shamrock V…Good racing, ladies and gentlemen!’

The overnight temperature hadn’t dropped below eighteen degrees when Ronnie and I awoke in a pool of sweat. The sun was already up as I rose from the bed and tried desperately to shake off the stiffness of a bad night’s sleep. We had stayed on board Erewhon, along with Paint and Mickey, to keep an eye on the yacht.

Nervous tension filled the air as the Viaduct Basin came alive.

Tiger came down to the jetty to wish us good luck. ‘Can you believe this?’ he asked, as he looked around the milling crowd.

‘Can’t be bad for business,’ Matt replied.

‘Stuff dreams are made of, old son!’

TJ, Patty and Jackie arrived and stepped over Erewhon on to Valhalla. ‘You drew a tough one for your first round,’ I said to Patty, as she stopped to wish us good luck.

‘Better now than later,’ she replied.

TJ shook Dad’s hand as he went by. ‘See you in this afternoon’s round,’ he said.

Being one of the host port’s yachts, we let the others leave through the seawall first. Each yacht had supporters who let everyone know their allegiance as their yacht passed though the gap. The noise was deafening as the support entourage sounded whistles, sirens and horns.

TJ broke out Old Glory on his stern to rapturous applause, but the crowd saved their biggest cheer for Erewhon. She was magnificent. Paint, Mickey and Tane were on the bow in full flight with Te Rauparaha’s famous haka. Anyone in the crowd who knew the routine joined in, caught up in the enthusiasm.

Hepi followed us out through the seawall in our chase boat, with Millie sitting beside him. Both beamed with pride, looking the part in their Erewhon uniforms.

The trip down the harbour was slow and careful as Mic picked her way through the spectator fleet. Out in the gulf, the breeze had filled in early, and the ten o’clock start for KZ1 and Valhalla’s match looked like being on time. Our ten-thirty start was a way off, but as the spectators cleared to the outer edge of the course, we were able to put the yacht through a few warm-up manoeuvres.

TJ and Sir Ian dived into the start box as their five-minute gun sounded. The start line was well out into the gulf, and the windward leg was back towards the channel.

TJ, with the benefit of his new rudder configuration, was quickly on KZ1‘s tail. ‘The Yank means business,’ I said to Dad, as we watched.

‘Seems so, but I think KZ1 will outpace TJ in a straight line,’ he replied.

‘Maybe, but they have to get past him first, and he won’t give in!’

We turned to watch the next pair. Shamrock VI dived into the start box. Reliance was slow and ponderous as Young Tom played with them. We turned away, knowing the result of that match would be in doubt only if there was gear failure on the Irish machine.

Velsheda looked good and manoeuvred well to gain the advantage over Endeavour. Their start signalled our ten-minute gun, and we moved to be near the start line. As the five-minute gun fired, Mic spun the wheel and we dived into the start box. Shamrock V entered from the starboard end with right of way, but Mic turned Erewhon in her own length, and we were quickly on their stern.

Buddy Erwin, an Olympic Dragon-class gold medallist who was skippering Shamrock V, looked over his shoulder in amazement to find Erewhon nicely positioned, awaiting his next move.

‘Pin-end bias,’ Dad called to Mic.

‘Glad you said that, Jim. I want to shove him in the other direction.’

‘Feel free to shove. One minute!’ he called.

Mic looked at the line and at where she was forcing Shamrock V. ‘Helm over!’ she called, as she spun the wheel.

Erewhon crashed onto starboard tack and in clear air headed for the pin end of the line, her crew willing her on. I ran back from my position forward of the mast, as bowman Slippery yelled, ‘Go!’

Erewhon heeled into the fresh breeze as Shamrock V fought to recover from being at the wrong end of the line. At the first mark, we were four minutes ahead. Mic kept the pressure on, and Dad covered every move they made to try to improve their situation. Nothing they did worked that day, and we crossed the finish line eleven minutes ahead.

‘One in the bag!’ I said to Mic, as we sat down. She responded with a nod, but said nothing.

‘What’s up, doll?’ Dad asked, looking in Mic’s direction.

‘That was Shamrock V we’ve just beaten, and I can’t help wondering what might have happened if Sir Thomas had won the America’s Cup in her.’

With all the excitement about Shamrock VI, we’d forgotten the Erewhon–Shamrock connection.

Lunch was over, and the crew started to fidget with the gear as they waited to get under way. The morning races had gone much as I’d predicted. TJ had given KZ1 a good run for her money, but Sir Ian had nosed in front to take the win. Shamrock VI had run out an easy winner, and Velsheda had edged out Endeavour.

TJ would be looking for a point in the next race, and we mentally prepared ourselves for the battle. This time Velsheda was up against Shamrock V, Young Tom would take on Endeavour, and KZ1 had the easier task with Reliance.

Valhalla dived into the box from the advantage end as the five-minute gun sounded, while we came in from the pin end. Mic threw Erewhon into a crash gybe to break the cover, but TJ went about and hardened in on our tail.

‘He’s improved, hasn’t he?’ Mic said with a smile, as we tried to gain boat speed. She dived into the spectator fleet and scythed a path through the stunned onlookers. The two yachts wove and ducked like dinghies as Mic worked to break free. Mic slammed the yacht into a sharp tack around an anchored ketch, and the crew ground for all they were worth. Erewhon’s wake pushed the ketch sideways and closed the gap, so TJ couldn’t follow, and Mic spun the wheel again. TJ looked over his shoulder to see a familiar sight, and she pushed him back into the start box.

‘One minute!’ Dad bellowed. ‘Start-boat bias, and once you are clear I want you to go out to the starboard side of the track.’

Mic nodded, not moving her eyes off the start line. TJ dived for the pin end, as he was too early, and Dad gave a discreet thumbs-up.

Slippery waved Mic up, and the gun fired as the start line passed under his feet.

Ronnie screamed for more tension as Erewhon settled into her rhythm. TJ would be fuming at losing the start. Mic showed no emotion, but I knew she’d be pleased with herself. The wind broke, and we threw onto port even though we were breaking cover. TJ pressed on, on starboard, but we stayed on our tack, waiting for the wind to break back the other way. We were confident with our boat speed and were prepared to trust our luck with the wind.

The break came, and we dropped onto starboard and headed back towards Valhalla. TJ had picked up a little more wind out to the left and was closing rapidly in our direction. He tacked just under our bow, and we hardened Erewhon on to get clear air.

Mic looked at Dad. ‘That’s our one mistake for the day!’ she said, in an acid tone.

‘Sorry, love. Won’t do it again.’

Erewhon still had better boat speed. We cleared our air, and Mic sailed the rest of the race impeccably to get the gun by two minutes.

Young Tom trounced Endeavour, and KZ1 added to her points tally. Shamrock V ran out the winner in her battle with Velsheda for the surprise of the afternoon, keeping the competition interesting.

Back at the J Bar that night, the noise seemed more intense as crews discussed the events of the day. The crowd had swelled with the inclusion of lots of spectators, but with Paint providing the security everybody behaved.

TJ waited patiently for Mic to appear, and she finally made her entrance. ‘That was quite a number you pulled on me this afternoon,’ he said.

‘You do what you have to,’ she replied. ‘Valhalla certainly responds better to the helm now.’

TJ nodded. ‘Yes, I’m pretty happy with the way she goes about—we’ve just got to find some more boat speed. You’ve got a big one in the morning,’ he continued, as they looked at the leader board.

‘If they’re sober enough in the morning, they’ll be hard to beat,’ she said, eyeing the Irish contingent as they quaffed their favourite brew. The Irishmen had taken the remains of the stock from their vessel to Hepi’s bar and were making sure it was all used up by the time they left.

Early in the evening, I went back to Erewhon to get some sleep. Mic joined me, and Ronnie came on board a short while later. Mic was pretending not to be concerned about the next race, but I knew she was on edge. As we sat around the saloon table in the subdued cabin light, I realised I was sitting with two of the most beautiful creatures that walked God’s earth. Mic and Ronnie discussed tactics, and I rested back against the bulkhead, just happy to enjoy the view. I drifted off, as my mind raced back over all that had happened since that fateful day Dad and I had stumbled on Erewhon’s derelict hull.

I woke up as the sun streamed through the open companionway hatch. Ronnie was leaning over me with a mug of strong, dark coffee. ‘Better drink this,’ she said, as I sat up slowly.

