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PROLOGUE
Begin with the Dream


So there we were on Pangbourne Meadows on the River Thames on one of the hottest days of the year. I was splayed on the grass in the sunshine, messing about trying to repair something or other off the boat except that it was too hot to concentrate and I’d found myself dozing through the afternoon, disturbing my half-dreams only for long enough to get another beer from the fridge or to shift position to avoid the sun. I really should have put on suncream but I couldn’t be bothered. It was that sort of day, the sort of day when you can’t be fussed with anything.


Em, of course, had put on suncream – but then Em is much more sensible about this sort of thing. She was sitting motionless in a wicker chair on the front deck in her sunglasses, sheltered from the sun by a rainbow-coloured umbrella carefully positioned on the roof to provide maximum shade. She was reading some novel, probably, knowing her, by some in vogue feminista or other controversialist. The cat, Kit, was stretched out languorously on her lap and she was mindlessly toying with it, tickling it around its neck.


Meanwhile the river lapped against the bank, rocking the boat so gently that it barely pulled against its mooring lines. The current was slow and sluggish; there was hardly any flow on it at all.


Looking back on that time at Pangbourne it was, I suppose, the apotheosis of an ideal. It was the culmination of our long-planned project to leave home and live on a boat. And I guessed from the way they looked at us that many of the people who passed us on the towpath that day, walking their dogs or taking a stroll, might have seen us as a model for their own lives. We were, after all, the embodiment of a commonplace aspiration: we had escaped the rat race; we were living on the water. One or two of those surveying our brightly coloured boat Justice, its brasses glinting in the sunshine, might have been curious enough to want to know how we’d managed it and how this unremarkable couple had succeeded in pulling off the trick. Why were we the ones sunning themselves here, at this place, at this moment, during this long, blistering summer? Why was it us on the boat and not them? Why were they bystanders to this tranquil scene and not the central characters?


One couple let their curiosity get the better of them and struck up a conversation. This happens frequently all over the place. We used to do it ourselves decades ago when we were beginning to get interested in the waterways; we’d done it more recently too, just a couple of years before, in fact, when we’d been cruising on the River Stort in Hertfordshire and had come across a couple on their boat on a day as lovely as this and in a mooring equally idyllic. That brief, chance meeting had revived plans we’d been nurturing for nearly 40 years to live on our boat. It had been the reminder that we weren’t getting any younger, and that dreams are OK in their own way, but that they’ll never be more than dreams until you act on them.


‘Beautiful day,’ the woman said. ‘Lovely boat,’ the man added, addressing himself to me. ‘You live on her, do you?’


Now, when we weren’t living on the boat full time, this used to be a difficult one to answer because, strictly speaking, anyone who spends time afloat, even on holiday, is living on a boat. You sleep on it, you eat on it, you wash on it… the fact is that over just a few days you can do everything which comprises life, from the mundane to the magical. But that’s not ‘living’ on a boat, is it? And people asking you the question know that. They’re looking for something more from you, some measure of the commitment you’ve made to your lifestyle. They may not realise what they’re doing, but the question they’re asking is almost an abstract one in this context.


I used to blur the issue to conceal the truth. I’d explain that Em and I had owned various boats for decades, that we spent long periods on them, sometimes whole summers not to mention large parts of the autumn and winter too. But that wasn’t the whole story and I knew it. Eventually I always felt constrained to add that, well, yes, we did have a house, in London as it happens. And finally I always had to admit that, well, no, we weren’t actually living on the boat, not properly living on it because we could always go back to the house. Which meant, of course, that we hadn’t completely committed to the waterways, that we always had a bolthole on the land, somewhere we could retreat to if the going got too tough.


Now, though, things were different, very different indeed.


Living on the boat? Yes, there was no doubt about it now; we were definitely living on the boat. Em had retired and we’d rented out the house. If the boat sunk we’d have nowhere to go. We’d be homeless and have to throw ourselves on friends and family and Premier Inn Ltd. OK, we might not lose all our worldly goods. But we’d lose a lot of them. Enough of them to hurt. Our toothbrushes and clean underwear for starters. Not to mention our bed, the only one we owned now after Em in a fit of generosity had given all the ones from the house to charity. And we’d lose tonight’s dinner, don’t forget that either – there’d be no salvaging that from the murky depths of the Thames. No, there was no need to shilly-shally this time, no need to vacillate or misrepresent the situation. We lived on the boat. Full stop.


I said as much to the couple.


They looked at me with eyes as wide as a cow’s. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. In fact cow-eyes were very much the order of the day whenever I told people, strangers or friends, what we’d done. It could have been a form of pity for the stupid people (i.e. us) who’d given up everything to embark upon this mad gypsy existence; though I like to think it was respect and admiration for the fact that we’d managed to get out of the rut and make a break for freedom.


‘Leaving your house must have been a hard thing to do,’ one of the pair said. ‘Very hard indeed,’ said the other.


I threw up my hands in derision. A hard thing to do? Pish! It was true, I didn’t mind confessing, that there’d been one or two minor problems associated with our move to the water. One or two glitches, and snags along the way. But I didn’t overplay it. It was no big deal. I didn’t want to make too much of it – let alone to these new friends I’d just made, and in whose respect I liked to think I was still basking.


Put it out of your mind, it was nothing, I wanted to tell them. You can’t dwell on the setbacks. Life is nothing without a challenge. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, etc, etc. But I never got the chance to say anything because Em, who’d been sitting on the deck, apparently lost in her book, suddenly swept the cat off her lap, and stepped on to the bank where we were all standing. The look in her eye was murderous, like when she finds dental floss I’ve left on the side of the sink.


