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Terry Darlington was brought up in Pembroke Dock during
the war, between a Sunderland flying boat base and an oil
terminal.

He survived and moved to Staffordshire, where he founded
Research Associates, the international market research firm, and
Stone Master Marathoners, the running club.

Like many Welshmen he is talkative and confiding, ill at ease
with practical matters and liable to linger in public houses.

He likes boating but knows nothing about it.

Monica Darlington comes from Radnorshire. Her father was
a gardener and her mother a housemaid, or perhaps it was the
other way round.

She has a first class degree in French, has run thirty marathons,
and can leap tall buildings with a single bound.

Her three children have all reproduced themselves, removing
doubts about whether she and Terry are the same species.

She quite likes boating but knows nothing about it.

Brynula Great Expectations (Jim) is sprung from a long line of
dogs with ridiculous names.

Jim can run at forty miles an hour. He is cowardly, thieving,
and disrespectful and hates boating.

Visit their website at www.narrowdog.com
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'I read Narrow Dog pretty well at one sitting'

'A rich and winning comic début, destined to become a classic'

Sunday Telegraph

'Written with the author's glorious sense of humour, this is

one of those journeys you never want to end'

The Good Book Guide

'A stunning book – racy, chatty, touching, and very, very funny'

Joanna Lumley

'It has a real unputdownable quality and once started you

might as well cancel any appointments until you've finished'

Canal and Riverboat

'A wonderfully funny book, full of brilliantly written passages'

Brian Patten

'Narrow Dog to Carcassonne is an astonishing read'

Libby Purves, Radio 4 Midweek

'One of my favourite books of the year'

Emma Soames, Editor, Saga Magazine

'This is ace'

Bookseller

'There's kind of a moral to the tale as well'

John Inverdale, The Johnny Walker Show

'Wonderful, moving and inspiring – it's a great read'

David Moorcroft, Chief Executive, UK Athletics

'The most amazing canal journey of them all'

Daily Mail

'Pru and I found the book wonderfully entertaining.

I read Narrow Dog pretty well at one sitting. Thank you

for a lovely book'

Timothy West and Prunella Scales

'This laugh-aloud narrowboat adventure'

Val Hennessy

'Sparkling with comic and poetic insights to a France you

never knew existed – a France viewed from the back side'

Keith Wootton, Producer ITV Water World

'Narrow Dog has been welcomed as a classic by one reviewer

and is among Amazon's top twenty best-sellers'

Guardian

'It's more than a memoir, it can be treated as a quotations

quiz. And you can quote me on that'

Nigel Rees

'Their personal motto could be "brave but

never foolhardy"'

The Times

'I thought they were mad to be honest'

Karen Wyatt, Canal Cruising Stone

'Of course, the real hero is Jim'

The Whippet
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To Monica

with love

I am I: thou art she: Jim is him.

T. D.






CHAPTER ONE

STONE TO WESTMINSTER

Moon River

[image: Narrow_Dog_To_Carcassonne_02.jpg]




On the floor of the Star Inn Jim was fighting to push
his entire body inside a bag of pork scratchings. I could
have had a dog that ate its dinner, a dog that barked and
wagged its tail, a normal dog, a dog with fur. But the
book said a whippet was the easiest dog and I had
trouble enough already.

Whippets are hounds – miners' dogs, racers, rabbiters.
They are very thin. On top they are velvet and underneath
they are bald. They are warm and smell of
buttered toast. They love every living creature to a
rapture unless you are small and furry and trying to get
the hell out of here. They like running the towpaths and
thieving off fishermen; but fire up the engine, cast off
the ropes, and it's the eyes, the betrayed eyes. So the
narrowboat Phyllis May has a dog that hates boating.

We'll call him Gonzales, I had said, because he's fast,
or Leroy because he's golden brown, or we'll have a dog
called Bony Moronie. Good thinking, said Monica, and
named him Jim. He's your dog, she said – you look after
him. I read Your Dog Is Watching You, and Your Dog Will
Get You in the End, and How to Stop Your Dog Behaving like
a Bloody Animal. Jim and I went to school on many dark
evenings, but neither of us learned very much.

The door from the canal opened and it was Clive.
Like most inland boaters, Clive looks like a pregnant
bear. Got you, he shouted – greedy greedy, early
drinkies, surprise surprise, make mine a pint. He
sat down and slapped his pipe and his Breton sailor's hat
on the table. Jim was ecstatic. Jim sees Clive
and Beryl as part of our pack, who sometimes make their
escape owing to my lack of leadership and
poor attention to detail. But through his tracking
skills we get them back, and How about some
scratchings?

Are you nervous? asked Clive, pulling Jim out of his
trouser pocket. Yes, I said. I'm worried about getting
away from Stone. I might crash or fall in. People will be
watching.