I climbed onto the deck to find the crew already there, checking their gear. Dad and Mic were in the cockpit in deep discussion.

‘Afternoon!’ he said, as I sat down beside them.

‘Morning,’ I replied, ignoring the jibe. I looked across the water to where Shamrock VI was moored; there was no sign of life. Hepi must have done a good job, I thought to myself. I wonder how much Guinness is left?

‘We want to go out early today and get the feel of the wind,’ Dad said. ‘As soon as the food’s on board, we’re out of here.’

I nodded, still looking for a sign of life from our opponents.

The crowd were in their usual high spirits as we eased out through the Basin breakwater. The cheers and cries of ‘Good luck!’ seemed to be louder today, and we stood silently on deck, acknowledging their support.

On the track, the wind was light but building. Mic fixed line-up points and did timed runs until she and Dad were happy. Bob Sorensen readjusted the start line to get it dead right, and the flotilla of spectators huddled around the start box in anticipation.

I scanned the yachts for Shamrock VI, but she was nowhere to be seen. ‘Living up to her nickname, “The Stealth”,’ I said to Mum, as I joined her on the rail, looking back towards the harbour. There were many yachts making their way out to the course, but I couldn’t see our opposition. I raced below, grabbed the binoculars from the chart table, and stepped into the harness as I came back on deck.

‘Take me to the top floor,’ I said to Jason and Derek, as I clipped onto the halyard. I scanned the sea back to North Head, but there was still no sign of Shamrock VI.

‘We may be racing on our own today,’ I said into the intercom. ‘They’re not out of the harbour yet.’ I adjusted the glasses and focused on the sky above Narrow Neck Beach, where I could just make out the top of a very tall mast as it moved down-harbour. I glanced at my watch. ‘They’re not going to make it on time, but I can see them coming down the harbour. They’ve got thirty minutes’ sailing and twenty minutes to the start gun!’

The crew lowered me down to the deck.

‘I’ll see if Bob will delay the start,’ Dad said, as I unclipped the harness.

‘No! They know the rules,’ Bob replied emphatically.

Dad looked a little sheepish as he returned the hand-piece to the RT. ‘I guess he’s right,’ he said.

We continued manoeuvring around the start line, waiting for the ten-minute gun. Shamrock VI was just coming out of the channel and into the gulf with her giant green spinnaker willing the black hull towards the start line. The five-minute gun sounded, and we entered the start box from the start-boat end and made several runs at the line as we checked the bias.

‘Pin end on port,’ Dad said, as we counted down the time. I zapped their distance: even if they maintained their current speed, they were going to be six minutes late at best. We lined ourselves up, and Dad called the time down from a minute. With no pressure on, Mic pierced the line as the start gun recoiled.

Shamrock VI came screaming through the spectator fleet with the crew poised to drop the extra, as Mic wound Erewhon up and drove for the East Coast Bays shoreline. The wind had kicked in early again that morning, and Erewhon responded. ‘No mistakes!’ Mic yelled above the crashing and bashing as we surged ahead.

Shamrock VI rounded the pin end, with the crew working feverishly. Young Tom screeched for maximum performance, as they wound their yacht up to full speed.

‘They’re racing!’ I yelled.

The windward mark came quickly, and the crew had our reacher set within a boat-length of the pin. I set my watch as we cranked every bit of speed from our hull. Shamrock VI rounded seven minutes in arrears, and I showed Dad the watch. He gave me a faint glimmer of a smile. ‘What was it on the start line?’ he asked.

‘About six,’ I replied.

‘Still early days yet,’ he said cautiously.

Mic called for an early drop at the wing mark, as we had decided on a drop and set of the spinnaker rather than the more complicated peel to the chute.

‘No mistakes!’ she called.

The reacher disappeared down the launcher, and the spinnaker was drawing as we left the pin. Erewhon raced off in the direction of the leeward mark.

I started the watch again as Shamrock VI ran out towards the pin. The Irish crewmen, eager to atone for the tardy start, rounded the mark with a perfect peel to the chute. They had taken a minute and a half from us on that leg.

I whispered the result to Dad, not wanting Mic to hear.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘We’ll get that back when we go back on the wind.’

Why had I bothered whispering?

At the leeward mark, Shamrock VI had grabbed another minute. ‘She’s quick off the wind,’ I said to Dad.

‘I would have expected that,’ he replied. ‘I don’t think she’s got the punch into the short sea going upwind, though.’

The spray flew as Mic drove Erewhon to the limit. We kept ourselves between Shamrock VI and the pin, and I started the watch again as we rounded the mark. They stopped the watch at five minutes thirty-two. We’d clawed back over a minute.

I looked at Mic; her gaze was firmly fixed on the mainsail. ‘Keep her going,’ I said, as I moved alongside her. ‘He’ll close the game up as we run down this leg, but we’ll outgun him as we head for home.’

Mic nodded and gripped the wheel tighter.

Ronnie and Mum were both on the lee rail studying the spinnaker and planning what they were going to do on the next upwind leg.

‘Just more of the same,’ I said, not wanting them to experiment at this point in the race.

The bottom pin seemed to be further away as we flew in its direction. The wind was increasing in strength all the time, and the crew fidgeted with their gear as the mark got closer. Mic worked the waves, and the hull hummed.

As we rounded the mark, I checked Bob’s sign for the position of the finish line. He’d set it dead into the wind, tucked under the lee of the Campbell’s Bay cliffs. I gave Mic the heading and set the watch for the split. Shamrock VI clicked off two minutes and forty seconds in arrears. They’d really flown down that last leg.

Our crew leaped around the deck as they looked to extract every last ounce of speed from the hull. Mic drove Erewhon hard through the building sea as the tide flooded back into the harbour.

I had the zapper gun in my hand and constantly monitored Shamrock VI’s speed. Dad watched their movements as they tacked and re-tacked, trying to break our loose cover. Their crew set their flying jib to try to gain an edge, but at this wind strength we didn’t need the extra sail area, so we left ours in the bag.

The spectators erupted as we crossed the line. The horns and hooters drowned out the cheering from the crowd. I clicked the watch to get their split. Shamrock VI crossed the line three minutes and forty-one seconds behind us.

‘I bet they won’t be late for the start next time,’ Dad mused, as he looked over my shoulder at the watch. Half the crew lay back on the deck, exhausted, and Mic held Erewhon head to wind as the jib and staysail were furled.

‘I don’t think we can find any more speed, Ben,’ she whispered, as I went over to congratulate her. ‘They gave us that one.’

I nodded. ‘She’s much quicker than us downwind, but I think we’ve got her measure to windward, where we can hold our own.’

Young Tom drew Shamrock VI alongside and saluted Mic, who smiled but said nothing.

Back at the J Bar that night, Tom was lamenting their late start. It turned out that six of the crew had left the barn late the previous evening and gone night-clubbing. Four of them had arrived at the Basin straight from where they’d ended up, and two never made it. They’d sailed the race short-handed. The pair were found and ferried out for the afternoon race, but Tom wasn’t amused and had them all on final warning.

The rest of the morning races had gone very much to form: KZ1 was too quick for Shamrock V, Valhalla edged out Velsheda, and the giant Reliance failed to gain a point as Endeavour won that round.

Erewhon was back in the start area for the afternoon race, this time against Reliance, the largest sloop ever to have raced for the America’s Cup. She had a massive gaff-rigged mainsail and huge sail area, but was slow and ponderous to manoeuvre. Mic won the start easily. Reliance’s crew battled bravely, but we waited at the finish for fifteen minutes before her giant bowsprit pierced the line. KZ1 easily showed Velsheda the way home, Shamrock V beat Endeavour, and Young Tom made up for the morning’s fiasco by drumming Valhalla.

As the night went on, Bob filled in the leader board, and the pattern we’d expected was emerging. While TJ hung on, only three yachts were in with a chance to make the final series. KZ1, Shamrock VI and Erewhon were the clear contenders. Bob posted the weather forecast for the next day—the wind was expected to swing around to the northeast and blow up to forty knots by lunchtime.

‘That should sort the men out from the boys,’ Dad said, looking over my shoulder.

‘It’s our best hope for Friday,’ I agreed.

TJ looked at the results and the weather fax. ‘I’ll need more than that to make the final,’ he lamented.

