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INTRODUCTION

So, much to everyone’s surprise (especially mine) we appear to have arrived at the fourth book in what was originally destined to be a set of three.

Those of you who have read Narrow Margins, Narrow Minds and Narrow Escape (thank you) can probably skip to Chapter One because you’ll know where we are. However, for those with poor memories (and my hand is the first to rise here) or those who may have picked up this book out of curiosity I thought a quick catch-up would be in order.

In 2005, Rover finally collapsed into the financial black hole that it had been slowly but surely creating for the previous ten years.

Within weeks the big company had disappeared without trace, without a by-your-leave and without paying its bills. Just like a collapsing star, many smaller businesses were sucked into the void alongside the falling company and one of them was ours.

Even now I’m not quite sure whether it was sheer panic at the realisation that we’d just lost everything we possessed, or merely a momentary lapse of reason, but we decided that buying a decrepit narrowboat and moving onto a river was the only way to go.

It hadn’t occurred to us for even a minute that two nature-avoiding computer geeks, their ageing dog and assorted geekette children might be ill-equipped to deal with such a radical change. We also hadn’t realised what an effect such a change in living circumstances was going to have on us.

For two years my husband, Geoff, two children, Charley and Sam, and I worked on Happy Go Lucky while in turn, quietly, gently and without making a big fuss about it, she worked on us. Our eldest daughter, Amelia, had taken one look at the whole plan and refused point blank to live aboard a ‘floating coffin’ as she so succinctly put it. She was happy with the occasional visit during university holidays.

When it came to the time to sell the boat we all cheered. After all, with our financial worries sorted out, there was no reason to put up with such a challenging lifestyle any longer; we could go back to normality. We certainly weren’t going to miss the ice that formed on the inside of the windows every winter and we definitely wouldn’t miss the intermittent falls into the river. In fact, there was a whole list of things we weren’t going to miss: the overflowing toilets, the time we spent stranded when we managed to get Happy Go Lucky stuck, the water tank that ran out at the most inopportune moments, the cramped conditions and the spiders that felt we were the interlopers in their domain. So we walked away with cash in our pockets and a sigh of relief.

Within days we’d worked out that, while the list of things we disliked was substantial, the list of things we missed was vast. Little things: the peace and quiet, the spirals of mist on cold mornings, the slower pace of life, the fantastic people who make up the boating community and the ability to really breathe. Within six months we were back on a boat, another seventy-foot narrowboat even more decrepit than the last, and despite such challenges as losing our mooring, floods and frozen rivers that’s where we’ve been ever since.

No longer fresh-air avoiding office dwellers, we’re a long way from the sixty-hour weeks and full bank accounts that used to be the norm. Geoff is now a qualified electrician; Sam, at the beginning of all this a tow-headed little six-year-old, is now studying for his A Levels; and I’m happy working for a couple of days a week at a local supermarket. Charley, our middle child, the hellion, has grown up, left the boat and wandered off to wreak havoc in the real world. Although we miss her energy and that divine ability to leap without thinking into some disaster or other, without her life is quieter and I’m less inclined to believe in an imminent heart attack. Amelia, now married to one of the loveliest and most sensible men I’ve ever met, has presented us with the tiny oddities that are grandchildren. (Children that you can feed ice cream to, wind up until they’re blue with excitement and then casually wave goodbye to until the next visit – revenge is sweet).

We’re living proof that once you take a step off the wheel you can view the whole ‘born, work, die’ thing from a new perspective. We are told that to measure your worth against that of your peers you merely have to count your possessions. If those on your social level have better things than you you’re a failure: try harder, spend more. But what happens when you give it all away, take a job that gives you time, not money, and really take the opportunity to look around you and enjoy what you have?

Not always, but occasionally, opportunities are disguised as disasters and it’s up to all of us to keep an open mind. Sometimes you’re being offered something wonderful and if you’re not careful you might just miss it.

It’s been over ten years since Narrow Margins and, despite hard-earned experience, there are still times when river life takes us by surprise. You can read about some of them here.


CHAPTER ONE

NOBODY LIKES ME, EVERYBODY HATES ME; I’M GOING TO GO AND EAT WORMS!

‘What happened?’ I peered out of the window and scowled at the weather. ‘Last night the sky was full of stars. Now I can’t even see the grass just beyond the mooring. What is this?’

Geoff wandered up and leant on my shoulder as he too peered through the glass. ‘Welcome to England … that’ll be fog,’ he said. ‘Not quite the classic pea-souper … more a cream of mushroom, I’d say.’

‘Yes, thank you, Mr Pedantic.’ I used my sleeve to wipe at the glass. This far out into the fens there really wasn’t that much to see, even on a crystal clear day. Add a thick layer of churning water vapour and you’d be lucky to see the grass around the mooring pins. I gave up wiping the windows – all I was doing was smearing the condensation into waves and runnels; I wasn’t making any difference to the fog outside. ‘We’re expected at the new moorings today. We can’t run through this.’

Despite waiting so long (an entire winter) to get through the big locks that admitted boats into the Middle Levels I had to admit I was having second thoughts about our new moorings. After discussing this on one of the user groups that Geoff frequented, our exciting new pitch had come up in conversation. To my horror the moorings had been completely slammed by a couple who had previously lived there and had left in what sounded like high dudgeon. They didn’t really go into detail about what had happened, but were totally dismissive of the site, the owner and were very scathing about the staff’s ability to handle heavy machinery … beyond that they would say nothing. Although we’d visited, had looked around and everything had seemed fine, I just couldn’t get rid of the little voice in my head that kept saying we were, once again, heading for a traumatic time.

Even after years of experience at manoeuvring the equivalent of a twenty ton steel pencil through narrow ditches, canals, and wider, faster flowing rivers, I still baulked when I couldn’t see what I was supposed to be aiming for. Minerva, our narrowboat, when fully equipped with rope fenders and buttons, was just over seventy-foot long and, even on a clear day, it was impossible to see the very tip way, way ahead of you. It’s impossible to see the front of any large narrowboat unless you’re eight foot tall or standing on a box. However, with enough meander miles under your belt, you do end up with a pretty good idea of where the front is, even if you can’t actually see it; I can tell within seconds when I’m going to hit something. But cover the world in fog and reduce the visibility to thirty feet and moving our floating home becomes an exercise in hope, prayer and a certain disregard for public safety. Under normal circumstances we wouldn’t even consider it.