‘No, it wasn’t a hard thing to do; in fact, hard barely describes it,’ she said, wrenching off her sunglasses. ‘I’ll tell you what it was; it was a bloody nightmare thing to do, a nightmare from start to finish. It was one of the most difficult things I’ve done in my life and even now I wonder if it was the right decision…’
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CHAPTER ONE
Making it Happen


A bloke I used to work with told me once that more people commit suicide on a Monday than on any other day of the week. ‘It’s because they have a bad weekend and realise how unhappy they are at home,’ he said. ‘Then they go into work and realise they’re even unhappier there.’


It was a Monday when he told me this; I’d only just got into the office and I hadn’t even managed to grab a coffee. Why he brought up a topic like this when he did I can’t imagine, but it couldn’t have been to cheer me up, could it? I mean, you’re not going to cheer anyone up by telling them something like that, are you? Especially at the beginning of the week? But perhaps that wasn’t the idea. Perhaps he was after my job and trying to put notions into my head. I was his boss, you see. He could have seen this as a path to promotion. On the other hand, maybe he was just going through a bad spell and wanted to talk about it in that unfathomable way blokes do when the aim is not to talk about it at all. I can relate to that. I can relate to feeling bad about Mondays too. After all, none of us really like Mondays, do we? The least we can do is lend each other a bit of moral support as we struggle to get through them the best we can.


Em’s approach was more direct. She’d had a dreadful Monday. She came home, threw her handbag on to the hat-stand and announced with peremptory certainty, as if the date had been forever ordained in the stars, ‘That’s it. Decision taken. The thirtieth, that’s my last day.’


‘Your last day! What! You’re thinking about topping yourself or something? It’s that bad?’


She looked at me with incomprehension for a few moments. ‘You know, Steve, you do say the oddest things sometimes; is it any wonder I worry about your mental health? I meant that I am packing in work, that’s all. I’ve had it up to my back teeth. I just can’t take another day on the treadmill, what with all these managers who haven’t started shaving yet and all these new initiatives they’re generating every ten minutes. And bird-table conferences – bird-table conferences! Whoever dreamed up that idea? Whoever dreamed up that name? Do they think the place is an aviary?’


This announcement, I have to confess, came as no great surprise. For months now – years, even – Em had been complaining about work. Not the actual work she did, which she’d always enjoyed and always thought worthwhile, but the people who ran the place. She worked for a charity, for heaven’s sake. You know – care, compassion, kindness, that sort of stuff. The bosses treated it like a division of a FTSE 100 company. It had been clear to me for a while that this day was coming, and coming soon. And I suppose I felt I’d partly precipitated it myself by my own behaviour. Maybe knowing how it was with work I ought to have lent more husbandly support to her than I did. Maybe I should have been more solicitous and taken more interest in her interminable stories of office politics and departmental reorganisations. Maybe I should have turned into the male equivalent of a Stepford Wife, greeting her every night on the doorstep with a cocktail and a cheery exhortation that dinner was in the oven, honey.


Well, maybe…


What I certainly shouldn’t have done is what I actually did, which was to abandon her for a canal narrowboat we’d owned for years. Even now I don’t know how it happened, or why she allowed it, but I began embarking on long solo cruises around the country, using as an excuse the fact I wanted to write books about the waterways. Eventually we were only meeting up at weekends, sustaining our relationship the rest of the time with mobiles, which we spent so much time on I wondered sometimes if we shouldn’t have married them rather than each other.


‘Well, I can come with you on your trips now,’ she announced brightly that night at the end of a celebratory bottle of something bubbly. ‘There’s nothing stopping us. We can rent out the house and go and live on the boat full time. Do you remember that couple we met on the River Stort a while back? They’d both retired and were living on the boat; now it’s our turn. We’ve talked about doing it for long enough…’ And it’s true, we had. It was an idea we’d nurtured for almost as long as we’d known each other, from the time we’d first rented a narrowboat for a holiday to the time we first bought one, from the time we’d dreamed of having a boat purpose-built for us, to the time we sat down and designed it together. True, the idea had lain dormant for long periods. Life had got in the way of our plans, as life often does. We had family and the responsibilities that come with it; we both had careers too. But the idea never went away. It was like one of those wretched winter viruses that, once it’s got its claws into you, hangs on forever. Somewhere in the back of our minds was always the idea that one day we would live on a boat together.


So why was I so unhappy at Em deciding that now was the time to do it? Why did I lie in bed that night tossing and turning with worry? Could it have been something to do with the fact that even at that early stage in the proceedings I’d begun to realise that maybe this wasn’t going to be quite as easy as we thought?


Take the idea of renting out the house. This was key to the project; we couldn’t afford to fund our plans any other way without selling the house and living off the proceeds, which we didn’t want to do. OK, we were lucky enough to have some savings, but they weren’t lavish. We hadn’t got fortunes stashed away in tax havens, or massive share portfolios we could realise at the drop of a hat. True, we both had pensions, but we weren’t at official retirement age. And even if we had been, after the financial crash they were nowhere near as valuable as they’d once been.


Financially, renting out the house was our only option; at least we could console ourselves with the knowledge that we were in an area where it was feasible to do it. We lived in London, in leafy Blackheath, close to the City and a step or two away from Canary Wharf. The housing market here was what the experts call ‘buoyant’. This means that after the crash it didn’t collapse as badly as it did in the rest of the country. But that’s no surprise, given that the crash originated through the antics of bankers working in the City and Canary Wharf, many of whom lived in Blackheath. Blimey, if anywhere was going to be buoyant it was Blackheath.


So I wasn’t concerned we’d get tenants. Nor was I much bothered what sort of tenants they’d be and what they might do to the house. No, what kept me awake at nights was something more fundamental than this, something which was gnawing at me in a way that didn’t affect Em, who was caught up in the excitement of the moment and the decision she’d taken about work.