The Irish crew were a little more subdued than usual, and Tom had them on a midnight curfew. ‘Don’t know if they listened, but I told them if they’re not on board by seven tomorrow, they’ll be walking home to bloody Ireland!’ roared the still-irate Irishman.

‘It’s going to blow, all right,’ I said to Paint, who was checking gear when I climbed onto the deck. He craned his neck to look above the masts, where the clouds scudded across the sky. He nodded and grunted but said nothing, as he returned his gaze to the boom fitting.

The rest of the crews arrived, and the usual hubbub filled the Basin. The big screen was flashing updates of the weather report, as the crews tried to work out what sail combinations they’d need for the day. As the public arrived and looked at the leader board, they saw it would be KZ1 against “The Stealth”, and some serious bets were being waged.

The Irishmen were first out through the seawall, followed closely by Sir Ian’s men. The Irish had gathered a large supporter group. Not surprisingly, many of their number were female, but there were still plenty of cheers for the Kiwi yacht.

As everybody filed out into the gulf, the breeze was boxing all around the compass. Bob hoisted the postponement flag, and the giants milled around, waiting for Hughie to make up his mind.

Our crew went about their job, rechecking all the details. Endeavour wasn’t going to offer much resistance, but we weren’t leaving anything to chance. Bob got a call from his tender out in the gulf that the breeze was filling in as predicted, from the northeast, and fifteen minutes later KZ1 and Shamrock VI heard their ten-minute warning.

At the five-minute gun, the Irishmen took charge. KZ1 ducked and dived to shake free, but Young Tom fought to keep his advantage. The gun fired, and KZ1 tacked away to clear her air. Tom carried on for a couple of boat-lengths, then tacked on top of them to keep the pressure on.

The breeze filled in quickly, and by the time we were ready to start, it was whipping the tops off the waves. As usual, Mic dived into the start box and gained the upper hand. Endeavour’s skipper was a lot more conservative and kept well clear of us.

Out in the gulf, Young Tom applied the pressure, but KZ1 fought back. At the windward mark, Shamrock VI rounded three boat-lengths ahead, and the crew set the big green reacher.

Mic had Endeavour safely tucked to leeward as we reached the lay-line and tacked to head for the pin. The sea had built remarkably, and it was difficult to see what the rest of the fleet was doing. As we rounded the leeward mark to complete the first triangle, I caught a glimpse of a green-and-white spinnaker heading in our direction. As we crossed the rhumbline, Shamrock VI shot by. The shower of spray extended fifty metres behind the hull.

We climbed to the top of the next swell, and I looked for KZ1. She was well back, with her spinnaker down, heading for home under mainsail only.

‘What do you reckon’s gone wrong there?’ I asked Dad, as we disappeared down into another trough.

‘Maybe they blew a spinnaker to bits,’ he replied.

‘Don’t think that’s all it was—the crew were all back in the cockpit. They weren’t trying to set anything else.’

At the top of the next crest, we could see Young Tom heading for the line.

Our downhill run was every bit as spectacular as Shamrock VI’s. Mic worked the helm to get Erewhon surfing down the face of the swells, and she performed beautifully in the extreme conditions. We crossed the finish line to collect another valuable point. Endeavour finished a creditable seven minutes behind, with Valhalla easily beating Shamrock V. Velsheda made no race of it against Reliance.

Dad quickly got on the radio to Bob Sorensen to find out what had happened to KZ1. He reported back that on the last run the crew had heard some alarming cracking noises coming from the bowels of the yacht, and had decided to down the spinnaker as a precaution. When they slowed, they found the hull was shipping water, and headed back to the harbour for safety.

The diehards of the spectator fleet and the remaining competitors headed for shelter under the lee of the Rangitoto lighthouse. The crew rested their aching bodies while we waited for the afternoon start. Bob Sorensen came in and anchored nearby. ‘Wind isn’t abating!’ he yelled across to us.

‘Do you want to postpone the afternoon race?’ Dad called back.

‘No!’ Bob replied, emphatically. ‘You all agreed to no upper limit!’

Dad nodded and gave him the thumbs-up.

We looked around the fleet. KZ1 was notable by her absence, and Reliance’s crew were working feverishly to repair a broken boom vang. Later, they reported to Bob that repairs were proving to be fruitless on the water and they wouldn’t be starting in the afternoon. TJ only needed to sail around to gain a point, and Endeavour, likewise drawn against KZ1, had no opposition. TJ and Endeavour’s skipper decided to race against each other to make the afternoon more interesting, and Bob gave his consent.

The wind was now firmly in control as the yachts headed back out into the gulf. Mic again took control at the start, and we out-sailed Velsheda to win comfortably.

Shamrock VI easily led her namesake around the buoys to take the gun, and TJ pipped Endeavour, but they both received winner’s points.

Back at the Basin, the night crews worked frantically to restore broken gear. Every available rigger was pressed into action, and the hum of portable welders carried on into the night. The high winds had damaged all the yachts, but under Paint’s eagle eye Erewhon had the least to repair.

On the other side of the Basin, KZ1 was out of the water, and a frantic band of boatbuilders were crawling over the hull. It looked ominous. Mic joined Ronnie and me in the saloon while I was writing up the log. ‘What’s going on over there?’ Ronnie asked.

‘Well,’ Mic said, ‘the news isn’t good. She’s broken her back.’

‘Does that mean she won’t be going back in the water?’ I asked.

‘The builders have already started bracing the backbone. If they get the go-ahead from the mathematicians, they reckon they’ll have her racing by midday tomorrow.’

Ronnie and I went home to get cleaned up when we were satisfied Erewhon was ready to race. The J Bar was quieter than usual, as many of the crews were still working on their yachts.

Millie had been busy and came into the barn, with one of her adopted crew, carrying a giant dixie of Irish stew. The aroma filled the barn.

‘Got to make sure my boys are well fed,’ she said, as she ladled out the steaming brew. The Irishmen jostled each other, but Millie scolded them and they fell meekly into line. When they had been fed, her other favourites were allowed to line up.

‘Hope there’s some left for the barman,’ Hepi called. Millie replied that he might like to go over to the cottage and get the second pot.

Dawn broke with the wind howling through Erewhon’s rigging. Ronnie and I had returned around midnight to sleep on board. The flash of arc welders and noise of hammering coming from KZ1 told me they were still in trouble, but to their credit they weren’t about to give up.

As I climbed on deck, just after dawn, I saw that KZ1 was back in the water, but there were still shore crew on board, working frantically.

The weather report was for the nor’easter to stay around for the day. The one o’clock start time for the last race of the first round gave the crews more time to check their yachts. Shamrock V was going to get a soft race, as Reliance had decided not to start.

Bob Sorensen left the Basin at ten to lay the marks, and we went through the seawall at eleven. The crowd cheered with their usual enthusiasm, and we were happy in the knowledge that we had a finals berth, whatever the outcome of this race.

KZ1 followed us out of the Basin, looking every bit the racing machine she was, and belying the fact that she’d just undergone major reconstruction.

The trip out into the gulf gave the crews a taste of what was to come, but it wasn’t until we nosed out of the channel from under the lee of Rangitoto Island that we realised just how much the sea had built. The start line was under the cliffs at Campbell’s Bay, and we would have to rely on Bob’s directions for the positions of the other marks.

Mic eased Erewhon up to speed as we tried to work out the start-line bias. We had the mainsail flattened and sailed on just the staysail. Mic was happy with the balance, and we wove around the few spectator craft that had ventured out.

KZ1 sailed up and down the line with her main on, which had us concerned, but just before the ten-minute gun they hoisted a small jib. They had the favoured end at the five-minute gun, and we both shot into the start box.

Despite the sea, both Mic and Sir Ian wheeled their yachts around in their bids to get the upper hand. KZ1 got on our stern. Mic ducked and dived to break free. In the big seaway, the lighter-displacement KZ1 turned more easily, and for the first time Erewhon couldn’t compete. Dad called the minute warning, and we had no choice but to line up for the pin with KZ1 clearly in a better position.

‘Go for speed!’ Dad yelled, as we wound up for the line. Mic pulled the bow down, and Erewhon accelerated to cross the line at full speed. Mic was visibly angry as Erewhon crashed through the mountainous sea and we took stock of our position. KZ1 had us covered to weather but were slightly astern. Even if we were disturbing their air, at this wind strength it wasn’t going to make a lot of difference; they could live there.