‘We really don’t have a choice.’ Geoff narrowed his eyes as he tried to look beyond the fog. ‘I absolutely have to be at work on Monday. We need to get where we’re going, pick up the van, go back to pick up the car and then get back there again. There’s all the set up to do. We need to be there this weekend.’

I nodded as I worked my way through that sentence. ‘Well what do you suggest? It’s positively Lovecraftian out there. There could be anything lurking in that lot and if it’s born in the Fens it’s likely to have tentacles.’

He thought about it for a moment, staring at the wall as he did so. I was used to this so I just sipped my coffee and waited.

‘I’ll fix a light to the top of the cabin at the front so that I can see where it is. You sit out on the front deck with our big torch and play lookout. We’ll take it really slow and I’ll be ready to stop at a moment’s notice.’

I stared at him to see if he was joking. After a moment it became apparent that he wasn’t. ‘So, let me get this straight.’ I ticked the points off on my fingers. ‘You want me to sit out on the freezing deck with a torch and see if I can light my way through the fog? You want me to be some sort of human lighthouse?’

‘Well, you’ve got the voice for it.’ Geoff laughed and then ducked. ‘Don’t be melodramatic,’ he said. ‘It’s not freezing; it’s damp, foggy and just a little bit creepy.’

‘While I’m there would you like me to keep a watch out for lost souls?’ I reached behind me and pulled the big hood of my black sweatshirt over my head. It completely covered my eyes and left my nose and mouth in shadow; it would have looked scarily effective if the front hadn’t been covered in white cartoons of cavorting rats. I decided that even Death needed a whimsical side and waggled my fingers at Geoff. ‘Who are you, lost soul, that seeks to cross the river and enter the world of the dead?’ I intoned. ‘Pay me my due and come aboard.’

My wonderful husband considered my depiction of Charon before shaking his head. ‘If I were you, I’d forget the grandiloquence and just take their money,’ he said. As he meandered off to reposition the tunnel light to face back towards the tiller he spoke over his shoulder, ‘I’m not sure shepherding lost souls across the river is really your thing sweetheart. You’re more of a “homemaker”.’

‘Really?’ I waited for the other shoe to drop and, sure enough, it didn’t take long.

‘Yeah …’ Geoff gave me his patent grin. ‘You’re the sort of woman to make a home from gingerbread and install a really, REALLY big oven.’

He scampered away before I actually found something to throw at him. Possibly my cauldron, or a frog.

It didn’t take us long to work out a navigational system. After narrowly missing the bank at the first curve in the river I went back inside and collected two strong head torches, both with different modes. One I strapped to my right hand, and turned the light to red, the other I strapped to my left hand and turned the bright light to white. By the simple manoeuvre of waving a hand I could direct Geoff into the middle of the waterway. We didn’t move far and we didn’t move fast but at least we were no longer in danger of hitting anything.

It took us hours to get from Glady Dacks mooring to Marmont Priory lock but eventually we got through with little or no drama. On the way through it occurred to me that Marmont Priory would be the last lock we’d have to face for at least two years. When we finally left Cambridgeshire for good I didn’t want to come back this way. So, for what I hoped was the last time, we pulled out of the lock gate and wallowed our way down the old course of the River Nene. I’d had itchy feet for a while and it was nice to be moving but there was a huge sense of déjà vu. Over the last ten years we’d been back and forth down this river like a couple of yoyos. I had a hankering to see a different part of the English waterways system. Hell, if it had been up to me, I’d have just kept going until we’d seen ALL of the English waterways system.

The old course of the River Nene between Marmont and March is wide and featureless. I relaxed slightly; there really wasn’t much chance of meeting anyone else on a cold, wet Saturday morning in April. We’d have to be travelling at forty-five degrees to hit the sides, and at the speed we were going I could see the long grasses and reeds slowly passing beyond the starboard gunwales. Creeping along in the fog it took three times as long as it should to reach the entrance to Popham’s Eau. Despite the land (what we could see of it) being mostly flat and uninteresting, the waterways we travelled down were a monument to the tenacity of the landowners from years gone by.

I loved the story of Popham’s Eau. I loved the name. It was a shame that Sir John Popham, who was Lord Chief Justice in 1605, didn’t have the manpower that the Bishop of Ely utilised to dig Morton’s Leam, the earliest drainage ditch dug through the Fens. If he’d had such a workforce maybe the waterway wouldn’t have been abandoned only three years and five-and-a-half miles into its construction. However, what he did, he did well and the cut from the old course of the River Nene near March to the Well Creek at Nordelph still remains and it was the entrance to this that we crept past in the fog.

Once out on clear water I was a little worried to see that the fog was thickening. Beyond the bow, nothing. Beyond the foaming wake of the prop at the stern, nothing. The only way to determine where the river met the bank was to listen to the slap of water against mud and try to determine if it was getting louder. Due to our engine having an exhaust system with the noise-reduction properties of a paper bag at a rock concert, most of the time that slap of water was almost drowned out. There was nothing to do but ‘feel’ our way slowly along the drainage ditch that we were destined to call home for the next couple of years.

I massaged the two spots of pain that had been steadily growing around my temples. Searching for hours in a swirling grey cloud and finding nothing had stressed my poor eyeballs to the maximum. Maybe we should have stayed put at Glady Dacks mooring and just waited for the spring sunshine to burn off the mist and fog before setting out. However, it was so typical of us that the deciding factor had been the lack of milk. We were fine for the interim but, with our caffeine habits, two pints wasn’t going to last long and we’d certainly need to get some before tomorrow morning. The idea of being without tea or coffee had strengthened our resolve and we’d plunged, blind and hopeful, into the fog-filled void. As Geoff had said as we left, ‘No one else is going to be stupid enough to go out in this; we’re probably safe.’ I had to admit he was right. Really, the worst that could happen is that we might run into the bank if we missed a curve but, at the speed we were going, we wouldn’t have done much damage to either boat or scenery.

After the last year of living so immersed in nature that we couldn’t even see the grid, the idea of having electricity, water and, wonder of wonders, Wi-Fi, made me feel that I should have been playing a trumpet or at least coasting through a gentle rain of ticker tape glistening in the sunshine. However, nature obviously had other ideas. Despite my monologue to the weather gods – ‘Come on, it’s nearly midday, brighten up for goodness’ sake,’ – the day, embarrassed by its own apathy, pulled a vaporous duvet over itself and went back to sleep. This apathy left us to drift through a milky abyss as we pushed on towards our new home.