It was simply that it had dawned on me that we were going to be leaving home.


Now, you’d have thought I might have realised this much before we got this far. After all, I’ve got A-Levels and a university degree. Not that this counts for much. The human brain doesn’t always make the connections it should; it doesn’t always recognise the full implications of the actions it pursues. It was only when faced with the real prospect of leaving the house that the full significance of what we were doing dawned on me. What it meant was that we were renouncing our lives, jacking them in for something new. And we had very pleasant lives. The house was spacious and comfortable, warm and welcoming. We had lots of friends and we liked to socialise. We liked going to the pictures too, and to the theatre and even the opera from time to time. We liked the occasional meal out and a pint in pubs where people were friendly and everyone knew our names. We were waving goodbye to this, saying arrivederci to it all. This was the bottom line of the choice we’d made.


If you’ve been happy living somewhere – and we had been happy in Blackheath – uprooting is a raw process: it’s a sort of death-like disconnection in which you shed bits of yourself before you make your final exit. The enormity of this struck me a couple of days later after I’d made a few phone calls and the first of a series of estate agents I’d contacted knocked on the door.


She was a woman, an attractive woman, as it happened – and that threw me. Really, I should have had the word sucker tattooed on my forehead. It made me forget she was an estate agent. Not that I have anything against estate agents. It’s easy enough to diss them, but they do a job and if we didn’t want that job doing we wouldn’t use them. It’s just that dealing with them you have to keep reminding yourself what the rules are. You can’t afford to be naïve. Or blinded by your own sexual prejudice.


When she knocked on the door, wreathed in smiles, I took her to be a warm and caring individual who understood my needs and aspirations and wanted to satisfy them. In reality she was a hunting lioness licking her lips as she planned to strip my bones bare. I invited her inside and we sat drinking tea. The financial bit of our interchange I could stomach: the fees she’d take for this, the charges she’d exact for that, the payments she’d need for the other. This much I’d expected. What I wasn’t prepared for, though, was her manner. Without ever once being rude, or even impolite, she later took me on a tour of my own house, telling me what was wrong with it, what needed doing to it and why, as it stood, it wouldn’t be satisfactory for one of her ‘clients’. (God, how I came to hate that word ‘client’ over the time I was dealing with estate agents. It was months before I came to terms with it, and then only because I was having a quiet pint on my own one night when I realised that I was a client too – a revelation which, I can tell you, nearly made me choke on my beer.)


But I suppose I can’t complain. What she said about the state of the house, unpalatable though it was, was something that needed saying, and others told me the same later, except with more charm and subtlety. It was no use burying my head in the sand. The fact was that the crumbling old pile we’d lived in contentedly for years was actually a bit of a wreck which would need a serious injection of cash to bring it up to any sort of standard.


‘How much of an injection of cash?’ Em asked. This was a week or two later after she’d given in her notice and was coming to terms with the fact that she’d just packed in the best job she’d had in the middle of the worst depression since 1929.


‘Roof work, replastering, complete redecoration from top to bottom, new carpet… Think of a figure,’ I said, ‘then double it.’


I paused while she took a sharp intake of breath. ‘And that’s just the house,’ I went on. ‘We need to start thinking about the boat too…’


She came up for more air. ‘The boat? What’s wrong with the boat? The boat’s OK, isn’t it?’


‘Well, it’s OK as long as you ignore the stove that’s falling apart, the fire which is a serious health risk, the leaking side-hatches and the floor underneath them which has rotted as a result. And then there’s the electrics. And the engine. And the… ’


‘All right, all right, I hear what you’re saying. So how much then?’


‘You know that figure I asked you to think of? The one I asked you to double? Well, double it again – then add a couple of thousand more just to be on the safe side.’


I could see her brow furrow as the scale of the project dawned on her. But then she brightened and when she spoke there was a note of the devil-may-care in her voice. ‘I don’t suppose we’ve got much choice now, have we?’ she said. ‘We’ve stepped off the cliff, we can’t go back now. I suppose we’ll just have to roll up our sleeves and do as much as we can ourselves to keep the costs down.’


And so it was that as Em worked out her notice, I was commuting between London and Banbury in Oxfordshire where the boat is moored, arranging to have work done, and doing a bit myself when I could find time. Meanwhile, the house was overrun by builders, who clad it in scaffolding before proceeding to pull it apart, wrenching off bits of roof and stripping back walls to bare brickwork. They made some vague promise that they’d put everything back together again at some indeterminate point in the future. Frankly, the early signs weren’t encouraging, though. To add to the growing sense of chaos overwhelming our lives like a tsunami, the boat was soon in the same sort of mess as the house. My mate John who’d built it 22 years earlier had taken it into dry dock and had ripped out the hatch surrounds along with insulation and internal lining in an attempt to stop the leaks. At the same time I’d pulled up the rotting floor below so that you could see the slabs of concrete ballast below and the steel base-plate of the boat beneath that.


‘It looks to me like it’s been dripping since you built it,’ I grumbled.


‘Well it’s not covered by a bloody guarantee after all this time if that’s what you’re thinking,’ he said.


Whatever spare time Em and I had during this period of manic disarray seemed to be filled with so much work we never had a moment to ourselves. Even when I wasn’t in Banbury actually working on the boat, the boat and what needed doing to it was never far from my mind. And in Blackheath there were those hundreds of little jobs on the house which had been put aside over the years and now needed doing.


