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“Have a great rest of your shift.” Emily managed a smile, though the fifteen pound fare had bitten deep. “And I hope your baby arrives soon. You still may not be able to get any sleep, but it will be for a happier reason.”

“Thanks love.” The cabby looked at the dirt track into the marina with suspicion. Evening was drawing in and trees hung cavernous over the darkened, mud-puddled road. “You sure you’re alright down here? Want any help carrying your bags?”

Tears threatened. The thought of this stranger going out of his way for her twisted her heart—every moment of his time was costing him money. 

“No, I’m fine!” She smiled harder and hefted her rucksack to her shoulders, picking up her laundry bag in both hands. “This is my home. I’m quite used to it.”

She watched the car execute a very practiced three point turn, headlights picking out damp ivy and the plastered garden walls of the surrounding houses. Then rusty barbed wire, graffiti, and the skip-sized rubbish bins that did such a good job of collecting the refuse of the whole marina.

Damn it, now she was crying over the bins.

She sniffed, and waddled - laundry bashing against her knees with each step - through the security gate and down the track to her boat.

Kingfisher lay on the mirror-flat water like a moored submarine, looking inhospitable and hostile with all her doors locked and her windows shut. The curtains were drawn and there wasn’t a sliver of light on board.

She balanced the laundry bag on her foot as she unlocked the back doors and slid the hatch open, revealing steep wooden steps descending into the dark. They lead into her engine room, where wet coats could drip into the bilges, and where the valiant engine now lay like a dead tangle of pipes. 

She stepped down into the boat and it was cold inside. Of course it was cold—she had left it alone for months, while she was staying with her sister, and the heat from the stove had long dissipated. It was as cold inside as it was out. 

Everything in her life had dissipated while she was staying with her sister.

“I didn’t offer you a place where you could sponge off me for the rest of my life. I thought you would sort yourself out. Find something to do with yourself and then be out of my hair.”

“But you said...” Emily muttered, fetching the shore power wire out of its cupboard and connecting the boat up to the marina power. Now she could switch the lights on in the boat and reveal the thousand spiders who had claimed it for their own.

Squeezing her eyes shut briefly, she tried again to put the fight with her sister beside her. Susan had actually stooped low enough to accuse her of theft! She knew she was a burden—she didn’t need it pointing out... No, she was thinking about the argument again. Aargh!

Shaking her head at herself, she lugged her two bags down the steps and squeezed them past the engine, dropping them in the kitchen as she went immediately to the stove. At least she had left it swept out, so all she had to do was square up kindling around a firelighter in the in its belly, pile on a log and a mound of coals, then light it with a long match and shut the door. 

She hadn’t said ‘but you promised’ of course, because Susan did not like to be reminded of promises. Susan was perfect, and she hated any evidence that she might only be human. Emily felt guilty enough, walking on eggshells as she did, trying not to remind Susan or her husband of the trouble she was to them. She would not dare to assert her rights like that, though she felt the injustice of the broken promise like an ember in her stomach.

No. Stop thinking about the argument!

Emily emptied the clean laundry into its under-bed storage. The sheets that had been left on the bed were damp and spiders dangled from the sky-light, but she could deal with both of those things tomorrow.

“But you said I could grow old there if I needed to. You said I could never be a burden because you loved having a sister,” she told her sleeping bag as she rolled it out on top of the damp bedding on her bed, saying all those things that she had swallowed down during the argument. “You can’t just change your mind.”

The trouble was, she could. Emily had often thought that she was unlovable, and the sudden onset of her fibromyalgia had taken away even the small accomplishments she could lay claim to, leaving her feeling broken and worthless. But she resented her sister actually saying so.

“Alright, maybe I am a burden, and useless,” she whispered, as the wood caught fire in the stove and the fan on the stove-top began a slow circle. But I’m not a thief!”

That thought was painful enough to interrupt her spiral again and allow her to realize that she was so, so tired. Even though it was almost certain that she wouldn’t sleep, she clicked off the cabin lights, stripped out of coat and shoes and crawled into the sleeping bag with all her clothes still on.

