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   We dedicate this book to Scarlett and Jessica, and all of the lovely people who tune into our YouTube channel every week to see us ask, ‘Where are we, Claire?’

  

 
  
   1

   St Christopher of Atlantis

   I can’t wait to tell you this story

   Every great adventure begins with a problem. Luke Skywalker had the Empire. Rocky Balboa had Apollo Creed. We had a Mercedes C-Class with a fault code that nobody could fix in the aftermath of a global pandemic.

   My name is Andy. I am a man of big dreams and infectious enthusiasm, a lover of orderly things with a reputation for losing interest before finishing projects. I start things beautifully and go all in but often run out of steam before the finish line. Interests have come and gone: Shotokan after Karate Kid, Private Pilots Licence after Top Gun, and computer coding after Electric Dreams. For perspective, I have no coloured belts, can’t legally fly, and software is something I use, not make.

   Claire, my wife, moves through life in cheerful disorder –always losing things, always breaking things, and stronger than she lets on. She’s a force of nature, without a fixed aim. We’re opposites, but together, somehow, a perfect team.

   The Mercedes had been my pride and joy. Sleek, reliable, the kind of car that makes you feel like a serious adult even when everything else suggests otherwise. Then, somewhere in the craziness of 2020, it developed a fault. A fault that sat there, blinking on the dashboard like a small, smug lighthouse, smirking at me. Garages had only just reopened, the part I needed had a backlog of six months, and my beloved C-Class was going nowhere – which, admittedly, was reflective of the times.

   Eventually, something had to give. I did what any reasonable person would do with an unfixable car after a global pandemic – I sold it to one of those outfits that will buy any car, no matter its state. Handy, until you see their offer. The fault cost me thousands of pounds off the value. Gone. They smiled, took the keys, and drove my pride and joy away for far less than it deserved. The man behind the desk, to his credit, saw my disappointment and waived the admin fee. Kind, but somehow made it worse.

   It was, looking back, the most expensive non-decision I have ever made. I couldn’t fix the car. So, naturally, I bought a van instead. Not just any van. A 2016 Vauxhall Vivaro, once a carpenter’s workhorse in northern England, with a lingering smell of sawdust and spilt coffee. It cost me £8,000. No windows in the back, a bulkhead dividing it, and absolutely no C-Class about it. In short, the anti-Mercedes. Instead of upgrading to a Porsche or Maserati, I chose the Vivaro. My own way of feeling better about the situation.

   The plan – and I use that word in its loosest possible sense – was to convert it into a camper van. A home on wheels. Our route to adventure. I would rip out the bulkhead, insulate the walls, build a bed and fit a kitchen.

   There was, however, one small problem. I had no experience. No knowledge. And absolutely no DIY skills to speak of. I am a man who has started projects in every room of the house and got bored with them before I’d even finished getting the tools out. Claire, at this point, was tolerant and fully prepared to help,  which, given her track record with anything fragile, mechanical or load-bearing, was either reassuring or terrifying. Possibly both.

   She received the van plan with the particular expression she reserves for my better ideas – somewhere between not listening and vaguely alarmed. She said it was my van, so it was up to me. Business as usual, then.

   The day I drove the van home, I had The Proclaimers belting out of the stereo. ‘Letter from America’. As the lads sang a list of places in Scotland with the words ‘no more’ after them, I added places near me to the jam. Barnsley no more, Sheffield no more. It felt appropriate – me and this white box, thundering towards some undefined horizon, full of diesel and delusion.

   I looked at the van. The van stared back. It had the blunt, no-nonsense profile of a spacecraft that had known better days – weathered, mildly battered, built for function rather than beauty. It reminded me of the Space Shuttle Atlantis. Something engineered to grind out long distances and return home looking like it had earned every scratch.

   It needed a name.

   Claire comes from a Catholic background. As a child, she was given a St Christopher pendant – the patron saint of travellers – to keep her safe on life’s journey. I liked this idea. We didn’t need saintly intervention with me in charge, but St Christopher was welcome to join the crew.