You know the sort of thing: the jobs you tell yourself you’ll do sometime when you get around to them – except that you never do get around to them. Now, with the reproaches of the estate agents still ringing in our ears, we had to knuckle down and do the lot – everything from that tap which had been dripping to that wobbly light fitting, from that dodgy shelf that had been on the verge of collapse to that rattling door handle that sooner or later would come off in someone’s hand. In addition, in case anything that hadn’t already gone wrong were to go wrong in the future, everything had to be checked over: gas, electrics, water, central heating, windows, doors, locks… the list was endless. Every day it seemed there was another man in a blue boiler suit at the door charging us 60-odd quid appearance money before he’d even opened his toolbag.


We consoled ourselves that if we could do nothing else we could at least do the decorating ourselves. We’d done enough of that in the past, so surely that wasn’t beyond us. The problem, however, was that this was decoration on a scale we’d not had to face before. It wasn’t just a room or two which needed freshening up: the whole place needed painting – all three storeys of it. If it had been a question of just emulsioning the walls and ceilings it would have been easy. But the state of the woodwork was a completely different story. A horror story. Most of the doors and windows in the house hadn’t been stripped back since the place was built 150 years ago or whatever. New paint had just been layered on over the years, coat after coat of it, until it had the texture of a Braille history. There was nothing for it but to take it back to bare wood. We had some experience doing this using hot air blowers in other houses we’d lived in, but this didn’t make us any more efficient at the job, or faster at it – just better at kidding ourselves how long it would take. I worked at it every day; Em joined me at weekends. But even with two of us on the case progress was painfully slow. Stripping a sash window as an amateur takes a couple of days, sometimes more. Soon we graduated to working two or three hours in the evenings as well, after the builders had knocked off, eating late with the acrid smell of burnt paint in our nostrils.


It took more out of us than we could have imagined. We’re pen-pushers, remember, not used to hard graft. And we’re not spring chickens either. Physically, the work was punishing – but it was punishing psychologically too, for the message from the estate agency we’d finally chosen to represent us was that everything, from the skirting boards upwards, had to be painted a pristine, unblemished white. This, we soon realised, was a process of obliterating ourselves from the house. Taking ourselves out of it. There had to be no sign we’d ever lived there.


Decorating like this was a slow and painful process, like having a limb gradually sawn off. But it was also like being trapped in some surreal alternative cosmos where things weren’t as they should be. It was decorating, but not as we understand it, Jim. It wasn’t beautifying the place or embellishing it; it wasn’t enhancing or adorning it. It was painting it to reduce it to an inoffensive norm, and to eradicate any sign of our personal taste in case a potential tenant found it objectionable. Part of the process was clearing the house completely, moving our furniture either into a storage facility or into the attic. Essentially what we were doing was creating a three-dimensional blank canvas against which other people could play out their lives.


Meanwhile, these other people were beginning to arrive on the doorstep for viewings. Most of the potential tenants were charming and seemed to love the house – or at least they said they did, which is probably a very different thing. There were exceptions, though. A Danish couple seemed well mannered on the surface but their pursed lips and clipped manner couldn’t conceal the fact that they really didn’t like the place, and weren’t much impressed by us either – especially when we didn’t know whether the radiator covers came off for cleaning.


At least they didn’t hang around long wasting our time. By contrast, an Australian couple were in the house half the morning. They must have been accustomed to living in expansive mansions in the outback. It wasn’t that they didn’t like the place. It was just that you could see from their faces they couldn’t comprehend how anyone could live in somewhere no bigger than a sheep dip. For some reason they insisted on scrutinising the cellar, examining every dark corner of it as if they expected there to be more house hidden away down there. But perhaps I got that wrong. Perhaps they just wanted to check if it was an escape route back home. Either way, we never heard from them again.


I made another trip to Banbury. In my absence, work on the boat had advanced significantly. The hatches had been repaired, and John had installed a new wood-burning stove, and a high-tech battery charger/inverter system which was so expensive it makes my eyes water to think about it even now. Inspired by the progress, I rolled up my sleeves and finally got around to replacing the rotten floor. Afterwards John was scheduled to service the engine, and another old friend, Jez, was booked to paint our tired-looking livery. While he was doing his professional arty stuff along the side, relaying unrepeatable gossip to me about other painters as he worked, I slapped a very amateurish layer of non-slip across the roof and blacked the hull. A week later with no ceremony at all Justice was relaunched, resplendent in new paint job and with new signwriting.


‘She looks better than she’s done for years, like a new boat,’ I said to Em over the phone. ‘John’s still got to rebuild the galley, which means we’re going to have to decide very quickly about a new cooker and work surfaces and stuff. But the job’s all but finished now. If we had to, we could just about live on her as she is.’


I was expecting Em to be excited at this news. I thought she’d be happy that at least we now had somewhere we could call home. But she didn’t react to it at all. It took me a moment or two to realise that this was because she hadn’t listened to a word I’d said. She was lost in a world of her own and everything I said had gone careering over her head.


The reason suddenly came spilling out. ‘I woke up last night in a cold sweat,’ she explained. ‘I was terrified. It was like a nightmare, but it wasn’t a nightmare, it was real. It IS real. It’s the attic, don’t you realise? It’s going to collapse with all the stuff we’re putting up there. And the tenants’ children will be sleeping underneath. It’s going to collapse on them…’


I went silent. What did she mean, collapse? Collapse, as in suddenly give way? The house was built like the proverbial brick outhouse. It had joists that could have supported a tank, walls that could have resisted bombs – and probably did during the Blitz. Did she really believe a house constructed to this spec was going to fold like cardboard under the weight of a few boxes of knick-knacks and an IKEA desk?


So worried was she, though, that eventually, when I got back to London, I had to take her round to neighbours who had recently had their attic converted to a second lounge; and they explained to her how, with architects’ advice, they’d had joists taken out to open up the place, and how this hadn’t altered the structural strength of the house at all because these old houses were always so over-engineered.