There was a squeeze around her chest, and a knife-blade inserted beneath her shoulder blades that were not the normal agonies of her chronic pain. It was hard to draw breath. She see-sawed between anger and crying once more.

Susan had been very angry. And shouty. And she was the oldest, the one in authority by dint of birthright and success. She had a steady job, and a house and a husband... She was not a weird, fat, disabled drain on society with no prospects and no right to criticize. But it wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair for Susan to think she would stoop to robbery. Emily had never been anything other than scrupulously honest all her life. Wasn’t she owed a little trust?

She lay in the dark, feeling the room slowly grow less frigid around her. Finally the sucking exhaustion won out, and sleep laid darkness on her eyes like a pillow over the face.

In the morning the sun was shining, and the interior of the boat was pleasantly warm. Speckles of moving light ran up the walls and danced on the ceiling. The characteristic staccato rapping of a swan nibbling at the weed growing along the waterline tap-tapped along the side of the boat not hitched to the pontoon.

Emily wormed her way out of the sleeping-bag, stretching and rubbing her hands and feet - which always hurt, but hurt worst first thing in the morning. 

Her aches and pains were not as severe as she might have expected after the fury, the misery and the impromptu fleeing into the night. After coaxing last night’s embers back to wakefulness and feeding the stove more coal, she slipped her feet back into her shoes and hobbled into the engine room to switch on the water pump and the immersion heater, with almost a normal person’s turn of speed. 

Throwing open the back doors, she went out, walked along the pontoon to the bows of the boat and turned on the gas-bottle in the steel-lined locker there, so that she could use the gas cooker in the kitchen to make breakfast. 

Outside, in the marina, daffodils bloomed in a sweep of white and saffron yellow across the grassy banks. The temperature was unseasonably hot. Spring had well and truly sprung, and the siren song of the first cup of coffee of the day called.

This morning, Emily’s thoughts were almost manageable. She could put the argument behind her and think about the necessity of leaving her winter moorings and returning to the life of a continual cruiser. She should appreciate the glorious hot water of the immersion heater - powered by the marina’s on-shore electricity - while she had it. 

A first cup of coffee and a shower later, she re-dressed in clean clothes and used that abundant electricity to dry her hair, reveling in the luxury of it. How nice it was to be clean and warm, and in her own space.

It was rather less space than she had been used to. Still full of spiders. And she could think of three different ways it could sink without even having to concentrate... But it was quiet. No rows. No emotional strain or freezing out. She had bought it only just before the winter and had barely lived on it for more than a month before Susan had asked her to come and stay, because she worried about Emily all alone in the freezing weather. But still, it was hers, and she could breathe.

Susan had asked her to stay. It hadn’t even been Emily’s idea in the first place! 

No, she really wasn’t going to think about the argument today. 

The sun was out, the boat was warm. Maybe it was best that she was back on her own property, where she was in charge. Maybe she should never have left... No! Shut up, brain! She was not going to poison today with the negativity of yesterday. 

As she phoned her mum - just a quick call to see if she was okay - she sprayed minty anti-spider spray around all the doors and the windows. A moment later, as if by magic, they had all scuttled off, and her six foot by fifty-seven foot apartment looked like home again. Smelled nice too.

“Sweetheart,” said Mum, the sound of traffic jams in Myanmar’s Yangon city coming through behind her voice—horns blaring, men shouting and bicycle bells jangling. “How nice to hear from you. Are you doing alright?”

Emily’s mother was now a senior civil servant with the Foreign Office, and stationed in the British Embassy in Yangon. A world away, though she did her best to stay in touch. Emily couldn’t bring herself to make her worry about the argument, not when she was so far away. “I’m fine thanks. More to the point, how are you?”

Emily’s father had died the previous year. Maybe that was why Susan was acting like a jerk, because she too was broken apart and didn’t know how to live in a world without him. But it must be worst for Mum.

