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A vibrant, often hilarious emotional and physical journey. And let's be honest, who hasn't wanted to drift away on a narrowboat?

 Ian Moore, author of Death and Croissants





I cannot recommend this book more! It's a heart-warming, hilarious and honest account of the adventures of living on a narrowboat. I LOVE it!

Michelle Dockery, actress (Downton Abbey, This Town) 




All Boats Are Sinking is truly uplifting and brilliantly fun. Spending time with Hannah on her narrowboat is like hanging out with a good mate. Expect gossip, laughs and insights into her at-times chaotic love life, and to walk away with a smile on your face.

Elise Downing, author of Coasting




If you've ever felt the call of adventure, this book is for you. Uplifting and witty, a great read.

Pip Stewart, adventurer and author of Life Lessons from the Amazon





This is a delightful, moving and funny book which will speak to anyone who has experienced heartbreak or personal crisis, and in the aftermath sought to forge a fresh path. Just as we follow the waterways of London and beyond, the reader is taken on a journey with Hannah as she finds freedom and a sense of purpose. Interspersed with intriguing vignettes of history and lists cheekily summarising boat dos and don'ts, Hannah's honest and witty prose brings to life her experiences, the people who share the waterways with her and the challenges and joys of life on the canal.

Kat Hill, author of Bothy
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Prologue






January 2021, Todmorden




We sat inside our respective boats, braced for the worst.


  It had been an extreme winter, even by West Yorkshire standards, and the snow up at Stoodley Pike would be rapidly melting by now. With rain forecast overnight, the volume of water coming down the hills and entering the River Calder put those of us on the canal at risk. It was cold rain. Hard and loud against the steel. My neighbours' boats were tied onto mooring rings attached to concrete slabs at intervals along the towpath. Argie Bargie, my sturdy companion and home these past three and a half years, containing all my worldly possessions, was secured in place with pins I had hammered into the drenched ground myself.


  In the afternoon, Dave arrived with several bags of coal. The owner of a local hire fleet, he had been delivering fuel to me these past few months with a cheery disposition and propensity for local gossip. He dropped the 20-kilogram bags onto my roof and recounted a tale from the last known floods on the Rochdale Canal. A boat had become unpinned and been swept downstream and onto the towpath, where it remained as the water levels subsided. I had visions of waking in the night to find I was wedged atop the lock gate below, my home swinging like a seesaw 19 feet above the canal.


  That evening, as the downpour intensified and my phone pinged with notifications from FloodAlert about the rising water levels and imminent risk of flooding, my neighbour Jimmy knocked on the side of my boat. Wearing a waxed trench coat, he stood in the lashing rain with a saw in one hand and a large sheet of ply in the other.


  "Hi, Jimmy," I said, laughing at the sight of him: a washed-up pirate with his enormous beard and leather boots.


  He leant forward with the piece of wood and spoke over the rain and wind. "Do you want me to put this across your door?"


  "How come?" I said from inside my dry cabin.


  "You've not been in a flood before, have you?" His two spaniels were circling him, their brown fur like mopheads that had yet to be wringed out. "When that overflows" – Jimmy pointed to the guillotine lock above – "a tonne of water will come over your deck and in through your doors like a wave."


  I looked at my doors and at Jimmy's thin bit of ply. Even if he was right, I wasn't sure it would do much.


  "I think I'll leave it, Jimmy. But thank you anyway."


  "Not to worry. Are you okay?" he said.


  "Yeah, I think so. I just don't really know what to expect."


  "Take my number," he said. "You can call or text if you're worried."


  Jimmy returned to the other side of the canal. His historic working canal boat Kyle, dusty red in colour, was as handsome as any boat I had seen on my journey up here. Moored below the Golden Lion pub, it sat low in the water, wrapped in smoke circles that spun merrily from its iron chimney. The pub above was bright yellow in the rain. Its owners had painted its facade in the spring, in preparation for the Tour de Yorkshire. The race had subsequently been cancelled due to Covid and the new paint job had caused a rift with the council, who demanded they revert the Grade II listed building back to white. To me, this irreverent spirit was the heart and soul of Todmorden, the town I had called home these past two months.


  Once Jimmy and his spaniels were safely inside their vessel, I closed up the front doors to my own floating home, a space I had been holed up in since the start of the pandemic, with its rusted and battered exterior, its battle scars. An inside neat but confined, with all my jumbled and eclectic belongings. Plants that hung from hooks and swayed with the movement of the boat. Kitchen appliances on display where no more space could be found in drawers. Piles of books and jars of homemade lockdown jam. Cushions, rugs and blankets of every colour. A black stove in its centre, with patched-up holes in the flue and markings on the floor from sparks and hot ash. An imperfect and muddled home. An extension of me, in every sense.


  I sat on my sofa in the comfort and chaos of Argie Bargie and waited for the flood to come.







