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‘It’s a pity we can’t live like this permanently,’ Tom had said.

‘We can if we really want to,’ Mary had replied.

And by this exchange the notion of a wish had planted the seed of an idea that grew to

a seedling of firm intent and eventually developed into the white barley grass of

action.

Tom had been promoted sooner than he had expected in his job in local government,

and had used some of the unexpected extra earnings on a Volkswagen camper van

that he discovered he had always wanted to have. Then he had spent time and money

doing it up: it had been fitted with a gas cooking unit as well as seating and a table

that could be turned into a bed, whilst Mary had followed an online instruction video

and made curtains for the windows. The entire vehicle had been resprayed in a light

green colour and Tom, who had an artistic bent, had hand painted some flowers on the

front and sides, to complete the flower-power theme of the van.

It was coming up to the end of the two weeks in which they had traversed the

southern part of Britain, going from one camp site to the other, as well as occasionally

staying the night at some pretty spot that was not, strictly speaking, regulated for this

purpose. Those were perhaps the best nights. The night when the question that opened

this tale had been posed was indeed such a night. They had been driving along a

country lane, when a river came into view running alongside the lane. Then they

spotted a place next to a cluster of trees where they could stop, and take their chances.

And as they sat on their picnic chairs, sharing a bottle of Pinot Grigio and listening to



the river steadily getting on with it, Tom had made the remark. It was not quite

seriously meant, as he didn’t really for a moment think it was a realistic prospect.

After all, they had only the previous year finally been able to buy a flat. It was

difficult to get on the housing ladder these days, and they had planned to pay it down

for five years and then try to up-scale, perhaps in time for any family increase. But

Mary was one of these people who, having no creativity herself, liked it in other

people. It was one of the reasons she fell in love with Tom. He painted, he wrote

poetry, he could play the guitar and sing tolerably well. All things that for her lay far

beyond the attainable. She had been good in maths, and all her school work had

always been just right and very neat. She had become an accountant, and wanted to

progress to auditor. Tom had ended up going into local government simply because a

position was advertised that he reckoned he could do, and with his Master degree in

Media and Art studies, he was formally qualified. The job suited him with its regular

hours and benefits－he had enough spare time to pursue some of his creative hobbies

－and when a manager resigned to move to Italy, he was unexpectedly promoted.

They were both appreciably happy with how it had worked out, and slightly nocent

about it too. From the uncertainty they both had felt in their twenties, their thirties had

been a time of really getting settled. Perhaps a little too settled. Tom didn’t paint any

more. He wrote no poetry, and he hadn’t tuned up his guitar for months.

‘Yeah, but…well yes, if we really want to, but I mean, we have jobs and a flat to pay

down on and…’, he took another sip of the pale wine.

‘Look, I can work anywhere. All I need is access to the accounts to work on, but it

doesn’t really matter where I sit. We have several people working from home, and I

am sure I could get a similar arrangement. If we let the flat it will pay for itself, and

by living frugally one income is all we need as a nomadic couple.’



‘One income?’ Tom realised he would have to give up his job to go travelling in the

camper van.

‘Yes, but also, you could sell your paintings. You should do something more with

your creative side. You are not getting to use it these days, are you?’

No, he had to admit he had not nurtured his creative side of late. Mary said he could

paint various sceneries as they travelled along and sell them in the towns and cities

they travelled through. The thought began to appeal more and more to Tom.

‘Shall we seriously look into the possibility of doing it?’ he looked at her with that

eager glint that she was so fond of.

‘Yes,’ she said, not wanting to extinguish it.

By spring of the following year Tom had resigned and Mary had managed to make

arrangements to be a remote worker. They had found a good tenant for the flat who

wanted to rent it on an annual basis. He was a freshly divorced man with a steady job.

His ex-wife had taken over the house and he was too old for a mortgage, so he would

be a long term renter. It was all beginning to come together and they were both very

excited.

The final few nights before their new life started in earnest they spent at Tom’s

parents. The divorcee had moved into the flat, but they still had one or two things to

arrange before they could set off on the road. Tom’s father was very sceptical to the

whole idea.

‘You’re supposed to be lookin’ after her, not swanning around paintin’ whilst she’s

makin’ the money.’

The first property he had owned, the first property his family had ever owned, was the

council house he was able to buy when Thatcher gave tenants the right to buy.



‘It’s different times now, Clive. The woman can take care of the man if she wants to,’

said his wife.

She felt a certain female pride that Mary would become the main breadwinner, and

she also felt glad that her sensitive, creative son would be able to use his creative

talents. She had certain worries, but at least they hadn’t sold the flat, as she told her

husband. This, he also felt, was at least a good sign that they hadn’t completely lost

their marbles.