“Oh, I’m fine too,” Mum said, with a little laugh. Glad to be back at work—It keeps my mind off things...” She gasped, and followed it up apologetically with, “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetheart. I shouldn’t have reminded you about losing your job. I still think you should sue for unfair dismissal.”

“Mum...” Emily sighed. “I barely have the energy to get out of bed in the morning. I’m not going to sue my ex-boss.”

“I wish I was there, sweetie. I’d do it for you,” Mum smiled. Emily could hear it in the tone of her voice. “I hope Susan is helping you. I bet she did all your washing? And fed you? And kept you warm while it was icy?”

“I suppose she did,” Emily laughed, surprised it didn’t hurt so much when Mum reminded her. Mum’s was the most generous heart out of all of them. But she did think, She charged me rent too, in a sort of mental undertone. 

“And you helped her stop calcifying into some kind of deeply middle-class stereotype?”

Emily laughed aloud, startled. Their mum did not pull her punches. “Well I tried,” she admitted. “Anyway, you’re sure you’re okay? The vicar read Dad’s name out on the anniversary of his death this weekend, and I didn’t want you to think I’d forgotten you, all the way over there.”

“It’s getting better,” said Mum, stiff-upper-lip fully in place, “But thank you for thinking of me. Oh, and there’s the bell for the afternoon session. I’ll have to go. You two girls look after each other.”

“Of course we will,” Emily lied, and something in her chest gave a violent twist at the thought. Like hell I will. She can call me and apologize if she wants to, but until then we’re over. “Have a lovely time, mum. Speak to you soon!”

Well, now she was warm, spider free and more angry than sad, the morning looked balmy. She poured another coffee, took a packet of digestive biscuits that had survived her absence relatively well, and went back out into the fresh air to sit on the roof, her legs dangling down the warm steel of Kingfisher’s side.​
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With two loud thuds, the doors of her neighbor, Narrowboat Elizabeth Moon were flung open. A hand reached up and turned the ignition key on the control board, and there came the horrible shriek of a diesel starter waking up a narrowboat engine. The shriek mellowed into a growling roar, and then settled into the comforting beat of an engine at idle. A vast plume of blue gray smoke enveloped her, and then blew away into the sparkling morning light.

“Oh! Morning, love! Nice to see you back,” said Elizabeth Moon’s owner, emerging from the depths of his boat with a large mug of tea in his other hand. Elizabeth Moon’s owner was called Bob, or possibly Bill. He had introduced himself when she arrived in the marina six months ago, and she had been too embarrassed to admit she had been panicking about tying up and had not paid attention. His Yorkshire way of calling everyone ‘love’ had seemed just an affectation at first, but after he had helped her haul the boat into the narrow pontoon as she arrived, he had taken her to the office to get her signed in, helped her set up wood and coal delivery, and even driven her to the supermarket a couple of times to carry her groceries, so she was prepared to believe his heart was in fact, big enough to love the whole world.

Bill... no, Bob... no, Bill, he was definitely Bill—she remembered how he had once said it was nice to share a first name with Shakespeare—settled himself on the rail that ran around his boat’s stern and took a big sip of tea. “Your mum, was it? Is she alright?”

“She’s fine, thanks.”

“Good. That’s good. You stayed with her over Christmas?”

It didn’t feel like a cross examination, sitting here over their breakfasts, close enough to chat, but far enough that they were each in their own separate domains. It felt friendly, unthreatening. She was able to smile at him casually and say, “No, with my sister. I came back because my contract’s up soon. I’ll have to start cruising again.”

“Ah! Spring!” Bill smiled back, raising his teacup in a salute. “In spring a young man’s fancy naturally turns to the canals.”

“A young woman’s too,” she agreed, thankful for being able to pretend it was her idea to leave. That was kind. Bill was kind. She would miss him. “I’m off later today, in fact. Just got to get a few supplies in.”

“Aye, you have, if you’re eating biscuits for breakfast,” he agreed, turning his face up toward the sky, watching the clouds scud in from the west. High, white clouds well separated on a pale and deep blue sky.

