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Christenings  

I. 

 

 

 The morning of the launch was not promising. Jennifer awoke to see the 

Reed’s yard draped in grey fog, the light mist creeping like frost up the inside of 

her window. The clothes she had laid out the night before looked insubstantial 

and light; she had a suspicion that the neat yellow straw hat would dissolve like 

a meringue. Mrs. Reed had turned the television on out in the living room, but 

now that she was up early, the whispered mix of music and laughter that was the 

morning show did not bother Jennifer as much. The voices seemed to carry the 

excitement of the day in their rising and falling. She dressed quickly, leaving the 

curtain open to watch the fog drift across the road in sheets and settle in the 

hollow of the neighbor’s open garage door. Sally had already risen, and Jennifer 

could hear her out in the hall, her footsteps heavy with sleep as she walked past 

to take her shower. 

 Mrs. Reed opened the door slowly and smiled. 

 “Just wanted to check that you were up.” 
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 “Yes,” Jennifer said. “Isn’t it dull today? I hope it clears up later.” 

 “Me too,” Mrs. Reed said. “You’d better take a jacket.” 

 Jennifer nodded. She hadn’t brought a jacket, but it didn’t matter. Mrs. 

Reed would soon forget about it. 

 “You look nice,” Mrs. Reed said. “Go and fix up your hair and you can 

show Sally.” 

 Jennifer knew Sally wouldn’t want to know if she looked nice. They had 

both stood at Sally’s closet yesterday, Jennifer listening and Sally tossing great 

piles of her clothing out onto the floor. “This isn’t right,” she kept saying, and 

then “what about this?” while Jennifer shook her head in dismay. Nothing had 

been appropriate. Sally was not provided for her father’s suburban lifestyle of 

launches and dinners. “I had a nice summer dress once,” she kept saying. “What 

the hell happened to it?” 

 Jennifer brushed her hair out in the downstairs bathroom mirror and 

pulled it back loosely. She had never been on a boat before, except for the ferry 

crossings to her father’s favorite islands in Puget Sound. Still, even from her 

limited experience, it seemed that boats were much like convertibles in terms of 

wind, and it felt like a wise precaution to be as tied back and tucked-in as 

possible. Sally barged in just as she was leaving, asking for approval. 

 “Do I look ok?” she said, standing with her hands on her hips, her head 

thrown back. 

 “Yeah, fine. You look fine.” 

 “Just fine?” she asked, pushing over to the mirror and rearranging the 

curls by her ears. “You and Stacey look so nice. I feel like a fool.” 

 “You look ok,” Jennifer said. “That skirt looks cute on you.” 
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 Sally frowned. “No it doesn’t. Oh well, there’s nothing I can do about it 

now. I’ll just have to look frumpy and stupid. Isn’t that dress too big for you?” 

she asked suddenly. 

 “It’s a float,” Jennifer said. “It’s supposed to be big.” 

 “Oh well. If you say so. You’d better hurry up and come upstairs for 

breakfast. Carol and everyone are waiting for you.” 

 “I’m done,” Jennifer said and followed Sally upstairs, thinking that the 

skirt, a thin black polyester, looked like a left-over from a funeral.  

 Upstairs the others waited, grouped around the breakfast nook, where 

Jennifer could see fried eggs and sausages that seemed to drip with grease. The 

family shone together, as if they had rubbed themselves in the fried fat to make 

their skin and hair glisten. 

 “I’ll just have some toast and a banana, if that’s ok,” she said. 

 “Are you sure, Jennifer?” Mrs. Reed said. “We’ve more than enough.” 

 “No thanks, honestly.” Jennifer slipped between Mr. and Mrs. Reed and 

picked her toast and a banana from a fruit bowl in the center of the table. “I’m 

not big on breakfasts.” 

 “Suit yourself,” Sally said. “That’s more for me.” 

 “Um, you know what?” Stacey said swiftly, rising from the back corner of 

the table. “I think I’ll just have one of those breakfast shakes. You know, the diet 

ones. That’s all I’m supposed to be having.” 

 “Don’t be stupid,” Mr. Reed said. “Sit down and eat your breakfast, girl. 

I’m sick of this dieting business. You’ll eat what you’ve been given and you’ll 

like it.” 

 “But. . .” Stacey began, looking towards Jennifer. 
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 “No buts. Do as you’re told, young lady. You’re not so old, you know.” 

 “She’s nineteen, Bert,” Carol said. “I think she can do as she chooses.” 

 “I’ll just be out in the garden,” Jennifer said, and nipped quickly to the 

kitchen’s outside door. From there the set of white-painted stairs that ran down 

into Mr. Reed’s garden glistened. They looked nasty and slick, but she figured it 

was worth the risk.  

 “It’s awfully wet,” Carol said. “Are you sure?” 

 “I need some fresh air,” Jennifer said and opened the door, feeling the 

mist instantly envelope her, as if she were stepping into a wall of water. 

 “Oh nice,” Sally said, behind her.  

 “Hush,” Carol said. 

 Jennifer stepped out and hurriedly shut the door. She knew they would 

talk about her, but she was too full of the morning and the cool, damp air to 

mind. Perhaps I’ve just gotten used to it now, she thought, making her way 

carefully down the stairs. At home, no one ever needed to talk about her. They 

knew her too well. 

 The neighbor’s garden, visible from her height, showed long grass dark 

with moisture and trees that seemed to be covered in a fine sheen, like sugar. It 

reminded her of The Secret Garden, a book she had read so long ago that little 

remained but the feeling of it, the impression of death and rebirth. It seemed to 

her that the wilderness next door was more alive than Mr. Reed’s well-tended 

and trimmed plot would ever be.  

 A cherry tree shed the last of its leaves on the path below the stairs. The 

reversal of seasons seemed so natural to this place, she had come to think that it 

was the only country on Earth with its schedule rearranged. She could not accept 
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that it was not unique to this moment, to her time here. She thought sometimes, 

when she was alone in the Wood’s living room, watching the rain sweep in from 

Auckland across the still-sunny pastures, that she had brought this calamity with 

her, dragged the weather from home. She could not shake the feeling here.  

 The path had been laid with a disturbing regularity by Mr. Reed, moving 

from the downstairs porch to the back wall like an arrow. She had no choice but 

to follow it, as each side was lined by beds of flowers or neat furrows for 

vegetables. As she passed the shed, she peeked in the open door, eyeing the 

unused bicycles and piles of extra mooring rope. A spider had built a web across 

the top of the doorway, above her head. She didn’t mind him there, his web rich 

with droplets.  

 I could just stay here and not go, she thought. I could plead asthma or 

something. The idea of spending the day eating the barley sugars she had seen in 

the back of the cupboard and sitting like an invalid on the great white sofa in the 

living room appealed to her more than the idea of a morning at the yacht club 

with Sally and Stacey. She didn’t hate them yet. But somewhere, in the back of 

her battle-engaged spirit, she feared them. That, she was sure in the morning 

mist and filled with the comfort of her breakfast, was worse than hating 

someone. She could have faced them if they had driven her to hatred. She liked 

the self-indulgent picture of herself as warrior, spearing them with her steel 

spikes. She was less fond of the reality of half-cowering, then striking out in ways 

she regretted later, in ways that betrayed her weakness. 