Clive has a Dudley accent, and a deep voice, as if he
is saying something important. Beryl and I should never
have encouraged you, he said. You are old, you've only
got one eye, you are a coward and you can't jump. You're
no good at anything useful. Monica ran your business
while you wandered around being nasty to your
customers.

By the end of the summer I'll be fine, I said. I can
handle the fear – running a market research agency
scared me stiff too. We had another pint, to handle the
fear.

Two hundred and fifty years ago a bunch of engineers
met in a public house by a canal. They decided the size
of the locks on the English canal system and then they
had another round and started talking about girls. In the
morning the secretary could not remember what had
been decided, or indeed where he was, so to be on the
safe side he chose the narrowest gauge mentioned in his
notes, which was seven feet. That is how the English
narrow lock was born, and the English narrowboat –
the cigarette, the pencil, the eel, the strangest craft ever
to slither down a waterway.

The five windows of the Phyllis May lit the towpath
for the length of a cricket pitch. With her flat roof, fairground
lettering, brasses and flowers, a traditional
narrowboat has a louche charm, though sixty feet by
seven is a preposterous shape. Clive and I stepped into
the front deck and down to the narrow saloon.
Panelling, armchairs, lamps and pictures – second class
on the Orient Express. You live in comfort, and you live
sideways.

Monica was curled on the sofa. Beryl folded her
hands in her lap, in a cornflower stare. Clive stood in the
middle of the saloon. We have news, he said – we are
forsaking earthly things. We are selling our house
and our possessions, giving what is left to the poor, and
having a narrowboat built, on which we will live out
our days. Ah the poor earthbound rabble, tramping their
warren streets – for me the silver highway, the gypsy life:
my companion the heron, lone sentinel of the waterways,
my constituency the ducks, my gardens the broad
valleys, my drawing room the public bar of the inn
called Navigation. I've been trying to persuade the
bugger for years, said Beryl.

But first we are going up the Bristol Channel with
you on the Phyllis May, said Clive. But I am not going
up the Bristol Channel on the Phyllis May, I protested.
The Phyllis May is a canal boat. There are fifty-foot tides
and the Severn Bore. We will finish up dashed through
the window of Woolworths in Bewdley. I don't think
there is a Woolworths in Bewdley, said Clive, but if there
is I can pick up a CD of Felix Mendelssohn and his
Hawaiian Serenaders. And next year when you go to
France we will all put out to sea together, and sail across
the Channel side by side.

I could feel my palpitations coming on. Clive, I said,
narrowboats don't sail across the Channel. I was brought
up by the sea. I remember the empty seats in school
when boys drowned themselves. I might sail the Phyllis
May to France if there were thirty Tommies to take back
and it would tip the balance in the struggle for Europe.
Otherwise it's the lorry, and a crane into Calais.

Let's have a drop more of that Banks's, said Clive –
you know I have blue water experience. You mean we
went out once from Padstow, said Beryl, in a cruiser, and
nearly drowned. That was a trick of the tide, said Clive.
But they warned you, said Beryl, they begged you, they
called it the Maelstrom and you went straight into it. But
we got back in, said Clive. Yes, said Beryl, we got back in.

Is this Old Speckled Hen a strong one? asked Clive –
it tastes so smooth. The thing is you rope them up
together side by side, so if one breaks a belt on the
engine the other tows it out of the way of the tankers
and car ferries. Piece of piss really. Clive, I said, you
come from Dudley, you have been to sea once and
you nearly didn't come back, and now you want to put
at hazard the December years I could spend in the Star
or watching Kylie Minogue on the box.

But narrowboats are like those toys, said Clive. The
bottom is full of bricks so they roll back. What about
that chap, I said, who built a narrowboat in Liverpool
and set out across the Irish Sea? How did he do? asked
Clive. No one ever found out, I said. Must have run into
a maelstrom, said Clive. Is that single malt as good as you
say it is? He sat back and smiled. Jim looked at him with
eyes full of love. He had found a leader at last.

When I woke up the next morning, and I wished
I had not woken up the next morning, I realized that I
had agreed to sail an inland boat across the English
Channel, roped up to a madman.

A canal lock is a simple idea. You close the gate behind
you and empty the water out at the other end and you
sink down, and then you open the gates in front of
you and sail away. Going up you fill the lock instead
of emptying it. In real life locks are dark and slimy and
foaming. They flood you and hang you by the stern. Often
they don't work. But today I wound up the paddles in the
lock gate with my new aluminium key without spraining
my wrist, and when the lock was empty heaved on the
beams and opened the gates without shouting for help.
The Phyllis May mumbled out of the Star lock into the
sunshine, Jim riding shotgun on the roof.

Friends and family waved. Pints were brandished in
the sunshine and granddaughters wept. The swans that
nest below the Star dipped their beaks and raised them
in perfect time. Past the tower of St Michael's, to drinking,
and dancing, and waving, and tears, and coarse
encouraging shouts. A Cunarder leaving New York,
country style.

Under Aston lock the Trent valley falls away in spires
and farms. It's like Ulysses, I said, whom I so closely
resemble.

