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My grandmother Angelina Redferne is often incoherent now, so she never gives me a straight answer about whether we saw a canal monster on the day that we discovered Disco together.

Seven years ago, I was ten. Granny’s hair was less wispy, with a reminder of the violent scarlet still resisting the grey. She was my second greatest hero, eclipsed only by my older brother, Newton. Even as a ten-year-old, intuition told me she was a little wild, regaling us kids lovingly and in great earnestness about a menagerie of imaginary things. Bedtime stories were better with her than with my mother, who described things like the scientist she was.

That’s why I looked forward to that late spring afternoon. My mother had taken my little sister on a museum trip to London, and my father was away on business. I thought he said his visit was to Berzerkistan, but I can see now that he either went to some properly named country that I misheard, or he invented the name to tickle my imagination. Newton had rugby practice that afternoon, so my instructions were to leave right after the final bell from Giant Grove Junior School and meet Granny at our family’s narrowboat which lay moored nearby on the Royal Canal.

I like everything orderly. Backpack on, school jacket buttoned from the bottom up, I walked out of the schoolyard, along the street, and over the canal via a humpy walking bridge. It looked more like some scrap metal from a wrecker’s yard that had accidentally fallen across the canal than an actual bridge. I made a mental note to update its name to the accidental bridge on my hand-drawn map of the town of Middle Ides.

It took only 1742 steps to get to the bridge’s centre, and then I started a new count, seeing as how I was crossing the canal’s midpoint. The remainder—689 steps—paced out on the towpath beside the canal. I kept counting even while I waved to Granny Angelina, standing on the narrowboat’s roof. She looked like she was beckoning to a rescue team, one hand making sweeping waves overhead while the other shielded her eyes from the slanting afternoon sunshine that glinted off the bright red paintwork of our boat.

“Faraday! You’re the first mate! Untie that line and hop on.”

If you haven’t seen a canal narrowboat before, you can probably guess they are narrow. If you were a good jumper, a determined running leap would clear the canal, and two narrowboats can squeeze past side by side. You might also know that they are between seven and ten times as long as they are wide. But you may not know how solid they are—they have thick metal hulls and roof—or how slow they are. Even at full speed, I can get ahead of the boat if I jump off and run along the towpath. Well, I wouldn’t do that, but I have seen Newton do it many times.

I untied the line from the mooring ring and fed it back to my grandmother before she grabbed me by the wrist and hauled me up to the back deck. She used the official mountain climber’s grip that I had showed her; it’s a much stronger and safer connection when two people grab each other’s wrists than if they link hand-in-hand. She walked with an air of practiced balance along the narrow ledge bordering the cabin, sliding her slender left hand along the handrail on the roof-edge as she made her way to the nose. 

“Start the engine,” she called back over her shoulder as she sprung off the front deck into a two-footed landing on the towpath. She moved like a proper human, not the stiff puppetry of other elderly people I observed. Untying the line at the front end, she pushed us away from the mooring spot. The nose edged out, clearing the boat moored in front, and her jump back would have earned her a swim if it had been any later.

I took a deep breath and savoured the moment of starting the engine. My first ever offer to ignite, but I was keenly ready. I had watched every key turn and every start button push since I could remember. It was exciting, and it was just how I imagined it. The engine took three full seconds to get into rhythm before I released the recessed button. The familiar loud-soft-loud-soft engine purr would be a reassuring background for our little excursion.

Granny returned, striding across the barely arched roof, stepping to the back deck. She flicked down the tiller’s long wooden handle and put the narrowboat into forward gear while I stood aloof and rested my chin on the red roof, looking ahead, the prow seeming impossibly far away. With a lurch, we set off. Slowly. Very slowly. Which was good, because it took ages for the heavy boats to change direction, and you don’t want a collision in a 20-tonne vehicle. Granny laughed and poked me in the ribs from behind with her sandal-clad foot. “Anchors aweigh!”

It was a Redferne tradition to have a ban on snack consumption before a boat journey was underway. But now that we were properly in the canal’s main channel as it headed for the Middle Ides aqueduct, the other Redferne family tradition came into play—vulture-like tearing into any available food. I started speaking as I turned. “Hey Granny, did you bring any...”

The holy grail of snacks materialized in her palm, leading an arm adorned with elaborate copper, leather, and silver bracelets. Sherbet dip dab, with its glorious yellow sachet packaging. This was an area of personal expertise—I knew it brimmed with powder that was 94 percent sugar and 100 percent magic. I may have let out a restrained squeal of pure joy. “You’re the best Granny ever!”

Granny smiled and looked ahead to the narrowing marking the aqueduct’s first arch to see if there were any challenges or if we could glide along at our current stately pace. I hoovered up the dip dab’s powdered joy. The long stretch over the aqueduct was wide enough for only a single narrowboat, with a paved towpath and perilously low railing hugging one side. On the other side, the only barrier between you and a 200-foot tumble into the valley below was fresh air and caution. 

Seeing no oncoming traffic across the aqueduct, I had a proposition for her. “May I lean over the edge and look down, if you hold me?”

I implicitly trusted her, but noticed she gave my belt two sharp tugs to make sure it wouldn’t snake off, leaving her a handful of trousers without a grandson in them.

I leaned. She gripped. Looking straight down over the aqueduct’s edge, the Ides River was a trickle only discernable below as a few glints in the dappled sunlight. My best Titanic impersonation was called for. “I’m on top of the world!” 

We proceeded serenely over the arched bridge, waving to our own shadows that appeared on the valley floor far below.

“Did you know, Granny, that I got my first name from someone else’s last name?”

She smiled at me, the wrinkles at the outer edges of her eyes accentuated. “Of course I know that. You are named Faraday after the famous scientist Michael Faraday. But you’re in good company. Both Newton and your sister Higgs are also lucky enough to be named after famous scientists.”

“I guess it’s cool,” I said. My brother and sister indeed suffered the same naming quirk as I did. “But that means I have two last names and no first name.”

She thought about that for a moment. “True. But it’s better than having two first names, like the singer Paul Simon or Winnie the Pooh’s friend Christopher Robin.”

“Yeah! Or I could have one name, like Beyoncé, or Prince, that dad listens to.”

“And did you know that your father has two last names too? I never got married, but your dad’s father, his last name was Templeton. So that’s why I named your father Templeton Redferne.”

“Wait. Templeton is a last name? But it sounds like a first name,” I said.

“Yes, but that’s only because you are accustomed to it as a first name. To me, Newton, Higgs, and Faraday don’t seem like other people’s last names anymore. They seem like grandchildren names.”

Our crossing was almost complete, and we approached the widening between the aqueduct and the Little Ides tunnel. Navigating beside me, Granny tensed up. She checked over her shoulder, peered down at the dark canal surface, and glanced behind again. 

“Did you see...” she began, but then decided not to continue. I looked around but saw nothing unusual.

Canal etiquette demands that you pause
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