 “Jennifer?”  

 Carol’s voice drifted down from the kitchen balcony, seeming hollow and 

low. Jennifer could barely see her towering figure through the mist. 
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 “Yes?” 

 “Are you coming?” 

 The hesitation was only momentary. “Of course, I’ll be right up.” 

 “Good. We’re ready now.” 

 “Ok,” Jennifer said, and dropped her banana peel on top of what she 

hoped was a compost pile behind the shed. 

 She nearly slipped on the wet stairs coming back up, gripping the wooden 

railings and feeling pieces of the cracking paint strip away against the palms of 

her hands. Inside she darted past the family to the bathroom, where she was 

surprised by the redness of her cheeks, the wild curls around her face. It must 

have been the air, she thought, and admired her prettiness for a moment. She 

smiled her best false smile for the mirror. Not too bad. Enough. She stepped back 

out and faced the family, lined up along the stairs like a staggered gauntlet.  

 “I’m ready,” she said to Sally as she walked past. “How about you?” 

 

 

*  *  * 

 

 

II. 

 

  

 Mr. Reed led them down to the harbor; a little cluster of women dressed 

for the afternoon sun in the morning mist, pulling their broad straw hats down 

around their faces and hurrying forward, into the early wind. 
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 “Come on now,” he shouted. “Maiden voyage! Come on. Don’t want to be 

late!” 

 Sally wished she’d worn something warmer. The light mist around the 

harbor seemed to seep through her summer cardigan, leaving her feeling 

clammy. Up ahead was the launch, with the boat perched on its trailer. 

“Christmas Carol’s”, a present from her father to himself, though he said it was 

for her stepmother, sat primly upright in its stays, white with mauve trim, just 

the way her stepmother had ordered it. A charming gift, Sally thought, except 

that it wasn’t ready by Christmas. It was now closer to Valentine’s day. 

 Her father was holding a bottle of Champagne, waving it from side to 

side, dangerously close to hitting his new boat too early. Sally thought he might 

be vaguely drunk all ready. They had spent the morning at the yacht club, she 

and her father and Carol and Stacey and Jennifer. While her father and Carol 

moved between the tables of the other members, talking just a bit too loudly and 

laughing too much, she and Stacey drank things that were still technically illegal 

for them. Jennifer sipped orange juice from a champagne glass. She had been 

very quiet, even when Stacey tried to draw her out. But Sally didn’t care this 

morning what happened to Jennifer. She was sick of trying to keep up with her. 

Stacey had been ordering Sally and herself something called a “pink lady” all 

morning, which tasted deliciously like candy floss with a kick. Sally felt more 

than a bit tipsy herself. 

 Her father was singing “Rule Britannia” with the launch hands. He’d 

already been through “Columbia: the Gem of the Ocean” twice in the car on the 

way over and Sally knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d started the sea shanties 

that had so embarrassed Carol at their Christmas party. Carol’s thin yellow and 
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white printed dress and matching bolero jacket made her look younger to Sally, 

less than middle-aged. She was carrying a large duffel full of bathing suits and 

towels, suntan lotion and hair ties, and she had to keep hold of her wide-

brimmed hat to prevent the morning breeze from lifting it from her tower of hair. 

Stacey walked beside her mother, carefully avoiding the puddles. She had told 

Sally that she was worried she would ruin her new pink leather sling-backs at 

the shore. Sally didn’t own sling-backs. It was the best she could do to find a 

suitable skirt. 

 “Eh hem!” her father called. The launch hands were ready on the boat. It 

was their job to guide the new craft into the docking bay of the yacht club, so that 

the family could  board there. They looked particularly handsome to Sally, in 

their blue-and-white uniforms. One of them waved. She lifted her hand to wave 

back but saw Jennifer waving and the sailor smiling, so she brushed back her hat 

as if that was what she’d always meant to do. The sun was just appearing 

between the clouds; it was going to clear up after all. 

 One of the yacht club hands moved a jaunty little platform, decorated for 

the occasion in mauve and white bunting and blousy crepe-paper rosettes, over 

to the edge of the boat. Mr. and Mrs. Reed mounted the platform together. Stacey 

held up her camera and the couple smiled on cue. Her father had worn a suit 

with a mauve tie to match the ship and Sally thought that as they stood there 

waving they really did look handsome together. Carol called Stacey up to the 

platform. 

 “Sally, darling, can you take a photo?” 
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 Sally steadied her arm and looked at them together through the view 

finder. Like a perfect family Easter picture, she thought, as the sun touched the 

prow of the boat and turned Stacey’s hair champagne-gold. 

 “You go on and get in it,” Jennifer said behind her. “It’s your family too.” 

 Sally turned and looked at Jennifer. She looked pretty today, almost lost in 

a flowing white cotton dress and massive sun hat. Sally thought for a moment 

that Jennifer, not Sally, belonged up there with the family in their bright spring 

pastels. Not her in her cheap black polyester skirt and no stockings. Jennifer 

smiled. “Go on.” 

 Sally handed her the camera and mounted the platform beside her father, 

who stretched out his arm to encompass her. 

 “Are you sure you don’t mind, Jennifer?” Carol called. 

 “Not at all,” Jennifer called back and Sally smiled as she snapped the 

photo. 

 “Shame about your hair,” her father said to her, after another round of 

photos. “But at least the hat hides it.” 

 “Dad,” she said. 

 “Well, it’s just damn silly looking,” he said and squeezed her tightly. 

 “So are you,” she replied, and squeezed back. 

 “Now you two get down,” Carol said to Sally and Stacey. “It’s time to 

christen this thing.” 

 “This thing?” her father bellowed. “This thing? This glorious thirty-four 

foot package of pure sea power, you mean.” He grinned at the launch-hands. 

Sally was fairly sure that they thought he was a silly old fool. She wished they’d 

hurry up. 
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 “Yes dear,” Carol said. “Hand me the champagne.” 

 “Got that camera ready, Jennifer?” her father called. 

 “Yes Sir.” 

 “Be sure and get the moment of impact,” he said, imitating someone 

smashing a champagne bottle onto the side of his wife. “Impact. Very 

important.” 

 “I hereby christen you the ‘Christmas Carol’s’,” Mrs. Reed said and swung 

the bottle. It grazed Mr. Reed on the way back but somehow made a successful 

crashing sound against the side of the boat. The glass shattered and for a moment 

there was champagne everywhere, surrounding Carol and Burt in a halo of gold 

drops. Jennifer handed Sally the camera. 

 “Got it,” she said. 

 “For a minute there I thought my mum was going to christen your dad,” 

Stacey said. 

