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Over the years, I've spent a lot of time
with my mother, leaning on her heavily for
babysitting and emergency childcare. We
speak almost daily, she visits weekly and
often joins me or my two brothers' families
on holiday, But I've never thought about
what it would be like for us to spend time
together without children and partners.
So whan my mother said one day, "We
never did go on a canal holiday.” as though
this had been a lifelong ambition, my mind
immediately sprang to who she could go
with. My parents separated more than
20 years ago and, In any case, it would
have been my dad’s idea of torture (the
Bahamas are more his style). But naither
Mum. at 72. nor I, at 39, are able to parallel

first h -iclay
d, and thegEshifte

park, so there's no chance we could handle
a45-foot boat all on our own

It was my husband who suggested that
my brother join us and we both leave our

respective families behind, So simple — why
hadn’t we done it earlier? Probably because,
for the last ten years, I'd been so immersed
In the role of mather and wife that I'd barelhy
considered my daughter/sister self

My mum has always been someone far
oo easy 1o take for granted. When | was
growing up, my dad worked long hours,
bt iy full-ti

gised us with a

superhuman supply of patience. | never

N MU

once had the fealing she'd rather be doing
anything other than reading me-that stony,
drawing me thatl picture, driving me to that

disco or trawling the streets of Brighton
with my teenage self in search of shoes

As a nana, she's the same. Her eight
grandchildren have all experienced thal
endiess patience (something my children
don’t get from me) and unconditional lowve
Since Mum rarely asks anything of anyane,
we haven't spent enough time wondering
what more we can do for her, AL 72, she's
still on call. Increasingly. though, I've felt this
nagging unease. Shouldn't it be payback
time? Shouldn’t it be me dolng things for
Mum = instead of the other way around?

We wanted 1o make the trip a surprise,
but when we pulled into a small marinag on
the Grand Union Canal in Northamptonshire

and my mather saw the narrow-boats, she



burst into tears. She was so pleased, |
found mysell swallowing a lump, but mine
was more about gullt and regret. This
shouldn’t have taken us so long.

For me there was another dimension too.
It was my first time away from my children,
which felt odd but liberating. Time streiched
There was peace and space, an adult calm
and time we could move
through at our own pace,
Which, on a canal boat, was
very, very slow. There
couldn't be a better way to
step out of the world, Canal
boats have a top speed of
Smph, though there seems
to bean unwritien code that
you never reach it. Each
lock — what with the mooring and the lock
gates, then the sluice gates — took about 20
minutes, On our first day, we passed a flight
of sevan. In almost two and a half hours,
we'd covered less than a mile. It would have
been quicker 1o hop. On top of that, every
Man or woman you pass on a canal expects
conversation as a matter of courtesy.

All this combined had a magical effect
Whereas, on a weekly basls, Mum and | will
talk about the concerns of the moment —
how the children are getting on, the health
of my mother's friends — somehow, none of
us menticned any of that. We didn’t ask the
normal catch-up questions or go over the
latest ground. By silent agreement, we left i
all behind. For the first 24 hours, chugging
through the Northamptonshire countryside,

“I slipped back
into the role
of youngest
child, only girl”

Happy days:
Anna, Adam
and thelr mum
remembaer

old times as

they enjoy
the tranguil
countryside

we talked about the steering, the mooring
and where to stop for lunch
After that, we went backwards. For

no obeious reason, we found ourselves
remembering Sister Taylor, the community
nurse who delivered me, and who used to
visit our village school ta check our hair for
nits. We remembered a childhood holiday
in Wensleydale when Dad was called away
on business and Mum tock the three of us
lo an underground cave. We had those
“Whatever happened to..7" and “Do you
emembear when..?" conversations you only
have when you've slowed right down. They
reassure you that, despite new families,
new homes and new memories, the old

ones are still there - shared,

connecting us, cherished,

Being with my brother
when nelther of us were
in parent mode akso falt
special. Most childhood
memarnas — family holidays
in particular — are taken
up with Adam. Three years
clder than me, he tormented
me in his composed, controlled, unflappable
style at every opportunity, but | worshipped
him. To me, he seemed unbearably cool,

I wanted his friendship, but by the time I'd
become someone he thought worth talking
to, he'd aimost lefi for college. Then there
was travel, bables, marriage.

MNow | got to hang out with him with no
Interfuptions, and without him lorturing me
It's what my ten-year-old salf janged for
in a holiday! His humour and James Bond
sangfreid was still in evidence. Within
ten minutes of getting the boat, we were
plunged into total darkness for almost an
hour as we navigated the damp, dripping
Blisworth tunnel — ane of the longast in
England. Mum and | sat nenvousty at the bow
while Adam steered from the stern. When

we veerad too close to the edge and the
Doat scraped violently along stone. we
heard Adam deadpan in the darkness, "So
that's where the sides are”

By the end of the trip, we'd taiked a ot
had a lot of laughs. We'd caught up with our
old selves. Mum fussed over us and worred
we weren't eating enough (something she
usually now reserves for grandchildren)
Adam made us laugh. | giggled a lot and
slipped back into the role of youngest child,
only girl, hopelessly impractical and, after
four days on a canal, still unable to steer
a boat. It felt oddly comforting to discover |
could feel so at ease, so happy and natural
away from my husband and children, Here
was somewhere else | belonged.

Before immersing ourselves back in the
redl world, we promised we'd make time (o
a0 something like this more often — or at
least every year. Yes, it was a small step
towards repaying an unpayable debt. But it
showed us something else. In our fast track
2lst-century lives where we frantically juggle
kids. careers and supersized morgages, all
eyes on the future, there’s nothing quite as
soul restoring as a visit to the past

wih

Anna arranged her trip with

Drifters, an award winning consortium
of holiday boat companies (08457-
626252; www.drifters.co.uk), Drifters
is offering w&h readers £50 off a part
week, £100 off a full week and £250
off two weeks. Quote "Castle Wharf
Pramations/woman&home/135" when
beeoking. This cannot be used in
conjunction with any other offer,

For more waterway inspiration,

visit woterscape.com wih
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