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The Great Ouse was not a river that rushed. Passing through the flat expanse of the Cambridgeshire fens, its waters today were a thick, opaque olive green, heavy with the fine, powdery silt washed down from the clay beds upstream. On a warm, overcast May afternoon, the flat river surface looked almost solid, its surface reflecting the dull pewter of the sky.

Carl adjusted his grip on the lightweight carbon paddle, dipping it into the water with a rhythmic, practiced click-splash. In the front cockpit of the tandem touring kayak, Lou matched his stroke. They had been paddling for nearly two hours, leaving the busy marina at Hartford behind, navigating past the dense beds of yellow water-lilies and the low-hanging willows that dipped their branches into the slow current.

The boat was a broad-beamed, stable design, rated for a total load of 250 kilograms. Lou knew this because she had looked it up after the third time a club member had politely declined her offer to partner up for a weekend trip. "It's not you," they always said, "it's just that I'm used to a lighter bow. The trim feels off." She had learned to read between the lines. In a sport where every kilo mattered, her body was considered ballast, not power.

Carl had never once mentioned weight. When they had been paired randomly for a club social paddle two years ago, he had simply checked her footrest setting, asked if she preferred a straight or feathered paddle, and pushed off without a second glance. They had discovered a natural rhythm within the first kilometre, their strokes falling into sync like old friends. Since then, they had become unofficial partners, much to the quiet confusion of the club's more vocal members.

"Doesn't the drag slow you down?" someone had asked once, eyeing the boat's waterline.

"Not as much as arguing about whose fault it is when we hit a branch," Carl had replied, and Lou had laughed so hard she nearly dropped her paddle.

It was a good river for a lazy Sunday. Predictable, wide, and deep enough that you didn’t have to worry about grounding out on gravel shoals. But it was dirty water. If you dropped a paddle, the splash left a speckling of pale gray mud on your skin that dried into a chalky crust within minutes.

"How are your shoulders holding out?" Carl asked, his voice carrying easily over the flat water.

"Fine," Lou said, not turning around, though her pace slowed slightly. "But the humidity is getting to me. My synthetic top is sticking to my back. I feel like I'm being steam-cooked."

"We’re about twenty minutes from the old lock cutting," Carl said. "We can pull up on the grass there, stretch our legs, and get some water. I brought those two insulated flasks."

"The ones with the sports caps?"

"Yeah. Kept them in the central dry hatch so they’re still cold."

Lou hummed in approval, the sound low in her throat. "Good. If I have to drink Carlwarm river-adjacent water, I'm going to strike."

They paddled in silence for another ten minutes, the only sound the steady shhh-shhh of the plastic hull cutting through the sluggish current. They knew each other’s rhythms well. They had been members of the Ouse Valley Canoe Club for three years, a sprawling, slightly chaotic group that operated out of a damp corrugated-iron shed near Huntingdon. It was the kind of club where everyone knew everyone else’s business, mostly because the infrastructure was so basic.

"Did you hear if Dan ever fixed the latch on the unisex changing block?" Lou asked, her torso twisting slightly as she took a wider stroke to avoid a floating clump of reeds. The movement made the boat rock gently, and she felt the familiar, brief flicker of self-consciousness that came with being a larger woman in a narrow craft. Carl didn't say anything; he just adjusted his paddle angle to compensate.

Carl snorted. "Dan? No. He said a padlock was too expensive for the budget this quarter. He just tied a piece of blue nylon twine to the frame."

"That twine snapped a fortnight ago," Lou said, her tone dry. "I had to hold the door shut with my foot while trying to pull my wet neoprene leggings off. It’s a design flaw."

"Could be worse. Could be the curtain in the shower bay."

"Don't remind me. When the wind catches that window at the top, the whole thing just billows inward. I’m convinced the slalom team rigs it to happen."

"Well, at least we've all lost our dignity collectively," Carl said, leaning into a turn as the river bent gently toward a screen of tall, rattling reeds. "There’s no mystery left when you’ve seen the entire committee trying to dry their toes on a concrete floor that hasn’t been scrubbed since 2012."

Lou laughed, the sound bright against the heavy, still air. "True enough. At this point, I think I’ve seen your left hip structure more clearly than my own."

The river narrowed as they approached the cutting, the water becoming even more stagnant, covered in a thin film of pollen. A fallen willow branch obstructed the main channel, forcing Carl to steer the long tandem boat closer to the soft, muddy bank than he intended.