The evening before they were to set off they met up with friends and had a few drinks

to mark the occasion. Some of the friends had given her cards with congratulations on

your new home, but as Mary pointed out several times, they were not actually moving

anywhere else, they were just going to be on the road, but come back often.

Finally the first day arrived.

‘We’re not going that far,’ Mary said, reassuring herself as much as those listening.

‘Not travelling abroad or anything. Just within this country.’

Admonitions of safe driving were offered, and then the green flowery Volkswagen

camper van set off down the road.

The first few weeks were great fun. Mary had set up a Facebook page that she initially

wanted to call Our Gypsy Life, but then thought that might be an offensive term to

some. Then she wanted to call it Our Life as Travellers, but then thought that the

travellers’ community might think that was cultural appropriation, so in the end she

ended up calling it The Green Camper Van. On the page she uploaded pictures of

breakfast in the sunrise, of Tom painting in a landscape of outstanding natural beauty

and of herself doing her accounting work sitting at the table in the back of the camper

van. All her friends, and quite a few besides, followed the page. Even a journalist



from the local newspaper had seen it and did a big piece on them in the Saturday

edition, which made Tom’s father embarrassed and his mother proud. The online

following grew even more.

The first few months were fine. As summer turned to autumn they abandoned the plan

to tour the northern part of the country. Can do that next summer, they reasoned.

Heading south, like migratory birds, they found that breakfast－and most other meals

－had to be taken inside the camper van. It was more difficult for Tom to do any

painting, as there wasn’t really space inside the van, and using oils was out of the

question due to the smell. He was also slightly annoyed at having to rise early. Mary

had to get on and do her eight hours of accounting every day, which meant she needed

the table, and that in turn meant they had to break up the bed, so he could not sleep.

‘What was the point,’ he silently questioned, ‘of this freewheelin’ lifestyle, if I have

to rise at seven o’clock every day?’

On some days, if they had camped close to a town, Mary would go and sit in the

public library and do her work there, to allow Tom to continue sleeping. He was, after

all, the artist, and needed to be given some space to breath, she reasoned. Her

Facebook posts became fewer and farther between, although when, one day in four,

the weather permitted them to eat their supper under the sky, this was shared. Of

course, a bad weather day could also be an occasion for an update: the two of them

snuggled under woolly blankets as torrential rain pours down outside, made for a very

pretty post, where the problem of heating the camper van was not mentioned. The

pictures she posted received lots of “likes” and were reposted by numerous “friends”.

There were comments underneath her posts. One said, ‘you are soo lucky, living the

dream life I so wish I could do the same but bf not willing to try sad face’. Another

was more philosophical, ‘You challenge the Western patriarchal structure of society,



by Mary’s being the breadwinner, by rejecting having a fixed address, by not tying

yourself to a local community. Without the tight nit structure of a traveller’s

community around you, you have cast adrift by severing the ties that bind, and in so

doing put two fingers up to the established order. Considering writing my sociology

thesis on you guys. Well done!’.

Reading this last one made Mary slightly depressed. She hadn’t wanted to ‘cast adrift’

or ‘sever ties’ nor challenge anybody’s notion of society, patriarchal or otherwise.

They had just wanted to perpetuate that feeling of relaxed freedom they had so

enjoyed on their holiday. And isn’t that what life is all about? Feeling happy? Aren’t

we supposed to constantly feel good about our life and about ourselves? Not literally

always, of course. But most of the time. That is the goal, yes? No? Mary wasn’t sure

any more. She was looking at her friends’ Facebook posts. Pictures of ever smiling

people. Sitting around tables at restaurants or at home. Glasses of wine, food, selfies

where the persons obscured most of the objects of interest in the background, pets

doing silly things, walks in the countryside; always feeling happy. She longed to be

back in the flat. To go to the office in the morning, grabbing a coffee at the little kiosk

by the train station, having a flick through the free newspaper. All those miserable

faces that she had been so happy to escape in the first weeks of their turning nomadic.

She missed them. Missed the shared miserability. Missed the relief of Fridays, as

everybody seemed slightly more relaxed and some practised “dress down Friday”.

She missed her co-workers in the office, even missed the office, with its nondescript

“art” on the walls, sad green plants in corners and the photocopier that always played

up. They would be going to her parents for Christmas. She was considering what to

answer the inevitable questions on how things were going.



Tom had thoroughly enjoyed not having to go to work. Despite Facebook posts to the

contrary, Tom had hated his job. He hadn’t disliked his previous job too much, but

after the promotion he disliked going to the open plan office in the morning. He had

called in sick quite often without there being anything particularly the matter with him.