Mic crashed on. We couldn’t have tacked if we’d wanted to, and we’d have had to stall the yacht to go under their stern. Mic pulled the bow down, and Ronnie called to ease the staysail sheets. Erewhon heeled some more and the speedo climbed. KZ1 clung to her heading, and the two giant yachts edged out to the left-hand side of the course.

Our crew remained ready at their stations as we powered into the sea. Erewhon inched forward in the drag race to clear her air. The light-displacement hull wasn’t enjoying the conditions as we bounced into the troughs, and shook violently as we broke through the crests. We looked at our position on the course and decided that we didn’t want to get to the lay-line before going about.

Dad called to tack, and we dropped onto port as we crossed the next crest. KZ1 went to weather and tacked on top of us.

‘Great!’ Dad shouted, as he watched the lightweight opposition bounce into a swell and stall. They quickly recovered and gained hull speed as we tacked back onto starboard. Our crew work was impeccable, and Erewhon accelerated. KZ1 came about to cover, but stalled again. We dropped back to port and I took a bearing. ‘We’re about half a boat-length short to cross their bow,’ I yelled to Mic.

She nodded but kept Erewhon crashing in their direction. I looked at Dad, and he returned my worried stare. ‘Let’s test their bottle!’ she grinned. Erewhon crashed through the next couple of swells as we closed rapidly on our opposition.

‘Ready to go!’ Mic called as we climbed the next swell, and spun the wheel. The crew went into overdrive, and the main boom crashed across. The staysail self-tacked, but Ronnie checked its trim, and Erewhon tucked itself neatly under KZ1’s bow. The opposition screamed that we’d tacked too close, but Mic smiled and held her course. ‘Did we touch them?’ she asked Dad, still smiling.

‘No, not quite—a good six inches to spare!’

‘Then what are they bellyaching about?’

Our position was now affecting their performance, and they had to tack away. Mic banged her hand on the wheel as they again stalled in the heavy seas. We went another couple of boat-lengths, climbed a swell, and tacked over. ‘Got you!’ Mic muttered, as Erewhon pounded towards the mark.

I walked over to her and whispered in her ear. ‘If there’d been an on-the-water judge, I reckon we might well have been doing a three-sixty right now.’

Once we were in clear air, our next concern was where in the gulf the mark lay. While Dad watched and covered KZ1’s every move, Mic kept the yacht pounding on. I went forward to join Slippery to see if we could spot the mark. He put on the harness and walked up the mast to the first spreader. From this position, he could see the small gaggle of spectators upwind, and we assumed they would be sitting somewhere near the mark. He took a compass bearing and hastily returned to the deck. ‘Your turn next time,’ he said, looking a little pale.

‘What’s the trouble?’ I replied. ‘Moving about a bit up there?’

‘Let’s just say I’m glad I didn’t have to go to the mast-head,’ he replied.

I gave Mic the heading, and we ploughed on. The top mark became visible as we rode over the crests; we were now clearly ahead, and it was decision time for the run out to the wing mark. ‘I don’t know what they have in mind, but I reckon we’ll have all we can handle if we run out to the wing with the jib on.’

We unfurled the headsail as we rounded the mark. Erewhon leaped from the water as it was winched in. We raced off on an angle down the face of successive swells, with the speedo needle hard over, twenty knots plus. The spray flew as we surfed into the back of the next swell, and Erewhon shuddered as her bow disappeared underwater.

KZ1 followed us around the mark about six lengths behind, and her crew went forward to set a very small spinnaker. They were low-flying as they appeared to leap from crest to crest, far beyond the limit of control. She drew up level with us, as both yachts careered towards the Motutapu Island shoreline. We had no answer for KZ1’s speed. She burst through our lee and headed in the general direction of the wing mark.

KZ1 was out in the lead by about six lengths when I caught a glimpse of the wing mark and gave Mic the heading. The crew readied to round the mark as I called the move. KZ1 was past the mark, and her crew appeared to be having trouble gybing her spinnaker. They were still on port tack and heading towards Rangitoto as we rounded. As our boom dropped across and the crew cranked the jib on, I looked up to see where they were.

KZ1 was down to leeward with her spinnaker wrapped around the top of her mast. They’d managed to gybe onto starboard and were heading in the right direction, but things didn’t look good for them.

The third leg was a reach, and we set our spinnaker. The speedo went to full-scale again as we raced back into the lead. KZ1 had a man up the mast desperately trying to hack away the remains of their sail. Slippery looked at me and smiled. ‘Better him than me!’

I looked over the stern to see our opposition setting another spinnaker. ‘Here they come!’ I yelled. KZ1 again blasted through our lee as if we weren’t there, heading for the mark off Campbell’s Bay. Spray blinded us as we ran into the back of the next swell. Erewhon shuddered as we started to climb to the next crest. I wiped my eyes and scanned ahead, searching for the other yacht. To my surprise, she’d disappeared. I blinked and broadened my gaze.

‘Look!’ Mickey yelled, pointing off our port beam. KZ1 was stationary, with the mast lying flat in the water and the hull on its side.

The crew downed the spinnaker as Mic readied to bring Erewhon around into the wind. The crew moved quickly, and we headed back in the direction of the stricken yacht. I could see many of their crew in the water, all waving to get our attention. Mic manoeuvred Erewhon as close as she dared before we dropped the main and Paint engaged the auxiliary. The sea was an absolute tempest as we inched closer, and our crew started to throw lifelines to the nearest survivors.

Unlike the America’s Cup races, there were no chase boats and we knew we were the closest help. Not wanting to get ensnared in the net of rigging, Mic held us to windward of the keel-less hull, and one by one we pulled the very wet and shocked yachtsmen on board. Mum and Ronnie took them below and got them dry. Other boats arrived and helped pick up survivors. Within ten minutes and a few radio calls, everyone was accounted for.

Mic turned Erewhon’s bow towards the Basin, while Mum and Ronnie dished out mugs of piping-hot tea.
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Back at J Bar on Saturday night, all the crews and supporters turned up to celebrate the first round. As Erewhon hadn’t actually finished the final race, Mic and Dad wouldn’t accept the winner’s points. It didn’t matter. Shamrock VI had won her final race, so we both ended up with six points and were announced finalists.

The Irishmen turned up with their fan club and fresh supplies of their favourite black drink. Ronnie had her photographer there, and he rattled off roll after roll of film.

The talk that night centred on what had happened to KZ1. TJ cornered Dad and again tried to buy Erewhon, and Young Tom plied our crew with Jameson’s in an effort to extract information about our yacht.

Ronnie and I left the party at three o’clock. The soft bed cradled our aching bodies, and we were quickly sound asleep.

‘Come on, you two,’ Mum chirped, as she came into the room with two mugs of coffee. ‘Day’s half over!’

I tried to focus on my bedside clock, but the bright sunlight streaming through the open blinds obliterated its digital display.

‘What bloody time is it?’ I asked tersely.

‘It’s gone midday, and you have to get Erewhon back in the water.’ We’d lifted her out to check the hull.

I shook my head, trying to clear my brain, while Ronnie groaned and rolled over, burying her head under the pillow. ‘Wake me up for Christmas,’ she muttered.

By the time I got to Erewhon, the guys cutting the underwater sections were almost finished. I inspected their work closely. Sam would be pretty happy to see this, I said to myself, as I ran my hand over the smooth finish.

That evening, we put Erewhon back into the water and returned her to the Basin. The cafés and bars were relatively quiet as we edged through the seawall. The Basin was mirror calm, belying the carnage that had taken place just three days before. The weather forecast was for light winds for the next couple of days, building later in the week. I switched the radio off. ‘That’s not what I wanted to hear,’ I whispered to Ronnie.

Shamrock VI sat on the opposite side of the Basin. As if they thought the event was already in the bag, they hadn’t even slipped their yacht.

I woke as the sun reached in through the companionway. The Basin was quiet. Mic fossicked around in the galley, and Ronnie was still asleep.

‘What’s the plan for today?’ I asked, as I joined her for coffee.

‘To win!’

I bent over and gave her a hug. We went up on deck and breathed in the still morning air as the gleaming Basin reflected all the super-yachts. The security gate rattled, and I turned to see Paint making his way along the jetty with his toolkit in his hands. ‘Morning,’ he grunted.

‘What have you got there?’ I asked.

‘I’ve got a new spinnaker pole fitting that’ll speed up changing the sheets at the gybe. I saw a picture of one in a magazine, and I made it last night.’ Paint handed me the part for my approval.

