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About the Book

Shane and Tim Spall are on the second leg of a very big adventure, taking their barge The Princess Matilda around the coast of Britain. Navigating dangerous waters can be terrifying, but it’s exhilarating too, and the realisation of a long-held dream.

Shane and Tim visit fishing villages and ports, explore windswept coastlines and meet a whole host of people who make their living or leisure on the water. They cross Cardigan Bay in the company of a pod of dolphins, get lost in shipping lanes near Liverpool, accidentally sail through an army firing range, and experience the matchless beauty of Scotland’s Caledonian Canal. Joining the North Sea at Inverness, they set a course for London and an emotional homecoming, back to where they began.

The Princess Matilda Comes Home is a funny and warm-hearted story about sharing a great adventure with someone you love.


About the Author

SHANE SPALL is from a large Midlands family. Her mother called her Number Five and her father after a character in a Western, played by Alan Ladd. Her husband Tim is a bit of a show off, but she keeps his feet on the ground. They have three children, they used to have a bulldog that couldn’t swim and a goldfish, but they fostered it out as it got lonely staying home on its own.
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For my young friends Alec, Susan and Krissy who didn’t make old bones, and for my dearest husband and best friend Timothy Spall who beat the odds and is hopefully only halfway there. And Jenny Baker, Miriam Jones and Frances Barber – my rocks in a stormy sea.

And to the next generation: my grandchildren Matilda, Lena, Rex and Bertie and our blended family Kyou and Honoka.


Chapter One

DANGEROUS DICK

Cardiff to Swansea: 42 nautical miles

I am married to a loose cannon. His name is Timothy, most of the time he is rational, but very occasionally he becomes a crazy man. I suppose this is what makes him a genius and an extraordinary actor. The Tim Spall madness doesn’t happen overnight, it is a slow build. Every now and again my doolally detector picks up something. I just stare at him.

‘What, what?’ he will ask me accusingly.

‘You have wild eyes, Tim!’

My husband says that I am a saint, but I always answer, ‘No, my love, I am your wife, but sometimes I wonder if you should be on medication.’

Usually Tim’s madness begins with a stressful job, or long-haul travel, or a family celebration, or a trip out to sea on The Princess Matilda. We had a perfect cocktail for Spall madness during the early months of 2010. The job was a film called Upside Down starring Kirsten Dunst and Jim Sturgess. It was being made in Montreal. Tim was doing an American accent; it worried him a great deal. There is nothing worse than an English actor doing a bad Yank twang. Also, our youngest daughter, Sadie, was getting married. But on our return from Canada the wedding arrangements were all in hand, so we had a month to spare before the big day.

Tim and I caught the train from London to Cardiff, where our 35-ton, 54-foot-long Dutch barge, The Princess Matilda, had spent the winter. Tim had his sea charts spread out on the train’s table and I looked out of the windows. Canada is a beautiful country, but nothing beats the splendour of an English landscape. It was late March and bright golden daffodils and clusters of pale-yellow primroses smudged the banks of the spring green railway cuttings.

I pulled out my AA road atlas to look at how far we had already travelled, getting to Wales from Chatham on the river Medway, moving my finger around the coast of the south-east tip of the map at the front. It seemed such a long way while we were actually doing it aboard The Princess Matilda. The train takes a couple of hours to get to Cardiff – on our boat it took four years, and we had only done the bottom end of the UK. But what a journey it had been.

We had travelled by sea from Kent to Cornwall around the infamous Lizard Point and Land’s End and finally up the Bristol Channel to Cardiff.

‘At this rate I’ll be drawing my pension before we get all the way around the British Isles. Do you think we’ll ever get back to Chatham?’ I asked Tim.

‘Eventually,’ he replied. ‘If we can get to Cumbria this summer, we could be home next year.’

Chatham is where Tim had cut his navigational teeth. It had been our home port for two years; after two abortive attempts we had finally left in the spring of 2007. Tim and I always manage to do things the hard way; we had more than a few hairy moments getting to Wales.

‘But Cumbria is miles away,’ I said wistfully. ‘The road atlas stops at Barrow-in-Furness!’

I turned the page to look at the rest of the country. My eye scanned the Solway Firth before resting on Kirkcud-bright. The name rang a bell. I pronounced it how it was written, but Tim interrupted me: ‘Kirk-cew-brie, we might go in there next summer.’

‘Five years from now you mean. I’ll qualify for a winter fuel allowance before we get there,’ I said. ‘But I’d settle for Aberystwyth this year…’

Tim nodded his head in agreement, adding, ‘First we have to get to Swansea and that means going back down the Bristol Channel. When’s Paul Crompton joining us?’ Paul was responsible for us filming our trip from Fowey to Wales the summer of 2009. He had managed to edit it down to three half-hour episodes and it was going to be broadcast in May this year.

‘Paul just sent me a text,’ I replied. ‘He’s travelling down tomorrow, but he says he’s still not got a commission from BBC4 to shoot a second series yet.’

Tim cut in, ‘Oh, bugger the BBC, we’ll film it anyway, if only for ourselves and the grandkids!’

I was distracted again by the glint in his eye. I was not sure if it was the dappling sunlight coming through the train window or a hint of Tim Spall madness. I was tempted to text Paul and put him off, tell him not to come down to Penarth Marina. To the uninitiated, it can be slightly unnerving to encounter Tim this way.