Bill had a very nautical look - like some Master and Commander type lieutenant, his sandy hair sun bleached, and his hazel eyes just beginning to crinkle at the corners, as if by staring too long into changeable skies.

“Will the weather hold?” Emily asked, indulging this fantasy, “I don’t fancy the walk as it is, but if it rains...”

“I think it’ll hold off. But don’t fret, I’ll take you!”

“Oh no, I didn’t mean...” she gasped, barely able to express how much easier that would make things.

Some of it must have shown in her face, however, because he smiled again and threw back the remainder of his tea. “Now?”

Emily leaned in to her cockpit to put her own mug on the little shelf by the hatch, and the packet of biscuits next to it. They were soft and slightly damp but it didn’t do to waste them. “If you’re sure.”

As they climbed the metal steps from the marina’s basin up to ground level a hundred feet above, Dream Catcher’s owners, Lauren and Martin were coming down—back from their regular gym-and-breakfast trip into March. “Ooh, a spring romance!” Laurel gushed at the sight of the two of them. “Make sure he pays, sweetheart. Don’t want to go for cheap!.”

Obligingly, Emily and Bill both laughed at this, but it left a certain awkwardness in its wake. Emily had not thought of either Bill or herself as a dating sort of person. Bill, perhaps. He could be in some sort of French art house movie as a suitor waiting for his lover to return to him. Perhaps on a train. With a cigarette in his mouth and a beret over his artfully tousled curls.

But Emily herself? She was just not that kind of person. The thought of it made her feel as though she was in the water in a lock, being squeezed against a brick wall by ten tonnes of steel.

She stopped by Bill’s car—a comfortable blue Volvo estate with a petrol generator, a trolley, a shovel, and a bag of grit visible in the trunk—and hesitated over the door handle. “It’s not a date, is it?” she asked, straight out, unwilling to subject herself to two hours of misunderstandings. “I don’t really... That is, I’m not...”

Bill leaned past her to open the door for her. He was chuckling, but she thought there was a certain sadness in his face. Very like the hero in an art house movie, in fact.

“She’s a right one that Lauren. She’d have paired up the whole Marina if she could. But no, I’m not after a date, love, I’m taken.”

“You’re just being kind,” Emily said with relief, and slipped in to the passenger seat. “That’s what I thought, but...”

“Ah, it’s a hard thing if a man cannot be kind to his neighbor without gossips being after both of them. But you know that marina runs on it, and some people have precious little to smile about, so...”

So of course I leave them their pleasures, he meant, and that was kind too. It left Emily the opportunity to say, “So there’s a Mrs Elizabeth Moon? I don’t know your surname, I’m sorry.”

“It’s Carter,” he said, turning onto the road that lead to Sainsburys. “And as for that, well, it’s a long story.”

“I’d like to hear it, though,” Emily confessed. While she did not enjoy romance when it touched her, a good story was a good story. “And I can hear from your voice that there’s some kind of problem involved. Maybe I can help?”

There was a thoughtful pause as they stopped in Sainsburys car-park and spent a hilarious, clown-car moment over the shopping trolley as each of them produced four bags from their pockets to spread out ready over the shining wires.

“I met her at the waterways festival in Milton Keynes two years ago,” Bill started, as they trundled into the cheese isle. “She’d brought her boat up. Beautiful thing, it was. The Morning Mist. Fifty foot, with a semi-trad stern and a well deck you could just sit in. Full of flowers, and the boat itself like a Fenland sky - pale blue with an ivory roof. Touch of yellow on the hand rails...”

“It’s plain to see you’re a waterman,” Emily laughed. “I don’t need to hear about the boat! What was she like, herself?”

“Let me think on it,” he said, and it wasn’t until they were half way down the clothing isle that he spoke again, a dreamy note in his voice.

“You know those ends of canals that once were open for traffic but now are shut up? You can go up them a while, and there’s always a fair wonderment of wildlife and trees, and a sense that waiting for you, if you only knew how to get through, far off, there’d be a secret you can’t get to no matter how hard you try. She were like that, a little. Mysterious. Maybe a little sad. But all the parts of her I could see, I couldn’t help but love.”