‘How does it work?’

He demonstrated it. The new fitting was operated from the mast end of the pole, negating the need for someone to stand on the bow to switch the sheets.

‘Slippery will love you! How long will it take to fit it?’ I asked.

‘About half an hour, and if we don’t like it, it’ll take me about ten minutes to change it back.’

‘What’s holding you up then?’ I asked.

Mic looked at me. ‘You’ve got to love that man,’ she said, knowing Paint would have been up all night making the new part.

As the morning passed, our nerves got tighter. Supporters came down the dock to wish us good fortune, and Mum arrived with a handful of faxes from all over the country. TVNZ were set up on the seawall. Tiger Bentene arrived and was whisked away for an interview, while a steady procession of launches and runabouts nosed around the Basin.

I went below to switch on the weather forecast, and switched it off just as quickly: zero to five knots on the gulf and a one-metre leftover swell.

‘Come on, Hughie!’ I pleaded, as I returned to the deck. Ronnie followed me out and stretched in the morning sun. ‘Morning, doll,’ I said, as I walked over and kissed her.

‘Where’s the wind?’ she asked, muffling a yawn.

‘You may well ask.’

At eleven, we cast off, to rapturous applause from the crowd. We headed for the gap in the seawall and were greeted by Hepi and some of the iwi, who’d been waiting for us to pass. Paint moved up to stand by the mast and, as we passed through the gap, the group broke into a haka. Paint, Mickey and Tane responded.

Shamrock VI followed us, and they, too, received the rousing challenge.

‘They’re not going to be late today,’ I whispered to Mic.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘We’re going to have to win this one for ourselves.’

The harbour was full of spectator craft, most flying New Zealand ensigns, but one or two launches sporting the green, orange and white of Ireland. The Irish crew saved their biggest wave for their most avid supporters: a launch carrying about twenty young ladies all dressed in green bikinis.

The trip down-harbour and out into the channel under power with the sails flogging overhead was frustrating, as Auckland turned on a perfect calm day.

Paint shut the auxiliary down as we neared the start line, and Erewhon drifted to a halt. The Irishmen lay around their deck, as the heat became oppressive. The ten-minute gun sounded, followed immediately by the raising of the postponement flag. We sat back and waited.

Bob Sorensen was constantly on the radio, enquiring all around the gulf for any signs of wind. I scanned the horizon in vain, and even the leftover swell abated, turning the gulf into a giant millpond. The supporter fleet were now all anchored, and a lot of people were in the water cooling off.

At four, Bob fired the gun to cancel the day’s race, and the entourage slowly made its way back into the harbour. I flicked ZLD on to get the update on the weather after we arrived back in the Basin. ‘Only five to seven knots after lunch tomorrow,’ I announced as I went back on deck.

‘At least we’ll get a start,’ Mic said, cheerfully.

‘Yeah, but I want it to blow seven bells, and that doesn’t look likely until Wednesday!’

Back at J Bar, the green-bikini mob was making plenty of noise, and the Irishmen, even though they were on a curfew, were getting stuck into the Guinness.

The next morning, light gusts raced across the water, disturbing the mirror calm. Ronnie joined me, with two steaming mugs in her hands. She looked lovely, her long dark hair flowing over her blue team shirt.

‘Thank you, doll,’ I said, as I hugged her and took a mug. She stretched up, put her arms around my neck, and kissed me.

‘What was that for?’

‘Just letting you know I love you,’ she replied. I returned the kiss.

‘Little bit of a breeze,’ she said, looking at the broken surface of the water as I released my grip from around her waist. ‘Don’t worry. Hughie won’t abandon us for the whole week.’

‘Day two, round one,’ I said, as Paint shut the engine down and we glided out into the gulf. The breeze had filled in to the expected five to seven knots, so a start was likely today. The crew moved around the deck checking the gear, while Mic, Dad and I surveyed the start line. Bob Sorensen posted the first mark, which was again back against the East Coast Bays shoreline.

We did several timed runs at the line, as the crew of Shamrock VI readied themselves.

‘Pin end on port,’ Dad whispered to Mic.

The breeze settled on six knots, and Bob fired the ten-minute gun. We moved up and down the line, waiting for the five-minute gun, and as it sounded we swooped in from the starboard end. Shamrock VI entered from the pin end and immediately tacked away. In the light breeze the yachts moved slowly, but Mic swung for Tom’s stern, right where he didn’t want us. His crew flew into action as they tried to break free. Tom ran for the spectator fleet and wove his way through the gaps, to the cheers of the crowd, diving for the starboard end of the line. Mic got under him and pushed him up, putting Shamrock VI on a collision course with the start boat. He tried to push Erewhon down the line, but he should have known better. Dad bellowed at him, and he was left with no option but to go about; and the moment he did, Mic squared away and ran for the pin. At ten seconds, we went about and crossed the line at full speed on port.

Tom did a three-sixty and was back on starboard but two boat-lengths behind the line. Mic screamed for speed as Erewhon heeled in the gentle breeze. The wind shifted, and the bias was definitely at the pin end. As Erewhon headed out onto the course, it was clear that we were ahead. We crossed Shamrock VI‘s bow easily, went to windward by two lengths, and tacked on top of her. Tom immediately tacked away, and we covered.

The hot midday sun beat down as the crews went into battle; the decks were awash with sweat. Each time Tom tacked, Erewhon followed, and at each tack we inched ahead. Dad watched their every move and even called their false tacks as Tom tried to get clear air.

The East Coast Bays shoreline gradually loomed, and the gathered spectators surrounded the windward mark. It was now a drag race to the mark, as Tom passed under our stern and threw slightly to windward. We rounded the mark, and the boys set the reacher. The wing mark was in the Whangaparaoa direction, and Erewhon picked up speed.

‘One minute seven!’ I yelled, as the giant green reacher burst into action behind us. I looked at Dad as he watched where Tom was going. ‘Pretty happy with that leg,’ I said.

‘I’ll be happier when we get to the bottom mark,’ Mic chimed in. I checked the speedo and zapped Shamrock VI. ‘He may be a little quicker,’ I said.

‘We need some more wind,’ Mic muttered, as she clung tightly to the wheel, willing Erewhon on to the next mark.

I took another reading with the zapper, but said nothing. ‘What is it now?’ Dad asked.

‘It’s not bad. They’ve pulled back a little, but I think they’re bringing down a little more wind with them.’ The crew fidgeted as they got the yacht ready for the peel to the spinnaker as we rounded the next mark.

‘No mistakes,’ Mic called.

Mum and Ronnie were both down to leeward watching the big red reacher, calling the trim. Slippery was on the foredeck, with Paint running over the new spinnaker pole fitting action. They were nervous about getting it to work right the first time.

At the wing mark, the pole flicked to the starboard side and latched itself onto the sheet without a moment’s hesitation. The big red spinnaker burst open as the reacher dropped below. Paint punched the air. The spinnaker cracked as the breeze filled it, and Erewhon didn’t break stride.

Mic banged the wheel. ‘Yes!’ she crowed.

I clicked the stopwatch as we passed the mark and watched the sleek black machine as it got ready to round the mark. I clicked them off at fifty-three seconds; they were closing.

We finally got fresh pressure as the wind took a shortcut across the corner of the track and Erewhon surged ahead.

Ronnie crossed the deck to confer with Mum on the trim, as the crew hunched over their grinders. Our progress down the leg felt painfully slow, and it seemed that Shamrock VI had all the wind.

The supporters were huddled around the start boat as we willed the mark to come closer. The cheers grew louder as we neared and the crew readied for the drop. I zapped the distance back to Shamrock VI, but said nothing. We wrestled with the giant extra as Paint pulled the return line.

Derek and Jason were on the jib winch and cranked the sail in. Mickey and Tane had the staysail under control, and even more quickly the flying jib was up and drawing.

Mic held onto the starboard tack after rounding, and as soon as Tom rounded she tacked to port and climbed to windward. I clicked off the time at forty-two seconds.

We were still in front and could dominate the race, as long as we didn’t make any mistakes. Dad watched the opposition closely and seemed to be able to read their minds, knowing when they were about to tack and when they were about to try a false move. Mic drove Erewhon as hard as she could, and on each tack we inched ahead. I checked the pin and gave Mic the heading. The Irishmen were becoming frustrated with Dad’s ability to call their moves, and he revelled in knowing what they were about to do.