Come, my friends,

'Tis not too late to seek a newer world . . .

It may be that the gulfs will wash us down:

It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,

And see the great Achilles, whom we knew.

Your dog has jumped ship, said Monica, and is
probably in Rugeley. And there is a corpse under the
prop, so you'll have to go down the weed-hatch again.

* * *

When Monica and I bought the Phyllis May she was
worn out, and we had her refurbished. We had not had
a boat before and sometimes we would go down to the
cut and lick her all over. We loved the gangling shape
and the long windows, we loved the curve of the bow
and the front deck where you could sit, and the teak and
oak saloon running on and on into the galley. We loved
the iron stove, the shower that worked, the little
bedroom cabin, the warm engine-room. We held the
grab-rail along the roof and walked the gunwale, trying
not to fall in. I would stand on the back counter, leaning
on the tiller, musing upon our boatyard manager's
sins and on the follies of the yard before him.

But one day we found a boatyard we could trust and
soon we sailed away, in shining grey and white and
crimson, with primroses on the roof and a brass tunnel
light at the bow, and our names on the engine-room in
fairground lettering a foot high, and ran into the first
bridge.

The Phyllis May is not right yet – no narrowboat is
right yet. Lumps of metal drop into her bilges, or she
leaks from the rear. Then I strip naked, grease myself all
over, and hang upside down among the ironmongery,
grunting and cursing. It is dark, it is wet, I freeze and I
burn and I get stuck and we call out the boatyard anyway.
I have gone all sweaty in my hair so let's talk about
something else.

Jim lets me use his kennel as my office. I put my
laptop on it and sit on the coal-box with my feet on
Jim. The coal-box has Phyllis May painted on the front
side and Kiss Me Again on the backside. Jim lies quietly
under my feet, which is more than my secretary ever
did, and sometimes he licks me behind the knees, and
in forty years in business there was no chance of that. In
pubs he is the cause of much wise country talk about
lamping for rabbits, and is seen as the next best thing to
a lurcher. The trouble is he camps everything up.

In Stone I fastened him outside the supermarket.
When I returned he was in the arms of an old man in
a cloth cap. Both were crying softly. I crept away. I came
back and a crowd had gathered. In the middle lay Jim,
pretending to be dead. Was this your dog? asked a lady.

On the boat I opened a bag of pork scratchings. Jim
manifested himself at my knee. He sat down – Can I
have a scratching? Then he lay down – Please can I have
a scratching? Then he rolled on his back and waved his
legs in the air – Please please can I have a scratching?
Then he sat up and looked straight at me – What do
you want me to do – sing 'Moon Fucking River'?

A cathedral of oaks to Fradley, and we moored at the
end of the nave.

Call me Mozza, said our new friend in the cowboy
boots, settling into my chair. Some people call me Mad
Mozza, he added proudly. He was a sturdy young chap,
maybe forty, with sandy hair and blue staring eyes.
Cheers Mozza, I said, I'm Terry and this is Monica and
you've met Jim. We're really grateful Mozza, said
Monica – Terry loves that dog.

He stole Captain's bone, said Mozza, and ran away –
Captain didn't stand a chance. Jim looked out of his
kennel, his eyes wide – He begged me Your Honour,
Steal my bone; he went down on his hands and knees.
He was on the road, said Mozza, but he came to me.
They come to me because I have The Power. Would you
like a cup of tea? asked Monica. Er yes, said Mozza. I
poured him half a tumbler of rum.

I know this boat, said Mozza – Starbuck. Billy Ishmael
had her built – lived on her for ten years. Knows his
boats, Billy. Very artistic. Carried him home twice from
the Plum Pudding in Armitage. Goodness, said Monica
– but we are really pleased with her shape, Mozza: the
low line, the big windows, and we've kept the grey.
The lettering on the engine-room is not bad, said Mozza
– why Phyllis May? My mother, I said, rest her soul – she
still comes back. They come back all right, agreed
Mozza. We had another rum, to stop them coming back.

We just retired, I said, and we bought a little house
and we bought the boat and we bought Jim. We keep
crashing into things and running out of fuel and falling
in and people shout at us and stick notes on the door.
Maybe we started too late. It's a way of life, agreed
Mozza. You've got to be born to it. To tell you the truth,
at your age you would probably be better off in a home
– you must be a menace to the navigations. You're right
Mozza, I said, but you can't get the beer.

Click click, said Mozza. Pardon? I said. Click click,
said Mozza, let the water in click by click. Oh yes, I said,
that poor chap last summer, two locks behind us. The
lock filled too fast, knocked overboard by the tiller,
engine in reverse, cut to pieces. Wife, two kids. Click
click, said Mozza. What's the hurry?