Part 1




[image: ]




All Boats Are Sinking






Chapter 1

London 2017






Months of talks and tears had led to this, our final evening together. I can't tell you who said the final sentence: We're breaking up. This relationship is over. But there was only one way we were leaving that flat: decoupled. No one begged or pleaded. No one hyperventilated through shock. There was some blame. Blame wrapped up in fear, guilt, regret. Anger too. Anger at the break-up itself. Anger at the splitting up of friends and untagging of photos. Anger that we had failed. Anger that we felt unheard. Anger that one day we would understand the hows and whys but for now, we couldn't. We sat on the sofa, smaller, lesser versions of the two lovers who had unpacked deeply contrasting books and placed them blithely on a new IKEA shelving unit a year and a half before. Sam had his head in his hands. Bitten nails and a signet ring obscured within his blond hair. We hadn't made eye contact for hours and when it was clear no more could be said, I stood up and left the flat.


  The streets were orange with night-time lamps as I walked across the street to my best friend Caz's new home that she shared with her partner Natalie. I had known this moment would come for several weeks. We had done all we could, but our interactions had changed. We were no longer hopeful, and silences had appeared like sinkholes in our living room. The break-up was inevitable and irreversible. While heartbreak is a feeling I am not unfamiliar with, as I walked to Caz's I was heavy with an overwhelming quantity of grief, like I had accumulated all previous heartbreaks into this one. My eyes and their sockets ached, and though I had walked this same short journey many times before, my legs jolted in confusion at what was being asked of them. I made my way to her front door, feeling like an apparition of my usual self, and paused before ringing the bell.


  Friends since the age of 11, Caz and I have a well-nurtured and unabating bond that transcends geography, the odd disagreement and seemingly any challenge life will throw our way. We are both able to sniff out underlying issues in each other's worlds and be ready to act with instinctual kindness. We share a humour that only she and I will ever understand, that others will at best find unfunny, or at worst, simply ignore, with knowing smiles across rooms, laughter to the point of tears and a game whereby we send each other screenshots of our internet search histories on the understanding that a refusal to present said screenshot will finally establish who is the weirder of the two.1


  For the past six months, only a clock tower had stood between our two dwellings in the centre of Crouch End, North London. Caz had lived with Sam and I before she moved to her flat above the butchers with Natalie, where their home had a faint smell of sweet raw meat. She'd seen the relationship unravel quicker than I think we had, but she stood by and watched, ready to scoop me up when the time came.


  "Stay as long as you'd like," she said as she was making up the sofa bed.


  "Thanks, Caz."


  "I mean it." She was grappling with the corners of the sheets. "Whatever you need."


  I welled up at her kindness.


  Caz stood up and looked at me. "Are you going to be okay?"


  "Of course," I said, swallowing the tears down. It was too late at night to be opening up that can of worms.


  "Right, okay. Well, we'll see you in the morning for eggs." She handed me a towel and left me to it.


  In their front room, I lay staring at the walls. At pictures of their life together. All smiles and sunglasses. I wanted their home, though not this flat. I wanted a home that reflected me just like theirs reflected them. I had felt alien in my own home, and in theirs, wearing Caz's oversized T-shirt and football shorts, soft with fabric conditioner, I felt comforted, but not comfortable. I was alone again and starting over. No home and no money. I was 31 years old, with an overwhelming sense of failure. This is not how I had imagined my life to be.


  With the heavy fatigue of an as-yet sleepless night, I turned my thoughts to the options before me. I would need somewhere to live, and fast. I lay on the sofa bed and searched the internet on my phone. There were one-bedroom studio flats in South-east London for £1,200 a month. Shared houses in Leytonstone. Renting on my own would be financially impossible and house shares provoked memories of a younger Hannah. As tempting as it would be to revert, I could see the slippery slope into behaviours I was just about crawling out of. Untidy bedrooms and passive aggressive texts about whose shelf in the fridge was causing the kitchen to smell like that. I just couldn't picture it.


  I didn't have a penny to my name. I have never been good with money and have always lived pay cheque to pay cheque. I'm not a high earner, but I could have been more cautious over the years. I could have put money aside and saved for my future, like Caz had. As I lay in her flat picturing the next phase in my life, I berated myself for my lack of planning and short-termism. I should have spent less money on takeaways and taxis. I have this trait of never looking too far into the future. It's a blessing at times. When I'm standing in a moment of wonder, climbing a hillside or watching flames from a bonfire, I am overcome with emotion and joy, and for that I am so very grateful. But it's a trait that now makes me squirm with my infantile approach to planning.


  I'm extremely lucky, though. I know my parents have earmarked just enough for a house deposit for me2. Not enough for London but for somewhere outside of the city. So, pondering my future for the first time ever, I searched the internet for properties to buy, checking the commute to work if I headed to Hertfordshire or to Kent. But even with this deposit money, I just couldn't afford it. The mortgage would be too high on my salary.


  And then I looked at boats.


  I had been intrigued by the London canal community ever since my friend Megan had moved onto a boat. She had left a houseshare in East London and with help from her parents had bought a boat from a friend. Megan and I had been introduced eight years ago and had launched a theatre company together. It had since wound down, but our friendship remained. She'd been on board her boat for a year and had not looked back. I regularly visited for wine on her roof, quietly admiring her cocoon-like home. I would return to my rented flat and guiltily daydream, wondering if there would ever be a time when I might follow in her footsteps.


  Having lived in London for seven years, I was familiar with the canals that run through its London boroughs. Camden, Kings Cross and Little Venice, places I would otherwise never dream to call home. As I lay in the orange glow from the street, in a flat above a butchers in Crouch End, the idea of joining Megan on the waterways was becoming an attractive prospect.