   And so it was decided. The van would be called St Christopher of Atlantis. Protection for the road. Built for distance. Slightly beaten up but solid as a rock.

   The first job was to remove the bulkhead. A solid metal partition, bolted into the chassis. Straightforward enough, I thought. A few bolts, a bit of muscle, job done.

   It took two weeks to remove one bolt.

   I will not go into everything I said during those two weeks, partly because I want to write this book so you can leave it around the house for anyone to read, and partly because Claire still remembers it all. What I will say is that by the end, I had a deep personal relationship with that bolt. I had addressed it by name. I had threatened it. I had, at one point, reasoned with it. Every socket, every spanner, every technique the Internet had to offer – applied, attempted and told to do one by a single piece of hardened steel that had fused itself to the van through infuriating stubbornness and spite.

   In the end, there was only one solution. I got an angle grinder.

   Before this moment, my relationship with angle grinders was non-existent. I did know they existed. I knew they produced impressive showers of sparks that looked brilliant in music videos. What I didn’t appreciate was the type of commitment required to make contact with my own van and start cutting. There is a specific kind of resolve – some might call it recklessness, I prefer determination – needed to stand in your driveway at ten in the morning, angle grinder screaming, sparks raining onto the block paving, with the smell of scorched metal and burnt lavender surrounding neighbours while they walk to their cars trying not to make eye contact.

   I wasn’t just converting a van anymore. I was on a journey to learn about the void between my ambition and my ability, about the strange satisfaction of doing something badly but doing it yourself. Whether I’d still feel that way by the end was another question entirely.

   St Christopher of Atlantis sat on the drive, half-dismantled and entirely undeterred. It looked, from the outside, like a solid enough purchase. White with four tyres. What it was hiding beneath that bodywork . . . Well, that’s a story for another chapter.

   This is the story of what happened next.
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   What I Was Actually Thinking

   Claire explains how the dream was not that dreamy

   Hello, I’m Claire. I’ve decided to talk to you after every chapter Andy writes to give balance to the story. Let’s call them community notes.

   He’s compared himself to Luke Skywalker. I just want to point that out. Page one, and he’s already the main character in Star Wars. I’ve lived with this man for years, and I can tell you that the most epic journey he regularly undertakes is to the fridge during an ad break, but fine. Fine. A galaxy far away it is.

   The Mercedes, though. Shall we talk about the Mercedes for a minute, because Andy has glossed over this in a way that I find frankly suspicious. That was a beautiful car. It suited him. It suited us. People saw us getting out of that car, and they thought, There’s a couple who have things sorted. Which was doing a lot of heavy lifting, if I’m honest, but let’s not worry about that.

   And the stereo. I need to talk about the stereo. It had bass. Real, proper, nightclub bass that went through the seat and into your actual bones. That is not a stereo. That is a night-out experience. On the occasions I drove it – which Andy rationed like they were the last drops of water in a desert – I had the Vengaboys on before I’d even adjusted the mirrors. Wham. Absolute bangers. Music that makes you feel like life is good and the sun is out even when it isn’t.

   Andy used it for Keith Floyd. And someone called Stevie Rave On, which I can only describe as someone working through emotions very slowly and very loudly at a volume that suggested the emotions were not getting any better. That stereo deserved better. We all deserved better.

   So when the fault appeared, and he couldn’t get it fixed, I did feel for him. I did. But I will admit that my very first thought – before the sympathy, right at the front of the queue – was: I wonder if I could put that stereo in my car.

   He says the man waived the admin fee out of kindness. I think the man just didn’t want to look him in the eye.

   Now. When Andy says he announced he was buying a van to convert into a camper van, what he means is he told me while I was doing something else, and I said ‘mmm’ in a way that he has since interpreted as enthusiastic agreement. I want you to know that ‘mmm’ is not a contract. ‘Mmm’ is a placeholder. ‘Mmm’ means I am currently looking for my phone, and I’ll process what you’ve just said in a minute.

   The minute never really came.