 Mr. and Mrs. Reed stepped down off of the platform and a yacht club 

hand wheeled it away, the damp buntings dripping purple ink onto his white 

uniform.  

 “Look at the sun!” Mr. Reed called to his family. “It’s out at last. It’s going 

to be a beautiful day for the launchings.” 

 “Mr. Reed? We’re ready.”  

 “Well then go, boy, go!” 

 The trailer operator pushed a button and the boat and trailer slipped into 

the water with a magnificent wallow that had the launch hands hanging on to 

the sides and laughing. Sally laughed too as the boat steadied herself and her 
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father pressed his hankie to his eyes. He is drunk, she thought, and that made 

her laugh as well.  

 “Dad,” she called. “You’re pissed.” 

 “I’m not,” he said, standing straight and putting one hand on his heart. “I 

was moved.” 

 “Well, I for one hope he’s not drunk,” Jennifer said, “since he’s driving the 

boat.” 

 “Steering, my dear, steering. And I’m completely sober. Aren’t I, dear?” 

 Carol nodded. She was trying to wring the champagne out of her dress. 

“Yes dear.” 

 They followed Mr. Reed to the dock, or rather he herded them, like a 

sturdy sheep dog, nipping at their heels when they slowed down to check a 

sodden shoe or pull up a sagging stocking. Sally could see people dancing 

through the windows of the yacht club. It seemed to her too early to dance. They 

swung in wide arcs like dancers in movies, perfect and elliptical. The whole day 

had an oddly filmic feel to it. It seemed to her that no one else launched boats 

with champagne anymore, but she knew that was silly, since they were on their 

way to another launching. And what was she wearing this ridiculous sun hat 

for? Her skin was already brown beneath her face powder. Sally reached up and 

loosened the hat from her hair. She ran her fingers through her curls to make 

them stand up a bit and pulled her two ear curls down. She let the hat dangle 

from one hand, dragging it across the pavement of the yacht club parking lot.  

 “Coming, Sal?” her father shouted. “We can’t start till you get here.” 

 She hurried to stand beside him as the boat surged forward under half-

power, sending the club rowboats dancing in their moorages. 
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 “Isn’t it lovely?” she said. 

 “It is,” her father said. “I’m glad you could be here, Sal. You should be 

here more often.” 

 “I want to be,” she said, feeling that for a moment, he might be listening to 

her. 

 “Well all you have to do is get on the bus, you know. It’s not so hard. 

Carol!” her father bellowed, leaving her to join his wife. “She’s sure a beauty, 

isn’t she? The best damn present a man could give.” 

 “Oh she is,” Carol said, looking truly delighted for the first time since the 

gift had been given. 

 “You’re very lucky, you know,” Jennifer’s voice said behind Sally.  

 “In what way?” Sally said, coolly, as if she were merely searching for 

Jennifer’s clarification. 

 “To have a dad like him. He’s really kind.” 

 “What do you know about it?” Sally asked, just as coolly. “What do you 

really know about this family?” 

 “I was just saying something nice, no need to bite my head off.” 

 Sally felt guilty, just for a moment. 

 “Sorry.” 

 “You’re not the only one whose life isn’t exactly what they want, you 

know.” 

 “Oh yeah?” Sally watched her. “And what’s your problem, then?” 

 Jennifer smiled. “I didn’t say I had one, did I? You just ought to count 

your blessings, that’s all. Your dad’s a nice guy, and that’s rare.” 
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 Sally leaned her elbows on the warm wooden railing of the pier and 

watched her father. His head was thrown back in laughter, one arm around 

Carol, the other around Stacey. She could remember when she was small, seeing 

her father standing at another dock, one arm around her mother, one around her 

brother, not smiling, but weeping. Her brother reached up and touched her 

father’s face, saying “the problem is, Dad, you feel too much.” He slipped from 

her father’s arm then and boarded the ship, leaving them standing together on 

the dock. She could still see her father stretch his arm out for her, and she could 

still feel her own feet hitting the pliant wood of the dock as she was running 

away from them, running to the car. They found her there, weeping in the back 

seat. “It’ll be all right, Sal,” he’d said. “Everything will be all right. You just feel 

too much, that’s all.” 

 “Hmm,” Sally said, turning to Jennifer. “Rare, huh? Rare enough.” 

 

*  *  * 

  

III. 

 

 Carol was the first to board, hitching her skirt up to her thighs. It 

surprised Sally to see that her stepmother wore lace-topped stockings, though 

she wasn’t sure why it should. She had always had the suspicion that her father 

had married Carol for her physical beauty and majestic air, so unlike Sally’s 

small, brown mother. Mr. Reed followed, striding around the boat and 

chuckling, touching the glowing brass rails and the taut ropes that threaded their 

way around the edge of the deck. Sally followed Stacey, who pulled herself up 
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awkwardly. Jennifer was the last to board, following them all down into the 

cabin of the boat like a small ghost, her white dress billowing out behind her in 

the wind. 

 It was a lovely boat, bright inside the cabin, with brass fittings and real 

wooden tables. Carol had decorated the seats with a mauve and pink fabric and 

had hung pictures of clipper ships on the walls. Sally admired the neat kitchen 

with her stepmother, the low refrigerator and the dancing flame that instantly 

appeared on the stove. There was even a small bathroom, with a toilet that had a 

brass plate stapled above it reading: “Please do not put any foreign objects in the 

head,” and a shower that you had to pull a rope to start. The water came out 

from the wall above head-height and the entire little room became a shower-stall. 

Sally was impressed, but unsure where she would leave her clothes when she 

bathed there. If she ever stayed there. She wasn’t entirely sure her stepmother 

would ask her. 

 She said to Jennifer, who was peering over her shoulder: “The next nice 

week-end, I’m going to have all my friends down here to sleep. I think that 

would be fantastic.” 

 Jennifer nodded. “That’s a nice idea. Your dad says it sleeps four to six, so 

you could invite a lot of people, if you wanted.” 

 Sally smiled. “I’ll have Nan, and Fergal, and Sarah, and Elizabeth, and 

maybe Anna. . .” 

 “You won’t have anybody,” Stacey said from behind them both. “I’m 

having my friends out next. Mother says I can.” 

 “Ah well,” Jennifer said, and there was something in her voice, a note of 

sarcasm that Sally had never heard her  use before, “Guess you’ll just have to 
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wait your turn.” By the end of the sentence it had gone, slipped from her voice 

and Sally was left wondering, had Jennifer been jealous, just for a moment? She 

followed Stacey back out into the kitchen, unsure. Jennifer peeked into the 

bedroom and then shrugged, as if to say that she was not impressed, or perhaps 

it was in speechless wonder, which seemed to be other’s interpretation of it. Sally 

felt angrily that she might be the only one who really understood. Mr. Reed 

caught Jennifer on the way out, his arm around her shoulder.  

 “So little American, what do you think of our boat?” 

 Jennifer, who slipped dexterously from his beneath his arm, said only: 

“It’s really nice.” 

