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Chapter One
On Thin Ice


SHIVERING, STARK NAKED AND covered in semi-frozen cow poo, I realised that everybody, even members of the stoic, grumblesome English race, have their breaking point and I had just found mine. For the unlucky few, it may be something huge like the loss of a loved one or some other catastrophe that just can’t be endured. However, for most of us it is the inevitable trickle of exasperating nonsense that finally forces stressed and hapless souls into out-of-character actions.


It could be that final demand hidden among the Christmas cards or another argument with the boss, bank charges, late buses, riotous rush hours, taxes, rising fuel costs and people cutting into queues (only the English see this as a mortal insult). Only a couple of months previously I had seen a woman scream at an assistant in a supermarket because the little treat that she allowed herself every week had been removed from their stock lists. All these little straws build up and build up and you never know which one will break the camel’s back.


Earlier that bitterly cold November afternoon I had decided that winter is never a good time for positive thinking and had spent at least an hour staring glumly out of the lounge window. Enjoying my melancholy, I gazed out at the snow, hypnotised by the whirling eddies created by the wind racing around the buildings. Leaning on the sill, my forehead against the cold glass of the window and my thighs against the hot radiator, I watched our landlord, Kevin, chivvy his cows, slipping, sliding and pooing up the steep incline of the farmyard. He was trying to get them out of the snow and into the wonderful warm and cosy barn. The stupid animals fought him all the way, turning this way and that in an effort to find a way out of the yard.


Honestly, it was ridiculous, the wind howled around the farmyard. With nothing much to stand in its way (one or two irritable Swaledale sheep and some stunted and tenacious bushes at most); it had swept across the fells from the Pennines, carrying snow and sleet to batter the faces of the herd, and anyone else daft enough to be outside. Surely even an animal could see that the barn was better, why were they fighting it? It was good for them to be moved, in their best interests.


However, I just couldn’t help myself, every time one broke free and headed back toward the field I cheered it on and booed when the poor thing was rounded up and forced to conform again. I was definitely on the side of the cows.


It seemed bizarre to identify with the antics of panicked bovines but, like them, I didn’t want to be told what I could and couldn’t do and certainly didn’t want what was ‘best for me’ or ‘acceptable’. I stared over my shoulder at our new house. Like the barn it was comfortable and warm, the stone walls and thick carpet gave it a homely feel that the cows certainly wouldn’t appreciate. Big pictures, way too big to fit on the walls of our last home, had been dragged out of storage in the hope that they would break up the vast expanses of magnolia-painted wall space. The huge leather sofa was just the right size for the whole family to warm its toes in front of the large open fire.


I shook my head and turned back to the window. This was the only area in the room I really liked, an odd little alcove, about seven foot wide, filled with overflowing, floor to ceiling, book shelves that loomed over a small dining room table. Cramped, confused and chaotic, it was definitely my favourite place to sit.


Compared to the narrow-boat we had been living on for the last two years this house felt huge. I suffered slight agoraphobia as I shuffled around the mostly empty rooms trying not to notice that we only had enough possessions to fill a boat and not a house. It was too big, too empty and far too stable. I missed the continual rocking and odd bumps that had been almost unnoticed in the boat, however without them I had almost continual low level nausea. Being forced to sell our house after the downfall of the Rover company, we hadn’t always enjoyed our somewhat odd lifestyle. The last three years we’d had to come to terms with some very odd situations, and we had laughed a lot. It had been our choice to buy a narrow boat and it had been our choice to attempt an alternative lifestyle and it had been our choice to embrace all the bizarre changes that went with living on a boat, even if most of our friends described us as ‘mad as a box of frogs’.


There is something about living outside the social norm that really appeals to me. For one thing, it always lowers people’s expectations. As soon as they find out that not only do you live on a semi-derelict boat, but you are also trying to raise children on that boat, they tend to scoff. However, as soon as they realise that all your dinner conversation leans towards moaning about nature, the price of diesel and you have a harrowing selection of stories that involve human poo, your average person will glaze over and almost perform circus tricks in the effort to be polite yet get away as quickly as possible.


If I’m entirely honest I think that may have been one of the main reasons I enjoyed it so much. I love to watch friends of friends stumble over their own brains as they try to come to terms with what, to most people, is a completely alien existence.


I sighed and tried to pinpoint that pivotal moment where we had taken our eye off the ball, had been swept away from the margins and stuck back into the herd. In short, I was trying to work out how the hell we had managed to end up in a similar situation to the one we had escaped only three short years ago: this had definitely NOT been the plan. I sighed again and, watching the cow circus vanish beneath the fog of my breath, whispered, ‘Oh Moo!’


I couldn’t ignore the nagging feeling that, as we had been sucked back into ‘normality’, escaping a second time was going to be much harder. Raising the fortifications after our previous escape, life had doubled the guard and installed CCTV. This time it was going to take a huge amount of planning to get away, I was worried that any possible plan would probably include tunnels and spoons.


With my husband Geoff desperate to retrain and get back into work, selling Happy Go Lucky, our old boat, had been our only option. Horrified at the ridiculous cost of courses, we’d sadly opted to sell the boat, put him through all his electrician exams, buy a new fixer upper and start all over again with the money that was left … Simples.


Geoff had indeed taken his exams and, as he usually does, passed with flying colours. Trying to save as much money as possible and with Lillian, Geoff’s mother, out of the country we had taken over her house in Cumbria while he qualified and I searched for another boat. By the time he was a fully fledged electrician and had been offered a job across the Pennines in Durham, we still hadn’t found anything suitable. So, in desperation, we had elected to take a six-month rent of a cottage over winter then, try again in the spring.


Unfortunately, the two children still at home, Charlotte and Sam, were ecstatic to be in a house again and were thoroughly enjoying all the little luxuries that came with being conventional. The fast computer, the large TV, washing machine that you didn’t have to walk half a mile to use and the biggest enticement of all, the deep old bath. (I must admit even I was rather enamoured with that one).


Charlie at thirteen, was completely addicted to MSN, she spent hours on the computer either chatting to friends or enjoying eBay and other sales sites. Built like a small stick, she could still easily get into children’s clothes but that was no longer acceptable so she spent days trolling through various sites looking for clothing. Ten-year-old Sam, luckily, couldn’t care less what he looked like. He spent most of his life pushing his long mouse-coloured hair out of his strange amber eyes (a legacy from his father) and shouting mild obscenities at a computer game called ‘Space Chickens’, and with Geoff enjoying his first proper job for about five years, life slipped relentlessly and inexorably toward ‘normal’. Watching them, I could see that they thought I was mad to want to lose all this and go back to our previous mud-ridden, water-logged and insect-infested existence.


Amelia, the oldest, had left home the day we’d moved out of our last house. Unwilling to give up her lifestyle of college and friends, she had maintained from the outset that she wasn’t going to deal well with life afloat, and had gone to live with her boyfriend, Huw.


Strangely enough she was the only one of my children who seemed to have any empathy with my desperate need to return to what I considered to be my normal life. At twenty-one, she was now living in Reading and was working as a letting agent for a well-known estate agency, she really hated the job. Like her mother, she loathed the set hours, the level of dress that was demanded of you and the ridiculous rules and management structure.


Two years in a flat of their own had opened the young couple’s eyes to the bills and the struggle of trying to live on a starter income. The more irritated she became with the whole thing and the more her bank account failed to support her monthly expenses, the more she understood my point of view. It was quite refreshing, she would phone every two or three days, listen to me moan and gripe, moan and gripe back at me, then both of us, satisfied that neither of our lives were better than the other’s, went on our way until the next support session: I missed having her around.