This explanation put her mind at rest for a while, but fundamentally there was to be no reassuring her rationally, because her logic wasn’t rational. This was par for the course with her: she had form for it. Years before, on the verge of leaving a previous house, she’d reacted in a similarly peculiar way. At the eleventh hour she’d wanted to call off the whole move even though she was aware that we’d exchanged contracts and were committed to it legally.


‘Oh yes, I know all that,’ she’d said brightly. ‘But if we just went back to the purchasers and asked them nicely…’


Em’s final day at work arrived. She had decided to have her leaving party near the office at a pub called, appropriately enough, The Narrowboat. The celebration was exclusively for work colleagues and, as instructed, I kept out of the way, arriving only as the fun was finishing, just in time to pour her into the back of the car with her leaving presents. She was drunk and tearful. Part of it was the emotion at finishing her working life; but part of it too was her mounting uncertainty at what the future held. It was the same stress that was making her worried about the attic collapsing. I felt it too, though in a different way. It would have been impossible not to have felt it. The house barely seemed ours now; we felt like interlopers. We had a box of crockery and a few pots and pans, but apart from that the only personal stuff remaining were a few items of furniture which would go to a charity for the homeless when we left.


A new carpet had been laid, which added to the sense of unfamiliarity. It smelt like dead chrysanthemums. Even the cat was getting restless and anxious at the disruption. She’d taken to wandering incessantly round the house, padding from room to room, bewildered at how her territory had changed and little suspecting how soon it would be before she lost it completely. From time to time she’d search us out as we were tidying up odds and ends, or maybe she’d catch us at the end of the day having a takeaway pizza on the only two remaining chairs in the house at the only remaining table. She’d look at us and start meowing as if demanding some explanation of what was happening and what was going to happen next.


How did she expect us to know, for God’s sake? We hadn’t got the first idea. We had finally decided on our tenants and a date had been set for the handover. All we knew was that we were on a countdown to departure.


We had planned meticulously for the endgame: all the things that needed doing, the order in which they needed doing and how we would do them had all been logged by Em on an enormous multicoloured flow chart with so many arrows it looked like an early design for the Bayeux Tapestry. In theory this schedule should have ensured that there wasn’t a hitch and that things worked like clockwork. But you can’t prepare for the unexpected. Everything went smoothly until the last day. Then it fell apart.


It started with the burglar alarm company who hadn’t been able to give us a maintenance appointment until this, the very last moment. Of course – Sods’ Law being what it is – no sooner did the engineer start work than he discovered a major fault. If it had showed up earlier we’d have been inclined to ignore it and rent out the damned house without an alarm. But it was too late for that now: we’d signed a contract guaranteeing a working system so there was no choice but to let him get on with repairing it – despite the fact that the work involved ripping up wires from under our fresh paintwork and pulling components out of our newly decorated walls.


We were still desperately trying to rectify the damage when Olga rang the doorbell. Maybe she wasn’t called Olga. Maybe she was called Nastya or Kasia or Agnieszka. At that stage it didn’t seem to matter. Neither did it matter where she was from. I think she said Bulgaria but it could just as easily have been Romania or the Ukraine. She was our inventory clerk – the person whose job it was to prepare the definitive record of the state of the house for when we came to reoccupy it in the future. It was a big task for anyone – let alone someone standing only about 5 foot tall, 7 inches of which were accounted for by a pair of preposterous high heels she wore, which made her gait troublingly unsteady. She wore fishnet tights and carried a large notebook and a camera around her neck, her tiny eyes constantly darting from one side to the other as if looking for the next shot. Soon after arriving she disappeared into the bowels of the house, jotting down memos to herself and snapping away at everything she encountered, including the cat, which shamelessly posed for her every opportunity it got.


Meanwhile, the cleaners had arrived. Cleaners, I hear you say, cleaners? Couldn’t you have done the cleaning yourselves? Well, yes, we could have. It was what we intended to do until the estate agents had warned us against it, gravely shaking their heads and cautioning us that if we did an amateur job for our tenants, our tenants would be perfectly within their rights to do an amateur job for us when they came to return the house. Since most of the work would have devolved on Em she was quite happy to get shot of it.


‘But it’s a scam,’ I said to her, ‘I’m sure it is. The estate agents probably own the cleaning company. Or they’re on a percentage, or they…’


‘I couldn’t care less,’ Em interrupted, showing me the palm of her hand. ‘I’ve got enough on my plate as it is without having to worry about cleaning too. Now talk to me again about the attic: why are you so confident about the strength of that floor? Remember, there’ll be children sleeping in those bedrooms underneath…’


The cleaners, a man and a woman, were Ghanaian and they immediately disappeared in the house, along with Olga and the burglar alarm man, and set to work. They couldn’t have been at it for more than ten minutes when I heard a dreadful banshee screech. At first I thought the cat had caught its tail in a door; but when I’d identified the noise as human I could only conclude it was an expression of despair on the cleaners’ part at how squalid the place was.


Actually, the cry was a serious howl of anguish and I shouldn’t make light of it. It was a matter of life and death, a genuine matter of life and death. The man had taken a call telling him that his mother in Ghana had died of a heart attack.


What do you do when something like this happens? Actually there’s only one thing you can do, and that is to try to act with a level of basic humanity. I expressed what condolences I could, given that I’d only just met him and didn’t even know his mother existed until moments before. I reassured him that I could get something else arranged if he needed to leave. But it didn’t take long for me to realise that the option of abandoning a job when your mother dies is one you don’t have if you’re poor. Most poor people have to do what this guy did. They have to knuckle down and keep working.