 Sally stared in amazement at the audacity of the answer. Her father did 

not seem to be at all bothered by the reply. “Damned right, it is. Nicest boat on 

the sea today! Well,” he paused, and looked heavenward, as if he had offended 

God with his boast, “except for one.” 

 The were soon underway, Mr. Reed standing at the controls and 

bellowing useless orders and cries of praise to his crew, who were mostly sitting 

on the benches pretending not to be sea-sick already and drinking cold beer as if 

it were antacid. Stacey stood up shakily and said she was going up to “that top 

deck-thing,” and would anyone else like to come, all the while looking at Sally 

meaningfully. Jennifer sat beside Sally, munching the bean sprouts that had been 

meant for a salad later.  

 “Sure,” Sally said, picking up their cans of beer. They opened the cabin 

door and stepped out into the sun, the wind stinging her face and whirling her 

hair around her ears. The boat’s cabin was topped with another deck, where Mr. 

Reed could steer if he chose and his passengers could sit in the wind and watch 
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him. Unfortunately, it was only to be attained by climbing a ladder and the boat 

was now roaring through the water at a chopping speed.  

 “You first,” Stacey shouted into the wind. 

 Sally put one hand on the smooth white enamel railings and one foot on 

the first rung. The boat pitched slightly and she felt a sickening sinking in her 

stomach, like the drop on a roller coaster. 

 “I think we should just sit out here,” she said, and motioned to the fabric-

covered benches that rimmed the back of the boat. 

 Stacey readily agreed and they perched there, sipping their drinks and 

trying to ignore the madly rushing water a few feet below their seats.  

 “Did you see her?” Stacey shouted over the hissing of the wind. 

 “Who?” Sally shouted back. She was sure who Stacey wanted to talk 

about, but sitting there, she wanted nothing more than to be quiet, listening to 

the growl of the engine and watching as the sun streaked the water with currents 

of liquid gold and white. Inside she could see Jennifer’s face, distorted and runny 

in the watery glass, turned to the same view.  

 “Miss Fucking America, of course,” Stacey said. “God, I hate her 

sometimes. She drives me completely mad. She’s so snotty, she reminds me of 

that girl at work, the one with the red hair who’s always going on and on about 

how nice her car is and her house and everything. It’s so fucking annoying.” 

 “I know,” Sally said. “You’ve already told me all about her. About a 

thousand times. But I don’t see what that has to do with Jennifer. She never said 

a thing about any other boat.” 
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 She wasn’t clear as to exactly why, but she had a mounting desire to sting 

Stacey. It was something she hadn’t felt since Jennifer had come, though before 

her arrival Sally had often wanted to smack her step-sister, if only verbally.  

 Stacey looked hurt and for a moment Sally repented. She wished she 

knew how to be fair.  

 Stacey was silent for a moment and then said: “Well?” 

 “Well what?” 

 Stacey touched Sally on the arm, picking at the edge of her sleeve. 

 “Well, didn’t you see her? I thought she was very dismissive.” 

 “Of course I did. She wasn’t all that impressed and acted like the boat was 

nothing to her, which I suppose it isn’t,” she said. “I mean, we only invited her 

because Dad wanted her to come. She knows we didn’t want her.” 

 “Oh, do you think so?” Stacey said, looking back to the dock, which had 

shrunk to a long line of silvered buildings behind them. 

 “Of course she knows. The way you avoid her like she’s got a disease or 

something, ought to show her. She’s not an idiot, you know.” 

 “The way I avoid her?” Stacey said. “What about you? You’re always 

being mean to her, but then it must be ok for you, right? I mean, you’re like a 

sister to her, right? Isn’t that it?” 

 “Can we not talk about this right now?” Sally said.  

 “Oh sure, excuse me for bringing it up.” 

 “God you’re touchy when you’re drunk,” Sally said. 

 “I’m no more drunk that you are,” Stacey spat, then took a long drink of 

her beer. “Please, my tolerance must be twice as high as yours. Don’t tell me I’m 

drunk.” 
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 “Fine,” Sally replied. “I won’t say anything.” 

 There was a moment of silence. 

 “Are you angry with me, or something?” Stacey asked suddenly, looking 

worried, her voice rising. Sally imagined it trailing away across the water to the 

landing dock and whispering to the yacht club’s guests, “are you angry with me, 

or something?” 

 “No, why?” 

 “Because you’re being awfully strange. It’s as if you’re defending her all of 

a sudden. You’re angry because of what I said about staying here first, aren’t 

you? Don’t deny it,” she said, so Sally didn’t. “So you think that being friends 

with her all of a sudden will put me out. That’s what you thought, isn’t it?” 

 “Don’t be stupid,” Sally said. “I’d hardly have come out here if that were 

what I was going to do. I don’t care if you do have people here first. I really 

don’t. I just don’t feel like gossiping right now.” 

 “Oh, so now I’m a gossip, am I?” 

 “For heaven’s sake, you are completely smashed,” Sally groaned. “I’m 

going back inside. This is stupid.” 

 She just caught Stacey’s voice above the wind as she shut the door: “So 

now I’m stupid, too. . .” 

 While Stacey stayed outside, leaning back on the bench and pretending to 

sun-bathe, Sally wove her way forward. The beer was beginning to affect her , 

making each surge of the boat like being spun around completely. She felt as if 

her steps were carrying her nowhere.  

 “How is it on the deck, Sal-me-gal?” her father asked. “Great, isn’t it? Like 

gliding on glass with a boat like this. Like gliding on glass.” 
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 Sally nodded and sat down next to Jennifer. 

 “I feel sick,” she said. 

 “Too much lager, dear,” Carol said. “I told your father you were too 

young to drink so much at the club.” 

 “It’s not that,” Sally said. “It’s the boat.” 

 “Bean sprout?” Jennifer said. “You’d better have one now, since I seem to 

be eating them all.” 

 “Thanks,” Sally said, lifting one to her mouth. It was like eating the 

surrounding water. 

 Around them boats had suddenly appeared, all streaming forward, their 

wakes’ causing the “Christmas Carol’s” to buck and jump. Passengers on the 

other boats waved at them and they waved back. Sally began to perk up a bit. It 

felt nice to be part of this jolly crowd. Some of them were even flying the flag. 

 As they approached the harbor, Sally realized that there were thousands 

of boats already there, anchored in a great arc from the jetty, all bobbing in 

unison. Music flooded from some, and as her father cut the engine completely 

she could hear loudspeaker-voices from the speeches being made on shore.  

 “Fools!” her father shouted as the boat came to a stop. “What the hell are 

they doing? Anchoring! Stupid fools!” 

 “Aren’t we going to anchor?” Carol asked. 

 “Not on your life,” he answered. “And not be able to move out of the way 

when the time comes?” 

 “But won’t we. . . drift or something?” 