   He says he had no DIY experience, no knowledge, no skills. This is true. What he doesn’t mention is that I knew this, too. I have watched this man approach a flat-pack wardrobe as if it had personally insulted him. I have seen him abandon a shelf bracket halfway up the wall because something good came on the radio. I know exactly who I am dealing with. And even so, here we were, apparently building a camper van.

   I said nothing. What was there to say? He had The Proclaimers on in the van and a look on his face I recognised: that particular expression that means the decision is already made and we are just waiting for everyone else to get with the program. I’ve seen that look before.

   He started watching YouTube. Couples, building vans together. Very happy couples, very capable couples, couples who owned the right tools and used them correctly and smiled at each other while doing it. He would call me over to get involved, and I would say, ‘The kettle is on.’ The kettle was always on. During that time, had there been a Miss Kettle UK competition, I would have won.

   I wasn’t trying to ignore it. I’ve slept in a tent once before. The ground is hard, the zip breaks, and the whole thing smells like damp canvas and empty beer cans. I came home from that tent knowing two things: I am not an outdoor person, and I will never again pretend to be one to seem fun.

   So, while Andy was in the van on the driveway doing whatever it is you do to a van for two weeks to extract a single bolt, I was inside. Making tea. Watching Netflix. Occasionally looking out of the kitchen window to check he was still alive. He was. The van was also still there, which I was choosing not to think about too hard.

   And then one morning, I looked out, and there were sparks. Actual sparks. Flying through the air in the driveway. My beautiful lavender was glowing at the tips. The neighbours were watching from behind their blinds, I could feel it. Andy was out there with an angle grinder – an angle grinder, as if this were all completely normal – and I was inside holding a mug of tea, thinking, I should probably go and check on that.

   I made a fresh cup instead. He seemed fine.

   It was going to all be fine, wasn’t it?
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   The Plan

   In which I become an architect, a designer and a man with a very large envelope

   Every great build starts with a vision. And my vision, I have to say, was excellent. Clear, considered and – crucially – planned out, which put it several rungs above most of my previous projects, which had existed primarily in my head before execution.

   With the bulkhead finally removed and the van standing open and empty before me, I did what any self-respecting amateur with no qualifications and infinite confidence does. I got a piece of paper. A bill envelope, to be more precise, and I drew a plan.

   The layout came to me with an enjoyable logic. A large double bed running from the back doors to the front – because if we were going to do this, we were going to sleep properly. No folding, no converting, no dismantling the kitchen every night to make room for a mattress, like some sort of adult puzzle. A proper bed, made up and ready, the kind you could collapse into at the end of a long day without having to locate any additional components first. I once bought an old caravan. I hated making the bed every night, so I bought a tent and slept outside at the back. True story.

   Along the nearside – that’s the left as you look in from the back – a worktop and sink. I learned the word nearside during this period and used it at every available opportunity. Functional. Practical. The sort of thing that separates a camper van from just sleeping in a van, which is a distinction I felt strongly about.

   Beneath the worktop and beneath the bed: storage. Lots of it. Clever, built-in storage with doors that opened and closed properly, because I had watched enough YouTube to know that good storage is what separates a van build people admire from a van build people are polite about.

   The walls would be insulated first – properly insulated, not just a bit of bubble wrap and wishful thinking – and then lined with plywood and carpeted. The floor would be insulated, too. The roof would get insulation, and then tongue-and-groove wood running the length of the van, which I had decided would look brilliant and give the whole thing the feel of a Nordic cabin rather than a vehicle. Between the cab and the living area, a curtain rail with a proper curtain, to keep the heat in and give us the sense that we were in a room rather than a van that happened to have an engine attached.

   On paper, it looked genuinely professional. I may have looked at it for longer than was strictly necessary.

   Heat was the next consideration. We were not, I had decided, going to be a cold camper van. I had read enough horror stories of people waking up at three in the morning in a field in November, with condensation running down the walls, unable to feel their feet. That was not going to be us. I was going to install a diesel heater – a proper one, the kind that kicks out real warmth quietly and efficiently, that you can set and forget while you sleep. The kind of thing that means you wake up comfortable rather than hypothermic. This felt like one of my better decisions, and I stand by it entirely.