When I married Tim, we had been strangers; we had only known each other four months. I had been in a dark unhappy place when we met; my mother used to say he was my knight in shining armour, and he was, but it was a motorbike that he rode and not a white charger. The first hint of his madness came early on in our relationship, because he bought the motorbike so he could ride it from the Aldwych Theatre, where he was performing in rep three nights a week, to Euston Station. The bike was put in the guard’s van and retrieved as the train pulled into Wolverhampton, where I lived. He would ride the bike to my council flat, arriving after midnight, and leave at five the next morning. His day job was 70-odd miles away in the Cotswolds, where he was filming a Play for Today for the BBC. Then at five in the afternoon, three times a week, he put the bike on the train at Cirencester to go back to London where he would perform on stage, and this went on for several weeks. Needless to say, he didn’t get much sleep and, come to think of it, neither did I.

One night, he returned from London wearing his usual ankle-length ex-army raincoat, with his open-fronted 1950s helmet and goggles in his gloved hands, but I noticed he was missing his white silk scarf. He used to wear it like a World War One fighter pilot, for whom the scarf would act as protection from the splattering oil thrown up from the prop. Tim used his to keep flies out of his mouth. He explained that he had thrown the scarf away.

‘Why?’ I asked him.

‘I almost drowned,’ he said. ‘It was pouring with rain, I had the scarf around my nose and mouth, I was doing about 90-miles-an-hour down the M5, when I realized I couldn’t breathe.’ As he was telling me his story, with his wild-looking Heathcliff eyes, he was going through the motions of trying to tear off the rain-sodden scarf with one gloved hand, while the other steered the bike. ‘I managed to pull onto the hard shoulder, but I still couldn’t get it off. It was like it was glued to my face by the G-force and every time I tried to gasp some air I swallowed water. I almost died!’

‘You almost died for love,’ I replied, laughing. ‘You really are quite mad.’

‘You really are quite mad at the moment, aren’t you, Tim?’ I had said on the morning we waved our goodbyes to our new friends at Penarth Marina, off Cardiff Bay. Stupidly, I had not put Paul off. Tim the loose cannon crashed The Princess Matilda against the holding pontoon as we went through the lock, despite having six feet either side to spare – this did not bode well. Not only did we have Paul filming, but we also had Matt David aboard too. Matt had filmed us from the land a couple of times in 2009, but he had never filmed on the boat, until now.

Matt and his camera were all over the place; he is twenty years younger than Paul and our Geordie cameraman Phil Shotton. Matt was an enthusiastic gazelle jumping onto the roof and running down the gunwale. It was rather nice having someone so young onboard.

‘It will only take us about twenty minutes to cross over the bay to Cardiff today,’ I explained, before going inside to the galley. I returned up top with a couple of bottles of beer for the guys. Paul seemed to be happy to let Matt run around and stood next to Tim in the wheelhouse.

By the time we were moored in front of the iconic Welsh Assembly, I realized Tim was entering the next phase of his manic madness. This was exacerbated by several glasses of Chablis over the course of the evening and mainly took the form of general ranting – encompassing the film industry, the television industry, long-haul travel, jet lag, the weather, English football and that he was a crap skipper and hadn’t a clue what he was doing. I suggested to Paul and Matt that they should leave us to it, but I saw the look of panic on their faces. They both wanted to make a good TV programme, even though they still hadn’t received the green light from the commissioning editor of BBC4. This didn’t help Tim’s stress levels.

‘What time shall we come in the morning?’ Paul asked, as they stepped off the boat onto the pontoon.

‘Bollocks to that!’ Tim shouted through the window. ‘We ain’t going nowhere!’

‘We’ll see you about 7.30,’ I whispered softly. ‘The weather’s looking reasonable, so we hope to get through Cardiff Bay Barrage at 8.45 tomorrow morning, but bear in mind it’s been months since we’ve done a sea passage and he’s feeling really anxious.’

Paul nodded and whispered, ‘We don’t have to film anything. There’s no pressure, Shane.’

‘He’ll be fine,’ I replied, crossing the fingers on my left hand as I waved them goodbye with my right.

Tim was fast asleep when I joined him in the saloon. I filled the hot-water bottle and put him to bed.

The Princess Matilda is our home from home with all mod cons, including two bathrooms, but during the winter months we remain cocooned in a safe sheltered mooring and it is hard then to remember she is actually a sea-going barge. There have been occasions when we have both said – usually after a nasty sea passage – ‘Why are we doing this?’ We both know why: it is a compulsion, our way of cocking our fingers up at fate. Because, once, Tim had been so weak that he had been unable to get out of his hospital bed.

Tim tossed and turned all night and was up at first light; I wasn’t far behind him. He was already at his charts. I put the kettle on and checked the weather forecast.

‘A slight sea and a nor’east wind. That’s good, isn’t it, Tim?’ But he was no longer at the table. I looked for him in our cabin. He was on his knees, and looked like he was praying. I thought back to the last time I got on my knees to pray but quickly swept the memory away.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I can’t do this, Shane! It’s been over six months. I’ve forgotten how the autopilot works, never mind the satnav. I’ve lost my bottle and my sea legs. Tell Paul we’re staying where we are. It’s too much, too much pressure, I can’t do it!’

At times like these, I can do three things: ignore him, cuddle him or shout. I left the cabin and went up into the wheelhouse to get shipshape. Tim joined me half an hour later, muttering under his breath and swearing as he put his course in the autopilot and set the radar. We had had this fitted over the winter because the trip out of Padstow to Ilfracombe the previous summer had made us both aware how poorly equipped we were. The visibility had been frightful; tankers could have rammed us or, even worse, perhaps we could have rammed a smaller craft.

Roy Jones, an overactive teetotal Welsh Baptist with an interesting love life, had fitted the radar. Roy, who is whip thin and unable to sit still, regaled us with stories about his diving exploits.