For a couple of hours we forged through the emptiness. With nothing to see and nothing to do but keep a lookout, my thoughts naturally turned back to the shepherding of lost souls. There was something completely ethereal and supernatural about the slap of water on Minerva’s steel sides. Any sense of time vanished and it felt as though I was trapped in a CS Lewis book, never to return to the normal world. I began to get the feeling there were people around me, snippets of speech echoed within the haze and my heart rate gently increased. I kept telling myself that it was pathetic to creep myself out like this, but it didn’t work. So when a voice from below my feet said hesitantly, ‘Hi there. Excuse me but I wonder if you could help us?’ the scream that erupted from my throat frightened birds for probably half a mile.

Two things happened at once. Geoff slammed Minerva into reverse, stopping her as quickly as twenty tons of steel can stop, and Sam erupted from the front doors to see what had frightened his mother so badly.

‘Mum, are you all right?’ Sam leapt onto the front deck and stared wildly around; his long curly hair, knotted and insane from sleep, became a magnet for water vapour and he looked as though he twisted within his own personal cloud. He peered cautiously over the side of the boat at the water and then turned to look at me. ‘What’s the matter, what did you see?’

Geoff called from the back of the boat. ‘Is everything all right? What’s the problem?’

The voice sounded again from the water. ‘Oh … um … I’m really sorry. We’re down here; sorry we frightened you.’

Sam and I cautiously peered over the other side of the front deck. There, bobbing about in the water, were two red-faced teenagers in canoes.

My heart stuttered and slowed. I couldn’t help it; I had to chuckle. The girl frowned for a moment and then realised that I wasn’t laughing at them. She smiled hesitantly. ‘We’d pulled into the bank and we saw your lights come past. We did call but …’

‘I was thinking about lost souls and didn’t hear you,’ I finished for her.

‘Um … OK …’ For a moment the two looked at each other. They both looked tired and a little scared.

‘Well there you go …’ I shrugged. ‘We’re tooling about in this fog; it’s no wonder I’m making myself even more silly than usual. Then, of course, a little voice calls me from the water.’

The lad grinned, obviously relieved that he hadn’t flagged down some latent descendent of Helen Duncan, and reached over to give the girl a hug.

I could see that she was shaking. ‘So … are you all right? What can we do for you?’

‘It’s my fault.’ The lad shook his head and water droplets fell from his short, spiky dark hair. ‘I thought it would be fun to take the canoes out in this weather; we’d have the river to ourselves.’ He shrugged. ‘Pretty stupid.’

‘I haven’t been out very often and there’s …’ the girl’s voice trailed away and she cast a worried glance upriver towards the town.

‘There’s what?’ Sam, completely enthralled by these two in the fog, prompted her as she stumbled to silence.

She seemed so worried that I envisioned some bearded lunatic hiding in the fog and holding an axe.

She flipped a glance towards the lad. ‘Swans.’ Her round face flushed a bright red right to the roots of her blonde hair.

‘Sorry … swans?’ I wondered if the swans had got hold of an axe. Actually a bearded lunatic with an axe is something I see quite often. I married him!

‘Yeah, it looks like they’ve built a nest right opposite that place with the guns.’ The lad dropped his arm from around her shoulders and tried to wipe the water from his face. ‘Every time we try to go back to town they attack the canoes.’

I was about to laugh but then I thought about it. Hissing and being arrogantly aggressive off the bow of a great steel lump is just funny. Looming over you while you try to keep twenty kilos of wobbly plastic upright is a whole different ball game. I could see that maybe the experience wouldn’t be a pleasant one.

‘Well, what do you want to do?’ I looked up as Geoff, after having looped Minerva’s backside to a bush, wandered down the gunwales to see what was going on. ‘We could pull you aboard and tow the canoes?’

‘I don’t suppose that you’d consider giving us a tow IN the canoes would you?’ The lad blushed again. ‘It’s difficult to get out of these things …’

‘What he means is that HE can get in and out but I can’t.’ The girl flushed again.

‘I’m not towing you anywhere near the prop.’ Geoff studied the two of them and directed his comments towards the abashed lad. ‘What on earth are you doing out here in this weather with a novice?’ Like Mr Potato Head, Geoff put on his ‘angry eyes’ and sighed.

‘If your girlfriend had gone over, would you have been able to get her back up? Would you have been able to get her to the bank? Get help? Even if you’d managed to call someone how the hell would they have found you? It’s bad enough that we’re out here in this great lump; we shouldn’t be here, we’re being massively irresponsible, but we’re not going to sink. Even if our engine died while we’re creeping about we’d just stop but we wouldn’t roll; we wouldn’t get sunk by angry swans and we’re big enough to be found by a search party. You …’ he prodded a finger at the lad, ‘definitely shouldn’t be here.’

I could see where he was going with this, but I held up a hand, before the shaking young lady bobbing about in her little red canoe burst into tears. ‘OK … OK, look, we’re all here and none of us should be. Let’s just get us all home safely, shall we?’ I looked around as everyone nodded. ‘Right, how about we go slowly and you hang on to the gunwales. No … don’t give me your paddle.’ I tried not to sound exasperated as the girl reached the double-ended paddle towards me. ‘Because if you let go you’ll be adrift without any way to get back. If we lose you we’ll cut the engine, which will let you catch up, and it’ll minimise the risk of you being chopped into bloody fish food.’ I looked at Geoff who was still shaking his head. ‘Yes, I know this is stupid and dangerous … but I don’t want to leave them out here; do you have any better ideas?’

‘We should call someone.’ He ran an exasperated hand through his hair, flicking his fingers as they came away soaking wet.

‘Who?’

‘Their parents?’

‘No!’ The lad looked horrified. ‘My dad will kill me if he finds I’ve taken Becky out in this weather. I swear it wasn’t this bad when we started out; it just got thicker and thicker.’

Knowing that Geoff hated anything dangerous or stupid, although he married me so he has to put up with both on occasions, I put my foot down and forced the issue. ‘Let’s just give it a try. Go really slowly, just trickle along.’

With a snort and a huff Geoff stamped back towards the tiller. The two positioned themselves alongside Minerva as close to the front as they could get, and we crept along like an ageing shark with a couple of persistent remoras.