‘How are you second-guessing them?’ I asked.

Dad smiled. He’d noticed that every time they were about to tack, the grinder they called Finn Macool would turn his cap back to front, and on completion of the tack he would turn it back to protect his face from the sun. Any time they called a false tack, he never bothered turning his cap around.

The top mark loomed, and I zapped the distance. I figured they weren’t any closer. But how could we keep them out on the downhill run?

The spectators roared as we rounded the mark. The spinnaker cracked open, the breeze was increasing, and we raced away on the port gybe. Shamrock VI rounded one minute behind, and the Irishmen gybed onto starboard. Dad called the gybe to cover, and with Paint’s new fitting the pole was on the other side without Erewhon missing a beat.

The offshore breeze was increasing all the time, and Shamrock VI was getting the first taste of the wind, closing down on us. For the first time in the race, they were able to affect our wind, and Mic altered course to maintain our speed. We swapped tacks repeatedly. Shamrock VI closed right up on our stern and was in the controlling position. Mic tried everything to stay ahead, but the new super-light yacht had better speed in this wind strength and edged alongside.

‘Go out to the port lay-line,’ Dad called. ‘We’ll try to reach under him after the gybe.’

Mic nodded and eased the bow towards the port line, resigned to the fact that we couldn’t foot it with Shamrock VI downwind. Tom continued to inch forward.

Erewhon reached the lay-line, and the spinnaker pole shot across the deck as the main boom crashed over. The crew wound the grinders as if their lives depended on it, and Erewhon reached for the finish line. The wind had shifted slightly, and Shamrock VI was forced to gybe onto port and make her dash.

The two giants were on a collision course, converging on the line. As we got closer, we were being badly affected by Shamrock VI’s wind-shadow, and Ronnie and the crew struggled to keep the big spinnaker drawing. Dad was on the weather rail bellowing ‘Starboard!’ but Shamrock’s crew suddenly appeared to be deaf.

Dad bellowed again as the yachts got dangerously close. Our spinnaker collapsed, and Tom threw onto starboard to cross the finish line.

Mic’s head dropped, and the crew slumped over their winches. The spinnaker sheet was released, and the big red extra flapped freely as we crossed the line, less than half a length behind.

The crew celebrated aboard Shamrock VI as Tom came alongside and tipped his cap to Mic. ‘Great race!’ he called. ‘Thank you.’

Our crew acknowledged the gesture and saluted the Irishmen in return. It was a bitter pill to swallow, as this was the first time we’d been beaten in a formal race. Sympathetic spectators gathered to support us, but we weren’t easily consoled.

The television crew came alongside, and Dad had a few words. Then the sails were dropped, Paint fired up the engine, and Mic pointed the bow towards the harbour.

That night at the debrief, Mic and I got the weather forecast, which didn’t hearten us, as it suggested that the next day would be just like this one. We sat around the saloon, going over the race, looking for where we could make improvements. Then the guys left, and Ronnie, Mic and I decided to go home for an early night.

Millie was sitting on her porch as we walked from the car to the house. We joined her in the swing-chair, and she poured us a nip of whisky from a small bottle.

‘It’s Scotch, not Irish,’ she assured us, as she passed over the glasses.

I smiled. ‘Can’t let them have it all their way, can we, Millie?’

‘No, Ben,’ she replied. ‘Still, you will do better tomorrow, I’m sure.’

I sat back on the seat and peered up at the sky. The silent language of stars seemed to support Millie.

A night in our own bed had a rejuvenating effect on Ronnie and me, and we were raring to go as the sun rose. Dad had breakfast going as I wandered down to the kitchen. TJ had gone back to sleep on Valhalla, and Young Tom was with his crew at the hotel, so when Mum, Matt, Ronnie and Mic turned up, it was a family breakfast.

The topic of conversation naturally turned to the next race and how we could get an edge that day, with the weather looking the same as the day before.

I studied the weather map as we drifted out into the gulf. The light sou’wester meant we were again starting at the furthest point of the racetrack. Our supporters lined up behind the start line, and the wind flickered around five knots.

Reluctantly, Bob Sorensen fired the ten-minute gun, and we readied ourselves to dive into the box. Tom had the advantage end this time and, as the five-minute gun fired, dived into the box and hooked onto our tail.

Mic was more aggressive than ever, ducking and diving all around the start area, trying to shake off the black machine. Tom hung on as Mic shot among the spectators, and the crowd roared as Mic swung Erewhon around the stern of the Irish launch. The girls in their green bikinis squealed with delight as their heroes flashed by, still on our stern.

Dad called one minute, and Mic headed for the line. Tom came up under our lee and tried to force us into the start boat. Mic held her course, forcing Tom to bear away and hoist his protest flag. Bob Sorensen’s on-the-water judge called a penalty against Erewhon, which meant we had a three-sixty to do somewhere on the track.

I looked at Dad, and he shrugged. Mic had her eyes firmly fixed on the mainsail. ‘Sorry, guys,’ she muttered.

‘Don’t worry—we’ll just have to get far enough ahead to do the penalty,’ Dad said.

Mic drove Erewhon as hard as she could in the light air. Every move the Irishmen made we covered, but we couldn’t increase the gap between the yachts. At this wind strength, Shamrock VI seemed to be quicker on all points, though we didn’t provide a passing lane.

Downwind, Mic held the other yacht at bay. Tom tried everything he could, but continued to find himself behind our stern. We rounded the windward pin for the run to home, and they were within a couple of lengths. Mic went on the attack, determined that Shamrock VI wasn’t going to pass us. Tom reached, ran, and gybed all over the gulf in an effort to break the shackles, but every time he looked Erewhon was still ahead. Between them, Mic and Dad had sailed the perfect leg, but there was no gun as Erewhon crossed the line.

Mic slumped over the wheel as the gun sounded for Shamrock VI. The Irishmen hadn’t given us the opportunity to reverse the penalty, so we’d handed them the win by not doing the three-sixty somewhere on the track. The crew again downed the sails, and we motored back towards the Basin in stony silence.

I looked at Dad, and he was pretty down. ‘Barbie back at the house tonight!’ I said out loud.

Dad looked at me and nodded. ‘Come on, guys, there are three races to go!’

Paint went forward and stood by the mast. He appeared to be chanting. After some minutes, he raised his arms above his head and then whipped them down to his ankles with such force that he fell forwards. He stood up and shook his head, opened his eyes, and walked back down the deck. ‘There will be wind tomorrow,’ he announced, as he sat in the cockpit.

The rest of the crew had watched the performance, but nobody dared ask how he knew.

All the crew turned up at the house that evening. Hepi entertained the now very confident Irishmen in the barn, but we stayed away and went over the day’s race. Mic tried to take all the blame for the result, but everybody knew that if Shamrock VI had got her nose in front, we’d have had no show in that wind.

As I walked the crew out to their cars, we passed the barn, where the Guinness had loosened the Irishmen’s tongues. They were singing a medley of ‘We Are the Champions’ and ‘You Are a Loser’. I looked at the guys and didn’t need to say anything.

I walked down the dock early the next morning to find the crew already on deck and checking the gear. I climbed on board and looked across to Shamrock VI, which was sitting unmanned at her jetty.

‘They must be confident,’ I said to Ronnie, as she came over and gave me a hug.

‘Just the way we want it,’ she replied.

I nodded and went below to get the latest weather forecast. The wind in the Basin was definitely stronger, and a more promising forecast for midday onwards brought a smile back to my face. ‘Twenty knots plus!’ I yelled, as I reappeared on deck. The crew punched the air.

There was a steady stream of well-wishers on the dock, and the crowd was humming as we left through the seawall. The Irishmen had arrived, all well and truly hung-over.

Dad looked at me and laughed. ‘Fatman’s done his bit for us,’ he chortled. ‘Can’t imagine how many bottles of that black tar he’s poured down their throats.’

As we went through the breakwater, Paint, Tane and Mickey had taken up their now familiar positions on the bow and were in full flight with their haka, with added zeal.

The wind was still southwest, but the forecast of twenty knots seemed to be on the light side. Erewhon, under full rig, was moving nicely. I looked at Dad. ‘Cutter rig for the first beat?’

He nodded, after looking in Mic’s direction. The flying jib stayed in the bag.