During the afternoon I heard him making long tearful calls to members of the family about those hundreds of arrangements that death precipitates. The word funeral was used a lot. There were raised voices too at one stage, some argument about a church. As a result the cleaning on the house dropped further and further behind schedule, the morning becoming afternoon, the afternoon evening and the evening night. The burglar alarm man had long since gone. Olga had departed many hours before. Em and I were supposed to be staying with friends nearby. There had been talk of us all going out for a meal, a sort of celebration. But our tenants were arriving first thing in the morning and so much still remained to be done. Em was on her last legs with exhaustion; she couldn’t stop talking about the attic now, it was her only subject of conversation. I sent her to our friends in a taxi, reassuring her that I’d drive over as soon as I was finished.


But I never did. When, in the early hours, the cleaners left and I finally completed everything that needed doing, the car, damn it, wouldn’t start. And because there wasn’t a bed in the place, I spent the last night in the house which had been our home for so long sleeping on the floor covered by an old pair of curtains.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Space Girl


The rain was pelting down the afternoon we drove to Banbury to begin our new life on the boat. No change there then. It had rained the whole night I’d been trying to sleep on the floor in Blackheath, and it was raining when I woke the next morning, and raining when the new tenants had arrived for the handover. It was raining when the AA man came to get the car going, and raining too when I drove over to pick up Em at our friends’ house where she’d at least had a comfortable bed.


By the afternoon when we set off up the M40 it was raining even more heavily. The boot and back seats of the car were so chock-a-block with boxes and bags and cases that I couldn’t see out of the rear window and had to drive by side mirrors. This didn’t make it easy. And conditions worsened during the drive. Even though the wipers were on full, thudding like a metronome on amphetamines, the sheer volume of rain made it hard to see through the windscreen. And if that wasn’t bad enough, somewhere in the back of the car, buried among the clutter, was Kit, who hadn’t stopped meowing since we’d started and was now beginning to irritate me to the point where I was considering violence as a quick solution to the problem of how to shut her up.


‘If that creature doesn’t be quiet, I’m just going to have to throttle it,’ I said as we passed Beaconsfield.


Now, to be fair, this may not have been the first time I’d complained about the cat since getting on to the motorway. It may not even have been the second or the third, or even the tenth or the twentieth. Indeed, it may have been true, as Em maintained, that I hadn’t stopped moaning about the cat since I’d got in the bloody car. Even so, she could have been more sympathetic to me.


Instead she took the cat’s side. She said, ‘If you don’t stop complaining about the cat I’m going to throttle you. The cat’s just frightened, poor thing; she’s not being irritating for the sake of it. You’re just bad-tempered because of the rain. It’ll clear up soon though, bound to. It can’t go on forever…’


But in Banbury there didn’t seem to be much sign of it stopping. If anything, it was lashing down worse than it had been on the motorway. And it was getting dark now. We’d left London later than planned and predictably there’d been a series of traffic hold-ups along the way so we’d arrived later than expected. We parked the car temporarily on the forecourt of a garage at the end of a disused arm of the canal where we moor. Knowing that it would be unsafe to leave the car overnight with all our worldly goods inside, there was nothing for it but to unload it there and then, carting everything by torchlight through the deluge to the boat.


We piled it on the front deck, threw a tarpaulin over it and left it. What else could we have done at that time of night in those conditions? What was the use of worrying?


Inside, the boat was exactly as you’d imagine anywhere to be that had just had a new kitchen fitted. Every surface was covered with sawdust and wood shavings, and the bath was littered with offcuts of work surface, spent silicon cartridges and empty screw boxes. It was bitterly cold too, chilled with that permeating dampness which soon envelops an uninhabited boat. It gets into your bones, that cold, it saps your spirit. I lit the fire while Em connected the gas and put on the kettle. Afterwards we sat sipping tea, looking forlornly into the flames without a word passing between us. There was nothing to be said. This was what we’d wanted; this was what we’d been working towards all these weeks and dreaming of all those years. Neither of us thought it would be like this though; neither of us had imagined it this way. Our lives suddenly seemed impoverished, reduced to bare existence, jammed into a cigar tube with everything we owned heaped outside like so much junk.


We went to bed that night clutching each other as much for reassurance as warmth, the cat nestled between us, silent at last.


 


***


 


So, like, how is this supposed to work? Perhaps someone could enlighten me? Is there any way of embarking on a dream effortlessly, so that everything falls into place in the way it’s supposed to? Without the setbacks? Without the angst? Or is it just in the nature of dreams that this is what it does involve? Because to make dreams real requires change, doesn’t it? It means letting go of one life and taking up another; and maybe the setbacks and the angst are part and parcel of the uncertainty that accompanies change. Perhaps when it comes down to it we’re all a bit more like cats than we like to admit? Perhaps we’re all hiding in the clutter whinging as we hurtle towards our new future.


Restructuring your life is an agonising process however you do it. Well, that’s my conclusion. After all, why were we so het up about what we were doing? What had we got to worry about? We weren’t even leaving our house, not properly leaving it. We weren’t selling up and moving to a different part of the world. We were just renting it out and moving to a boat – a boat which was like a second home to us anyhow. What’s to make us anxious doing that? What’s to make us so fearful?


Yet we did feel anxious and fearful. It was a real feeling. And a painful one too.


Em was up early the next morning for a heavy cleaning session – a process which she persisted in referring to as ‘bottoming out the boat’ – presumably because the result of it was that neither I nor the cat could rest our bottoms anywhere without getting moved by a brush or a vacuum cleaner. I rolled up my sleeves and lent a hand, and gradually the place began to look more presentable. Little by little over the course of the day the weather improved so that during a break in the rain Em felt confident enough to dart outside and randomly grab at something from under the dripping tarpaulin on deck. It turned out to be a box of bathroom paraphernalia; toothbrushes, soap, shampoo and the like. It seemed to me a lot of stuff for just two people. OK, I could appreciate that Em might have bought some spare supplies from the supermarket to tide us over for our first few weeks on the boat. But all the same, this huge boxful seemed too much. Where had it all come from? And more relevant to our present predicament, where was it all going to go?