‘They call me Dangerous Dick,’ he announced on New Year’s Eve.

Tim and I always try to see in the New Year on our boat, but this year we had been sitting in the dark for a couple of hours, with a few spluttering candles and a smoking fire. None of our electrics was working, the shore power had gone off and the batteries were flat. We tried the generator, which farted and died. Fortunately, the wine was well chilled or we would have been seriously cheesed off.

I phoned Roy, apologizing for bothering him at 6.30pm on a wet and windy New Year, and explained the situation.

‘Oh, I’m in the Valleys, on my way to my fiancée’s; it will take me at least an hour to get to Penarth,’ he said in his singsong lilt. ‘But I can’t let you see in the New Year in the dark. I’m sure Diane, my fiancée, will understand.’ He didn’t sound too convinced.

Tim and I hardly had time to drain the wine bottle before we heard a knock on the window. The rain-lashed Welshman waved and shouted he would join us inside as soon as he fixed the problem. It didn’t take Roy too long to get to the source of our lack of electrics, but nevertheless he was out on the pontoon in horizontal sleet for about twenty minutes before the lights came on. Tim and I cheered when he came inside. He didn’t seem to be in a rush to leave us; he had left his dripping-wet coat in the wheelhouse and made himself comfortable by the fire.

‘Wanna cuppa, Roy?’ I asked him.

‘Don’t put the kettle on special for me,’ he replied. He then proudly presented me with a video. ‘Don’t lose it, it’s the only one I have, but it might be of interest, might explain why I’m called Dangerous Dick.’

‘Put us out of our misery, Roy!’ Tim exclaimed.

‘Oh, you’ve twisted my arm up my back,’ Roy laughed more to himself than us. Then he looked around just in case anyone had snuck in the saloon.

‘I use the explosives, see, when we dive the wrecks.’

‘Why would you need explosives, Roy? I thought you divers just liked to swim around a bit?’ I asked, as I put a steaming mug of tea in front of him.

‘No, there’s a lot of money in salvage, but sometimes you can’t get to it, so a bit of dynamite comes in handy.’ Once again he chuckled. ‘That’s why I’m known as Dangerous Dick, Dangerous Dick Dynamite.’

Dangerous Dick was always popping by The Princess Matilda during that damp Welsh winter; he put a web cam on our bow, which was connected to the TV. Tim had visions of us having a leisurely lunch, while on autopilot and being able to see on the TV where we were going. Roy worked on several boats in Penarth Marina, and would come aboard if he saw our lights on. ‘I don’t want to be a nuisance,’ he would say. He must have spotted our boat moored on the Cardiff visitor mooring pontoons the day of our planned departure. I heard him before I saw him. Roy doesn’t walk anywhere, it’s more of a skip and trot. I waved. ‘Hi, Roy!’

‘Is Timothy still in the arms of Morpheus?’ he asked me as he stepped into the wheelhouse.

‘No, Roy, he’s been up for hours fretting. Go inside.’

I left them to it for a few minutes while I finished tidying up the back deck.

When I joined them, Tim and Roy were discussing our intended route to Cardigan Bay, so I put the kettle on. I noticed Tim had calmed down; he still had the mad glint but I could tell he was holding it in check. Tim had admitted how nervous he was because we had not been to sea for six months, and Roy was offering him lots of advice.

‘It’s enjoyment, it’s not a test,’ Roy sagely remarked, ‘but you wouldn’t be human if you weren’t nervous.’

‘We were a couple of idiots when we came out of the Thames, Roy, but the more we do the less confidence I have. You see no one has taught me. I just wish I knew if I was doing it right—’

‘You must be doing something right, Timothy,’ Roy said interrupting the skipper’s diatribe, ‘you came around Land’s End, didn’t you, boyo?’

Roy was at the lock later that morning as we came through the barrage, he lowered me down a paper bag full of Welsh cakes. ‘That’ll keep you going till Swansea. It’s a bit fresh out there!’

This was an understatement, for as we came out of the lock I saw the grey, frothing, unforgiving channel galloping by the sea wall. I quickly joined Tim in the wheelhouse.

‘Look at it!’ Tim shouted.

‘It’s doing a fair old pace out there, but it will be fine once we turn into the stream!’ I shouted back. ‘We just need to get back our sea legs; we’ll be fine.’

‘We won’t be fine, look at the way that buoy’s moving.’

I had to agree with him that it did look scary, but we were out in the lumpy, swirling, choppy channel in seconds. Matilda took it in her stride but Tim looked pale.

‘My heart’s beating, my guts are churning and I feel like I’m going to die, but I’ll be all right in a minute!’

Ahead of us were the two islands of Flat Holm and Steep Holm and suddenly the sun came out. I looked at Tim and saw that he too was looking at the sunrays illuminating the passage between the islands. This was an omen, the future was beckoning us, and I could sense the Spall madness ebbing away with the tide.


Chapter Two

THE HAVEN

Swansea to Milford Haven: 55 nautical miles

Our trip to Swansea went without incident, and Tim and I settled into our old routine of drinking tea and eating cheese sandwiches. We left Swansea Barrage on free flow at nine the following morning. Free flow is when the tide is the same either side of a lock, so we didn’t need to ‘lock through’.

‘Look at that,’ Tim said, pointing towards the azure-blue horizon. ‘The sea is dead calm.’

‘Not a ripple,’ I agreed. ‘What time will we get to Milford Haven?’

‘Well, according to my calculations the tide will be running behind us, and we should get there about half five.’

I looked at my road atlas. ‘So we’ll be crossing Carmar-then Bay?’