It was our turn for the advantage end to start and, as the five-minute gun fired, Mic dived. Tom glanced over his shoulder to find Erewhon in her usual position. He wove and ducked to shake us off, but Mic wasn’t going to lose two starts in a row. I checked the coordinates for the first mark, as Mic lined up for the starboard end start.

Tom continued to try and shake us as Dad called the minute, and we wound Erewhon up, forcing Shamrock VI straight at the start boat. Tom again tried to bear away, but Mic wouldn’t concede and he got the message. Having nowhere to go, Tom crash-tacked, and the yacht stalled.

The gun fired. Tom gybed around and cranked on, but we were well out on the course. With impeccable teamwork and in increasing wind strength, we rounded the first mark with a four-minute advantage and raced off to the wing mark. On the second time to windward, Erewhon’s hum seemed even louder, and Mic’s grip became tighter as she drove Erewhon into the short, steep seas.

Around the weather mark and back out into the gulf, we scanned the horizon for the finish line. We passed the Irishmen as we headed down the track, but they didn’t even acknowledge us as they bashed on towards the windward pin.

The crew fidgeted with their gear as we continued the downwind slide with spray flying everywhere. Every creak and groan from the rig had twenty-five pairs of eyes focused on it, but nobody was going to take this one from us, and the gun resounded in the late afternoon air.

Shamrock VI steamed down the track and crossed the line within three minutes. We were happy with that, but it made us aware that they weren’t a spent force.

‘Glad to see the smiles back on everyone’s faces,’ Mum said, as she looked around the crew. Mic, in particular, was beaming as she turned Erewhon towards home.

That night, we decided to repeat the barbecue and, as we all sat down, we were surprised by Tom’s sudden appearance. He came to congratulate us on our race win and placed a large bottle of Jameson’s on the table. ‘You all have a drink on me!’ he chuckled.

Dad reached forward and removed the bottle. ‘We’ll save that until after the final,’ he said.

Tom laughed heartily. ‘Got to try and get some sort of an advantage over you Kiwis,’ he said, as he turned to look at Mic. ‘And you, young lady—I have the feeling that if I’d held my course in the start box, you’d have cut us in two!’

Mic looked him in the eye and nodded.

‘I believe you,’ he said, as he turned and left.

‘Do you think he’s got the message?’ I asked, looking in Mic’s direction. She smiled.

The debrief was a little more buoyant that evening, and the noise from J Bar a little more subdued. I checked the forecast, which was for more of the same. While the wind strength didn’t give us an edge, it certainly evened our chances. Hepi came in earlier than usual, as the Irishmen had gone back to their hotel early.

‘They’re pissed off with you lot,’ he said, as he sat down among the crew. ‘They thought the money would be in the bag after today’s race!’

Ronnie and I arrived at the dock at the usual time the next morning, and to my surprise the Irishmen were on board and about to leave the Basin. The wind hadn’t abated overnight and looked promising. I checked the forecast: it was going to back around from the southwest to the northeast later in the day. I talked to Mic and Dad when they arrived—even though the wind-shift would probably come after the race had finished, we needed to consider it, because we didn’t want to be in the wrong position if it came early.

If the pre-starts had been aggressive up to now, none matched the intensity of this one. Shamrock VI had the favoured end to enter the box and immediately latched onto our stern. Mic wheeled Erewhon around, desperate to shake Tom off, but he wouldn’t let go. The yachts moved quickly in the fresh breeze, darting back and forth across the start line. Dad and I tried to fix the advantage end, as Mic dived into the spectator fleet, while the crew worked intensely, with Mum and Ronnie calling the trim.

We swooped past an anchored launch, and Mic gybed quickly around its stern. Tom missed the timing as he followed around and dropped back a few metres. Mic screamed for more power, and the boys nearly had the winches glowing as they cranked in the sheets. We dived for the pin end of the line on starboard, and that few metres meant we had clear air. The gun fired as we crossed the line, and with full power on we surged out onto the racetrack. Erewhon revelled in the breeze, and the hum told us we were up to hull speed. Young Tom hung off our hip as we tried to squeeze up to force him about. Shamrock VI pounded hard into the short seas but couldn’t gain ground. Mic called for absolute concentration as we ploughed on and she inched the hull to windward. We closed up slowly on Shamrock VI‘s breeze until they had to concede and threw to port to clear their air.

We went a few metres and threw to cover them. A major wind-shift helped us lift well above them, now clearly ahead. My heart raced as we rounded the first mark, set the reacher and blasted off in the direction of the wing mark. Shamrock rounded thirty seconds in arrears but seemed to be in trouble. There was loud yelling as the main boom skied and two crewmen skated across the deck and were jettisoned into the sea. Their hydraulic boom vang had exploded and sprayed oil all over the deck, turning it into an ice rink. The crewmen found themselves bobbing around in the ocean as the on-the-water judge rushed to their aid.

Shamrock VI’s problems were still not over. With no vang, the giant yacht was difficult to control, and they weaved their way to the wing mark. Some of the crew went forward to get the boom under control, while others tried desperately to clean the deck, knowing they needed to be able to walk on it for the next gybe. The rest of the crew wrestled with their reacher in an effort to stay in touch with us.

Paint looked at me and smiled. ‘I might offer to make them a new vang after the series,’ he said with a grin.

We turned our attention back to sailing Erewhon. With Shamrock VI now short-handed and with an out-of-control boom, Erewhon moved away on the downwind leg. It wasn’t until they came back on the wind that they could fashion a temporary vang.

‘Two all!’ I yelled, as we took the gun. The crew celebrated as we looked back at Shamrock struggling to the line. ‘Didn’t need to worry about that wind change,’ I said to Mic, as she turned the yacht for home.

The third barbie debrief was a serious affair. Hepi had arrived early and didn’t even bother to open J Bar. The Irishmen were going to be too busy.

The fax machine was running hot with messages of support. Ronnie and Mum took turns to read them out, while Millie fussed around the crew, making sure everybody had plenty to eat.

Mic came into the room with a piece of paper in her hand. ‘Special note,’ she announced, as we all stopped to listen. She looked around the crew as she hesitantly started to read.

‘It comes via Nana and reads: “Jack and I have never been so proud as we are tonight. Good luck and Godspeed for the win tomorrow…”’ She paused. ‘Signed Sam!’

The group sat in silence, looking at Mic and Millie. Tears welled up in their eyes, but no one made a sound. Mic walked over to Millie, hugged her, and gave her the note.

The gate at the bottom of the garden swung open, and TJ, Patty and Jackie bowled up the path. ‘Who died?’ TJ asked in his usual brash style.

Dad stepped forward and shook his hand. ‘Nobody tonight!’ he said, laughing. ‘We were just reflecting for a moment.’

‘Good. I thought we’d gatecrashed a wake. We just popped in to wish you Kiwis all the luck for tomorrow. And the offer still stands for Erewhon, win or lose!’

Dad laughed again and slapped him on the back. ‘You never give up, do you?’

TJ continued to chuckle as he went around each of the crew and shook their hands, saving a big hug and kiss for Mic. ‘Good luck, little lady!’ he whispered.

Next morning, I threw the hatch open and made a beeline for the radio. The wind was still out of the southwest and, although it was blowing as hard as yesterday, there was no sign of the promised change to the northeast.

‘The front stalled off the Taranaki coast last night and is expected here around midday,’ I said, relaying the forecast as I went on deck, wondering if they were going to get it right today.

The crowd gathered early, and Erewhon followed Shamrock VI out through the seawall. This time the green-bikinied supporters were wearing green wigs, flying green streamers from every available spot, and blowing bugles, as they followed their yacht down the harbour.

Off Orakei Wharf our crew settled to the task at hand, and the mainsail rattled up the mast. Millie was on board today; the crew had insisted she be there as our good luck charm. As we neared the start line, Dad signalled to Mic to pull the head to wind. The crew all gathered in the cockpit. We reminded each other about where we’d come from and what we hoped to achieve today. Millie hugged each person for luck.

‘Right!’ said Dad, as Millie released Mic. ‘Let’s go sail!’

Mic pulled the head down, and the sails filled. We made several runs at the start line for Mic to get the feel. She seemed particularly aggressive as we tried each end. God help Young Tom, I thought.

The ten-minute gun fired, and we soared up and down the line, clearing the start box and turning back as the five-minute gun sounded.

