


Now, that could make a man thirsty …
And naturally since it was all cash-in-

hand, it involved long nights drinking the
money away, too. Not that he minded. He still
had a few quid left over every day, which he
stuck in his secret tea caddy in the cupboard
of the Magnolia, his old barge moored down
on the river.

Old — but she still floats!
Course, some people hated the Regatta.

Didn’t like the village filling up with
outsiders. Up at the Ploughman’s, most of his
mates had the same view: ‘All them posh
bastards with their flash cars and their big
white boats and their marquees and their
Pimms tents should get the hell back to
London!’

Then there was Cherringham’s own posh
lot, kinda home-grown posh. They were
disgusted by the empty fields filling up with



tents and trucks and fairground people in
jeans and stalls and burgers and tea vans and
the odd bit of thieving.

Nightmare all around, the damn
Regatta!

Truth is though — Ray didn’t mind one
bit. Rich or poor — all the same to him.
After all, only a couple of days every June
and he always made a few bob out of it.

He looked around — and realised he’d
reached the bridge.

Interesting … All that thinking doesn’t
half make the time pass quick …

In the fields to his right, downriver, he
could just see the outlines of the marquees
he’d been helping to put up all week. And in
the dim light he got glimpses along the sides
of the old stone bridge of coloured flags and
bunting to celebrate the Regatta, looking dark
and grey in the night.



Below the bridge, he heard the river
flowing over the weir, tumbling across the
rocks. Ahead, he saw the shape of the
Cherringham toll-booth in the centre of the
road.

Well, well, well — still alive.
Won that one!
He’d successfully accomplished his

heroic challenge. Time for a roll-up.
He hopped off the white line, walked over

to the thin pavement at the side of the bridge,
leaned against the stone parapet and rolled his
cigarette.

Then he lit the end and inhaled deeply.
Ah. Nothing better than the first cigarette

of the day.
Or was it the last one of the night? Hmm,

now that was an intellectual quandary …
He looked down at the Thames twenty

feet below, flowing fast under the bridge.



Then he turned, looking upstream, at the
dark river. There was just enough light in the
pre-dawn sky to make out the long line of
barges and houseboats on the right bank that
stretched half a mile upstream towards
Ingleston Church.

He spotted his own boat — the Magnolia
— a dark shape towards the end of the line.

No lights on in any of the boats.
Everyone fast asleep.

Lucky buggers.
But not everyone. He caught a flicker of

movement on the black water up near the
Magnolia.

He screwed up his eyes to see more
clearly. What was it — bit of flotsam? An old
tree trunk floating downstream?

Or a boat — with someone in it up to no
good?



There’d been a few break-ins this last
week. The odd bit of vandalism. Always
happens around Regatta time, or when the
carnies rolled into the village.

To be expected really, all these young
hoods from the big towns turning up doing
cash jobs, having a look-see what they could
grab on the side.

Couldn’t blame ’em, Ray knew from his
own, um, freelancing experiences. If
someone leaves a door open, or a window, it’s
just an invitation to help yourself really, right
…?

But try it on his Magnolia? Oh — he’d
soon sort them out!

Nobody messes with Ray Stroud, he
thought, spitting out a loose fleck of tobacco.

Hmmm.
The shape in the water getting closer.
Yes it was a boat — a little rowing boat.
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