 Mr. Reed shook his head. “Not enough to matter. You wait. They’ll regret 

it when the time comes. Fools.” 
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 “Where is it?” Jennifer asked, rising. “Which boat is it?” 

 They turned to the window next to Mr. Reed. At the center of the half-

circle of boats stood two ships. One, a small Navy cutter, decorated in blue and 

white bunting, swarmed with the tiny white figures of sailors. The other was 

long and sleek, its hull gleaming white in the sunlight. The rigging was strung 

with tiny flags, which jumped in the breeze.  

 “That’s her,” Mr. Reed said reverently, pointing to the second ship. 

“That’s the Kiwi II, and damn it all, I think she’s going to take the cup this time. 

Look at her. Look at her, girls,” he said, including his wife with the sweep of an 

arm. “How could she not take it from those damned Yanks? Pardon me, Jennifer, 

but you know what I mean. We build the best damned yacht in the world. . . the 

best, I say, you just have to look at her to see it. . . and what do the damn Yanks 

do? Build a damned catamaran. A catamaran, for heaven’s sake! Bloody sore 

losers is what they are. . . they know they can’t beat her, not a ship like that. 

Damn finest in the world. So they cheat. . . damn it all, I say. . . and damn them 

too.” 

 “Dad,” Sally said, “the radio.” 

 “Right, the radio. . . oh! The radio! I nearly forgot. It’s just I get so damned 

heated up about this. . .” 

 He fiddled with a knob next to the brass wheel and the sound of voices 

filled the cabin. Behind her, Sally could hear Stacey open the door and creep 

quietly in. 

 “And this, New Zealand, is truly an historic occasion. This is the day we 

launch the ship that will bring the cup back, that will write the glory of New 
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Zealand in the annals of history forever. Today we have built the greatest ship on 

earth. . .” 

 “Damned right,” Mr. Reed chimed in. 

 “. . . they’re approaching her now . . . the captain is carrying the bottle . . . 

yes, he’s there now. . .” 

 “Can you see it? Can anyone see it?” Mr. Reed asked. No one replied, as 

the action being described was obviously happening on the other side of the 

Kiwi II. 

 “That’s it, ladies and gentlemen, that’s the sound of breaking glass. . .” 

 A cheer sounded through the radio, only to be drowned out by the 

sudden groan of thousands of ships’ horns being sounded at once. The noise was 

deafening. Sally laughed as her father dashed to the wheel and pulled the horn’s 

rope maniacally. 

 “Don’t pull it to pieces, Dad,” she shouted above the hooting and the 

radio’s blaring national anthem. 

 “Do you want to pull it, Sal? Come and have a go, come on!” 

 Sally wrapped her hand around the wooden handle on the end of the rope 

and pulled. She couldn’t tell which horn was theirs, the sound around them was 

so great.  

 “Jennifer, Stacey,” her father called. “Come have a go!” 

 Jennifer darted forward and gave the rope a tug. “Go Kiwi II,” she 

laughed. 

 “Damned right! Stacey?” 

 Stacey shook her head and frowned.  
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 “Suit yourself,” Mr. Reed yelled and began jerking the rope again. “Like 

the bells at Notre Dame!” he said, only it came out as “Not-ra Dam.” 

 Suddenly, Mr. Reed spotted his wife, who had slipped into the kitchen 

and begun taking tin-foil-covered dishes out of the refrigerator. 

 “Carol!” he shouted. “What are you doing there, woman? This is a 

celebration! Come play with your present!” 

 Carol sighed slightly and gave the horn a few perfunctory jerks. 

 “Darling,” she said after a few more moments of glory. “I think the others 

are stopping now.” 

 It was true. A strange silence had descended on the harbor. Only the radio 

announcer’s voice sounded in the room. 

 “Ladies and gentlemen, please weigh your anchors. Please raise your 

anchors to allow the noble boat to pass. The Kiwi II must leave on schedule. The 

Navy ship will proceed, please raise your anchors.” 

 “Fools,” Mr. Reed said quietly. 

 “What’s wrong?” Sally asked. 

 Mr. Reed motioned to the harbor center, where the two great ships had 

begun to move, the low cutter seeming to turn a few meters and then stop, then 

repeat the action. In a few seconds they could sense a change in the positions of 

the front boats. A great commotion seemed to be happening in front of the now-

moving Navy escort. 

 “You can’t raise the anchor on a ship this size in seconds,” Mr. Reed said. 

“It can take fifteen or twenty minutes, especially if you’re doing it by hand and 

you’re drunk.” 

 “So what are they. . .” Sally began, but the announcer’s voice cut her off. 
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 “Ladies and gentlemen, the Kiwi II must be allowed through. Ladies and 

gentlemen, they’re cutting anchor ropes! Raise your anchors! Raise your anchors 

now!” 

 “Ha! I told you,” Mr. Reed said, turning off the radio, but he didn’t really 

sound gleeful. 

 “Is it bad? What’s happening?” Sally asked.  

 “The owners will have to buy new anchors,” her father said. “A new 

anchor can cost thousands of dollars. On a bigger boat, maybe more.” 

 “Jesus,” Jennifer said, standing behind Sally. “What a nightmare.” 

 Mr. Reed nodded and sighed. “Exactly. I’d better start backing up a bit. 

Damned fools.” 

 The Navy ship inched forward. Engines roared all over the harbor as 

people scrambled to start the electric winching process. Sally watched the cutter 

approach slowly. A man leaned over the side, holding in his hand what looked 

like a machete. When he was nearly in front of them, she could see what he was 

doing clearly. A small black and white boat was his target. The owners stood on 

the prow of their boat, pleading with the sailor, who only shook his head and 

began to hack at their rope. Within seconds the anchor rope had gone and the 

ship bobbed free, nuzzling the boat behind it, which backed cautiously, letting 

out its anchor rope slowly. The tangled mass of boats seemed to be chucking and 

rolling more violently now, as those on the edge tried to make room for those in 

the middle to let the yacht through.  

 Her father was too busy maneuvering to notice as the great ship passed 

within meters of his boat, but when it had gone they followed him out onto the 
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prow and watched its sails go up. “Gorgeous thing,” he whispered. “Gorgeous.” 

He patted his wife on the back and said, “See? Best Christmas present ever, eh?” 

 “Yes, Dear,” Carol replied. “Let’s go have the lunch. We’re all starving.” 

 Inside they laid out food on the table. The yacht’s refrigerator was stocked 

with sandwiches, the bread died red by slices of beet root, and covered dishes 

with cold chicken or potato salad or coleslaw. There were more bottles of beer 

with an exotic name Sally couldn’t pronounce, and cans of coke stacked in the 

door. Jennifer surrendered the bean sprouts and Mrs. Reed added them to a 

brimming bowl of salad. Mr. and Mrs. Reed sat on one side of the table, with 

Stacey already across from them. Jennifer looked at Sally, who conceded the 

fourth place to her. Sally sat away from her family, her back against the window 

where the other boats were gradually moving away. Her father clapped his 

hands in glee and demanded a blessing. 