The small rented cottage that we currently inhabited was attached to a farm in the middle of rural County Durham. It was very pretty but cold, drafty and expensive to heat. The only good thing about the situation was that coffee with my long standing, and ever tolerant, best mate Helen was now much more frequent.


I had actually met up with her the day before. We had been developing a habit of meeting once a week in Barnard Castle. This pretty little market town was almost exactly halfway between my house on the outskirts of Durham and Helen’s in Brough in Cumbria. Helen had been my best friend for more years than I cared to think about and her no nonsense attitude to life had given me a moral slapping on several occasions. This slapping, however, never managed to stop me griping and moaning whenever I saw her.


‘Oh God, what’s the matter now?’ she had snapped as she had walked through the door of the Bowes museum cafe (I obviously had my ‘Oh poor me’ face on). ‘You’ve got a face like a slapped bum.’ She wandered past me and over to the counter, polishing her glasses as she went, obviously walking into a warm room from the cold outside had seriously clouded her judgement.


I noticed, with some irritation, that she was only wearing jeans, boots, a shirt and a jumper. The woolly hat pulled over her hair more a nod to good taste than any need to keep warm. Even in the warmth of the cafe I was still snuggled into a huge puffy coat, my feet squashed into three pairs of socks, I had also picked the table directly beneath the big ceiling-mounted heater. I didn’t feel the problem was with me but with the cafe. Set in a huge room with high ceilings, huge windows and stone floors, it was no wonder it felt cold.


Returning, she slapped down a cream-covered mocha for me, a plate of choccy thingies for both of us and a cup of Earl Grey for herself (yuck). Waiting until I was nose deep in my coffee she continued. ‘So, come on, what’s the problem?’


After I had managed to get the cream out of my nostrils with a napkin, I sighed. There was no point lying, she’d see right through me in an instant. ‘I’m cold, there are too many hills up here and I can’t understand a word anybody says. Every time someone speaks it sounds like that voice-over from Big Brother, I keep looking for hidden cameras. Everything smells of cow sh … poo, and I know I’m just being narrow-minded and pathetic. Actually I’m beginning to irritate myself with my miseries I just want to go home.’


Helen stared at me for a moment. ‘Look,’ she picked up one of the choccy things and took a big bite. ‘I could say, poor you, I could say that come summer you can go back to the river, go back to being a gypsy, go back to irritating those of us that pay council tax and go back to disappointing your mother. But quite frankly that isn’t going to help you at the moment so really,’ she paused for another bite, studying me over the top of her glasses while irritably pushing the long strands of dark hair away from her mouth. ‘Get over it.’


Helen and I had originally met when working for an IT company when we both lived in Worcester many years ago. She had moved to Cumbria after giving up her IT management career to become a paramedic. She loved it up here and was always outraged when someone hated her adopted area. Raising an eyebrow at me, she continued, unstoppable in her righteous indignation. ‘You aren’t going anywhere so you may as well make the best of it for the next six months, take some time to get to know the people in the village. I’m sure they’re lovely.’ she paused again then spoke over me as I started to refute everything she said. ‘Just give it a try. You never know you may enjoy it so much you never want to leave.’ She pushed the plate of chocolate towards me. ‘Now have one of these and hurry up, I want to show you something that will make you feel more at home.’


I stared out of the window, even washed and blurred by horizontal sleet, the sweeping lawns and elegant terraces of the museum were beautiful. However, I wasn’t going to let something as pedestrian as outstanding splendour raise my mood so I resolutely turned my back on it all and stuck my nose, once again, into my coffee cup. It was a good job I hadn’t seen it in the sunshine, it may have been hard to resist. ‘There’s another small problem,’ I grouched.


Helen grinned. ‘What’s that?’


‘I don’t think the kids are going to want another boat, especially not after the last one we went to see.’ I traced coffee rings on the table. ‘I think that pile of rubbish may have killed any enthusiasm they had for a life afloat.’


‘I didn’t know you’d been to see a boat.’ Helen frowned. ‘Where was it?’


‘Over at Hartlepool.’ I shook my head, remembering the terrible mess that had been described as a boat. ‘It was awful and actually reduced Charlie to tears, she was so worried that we were going to make her live on it.’


Helen raised her eyebrows at me and I sighed, it looked as though the whole embarrassing story was going to have to be told.


‘We’d just moved into Lillian’s and I came up with one of my fantastic ideas that instead of another steel boat we buy a wooden one.’ I laughed, remembering the fantasy I had indulged in. ‘The ad said that it was an ex-fishing boat and that it was ready to sail away, and it was such a good price it would have left us with a huge amount of money to make any necessary repairs.


‘So anyway, we made an appointment to see it and wandered over to Hartlepool for the day.’ I shook my head remembering the first impressions. ‘Helen, it was dreadful, it didn’t help that the weather was appalling, but quite frankly bright sunshine and a Caribbean backdrop couldn’t have made that boat look any better.’


Helen frowned. ‘I remember how bad ‘Happy’ was when you bought her.’ She shuddered. ‘I can’t imagine anything worse than that.’


I laughed. ‘Happy was a palace compared to this thing.’


Helen grimaced, obviously having trouble imagining anything so awful.


‘She was about sixty foot long and was fairly cute from the outside. Well, apart from the gaping holes and obvious rot in a lot of her planks, but Geoff felt that these could all be replaced for a fairly reasonable price.’ I laughed, ‘What we didn’t expect to find was an obvious telegraph pole for a mast, an engine that took up nearly a third of the boat and ceilings so low that we all had to walk about with our heads on one side.’


‘Wasn’t it fixable at all?’ Helen winced at my description.


I sighed. ‘If it had been just the two of us I suppose it might have been. Charlie, however, took one look at the beds, stinking, under two inches of water (the roof/deck was leaking due to all the holes in it), took one lungful of the stinking mould-laden air and just burst into tears. She stated that there was no way she was going to live on that and she’d actually rather go back to her father’s than ever again set foot on the equivalent of the Marie Celeste .’


Helen winced. ‘And since then I supposed she’s not wanted to look at any others.’


I shrugged. ‘My fault, I should have been far more careful, Charlie never saw Happy when we first got her so she doesn’t remember the gruesome mess that we lived in.’ I sighed. ‘They seem happy here, they’ve got all their little gadgets, all the things they didn’t have on the boat. School starts on Monday, so they’re going to get friends, Geoff’s got his job and feels that he shouldn’t leave before he’s done at least a year.’ I took another sip of coffee. ‘Everything we do just tightens the net and makes it harder and harder for us to escape.’


Helen’s grin had faded. ‘I didn’t realise it was only you that wanted to get back home, I thought you were all working toward that.’


I pushed the half-finished coffee away. ‘So did I, Geoff says he wants to but he hasn’t bothered looking at boats, he’s really intent on his new job.’ I shook my head. ‘God, I sound so self-pitying, it’s really good that he’s got this job and he’s qualified.’ I paused. ‘I just wish we could’ve done it closer to home.’


Helen sighed. ‘I don’t have any answers for this one, if it’s just you...’ she tailed off and shrugged. ‘You can’t just push off on your own and leave them all behind.’


I smiled sourly. ‘It might be the best thing, they’d soon come running when the food and the clean washing ran out.’


Nodding, Helen checked her watch then leapt up and grabbed my arm. ‘Talking of things running out, come on we’re runningout of time, you have to see this.’ She pulled me toward the door. ‘Honestly you’re going to love it.’