We want to go south to see if we can handle the big
rivers, explained Monica. This year we want to go down
to London and past the Houses of Parliament and up
the Thames and along the Kennet and Avon Canal to
Bristol. Next summer we want to go to Paris, and the
summer after to Carcassonne. Never heard of it, said
Mozza. It's in France, I said, right down the other end.
It's a sort of an adventure before it's too late. They say at
our age you are at the end of vigour.

Yes, said Mozza, of course you are, just look at you,
but what can you do? What do you want to go south
for at your age? Why don't you drink yourself to
death in the Star like a normal person? Narrowboats
belong in the Midlands, in the narrow cuts. They don't
work in the big locks; they bang about, they get caught
up. They don't work on the rivers; they are too long, too
slow, the currents turn them over. Don't you like it
here? He had started to wave his arms. We do, Mozza,
said Monica, we do like it here.

Staffordshire is good enough for some, Mozza
persisted – you can get oatcakes and pork scratchings
and people talk to you and you can understand what
they are saying. You don't get the southerners here. You
can go line-dancing. I go line-dancing all the time and
do you know how many legs I've got? He rapped on his
knee. And do you know how many legs my dog has got
– my poor old Captain Ahab?

Next morning we passed an untidy white cruiser, and
Mozza grinned through the window. Click click, he
shouted, and threw out a black Labrador cross with
three legs, which staggered about and fell sleepily back
on board. Click click, cried Mozza, click click.

I'm glad you didn't tell Mozza we are sailing across
the Channel, said Monica, he gets upset. Who said we're
sailing across the Channel? I asked – we can't even steer
yet. We'd miss. We are not boaters, we are civilians. And
the sea is not all limpet shells and sandcastles. Have you
ever watched a spring tide go by at ten miles an hour?
Christ Mon, enough is enough – we are supposed to be
retired. You told Clive we were doing it, said Monica.
He was drunk, I said, he won't remember.

The canals are the old work of giants, and fifty years ago
they lay desolate. It took heroes to save them and now
the cuts seethe with fish and birds, and flow for
thousands of country miles up slopes, down valleys,
along mountains, through hills, and across the flats of the
East Midlands. We muttered east down the Trent and
Mersey Canal, on to the river Trent at Shardlow. It was
April and every week they changed the flowers for
something more seasonal madam.

At Trent Junction the Soar joins the Trent and you
turn right for Leicester and London. On the ampler
current you sway and go faster and you feel you are on
a real boat. The new engine, ma petite folie, my pride, left
the mornings as quiet and clean as we found them. Even
the fishermen smiled. The engine was built in Bordeaux
for the fishing boats that go out into the Bay of Biscay,
and the people that make them don't mess about. A
great deal was going to depend on the engineers of
Bordeaux.

We locked and drifted to Loughborough, without
impatience, periscoped by grebes, and crowds of Queen
Anne's lace waved from the banks.

When a boat arrives most towns say Oh my God, you're
here already, I'll just get a few things out of the
children's room. Others throw a stone or a curse, and
some redecorate and wait for you in the parlour.
Loughborough shows you to the garden shed, throws in
a bun and locks the door.

Jim and I picked our way through a brickyard and on
to the main road. The first pub turned us away without
apology, and at the second there was no room for us in
the inn. At the third I paused at the door and pointed
down at Jim. A couple of people at the bar nodded
furiously so we went in.

What is it? asked one of the nodders. A whippet, I said.
The nodder was a small man, illustrated with tattoos and
covered in white powder. I'm Ken, he said, and this is
Mario – I'm a plasterer. What's his name? Jim, I said. Gin?
asked Ken. No, Jim, I said. My mother had a dog called
Gin, said Ken, it's a small world – why do you call
him Gin? My wife likes a drop of Gordon's, I said, giving
up. I was a mercenary in Africa, said Ken, I saw terrible
things.

Mario broke in. Why your dogga so thin? It's a
whippet, I said, it's the breed. They don't like food
except pork scratchings – they live on them in the wild.
I am waiter, said Mario. You not believe the food goes
out the back. I will give you some every day for your
dog and then he will not be such a small thinna dog. Jim
looked up at him with starved and grateful eyes. I am
sixty-five, said Mario. I was in the war in Italy. I saw
terrible things. Can I have bagga scratchings? he called
over the bar.

Clive rang when you were out, said Monica – he
wanted to tell us about their new boat. He's having
portholes. Portholes? I said – portholes? For cheap good
looks he gives away the world. Each of our windows
can hold a full cloud. Is it for this that the canal hero
Robert Aickman cruised the dying waterways comforted
only by his beautiful secretary Elizabeth Jane
Howard? Was it so generations to come could sail the
silver highway in blind portholed poncing boats, full of
washing machines and televisions, never to see the
sunset canal incarnadine, and the fish rising like rain?

Clive says portholes are a good thing, said Monica,
they are more secure. Let them steal all I have, I said. I
wish them well – I shall not care if I can see the sky.
That isn't what he meant, said Monica. He said that
when we are going across the Channel a wave would
smash our big windows like an egg, and what are we
going to do about it?