   Then there were the electrics.

   I looked at the electrics for quite a long time. I watched videos about electronics. I read things about the electrics. I encountered words such as inverter, leisure battery and split charge relay, and I sat with them for a while, turning them over, hoping they would start to mean something obvious. They did not. The electrics, I concluded, were a speech I could not speak and did not have time to learn from scratch in this lifetime.

   So I made what I consider to be an entirely rational decision. I took a large portion of the remaining build budget, and I bought a power bank. Not a small one. A serious, substantial power bank – the kind that could run lights, charge phones, run a small appliance – that required no wiring, no relays, no understanding of anything more technical than plugging things in. You charge it up, you take it with you, it powers your life. Simple. Elegant. Completely sidesteps the problem.

   Some people, when I tell them this, suggest I could have just learned the electrics. Those people are welcome to their opinion.

   With the plans complete and the major decisions made, there was one final and important step. I had to present it to Claire.

   I laid everything out. The layout, the bed, the worktop, the storage, the tongue-and-groove ceiling, the diesel heater and the power bank solution. I thought about calling this chapter spreadsheets for credibility. I don’t do spreadsheets. I’m an artist. That’s why I called it The Plan instead. I explained the thinking behind each decision. I may have used the word nearside more than once. I talked about the curtain rail with real enthusiasm, which, in retrospect, I appreciate is a very specific thing to be enthusiastic about.

   Claire listened. She nodded in the right places. She asked a sensible question about the sink – where would the water drain to, exactly – which I answered with the confidence of a man who had not yet fully worked that out but was not going to let that show. She said it sounded good. She smiled.

   It was a particular kind of smile. Warm, supportive and just a fraction of a second too long to be entirely spontaneous. The smile of a woman who has made a private decision to be encouraging and is honouring that decision admirably.

   I chose to take it at face value. The build was beginning. St Christopher of Atlantis was ready to become something.
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   The Plans. Right

   Claire responds to Chapter 3, including the sink situation, which we need to discuss

   He’s very pleased with himself, isn’t he? You can feel it coming off the page. The nearside. The Nordic cabin. The curtain rail is described with the reverence normally reserved for listed buildings. I nodded through all of it with what I hope read as soft confidence and what was in fact a woman doing very advanced internal maths.

   Let me talk to you about the sink.

   I asked, perfectly reasonably, where the water from the sink was going to drain to. A simple question. A question any person would ask. Andy answered it with the confidence of a man who has really thought this through, which is a confidence I have learned to treat with some caution. The water, he explained, would drain into a bucket. Under the sink. Which you would then empty. As needed.

   A bucket. Not tucked away inside a fitted cabinet. Not concealed behind a neat little door. Just . . . a bucket. Sitting there. Under the worktop. In our holiday home.

   I said, ‘Ah, right.’ Because what else do you say?

   The man has described a bucket as a plumbing solution and is looking at me like he’s just solved something

   Now. I want to be fair here. Andy is many things, and I love him dearly. But I have seen him attempt DIY. I have been present for the shelf bracket that took three weekends and still isn’t level. I have watched him google how to bleed a radiator, read the instructions carefully and then call someone anyway. The idea that this same man was going to insulate an entire van, line it with plywood, carpet it, fit a worktop, install a sink draining to a bucket – fine – put up tongue-and-groove wood on the ceiling, hang a curtain rail, wire in a diesel heater and assemble a power bank solution that apparently sidesteps the need to understand electricity entirely – I mean.

   I smiled. I nodded. I said it sounded good. And inside I was running through the two most likely outcomes, because I am a service delivery manager, and I cannot help but do outcome reports, even in my own life.

   Outcome 1: the van never gets finished. It sits on the drive for eighteen months, getting slightly more dismantled. Andy moves on to the next idea, and we quietly agree never to mention it. I have seen this film before. I know how it ends.