  The boats for sale on the internet were worn but charming, with tiny kitchens and curtains fitted onto brass window frames. Roof gardens with cats hiding amongst miniature wildflower meadows. Painted deck furniture and cast-iron wood-burners. Den-like, they left no room for subtlety or minimalism.


  Looking at Caz's living room, I realised a canal boat was probably no bigger than this one room in total. Could I live in a space this small? It was hard to imagine. I'd lived in shared homes my whole life and wasn't sure what being alone should feel like, let alone how much space I might need. There was something comforting in the idea, though, of somewhere I could nest without a care in the world of what anyone else might need or want. Exhausted but curious, I dropped my phone on the floor and closed my eyes. The idea of living on a boat had intrigued me enough to distract me from the insomnia, and I was soon asleep.


  I stayed on the sofa bed at Caz and Natalie's until the weekend, visiting the flat once while Sam was at work. Doors remained ajar onto rooms we had once been so intimate in. I kept my head down and gathered a bag of items that would see me through, leaving behind my toothbrush which he had chucked in the bathroom bin, and left.


  On my first Saturday alone, I found myself at a Royal Mail sorting office at the end of an industrial estate in North London. I stood in the queue wondering, could these people sense the break-up on me? My hunched posture and furrowed brow; a sure giveaway of my sad state. Would the postal worker ask me how I was today? Would I cry when she did? Did I need to explain that my address is no longer my address?


  I reached the desk, mustered a smile and dug out the "sorry we missed you" card stuffed somewhere in my jeans pocket. The postal worker checked my face against its buoyant predecessor on the back page of my passport and disappeared out the back.


  My phone buzzed. It was Mum calling me back. I spoke with the phone wedged precariously between ear and shoulder as a shoebox-sized parcel addressed to me was placed on top of the counter.


  "It's over, Mum," I said down the phone.


  "Oh Hann—"


  "It's fine," I said. "I'm thinking about living on a boat."


  This wasn't how I intended to raise the idea with the very person who I hoped would be paying for it, but if I knew my mum at all, her reaction to the break-up would spark grave concerns around my future. I needed her to know I had a plan and was in control.


  I nodded to the postal worker and walked back past the queue.


"Hannah, you can't even drive," she said.

  Tears pinched at the corner of my eyes. "I don't know what else to do, Mum."


  I didn't.


  "Why don't you move back home?" she said.


  Mum has a tendency to go to the extreme. Whether it's a broken dishwasher or a death in the family, her stress reactions are the same. I could hear the panic rising in her voice.


  "My work finishes at four some nights." I'd been working as a promoter for late-night music venues, and though I had adapted to my nocturnal schedule, arriving at my parents at sunrise smelling of nightclubs was a memory I felt best left in the past.


  "Well then, you can get the six o'clock train that goes from London to Ipswich?" Her regional upward inflection was giving the suggestion a comedic quality. I appreciate it's not uncommon for parents to want to bring their offspring closer in moments of crisis. To look after and console. But this wasn't a crisis. It was sad, sure, but it wasn't a crisis. Besides, I had a plan.


  "I'm not sure that's the answer."


  There was a momentary silence. I took my opportunity.


  "What do you think about this boat idea, then?" I said, soothingly. "Do you remember my friend Megan lives on one?"


  "Oh, I don't know, Hannah. It sounds awfully cold."


  "Will you think about it?" I said.


  "I'll talk to your dad."


  I hung up and continued along the winding road back to civilisation. I breathed through the exhaustion and welcomed a new feeling of relief. Telling Mum about the break-up was a milestone, and it hadn't felt as hopeless as I had feared. I knew I would be letting her down, but it seemed that her preoccupation was with my well-being and not with all that I was saying goodbye to. She wants me to be happy, I thought, and in control of my life. And if there is something that can inspire those feelings then I must run with it. On the bus back to Caz and Natalie's flat, I felt an intense clarity for the first time in months. This was my time to be me. Even if Mum and Dad weren't on board and it meant getting a loan approved, I was buying a boat. I was not commuting from my parents' home in Ipswich.








1. To date, neither of us has refused to present a search history, though it has been confirmed we share hypochondriac tendencies and terrible spelling. (BACK)

2. Or for my wedding day, lol. (BACK)






Chapter 2

Argie Bargie






My first weekend of sofa-surfing coincided with my boat friend Megan taking herself off to Glastonbury Festival. Megan was a circus producer, and she'd landed herself a ticket as a volunteer. Moored alongside Victoria Park, a green sanctuary in the heart of East London, the boat was mine while she made use of the "posh toilet facilities" at the festival.


  I stood on the platform at Seven Sisters Overground station, my "stopgap" belongings in two tote bags pressed deep into my shoulders. With a coffee in one hand and my phone in the other, I waited for a train that would take me to Megan's, where I would dump my bags and head straight back out for a ten-hour shift at work. Mum had been messaging. An article in The Guardian newspaper titled "Canals offer alternative to London property ladder" had told her all she needed to know about London boat living. Quoting the article, Mum was now more enthused than me.


  "It's a solution to the housing crisis, Hannah," she texted. "An affordable way to live in London." 


  Mum had experienced a 180 on the whole affair and this newfound support had led to a stream of text messages about measurements for curtains, mini cookers, washing machines and manual dicers.