Tom looked over his shoulder to find Erewhon in position. As he spun his wheel to break free, Mic wouldn’t let go, so he broke tacks and ran to the less-favoured pin end. Mic hardened in on the start-boat end, and Erewhon was at full speed on starboard.

The two yachts pounded towards the coast into the sou’wester, with Erewhon clearly in the lead. We were sailing with our cutter rig and able to keep the opposition under control. The wind moved to the south and improved our position to give us a five-boat-length advantage at the first mark. The wind-shift made the second leg too tight for the reacher, so we cracked the sheets and set the flying jib. Spray flew as the speedo needle climbed. Shamrock rounded the mark, set the reacher, and ran well down to leeward. They sailed through our lee, got to clear air off our port bow, downed their extra, and hardened on. We had the faster angle and edged in front. Mic aimed Erewhon straight at the pin and screamed for absolute concentration.

The mark couldn’t come fast enough as Dad moved to the stern to check on the overlap. Tom’s bowman moved ahead of their forestay and screamed overlap, but Dad wasn’t listening and bellowed to Mic to hold her course. She didn’t need to be told twice and, despite their protests, held her ground.

Tom, determined not to let Mic gain the upper hand, hardened up in an effort to touch our stern. Shamrock VI‘s spearpoint carbon-fibre bow whistled past Erewhon’s pohutukawa stern-rail.

‘See!’ yelled Dad. ‘No overlap—you missed by a good six inches!’

Tom’s bowman’s head dropped as he stepped back behind the forestay and Mic swung the wheel to gybe around the mark.

Tom followed around, but didn’t gybe, preferring to get well clear of us.

Mic gybed back to keep the pressure on, and the spinnaker pole rocketed across the deck, then she ran again under Tom’s lee, forcing him to alter course, before we gybed back to speed down the track.

Tom opted for a flatter, more direct course, while we gybed back and forth, keeping the boat speed up on the faster line. He decided to take us on in a gybing duel, but with our better manoeuvrability and Paint’s secret weapon, we started to move ahead, so they reverted to their original course. I looked at Mic. Tom could have had twice our boat speed today and he still wouldn’t have passed us.

The leeward mark loomed. Tom could find no way around us, and we rounded first again, to cheers from the watching fleet.

The wind had increased and was moving more to the east as I checked Bob’s board for the position of the windward pin. ‘One-hundred-and-eighty,’ I called, as I aimed Mic in the direction of the Rangitoto shoreline. Erewhon enjoyed the increasing wind strength, and with Dad’s calls and Mic’s determination we had no trouble staying between Shamrock VI and the windward mark. ‘God, I love this yacht!’ I said out loud, as we crashed on towards the rugged Rangitoto shore.

The Irishmen threw everything at us, but we wouldn’t give way. My heart was beating harder as we neared the coast and the wind started to fade. The two giant yachts ghosted to a near standstill, and Shamrock VI closed right up on our stern.

I dived below to check the weather report on the radio, and they were still predicting the wind to go around to the north later in the day. Shamrock VI picked up a little zephyr and ghosted through our lee as our crew watched in disbelief. I continued to scan the radio for information and eavesdropped on a fisherman reporting to his mate that they were heading back to Tryphena as it was blowing twenty knots from the northeast out there.

Shamrock VI eased around the pin and gybed to port for the run back to the finish line, and we rounded two minutes and thirty-four seconds behind them.

‘Stay on the starboard gybe,’ I said to Mic and Dad. ‘The wind’s going around to the northeast very soon.’

We sailed away from Shamrock VI, and they didn’t cover.

Dad looked at me. ‘Hope you’re right!’ he said.

‘Trust me, it’ll be blowing from the northeast any minute.’ I said a private prayer as I watched the sails. The gap between the yachts was growing by the minute, and there was still no sign of the wind.

I looked across the water and bellowed to the crew to down the spinnaker. Shamrock VI was still off to our port, with her spinnaker gently drawing. The crew looked at me as if I was mad, until I pointed to the darkening water just off the bow. They leaped up on the deck, the spinnaker disappeared down the launcher, and they cranked on the jib and staysail. We tacked onto port and headed back across the track. Dad grinned as the speedo climbed, and we watched Shamrock VI floundering as her crew suddenly realised that the wind was about to change and they weren’t ready for it.

Their spinnaker disappeared, and they cranked on their jib, but they found themselves well down to leeward. All we needed to do was find the shortest route to the finish line while keeping them covered.

The crew stayed hunched over their grinders, ready for any call Dad made. ‘Go for it!’ he yelled to Mic, as she drove the hull to the limit.

The line was now visible, and the spectators jostled for position, as the two giants pounded through the rapidly building sea.

Mic turned to Dad and beckoned him towards the wheel. He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You take her in.’

Mic gestured again. ‘Jim, I need you to take over. I need to go below for a moment.’

Dad crossed the deck, and Mic released the wheel. ‘Just keep her on the hum,’ she said, as she reached up and kissed him on the cheek.

Dad smiled. ‘Don’t be long—the line is close, and I want you to take her across.’

She disappeared down the companionway.

The wind shifted slightly and Shamrock VI gained a little ground back, but we still had them covered. Minutes went by, and I could see Bob Sorensen on the flying bridge of the committee boat, shotgun at the ready.

Shamrock closed right up as we tacked for the run to the line.

‘Where’s Mic?’ Dad yelled. ‘Go and get her!’

I looked at Shamrock VI‘s position and was reluctant to leave the deck. I glanced at the finish line. Where was she? I dived down the stairs and into the saloon, calling to her as my eyes adjusted to the light. She was sitting on the floor, with tears streaming down her face. ‘What’s up?’ I called. In her hand she had a piece of paper.

She handed it to me.

It was a beautifully handwritten letter.


Dear Mic, Jim and family,

We are so proud of what you have achieved in restoring and sailing our beautiful yacht. Regardless of the outcome of the race today, both of us can now rest happily, knowing the efforts of so many in building and restoring the vessel did not go in vain. We wish you all good fortune in the future and know you will take good care of our beautiful lady.

Love to all,

Mercedes and Hine



‘Who’s Hine?’

‘My mother.’

‘You’ve never mentioned your mother before.’

‘Mum died giving birth to me—the third generation with the same problem. I never knew her and, unlike Nana, I’ve never been able to contact her. I’ve lived my life in fear that I have the same medical problem. That’s why I’ve tried never to get close to anyone for fear of the consequences. Mike stole my heart, and when I told him about my family history, he said it didn’t matter—he didn’t want kids anyway. We had planned on a life together. That’s why I took it so hard when I caught him playing around. But it’s lucky he did, or I wouldn’t be here now!’

I tried to hug her, but she knew we were needed on deck and pushed me towards the companionway.

‘Where the hell have you two been? I need some help!’ Dad bellowed, as we climbed back on deck. Shamrock VI was even closer, and he was panicking.

‘Get her back on the hum. We’re not at hull speed!’ I bellowed.

‘I can’t hear the bloody hum!’

Mic grabbed the wheel from Dad and pulled the head down, and instantly the hum returned. ‘Keep your eyes on them!’ I yelled at Dad.

‘What have you been doing?’ he asked, looking at Mic.

‘She’s been having a word with her mother.’

The gun fired as Dad stood looking at me. I handed him the handwritten note. He read it and handed it on to Mum. ‘I don’t understand any of this,’ he muttered. The crew were all on deck, dancing around and punching the air.

Dad looked back to me. ‘I think we must have won.’

Ronnie came over and threw her arms around my neck. ‘Where did you two go?’

I reached over, took the note out of Mum’s hand, and gave it to her. ‘Mic’s been talking to her family.’

I suddenly became aware of all the noise that was going on around me. The spectator fleet had erupted. Sirens and hooters filled the air. Shamrock VI was alongside, and TJ and the girls scrambled on board from their chase boat. Young Tom was boarding, with a magnum of champagne in his hand.

‘Where did Mic disappear to? I thought you’d blown it in the last hundred yards,’ said TJ, slapping Dad on the back.

‘Oh, she needed to go below. She had someone to meet,’ he replied.

Ronnie handed the note to TJ.

‘She’s just met her mother,’ I said.

TJ was about to ask more when Mic appeared, and when he saw the look on her face he decided he could wait. He reached down and swooped her off her feet. Mic threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. There was time to explain later—right now, she had some celebrating to do. We went forward and joined the crew on deck, and turned to wave to the flotilla of spectators.
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