Out of the coffee shop we wandered back past the little shop and into the impressive entrance hall. Helen bounded away toward the stairs and spoke over her shoulder at me, ‘Come on, it’s nearly two o’clock.’


‘Come on, come on.’ She shouted over the top of the banister before disappearing behind another big wooden door. I puffed along behind her thinking that cow print wellies probably weren’t right for this place and hoped I wasn’t dropping mud on the carpet. Distracted, I stopped to study some of the portraits on the walls, their huge antique gold frames perfectly in keeping with the decor. The eyes of the long dead followed me as I slowly followed the sound of Helen’s voice.


Lost in thought, I was surprised when a slim hand shot out through the door and grabbed my cuff. ‘Oh, good grief, come on!’ Helen snapped. ‘I know you want to spend your life just drifting along the river, swatting mozzies and watching Geoff fall into the water but there really are times when you need to get a bloody move on.’ She pointed to a glass case in the middle of the room, surrounded by silent onlookers. ‘Look at this.’


I approached the glass case curiously, the other people standing around moved aside for me and we all stood staring at this most beautiful ‘thing’.


Within the case a life-sized silver swan rested on a glistening streambed of twisted glass rods. Silver fish hovered above the ‘stream’ and all was framed within a bed of large silver leaves, as old as it obviously was, the ‘thing’ was breathtakingly beautiful.


I was right about it being an antique, a description from 1773 lists it as:


A swan, large as life, formed of silver, filled with mechanism, beating time with its beak to musical chimes terminating at the top with a rising sun upward of three feet diameter, the whole eighteen feet high.


I looked again at the swan. The aforementioned sun was no longer present and the case was now about six foot. It was obviously no more than a beautiful statue, which was a shame but it would be ridiculous to hope, after 236 years, that it still worked.


I was still marvelling at the workmanship when a hush fell on the small crowd and a smiling man approached the case, there was a definite sense of anticipation.


Helen appeared beside me and grinned. ‘Isn’t it gorgeous?’


I nodded then jumped as the glass rods began to rotate. Pressing closer to the glass, I jumped again as the swan’s gleaming silver head bent left toward me then away to the right, it then twisted around and appeared to preen its own back. Rotating back again, it sighted a fish in the water and bent down, a fish appeared in its mouth which it seemed to swallow. When the fish had disappeared the swan’s head returned to its upright position and the whole thing became a statue again, as the music stopped all was silent and still. I firmly stifled a childish impulse to grab the man and shout ‘again, AGAIN!’ It had only lasted about forty seconds but it was forty seconds I would remember for a fair while: incredible.


As we wandered around the other exhibits Helen poked me. ‘Well?’


‘Well what?’


She grinned. ‘Oh come on let’s hear it.’


‘What?’ I pretended to have no idea what she was talking about.


‘Swans don’t eat fish.’


I laughed. ‘Swans don’t eat fish, they may be beautiful but they are also aggressive, scary, and plain stupid most of the time. They wait in the dark for you to come out on the front of the boat then they hiss loudly, and laugh as you leap two or three foot into the air. But for something that old and beautiful I’m willing to be tolerant of its reality failings.’


‘Good.’ She looked at me sideways.


‘What?’


‘Well, if you extend that tolerance to your neighbours and give them a chance, they may surprise you as well.’ She gave me a beaming, self-satisfied, smile.


‘If my neighbours were old and beautiful I would. And, if I stayed up here for two hundred and thirty-six years, those neighbours might, just might, stop thinking of me as a southerner and actually talk to me.’ I paused for a moment. ‘Helen?’


‘Yes?’


I gave her a ‘look’. ‘I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, but you can be intolerably smug when you’re right.’


‘See you next week.’ She gave me a huge grin.


I turned round and stuck my tongue out at her. ‘Oh shut up.’ After a quick hug I was back in my car and away. Maybe she was right, maybe I shouldn’t keep hankering after the past. I’ve always told the kids, especially Amelia, who has a tendency to revisit situations in the hope they’ll turn out differently the second time, ‘Never go back, always go forward.’ There was a distinct possibility I should take my own advice.


A heavy knocking on the back door returned me to my fairly mindless perusal of Kevin’s ice-skating cows and sighing heavily I dragged my face away from the window. I noticed that my face and hands were blue from the cold but my thighs were a fiery red from where they’d been in contact with the radiator: they were beginning to tingle alarmingly.


I limped through the kitchen toward the back door. This was the only other room I really liked. Tiny and poorly equipped, it boasted just a couple of cupboards, a sink unit, a small cooker and a washing machine. It reminded me of home, even the lino on the floor was the same pattern as the one we’d had on the boat. As I opened the door to the grinning postman. I noticed that the snow was getting heavier, each flake was now the size of a fifty pence piece and I was sure I could hear a slight thud as they hit the ground, each one adding to the rapidly thickening blanket.


‘Afternoon!!’ John stuck his head through the door and smiled alarmingly. ‘More bills, what a swine eh? Never mind we all have to live with it, better to smile and take it on the chin, than moan about it.’


I stretched my face into what I hoped resembled a smile and quashed my temptation to quip about ‘morning’ postal rounds. I just couldn’t be bothered to listen to a long list of excuses about the weather and low staff levels.


He pointed to the grey and yellow sky. ‘Bet you don’t see a lot of this down south.’ He carefully pronounced this as ‘darn sarth’, presumably in an effort to make sure I could understand what he was saying. Sorry sweetheart, I originally come from Surrey and I’ve recently come from Cambridge. Lose any form of chin, stick a couple of plums in each cheek then stretch each vowel to snapping point and I might just stand a chance of understanding you.


‘Oh, this one needs signing for.’ He held out a thick envelope. ‘It’s for the farm, I couldn’t get an answer at the door but it looks important, could you sign for it?’


‘They’re just up there.’ I pointed up at the barn at the top of the farmyard.


‘Oh right.’ He grinned at me and pushed the letter into my hand.


It was definitely the day for heavy sighs and taking the post from him I nodded, then bared my teeth at him again. He gave me a cheery wink and swivelled on his heel.


‘No rest for the wicked eh?’ He waved and headed down the passageway between the cottage and the horse barn, stamping his feet as he went, leaving clods of snow to melt and fill the passage with water. ‘See you tomorrow,’ he called over his shoulder, ‘no doubt there’ll be more bills … there always is.’


Shutting the door with a thud just to show him what I thought of him and his bills, I studied the post then sighed again. There really was no point in waiting, the weather was just going to get worse and it was rapidly getting dark. I might as well sling my wellies on now and go and give them the stupid letter.


Glancing out of the window I could see the diminutive Kevin and his two huge sons pushing through the milling cattle. The boys’ names were Jack and Simon but I had come to think of them as Huge one and Huge two, both of them had a neck that was wider than his head, both were red-faced and blushed horribly whenever they were spoken to. If you asked either of them a question, he would give you a quietly spoken answer then rush off to do whatever people did with cows.


Kevin was appropriately proud of his huge sons and had recently regaled me with the tale that, while on a night out in their mother’s small car, the boys had suffered a flat tyre. Evidently, unable to find the jack, Simon had merely lifted the little Ford Ka while his brother had changed the wheel. Looking at them, I didn’t doubt the story for an instant.