‘And too far out for you to see much, but look to our starboard side – that means right, Shane – that’s The Mumbles. It’s a shame we didn’t have time to explore, but we have to make the most of the weather; there’s not a breath of wind. We don’t get many days like this.’

‘I’m glad we went for it when we came out of Cardiff Barrage, that sea looked horrendous. It’s amazing how it calmed down once we passed the islands. I wish it could be like this every time we venture out, hey, Tim?’

‘You give me the confidence to do this, darlin’. I was a bit of a wreck before we left, wasn’t I?’

‘Just a bit,’ was my reply.

Tim was right about the lack of scenery; for three hours, it was just the monotonous sea, thankfully dead flat.

‘I wanted to get a good look at Tenby,’ I complained.

‘You’d better get a train next time,’ Tim laughed. ‘Go and put your feet up inside, or find a good book to read. I’ll give you a shout if I see anything interesting.’

I am ashamed to say that I fell asleep. Tim woke me as we came into the estuary that forms the natural harbour of Milford Haven.

‘Come on, love, you’re missing it all. I’ve been dodging ferries and tankers.’

Milford Haven is Wales’ largest port and the third biggest in the whole of the United Kingdom. It is also home to oil refineries.

‘Our favourite kind of landscape,’ Tim commented. ‘You got a text from Matt, while you were asleep.’ Tim handed me the mobile that I had left in the wheelhouse. ‘He says he’s going to film us as we go into the marina, but we have to go onto a holding pontoon first before we can lock through.’

‘I better put the kettle on then. I bet he’ll be freezing cold, Matt never wears the right sort of clothes.’

Both Tim and I had taken a liking to Matt, who was the same age as our son.

We actually had an hour-and-a-half to drink tea in the saloon before we were allowed to go through the lock at free flow.

It had become chilly and, except for Matt, we were all wrapped up against the damp of the Welsh twilight. There were a couple of marina workers waiting for us and we were grateful when they helped us moor. I was OK because I had had a nap, but Tim had been on his feet for over eight hours. Accidents happen when you are tired.

On our first night in Milford Haven, Tim slept solidly for ten hours. I woke him with a cup of tea, telling him he needed a day to relax.

‘What’s the weather forecast?’ he asked, as he sat up in bed.

‘Perfect,’ I replied, ‘but we need to chill.’

‘We also need to do a bit of spring cleaning—’

‘And then we can have some lunch,’ I interrupted. ‘I’m determined to get a Sunday dinner.’

We zigzagged our way up a steep incline towards the town that overlooks the harbour and estuary. We still had Matt with us, and when he wasn’t filming we chatted.

Matt had spent the winter in Dover, working on a documentary about the lifeboat.

‘We moored in Dover a couple of years ago; it looked pretty depressing and rundown,’ I said.

‘I think it’s the transitory nature of the town. People arrive on the ferry and head for the M20,’ Matt replied. ‘I was staying in digs, and missing my girlfriend, so it was pretty grim, just waiting for the pager to go off, then I’d have to tear down to the lifeboat station. If I wasn’t quick enough they’d leave me behind, which didn’t please the producer! “Seconds costs lives!” the coxswain used to say.’

‘Did you have any rough trips out with the lifeboat, Matt?’ I asked him.

‘Not half,’ he replied, ‘but I’m looking forward to coming with you to Fishguard if you leave tomorrow. The weather forecast is looking good, isn’t it, Tim?’

Tim was walking just ahead of us and stopped and waited for us to catch up. ‘Yes, yes it is, but I’ve been told so many conflicting things about the best time to leave. I think I’ll spend the afternoon crosschecking the Reeds and the pilot books.’

We had reached the top of the path and all stood to catch our breath. Before us was industrial Milford Haven, with a backdrop of the glorious Pembrokeshire coastline and the Preseli Mountains.

‘The oil refineries and natural gas terminals will be lit up like a Disney magic kingdom tonight,’ I observed. ‘It was just as well it was the afternoon when we arrived, as all of those lights would have thoroughly confused us in the dark.’

Tim and I loved the juxtaposition of the beauty of the river and the hills beyond and the industry for which Milford Haven is now famous. However, the port still has the largest fishing fleet in Wales, with 3,000 tonnes of fish landed a year. We saw a trawler offloading that morning; it made us quite nostalgic for Newlyn. We’d had such a great time watching those Cornish fishing boats coming in the previous summer, a couple of the smaller craft even rafted against us to pass the time of day. Our little freezer had overflowed with red mullet and mackerel.

We had lunch in the Lord Nelson Hotel, which has panoramic views over the harbour, although there was no fresh Welsh fish on the menu. Matt was with us and I force fed him champagne.

‘So how far is it to Fishguard, skipper?’ he asked Tim, while covering his glass to stop me refilling it.

‘You are such a lightweight, Matt!’ I laughed.

‘Approximately 55 nautical miles and one of the fishermen said it would be blowing from the north, maybe a force 4, so we might be back here for lunch again tomorrow. If we do go, we’ll leave about eleven.’

‘Great, that’ll give me an hour to go to that dress shop on the harbour. I have to find a frock for our youngest daughter’s wedding,’ I explained to Matt.

Image by Vanessa opened at ten; I left Tim in the marina office paying our mooring fee.

‘I’ll see you in the chandlery in half an hour,’ I told him.

Vanessa was very accommodating and kept pushing clothes through the changing-room curtain. I bought several outfits and made my escape before I ended up with a hat to match.

‘How much did that lot cost?’ Tim enquired when I joined him.

‘Not much,’ I replied innocently. ‘Did you get some more rope for the fenders?’