   Outcome 2: the van gets finished, somehow, against all reasonable expectations. We go camping in it once. I spend one night lying in what is essentially a wardrobe on wheels, staring at tongue-and-groove wood eighteen inches from my face, listening to the diesel heater, thinking about the bucket. We come home. We agree it was an experience. The van goes on the drive permanently and becomes a very expensive storage unit.

   Either way, I couldn’t see this becoming a thing. A lifestyle. Because I had now seen the plans, and, if I’m honest, they did not describe a holiday. They described a Vauxhall Vivaro with a bed in it and a curtain. There is no room to swing a cat in a Vivaro. I don’t know who decided that was a selling point for leisure, but I’d like a word with them. Nobody, in the history of cooking, has ever sat next to the side of their own bed to make dinner and thought: Yes, this is the life I wanted. This is peak relaxation.

   We were going to be sleeping next to the kitchen. The kitchen was a worktop, a sink and a bucket. The bucket was not hidden.

   And this, apparently, was the holiday.

   I asked about the sink drainage in a polite manner. What I was actually thinking was: I have been on some holidays in my time. I have had a girls’ trip to Magaluf. I have done Center Parcs in February. I once stayed in a Premier Inn where the shower was directly above the toilet, and you had to choose. None of those – not one – comes close to the bottom of my holiday ranking as efficiently as this plan does on paper.

   I smiled the smile of a woman who has decided to let this play out.

   There was, I told myself, every chance it would never get finished anyway.
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   A Man at Peak Skill

   In which I cut a hole in the van, nearly everything goes to plan, and then the sealant gun has opinions

   It was February. Bitterly, unambiguously, personally cold. The kind of cold that makes you doubt your life choices in a very direct way. I was standing on the driveway in front of a Vauxhall Vivaro, holding a jigsaw, about to cut a hole in the side of it. This was fine. This was the plan.

   The window was going in the sliding door. I had done the research – proper research, not just a quick look, but the kind of dedicated YouTube and forum diving that meant I knew exactly which jigsaw blade to use on sheet metal and could have told you why at some length if anyone had asked. Nobody asked. But I knew.

   I drilled the pilot holes first. Then I took a Sharpie – that’s an American felt-tip pen, in case you were wondering, and I use the American term because it sounds more professional – and I drew my cutting line carefully around the template. Clean, confident lines. The kind of lines that suggest the person holding the pen has done this before, which is precisely the impression I was aiming for.

   Then I started cutting.

   Now, I will be honest. At the beginning, there was a moment of self-consciousness. I was in full view of the street. Neighbours going about their February lives, walking past, glancing over. A man on a driveway with a jigsaw cutting into the side of a van is not an invisible activity. I was aware of being seen, and I was not entirely sure what story it told.

   But then something changed. The cut was going well. The blade was doing exactly what it was supposed to do, the line was clean, and I was – there is no other word for it – good at this. The self-consciousness evaporated, and, in its place, arrived something considerably more enjoyable. I found myself almost hoping a neighbour would come out. Not to help. Just to witness. To see what a man operating at genuine peak skill looks like on a Tuesday morning in February.

   I made sure not to cut through the power cord, which I considered an additional achievement and evidence of sound professional judgement.

   The hole was cut. I stood back. I had deliberately made a hole in a van, and it looked exactly like a hole should. I was briefly magnificent.

   There were, it turned out, some hot metal shards. This is apparently what happens when you cut metal – the edges get hot, and some of those hot edges had found their way onto the white bodywork below the opening and melted themselves in. Small dark marks, dotted along beneath the cut. I looked at them for a moment. Eggs, I thought. Omelettes. You cannot make one without breaking the other, and this was simply the price of progress. I filed it under collateral damage and moved on.

   I offered the window up to the hole. It fitted. Not perfectly – there was a relationship between the two that you might describe as approximate rather than precise – but it was going to work. The window was going in.

   Next up was the rubber beading. This goes around the raw edge of the hole to cover the sharp metal I had just cut and give the window something to sit against neatly. Simple enough in principle. I pressed it on and immediately discovered that the van, in all its wisdom, was double-skinned in places. The edge was not a single clean thickness like I first thought. It was uneven, stepped, complicated in ways the beading had not been designed for and made it very clear it had no intention of accommodating my technique.