Just for a moment, I considered getting dressed but decided that my dressing gown, while not really winter wear, would be good enough for a twenty-second trip up the farmyard especially if I threw my plastic mac on as well. The coat had been a slightly humorous present from Helen. It was an old-fashioned, strong, plastic mac, white with huge black cow print all over it: seriously retro. I think she had found it in a 1960s store and had laughed for ages when she first saw me in it, especially as it matched my wellies. As a special thank you I had worn it every time I had seen her since and her smile was beginning to look slightly strained. It probably wasn’t acceptable to the farmers either but it kept out the rain and snow better than any other coat I owned so frankly, I didn’t give a damn how I looked.


Once out of the back door I realised, with a shudder, that it was much windier than I had expected. I struggled up the steep farmyard, my eyes half-closed against the stinging snow, trying desperately to avoid the many piles of new cow plop that were rapidly freezing over. Unable to see, I kept stepping into half frozen puddles of dubious liquid that were lurking under the pristine layer of new snow. I slipped and slid on each frozen puddle, my arms pin-wheeling with each staggering step.


‘KEVIN!!’ I screamed into the wind, hoping that he would see me and meet me halfway, but the wind was too loud and he was concentrating on the cows that bumped and warbled at each other, still eager to get away from the seductively warm barn.


If I’d had any sense, I would have given up, turned around and carefully retraced my steps. I should have waited for the lads to go in for tea and then dropped the letter round by way of the nice clear path. For some reason this didn’t even occur to me. So, slipping, sliding, swearing and staggering, I pressed on up the farmyard.


Right at the top Simon finally noticed me, and pushing his way through the cows, came over to meet me. ‘You all right Mrs Browne?’ He looked me up and down obviously taking in my wellies and the mad mac, then raised his eyebrows slightly at the sight of my pale blue dressing gown peeking from beneath. His expression spoke volumes about the sanity of the woman in front of him.


‘Yes … (Huff) … Hi … Simon … letter … (Huff).’ I stopped speaking for a moment desperately trying to get my breath back. ‘I thought I would give it you now … (Huff) before the weather really got nasty and I’m not going to want to go out later … (Huff).’


Simon took the letter and stared at it. ‘Well … thanks for that …’ He frowned a little. ‘You be careful going back down.’ He scuffed his foot through the snow. ‘It’s getting a bit slippery under there.’


I nodded but, as I turned, my foot slid on one of the icy puddles. Waving my arms in an attempt to keep my balance I endeavoured to run on the spot, and like most people would I failed horribly.


Down I went in a fluffy flurry of pale blue dressing gown, cow-print mac and matching wellies. As I fell my only thought was, oh great, now I’m going to have to attempt to stand up again and that’s just not going to be an elegant exercise on this surface. However, as it turned out, I needn’t have worried at all. As my backside hit the ground I began to slide back toward the house, the strong plastic mac slipping easily over the icy slurry; I had flashbacks of being twelve and sledging on a coal bag.


As I slowly travelled down the farmyard, I became aware of a certain warm stickiness that was liberally covering the backs of my thighs and calves and panicked, thinking that I had cut myself on one of the cobbles. The fear was fleeting and soon pushed aside by nausea as I realised that the little cracks and pops preceding each wave of warmth meant that I was breaking the icy crust on each cow plop I encountered. It didn’t make me feel any better to realise that the contents, scooped up by my coat were being carried along with me. I really think blood would have been preferable.


After about six feet I stopped and gingerly placed my hands on the ground, readying myself for an attempt to stand upright. With my hands wrist deep in snow and my feet slipping and slithering ahead of me I must have looked like an amateur Cossack dancer attempting the Casatchok for the first time. Finally giving up I rolled over on to my hands and knees, inelegantly stuck my poo-covered rear into the air and then slowly and carefully stood upright, my shaking legs feeling like wet spaghetti.


I turned to look at the short, steaming scar that was my route down the farmyard. Attempting to regain some poise I stepped, very carefully, down the steps and through the gate wincing as each step sent a fresh wave of warm and smelly stuff cascading down my legs to add to the squelching mess inside my wellingtons. (I do remember wishing I had taken time to put some socks on).


‘You all right Mrs Browne?’ a voice, filled with laughter, floated down from the top of the farmyard.


‘Fine, fine,’ I called back. I knew that Huge one had been joined by his brother and his father, I could hear them trying not to laugh and failing. There was no way I was going to look back at them, that was an image that could scar a person’s psyche for life.


Trying not to walk like a cat that had just had its paws buttered, I made my way carefully to the back door. After shutting it firmly behind me, I turned on the light against the rapidly approaching dark and stood, uncertain, on the mat.


‘Oh my God.’ Charlie came into the small kitchen with her hands held firmly around her nose. ‘What on earth is that … SMELL?’


Sam, following closely on the heels of his older sister, crinkled up his nose and wailed, ‘Oh yurgh!’ He coughed and clutched his throat theatrically. ‘WHAT is that?’


I gave them both the ‘look of doom’ then began shedding clothes as quickly as I possibly could. I really needed to get everything off before the warmth in the room melted the rest of the frozen yuck and the smell became intolerable. My mad mac had a huge rip right down the backside, so I wouldn’t be wearing that again. My dressing gown was streaked in what could have been mud but the smell told me differently. My long T-shirt was mostly unscathed but just to be sure I dumped that as well. When I was standing, stark naked except for a pair of pants that were destined for the fire, I opened the door just enough to get my foot through and kicked every piece of clothing out into the snow. Yelping at the cold I heeled my wellies off, and then stared down at my slimy toes in disgust. I stank, even more horribly, I was beginning to crust over.


Stalking past the still wailing children, I suddenly realised that as I had turned the lights on and hadn’t pulled the curtains. I had just given the farmers a complete eyeful of naked woman. Oh just great! A poo covered, naked, sliding southerner, this was a story that was going to get to the local farmers in about ten minutes flat. I was never going to be able to go out in public again.


After two showers, a long hot bath and a couple of medicinal doses of Jack Daniels, I began to feel better. Geoff had come home and after bringing me a cup of tea sat on the toilet to talk to me. He looked very professional in his bottle-green work gear. He was very good, I think that he actually managed to keep a straight face while I was whining on, but it’s really difficult to tell when most of someone’s face is hidden by beard, his shaking shoulders, however, told a very different story.


Later that evening, he helped out by rubbing Savlon into some of my more hard-to-reach scratches. I was worried that they might become infected from the cow poo, and that I would get mad cow disease. I had visions of standing in odd postures, showing nervous or aggressive behaviour and showing a lack of co-ordination. Geoff, safe behind my backside, just laughed and said that we had better get me tested because, from the list of symptoms I had just given him, nobody would be able to tell the difference.


‘Look,’ he said and laughed, ‘you managed to last two years on the river and you never came down with Weil’s disease, I think you’re probably safe.’


‘I never bum-skated through six inches of frozen rat sh … plop.’ I said as I twisted myself around trying to see my own backside.


‘Well,’ Geoff spoke over his shoulder as he headed to the kitchen to put the kettle on, ‘you threw me into a dilute eight foot of it on two separate occasions and I’m still here, I think you’ll live.’


He poked his head around the door and grinned at me, his teeth just showing through his rather exuberant salt and pepper beard. ‘How come you never fell in the river?’ he asked. ‘Maybe this is just karmic retribution and I’m sorry I wasn’t there to see it, I don’t suppose you could do it again tomorrow could you?’ He thought for a second or two. ‘If I rush out and buy a video camera in the morning we could make a quick two hundred and fifty quid from one of those funny clip shows.’ Then laughing at his own wit he disappeared off to deal with the kettle.