‘You OK?’ I leant over the side and peered at ‘Becky’. She nodded. Her lips were white and she was shaking either with cold or terror, I wasn’t sure which. I noticed that she didn’t have any gloves on and her fingers were a horrible blue-white colour.

‘Mum?’ Sam tapped me on the arm and nodded into the mist. Two ghostly white shapes slid past on the port side of the bow. The two swans looked up as we glided slowly past but did nothing more than turn themselves upside down in the hunt for underwater greenery.

‘We’ve just gone past those swans of yours.’ I turned to check on Becky again. ‘What’s your boyfriend’s name?’

‘A … A … Aidan.’ The girl had tears sliding slowly down her cheeks.

‘Oh dear. Hey, just hang on, we’re nearly there, look.’ I pointed to a building that loomed out of the fog. It was our new landlord’s bungalow. ‘We’ll be pulling on to our mooring in less than a minute.’

Her only answer was a stifled little sob. I reached down and patted her hand. This was one young lady that I couldn’t see taking up canoeing as a serious hobby.

Geoff pulled Minerva to a stop just beyond our wooden landing stage. Thanks to the complete lack of wind and still waters, he managed to keep the big boat still while our two remoras detached themselves.

‘Thanks ever so much,’ using his paddle, Aidan pushed away from the narrowboat and out into the middle of the river. ‘Come on Becks. We’ll be fine from here.’ He studied his girlfriend hanging on to the dock for a moment before shaking his head. Without another word he paddled off towards town.

‘I can’t,’ Becky looked up at me. ‘I’m so cold.’

‘OK.’ I could see she was juddering and her teeth were chattering. ‘Just pull yourself towards the end of the dock. Geoff needs to get Minerva’s nose in and we don’t want you squashed or pushed under the mooring.

She nodded and, ignoring Aidan’s hails for her to catch up, she cat-crept her way to the end of the dock. After making sure she was safe I motioned for Geoff to back Minerva up and then bring her in again so that I could jump off.

Leaving the boat with her nose tied loosely to one of the struts I jumped ashore and went to pull Becky out of her canoe. She was completely stuck. It was possibly fear, or cold, or just plain incompetence but, whatever her feelings about it, it took Geoff, Sam and myself to get the girl onto land. Once her backside hit the wet wood she just fell over sideways and sobbed.

Sam and Geoff pulled the canoe up onto the bank. I manhandled the girl into the warm boat, and after helping her change into a set of my way too large but warm and dry clothes, I sat her in front of the log burner and fed her hot, sweet tea. All the time, she kept saying thank you. Neither of us mentioned that Aidan had paddled his way towards town and left her behind.

It took nearly an hour but eventually she could unclench her fingers and the colour had returned to her cheeks. She finally looked around the boat and then up at me. ‘Where’s Aidan?’ she said.

I had to shrug. ‘I’m not sure he realised that you hadn’t followed him.’ She looked so miserable that I didn’t have the heart to tell her what an arse he was. ‘Is he your boyfriend?’

She shrugged and studied her tiny feet, warmly encased in a thick pair of socks. ‘Obviously not,’ she muttered.

The sound of feet on the wooden boards beyond the boat’s window made us both look up. The elusive Aidan was peering through the window. I waved him towards the door and we watched as he scooted on board carrying a rucksack. Becky and I looked at each other.

‘And then again maybe he is.’ I nudged her as she blushed and smiled.

‘Are you all right?’ Aidan burst through the doors and made a beeline for the girl. ‘I’m sorry I left you, but I saw you hanging on to the side and just decided to get home and get you some dry clothes then come back with the car; you looked exhausted.’ He winced as he looked up at me. ‘I’m so sorry. I hoped you’d look after her.’

I had to laugh. ‘Don’t worry, we did.’ I watched as he handed the rucksack to Becky, who peered inside and then wandered back down the boat to get changed. She still seemed a bit dazed. ‘Would you like tea or coffee?’

He shook his head. ‘No, thank you. I think I just need to take her home. I don’t think we’ll be canoeing again.

Amidst a flurry of thanks they were gone. Aidan helped Becky, now dressed in her own clothes, up the steps and held the door open for her as she got into a battered little Fiat. They both waved and smiled as the car disappeared into the fog.

Finally I managed to take a look at our new home. With the world around me still held fast in the grip of the fog, I couldn’t see a thing.

Sam yawned behind me, making me jump and jerking me from my musings.

‘Oh good. Have they gone?’ He peered out through the window with me and grinned. ‘How long will it take Dad to set up the Wi-Fi?’

I sighed. I don’t know why I was surprised. He’d been going on about finally being properly and speedily in contact with the rest of the world for about a month.

‘Probably a couple of days.’

Surprisingly he shrugged. ‘Oh well, it’s still nice to be able to step out and not sink up to your ankles in mud like the last place.’ He peered out of the window, ‘Hey, look at that.’

I placed my chin on his shoulder (when had he grown taller than me?) and, after pushing his long mousey hair out of the way squinted, trying to see what he was pointing at. ‘What?’

‘That rat.’

Sitting, bold as brass, on the steep bank that hid our mooring from the industrial units that were gathered in messy assembly around the gravel car park, was a fat brown rat. She peered back at us, seemingly as interested in us as we were in her. Between her paws was a half-chewed potato. For a long moment we studied each other. Eventually she placed the potato carefully in her mouth and then, with head and tail held high, casually trotted off across the slope where she disappeared beneath the roots of a scrubby looking tree.

‘Cute.’ Sam shrugged and turning away from the window stuck his head into the fridge to see what he could find to eat.

I stuck my head out of the front doors. Despite being early afternoon it was desperately cold. The fog, that was showing no signs of dissipating, smothered all sound. I did catch the clatter of a train but it was muffled and distant. Grabbing my coat, hat, gloves, scarf and boots I stepped out on to the dock. With no terrified teenager to deal with I could now have a good look around.

‘Good grief woman, it’s not that cold.’ Geoff grinned at me as he trotted confidently along the gunwales of Minerva carrying various lengths of wood.

I took the wood that he handed me, stacking it in a neat pile on one side of the dock. ‘That’s rich coming from someone who bears more than a striking resemblance to Kris Kristofferson and has a beard that could sleep two full-grown badgers for half the year.’ I huffed with mock disgust as he stuck the aforementioned beard in my ear and muttered, ‘Have some Madeira m’dear,’ quoting one of his favourite lines from a Flanders and Swann song. He laughed as I squeaked.