  "We haven't even found one yet!" I texted, as the screen before me blurred.


  Overwhelmed by my parents' willingness to spend their hard-earned money on their youngest in such an unconventional way, I felt a rush of guilt at Mum's texts. Had I given them no option but to support me? I should be in a position to do this myself, I thought. It was all happening so quickly, and I didn't know whether to be grateful or angry. Why didn't I have any savings? What if my parents needed this money in the future? Why was London so bloody expensive?


  "I've found some lovely green velvet in a charity shop. Perfect for curtains," she texted. "Shall I buy it?"


  I'd had a panic attack twice before, so I knew what was coming. I dropped the tote bags and squatted down to ground level. The back of my ears were suddenly covered in sweat. Drips slid down my jaw and joined tears at my chin, falling in large salty drops between my knees. I'm not sure how many trains came and went as I sat on the platform in the half shade of the signal mast, not thinking about boats or my parents, or Sam, or my looming ten-hour shift, only breathing.


  Once I was able to, I took my phone out of my pocket. My hand was shaking. I called Jim, the manager of the venue I was working at that night.


  "Hi, Jim," I said. "I've had a funny turn. I'm sorry, will you be okay tonight without me?"


  "It's fine," he said. He was speaking as if to a child, with a softness I'd not heard in him before. "We'll be fine, Hannah, just go home and sleep."


  That word. Home.


  Moved by his warmth, I thanked Jim and hung up the phone. The sun was strong. I let it dry the tears from my tired skin and stared down the station platform towards the horizon of central London. The track curved round a bend towards the bustle of homes, offices and businesses: a proud view of buildings that sparkled with heat. A still city with its pounding lifeblood. My city. My home.


  My breathing slowed.


  I peeled myself onto a connecting train and made my way to Megan's boat. I arrived at the mooring spot outside the park's entrance, a scene of boat upon boat along the canal's edge, twinkling with the same city heat. A colourful cutting3 of water hidden within the London skyline, strong hulls against bottle green water, as waterfowl glided, dipped and skated across their homeland. Megan's grey boat sat under a canopy of trees, tied onto two metal mooring rings on the towpath. I'd watched her tie her boat up before, cautiously adjusting the length and tension of the ropes with such care, her body relaxing when she felt the positioning was just right.


  I climbed aboard Megan's boat, closed up her shuttered doors and flopped onto her bed.
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I awoke with a gentle sway to the sound of chatter on the towpath and sunlight through the curtains, which was making everything red. Megan had recently come back from a trip to Palestine, and her boat smelled faintly of zaatar and dried fruit. I put on a stove-top coffee and turned on the radio, which was tuned into BBC Radio 4.


  I opened the parcel I'd picked up from the post office. It was from Syd. Syd and I studied together at drama school, and she was the first person I met during induction week. Back then she had long brunette hair with tight ringlets and the odd straightened segment. She wore leather coats and smoked liquorice rollies. The parcel contained an emergency break-up kit; a penis candle, some chewing gum, a heart-shaped flannel and a handwritten card welcoming me to another period of singledom.


  I texted Syd.


  "You're so sweet," I said. "Thank you."


  "Thinking of you xxx," she replied.


  I sat on Megan's small red sofa, my gifts from Syd by my side, and took in the boat. Megan's home was an illusion. Its exterior was light grey in colour but inside the colours pinged like a souk. It had mahogany-stained wood throughout and rainbow-coloured trinkets, sequined clothing draped from curtain poles and an array of scatter cushions, no two the same, flung across the sofa and floor. A disco mirror ball above the kitchen counter moved with the boat, casting white sparks on her walls. A neon ribbon curtain announced the entrance to her bedroom with a playfulness befitting its owner.


  I looked over at Megan's bookshelf. There were books about art and books about travel. Novels and feminist literature. On the sofa, an embroidery she had been making – brightly coloured flowers and birds half-finished on a piece of cotton in a wooden ring. I wondered who she was making it for, or whether it was something she just enjoyed doing on the boat. Heavily thumbed cookbooks lay across her kitchen counters. Greetings cards from friends. Candles and pot plants in the windows. Her home was her through and through. Colourful and creative. Cluttered but with such joy and love. It was perfect.


  I followed the ribbon and climbed back under Megan's blankets and duvet in the den-like bed at the front of the boat. I lay there for the rest of the morning listening to the birds outside and the voices on the radio. A calmness came over me. The stress from the last few months, culminating in the previous day's panic attack, had left me wiped out, and before I knew it, I was fast asleep again.
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Built in the year of my birth, Argie Bargie was a 45-foot ex-leisure cruiser in royal blue, currently moored in Teddington, West London. It was a family boat with a sofa and a child's bed at the back by the main entrance and not in any way designed to my taste; it had colourful LED rope lights built into the ceiling, a white and grey tiled kitchen and IKEA-style floating shelves throughout. But there was something about it. Descending the staircase of the boat, I could see a dark wooden floor visible beneath the polyester carpet, and long white walls that evoked childhood memories of beach huts and seaside piers.


  Frank was part of the appeal. A German father of two, he'd spent five years doing up a bigger boat and was selling his first project, Argie. He gave me a tour inside and out as I asked questions.