Giving his departing rear end a sarcastic sneer, I parked myself gingerly on the sofa, angling over to sit on one thigh in an effort to stop my poor, abused backside from making contact with the cold leather seat. ‘Don’t you miss it?’ I called toward the kitchen.


‘Miss what?’ Geoff appeared carrying two steaming cups. ‘The never-ending worry about getting disease?’


‘No! The river, the boat, the life.’ I took the mug and took a deep breath, ah bless him, he’d doctored my coffee with a liberal splash of whisky. ‘Have you seen that lot on the table?’ I gestured vaguely toward our so called dining room. ‘We’ve only been here two weeks and that whole pile of post is either bills or rubbish and every day more drops through the door. To make matters worse it’s delivered by the cheery prat from hell who has made it his job to point out to me just how much rubbish we’re getting and telling me I have to put up with it.’


Geoff heaved himself back off the sofa and wandered into my weird little alcove by the window. We had managed to get every one of our thousand and some books out of storage and into the house. It took a little effort to wedge ourselves into the chairs at the table for food but we managed it … just.


‘These are just mostly multiple letters from BT.’ He shuffled through the pile and began throwing some of them onto the table, ‘Just throw away anything marked ‘occupier’ and see what the rest say. We can’t have that many bills at the moment, we’ve only just moved in. These are mostly set-up correspondence about the telephone line and the broadband line. Most of these can just be dumped or filed for reference.’


‘So … do you miss it?’ I pressed.


Geoff wandered back across the room and then stood warming his backside at the open fire, crinkling his toes into the rug and occasionally bouncing a little. With his hands stuck deep into the pockets of his new Snicker work trousers he jangled the odd collection of radiator bleed keys, fuses and other little bits of ‘stuff’ that he carried around these days. He was the very picture of a man in deep thought. I waited, almost breathless in the fear that he would say no.


Eventually he sighed and turned around to give the fire a poke. ‘Yes and no.’ He put another log on top of those already there and then came over to flop onto the sofa. ‘I don’t miss the lack of money or the never-ending walks to take the rubbish to the skip. I do miss a lot of things: the fish in the river, the morning mists, the chats with the neighbours.’ He paused and frowned, then ran his hand through his recently shorn hair. ‘Actually what I miss the most is that it didn’t matter what problem you had, there was always someone willing to lend a hand.’ He nodded, ‘Yes I do miss it.’ He reached into the pocket of his huge green fleece, fumbling around in the monogrammed breast pocket for his tobacco. ‘How about you?’


I took a huge gulp of whisky sour hot coffee and coughed slightly, more to cover the moment of deep melancholy than too much alcohol. ‘More than I ever thought possible.’


‘Don’t worry.’ Geoff leaned over and gave me a hug crinkling his nose at the smell of whisky (at least I hoped it was the whisky and not a lingering odour of ordure). ‘Wait until spring and there’ll be loads of boats for sale and we can get back to where we’re supposed to be.’


Taking another gulp of coffee, I huffed. ‘Good, let’s hope that we haven’t run out of money by then. I was horrified when they filled the oil tank up and then charged me over six hundred quid.’ I drained my cup and getting to my feet reached out a hand to pull Geoff to his. ‘Come on, let’s go to bed, I’m sure I’m going to dream of cows.’


Geoff grabbed my hand and pulled me back down into his lap. ‘They’re better than rats,’ he grinned and wriggled a finger between my ribs making me scream. ‘At least cows don’t eat through your rope lockers, raid your bins and make nests in the woodpile, leaping out at you, screaming and gnashing their teeth when you go for some kindling.’


Just for a moment I had a strange mental image of a cow nest in a woodpile, then, deciding I had had more than enough whisky I slapped his hand away and got to my feet. ‘Nah, I’ll take the rats any day, much quieter, listen to that racket.’ We both fell silent, the cows could be heard still screaming their heads off at the top of the yard. (Probably laughing at the woman they’d caught in their poo.)


‘Time for bed.’ Geoff heaved himself to his feet and wandered over to put the guard on the fire.


‘I’ve always hated cows.’ I grabbed the mugs and headed out with them to turn the lights off in the kitchen. ‘I’ve never really trusted them, they look sweet with those big eyes and those wet pink huffing noses, but I’ve always felt that they are far too curious for ‘our’ own good.’


As we climbed into bed I reached over to turn the light off. Geoff gave me a huge hug and a big slobbery kiss then almost immediately fell asleep. I lay awake for a long time, positive I could still smell cow poo and listening to the non-stop mooing that echoed around the farmyard, muted only slightly by the ever-increasing snow.


I really didn’t care what people were like all over the country I just wanted my neighbours back, Charlie and Dion, Disco Steve, Grumpy Lewis, Steve, Jude and the kids. The house next door was occupied but they had been away since we moved in and I had yet to meet them. I yawned and snuggled down into the warm Geoff-filled space. Maybe I was being unfair, maybe they would be fine. As consciousness drifted away on my cow-filled dreams, I was ready to see what the next five months would bring.









Chapter Two
In Bed, No One Can Hear You Scream


I AWOKE THE NEXT morning to that strange dead stillness that only thick snow can create, no birds and – wonder of wonders – no cows, no sound from the road, just that odd anticipation in the air. I lay there for about twenty minutes enjoying the warm bed before a blood curdling scream sent me up into the air like a cat that has just been confronted by a skunk.


‘Mum … MUM! Arrrrgggghhhh!!’


Leaping out of bed, I winced as my feet hit the cold floor and my poor abused gluteus maximus reminded me that I had seriously overdone it the day before. So alternately wincing, limping and muttering I rushed into Charlie’s bedroom. I found her dressed only in her pyjamas with her face pressed against the window.


‘What?’ I grabbed her arm. ‘What’s the matter, are you all right?’


Charlie whipped round and screamed at me. ‘Look at the snow, look how thick it is, can we go sledging, can we?’ She let go of my arm and rushed out of the door, I hurried after her.


‘Sam, SAM!’ She grabbed his covers and pulled them, and him, off the bed and onto the floor. Sam, unused to this behaviour and woken from an obviously deep sleep became wide awake and completely incoherent for a couple of minutes. He tried to stand up but both legs gave way simultaneously and he landed face down on his deposed duvet. It was at this point his subconscious noted that, as Charlie was screaming, obviously something was very wrong, so he’d better scream as well.


Charlie, wide-eyed and a bit overwhelmed by the sounds that her brother was making, shut up and backed away. Hiding behind me, she peered out at him from around my back.


Sam just lay face down and screamed and screamed. Geoff, worried that his young son was being murdered, arrived wild-haired, wild-eyed and resplendent in elderly underpants.


I laughed and picked Sam bodily up off the floor. ‘Sam!’ He carried on screaming, completely stiff and unresponsive. I placed my face right in his line of vision. ‘SAM … SAMUEL!! Look at me!’ The use of his full name usually meant that he was in big, big trouble and with a snap of teeth the screams cut off and I watched him focus on my face.


‘Wha …’ He looked around at the devastation of his bed, the shocked looks on the faces of his family, then at me, his little face crumpled slightly and I could see tears beginning to glimmer in those huge amber eyes of his.


‘It’s all right,’ I hurried to explain, ‘it’s just Charlie woke you up a little too quickly and I don’t think you were really with us for a while.’


He looked at me, confused, then at Charlie as she bounced out from behind me and grabbed his arm. ‘Oh for goodness’ sake you big twit, look.’