He picked up the three large dress bags and gave me a small brown paper bag in exchange. Inside were half a dozen white-corded strands of short rope for the fenders. I shoved them in my handbag. At the time, I wasn’t aware of how vital these ropes would prove to be.

Back onboard The Princess Matilda, I changed into one of the outfits, which in the shop I’d thought looked rather fetching – a pair of white trousers and a blue smocked blouse. Tim was too busy putting his course into the chart plotter to take any notice. He was also complaining to Matt: ‘It seems like we’ll be leaving two hours too late to use the full benefit of the tide to take us around St David’s Head, but a slight sea is forecast, so we should get to Fishguard around nine tonight.’

Then he turned and saw me. ‘What the fuck are you wearing, Shane?’

I twirled, ‘I’ve been imaged by Vanessa. What do you think?’

‘Vanessa should be flayed. Now let’s get a move on, we have to go through the lock.’

When we arrived, we had waited an hour-and-a-half to go through the lock on free flow, to get into the dock. This time they needed to empty it for us to go in, then fill it for us to leave. To make a passage through an ‘average’ lock takes about fifteen minutes; this lock was the size of a football pitch. I tied up the bow and sunbathed, thinking what a perfect day it was. The marina had shimmered and the water was like a millpond. I had time to think.

I was brought up in Staffordshire on the edge of the ancient royal hunting forests of Cannock Chase. There were no millponds in my neighbourhood. Instead, there were mines dug deep under the forest, and where I lived there were abandoned flooded open-cast coal pits. From an early age, I had been warned to keep away from these hazardous lakes. When the sun was burning down the local children jumped in, but not me. In the winter, the deep manmade ponds froze over and were peppered with rocks and branches as the local kids tried to break the icy crust. These kids had mottled-blue bare legs and slimy-green candlesticks of snot running down their faces, and if they were lucky their mothers gave them a pair of old socks to wear as gloves. Two brothers from my primary school tried to retrieve their branches from the ice. At the next school assembly, the headmistress told us what had happened to them. The thin skin of ice cracked and they drowned. So I have always been aware of the fragility of life. One moment everything is marvellous and the next you have to fight for survival, thrash and try not to panic. Even still calm waters are deceptive.

During the summer of 1996, after Tim was diagnosed with leukaemia, we had learned how to tread water. After his second course of chemotherapy, Tim contracted a virulent fungal infection in his lung that further threatened his life. He still had three more courses of chemo to get through before he could be given the all clear.

It was sticky and humid in London that year, and I used to have nightmares that I was sliding down the shifting shale of a coal-black slag heap. The slag heaps were my playgrounds, but I never slid down the heaps that went into the ponds, except in my nightmares. In my sweat-drenched dreams, my only escape was to throw myself into the cool, flooded, bottomless coal pit of my childhood. The ‘midnight notes’ I wrote when Tim was diagnosed with cancer stopped me from drowning. I felt I could remove myself from what was happening; it was a way of making sense out of the medical roller-coaster, or, as Tim liked to put it, the bungee jump into hell.


29th July 1996

Midnight

Results of the latest bone marrow (how could I have made such a fuss that first time?): 2 per cent cells, complete remission. We can’t believe this yet, but we know you will not get the ‘all clear’ until you have had at least two if not three more courses of chemo. We must not think too far ahead, you keep saying, ‘One day this will be something that happened to us and not something we are living through.’ But the fact of the matter is your platelets are still low, so this means you could haemorrhage. You are very, very tired. We left the hospital today, and very slowly walked to a pub across Tottenham Court Road. You felt stronger because of the transfusion you’d had the night before. It was weird being out. You ordered a Yorkshire pudding and it came with a huge sausage in the middle of it; it looked horrible. You couldn’t eat it – you looked like an old man, reminded me of my dad.




30th July 1996

Midnight

More platelets tonight. You may be home tomorrow after seven long weeks. It should have been four – that last lot of chemo and the fungal infection almost killed you. I’ve seen visitors come and go on that ward, weeping as they came out of rooms, and I never ask the nurses what has happened to patients when the name on the door is changed. The lucky ones are the patients like you, who finally emerge, like a bald chrysalis, weak, unsure on their feet, shuffling up the corridor to the nurses’ station. You did it.

It’s no way to carry on, is it? So home for a few days and then back in to begin the third course…




31st July 1996

Midnight

You’re very fed up, I can’t get a smile out of you, you won’t talk to me, you won’t eat because you get atrocious heart burn, your guts aren’t used to food, and you think something might happen in the middle of the night if you come home. I leave you sitting at the table looking out of the window and come back with an Indian takeaway. You said you didn’t want any, but you eat a few mouthfuls and enjoy it.




2nd August 1996

Midnight

You came home yesterday, but I took you back to the ward tonight. I’m wearing your pyjama top but I can’t smell you on it. Too much snot, I’m like one of those bad actresses who let it slime down their face. You were skinny and bony in bed last night, I thought you’d stopped breathing, I’m almost relieved that you are not here. We’re both paranoid now, aren’t we?




10th August 1996

Midnight

You came back home on the 3rd and everything has been OK. You have been back to the hospital a couple of times for platelet transfusions and you had a CT scan on Thursday. Dr Panos said the shadow of the fungal infection on your lung looks larger, so you have to go on the ward for a few days for some more antibiotics. I wish I was stronger, I wish it were over, but they can’t begin the third chemo until the fungal infection is sorted out. One way or another I wish I had faith in God. I can’t pray, except every now and again something slips out. I wish I could believe it works.