‘So …’ He looked around, grinning with delight at the electricity pole and water pipe neatly built against one side of a flight of nine secure concrete steps that led up to the car park; complete normality for everyone else but to us a luxury beyond compare. ‘Despite fog, ridiculous teen canoeists and man-eating swans, here we are at last. What do you think?’

‘I’m not sure.’ I climbed the steps and peered into the fog. ‘I know it’s just the weather but I feel like some disaster happened when we were travelling and we’re actually the only people left on the planet right now.’

‘Nice to see you’re keeping your positive view of the world.’ Geoff joined me at the top of the steps and in silence we contemplated the deserted yard. Faint outlines of ancient tanks, great military trucks and smaller armoured cars could be made out as mere shadows, like cardboard cut-outs against a grey background. Most of them were parked in a line below a big building with secure-looking steel-shuttered doors. Rusting gun turrets dripped water and skeletal, broken caterpillar tracks sank deep into clumps of ancient brown grasses struggling to survive upon the piles of rubble, bricks, and bits of old glass. Above our mooring, its great muzzle pointing up into the fog, stood a wheeled gun; not just any gun but some kind of massive artillery piece, the sort that looked as though it would leap backwards when fired.

‘What is that?’ I directed Geoff’s attention.

‘A five inch field gun, probably Russian.’ Geoff grinned at the thing. ‘I suppose you could call it a howitzer if you wanted to. Good word, howitzer.’

We picked our way across bare earth to study it. The great barrel swung above our heads and the whole thing squatted like a dirty yellow toad on four flat tyres. The crazy-paving effect of peeling paint, emerging rust and ancient lichens made the gun look as though nature had seeded some sort of miniature and scabrous garden – an attempt to return the war machine to component parts, taking back what man had made in an effort to destroy both her and each other. She was obviously trying to wreak a slow and complete vengeance. The whole thing added to the feeling that we were currently wandering through the aftermath of some disastrous war.

I shuddered and dragged my pensive thoughts back to our current plans. ‘Do you think we ought to find someone?’ I squinted, as though thinner eyes would make the fog dissipate. The owner of this place lived beyond the graveyard of tempered iron and rusted steel. ‘Tell someone that we’ve arrived?’

Geoff shrugged. ‘He knows we’re coming today.’ Completely unperturbed by the fact that we appeared to have arrived on the set of one of the Terminator films, he turned and trotted back down the steps. His voice drifted back towards me through the fog. ‘Tell you what, I’ll finish sorting out the boat hook-ups and we’ll have a cup of tea; after that we’ll go and find Richard.’

‘Richard?’

‘Yes, Marie.’ He sighed at my inability to keep any name in my head for more than the time it took to be introduced to someone. ‘He’s the owner here, remember?’

I huffed and ignored him; my husband had no soul. Here we were in the very heart of something weird and he wanted tea.

I watched as he made his way along the gunwales then the sound of claws clicking on gravel made me turn quickly to stare into the ever-thickening fog. The faint sound of mildly stertorous breathing seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. I stood very still and tracked the small scuffs and skitters as they circled around me. A small dark shape appeared and disappeared through the clouds of water vapour. I swallowed, hard.

‘MAXWELL!’

The great bellow off to my left almost stopped my heart. I swivelled and caught sight of a bulky shape beyond the big gun.

‘MAXWELL?’

I almost screamed as something grabbed either side of my calf. I looked down and straight into the concerned eyes of a pudgy black terrier before deflating with relief; Maxwell, I presumed.

‘Good God.’ I bent down to ruffle the coarse black fur and smiled as the little creature danced around my legs. ‘You nearly scared me to death.’ The tiny dog, obviously pleased at being taken for a miniature hellhound, huffed and panted as he tried to lick my fingers. I laughed, the only thing dangerous about this creature was the possibility of tripping over it in the dark.

‘MAXWELL, COME HERE! NOW!’

With a final grin and a couple of wafts of his stumpy little tail, Maxwell shot off in the direction of the shouting. Watching him go I realised that all it took was one scruffy terrier to dispel all weirdness. Well, at least I now knew the name of one of our neighbours.

‘What was all the shouting about?’ Geoff looked up as I clambered back into the boat.

I affected an airy wave. ‘Next-door neighbour shouting for his dog, I think.’

Geoff studied me for a moment and then shook his head. ‘Jump out at you, did he?’

I grabbed mugs from beneath the sink. ‘Yeah, but he circled me like prey for a couple of moments before viciously licking my shins.

‘The neighbour?’ Geoff laughed as he pressed the button on the kettle, nodding with satisfaction as the red light flickered on. ‘I think that’s a little over-welcoming don’t you?’

‘Definitely, they’re obviously way too friendly round here and show it in a way that we’re unaccustomed to.’ I shook my head and, ignoring his giggles, went back outside to collect wood to top up the fire.

For the rest of that first day, apart from picking up the car and some more milk, a whole load of nothing happened. By late afternoon, still trapped in our fog-bound world of silence, we sat by the fire, drank tea and revelled in old movies. Neither of us bothered to find Richard. There was nowhere to go and nothing to do, blissful.

By the time we woke up the next morning the fog had cleared but the day was still grey and miserable. However, our new landlord was anything but. He trotted down the steps with a big smile at some ungodly hour and woke us by hammering on the roof.

‘Morning!’

Richard was a man of medium height, many pairs of overalls and a selection of terrible hats. He seemed to feel that, despite spending most of his working hours under and around various huge vehicles, work boots were for wimps. He seemed to prefer instead to trek about in a pair of ancient brown shoes that would have been better consigned to the bin long since. He was pleasant in both looks and disposition, and it didn’t take us long to work out that, although he was the owner of a sharp intellect, his mind was permanently elsewhere.

‘You got here OK, then?’ He was holding a sheaf of papers, most of them covered in handwritten scrawl. ‘I’ve got the Wi-Fi password here …’ He efficiently juggled the bits of paper and then handed me what appeared to be a yellow sticky note. ‘And …’ Screwing the other bits of paper up, he shoved them, in a clump, into a pocket of his jacket. With a frown he patted himself down before brightening and diving into yet another pocket. ‘Here’s a couple of keys to the padlock on the gate. We usually shut up shop about nine o’clock and the gates get locked. But obviously you can come and go as you please; just make sure you lock them again.’