"Keep it left," Lou murmured, leaning her weight slightly to counter the drift. She felt the boat respond, her body instinctively shifting to balance the load. In a solo boat, she would have been nimble enough, but the tandem was a lumbering beast. "The silt looks deep right under those roots."

"I've got it," Carl replied, digging his right blade in. "Just a bit more pressure on your side and we'll clear the...”

The kayak’s nose caught the thick, hidden trunk of a sunken log. The sudden, dead stop combined with Lou’s slight lean threw the balance off. In a fibreglass solo boat, it would have been an easy recovery, but the heavy, loaded tandem had too much momentum.

For a second, they hung suspended at a forty-five-degree angle, the olive-green water rising up to meet the rim of the cockpit.

"Carl..." Lou started, her voice tight with warning.

Then, with a heavy, wet gurgle, the boat rolled completely over.

As the kayak turned turtle, Carl didn’t plunge into deep water. Instead, his shoulders hit the surface with a heavy, muted thud rather than a splash. The river here was barely three feet deep, but the bottom wasn't gravel, it was a thick, ancient accumulation of fine fenland silt that had been settling in the slack water of the cutting for decades.

He managed to pop his skirt and twist out of the cockpit to get right side up, his feet immediately sinking six inches into the gloopy, gel-like mud on the riverbed. It felt like sitting on cold, wet velvet that was actively trying to swallow his water shoes.

A yard away, Lou exploded upward, coughing and wiping a thick streak of green-brown algae from her cheek. Her long hair was flattened to her skull, dripping dark water down her neck. The effort of pulling herself out of the cockpit had been more strenuous than she'd expected, her thighs had to work against the narrow opening, and for a moment, she had worried she might need help.

"Ugh! It’s like warm soup," she gasped, though she was already grinning, her eyes bright with the ridiculousness of it. "Tell me you have the boat."

"Got it," Carl wheezed. He had automatically clamped one arm over the kayak’s slick plastic hull, his fingers hooked firmly into the perimeter deck lines. If they let go, the sluggish current would slowly drift it into the tangled willow roots downstream, along with their dry bags. "It’s heavy. The cockpits are completely flooded."

"Right. Ground team protocol," Lou said, taking a deep, deliberate breath and bracing her hands against the side of the overturned boat to help stabilize it. "On three, we push it toward the bank. Don't let it turn right side up yet or we’ll just scoop up more mud."

They tried to take a step together, and both immediately lost their balance, slipping sideways and laughing as their thighs ploughed through the thick, resisting water. The mud at the bottom wasn't gritty; it was an ultra-fine, clay-like paste that created a powerful vacuum. Every time Carl tried to lift a foot, the riverbed made a loud, wet schloop sound, pulling at his shoes and threatening to strip them right off his feet.

"It’s like moving through wet cement," Lou laughed, her hands slipping on the wet plastic of the hull before she found a solid grip on the bow toggle. "My legs are completely anchored."

"Don't lift immediately, turn each foot sideways first," Carl instructed, his own voice bubbling with amusement. He was currently waist-deep, his technical shorts floating uselessly around his thighs while his bare skin below the waterline was encased in the heavy, cooling silt. "If you lift, you're going to face-plant into the reeds."

For five minutes, it was a clumsy, laughing, highly uncoordinated struggle against the geography of the Ouse. They worked in tandem, using the buoyant hull of the kayak as a mutual float, dragging themselves and the water-logged boat inch by inch toward a small, grassy break in the reed bed.

The physical exertion broke through the initial chill of the water. By the time they reached the shallow margin where the bank met the river, they were both breathless and flushed from laughing.

"Up on three," Carl grunted, digging his heels into a slightly firmer patch of clay near the bank. "One, two, three..."

With a collective heave, they dragged the nose of the kayak onto the flattened grass. The boat came out with a massive, sucking sigh from the mud, revealing a thick, smooth coating of pale grey silt plastered across its underbelly.

As they scrambled out of the water behind it, the true extent of the mess became apparent.

The river water itself had rinsed the loose mud from their upper bodies, but from the chest down, they were utterly transformed. Lou's light grey synthetic top was now a translucent, sodden skin, clinging tightly to her torso and revealing the dark outline of her sports bra beneath. The fabric hugged the soft curves of her belly and the generous swell
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