Five hours after passing through the lock at Milford Haven, I was sitting on the floor of our cabin, with my back against the bottom of the bed and my feet on the bulkhead wall. This was to stop myself being thrown around the bedroom. ‘Oh, God,’ I kept saying to myself as we were hit by another merciless wave. I was surrounded by chaos, our cabin looked like Homeland Security had searched it looking for the smoking gun.

Since leaving the haven of Milford Haven, The Princess Matilda had been tossed around by the raw power of the sea. Our boat weighs 35 tons but she felt like a child’s balsawood model ship. A few hours earlier I had been writing in the logbook, ‘We have a short chop as we pass around the outside of Skokholm and Skomer islands, we shall then cross St Brides Bay, to St David’s Head. Through the binoculars we shall see the beaches of the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park…’ Then Tim had yelled, ‘SHANE! SHANE! SIT DOWN!’

I threw myself on the step of the wheelhouse and hung on to the grab bar as a wave the size of the Thames Barrier bashed against the whole 54 feet of our vessel. Matilda rolled with the force of the water and Tim hung on to the steering wheel at a 45-degree angle; everything that had not been tied down moved. I could hear objects being smashed inside the boat. It was as if time had stood still, Matilda seemed to be frozen, just hanging at the top of a wave. Then she slammed down as the wave dumped us like a sack of coal, the whole boat shuddering and rolling so far to one side I thought she would never come back upright.

‘WHERE’S MATT?’ I screamed. My blood turned to ice as I realized our new young cameraman wasn’t in the wheelhouse and I knew he wasn’t inside the boat. Unexpectedly, the boat stopped rolling and I was able to stand and look around. The closed doors to the rear deck flew open and Matt appeared. He was soaking wet from the spray. Tim and I were both trembling, but Matt had a look of sheer joy on his face. ‘That was amazing—’ he started, but Tim interrupted him, ‘Matt, mate, I’d rather you didn’t go outside again, not until we’re in calmer waters. Hang on, everybody, there’s another roller…’

Again Matilda revolved.

Once she righted herself, Tim opened the door a little bit and told me one of the bowlines had been swept into the sea.

‘Can you get hold of it?’ he asked me.

‘Not on your nelly. I’m not going out there, Tim!’

‘You don’t have to; pull it in through the porthole from the bedroom. Do it now while we have a lull. If it gets fouled around the propeller, we’ll be completely buggered!’

Matt came to help me as I made a dash down the steps to our cabin. Everything was on the floor, books, my printer and the big ring binder that I kept on top of the wardrobe. The whole lot decorated my carpet, along with six hats and all Tim’s sea charts. This, however, was the least of our problems, as I frantically opened the porthole so I could get hold of the rope.

‘Hold it open for me, Matt!’ I yelled, pushing my arm through the gap. I think it was pure luck that I managed to get hold of it on my first attempt. I tugged with all of my might. ‘Slam the porthole as soon as I have it all out of the water!’ I shouted.

We both had trouble standing up and were being thrown like a couple of ragdolls against each other. I now had yards and yards of heavy wet rope on my bedroom floor, and I knew I had to secure it somehow. Then I remembered I still had the fender rope in my handbag, which fortuitously was on the bed. I rolled up the bowline and secured it in a tidy bundle. Matt opened the window wide enough for me to chuck the rope back outside, and we both swiftly turned the sea catches. During all of this, Matt was filming me. God knows how he did it with one hand.

We both sat on the wet floor.

‘That was one of the most amazing things I’ve ever seen, Shane! Can we go again please?’ Matt said breathlessly.

‘Fuck off!’ was my reply.

He left me on the floor and staggered through the saloon and up the steps to see what was going on with Tim in the wheelhouse. I knew exactly what was going on, the same as had been happening since we came around St David’s Head. We had got the tides wrong when we left Milford Haven; ‘haven’ was the clue, and now we were being punished by rough, turbulent, unforgiving waves.

I joined them. Tim was still struggling with the steering wheel, trying to go over the waves instead of having them catch us on the side. They were eight or nine feet high.

‘It’s what I was saying about the elements,’ Tim shouted to me, ‘this is when they tell you who’s boss.’

From where I was hanging on, I thought the sea might win this battle.

‘How much longer?’ I yelled.

‘At least another four hours,’ he replied. My heart sank.

‘We’ve spent two hours going nowhere. We’re still doing eight knots, but the tide’s against us,’ Tim continued, as if by saying it, it all might stop.

‘Talk about being lulled into a false sense of security!’ I shouted over the roar of the waves. ‘We’ve had two perfect passages, the sun was shining, the sea like a millpond, and now it’s teaching us a lesson and I feel sick. I’m going below to tidy up, hopefully without breaking my hip.’


20th August 1996

Midnight

We just got back from the Norfolk Broads. We had hired a boat after staying in a hotel in the New Forest overnight. It was pouring with rain on Friday, and Rafe and Sadie were behaving like little pigs, but the sun came out when we picked up a type of boat known as a ‘Gin Palace’, so that suited me down to the ground. Last night we moored in quite a secluded spot, and there were gale-force winds predicted. It was quite scary, because the night before I was woken up by banging; the mooring line had come undone and the boat was bouncing against the one next door. I managed to get us tied up again without waking you up. Not to be caught out twice, I phoned Jenny in Scotland, the boat expert, the woman who crosses Loch Lomond in the dark on the little ferry boat and jumps off with five-foot waves to tie up. I asked her advice how to tie up properly. The wind was really blowing and I discovered there wasn’t anywhere I could walk to civilization for help (in case of an emergency). Thank goodness we had a signal on the mobile, but one can’t help but think of all the ‘what if’ scenarios…what if you haemorrhage, what if you need an ambulance, what if the boat sinks…what if…

YOU STILL NEED MORE CHEMO…



‘I’ve never felt more grateful to see a lighthouse,’ Tim said wearily, as we came into Fishguard Harbour. The sky was a slab of smudged purple, and in any other circumstances we would be waxing lyrical about the beauty and stillness of the night sky; but we just squabbled about where we had been told we could moor. I used a torch so I could look at the pilot book. ‘The bloke on the phone said to go by the lifeboat station.’