‘Is this the stuff from the bathroom cabinet at Blackheath?’ I asked.


‘It’s the stuff from one shelf of the bathroom cabinet at Blackheath,’ she corrected me.


‘Oh? Really? There’s a lot of it, isn’t there? Are you going to be able to fit it all in?’


Half an hour later she emerged from the bathroom with the box empty. She glanced at me triumphantly before disappearing on to the deck again and returning a moment or two later with another full one. This too contained more bits and pieces from the bathroom.


‘In this box,’ she explained, ‘are the contents of the second shelf of the bathroom cabinet at Blackheath.’


‘The second shelf? What could there possibly be on the second shelf that you haven’t unloaded already?’


‘How about all your lotions, ointments and unguents, for a start? And then there’s your balms, potions, salves, creams and embrocations, not to mention various poultices, elixirs, unctions and medicines of yours, most of them at least two years beyond their best-by date…’


And in the twinkling of an eye, she had unpacked them too, finding space where I wouldn’t have believed space existed, conjuring it as if from nowhere. This was a talent I’d not seen in her before, one that verged on genius, if not out-and-out sorcery. I could only gaze in admiration. This was a woman whom I had known for more years than I cared to remember, a woman whose body I could map and whose clothes sizes were etched on my memory after one Christmas when I’d bought her a dress which was too large for her. This was someone I’d have said I knew, really knew. And yet she had, before my eyes, turned into a Mistress of the Fifth Dimension. She had become a Space Queen, a Density Defier, a Witch of the Third Age who could manipulate for her own ends the very laws of physics on which the universe was built.


She demonstrated this magic a lot over the coming days and it never ceased to astonish me. After all, let’s be clear about this, I’m the bloke around here, right? I’m the one who’s supposed to have the spatial awareness, the one who’s supposed to be able to drive the car up narrow streets without smashing the wing mirrors and read a map without turning it upside down. Yet she could be faced with a box of cooking pans (or sweaters – or books – you name it) and with the sort of effortlessness you associate with magicians doing vanishing tricks with rabbits, she could make it disappear into the boat.


What was even more wondrous to me was that she could always find a stored item again days afterwards, when I’d even forgotten it had been put away. She had compiled a mysterious book of lists, you see. Spells, more like, if you ask me. So I’d be cooking something and ask her if we had any thyme, say. And quick as a flash out would come the book and then, very soon afterwards, out would come the thyme too.


‘Don’t exaggerate, it’s nothing mystical,’ she tried telling me one day. ‘I’ve just made notes.’


I wasn’t having any of that nonsense. I make notes too. In fact I make notes all the time. It’s just that I keep losing them. Or I can’t read them. Or when I look at them they seem, perversely, to be not what I expect them to be. I make a shopping list for the supermarket, for instance. But when I get there it turns out to be the instructions for loading new software on to the computer. Or if I’m looking for the instructions for loading new software on to the computer, what I’ll have in my hand will be a list of the wood I bought months before on some long-forgotten DIY project.


Eventually, between rainstorms, we cleared the deck, box by box. Well, more accurately, Em cleared the deck, because an old boating injury to my knee, which I’ve nursed for years, suddenly flared up again. I could scarcely move and was about as useful as a scrubbing brush without bristles. I did what I could, though: I made tea for her, and tuned the radio into Woman’s Hour, and I kept coming up with suggestions about where she could put things, which I could see made her feel much better about herself because it allowed her to ignore me and treat me like an idiot.


My main job was keeping the fire going. This is my uncontested responsibility on the boat, my unique role. Me Man, Me Make Fire: it’s my given function in life. I am an expert in tending fire. This could be because I have a knack for it, because it is instinctive with me. On the other hand, it could be because it’s a messy, unpleasant job which Em’s never wanted to do, so I’ve had to learn how to do it whether I’ve wanted to or not. One way or another, and though I say it myself, I am pretty damned good with fires. Other men may fool around satisfying their inner warrior by blackening a few sausages on a barbecue, but I am Iron Steve and that sort of flippant weekend entertainment is mere child’s play compared to the duty I have keeping the boat fire burning day and night when it’s cold and chucking it down outside, and when not just warmth, but our health, happiness and spiritual well-being are at stake.


Most narrowboats have a solid fuel stove; it’s a key piece of equipment – though you wouldn’t know it reading the boating press. Any amount of overly complicated technical rubbish is written in canal magazines about the skills of controlling canal boats. I should know, I’ve written a lot of it myself. Articles about steering them, reversing them, getting them through locks, that sort of stuff. But nobody ever writes anything about keeping in a fire overnight. This is ridiculous, because everything else about canals is a doddle. People try to make out that locks are complicated, but you can master them in the time it takes to go through your first one. And steering’s a piece of cake too, of course it is. Do you think they’d let hirers out on their own after half an hour’s tuition otherwise? They’d be killing themselves by their thousands if steering was that complicated.


Tending a fire though – knowing exactly how much coal, coke or wood to put on it to keep it burning until the morning – that’s a real talent. Being aware of how much air to feed it so as not to either asphyxiate it or burn it away too quickly; appreciating how to keep it glowing steadily during the day at a constant temperature, and then knowing how to get it blazing in the evenings when the temperature falls and the mists rise – well, this is the ultimate narrowboat skill. Get it wrong and you’ll either be freezing with no fire at all; or worse, you’ll be crawling across the cabin floor gasping for air in the first stage of heat exhaustion.