 “Sal, you want to say one?” 

 Sally couldn’t think of any blessings, so she shook her head. 

 “Right, I’ll say one then. Um. . .” he looked around the yacht as if 

searching for divine inspiration in the glowing brass fittings. 

 “Hurry up, Dad,” Sally said. “I want to eat.” 

 “Um. . .ah-ha! Praise this boat, Lord, and this fine meal. And may the Kiwi 

II win, thanks. And um. . . Amen.” 

 Jennifer laughed. “I thought they didn’t need any help. I thought they 

were the best boat on the water.” 

 “Well, it never hurts,” Mr. Reed said, smiling. 

 After their lunch, they set out for the islands, with Mr. Reed shouting 

behind the wheel and everyone else lying around on the benches. Sally thought 
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she might try to salvage the day and apologize to Stacey, but when Sally came 

closer she simply sat up straight and looked away, as if the miles of empty water 

were holding all of her attention. Carol had fallen asleep in the bedroom and 

Jennifer sat reading a magazine and occasionally glancing up, as if to make sure 

they were still moving. Sally decided to go stand by her father. 

 “Well, Sal, she’s a beautiful machine, isn’t she?” he said fondly, patting the 

steering wheel. 

 “Nice,” Sally said and then winced, remembering Jennifer. 

 “I wish your brother was here,” he added. “He’d enjoy the trip.” 

 “I’m sure he’ll be over soon,” she said. Her brother had been living in 

Australia for years, ever since he turned sixteen and her parents had divorced. 

He had never come to visit them, only writing occasional letters wrapped around 

pictures of him and people they hardly knew or had never met. Sally had gone 

over, two years before, when he had married a tall, blond girl who only spoke to 

her once, asking if Sally liked powerboats and wind surfing. “Your brother sure 

does,” she had said. Sally just nodded. She’d never been on either one, and she 

had no idea what her bother liked. He’d called them a few months ago to tell 

them he had skin cancer, a melanoma on his back. “Don’t tell Dad,” he’d 

pleaded. “I’ll be fine and you know he’d just come rushing over here to try to be 

here for me.” Sally had agreed, watching her mother pace the room and thinking 

that had Roger made more money, her mother would have gone rushing over, 

too.  

 “Your brother loves to sail, you know,” her father said. 

 “Yes,” Sally replied. “He seems to like that sort of thing.” 



 

26 

 “Well, I wonder what he’d make of me now, out here cruising, just helped 

christen the Kiwi II?” 

 He spoke as if he had handed the captain the bottle himself. 

 “I’m sure he’d be proud of you, Dad,” she said. 

 “You know what, Sally? You want to try to steer this thing?” 

 She nodded, apprehensive. 

 “Then come over here. Now. . .” He laid one big hand over hers. She was 

surprised to find that it was sprinkled with greying hairs. “. . . Hold it steady. See 

that island over there?” He pointed to the horizon, where Sally could just make 

out a low blue form, seeming to hover above the water. “Aim for it. It’s that 

simple.” 

 She held the wheel tightly. The boat tossed lightly and she was aware  of 

its speed and power, of the great roaring engine and the pull of the water. It 

made her nervous and exhilarated all at once and she thought that it must be like 

flying, like free-falling, this sudden sense of strength. 

 “What are we going to do when we get to the island?” she asked. 

 “I don’t know,” he laughed. “It’s a bird-sanctuary, so you’re not supposed 

to go ashore, but we’ll stop and you girls can have a swim.” 

 “Sounds nice,” she replied. The low shape soon melded with the water, 

then became land, green and wide. When they were still several miles away, her 

father showed her how to slow the boat. He even let her stop it when they found 

the right inlet.  

 “Drop anchor now,” he said and she pushed a button. A loud running 

sound reached them and then the splash. The running sound continued for a few 

seconds then went silent. “See? Hear that? It’s shallow here,” he told her.  
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 “Are we stopped?” Carol asked, rubbing her face sleepily. A few strands 

of long black hair had fallen from her bouffant and hung, heavy with hair spray, 

near her ears. She had washed off her make-up and Sally was surprised to see an 

uncertainness in her eyes, as if they were unprotected. 

 “Sure are. Sal brought us right in. Anchored us and everything.” Her 

father wrapped one arm around her shoulders and hugged her to him, nearly 

lifting her off the floor. “She’s one hell of a gal, is our Sal.” 

 “You did most of it,” she admitted, embarrassed. 

 “Where are we?” Jennifer asked, standing at the window. “What’s this 

island?” 

 “It’s a bird sanctuary. For. . .” her father paused, “. . . birds and things.” 

 Sally opened the door to the deck and stepped out. The sun was shinning 

fully now, its brightness turning the sky white around the edges of the horizon. 

She picked her way around to the front of the boat carefully. There was a beach 

on the island, the sand a perfect clean yellow. Another boat was anchored near 

theirs and its occupants were swimming in the shallows. Sally could see from the 

pristine nature of the sand that they hadn’t ventured any further. A seagull flew 

overhead and landed on a rock near the shore. He settled comfortably and Sally 

wondered if he knew he was safe there.  

 “I hope that’s not the species of bird being protected here,” Jennifer said. 

She had come to stand beside Sally, who only became aware of her once she had 

spoken. Sally wondered where she had learned to move like that, so quietly, like 

an animal. She had noticed at home that their cat, who would never have let 

Sally stroke him, let Jennifer push his hair backwards and forwards until he 

drooled with pleasure. He must feel an affinity, she thought.  
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 “Probably not,” Sally said. 

 “It’s a shame someone doesn’t know more about them. We could watch 

for certain kinds.” 

 “Dad’s not big on birds,” Sally said. “Unless someone’s trying to smuggle 

them in.” Her father ran a very successful customs house. Sally could remember 

visiting there once, before the divorce, and playing hide-and-seek with her 

brother among the great brown mountains of cardboard boxes, stacked to the 

ceiling.  

 “I can just see him at work,” Jennifer said. “Someone brings in a box full 

of birds or something and I can just see him shouting ‘What are these damned 

things?’ and than stamping them ‘livestock.’” 

 “I think he’s a bit more responsible than that, thanks” Sally said. “He’s got 

loads of responsibility, but when he’s outside his work, things like that just don’t 

interest him.” 

 “Well, I’m interested,” Jennifer said. “I’m certainly not swimming. That’s 

if I could anyway.” 

 “You can’t swim?” Sally said, surprised. She turned to look at Jennifer, 

who was still watching the seagull. 

 “Gives me asthma,” she replied. 

 “Must be shit to have asthma,” Sally mused, though not really feeling 

sorry for Jennifer herself. “I’d hate it.” 

 “You get used to it, I guess,” Jennifer said. “I’ve always had it. It’s not too 

bad usually. I’ve never had to be in the hospital or anything. Just wheezy 

sometimes. Like when I try to swim, or run, or something.” 
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 Sally, who never ran if she could help it, thought it would still be horrible 

not to be able to. “It must be a bit like being paralyzed,” she said. 