Emily was moved. She hadn’t been expecting anything so poetic from a man who lived in a narrowboat. A breed of person she considered to contain a disproportionate number of engineers. “Did she like you back?”

“Oh aye. At least, I thought so,” Bill’s certainty seemed to run through his fingers even as they hurried through the fresh produce, both understanding that tins would last longer and store more easily. “When it got serious, she brought her boat down here and got a spot in the marina. We used to go to the cinema together. She liked the same sci-fi stuff I liked too, so we’d watch a matinee and then discuss it over Nandos or the like. Sometimes come back to my boat or hers and drink wine in front of the stove, and just chat. Put the world to rights. You know.”

The thought gave Emily a pang. She hadn’t had such a friend since university, but she remembered it well. The idea of love—of a soul mate without whom ones very being was somehow maimed—she didn’t wholly connect with that. But the idea of having a good friend in one’s life, a buddy to share life’s troubles and joys with? It sounded nice. She said as much. “I suppose I do know. That sounds lovely. But she’s not with you now? What happened?”

He turned his face away from her, reaching up to grab the breakfast cereal from the shelf. 

Emily’s back was behaving well so far, but she leaned most of her weight on the trolley nevertheless, just in case it got any ideas.

“I lost her,” Bill told the packets of cornflakes, in a tone of hurt and confusion that they surely could not help with. “She said she was going out on a two week cruise. Just up to Peterborough and back. And then...” He turned and looked helplessly and yet a little accusingly at Emily. “Well, she vanished, didn’t she? She vanished into thin air, and me all ready to propose to her as soon as she got back. Still got the ring in my pocket to this day.”

This was a far more extraordinary story than Emily had been prepared for. She meant to say something wise and sympathetic, but what came out was, “Can I see it?”

Bill scratched his head underneath the white Aran beanie he was wearing, obviously taken aback. “Well,” he said, and rather than ‘are you insane?’ conceded, “I suppose you can.”

Fortunately there was no supermarket server around to raise a false alarm about proposals on the breakfast isle, because he held out to her a small velvet box and opened it gallantly, almost as though he had practiced.

Inside the blue velvet interior, sending shards of broken rainbows against the shelves, was a silver or perhaps platinum band bearing a small star, surrounded by chips of noon sky. Diamond, or perhaps zirconium, surrounded by sapphires, real or lab grown. Emily had no idea of the size of Bill’s budget, but it was a beautiful ring that boasted that its wearer possessed a follower who had sworn to them a lifelong love, and no one who received it need feel ashamed, whether it was worth two hundred or two thousand pounds.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, and did not confess that she had asked to see it to confirm his story, to make him show her evidence for the sincerity with which he had wooed this girl. “She really gave you no idea she was leaving? No references to something coming up, or changes of behaviour?”

They stacked cans of ratatouille, stew, and macaroni cheese into the trolley, things she could just dump in a pan if she had to tie up on the Mid-level’s wild moorings, where one couldn’t even reach the shore. 

Bill tucked the ring back into his jacket inside pocket. The one beside the heart, she noticed, the old romantic. He shook his head as though he had been through all this before. Perhaps he had, lying alone in his metal tube, at the mercy of the water, and fretting through the night. “There was nothing. Well, she was excited by the prospect of the cruise. She was going to see family in Peterborough, who she hadn’t spoken to in years.”

The thought of Susan broke from the bonds in which she was subconsciously keeping it, and for a moment she was simultaneously guilt-stricken and miserable again, tempted to cry over the baked beans and sausages.

Then she buckled up and forced herself to remember she owed Bill her attention, if it was the least she could do in return for his company (and car) on this trip.

“Did she say which family?”

Bill pushed them on to find bread, his brow knotted. “No, she didn’t say. She didn’t talk much about her family. A lot of us don’t, you know?”

“I do know,” Emily agreed meaningfully. “I just had a big row with mine.”