I've found the Whippet Club breed standard, said
Monica. Balanced combination of muscular power and
strength, with elegance and grace of outline. Goodness, Jim,
who's a pretty boy?

All forms of exaggeration should be avoided. I never knew
a living thing that exaggerated more, I said. He is a
screamer. He can't say hello without going for the
Oscar. If he wants something he pretends he has broken
his wrist.

Highly adaptable, said Monica. Not on boats he isn't, I
said.

Free gait, hind legs coming well under body for propulsion.
Forelegs thrown well forward low over the ground, true coming
and going. True at going, I said – he is no good at coming
back.

Jim was by the door. It was time to go to the pub and
he had broken his wrist.

Leicester is famous for its vandals, so it's a case of dive at
dawn and keep going until you drop dead or get to
Kilby Bridge. But Monica and I have been less worried
about vandals since we visited the mouth of hell.

The mouth of hell is in Manchester, where hardly
flows the filthy Rochdale through a waste of concrete.
The address of the mouth is 111 Piccadilly – Rodwell
Tower, which gropes the clouds and broods over its
terrible secret. Under it the fire, the pit. This is the fault
line, where the newly dead meet those soon to die, and
trade in drugs and sodomy. As the boat slips under the
tower they stand in the darkness and watch. If you are
not currently in the drugs or sodomy business they let
you pass.

One wraith, a boy in a white singlet, stepped forward
to help Monica close the lock. He was frail, dying or
dead already – his weight on the beam made no
difference. Why don't we go back, said Monica, and save
him and bring him up as one of us? I know, I know, I
said, but I have got enough on my hands with you and
a sixteen-ton boat, not to mention a dog that knows no
respect, without getting mixed up with the walking
dead.

So we were not afeared when we moored at
Leicester, by Abbey Park, gathering our strength for the
six-hour leg the next day. Until there came a knocking
and a huge figure in rainbow leathers sprang aboard, a
spaceman helmet under his arm. Good gracious, said
Monica, he's come to kill us all. Showing no fear Jim
leaped on the giant as he advanced down the boat, ready
to bear him to the ground, lick him into submission,
and take him to the pub to buy scratchings.

I am your ranger, said the giant. In fact I am your lone
ranger – the other one is off today. I understand you
have had your boat let loose. Yes, I said, we had to fetch
it back from under the bridge. We have never had boats
loosed before, said the Lone Ranger. Yes you have, I said,
the security man opposite said it happened on Friday.
Ah, said the Lone Ranger, there was Friday. And on
Saturday, I said, they let a big barge loose and blocked
the whole navigation. There is some truth in that,
said the Lone Ranger, but you should not think badly
of our city – look how secure this mooring is. But they
stepped over the fence, I said. Yes, I suppose you can step
over the fence, admitted the masked rider of the plains,
but this vandal reputation is not fair. People expect
trouble and the kids see the fear in their eyes and take
advantage. It's only fun, with a bit of theft and intimidation
thrown in. You must take a positive attitude
– ours is a peaceful and beautiful city. What time are you
leaving tomorrow? Six o'clock, I said.

The sun rises at five, said the Lone Ranger, you don't
want to leave it too long.

To steer a narrowboat you stand on the back, look
forward along the roof, and grip between your buttocks
a brass broom-handle which is bolted to the rudder.
Every ripple strikes to the roots of your teeth. A
moment's inattention and sixteen tons of steel and
crockery smash into the scenery. If you hit another
narrowboat you bounce off, and if you hit a fibreglass
cruiser you pass through it, making practically no noise
at all.

But boat-owners don't go boating – they leave their
craft where moth and rust do corrupt, and mink break
through and steal, and sit at home watching Star Trek. So
we laboured alone down the wide locks of the Grand
Union. For days we hit no bridges nor knocked anything
off the roof. Then we met the most fearful danger.

I was filling a lock and a gongoozler leaned over the
side – Is this your boat, have you come far? A
gongoozler is someone who stares at boaters. Monica
answered from the tiller, trying to be polite, holding the
boat steady with a rope through a ladder in the wall. But
the rope had jammed and as the lock filled the stern of
the boat was being pulled under. In seconds water
would flood through the engine-room and the Phyllis
May would sink. Jim was shut inside; Monica had no life
jacket and she can't swim. Last year four people
drowned like this.

Time stopped and I seemed to watch myself from the
outside. I engaged the lock key and dropped the paddle
in the lock gate to stop water flowing in. Then I hurled
to the other end to let water out. I was barefoot and
there were stones and nettles but in my own dimension
I was safe from harm. Returning to Greenwich Mean
Time and working on my oxygen debt I watched the
lock empty and the Phyllis May come level. The rope
slackened and Monica pulled it free. The gongoozler
had fled.

We hung a knife under the throttle so next time we
can cut the rope, then I will take the knife and Jim and
I will go and find the gongoozler.