   I went to B&Q for a rubber mallet.

   With the rubber mallet, I got the beading on. It did not go on neatly. It went on the way a snake looks after it has swallowed something considerably wider than itself – lumpy, uneven, with a certain structural dignity that had clearly been through something. There was also a gap where I had cut it slightly short. A small gap. Entirely manageable. I was not worried about the gap because I had the sealant, which would take care of everything.

   The sealant came in a tube, the kind that loads into an adhesive gun – the ones with the trigger that you squeeze to push the sealant out. I had seen these used on YouTube. Straightforward. Load the tube, cut the nozzle, squeeze, and apply. Four steps. I could do four steps.

   What I had not done – and I want to be clear that this was a blunder rather than a decision – was read the instructions on the tube. Had I read the instructions, I would have discovered that in cold weather sealant needs to be warmed up first. Warmed up. Before use. Because in near-freezing temperatures, the sealant thickens to a consistency somewhere between cold toffee and structural concrete and does not flow so much as sit there, immovable, testing your character.

   I did not know this. I loaded the gun with the confidence of a man who had just cut a hole in a van and was on a roll. Claire had gone inside – to make another cup of tea, which I was becoming increasingly convinced was less a beverage habit and more a tactical withdrawal – and I was alone on the driveway with a loaded sealant gun, an excited sense of momentum, and February doing its worst.

   I cut the nozzle. I squeezed the trigger.

   Nothing.

   Or not nothing exactly – a tiny, reluctant worm of sealant emerged, sighed, and stopped. I squeezed harder. My hand began to shake with the effort. A little more appeared and immediately proceeded to set in the cold air, which was useful in the same way that a car alarm going off at three in the morning is useful – technically functioning, absolutely not helping.

   I was committed now. The sealant that was on the beading was already going off. I could not stop. I squeezed with everything I had, both hands, knuckles clenched, jaw set, the gun shaking – and then, with a small but definitive crack, the trigger broke clean off in my hand.

   I looked at it. I looked at the van. I looked at the beading with its thin, setting smear of sealant and its gap that still very much needed filling.

   I turned toward the house.

   ‘CLAIRE.’

   A pause.

   ‘Can you run to B&Q and grab another gun?’
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   The B&Q Run

   Claire’s commentary on Chapter 5, including a Costa detour that was entirely justified

   He shouted my name from the driveway with the kind of urgency that suggested something had either gone very wrong or was about to. In my experience, these two things often occur at the same moment, arriving slightly out of order.

   I want to say first that I had been making that cup of tea in good faith. Slowly, yes. Deliberately, perhaps. However, the alternative was standing outside in February watching a man squeeze a tube at a van, and I think most reasonable people would also have found somewhere warm to be. The kettle and I had an understanding.

   Before I left, I did go outside briefly. I’m not entirely sure why – instinct, maybe, or the vague impression that something worth documenting was happening. I got my phone out and filmed the van. Just a quick pan along the outside. The last footage of it in one piece, as it turned out, though I didn’t know that then. I thought I was just taking a video of a van. In hindsight, it has the energy of crime-scene footage taken just before the crime.

   Andy explained what he needed. A gun, he said. An adhesive gun. The ones with the trigger. He said it with the focus of a man holding something together through willpower alone, which should have told me something about the immediacy of the situation. It did not, because I do not speak van.

   I said I’d go. Frankly – honestly – it was a relief. Out of the house, away from the van, a legitimate errand, a purpose. February or not, I got my coat, and I went.

   He said to hurry. I heard him say it. I mentally filed it under ‘noted’ and got in the car.

   I was not entirely sure what I was looking for. An adhesive gun, Andy had said, with a trigger. I wandered around B&Q for a while, which is an experience I find simultaneously overwhelming and oddly calming – all those things on shelves, all those solutions to problems I don’t have. I found something that looked right. It had a trigger. It was in the sealant aisle. I picked it up, looked it over, decided it was probably the right thing, and went to pay.