  "How thick is the hull?" I asked. "Has it been surveyed recently? Does it have a boat safety certificate?"


  I had learned from Megan what questions to ask, but in truth, I didn't know what answers I should listen out for. I wished she was with me. This was an important decision. If the boat was a rust bucket, having good zen wasn't going to get me very far. I'm not sure the walls would look so white and long covered in barnacles.


  "Have a moment," said Frank after he'd answered all my questions. "I'll be on the towpath once you're done."


  Frank left me inside the boat as I wandered up and down the cabin. It didn't feel small with just me in it. Ample kitchen surfaces, a double bed, a sofa, a shower. What more did I need? Frank had put two champagne flutes on the side, set out as props to entice a new homeowner. I instinctively placed my hand at the bottom of the nearest glass. I ran my fingers along the kitchen surfaces and looked across at the silver ripples on the water.


  "It's a beautiful boat," I said, climbing the steps to the back deck and looking up at Frank on the towpath.


  "We have some more viewings this week," he said, "but if you want her, she's yours."





[image: ]




I headed to Syd's in Brockley, South London for my next temporary stay, clutching the printout of Argie Bargie. She answered the door wearing bright Nike trainers and jazzed up leggings. Her now signature jet black hair and undercut marked a significant elevation in style since our drama school days.


  "Are you okay?" she said as she hugged me, her hooped earring pressing into my cheek.


  Trying to look like a walking break-up but unable to conceal my excitement, I said, "I've found my boat, Syd."


  "Yes, Hannah – that's nice, but the break-up?" she said.


  I walked past Syd and into the hallway. I handed her the printout.


  "I've found my boat," I said again.


  Syd is all about embracing adventure, and it wasn't long before she'd joined in with my excitement about Argie. We shared a bottle of red and chatted into the night about sacking off love and living in a commune together.


  "As long as it has a mooring," I said.


  Syd retired for the night, and I lay in my third bed since the break-up. I looked up at another set of walls that reflected a beautiful friend and her unique styles and quirks. Caz and Natalie's home had been all photo collages and mood lighting, the next step on their grown-up ladder to buying a flat and building a family together. Megan's was all cosy corners with disco balls and single-piece crockery items that were more like pieces of artwork than kitchenware. Her hobbies and creativity quite literally shone through sequin costumes and sprawling plants that hung and swayed in the windows. Syd's living room housed an array of vintage glass lamps that stood on 1950s furniture or on the exposed wooden floorboards. Each time I visited, something new had been added. A glass bottle she had mudlarked from the River Thames, her political slogan postcard project, lamps, lamps… and more lamps. My home with Sam wasn't at all like me. How had I let that happen? Where had my personality gone? Our flat was light and airy, with a parquet floor in the kitchen and living room and soft cream carpets in the two bedrooms. Save for the chaos caused by the pigeons above our balcony, it was clean and tidy. But to me, it was grey and sparse. Any belongings of mine seemed scruffy and out of place, stored on shelves with no particular sense of thought or design. I can't blame Sam entirely for my lack of personality in the flat, but it spoke volumes that I hadn't prioritised myself there. Lying on Syd's sofa-bed, I wondered, What does my future home look like? What even is my style? My personality? I'm a long way from knowing, I thought. But I know I now must find it.
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The following morning, I called my dad to tell him about Argie.

  "It's perfect, Dad."

  I had thought of little else since I had first seen the boat. The web listing printout was well worn as I pulled it from my pocket like a washing machine tissue accident to show friends, colleagues and (mostly) willing strangers. It had been five days since the breakup, but already so much had changed and my previous life felt like a distant memory. The sofa-bed surfing was an inconvenience as I lugged my limited belongings across London. But it was allowing me to connect to friends and was bringing me a step closer to my new life. Argie Bargie was the first boat I'd seen, but I just knew it was the one. I could feel it in my gut.


  "Does it have a sound hull?" Dad said. He had been reading up on narrowboats, and along with Mum, was now fully in support of my decision. It was astonishing, really, such openness to their daughter's impulsivity.


  "Will you come with me to see it again?" I asked.


  Retired and alone at home, he was free to jump on a train to Liverpool Street that day then head out west to meet me.


  "I'll see you at Teddington station in a few hours," he said.


  As I waited for Dad to arrive, I leaned against the wall of the station and flicked through a 32-page document I'd poached from Megan's about buying a narrowboat. I knew I would do most of my learning as I went but felt I should do some research so I at least looked like I knew what I was talking about. But it was all so complicated. Engines, bilges, weed hatches, anodes.


  A text message came in from Sam. WhatsApp had been our mode of communication to date, but there was no "us" anymore and dropping videos and photos and "What would you like for tea?" or "I'll be home in an hour" messages was no longer required or welcomed. Texts had been established as our new relationship status.


  Seeing his name pop up on the screen made my heart race. The "distant memory" spell had been broken. I was thrown back into the same sadness and confusion I had felt walking out of the flat five days before. I opened the message. There was no text, just a photo of a water bill and our meter reading. Ever organised, Sam had started the process of working out the remaining payments on the flat.


  I believe that break-ups are like hangovers. There's a dull ache. A fuzziness. And just when you feel okay and like you could manage a small piece of toast with some butter and Marmite, you realise it was too much too soon, and back to bed you go. You'll try anything to feel better, and sometimes you will, but it won't last and really only one thing will do it. Time. I put the phone back in my pocket and composed myself just as the train pulled in.