* * *

Near Daventry our section of the Grand Union Canal
meets the main branch from Birmingham, and together
they head south for Milton Keynes and London. The
centre of Milton Keynes is black glass and concrete and
does not allow dogs or people. Under the flyover the
stalls of an outdoor market had sprung, like flowers
between the tiles of an urinal.

We moored for a sunny fortnight among the parks
and lakes. In the mornings the swans woke us, tapping
politely as they cleaned the waterline. In the afternoons
we dozed as the ceiling swarmed with light, and in the
evenings the radio played the songs we used to know.

Before breakfast Jim would come into the cabin and
fix us with his burnt gold eyes – Lazy buggers, what
about the run? Your dog is taking over, said Monica, he's
gaining control, like it says in the books. No he isn't, I
said, he's a whippet, they like to run, that's what they're
for. I don't like the way he stares at me while he does
his stretching exercises, said Monica, and I don't like the
way he sits by the door, lacing up his running shoes and
looking at his watch.

As we jogged Jim did fast interval work, then long
slow distance, drifting an inch above the ground. He
drifted straight, not sideways like a wolf. If we met other
dogs he always raced them and he always won. When he
met an obstacle he would take to the air, pausing in
mid-flight like a dancer.

* * *

A day down the Grand Union to Leighton Buzzard.
What a nice old-fashioned name, said Monica, and a
supermarket right by the towpath. As Jim and I sat on a
bench a girl in a leather miniskirt lowered herself alongside.
Jim began to lick her blubbery knees lasciviously.
Suddenly she rose and struck through the window of a
passing car, punching and screaming as her victim
fishtailed away. Then she swaggered by with a friend – a
young man who had been thrown out of Hell's Angels
because of dress sense and body-fat ratio. Jim made a
final pass at the knees, but his heart was not in it.

Later we set out through streets paved with chewing
gum and kebabs, to look for a launderette. We found
one, but there were people fighting inside.

Jim added to the sorrow in this strife-torn
community by seizing a teddy bear from a gift-shop
shelf and jumping on it. I mean, what do you say? What
would you say in France? Madame, I am desolated, my
small dog has ravished your bear of plush. But madame,
I insist, I am going to buy it, because my small dog will
amuse himself with it well – oh my God let's get out of
here.

Ranks of hippie craft rotting peacefully under the hedges
– we were near the capital. At Bulls Bridge we turned left
on to the Paddington Arm of the Grand Union. We have
reached an historic junction, I said to Monica – it is time
to pull out the big one. Faire sortir le grand jeu? asked
Monica. Yes indeed, I said, the hour has come.

We went forward and opened the gas locker, which is
the bit you sit on in the front of the boat. It held gas
bottles, dead fenders, rusty saws, and the remains of
creatures that had crawled in out of the cut, planning to
set up home. There was also a bundle that looked like
the construction kit for a light aircraft.

When the lavatory tank on the Phyllis May is full we
call at a marina, which attaches a hose to the boat and
pumps the tank out into a green lorry, which drives off
and empties itself over the head of the man who runs
Railtrack. But in France everything has to go into the
cut. So we had bought our own pump-out kit, which
we laid out on the bank next to the sanitary station. It
looked like a sixty-foot brown snake that had died in
congress with a lawnmower, gathering up in its final
convulsions other gear and tackle and trim, including a
stout hose.

An hour and a half later we had fitted most of the
parts into each other. We laid the brown snake down
the towpath and put the stout hose in the cut. There was
a pump handle and I started pulling on it. The hose
reared up out of the canal and stared at us, spitting and
hissing. We wrestled it back and started pumping again
but once more it appeared, coughing and farting and
thrashing, until we twisted it down and it drowned. It
was strong and it died hard. Sixty feet away water started
coming out of the end of the snake.

Now we wound open the hole on the gunwale and
screwed in the hose. Monica went into the sanitary
station with the end of the snake and I threw myself
into pumping. The little platform on which I stood was
flexible, and I was losing my power. When I had lost all
my power there was an old man with a face like a
doughnut, looking at me with concern. I have been
thinking of getting one of those, he said – do they work?
I'm from Leighton Buzzard, he added. I'm sure it's a nice
town, I said, but personally we found it a bit violent.
Violent? he said, well I suppose it is a bit violent. To be
honest when I was there I was a bit violent myself.

He stood on the other end of the platform and held
on to me. We rocked back and forth, while the snake
bulged and Monica's cries of encouragement and
success echoed from the sanitary station. I do hope no
one was watching.

The next night I rang Owen in France. Owen was once
a sergeant major in the South Wales Borderers – we had
met on the cut and exchanged visits. Hiya, yelled
Owen, as one consummating a bayonet charge upon a
terrible enemy.

We're under way, I said. You can steer it can you?
shouted Owen. Not quite, I said. But next year we
could be over – how are things down there in the Midi?
Fine, cried Owen. I had a disagreement with Valmai, so
me and Ianto are down the café.