‘No, we can’t go there, it’s a foul area. It dries,’ Tim kept saying irritably.

It took us an age to moor up; characteristically, Tim was trying to be in two places at the same time.

‘I can manage, Tim,’ I snapped at him as he came to the bow, where I was hanging onto a dangling chain from the high harbour wall. I gave it to him and went to the stern, where he yelled at me to manoeuvre The Princess Matilda forwards and backwards: ‘Turn to starboard! No, not that way, STARBOARD, STARBOARD!’

Fortunately, Matt was able to get onto the ladder and he took a line from Tim. I left them to it. I had had enough of yelling to last me a lifetime. I hate people shouting at me, and hate it even more when the person who is doing it is supposed to be my best friend.

I took off my lifejacket, went inside to the galley and poured myself a large gin. Fishguard might be a major port, but, unlike Milford Haven, the actual town is far away from the docks. I looked through the window towards the flashing lighthouse and thought, ‘We are in the middle of nowhere, miles from civilization, welcome to paradise.’ And there was a ladder, I hate ladders.


Chapter Three

VISITORS

Next to our mooring in Fishguard was a corn-yellow crane and a grim rusted-ginger ladder that became longer by the day. Even when the tide was in, the ladder continued to grow. It reminded me of a pantomime seaweed-encrusted beanstalk. Tim is not afraid of heights, but I became giddy craning my neck to look up. It may have been a trick of the still low-lying spring sun, but the top of the ladder and crane appeared to disappear into the ether. The grungy grey, granite blocks of the harbour wall contrasted with the clear, cloudless sky. I could imagine a pointy curl-toed boot suddenly stepping out of the blue sky curtain. Although it was not Jack or a fakir that descended our ladder, but a couple of angels. On closer inspection, I recognized them as RNLI lifeboat crew.

‘Permission to come aboard?’ asked the first. Tim had already made their acquaintance that morning, asking their advice about getting fuel for The Princess Matilda. The last time we had filled up was in Swansea, so we knew we were getting low. We have two 100-gallon tanks, one for the engine and the other for the generator and central heating.

‘This is Paul Butler,’ Tim said, as I shook his hand.

‘I’m the coxswain,’ he explained gravely, his eyes taking everything in. ‘And this is Hosey, our mechanic. He’s come to look at your fuel tanks to see if he can swap them over.’

I shook hands with Hosey who immediately spotted the empty beer bottles in the wheelhouse recycling bin. ‘Had a party, have we?’ he said, winking.

Then Paul reached into the waste bin and pulled out a set of broken dividers, which Tim uses to measure distances on his sea charts. ‘Every picture tells a story. The skipper tells me you had a rough passage last night?’

Up to this point, Tim and I sensed they were holding back. We felt like a couple of foreigners; they were both exceedingly Welsh. But Hosey with his cheeky grin broke the ice. ‘Haha,’ he said, ‘you deserved a good drink after a lumpy crossing!’

‘Fancy a beer, Hosey?’ Tim asked him, as he led the way down the steps into the saloon. I suspected he would have answered yes if he had been on his own, but he shook his head. I put the kettle on, while Tim showed them around.

‘So, Hosey’s an unusual name,’ I heard Tim say, as they all went into the forward bathroom.

‘I used to be in the fire brigade,’ he replied, as they all came out. ‘Nice boat. I’d like one of these, Paul!’

Paul was a little shorter and slighter than Hosey. Tim and I worried how the jovial, beefy mechanic would get into the restricted space beneath our wheelhouse deck. The skipper lifted the hatch and turned on the light. In a flash, Hosey took off his jacket and descended the ladder, squeezing and contorting himself around the confines of the engine room. Paul and Tim kneeled and hung their heads down the hole, the coxswain occasionally asking Tim questions about our trip.

‘We’re going all the way around the British Isles. We’ve been filming some of it. The series is coming out next month and my wife writes a blog; she’ll probably write about you when you’ve gone.’

Paul looked up at me as I relaxed on my fold-up director’s chair. Unsurprisingly, I was tapping away on my laptop.

‘What’s it called, the blog?’ he asked.

‘Spalls at Sea,’ Tim replied.

‘Fools at Sea?’ Paul looked at us both with astonishment. ‘Fools at Sea, haha, that’s very funny!’

Hosey climbed out of the wheelhouse and explained what he had done with the fuel tanks, but Paul insisted he draw a diagram, ‘Just so you know for the future!’

Hosey wiped his hands down his trousers and chuckled, ‘That’s why we came down today, saved ourselves a trip out on the lifeboat to bring you back. We get a lot of shouts for boats running out of fuel.’

‘You should get a fuel gauge fitted on here,’ Paul added, ‘but that other tank should keep you going until you get to Aberystwyth, they’ve got a fuel barge there. But I can’t see you going anywhere for a few days as the weather’s changing. You can use our emergency buoy if it gets too rough for you against this wall.’

‘We might take you up on that; we’ve been banging about a bit. But we have a journalist coming tomorrow, doing an interview with us about our new series—’

‘Fools at Sea?’ Hosey interrupted.

‘Yes, that’s the one,’ Tim laughed. ‘So we’ll stay by the ladder until he’s been.’