 “Not at all,” Jennifer said coolly. “I’m not crippled or anything.” 

 “But you still can’t swim,” Sally said. 

 “What’s wrong with Stacey?” Jennifer asked suddenly. 

 Sally had no answer, at least not one she could repeat to Jennifer. 

 “I don’t know. She’s just sulking.” 

 “Usually you two are as thick as thieves,” Jennifer said, rubbing idly at the 

brass rail in front of them. “I figure you must have said something to piss her 

off.” 

 “Not that that’s hard to do,” Sally said. 

 “So I’ve noticed. She’s a real whiner, isn’t she?” Jennifer said, but didn’t 

wait for an answer. “Nothing seems to please her. I hate people like that. No 

matter what you do, they’ve already made up their minds about you and have 

decided they don’t like you for some stupid reason and you can never get 

around it. She really gets me. All snotty and cold with her stupid eight-inch nails 

and those damn shoes, like any of it matters.” 

 “A lot of people are snotty,” Sally said. “Sometimes without meaning to 

be, if you know what I mean.” The anger in Jennifer made her nervous and 

uncomfortable, like seeing someone naked. And she knew, without being told, 

that she was also its recipient.  

 “Not really,” Jennifer said, without showing any consciousness of Sally’s 

meaning, though Sally was sure she had understood. “I always mean it when I 

say something. Anyway, I’m glad you said something to piss her off,” Jennifer 

finished. “She should see how it feels to be the one who’s left out of everything.” 
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 “I’m not leaving her out of everything,” Sally said. “And you’ve never 

made any attempt to include her, anyway. I don’t think she’s expecting any 

favors.” 

 “I don’t care. She disgusts me.” She turned to face Sally, her face quickly 

bright and smiling. “Do you want to go back in and change? I’d like to get out of 

this dress and into my shorts.” 

 “I guess so,” Sally said. She followed Jennifer forward, not sure whether 

to hate her or be impressed. The little minx, she thought. She’s had that planned 

for ages, just waiting. 

 Much as Sally didn’t want to play into Jennifer’s game, she found herself 

even more annoyed by Stacey’s sulkiness when they went back inside. She had a 

childish urge to stick her tongue out and waggle it, like a Maori warrior. Stacey 

looked pale and slipped away to put on her bathing suit. She was the only one 

who wanted a swim. 

 They followed her outside, her body wrapped up to the collarbones in a 

towel, only showing the black straps of her suit. She hesitated before the  water. 

Below the surface they could see everything; the rocks at the bottom, the strands 

of kelp, the small, almost invisible fish whose innards showed as deep black 

spots. 

 “Isn’t anyone else coming?” Stacey asked, stalling. 

 “You go ahead, my dear, we’ll watch,” Mr. Reed said. 

 “Yes, darling,” Carol said. “The water looks lovely.” 

 “I don’t want to go in by myself,” Stacey said, glancing quickly at Sally, 

who raised one eyebrow coldly. “Jennifer?”  

 Jennifer laughed. “No, I don’t think so, you go on.” 
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 Stacey shrugged, letting go of the towel. Sally thought unmercifully that 

Stacey had become fat; the round arms that hugged her waist were pink from the 

sun. Stacey dived into the water from the back platform of little steps on the boat, 

scattering the small fish with ripples of light. 

 They leaned over the edge of the railing and watched her, now just 

another aquatic creature, as she moved through the water doing a breaststroke. 

 “How is it?” Mr. Reed shouted. 

 “Nice,” Stacey called back and Sally thought that she looked happier than 

she had all day. “It’s warm.” 

 “Going in, Sal?” her father asked. 

 “No, no.” She shook her head. “I’m not in the mood.” 

 Stacey turned on her back and kicked out into the open water. Her body 

sent shivers through the sun’s reflection. Sally watched a sea bird she had never 

seen before circle overhead, its beak pointed downward as if it were thinking 

about plucking Stacey from the water, an oversized fish dinner. 

 “I hope there are no sharks!” her father called out to Stacey. 

 “What?” Stacey said, looking up a bit nervously and paddling closer to the 

boat. 

 “He’s just kidding,” Sally said. 

 “Well, it’s not funny,” Stacey said. “I hate sharks.” 

 “You’ve never even seen a shark,” Sally said. 

 “Well, I don’t want to see one now, either.” 

 “There aren’t any sharks,” Jennifer said. “It’s too shallow.” 

 “Are you sure?” Stacey said. 
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 “Sure I’m sure,” Jennifer replied. “But it’s not too shallow for barracuda. . 

.” 

 “Never mind them, dear,” Carol called. “I’m sure the water is perfectly 

safe.” 

 “Well, I wish someone else would come in with me,” Stacey said, her toes 

rustling long strands of seaweed. 

 “Not on your life,” Sally said. “What with the piranhas in this area?” 

 “I’m not that stupid,” Stacey said. “They only have piranhas in the 

Amazon.” 

 “Look!” Sally cried. “There’s one now!” 

 Stacey swiveled quickly, to face the small group of glittering fish.  

 “They’re not dangerous,” she said, watching as they moved past her. 

“They’re beautiful.” 

 The group was quiet for a moment, watching as the fish skirted the side of 

the boat. The bird Sally had seen before circled above them, turning its sharp 

head from side to side. It dived suddenly, a streak of white, bursting the surface 

and emerging triumphant a few seconds later, scattering droplets and fish scales 

into the sunlight. Sally felt like cheering for it, she was so impressed. 

 “Oh no,” Stacey said. “He’s caught one of my fish.” 

 “They’re more his than yours,” Sally said. “He deserves them more.” 

 “Hey, you guys. . .” Stacey seemed suddenly distracted. “How do I get 

out?” 

 They looked expectantly to Mr. Reed. 

 “Use the ladder,” he told her. 
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 “What ladder?” she said, pushing her hands against the smooth side of 

the boat. “There isn’t any ladder.” 

 They all leaned over the side with Mr. Reed.  

 “Damn it, they must not have put it on yet. I’ll go see if it’s in the cabin.” 

He disappeared into the boat’s interior. 

 “I wish he hadn’t said that thing about sharks,” Stacey said. Sally saw her 

trying to find a handhold on the boat’s exterior.  

 “Can’t you climb up the stairs?” she asked. 

 “No, they’re too high.” 

 Her hands reached up from the water, grasping the edge of the bottom 

stair, but it must have been slippery and damp, because she slid off the minute 

she raised her elbow up onto it. 

 Sally giggled and saw Jennifer smiling. She stopped laughing and turned 

back to Stacey. 

 “This isn’t funny.” 

 “Yes it is,” Jennifer said, “a little.” 

 “Not really, Jennifer,” Carol said, “imagine how you’d feel.” 

 “How am I going to get out?” Stacey said again. 