  Dad stepped off with arms wide open and gave me one of his all too familiar post-relationship hugs.


  Don't cry, don't cry, don't cry.


  "Right, where's this boat, then?" he said.
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My dad had prepared a list of questions he'd compiled from Google searches and through talking to a man from church who once owned a narrowboat. As he stood on the back deck of Argie with Frank, he navigated a discussion about the important subjects of boat buying with his trademark attentiveness, while his daughter stared hopelessly at the floor. There was something about how seriously he was taking this that threw me into my first wobble, like my silly idea that I had run away with might actually happen and I had a responsibility to take it seriously too. If my parents were to part with this money, I should understand the complications around being a boat owner, but suddenly all this talk of 240-volt appliances and solar panels felt alien and overwhelming. I hadn't been in the headspace to think about these aspects but surely would now need to. I tried desperately to concentrate on what the two men were saying, as Frank pointed out switches and fuse boxes, pumps, valves and hatches.


  "Right. Well, it all looks good to me," Dad said, sounding like an inspector. "Shall we go away and have a chat? Hannah?"


  "Yes, let's. Thank you," I said, forcing a smile.


  Following the viewing, I sat on the train to central London with Dad, who was still browsing web pages about narrowboats. I looked out of the window. What the hell was I doing? I'd barely been single for two minutes and had dragged my pensioner father into London to look at a boat I was wanting him to buy me. It was a knee-jerk reaction, two fingers up to broken relationships and the housing situation in London.


  "You don't have to do this straight away," he said. "How about you take a few weeks to think about it?"


  A few weeks meant finding temporary accommodation. I'd been relying on friends to put me up in flats that weren't designed for visitors, popping back to Crouch End while Sam was at work to replenish my belongings.


  I looked at my dad's kind face. At a man who had shown me nothing but love my whole life. Who sat with me when I couldn't sleep as a child, who never got angry when I did something stupid and who once skived off work when I broke up with my first boyfriend to drive me to the Shotley Peninsula in Suffolk, where we had sat in the car in silence watching cargo ships leave and enter the port of Harwich.


  "No, Dad," I said with a smile. "This boat's great."


  Neither Mum nor Dad seemed to have any doubts about this decision. I was so lucky.


  "If you're sure," said Dad.


  "I always have been a sucker for a snap decision," I said, attempting to give him a chance to back out.


  "Don't I know it," he said with a smile.


  It's true, though, I am impulsive. I love a last-minute trip, a sudden career change or signing up for new projects that I like the sound of, and this was no different. If I sit on things for too long, they just don't happen.


  "Let's do it," I said.


  Off the train, Dad called Frank and put in an offer.





[image: ]




I was at Syd's the following morning, googling away in bed. I wanted to see what the realities of living on a narrowboat looked like. Not the Scandinavian style, hanging pot plant, fairy light versions; I was looking for the knee-deep-in-exploding-toilet account of living on a narrowboat.


  I didn't have to look far for either version.


  While Pinterest covered the former with alpaca fur rugs, yellow and pink furnishings, spider plants and never worn before Hunter boots, the grittier format of YouTube showed buckets for toilets and holes in hulls. I went into a vlog rabbit hole. There was the jewellery maker living on a mooring who'd never taken her boat out for a spin, the three art students sharing a 50-foot narrowboat with no toilet, and the young couple and their "do up" project.


  I thought of all my camping holidays, the love I have for trawling through mud at festivals and my recently discovered diary from year six in which my New Year's resolutions read…





Try harder at school

Wash more





I was destined for a more feral existence, though I knew from Megan that it wouldn't have to be like that. She's glamorous, and clean, and has a job and everything.


  I headed over to Amazon and lined up an order of kitchenware, an ornamental bucket, stool, a hose and more besides. I was about to complete the biggest order of my life when I got a call from Mum.


  "What do you need on the boat? We're having a clear out," she said, full steam ahead with my new life choices.


  Mum was always "having a clear out", though her penchant for charity shopping will far outweigh any ability to actually clear. I ran through all that was in my Amazon basket. She had everything. Pots, pans, cheese grater – retro ware from the 1970s and 80s.


  "This is all perfect, Mum."


  "Never go on Amazon before you've spoken to me," she said.


  The phone call was interrupted by Frank.

  "The boat is yours," he said, "and you can pick it up next week."

  I texted Mum the good news, and she replied, "Fantastic. We'll bring the stuff up in the car. Looking forward to seeing this boat. And you, of course. xxx"


  I smiled at the text and let a tear fall down my face. I couldn't believe it. I had a home, and a beautiful one at that. I felt nervous flutters in my stomach. The kind you get when embarking on something new. The best kind of flutters. Those that spell adventure.