She dragged him, resisting all the way, over to the window, then grabbing his long and sleep mad hair she turned him physically to look out at her personal nirvana. ‘Look at THAT.’


Sam looked blearily out of the window and I could almost hear the ‘click’ as he registered what he was seeing.


Fifteen minutes later Geoff and I were once again face down on our bed. We were pretending to get dressed but really were stealing five peaceful moments before facing the great outdoors. We tried not to listen as Chaos and Disorder planned their day (and ours) as they rushed backward and forward, each having ideas about what they should do first. I had to smile, first a big cooked breakfast, then they were going to make a big snowman. Then they were going to come in for hot chocolate, then sledging.


For a moment there was silence. Beside me Geoff muttered, ‘Here comes trouble. I give them to the count of 5 … 1,2,3,4,5.’


‘MUM!’ Both of them came careering into the room. ‘We don’t have any sledges, what are we going to do?’


Geoff clambered out of bed and rootled around in the pocket of his trousers, he then turned and threw his keys to Charlie. ‘Go and have a look in the van, I’m sure you can find something in there that will act like a sledge.’


As the sound of feet faded into the distance I turned and raised my eyebrows at him, he laughed.


‘I was in one of the DIY stores yesterday and they were selling sledges, as it was snowing outside I thought a couple might come in useful.’


I laughed. ‘Oh that’s not fair.’ I dragged myself off the bed and started searching in the cupboard for a pair of his thermal long johns to steal. ‘Aren’t you going to be voted ‘Best Dad in the World’? I can’t compete with that.’


By the time we were dressed and downstairs, the kids had finished their first snowball fight, Sam had been hit in the face twice and had had a big handful of snow forced down his back, Charlie hadn’t even had to duck. Sam, irritated and frustrated at his own lack of aim had given up, leaving Charlie trying to use one of the new sledges on flat ground, much to her annoyance it wasn’t going well.


Over a huge breakfast of hash browns, beans, bacon, sausages and Sam’s favourite, fried bread, we decided that we were all going to trudge out to the big hill behind the house and test the sledges.


Charlie stared out of the window, the snow was still falling. ‘It’s really deep.’ She looked a little hopeful. ‘We have to start school the day after tomorrow.’


‘It’s not that deep,’ Geoff said, ‘it’s only about seven or eight inches and the roads will be clear.’


I laughed at her expression of woe. ‘This really isn’t that bad love.’ I began to clear the plates away. ‘You’ve just never seen more than a couple of centimetres of snow before. I’m sure your dad has seen it much deeper, coming from Cumbria.’


Geoff nodded. ‘I remember walking down a lane and after the plough had been through the snow at the side of the road was up to my waist.’


Both kids looked at him and rolled their eyes. ‘Yeah right!’ Charlie got up and went to put her wellies on. ‘Come on Sam, let’s get out before they start on the old days .’ Both went out muttering about the parental lies that they had to put up with.


‘Do you remember that day we were visiting my mum and the car got stuck halfway up that hill in the snow?’ Geoff laughed.


‘Yes I do.’ I poked him in the arm. ‘That was when I got out to push and you drove off and left me, I had to run to catch up.’


‘I didn’t dare stop, I’d have got stuck again.’ He put on a wounded look. ‘I was only going slowly, I thought you’d be able to jump in.’


I waved a knife at him. ‘I did jump in, but as soon as both feet were in the car, I found myself hanging on to the open door, couldn’t hold on and fell out again.’


‘I had to stop the car and pull you out of that snow drift that you were bum-first in. We couldn’t get the car going again and had to abandon it and walk to my mum’s.’


‘Well if your mum didn’t live halfway up bloody Stainmore we wouldn’t have had any problem.’ I looked out at the snow. ‘It’s amazing that this is the deepest snow the kids have ever seen.’


Geoff took the plates out of my hand and dumped them on the table. ‘Come on, leave them, let’s go sledging before it all melts.’


Four hours later we arrived back home. The kids, soaked to the skin, were shivering uncontrollably. They had given up walking and were perched on their sledges forcing Geoff to drag Sam and me to drag Charlie. I couldn’t feel my feet and the wild excitement about the snow had dulled to the usual moaning and griping.


‘I can’t feel my legs.’ Charlie staggered upright and kicking her boots off at the door fell into the lounge.


‘Don’t stand too near the fire,’ Geoff warned, ‘as you warm up it’s going to really hurt.’


Charlie looked at him dubiously. ‘Why?’


Geoff just winked at her. ‘Trust me, it’s going to hurt.’


I chivvied both children upstairs. ‘Come on out of those wet clothes, who wants the first bath?’


Charlie was quicker to shout for the bath than Sam and although I made it only lukewarm she still yelped as she got in. ‘It’s really hot!’ she moaned.


Sam stuck his head through the door all snug and warming up nicely in pyjamas, socks, slippers and big fluffy dressing gown.


‘What’s hot?’ He ducked as a naked Charlie screamed at him and threw a bar of soap.


‘Just get in,’ I coaxed, ‘in about ten minutes it will seem really cold and you’ll have to put some hot in.’


Hearing a car pull up, I checked out of the window. ‘I think our elusive neighbours have just arrived,’ I told Charlie, ‘come on get yourself warm, while I go and say hello.’ Leaving Charlie to her muttering and whinging I wandered downstairs and opened the front door, Geoff just behind me.


A tall dark woman, a robust-looking man and two children were just emerging into the snow. This looked fairly good, their kids were about the same age as ours and it would be really nice if they got on.


‘Hello.’ I wandered toward them. ‘You must be the neighbours. Kevin and Val said you’d be arriving soon.’


‘Hello.’ Both of them smiled. The man came around the car to greet us. ‘I’m Mike and this is Gill.’ The woman nodded and huddled further into her coat, the two kids gave us a cursory once-over then shot into the house, hitting each other as they went, the boy wearing a Newcastle United football shirt and the girl a short pink skirt which clashed with her bright orange hair.


‘I’m Marie and this is Geoff,’ I said. ‘Have you moved here from somewhere local?’


‘Oh yes.’ Gill smiled and nodded emphatically. ‘We had a bit of a problem with the house we were living in so it was really nice of Kevin and Val to let us have this place at such short notice.’ She paused. ‘Especially as we have the baby.’


‘The baby?’ I looked into the back of the car and sure enough there was a small carry seat containing a tiny, red-faced baby, I took a closer look. ‘He doesn’t look very old.’


‘Three days.’ Mike gave Gill a hug, she smiled at him but I noticed that the smile was more of a wince.


‘Good grief!’ I poked Geoff with an elbow. ‘Don’t stand around here in this cold, you get inside and we’ll meet again when you’ve had some sleep, can we help with anything?’


Mike breathed a sigh of relief and shepherded his wife toward the door. ‘I don’t suppose you could just bring the baby bag could you?’ He turned and opened the back doors to the car, then handed a blue nappy bag to Geoff. I poked my head around my husband and was just about to coo over the baby when I noticed that, under the blanket, it was wearing a tiny little Newcastle United outfit. He’d already had one ear pierced, the gold stud looked huge and brassy jammed through the tiny, perfect pink ear. I recoiled in horror. Watching Geoff and Mike carry the bits and pieces indoors, I decided with the boys in football gear and one daughter in pink this probably wasn’t going to be a friendship made in heaven.


I got exactly the response I expected from both Charlie and Sam later that evening.


‘Football!’ Sam turned his nose up. ‘Stupid game.’