 


***


 


The disused arm where we moor just outside Banbury is under the satanic smoking chimneys of what used to be General Foods until it changed its name recently to Mondelez, a PR tactic which may have softened the way we view this US-owned multinational, but which – take it from me – hasn’t done much for the emissions which bellow out from the place day and night, like a dragon with heartburn, burping out its dinner of flaxen-haired maidens.


Once we’d negotiated our way out – never an easy task because there are always boats jammed higgledy-piggledy into every available space – we headed to the town centre where we needed to stock up on provisions before setting off in earnest. When we washed up in Banbury for the first time 30-odd years ago the canal was grim and forsaken, and the guidebooks advised you not to moor there because of the dangers of vandalism. The canal then was shallow, the towpath muddy, and in the centre of town, overlooking the water, was the back of the bus station. This had been built on the filled-in basin which in the eighteenth century had been the temporary terminus of the canal after the builders had run out of money trying to reach Oxford, and it was a filthy place with all the exhaust fumes that collected there.


The one saving grace in those days was Tooley’s boatyard, and its Grade I listed dry dock, which was as old as the waterway itself. Even then Tooley’s was an icon of the waterways, for it was from here that the author Tom Rolt started his cruise around the Midlands, which he immortalised in his 1944 book Narrow Boat. This archaic but strangely compelling elegy to a lost England raised the curtain for the first time on the secret world of the waterways, which were then in such serious decline many of them had already become derelict. It’s no exaggeration to say the book was the single most influential element in the restoration of Britain’s waterways, and that without it there’d be no canal system today worth talking about. The book changed the way people thought about canals, and it led to the formation of the Inland Waterways Association, which fought a long and radical battle for their preservation when intransigent governments and obdurate local authorities would have filled in the lot given half the chance.


The boatyard was a sad sight long past its best. Bert Tooley, who had been involved in preparing Rolt’s boat for its cruise, still lived on site in a dilapidated caravan; he must have been in his eighties himself then and you’d see him pottering about making himself useful. Some work was being done on leisure craft, but the commercial traffic for which the yard had been built had by then completely dried up. It looked shabby and run-down, and even after Bert’s death British Waterways, who ran the canals then, couldn’t decide what to do with it. It was allowed to deteriorate even further under a succession of tenants who struggled to keep it functioning without the benefit of a long-term lease which would have justified them investing money in the place.


Rising land values as much as a change in previously hidebound bureaucratic attitudes altered things. For years Banbury Council had treated its canal like a malodorous squatter who had set up home in the garden shed. As other larger cities like Birmingham, Manchester and Bristol took the lead developing their water frontages, Banbury finally woke up to the potential of its own canal.


Today the canal’s a key feature of the town centre; and although Tooley’s is much reduced in size and sits under what seems to be an ugly suburban greenhouse, at least it still exists as a working boatyard, literally connected to its history by a glass-sided walkway which leads to Banbury Museum. The development could have been better designed, and the faux-warehouse style of Castle Quay shopping centre, which backs on to the towpath, still grates with me. But it could have turned out a good deal worse, and all things considered, it’s a far more pleasant place to visit as a tourist than the town’s better-known cross which stands on a busy road and is a Victorian confection built as a concession to the popular nursery rhyme after the original cross had been pulled down by the Puritans in 1600.


We moored a little beyond Tooley’s, between a small lift bridge and a lock, and while Em disappeared into Marks & Spencer I set about filling our water tank, which is a huge one under our front deck and takes about half an hour. It was still raining as heavily as ever, and I probably wasn’t paying enough attention to what I was doing because the hose worked itself loose under the pressure of the water and it suddenly went snaking across the towpath, catching me full blast two or three times as it passed backwards and forwards. It was probably hilarious to anyone who happened to be in the shopping centre looking out, like a gag from a silent movie. If I’d been watching myself from the warmth and shelter of an arcade, I’d probably have found it comical too. Who wouldn’t? This old bloke (me) standing there, dripping wet and looking like thunder while the hose danced a merry jig around him. From my perspective things were anything but amusing. It wasn’t just getting wet. Getting wet was the half of it: I was already wet enough from the rain, getting even wetter from the hose was neither here nor there. More serious was that, as the first jet had hit me, I’d reared instinctively to avoid it and wrenched my troublesome knee in the process. I don’t know how but I found myself splayed on the ground, a pain creeping through my body, increasing in intensity all the time. Before long I was retching in agony, heaving as if I’d had too much to drink or had eaten a dodgy burger. Somehow I managed to struggle back on to the boat where Em found me.


‘What shall we do now then?’ she asked after I’d explained what had happened. ‘Go back to the mooring? Stop here? You’re going to have to see a doctor.’


‘Why? A doctor will only refer me to a specialist and I can arrange to see my own specialist as soon as I can get an appointment. We’ve still got an NHS, you know.’


‘What about the pain?’


‘Oh, I can handle that,’ I said cheerfully, stripping off my saturated clothes. ‘Just feed me ibuprofen and whisky and I’ll be fine.’ Even to me my voice seemed rather too chirpy to be entirely credible.


‘Not a good way to start a couple of years living afloat though, is it?’


I didn’t answer but instead dropped into a chair, wincing as I tried to pull off my socks. ‘I need to get under the shower,’ I said. ‘And then I’ve got to go for a walk. However painful it is, I need to exercise this knee before it seizes up on me. If that happens I’ll never get it working again…’



OEBPS/images/icon.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NARROIWBOAT

«» NOMADS ¢«
Living bhe droam on
the Engloh wilsrungs

STEVE
HAYWOOD

aaaaaaaaaaa





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NARROI/BOAT
»» NOMADS ¢«

Living bhe dream on
the English waliriveys