3. The canal network is often referred to as "the cut" by those who use it. (BACK)






Chapter 3

Downsizing






They say that our relationship to smoking derives from our earliest memories of it. My grandfather smoked, and I would watch with curiosity as his yellow fingers rolled thin papers packed with tobacco at our kitchen table. Then he would sneak off for a moment of calm at the bottom of the garden. As an adult, I was now rather fond of the disgusting habit.4


  I feel the same may have happened with my relationship to boats. Boarding a boat was a treat as a child. We would take day trips on a boating lake in Suffolk. The 60-acre Thorpeness Meare has islands with model dragons and forts built into them, inspired and named by J. M. Barrie, the creator of Peter Pan. My three brothers and I would jump on two boats and race across the lake, hopping off to explore each of the magical islands before coming back for fish and chips on the beach in Aldeburgh. Later on, I had a stint working on cruise ships. I loved being at sea. Night or day, I would grab any opportunity to stand out on deck looking at the waves, breathing in the smell of engine oil and fresh deck paint as droplets of salty water splashed onto my cheeks. I remember the transatlantic crossing particularly well. The journey from Southampton to Barbados, with a stopover in Madeira, took nearly a week, and on those "sea days", where the air and light softened as we moved closer to warmer climes, with no sight of land for days at a time, my love of gliding through water was firmly established. I've always found comfort in being on water and so the decision to call a boat my home did not feel foreign. From the break-up on Monday to viewing Argie on the Thursday, I had packed up all my belongings ready to move on the following weekend.


  Sam was in the flat on the day I moved out, sitting on the sofa in his blue Spurs tracksuit. It was the first time I'd seen him since the break-up. He looked spent.


  "Where exactly are you going?" he said, flicking through channels on the TV.


  "I'm moving onto a boat," I said without looking up.


  I knew this news wouldn't sit well with him. Sam's office overlooked the canal in East London. The view would serve as a reminder of someone he now potentially loathed. He turned off the TV, laughed and headed to his spot on the balcony.


  "And this is why you and I would never have worked out, Hannah," he said, sliding the door behind him.


  I wanted to follow him out onto the balcony. To say that this wasn't how I planned for it to go. That this wasn't all my doing. That I had felt stifled and wasn't allowed to be me in this relationship. That he never asked me how my day was, or what I thought of something. That the time he screamed at me when I bought a Christmas tree as a surprise wasn't kind. But I didn't. I carried on sorting through my belongings, keen to get out of the flat before his distaste turned to anger. I loaded four bin liners into the lift for the charity shop. My life looked small, with everything able to fit on the double bed in the spare room. I looked around one last time. Sam was still out on the balcony looking out over the Waitrose car park. We'd only been there 18 months, but we'd made memories together there. The small living room where we'd slow danced to Van Morrison's "Sweet Thing" on the record player. The balcony I'd filled with more chilli plants than one household needs and the large windows where Sam would hang his pastel-coloured shirts every Sunday evening before the working week. Though more recently it had been a suffocating environment, a place reserved for arguments and tears and sleeping in separate bedrooms.


  To begin with, I had liked living somewhere posh, where famous faces could be spotted browsing in book shops and where streets of semi-detached houses were pink with cherry blossom in the spring. Crouch End was as homely a community as one could hope for in London. It should have been a dream to live in. With an abundance of coffee shops and several global cuisines in a five-minute radius of our home, we could, and did, eat out several times a week, bemoaning when management changeovers affected the speed of service, and we were always familiar with at least four people in any establishment at a given time. He ordered predictably. I ordered expensively.


  We lived in the heart of the village, with bakeries selling giant croissants, and pop-up Christmas tree sellers, kitchenware shops and a well-stocked fishmongers. I liked having a GP nearby. I liked the quality of the produce in the shops. I liked midweek visits to the Lido to avoid the crowds. But I had become restless and depressed, withdrawn and resentful of my life there. I would stare at the bus stop announcement screen on the way into the city and watch the minutes count down at an unbelievably slow rate. Bored of the mundanity of it all.


  My colleague Tanya arrived with her van and Sam helped us carry boxes to the lift. After we'd finished loading, he stood in the doorway and offered me a fist bump, which I accepted.


  "Have a nice life," he said.


  And that was that.


  I sat in the front seat of the van looking up at the flat.


  "Are you okay?" Tanya said.


  "Yeah," I said. "Let's go."


  As Tanya drove us from Crouch End I said goodbye to the clocktower that stood between mine and Caz's homes, and the town hall, with its huge regeneration plans and even bigger list of signatures of opposition. The restaurant I used to wait tables in, where property developers and their lunchtime drug habits would prop up the bar, the pub I used to be manager of and practically live at, the queue of commuters at the W7 bus stop and Dunn's, the best bakery in London. Leaving in Tanya's van, looking down at the buggies and cockapoos, I realised that the compact community of Crouch End wasn't mine anymore, and it instantly felt as such.


  I love being the passenger in a white transit van. They're scruffy with coffee cups and crisp packets under foot. You shouldn't put your leg up on the dashboard of a car, but in a white van you can. Driving through Central London with Tanya in her paint-splattered jeans, her tattooed fingers on the wheel, we talked about our respective homes. She and her van conversion, me and my new boat. Things were shifting. I was a solo woman now, a boater. It felt good to talk about it with someone who understood. It was a warm July day, and my cork keyring, designed to float should I drop my keys in the canal, lay on the dashboard as a symbol of my new life. Tanya cranked up the radio and drove us west out of London to pick up Argie Bargie from Teddington.
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The boat was sitting low in the water with its blue and white roof almost level with the concrete bank. I gave Tanya a tour and we loaded my belongings inside. We ordered a roast dinner from the Anglers waterside pub, which stood proud at the edge of the Thames 65 feet from Argie. We ate our meal on the roof, washing it down with warm prosecco in enamel mugs.