‘Thanks.’ I took the keys and waited for the rest of the list of rules; the inevitable dos and don’ts that all landlords seemed to have. We grinned at each other for a long moment.

‘O … K.’ Richard nodded as the silence stretched on. ‘Have fun, give me a shout if you need anything.’

I stared down at the piece of paper. Was that it? No threatening letters about not fishing from the front of your own boat or saying you weren’t allowed to use power tools or any of the other rubbish that we’d been subjected to for years. I watched as he trotted back up the steps, climbed into the cab of an ancient digger, which he manoeuvred with obvious skill around the ancient military vehicles, and disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

‘Everything all right?’ Geoff, now dressed and decent, appeared behind me on the jetty.

I nodded and handed him the keys. ‘The gate keys and this …’ I waved the little yellow sticky with the scrawl of numbers and letters on its face.

‘What is that?’ Geoff reached for the sticky but I pulled it out of his reach.

‘This is going to get the washing up done.’

My ever evil husband caught on immediately. ‘I take it I’d better get the computer set up and ready to go then.’ He turned away and then stopped and looked back. ‘Was that it, just the Wi-Fi code and the keys?’

I nodded.

‘Hmm, that’s odd; I expected a big set of rules.’ He shrugged. ‘Right, it’s either set up the Wi-Fi or we’ll have mutiny from our youngest.’ As we headed back into the boat I wondered if there were any other jobs I needed to complete this morning. Sam’s bedroom was a terrible mess and I was fairly sure that there were T-shirts in the bottom drawer that he’d had since he was seven. A booming voice made me jump once more.

‘MAAAXXWELLLL!’

Backing up, I looked downriver but I was already too late. Our neighbour had once more disappeared and only the echoes of his call remained. Well, that, and the hurried patter of a terrier running full tilt across the gravel at the top of the steps.

‘At some point I’m going to find out what he looks like,’ I grumbled at Geoff.

The rest of that morning was spent doing what boaters do when they arrive at new moorings: digging out and dragging off all the things that we had spent hours fitting into the engine room, the front deck and on the roof. Eventually, the boat was bare and the dock was cluttered.

Geoff took stock with a frown. ‘It’s a real shame we have a seventy-foot boat and only a forty-foot mooring.’

I looked upriver to where Minerva’s backside swung unfettered except for one rope that slackened and tightened with every boat that wandered past. Every time the backside swung out, the bow would thud into the heavy planks of the dock and the whole boat would shudder. ‘Maybe we should pull her forwards a bit and just have the middle against the dock?’

‘Oh, great idea.’ Geoff gave me one of his ‘looks’. ‘Every morning and every evening we would have to walk the gunwales to get in and out.’ He shook his head. ‘We’d probably manage it but I can see our gangly great son ending up in the drink.’

I had to concede that point. Sam had grown so much and so fast over the last year that he now topped me by a head and stood head and shoulders above his sisters, a fact that both of them bemoaned every time they came to visit. Amelia, now with a family of her own and enjoying the city life in Cardiff, only came up to his chin and Charley, also in Cardiff, was a couple of inches shorter than that. To make up for this both of them spent every visit teasing him mercilessly. Like most teenagers he seemed to find his own changes almost impossible to deal with. He spent most of his time trying to collect errant arms and legs that had a mind of their own. He would run into things or he would trip over his own feet and end up in a crumpled heap at the oddest of times; when he slumped on the sofa the whole family was forced to step over big feet and skinny ankles that could no longer be tucked away. His feet had grown from a size six to a size nine in less than six months. Having shoes that were only worn for a couple of weeks should have made a charity shop positively gleeful. But, as he staggered and dragged his odd limbs about, his shoes and clothes took a massive beating before either pinching parts of him or suddenly revealing thin wrists, ankles or shooting up his stomach. From one week to the next he went from a perfectly dressed young man to someone who looked as though he had stolen a younger child’s clothes. The strain on the bank balance was beginning to show. Geoff was right; there was no way I’d ask him to walk on a mere six inches of steel while half asleep and almost totally blind under a waterfall of curly hair that was reminiscent of a young lead singer of some glam-rock band from the 80s. All he needed was bright blond highlights and some make-up, then he could sing for Kiss.

We’d had quite a few arguments about the hair. He’d avoided the barber for so long that the ends were getting decidedly frayed and tattered. Eventually he’d agreed to let me give it a cut. It hadn’t worked out well and, after only ten minutes with a pair of scissors, I’d managed to transform a badass lead singer into a Shirley Temple drag act. I hadn’t even left enough to get into a ponytail and had had to endure a week of pointed silence, which, after seeing a picture of him, was the same amount of time that his sisters had given him cruel hell. Since then I’ve been under strict instructions to keep my scissor-wielding mitts to myself.

The sound of a door slamming broke through my thoughts and I looked out of the window to see a woman emerging from the neat boat next door. Compared to our rust bucket any boat would have looked neat but our neighbours obviously took a lot of pride in the depth of shine to their paintwork. Resplendent in classic shades of red and blue, the fifty-footer Tobias had Buckby cans and pots of flowers carefully spaced along the length of the clean cream roof.

We’d worked fairly hard on Minerva over the past couple of years and, with a lot of sweat and swearing, had turned a day boat for naughty teens into a fairly decent, if slightly functional, liveaboard. The outside, however, was nothing less than a disaster.

Once a deep shade of blue she was now pitted with rust and what paint remained was cracked and dull. She was an embarrassment but there was nowhere to hide her and she flaunted her ugliness for everyone to see. I shrugged and decided that I needed to meet my new neighbours. I clambered out on to the dock and smiled at the woman coming towards me. Hopefully she’d look past the terrible state of our boat and judge me on my coffee-making abilities. If that failed I planned to introduce her to pirate coffee. A couple of those and she’d be too drunk to care.

About my age, the woman was short, sturdy and obviously well groomed. Her severe black bob cupped a round face and curled around the stems of her glasses. Her nails were beautifully manicured with shining pink lines of varnish. I could see the glint of small gems glistening in the morning sunshine.

‘Hello.’ Intent as she was on something over the other side of the yard I thought I’d better make myself known. I was going to wave but catching sight of my nails that were almost as ragged as my boat I hid my hand behind my back and just opted to call out instead. I’d obviously called too soon and she hadn’t heard me. I waited until she’d walked past the gun. ‘Hello, we’re your new …’ She looked neither right nor left but, giving no indication that she’d heard me at all, just kept walking. I stepped back into the front deck and watched her stride past.