   I think I got the right one. I’m fairly sure I got the right one. Andy has never explicitly confirmed this, and I have chosen not to ask too directly.

   There was a Costa on the way home.

   I had been in the middle of making a cup of tea when Andy called me. That tea never got finished. The kettle had boiled, the cups were out, and then I was sent to B&Q in February on a task I didn’t really understand, leaving a perfectly good tea-making situation abandoned on the kitchen counter. I think most people passing a Costa on the way home from an unplanned B&Q run would have stopped. I stopped. I got two lattes – one for me, one for Andy – because I am a thoughtful person and he was working hard, whatever he was doing. I sat in the car’s comfort for a few minutes. I skimmed my phone. I thought about nothing in particular.

   It was lovely.

   I drove home, pulled onto the drive, and looked up.

   Andy was standing by the van. His hands were covered in what I can only describe as tar – black, sticky, smeared up past his wrists and across his fingers in a way that suggested a significant event had occurred in my absence. His face had the expression of a man who has been through something and is not yet ready to talk about it fully.

   On the driveway at his feet was the sealant tube. Or what had been the sealant tube. It had been unravelled – actually unravelled, peeled apart – like the cardboard core of a toilet roll that someone has pulled from the inside in desperation. The black sealant that had been inside it was now largely outside, smeared across the edge of the hole in the van, in a way I can only describe as a dirty protest. Dark, uneven, applied to everything it was not supposed to be on and notably absent from several places it was.

   I got out of the car. I evaluated the situation. I reached back in for the Costa cups and held out that latte.

   ‘I got you one,’ I said.

   He looked at the cup. He looked at his hands – both of them, black to the wrist, fingers gummed together with setting sealant, entirely unable to hold anything without ruining it. He looked back at the cup. Then at me. Then at the van. Then back at me.

   And that was when he lost his composure.

   I quietly stood on the drive holding two lattes, one of which I could not hand over, watching a man unravel slightly faster than the sealant tube at his feet. I took a sip of mine. It was still warm. It was, all things considered, a good latte.

   The window was not yet in.
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   It Stuck

   In which the window goes in, the sealant comes off, and my jubilation is not universally shared

   A latte. She’d brought me an espresso. I want to be clear about the physical fact of my situation at this point because I think it gets lost in the retelling. My hands were encased – fully encased – in black sealant from the fingertips to the wrists. Not smeared. Not marked. Encased. Like I had dipped both hands into something and it had decided to stay. I looked like I was wearing the world’s tightest, worst-fitting gloves, and every time I moved my fingers, I could feel the sealant contracting, tightening, going off around my knuckles in real time.

   How, I would like to know, was I supposed to hold a latte? Under what interpretation of my current circumstances did a takeaway cup in a cardboard sleeve seem like something I could interact with? I could not have removed the lid. I could not have held it without covering it in sealant. I could not have raised it to my face without the whole thing becoming a significantly worse situation than it already was.

   I did not say all of this calmly. I said some version of it, at some volume, on the driveway, in February, while Claire was standing holding two Costa cups with the unruffled expression of a woman who has decided that whatever is happening is not technically her fault. Which, in fairness, it wasn’t. But that appeared beside the point.

   There was no time for lattes anyway. The sealant that was on the beading – the small, hard-won amount that had made it out of the tube before everything went wrong – was setting. The window was sitting propped against the van, waiting. Every second I spent looking at my hands was a second the sealant was spending becoming permanent in the wrong place.

   I picked up the window.

   With my sealant hands.

   I offered it up to the hole and pushed.

   Wherever the window landed, it stuck. That was either excellent news or a reflection of how much sealant was now on everything. Possibly both.

   And here is the thing. Here is the thing that made all of it – the broken trigger, the unravelled tube, the tar gloves, the latte I couldn’t hold, the neighbours who had now definitely seen everything – worth it. The window went in. It stuck. It sat in the hole, level enough, sealed enough, in. I pressed around the edges with my blackened fingers, which at this point were essentially just additional sealant applicators, and it held.