 “I imagine I’d be trying to float, so I didn’t wear myself out flapping 

around hysterically,” Jennifer said, her voice so flat and cool it almost defied 

offense. 

 “I’m not hysterical,” Stacey said, floating for a few seconds then giving up 

and dog paddling back to the boat. 
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 “I’m sure they won’t leave you there,” Sally laughed. “At least not if the 

radio’s working. Then we’ll call the coast guard and you can be rescued in your 

bathing suit by a bunch of hunky young guys.” 

 “Hush Sally. Stop teasing her,” Carol snapped. Her stepmother had never 

raised her voice to Sally before. Sally turned away to stare out at the horizon. 

“Hold on, honey. Burt’ll get you out, darling,” Carol said. 

 “I’m getting cold,” Stacey said. Panic was creeping into her voice. “I want 

to get out now. Right now. I don’t want to swim any more.” 

 Mr. Reed emerged from the inside, but he carried no ladder. 

 “I couldn’t find it,” he said.  

 “Maybe if you had a rope,” Jennifer suggested, “she could pull herself 

out.” 

 “Good idea,” Carol said, “there must be a rope here somewhere. It is a 

boat, after all. All boats have ropes.” 

 “Yeah,” Stacey called. “Find a rope.” 

 Mr. Reed nodded and lumbered away, appearing a few moments later 

with a thick, still-coiled mooring rope. He tossed one end to Stacey and secured 

the other end by wrapping it twice around a rail and holding firmly to the last 

few feet. 

 “Go on, Sweetie,” Mrs. Reed encouraged. 

 Stacey put her feet against the boat and began to move up. She climbed 

the stairs on her knees, still gripping the rope. On the top stair she slipped and 

landed stretched out on the deck. When she rose, Sally could see that she was 

crying and that she had the beginnings of a nose-bleed. 
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 “Oh, Sweetie. . .” Mrs. Reed hurried over. “Are you all right?” She handed 

her the towel and helped her to wrap it around Stacey’s shoulders. Blood ran in a 

thin black thread down onto the towel. They moved inside, followed by Mr. 

Reed, leaving the rope dangling in the water. 

 “Stupid girl,” Jennifer said, laughing. 

 “It wasn’t her fault,” Sally said, still feeling chastised and put out. “She 

hurt herself.” 

 “I know,” Jennifer replied. “She’s just so silly. Imagine, thinking there 

really were sharks. . .” But the hatred had gone from her face and voice. She 

smiled at Sally. “Let’s go inside and see how she is, ok?” 

 Sally hesitated. Her father stepped back outside.  

 “Carol’s put her to bed. Poor thing. I’d never have let her go in if I’d seen 

that they hadn’t put the damn ladder on. Can you believe that the damned fools 

would forget something like that?” 

 “She’s ok though?” Sally said. 

 “Fine, fine. Just a bit shaken. I’m going to steer her from up above,” he 

said mysteriously, until Sally realized he was talking about the top deck of the 

boat. “Then she can sleep on the couch there and I won’t disturb her with all my 

shouting and banging around. I can be a bit noisy when I’m steering,” he smiled 

at Sally. “Want to come up with me, girls?” 

 Jennifer looked at Sally, then over to Mr. Reed. “No thanks, you two go 

on. It’ll be a nice, father-daughter sort of thing.” 

 Mr. Reed nodded and waited until Jennifer had gone in and shut the door 

to say: “She’s a funny little thing, that American, but she’s got a good heart, I 

think. A good heart.” 
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 “Sure, Dad,” Sally replied. “Whatever you say.” 

 “Now Sally,” he said. “I know you don’t like her very much, but your 

mother did agree to take her on as an exchange for you going away, so you’ve 

got to be nice to her. She’s your guest. Besides, what could you possibly dislike 

about her?” 

 Sally shrugged. “There’s just something about her. She’s a bit. . . quiet for 

my taste.” 

 “Ah well,” he laughed and put his arm around her shoulders. “You come 

from a boisterous lot, you do, and that’s my fault I suppose.” 

 Sally followed her father up the ladder to the top and sat down on the 

bench that ran along one side of the deck. She felt very tired now, worn out and a 

bit crabby. The sun had warmed the air to almost too hot, but the canopy of the 

deck cast the bench in shadow. She lay down as her father started the engine and 

closed her eyes. The breeze from the moving boat cooled her and before long she 

could feel herself drifting into sleep. 

 When she woke, it was to find her father shaking her.  

 “Sally, Sally, wake up. Wake up, Sweetie.” 

 She looked up and saw that he had moved back to the wheel.  

 “Look, Sally, look!” 

 She turned to follow his gaze, sitting up and looking over the back of the 

bench. There, not more than two hundred meters away, was the Kiwi II. It 

moved beside them, a long white whale of a boat, sails down and engine on full. 

The sailors sat along one side, their legs dangling over the edge. They were 

waving. Sally stood up and waved, and at the same moment saw that there were 

four or five other boats following the yacht, all waving as well.  
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 “Imagine our luck, Sal! I didn’t even head for her, she overtook me. Good 

God, what a beautiful boat!” 

 And it was beautiful, with the sailors so young and dressed in white, with 

the setting sun tinting the Plexiglas hull pink and yellow, with the seagulls 

following, and with dolphins, even dolphins, playing in the wake. Sally laughed 

with pleasure, gripping the railing and shouting “Good luck! Good luck!” over 

and over until one of the sailors stood and blew her a kiss. She heard the others 

on the deck below, calling up: “Was that for you, Sally? Was that for you?” and 

“Oh, how gorgeous, how lovely.” She climbed down the ladder to be with them, 

to clap her hands like Stacey, and to blow back kisses with Jennifer. Stacey’s nose 

had stopped bleeding and she had put her dress back on. She looked fresh and 

warm to Sally now, her dress gone deep rose-red in the fading light.  

 They waited there until the Kiwi II turned, suddenly, and moved out to 

sea. The sailors stood and cheered, the little flotilla of followers broke up to 

cheers and horn-honking. The sun set with the retreating boat, and they were left 

standing on the deck in darkness, before they had realized that night had come.  

 Carol pulled her bolero tight around her shoulders. “Lets go in and have 

some ice cream.” 

 Sally said: “I’ll just check on Dad,” and climbed the first few rungs of the 

ladder to see her father standing at the wheel, one hand guiding them forward, 

the other still waving to the great boat though it had disappeared. “Shall I bring 

you some ice cream, Dad?” 

 “No, no,” he called. “I’m all right up here.” 

 So she dropped back down to the deck and opened the door to the cabin. 

Inside Jennifer and Stacey sat at opposite sides of the table, talking about sailors. 
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Mrs. Reed sat down beside Jennifer. “Come on,” she said to Sally, holding out a 

bowl of ice cream. Sally stepped inside and shut the door.  

 “All right,” she said. “It’s cold out there now.” She sat down next to 

Stacey and took the ice  cream. “I liked the blond one on the end,” she said and 

the others laughed in their agreement. 

 

*  *  * 