After Paul and Hosey left us, I sent Tim to the shop to get in some more supplies. With a guest due the next day, we needed to stock up on crisps and Chablis. While Tim was away, I sat on the roof and watched a fishing boat offloading bags of shellfish. Annie had come in shortly after us the night before, and they had been unloading ever since. Fishguard has a busy commercial harbour and we were also moored by the Fishguard-to-Rosslare ferry terminal. The Stena Line ferry had been lit up like a dazzling block of flats as it arrived from Ireland just after midnight. We heard it before we saw it, a deep pulsating rumble. Tim had only just come inside after checking our mooring ropes for the twentieth time. Both he and I rushed to look out of the window.

‘It’s heading straight at us!’ Tim cried. ‘Turn on all our lights!’

‘Of course they can see us! They’re not going to crash into us and the harbour wall,’ I yelped. But I did what I was told just in case.

The sound of the growling engines suddenly changed as the ferry was put into reverse gear, and turned and backed onto the terminal dock.

By the time Tim came back from his shopping expedition, it was low tide. Like a boy scout, Tim had returned to me prepared. I heard him yodelling above our rocky harbour crag. ‘I’m going to lower the shopping down on a rope!’

We had come a long way since we had first done this; lowering down provisions when we first picked up The Princess Matilda. That was in Brentford, in the summer of 2005. At the time we thought that that was a long ladder. In retrospect, in comparison to this one, it was a couple of rungs. Back then, we had been like a couple of clowns participating in some game show, as Tim swung down our worldly goods for me to catch, ready to get Matilda shipshape for our maiden voyage.

After stowing away our shopping, Tim and I cleaned the boat from top to bottom in preparation for the morning. We wanted to make a good impression on our newspaperman. I was anxious because I had never been interviewed before; this was all new to me. Tim, the expert, advised me to be myself.

The journalist was bringing a photographer with him, so I dressed in my ‘Image by Vanessa’ specials the following day.

‘Get ’em off!’ Tim said, and he wasn’t propositioning me. ‘You look like you’re off to a Conservative ladies’ garden party.’ I looked in the mirror and thought I looked rather smart, so refused. He pushed me onto the bed, tickling me while trying to remove my clothes. ‘Come on, Vanessa, get ’em off.’

Tim was outside sorting out some fenders when we heard someone shout. It was Bill, the journalist. I secretly watched him climb down the ladder as I continued putting on some makeup, although I had relented and the Image by Vanessa was back in the wardrobe.

I joined our visitors in the saloon. Having lived with an actor for three decades, most of them with him being ‘famous’, I can gauge how an encounter with a stranger will go. Nine times out of ten they only have eyes for my husband. This is understandable, I don’t take it personally. And so, when Tim introduced me to Bill, I wasn’t surprised when he looked at me for a split second and carried on his conversation with Tim. I persevered and stuck out my hand and said, ‘Hi, I’m Shane Spall. Welcome aboard The Princess Matilda!’

Bill didn’t introduce me to the photographer, I did this myself too.

‘Can I get you a glass of wine?’ I asked them both.

‘I’d better not, I have to get the pictures and I’m driving,’ the photographer replied.

‘Bill?’

‘Yes please,’ he said, barely drawing breath as he chatted to Tim.

I poured the Chablis and interrupted: ‘Would you like a tour?’

It didn’t take long and we all returned to the saloon. I sat in my usual chair, the photographer took the other. Tim and Bill sat at the table.

‘Would it be better if Shane sits at the table too?’ Tim asked.

‘No no, she’s fine there,’ Bill replied, as he pulled out two tape machines.

I stood up, expecting to be handed one, but he gave me his empty glass instead. Retreating to the fridge, I began to half fill his glass and glanced briefly out of the window at the long ladder. I filled our guest’s glass to the brim.

Bill ignored me as I put down his wine.

‘Right, one two, one two…’ He pressed the buttons and played back. ‘We’re ready to begin! Now, tell me why you like to spend so much of your time on the barge.’

‘Well it’s our home—’ I began, but before I could finish the sentence Bill’s hand came up. He didn’t look at me. I noticed Tim grimace a bit and he began to explain that the boat was our home from home. I took the wine bottle out of the fridge and refilled the glasses. I mimed, ‘Do you want a cuppa?’ to the photographer who was leafing through yesterday’s Daily Telegraph. He shook his head and went back to the paper. He was obviously used to not being part of the conversation.

I poured myself a glass of champagne and decided to have another go at joining in. Tim was talking about all the wildlife we see on our journeys. I added, ‘We saw the first swallows three days ago…’ The disapproving silencing hand came up so I half-heartedly mumbled, ‘Or maybe they weren’t the first ones.’ Tim knows I love birds and I could tell he was encouraging me to say more when he said, ‘And the guillemots…’ But I had had enough of the hand by now. It is the one my mother used to use when she was on the phone.

I excused myself and went to the bathroom. The window was open so I craned my neck, checking out the length of the ladder. Low tide was in two hours. I applied a splash of red lipstick and returned to the saloon. I did another refill. This, I thought, is his fourth, and I wondered if I’d get done for manslaughter if he were to fall overboard. Suddenly, I realized all eyes were on me. I noticed Bill’s hand was now beckoning me to speak.

‘Darlin’, what did I say we’d get when I was so ill in hospital?’ Tim asked me again. Bill’s hand was really becoming animated.

I spoke as commanded and replied to Tim’s question. ‘That when you got better we’d get a Rolls and a boat.’

Then the silencing hand came up again.

‘What a rude man!’ I said to Tim after our guests left us. ‘I liked the photographer
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