‘Pink!’ Charlie snorted. ‘Stupid colour.’


The neighbours were never mentioned by the kids again, in fact over the next five months there seemed to be a certain intolerance that grew between the two sets of kids, if theirs went outside mine would come in, if mine went out theirs would go in, they never spoke to each other, just sneered and made snide comments. Between Charlie and the young lady it seemed to be a never ending round of ‘Barbie girl or Ginge’ with a riposte of ‘Goth git or scruffy cow’. Sam and the young man weren’t so vocal but would follow their sister’s lead and make menacing faces at each other.


On Monday morning I had two worried children to deal with. Starting a new school is always horrible and ours were expecting the worst.


Driving carefully through the snow I was determined that the school run was going to be excitement-free. We had left at least twenty minutes earlier than we needed to just in case I couldn’t remember where the school was or the snow actually became a problem. I wanted the kids at school, on time and as calm as possible.


As we plodded along the country roads heading for Durham our Ford Maverick seemed to be making fairly light work of the snow-covered roads. Or at least it would have if we’d have been in hill-free Cambridgeshire. Feeling the wheels begin to skate on one fairly steep hill I put the car into 4x4 and began the climb, we so nearly made it. About ten meters from the top the car hit a rut and began to slide. I made the whole thing worse by jamming on the brakes and for about three minutes we followed our own tracks in the snow back down to the bottom of the hill.


I had a moment of déjà vu as we slid backward. There were, of course, some differences, this one wasn’t covered in cow poo and my interesting slide yesterday hadn’t been accompanied by Charlie and Sam screaming blue murder.


The screams finally cut off as our little trip finally terminated in a hedge. Making sure everybody was still in one piece, I pulled slowly out of the hedge and making sure I drove on virgin snow managed to make it to the top. It really wasn’t that bad but the kids were now completely freaked out and neurotic, just the right frame of mind to start a new school. Ho hum.


Dropping Charlie at her secondary school in Durham, I took a couple of minutes to reassure her that everything would be fine, she had already visited the school so she knew what to expect. I watched her go with a slightly heavy heart, she didn’t look at all happy.


It’s always a little difficult to integrate into a new school, not just for the child but the mother can have a couple of problems as well. As we headed toward the gates of Sam’s primary school both of us were nervous as children and mothers turned to watch us approach.


There were a few that, like me, were bundled up against the weather but most seemed to be dressed for a party. One group of women were dressed alike in tight tracksuits, high heels, and vast amounts of gold jewellery. Two of them were particularly brave and had on tight-fitting skinny jumpers designed to show off the pink jewels that pierced the blue and goose-bumped skin about their belly buttons. They winked occasionally in the winter sun as the over-abundant folds of flesh parted at every movement. Huge gold hoops dangled from each ear, accented by the tight ponytails that sprung bi-coloured above stretched faces sporting pinched lips and hard eyes.


As we walked through the gate, the chattering group dropped into silence and turned to stare. Determined to be sociable I nodded to them and chirped a cheery, ‘Good Morning.’ There was no change of expression but as one they turned away, returning to the conversation they had been having before I arrived.


Each group of women I passed seemed to use their conversations as a barrier to keep the ‘off-comers’ away, I chided myself that my paranoia was getting out of hand. Ignoring them all, I marched, with Sam, through the pre-school crowd and went to find his teacher. I sincerely hoped the kids were friendlier than their parents.


Back at the house it seemed very quiet and even larger than I feared. I wandered about, vaguely tidying, determined not to think or worry about the kids. Finally I settled down at the computer desperate to find a new boat, the quicker I found one, the quicker they could go back to their old schools and all would be well. It didn’t surprise me when, after two solid hours of searching, I came up with no options at all.


When I went to pick the kids up that evening I was relieved that both seemed to have had a good day, Charlie, as she always does, had immediately made friends with a mixed group of young teenagers. She thought it unbelievably funny that they had trouble understanding her accent and had spent most of the day trying to convince them that she wasn’t actually Canadian.


Back at the Primary School, I once again ran the gauntlet of the staring, silent mothers ignoring them as they paused in their muttered conversations to throw quick glances and snide looks my way. It wasn’t my imagination, I was definitely getting the silent treatment. I waited, alone, for Sam to come out. Finally he arrived with another small boy in tow.


‘Hi, Mum,’ he shouted breathlessly, ‘this is Aaron, can he come and play?’


I groaned silently to myself, I really didn’t want to have to approach any of the women with the pony-tail face-lifts and ask if her son could come and play, I desperately tried to think of an excuse but before I could cudgel my cold brain into action Aaron rushed off.


‘Nan … NAN!’ He shot over to an older woman, also standing alone, some distance away. ‘Can I go and play with Sam?’


I studied the small woman, she was well-dressed, not expensively, but sensibly for the sub-zero weather conditions. Strands of grey hair had escaped from under her warm blue hat and were blowing about her face; she had to flick them away as they crept behind her glasses. Aaron grabbed her heavily gloved hand and towed her over to us.


‘Hello,’ she said and smiled at me, ‘I’m Mickey.’


Oh, that London accent, I breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Hi, I’m Marie.’ I hesitated, aware that we were getting stares from the mothers around us. ‘Sam and Aaron would like to play.’ I paused and let the question hang.


‘Oh, that would be lovely.’ Mickey laughed and taking off one of her sheepskin gloves she fumbled about in the pocket of her heavy blue and red ski jacket. ‘It’s nice that Aaron’s got a friend.’


Finally finding a piece of paper and a pen in her pocket, Mickey wrote down her telephone number and we arranged that Aaron would come after school that Friday and left it at that. I found myself quite looking forward to it, here was a woman who could give me some much-needed answers.


The Friday visit went pretty much as expected, I picked both of them up from school and the two small boys ran about the house, irritated Charlie, traumatised her rats (she said), bickered, fought, played computer games, argued about who won and generally enjoyed themselves hugely. By the time Mickey arrived they had decided that they were firm friends. Mickey seemed massively relieved and accepted a coffee.


‘Is it my imagination,’ I said, handing her a biscuit, ‘or am I being shunned by the locals?’


Mickey looked surprised. ‘Well, you’ve only just arrived.’


I dunked a Hobnob into my coffee. ‘So?’


She laughed. ‘Marie, I’ve been up here five years and they still don’t talk to me.’


‘Really?’ She must be joking, please let her be joking.


‘Yep. I have a couple of people I talk to at school but really it is only one or two.’ She smiled at me.


Oh great, I totted up in my head how many years Sam had left at primary school … three, three more years. I sighed, tomorrow I really needed to find a new boat, the women at Sam’s old school were paragons of welcoming virtue compared to this lot.


Another four weeks meandered by and little by little Charlie and Sam settled into their new schools, making friends and generally enjoying life. Geoff was still having fun with his new job and as Christmas approached I began to worry that we were going to be stuck here for ever.


Every day I checked for new boats and fretted when each one I found was turned down for some reason or another by Geoff. When I mentioned that I had found one, the kids would groan and state emphatically that there was no way they were moving back onto a boat. They liked life here, they liked the huge television, the really fast internet connection, having a huge bedroom and a big bath was something they’d never been able to enjoy on our old boat. I began to realise with a sinking feeling that it was only me that was still yearning for the past.


Christmas was quite a rowdy affair. Our oldest, Amelia, and her boyfriend Huw arrived on Christmas Eve with presents and washing. I noticed that they no longer seemed to be ‘love’s young dream’. Although there were lots of comments and jokes about getting married, Amelia seemed to snap at Huw every time she spoke to him. He didn’t bother to talk to her at all and just spent the time moaning about her to anyone that would listen. I mentioned to Geoff that I wouldn’t really want to bet on another year for them.