   There was some overspill. A certain amount of sealant had gone places that were not strictly the joint between the window and the van. The edges had what I would describe as a handmade quality – a visible record of the effort involved. I would get to that later. A bit of trimming, a bit of tidying, nothing that couldn’t be sorted. The important thing – the only thing – was that the window was in and the van was weathertight.

   And then I noticed it properly for the first time. The window – my window, the one I had cut the hole for, applied the beading to, sealed in with my bare hands on a February driveway – had a sliding panel within it. A little sliding window, inside the window. You could open it for ventilation. It was, in its way, a properly specified piece of kit, and it was now part of my van, and I had put it there.

   I stood back. Hands black, driveway marked, destroyed sealant tube at my feet, overspill glistening gently around the edges of the frame. I looked at the window. The window looked back, framed neatly in the sliding door of St Christopher of Atlantis, exactly where a window should be.

   I had cut a hole in a van and put a window in it. From nothing. With my own hands, which were, admittedly, now also largely part of the van.

   The feeling was enormous. Disproportionate, possibly. But enormous.

   Now I had to go inside and remove the sealant, which turned out to be a considerable project in itself. It does not come off with soap. It does not come off with hot water and soap. It comes off with white spirit, applied patiently and repeatedly over time that I will not specify because it reflects poorly on the product description. My hands were grey for two days.

   But I was accomplished. Genuinely, properly accomplished. I had done a thing, and the thing had worked, and the van had a window in it and nothing – nothing – was going to take the shine off that.

   Claire, to be fair, acknowledged that the window was in. She said it looked good. She then went inside to make a cup of tea, which I understood was her way of processing.

   She did not, it has to be said, seem to fully share my jubilation. She had the look of a woman updating her internal risk assessment rather than celebrating a milestone. Somewhere behind her eyes, I suspect, Outcome 1 and Outcome 2 were being quietly revised.

   The window was in. The build had begun.

   We were doing this.
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   The Blueprint

   Claire’s verdict on the window, the van, and the coffee-run situation

   That is the last coffee run I will ever do for this van. I want that stated clearly, at the top, before anything else. I went to B&Q in February. I wandered around not knowing what I was looking for. I stopped at Costa out of basic human necessity and came home to a man covered in tar standing next to what appeared to be the aftermath of a very localised industrial incident. I got no thanks for the latte. That chapter is closed.

   While Andy went inside to spend what I can only imagine was considerable time trying to remove industrial sealant from his hands, I stayed on the drive and had a proper look at the window.

   And I mean a proper look. Not the approving glance I’d been giving everything up to this point, the one where you nod and say it looks great and go back inside. I actually stood in front of it, in the February cold, and looked at it with both eyes wide open and no diplomatic filter in place.

   The beading had the physical strength of a draught excluder that had given up halfway round a door. The sealant around the edges looked like it had been applied by someone wearing oven gloves – which, given the state of Andy’s hands, was not entirely inaccurate. There was overspill on the bodywork. There was a gap that the sealant had not so much filled as acknowledged. 

   The window itself was in, I’ll give it that. It was this window, in a hole, and those two things were now connected. But the overall effect was of something that had tried its best and just about got away with it, if you didn’t look too closely, which I was currently doing.

   It looked like a birthday cake made by a child. For themselves. With no adult supervision and reduced access to the right ingredients. 

   And standing there, looking at it, something clarified for me. This window wasn’t just a window. It was a synopsis. A preview of the whole book. Everything this van build was going to be was already visible in this one job – the ambition, the commitment, the research, the improvisation, the broken trigger, the sealant everywhere, the result that technically worked if you were at the right distance and squinted slightly.

   A bodge job. A loving, determined, completely committed bodge job. Done by a man who honestly believed he was doing it properly, which somehow makes it both better and worse at the same time.

   I finished my latte on the drive, alone, looking at the window.

   By this point, I won’t even pretend to be involved. I have made my peace with that. Andy has his van, his YouTube videos, his jigsaw, his rubber mallet and his growing collection of B&Q receipts. He doesn’t need me out there, and I don’t need to be out there, and we have reached, without ever
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