‘You all right?’ Geoff emerged from the engine room seventy foot away carrying various sized ropes and frowned. ‘Were you calling me?’

Well, if my selectively deaf husband had heard me from that far away the woman walking past only half that distance should have been able to do the same. I watched as she disappeared through the gates of a mobile home a little further down the yard. ‘No, I was saying hello to next door.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Geoff peered around the now empty yard. ‘What are they like?’

‘I don’t think they like us.’ My natural paranoia crept in.

‘Why, what did they say?’

‘Nothing.’ I shrugged. ‘I said hello but she just walked past and ignored me.’

‘Oh …’ Geoff frowned for a moment. ‘Well, I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.’ He was always willing to find people’s good side.

I shook my head. ‘There’s no explanation for that sort of rudeness, it had to be deliberate. No, they hate us and look at this boat.’ I waved a hand towards our decrepit boat. ‘They must think we’re completely scummy. Look at their boat.’ I sighed. ‘It’s adorable.’

Geoff turned to look down at Minerva’s crusty coating and opened his mouth, then he shut it again and nodded. ‘I don’t for one minute think that they hate us; this is just you looking on the positive side again.’ He quirked a lip and shook his head. ‘But you’re right about one thing. We’re going to need to repaint this boat and I think we’d better do it sooner rather than later.’

‘Really?’ I ran a hand along the roof and then rubbed the flakes of paint off on my jeans. ‘I thought you said we were going to finish the inside before we started on this.’

‘I don’t think we can.’ Geoff climbed onto the roof and shuffled off towards the stern, poking at things as he went. ‘I was hoping she’d last another year but this …’ He pulled his hat off and scratched at his head. ‘This is a lot worse than I expected her to be by now.’

My head suddenly full of colour schemes and pictures of a boat that was as shiny and wonderful as the one next door, I began plotting how to paint her name and number around the back and how far into the classical paint job I wanted to go and how far contemporary. ‘Well at least we’re at the right side of the year. Summer’s coming so in a month we should be able to slap some paint on and she’ll look beautiful.’

‘I don’t think it’s going to be that easy.’ Geoff took his ever-present notepad from his pocket and a chewed pen from behind his ear. ‘First things first, we’re going to have to get her back to metal, get all this rust off.’

‘A quick sanding?’ I knew that wasn’t what he meant, and my hopes for a quick touch-up were dashed when hubby gave a hoarse laugh.

‘A … quick … “sanding”, hmm?’ He smiled at me.

I hated that smile. It always informed me that I was way, way out on my estimation and that he knew better. The problem was, he always did.

I decided that silence was the way to go and after a derisive sniff went back indoors.

With Sam happily ensconced on the computer and giving the new Wi-Fi a run for its money, Geoff and I sat around after lunch with colour charts and planned the new boat colour. We finally decided on a traditional pattern of lines along the length and around the windows with some contemporary swirls around the bow. After only a token argument I got my way and the colour scheme was a compromise (more Geoff’s than mine) of burnt orange sides with a cream roof, black gunwales and black coach lining. As usual I was all for getting online and buying the paint there and then.

‘I think you might want to hold off on that unless you’ve won the lottery and not told me. We’re going to have to save up a little.’ Geoff laughed as I kicked an outraged son off the computer and started my search. He had that smile again and it only grew broader as I scoured the well-known manufacturers for paint.

‘HOW MUCH?’ I felt a sharp pain in the wallet as I checked the prices. ‘Why is it so flaming expensive? Can’t we just paint it with B&Q gloss?’

‘No, we can’t.’

‘Well, do we really need that much of it?’ Fifty litres seemed a vast quantity.

‘It’s a big boat, Marie.’ Geoff turned away and went to put the kettle on. ‘Look, we’re going to have to rub her down and paint her with red oxide, then we’re going to have to cover that with a couple of layers of undercoat.’ He searched for coffee and dug under the microwave for a bottle of rum (he knows how to drum an idea into my head.) ‘To be honest I’m not sure we’ll even get it done in one year.’ He looked out of the window; the sun had disappeared and great fat raindrops were peppering the planks of the mooring, splashing little crowns into the river as they fell with unnecessary force. ‘And, that’s only if we get a good year. If we get another summer where it does this all the time, we may not even get that far.’

Ah, the English weather, the curse of any outdoor endeavour. Well, that was one prediction even I couldn’t argue with. I took my doctored coffee and glared at the rain that was now falling in what appeared to be one continuous sheet. ‘Well, it is only spring. Let’s hope it gets better.’

It was as if my words were the key to the floodgates of heaven. For the next two weeks it rained and it rained, and it rained.

The next morning Sam and Geoff were both off to school and work respectively. One of the main advantages about living here was that it was within walking distance of the local train station, and we’d convinced Sam that a little exercise would be good for him. Although he was skinny, he was decidedly doughy. There wasn’t an ounce of muscle on the boy. The ten-minute walk from the mooring to the station wasn’t that onerous at all. The three-quarters-of-an-hour walk, all uphill, from Ely station to his school, well, that was another matter. As predicted, that evening, he staggered in, soaked to the skin and, after dumping his rucksack unceremoniously on the floor, fell face down on the sofa.

‘You all right?’ I rolled him onto the floor before he could soak the cushions.

‘No,’ a muffled voice emitted from under the hair. ‘How and why am I so unfit?’

Well, that wasn’t what I’d expected. I’d expected a long and tedious argument about why I should take him to school in the car. ‘Because you hate the great outdoors, the winters are cold and make your hair stringy and your knees lock up and, in the summer …’ I left the sentence hanging; he was well aware of what happened in summer. May, June and July attacked my poor son with a vengeance. He seemed to have the type of blood that every flying, stinging insect in the vicinity found irresistible and he had the worst hay fever the doctor had ever encountered. He spent each and every sunny day in a haze of drugs. If it all got too much there were occasional trips to A&E where he had to be injected with various potions that made the swollen bits of him deflate. There were certain plants, dock in particular, that set off a reaction so extreme it made him look as though he’d gone three rounds in the ring with a Prizefighter, and lost.