Ianto is a three-year-old white and brown Jack
Russell terrier, who shares the inside pocket of Owen's
combat jacket with a couple of hand grenades. The love
between Owen and Ianto is wonderful, passing the love
of women.

When are you coming over, boyo? cried Owen. Next
year about this time, I said. How are you going to do it?
he asked. The lorry, the crane, I said. There has been talk
of sailing, I added with a laugh. Sailing? Owen shouted.
You beast, you beast, sailing! He spoke off-mike and
there were shouts and cheering. I could hear a table fall
over.

You know, said Owen, when I met you I thought you
were the biggest wally I had ever seen. I mean you are
old and a coward and no good at doing anything. We
only put up with you because of Monica. Thanks
Owen, I said. In Montgiscard a dog-fight had broken
out. Sorry, said Owen, Ianto bit someone. He seemed to
think this was very funny. Deep down you are OK, he
gasped, go for it, go for it I say, and Terry I shall be there,
standing by your side at the tiller, breathing the fresh sea
air with you my old boyo, riding the Channel swells my
old darling, because Terry you are OK, I have made up
my mind about you; you are not a fucking wally after
all.

Next morning the phone rang. Terry, last night – did
I say you should sail the Channel? Yes, I said. Look, said
Owen, I want you to be quite clear about what I
actually said. Men have died because they misunderstood
my orders. I am not surprised, I said. Now
listen, said Owen – I had a word with my friends Gérard
and Benny who are matelots and we talked it over and I
may have misspoke myself. You mean all previous
statements are inoperative? I suggested.

Exactly, said Owen – do you know how long you
have got before a narrowboat goes down? – two
minutes. Do you know the temperature of the Channel
in May? No, I said. Fucking freezing, said Owen.
Twenty-five minutes and your core temperature has
gone and you are dead. Look, I'll be straight with you,
I was pissed last night. Really? I said. Yes, said Owen, got
carried away. Don't do it Terry, I beg you – take the
advice of one who has stared death in the face a
thousand times.

You mean you don't want to crew for us then? I
asked. You don't want to stand by my side at the tiller,
riding the Channel swells with your old mate? The
trouble with you, said Owen, is you are a smart-ass.

How grand London will be – what waterside
boulevards, what rich craft, what shining people
tripping along the towpaths, pursued by yelling
paparazzi! We drifted under the M40, and then over the
North Circular like Mary Poppins at rooftop height.
Harlesden smelt of Lamb Rogan Josh, with ladies'
fingers and two poppadoms.

But the London canal world is a poor shrivelled
thing. There are more canal pubs in Stone than in all
London town, more chandlery, more boat-builders.
Little Venice is a token, a publess wonder, a fraud.

We stole away on the Regent's Canal in the dull heat
of the afternoon, leaving rows of boats looking at each
other and wondering where you could get a pint round
here, or a bottle of gas or a piece of rope to hang yourself.
As we slid through the Zoo, a scream arose from a
vulture in its abolished tower – widowed, unconsoled.

In Camden thousands of gongoozlers from the
Sunday markets leaned over the walls, overflowing on to
the grass, staring as we sweated through the locks. Many
were drunk or worse. I had to brush them off the lock
beams like flies – we were on the run. There was only
one place on the Regent's Canal where the boat would
be safe from attack by vandals, and that was Islington,
and there were only six moorings in Islington.

Through a tunnel and into a dark cutting, overhung
with trees. Plenty of room – there were not six boats on
the move in London. A gentleman calling from the bank
asked Monica to marry him. Perhaps I should reply on
her behalf.

. . . slowly answered Arthur from the barge:

I am going a long way

With these thou seëst – if indeed I go

(For all my mind is clouded with a doubt)

To the island-valley of Avillion . . .

So clear off, wino.

It was four in the afternoon when we climbed out of
the cutting. Empty side streets, roadworks, grey houses,
grey heat. A café bar with stained shutters. Tin cans,
litter. Graffiti: hopeless, inarticulate – Fuck off. City
Road raged with traffic. Most of the pavements had
been dug up. A line of faded trees had lost its way
among hoardings and gaps. By my troth, quoth
Lancelot, this is a dreadful place.

Going back we pushed at the door of the café, which
was cool and spacious and sold thirty-eight Belgian
beers. A barmaid with skin like Guinevere brought a
bowl of water for Jim. He began to work the tables,
beginning with the couple next door, who were dressed
for the Tour de France. Then he vaporized and I pulled
him by the loins out of a bin in the lane outside. This
raised some laughter among the few couples present.
They were friendly in their cautious southern way – not
much was going on in Islington that afternoon. Look at
his little face, someone said, and his big ears, like a
mouse. He's a very narrow dog, said someone else.

A young man with a guitar began to sing about how
his love was making him suffer, but as he was only about
seventeen I imagine everything will sort itself out in the
end. Scattered applause – he had a nice voice. He sang
another song to make it clear he had suffered even more
than he had told us the first time. We paid our bill. It
gets very busy later on, said Guinevere, and we believed
her.