  "Thanks for today, Tanya," I said.


  "To your new life, Hannah." She raised her mug. "I couldn't be more jealous."




[image: vertical plan of Argie, with bed at the bottom, bathroom and kitchen in the middle, and sofa and desk at the top]









4. At time of writing, I am not a smoker. (BACK)






Chapter 4

Alone Time






Hampton Court to Walthamstow Marshes

Cruising time: 3 months, 38 miles, 2.5 furlongs, 25 locks




[image: map of the journey from Hampton Court Moortings to Lea Bridge no. 18]






With Tanya and her van gone, I pulled the curtain across the open doorway and stood for the first time alone inside my boat. I had this feeling like I was being watched, though on one side of the boat I could see only cigarette butts and the occasional pair of feet. Maybe it was the proximity I was feeling. I was inside my boat but only a few metres from members of the public. I felt weirdly exposed. On the other side, the River Thames was my view, with swans, coots and fervent rowers. The water was silver, with shards of white dancing in the early evening sun. I hoisted myself on top of the kitchen counter and let out a short laugh. I couldn't quite believe it. This boat moored up on the River Thames was now home. It didn't feel like home yet, of course, with my boxes of belongings piled high along the narrow passageway and a smell of wet metal that I didn't recognise.

  I looked at my fingertips. They were grey with dust. The cabin felt both empty and cluttered, like an untidy shed. Not at all like Megan's home. I was eager to give both me and the boat a deep clean and to unpack my belongings, but I had no time to settle in; I'd booked a skipper to join me to help navigate the Thames, so I opted for a cup of tea instead. I fumbled for the stove-top kettle Mum had given me in the box marked "Kitchen", scoffing at my optimistic labelling system as if my new home required the distinction. As I filled the kettle, the water pump sounded with a low-level rumble. I lit the gas hob with a Clipper lighter and waited for the kettle to emit its high-pitched squeal. It was as satisfying a cup of tea as I'd ever made. Without electricity and with water that I knew I would need to ration and replenish myself, with milk that would soon go off with no fridge on board.5 Just like camping, I thought.


  I had found Craig – boat enthusiast and expert skipper – on Google. He arrived promptly at 7 p.m. in his combat trousers and roll-neck top, his army days made evident by his crew cut and wide-legged stance. Dressed in equally practical attire to that of the ex-squaddie, and unaware that my wardrobe would never be the same again, I climbed back past the boxes and out of the boat to greet him. I stepped on the handrail and pulled myself up to the concrete above.


  "Hi, Craig, is it?" I said, dusting myself down.


  "Good to meet you." He shook my hand and lowered himself onto the boat with greater ease than I had demonstrated. He poked his round face inside my control cupboard by the entrance and peered at the board of dials, switches and lights. He was obviously familiar with the set-up.


  "How many leisure batteries do you have?" he said.


  "Erm, three, I think?" I said, recalling the trio of black boxes strapped in next to the engine that Frank had said would power my internal electrics.


  "And you have gas for your hot water and cooker?"


  "Yes."


  He pressed a few buttons, muttered some more acknowledgements and headed back out on deck. I climbed down to join him.


  "Would you like a cup of tea?" I asked.


  "No, I'm fine," he said. "First, I'll show you how to start your engine."


  Straight to it, then.


  "Pull out this handle so the engine is in neutral, push it forward and hold down the starter plug for fifteen seconds." I was trying my hardest to concentrate on every movement he made.


  "Now turn the key until the engine kicks in," he said.


  He started up the engine.


  "It'll need longer in winter."


  I nodded.


  He cut the engine by pulling on a handle attached to a black cable near the floor.


  "Now your turn," he said.


  I stepped forward and repeated his movements. Push handle. Hold down button. Turn key. And with a bellow of white smoke and a loud whooooosh, the engine started. Craig pulled the lever back into its neutral position as the sound settled into a regular put-put-put beat. I was conscious of people nearby. The lunch service at the pub was over and the beer garden had all but emptied, but the engine wasn't quiet for anyone still around to listen, and more importantly, to watch.


  "Right, first lesson," he said. "Take everything slowly." He was softly spoken and I strained to hear him over the engine. "There's no rushing in boat life."


  Craig climbed back off and walked along the towpath to the front of the boat. He lifted the rope that was attached to the front of the boat from a bollard and held it.


  "Now you do the same at the back," he said.


  The front of the boat began drifting away from the bank.


  Back on the concrete, I untied the back rope from the bollard and jumped down onto the deck with a thud. I couldn't remember Megan's boat being this low. Craig was walking down the side again, holding on to the white handrails along the roof. I wondered how long it would take me to move as confidently around the outside of my boat.


  "Okay, put the rope down," he said.


  I placed the bundle on the floor by my feet.


  "You won't need those until you moor up. So for now—"


  The boat was moving further away from the concrete bank.


  "Take this." Craig grabbed the rope that was attached to the middle of the roof and passed it to me. "It's called the centre line," he said, "and it stays with you at all times."


  "Okay," I said, placing the rope on the roof nearest the back door.


  "This is your throttle, or
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