Amelia has a knack for finding the present that causes Chaos and Disorder to state that she is the best sister in the world and me to threaten her with dismemberment. Last year, for Sam, it had been drumsticks that made drum sounds when you tapped them on anything, this year it was a computer game: World of Warcraft. For some time now, Charlie and Sam had been asking for this but it was an online game that had a monthly fee. We certainly hadn’t had the bandwidth to play it on the boat but here it was possible and Amelia had purchased the disk, one month’s subscription, and had presented it as a fait accompli before I could scream my objections.


Huw spent a couple of hours on the computer with Geoff, setting it up and explaining how it all worked. My heart sank as I saw Geoff’s eyes light up, he really is still a student at heart. He had spent most of his university years playing Dragons and Dungeons and each Saturday had run about in the woods with a rubber sword doing something called LARP. This was the best game in the world to him, a complete land populated by real people from all over the world playing out their fantasies of being an elf or an evil wheelbarrow, or something similar.


However, when it was all working he handed the computer over to the kids and let them enter this massive fantasy world, become mad characters and go off on bizarre quests. It was sure to become an instant hit and I was determined that time limits should be set from the word go. My heart sank as once again I knew I was going to have to be the demon that said ‘no’.


In an attempt to keep Sam in bed beyond four o’clock on Christmas morning, I had decreed that everybody was to have a stocking and that included me! So at three o’clock I was creeping around putting stockings at the end of everyone’s bed, and I was looking forward to the next morning, hoping that Geoff would have purchased me a stocking full of ‘stuff’. He had been dropping heavy hints for about a fortnight that I was going to love my ‘unusual’ gifts and I had to admit to being a little excited.


After the stocking delivery I snuggled back into bed and thought about the previous Christmas, we had been so broke but we’d still had a good time and I dropped back to sleep with happy memories of Happy Go Lucky resplendently decked out in cheap Christmas lights that had turned the surrounding mist into an ever changing coloured haze.


Sam managed six o’clock this year and, on awaking to a loud set of giggles that emanated from his room, I rolled over with a hopeful smile at my husband. He gave me a quick kiss then, reaching under the bed, he pulled out a multi-coloured stocking bulging with exciting lumps and bumps, I really couldn’t resist a juvenile squeal.


‘Now, then,’ Geoff said, holding the stocking out of the reach of my grasping hands, ‘have you been a good little girl?’


I laughed and put on a terrible lisp, ‘Oh, yeth Thanta, I’ve been ever tho good, I haven’t pulled any of my friendth pigtails, I haven’t painted any petth pink and I haven’t put gravy into your wellieth.’ I batted my eyelashes at him. ‘Ever tho, ever tho, good.’


Geoff laughed and handed the stocking to me. Having finally got it in my hands I reached over and pulled his stocking from where I had hidden it in the bedside cabinet. I dumped it unceremoniously on his lap causing a slight wince. ‘Happy Christmas, you open yours first, I want to savour mine.’


His first and best stocking present was a new watch, completely waterproof, it had all sorts of functions and was very swish. The previous year I had managed to throw him overboard while trying to get a new bath on to the boat. His old watch never actually stopped working but there was a huge blob of condensation across the glass that we never got rid of, I really felt I owed him a new one.


It took him about twenty minutes to open all his presents (I did feel that he was being deliberately slow) apart from the new watch there were CDs, books, a new computer game, socks, a tangerine and some nuts (just to keep it traditional). His big present, a mega tester, was downstairs under the tree. I had no idea what it did, something electrical but it had lights and made pinging noises and had had to be sort of tuned or something so it had come with a technical certificate of calibration, it looked ever so professional. I knew he had been coveting one of these things for months so I was definitely going to get brownie points.


Finally getting to open my first present I was a little disappointed to note that the box, once the wrapping was off, came from a well-known but not very exclusive jewellery shop. I didn’t really wear jewellery and had a horrible vision of a huge pair of cheap gold earrings. I tentatively opened the box and winced when Geoff let out a roar of laughter. It was a lump of coal.


‘I thought you said you’d been good?’ Geoff guffawed.


I burst out laughing. ‘Oh, very funny, maybe I haven’t been as good as I thought.’


I picked up the next present, it was a small box of chocolates from Hotel Chocolat, very nice, just the thing to eat before breakfast and certainly the thing to eat before the kids saw them. I opened the box and frowned. Geoff had carefully taken out all the chocolates and replaced them with little pieces of coal. I smiled with a bit of an effort as I listened to my terribly happy husband snigger and giggle.


I reached for the next present. One was funny, two was amusing, surely he wouldn’t push his luck that far and go for three would he? Oh surely not.


Oh yes he would, and a fourth and a fifth and a sixth. By the time I reached the last three lumps at the bottom of the stocking I had completely lost my sense of humour. Geoff wasn’t laughing any more either; obviously the look on my face had told him that this had gone well beyond a joke.


I emptied the last of the ‘presents’ out onto the bed and gave him a hard stare. ‘Should I even bother opening them?’


He gave me a sickly smile and shook his head. ‘I thought it would be funny.’ He ran a hand over his head and gave me a rueful look. ‘You know? Bad girl gets a stocking full of coal.’ He sighed. ’The girls at the office said you would find one or two funny but any more than that and I was going to find myself spending Christmas in the car while wearing my turkey dinner.’


‘You should have taken their advice.’ I pursed my lips at him. ‘You have once chance and about thirty seconds to make it up to me.’


Geoff looked horrified and scrabbled about under the bed coming up with a little plastic bag.


‘What’s that?’ I weighed the bag cautiously in my hand.


‘It’s the chocolates out of that box, I saved them.’ He ripped open the little plastic bag and grabbing one popped it into my mouth, then grinned hopefully at me and said, ‘Your real present’s downstairs.’


I couldn’t be angry at him, he looked so forlorn. ‘Exactly how long did it take you to wrap up all this coal?’ I pointed to the pile of coal resting in my lap, carelessly dropping black dust all over our blue chequered duvet.


‘About three hours.’ He shook his head. ‘It seemed like such a good idea at the time.’


The thunder of feet interrupted us. Sam burst into the bedroom waving a DVD. ‘Look, look I got the new SpongeBob film, can we go and watch it?’


Charlie, following hot on the heels of her brother, sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘Thanks for the pressies.’ She grinned. ‘I especially liked the tiny bottle of Irish Cream.’


‘Hmmm,’ I sighed, ‘I take it that’s already gone, has it?’


She nodded. ‘And the chocolates, and the orange,’ she paused, ‘in fact I feel a bit sick.’ She frowned as she caught sight of the bed covered in coal. ‘What’s that?’


‘Your mother hasn’t been very good this year,’ Geoff muttered, obviously determined to keep the joke going.


Charlie gaped at the bed. ‘Oh, you didn’t …?’ she stepped around me and picked up one of the unopened presents. ‘Not every one … surely.’


I scowled as Sam finally caught on to the joke and howled with laughter (obviously the same puerile jokes tickle both father and son).



OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9781908086969.jpg
Praise for Marie Browne.
(Funny, honest and thoroughly readable

¥ 7 i ’Amh'o?Ahce Griffin
¢ PN

A
p' By

Marie Browne






OEBPS/images/5-1.jpg
O

Norrow
. Margins