Back at the boat the cutting was darker than before.
Monica's suitor had departed. Good evening sir, madam
– a man in green rushed by with a set of keys to lock
the iron gates that protected us from the loyal citizens of
Islington.

Next morning the grandeur of Limehouse Marina,
once Regent's Canal Basin. Tall apartments full of
bankers shaving before they shuffle on to the Docklands
Light Railway. Here we go, here we go – a million desks,
all in a row. The tower and clock of St Anne's standing
back a step, the castle walls of the old basin, a great pool,
yachts, cruisers. A few narrowboats in the corner, their
roofs piled with herbs, flowers, and bicycles.

From his tower of glass, momentous in his British
Waterways overalls, Joe the lock-keeper, God's green
deputy, watched over us all. He kept the gateway
between the quiet inland waters and the Thames
Tideway – turn right for Westminster, Hammersmith,
Reading and Oxford, and left for the vasty deep. For a
Midlands canal-boat skipper the Thames Tideway is
vasty enough, and deep enough too.

Joe said practically all his inland boaters who went
out of Limehouse lock on to the Thames lived through
the day. I wondered if they were all as frightened as we
were and Joe promised they were. Run at normal speed,
he said, let the tide do the work, don't push your luck,
don't hammer the engine just because you've got some
water under you. It's not used to the vibration and
something could break.

What's the water quality like in the Thames now? I
asked. Last year we had a dolphin in the Tideway, said
Joe. He was frolicking. He was happy with the water
then? I asked. I don't know if he was happy or if he was
not happy, said Joe, but he was frolicking.

Did you know the man who cleaned up the Thames
was called Sir Huge Fish? I asked. Joe thought I was
joking. There were funnel clouds in the Channel last
night, he said, and it may be rough tomorrow.

Back to the boat to fight with our life jackets and
brace ourselves to steer through fleets of thundering
craft captained by bearded men all born afloat, all with
large and disrespectful vocabularies and all drunk.

We did not sleep well.

At last we heard boats moving into the lock in the darkness.
Terrified we followed them, our ropes held by Joe
and his Jolly Green Giants. They were cross because we
didn't have navigation lights – and surprised we had
never heard of them. At first light they let us creep into
the throat of the lock and waved good luck. A grey
dawn, short jostling waves.

From the bow Monica shouted All clear and I revved
on to the great tide and swung right, and we were
carried towards central London. Full fathom five for a
boat that had rarely known a foot of water under her
flat bottom. The water was looser than the muddy
element we knew, and there was a lot of it in all
directions, some of it in the air. The prop faltered and
thrashed but the Phyllis May was steady because the
waves ran along the hull and held it up.

What had they done with the drunken sailors? There
were no drunken sailors; there were no sober sailors. We
were alone, except far behind where two more
narrowboats out of Limehouse drew white chalk marks
in the grey. No docks, no ships, no wharves, no cranes –
it's all over – though you can still see places where
things used to happen, some of them quite recently.

I leaned on the tiller round a forgotten brood of
lighters and we passed the Tower of London on the
right, which sailors call the starboard side. I fancied forty
beefeaters lining the walls blowing bugles into the wild
wind. They didn't raise Tower Bridge but I felt as if they
had.

Then bridge after bridge, all known from memories
and books. I was standing inches above the water and
could feel the strength of the supports as the tide heaved
us through, and see the massive mouldings, the colours.

Under Blackfriars Bridge, past the offices where I had
for so long worked for a soap company, coming into the
City by train. Save me Lord, in my tower of glass.
Monica and I quit, and we made it in our own place, in
our own time, and we were free, and now we are back,
and sod the lot of you.

The London Eye on the port side, and on the starboard
the Houses of Parliament. We had dreamed that
one day we would sail the Phyllis May past the Houses
of Parliament, and now we were doing it. All the MPs
came out – we could not see them for the dim light and
the spray but we could hear their thin cheers on the
wind. They were clapping each other on the back and
saying By Jove, if these Phyllis May people can do this
with the aid of a half-starved dog, heaven knows where
they might land!

The bridges swept over us and we were the still
centre – the engine roaring, the prop shuddering and
gargling, Monica and I at the tiller, Jim brooding below.
The Phyllis May drove on into the wind, foaming at the
neck, most like to a swan.

The Tideway above Putney was known to me from fifty
years ago and had not changed much. Monica says she
fell in love with me as I came off the river one afternoon.
I wasn't very pretty and I wasn't very nice, but the
sun was in my hair and there was a twelve-foot oar on
my shoulder.

When respectable people were beginning their day's
work, we reached Teddington, moored up and went to
sleep. Jim licked us awake in time for lunch and I felt
guilty because this was not his day. I still feel sad but as
I write he lies half asleep under my feet, and when I
move he sighs happily and from time to time he farts.
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