Never a sporty child, he had always opted for the soft option and unfortunately his parents, geeks to the core, had heartily approved of his reading habits and out-of-school hobby of drama club. I felt a little guilty. Maybe we should have pushed harder and forced him to join the Cubs or Scouts or something. ‘You’ll be amazed at how quickly you get used to it.’ I passed him a couple of painkillers. ‘Soon you’ll be jogging up that hill.’

I’m not sure what he mumbled as he clambered to his feet and went to get changed, but I know that it wasn’t agreement.

I set about making dinner and it was only after I’d been cooking for a while that I realised that he hadn’t re-appeared. I wandered down to his bedroom and pushed the door open. He’d managed to change his trousers but he was still wearing his school shirt and jumper. Flat on his back and snoring wildly he was fast asleep. Laughing quietly and feeling a little guilty I closed the door and left him to it. I’d wake him in time for dinner.

A knock on the boat roof made me jump. I looked out of the window and spotted the legs of the woman next door. Oh God. She’d obviously come to tell me how unwanted we were here. I quashed my rolling stomach and, swallowing hard, went to peer outside.

‘Hello?’

‘Hello.’ She gave me a great big smile which, while it smothered my unease at a possible confrontation, confused me beyond belief. ‘I’m Julie, we’re your neighbours. I thought I’d come and say ’ello like.’

She spoke quite loudly and had the broadest of Liverpudlian accents, and it took me a moment to adjust my receptors. It wasn’t an accent I’d had much experience of and some of the words slipped right by me. Luckily, she spoke in a clear, slow voice.

‘Hi, I’m Marie, um, would you like a coffee?’

‘Eee, that’d be lovely.’ She carefully manoeuvred her way into the boat and sat down with an expectant smile. ‘Just black like, no sugar thanks.’

‘Sure …’ I turned away and put the kettle on. ‘I saw you yesterday and shouted a hello but I don’t think you heard me.’ There was no way she’d not heard me but I had to find out why she’d ignored me.

‘Oh … sorry.’ Julie adjusted her glasses on her tiny nose and shrugged. ‘I was popping round to Alan’s and I don’t think I had me ears in.’ She scooped a fingerful of black hair over one ear and I saw the little pink bits of plastic buried deep within the space. ‘Both ears.’ She shook her hair back down. ‘Without them I’m almost completely deaf like.’

Well Geoff was right … as usual. I handed Julie a mug of black coffee and settled down to find out all about those that lived around me.

‘I take it that’s your little black dog is it?’

‘Maxwell? Ay he’s ours. Not bothered you ’as ee?’

‘No, not at all. He frightened the life out of me by jumping on me from out of the fog, but I was already terrified. Your husband had given one of those great calls right next to me and I almost had a heart attack.’

Julie collapsed in a great roar of laughter. ‘Oh ay, you can hear our Simon calling that dog all the way to the town centre I should think.’

For the next hour she filled me in on all the people that lived around the yard: Simon, her partner, was a lorry driver and worked nights at weekends: ‘Be warned, ’ee’s grumpy when ’ee’s tired,’ Alan; who lived in the mobile home just beyond our stern and his girlfriend; Geoff, who owned the engineering company that resided in the large unit just over the car park from us, which was staffed by various sons and other young men; Geoff (another one) who was working on a boat currently on dry land behind the unit and, of course, Richard and family who ran the place.

‘What’s your husband’s name?’ She finished her coffee and I got up to get her a refill.

‘Geoff.’

‘Oh bloody ’ell, not another one.’ She laughed and took the fresh coffee with a nod of thanks. ‘You’ll shout Geoff round here and you’ll be swamped with the buggers.’ She shook her head. ‘What about your daughter?’

I wondered how she knew I’d even got daughters. I figured she must have spoken to Geoff. ‘Oh, I’ve got two but they both live in Cardiff at the moment,’ I said.

Julie frowned. ‘No, no, the one that lives here. The one that goes off to school. She’s yours, isn’t she?’

I giggled, ‘That’ll be my son, Samuel … Sam.’

Julie’s mouth fell open. ‘That’s a boy like?’

I nodded. ‘’Fraid so.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, I’ll have to tell my auld man. He’ll be so jealous of all that hair.’ She downed the coffee again and heaved herself upright. I noticed that she walked with a pronounced limp, but decided the explanation for that could wait for another day. She looked around. ‘It’s nice in here; now all you’ve got to do is finish the outside and you’ll be good.’

‘It’s on the list for this year.’ I knew, as soon as I saw her boat, the terrible condition of ours was going to weigh on her mind.

‘Ay, let’s hope we have some good weather then, cos it’s proper Baltic out there at the mo.’ With a wave and another smile she pulled herself out onto the front deck and with a shiver looked around. ‘You need a cratch cover for this.’

‘We’ve got one on order.’ I laughed. This was a woman who was going to tell me exactly what was on her mind at whatever moment the thought came into it. I could live with that. ‘Hey Julie, what do you do for a living?’

‘Oh, I’m a support worker for special needs adults.’ She shrugged. ‘As long as I get through a week without being punched or having to call the police to chase one of them down, I’m happy.’

I nodded and waved her up the steps. Well, I might be looking for a job but I didn’t think I’d be asking for an introduction to her company. That chosen career sounded terrifying.

Geoff was understandably smug when I explained why the next-door neighbour had blanked me. ‘Told you so,’ he said. He peered at Sam who was mechanically eating whatever I’d put in front of him. ‘You OK, Sam?’

‘Tired.’ With a mouth full of food and his eyes closed Sam was the perfect picture of a miserable human.

Geoff glanced over and shrugged. ‘Early night, maybe?’

Sam nodded and put his fork down. ‘Good idea. Thanks Mum. It’s nice but I’m just too tired to eat.’ He pushed himself away from the table and staggered off down the boat. ‘I’m going to bed.’

It was seven-thirty.

The next morning he was, once more, alert and moaning.

‘That walk up that hill is so long,’ he said.

I wanted to run him to school but it was a fifty-mile round trip. On the train it took twenty minutes; if I drove him I’d be out for an hour and a half. One of the main reasons for moving here was that Sam could get himself to school. I’d spent years running kids for miles and miles because we lived in the sticks. ‘You were offered the chance to go to the local school but you chose to go to Ely.’ With the toe of my shoe I pushed his rucksack towards him. ‘Go on … on yer bike.’

Sam looked at me for a moment and then nodded. ‘Mum! That’s a fantastic idea.’

‘Huh?’ I didn’t think I’d had an idea. I’d just been trying to get him out of
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