Bill took off his beanie and scruffed a hand through his brown-gold hair, grimacing. “Yeah, you know. She didn’t want to talk about it, but it sounded hopeful, so I was pleased for her. She said she’d be back by the middle of the month, and then suddenly... radio silence. I tried phoning her and just got voicemail, and two weeks after that I got, ‘this number is not recognized.’ And then at the end of the month her contract in the marina ran out—wasn’t renewed. Someone else has got her berth now.”

Emily rolled her weight from one hip to the other—the pain was beginning to flower in the small of her back now, and she had maybe half an hour in her before she would have to sit down—on the floor of the supermarket if necessary.

This did sound serious, but... “Is it unfeeling of me if I suggest that this sounds like a flit? She was uncomfortable with how serious you were getting and she figured the best thing to do would be to run far away?”

“Honestly, by now I’d be happy if that was all it was,” Bill chewed on his lip, looking haunted. “But when I say ‘vanished’, I mean vanished. I contacted the CDC to say she might be in distress, and they said her licenses are going out of date one by one, and they no longer had any record of a boat called the Morning Mist anywhere on the system. I went looking for her along the usual stretches, but no luck. It’s like she’s fallen off the surface of the earth, her boat with her, and none of the people we both know have heard hide nor hair of her for months.”

“You’ve asked the police?”

“Oh yeah. ‘No evidence of a crime,’ they said. ‘People who live a wandering lifestyle aren’t known for staying in one place.’ Declined to investigate, the bastards. So... you’ll look, right? I don’t expect you to do the full Poirot thing, but you’ll keep your eye out for her? Or at least, for a sky blue boat with a cream roof, flowers and crystals in the windows? I know you’re good at mysteries. Remember how you found Daphne’s Waterways key that she had left at Screwfix? And Old Bert’s cat behind the batteries? ‘Go to Emily off Kingfisher’, everyone says. ‘She’s the one to help with little mysteries.’ As far as I’m concerned, this is a big mystery, but I don’t know who else to go to, and I can’t just leave it, can I? If I scared her away that’s one thing, but I just want to know she’s alright.”

This was a rather bigger mystery than Emily wanted responsibility for. But she supposed that all she had to do was look—it would not be her fault if she didn’t find this woman, as long as she kept her eyes open. And to be honest she was still quite proud of finding Old Bert’s cat, which had found itself trapped in the stack of old batteries around the back of the Elsan point, and might not be alive today if she hadn’t had that moment of inspiration.

“I’ll look then,” she conceded. “If I don’t find anything...”

“I know,” he agreed. “I won’t blame you. I’m putting the word out with everyone on the system.” His mouth crooked into a smile, as though he recognized in her the white-rimmed eye of someone afraid of being blamed for the end of the world. “You’re not that special.”

Emily smiled back and steered the trolley toward the checkout, while rummaging in her bag for her purse with the other hand. “Oh well,” she tossed back. “Thank God for that.”​
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It was beginning to get dark. 

Emily had been cruising, sitting on the roof of her boat and controlling the tiller with her foot, for about three hours, and was on the very ends of her endurance. She had hoped to come off the flat drains of the middle-levels, up Stanground lock and through Peterborough today, but she was going to have to look for a mooring much sooner. Kingfisher was struggling through the weedy middle-levels like a heavily laden fat lady struggling on a rush-hour tube station. The nineteen eighties engine had torque to spare but not much acceleration, and as a result she was fleeing from her settled life at a sedentary foot pace, and even that was too much for Emily.

A gap in the ever-present reeds at the side of the canal, just as she thought she was approaching the Kings Dyke-Farcet River junction sported a ‘Paid Mooring’ sign that had not been there when she brought the boat this way last year, but she was not going to quibble at this piece of good luck. A very nautical looking narrowboat in navy blue and white was already nestled against the bank there, but there was a space for her beyond it.

She drew into the bank cautiously, keeping an eye out for stones under the water that might hull her or ground her. The bank was very steep here. Did they really mean for her to try to jump out onto that slope? That slope that was covered with stinging nettles grown three feet high over the winter?
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