Just couldn’t face another day of meetings, of memos, of long emails that were really

about covering one’s back, of trying to read the Guardian and having the right

opinions. He certainly didn’t want to go back to all that. Yet, this camper van life had

not quite been what he had expected either. Firstly, most mornings he had to get up

when Mary rose. Secondly, with the weather turning autumnal and then wintry, there

was little opportunity to do much painting out of doors, and inside was impossible too.

He had to use acrylic paint if he was to get anything done at all, and that he felt was a

bit hobbyish. Not like proper artists, who used oil. He had never mastered water

colours, but he did consider trying to learn it properly. He tried to do some writing,

poems on the road, the countryside, on being free and footloose. He had quite a few

started poems, but none quite finished. It was coming up to Christmas and they were

going to Mary’s parents. What would they think of him? He feared they might think

he was taking advantage. Mary did look a bit drawn and not quite as…polished, as

she had used to. She was always so smart and well presented. Now, her hair had not

seen the inside of a salon since before their adventure started, and her clothes were all

a bit crumpled, she didn’t really apply much make up, if any at all. She did put some

on for pictures for the Facebook page, but that was about it. That reminded him: he

had to get at least one painting finished to upload on the Facebook page. And a poem.

He wondered if Mary was really happy about this life they had chosen. He knew he

wasn’t quite satisfied at the moment, but that it was better than local government. He

dreaded going back. Couldn’t do it.



It was very difficult to return to life in the camper van after Christmas at Mary’s

parents’ house. There they had enjoyed the huge log fire, seemingly burning at all

hours, a steady supply of food and drinks and warmth, warmth, warmth. Yet they both

put on a brave face when the week was over and said how they longed to get back on

the open road. ‘We’re quite the travellers now’, Mary had said, and posted on the

Facebook page how, despite having had a wonderful time with the family over

Christmas, they now longed to travel again.

They decided to buy an awning that could be attached to the camper van, and found a

camp site close to a market town in the south of England, where they could stay for

the rest of the cold season. Here they could connect to the camp site’s mains, there

were proper showers and even an inside swimming pool, for the use of the guests. The

days were quite pleasant again. Mary would rise first, go into the awning and put on

the heater, and after a little while she could start her work. Then, when Tom

eventually woke he would come and have his coffee, Mary would go and sit inside the

camper van itself, whilst Tom could paint in the awning. The awning made it almost

like a little house; a part fabric cottage. They went for walks in the area, the town was

charming, and it was almost as if they lived there permanently. Only less comfortable.

‘Do you wish to go back to how it was?’ Tom asked one evening, as they sat in the

awning and looked out on a dark, wet camp site.

‘Yes,’ Mary had replied before she had time to consider her response.

‘Yes,’ Tom said. ‘It’s coming up to a year, we need to give notice to our tenant soon

if we want to move back in.’



‘Yes,’ Mary said again. She was thinking of what to put on the Facebook page.

‘Perhaps if we say that now the year of roving is coming to its close, we will be

starting to make arrangements for our return to…normality…no, to…settled life

again…no, to…again being persons of a fixed abode…yes, that sound good.’ She

typed it out.

‘Yes, that is good. Let’s make it sound as if we all the time only planned for it to be a

year. I mean, that is sort of what we did, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah…sort of,’ Mary said, knowing that it wasn’t.

Their tenant was one of their followers on the Facebook page, having been fascinated

by the lifestyle choice they had made, and he was not happy to find out via that page

that the owners planned a return to their old home.

Mary did make sure to send the formal notification within the correct time frame, but

the damage was done, and the tenant left some rather sarcastic comments on the

Facebook page.

All their friends responded with messages of happiness to the news of their return to

the settled fold, although they also expressed surprise that it hadn’t been a permanent

change.

‘We sort of wanted to leave the option open,’ Mary explained, ‘but it was always

really meant to be for a year, actually.’ Believed or not, this was accepted, and

thought sensible.

Mary returned to her much missed office and Tom, just on the off chance, applied to

be an arts teacher in a privately run school in the area. They called him in for an

interview. In the course of it the topic of the green camper van came up, and it turned

out the Head Master had been one of the followers of the page.



‘Oh! I so wished I could go roaming like that. The feeling of freedom must be

wonderful,’ he had said to Tom, and Tom had confirmed, but said that being a teacher

is like going on a journey, because two kids are not alike, so every day brings new

challenges, in much the same way as travelling brings you to new places. He got the

job.

The following year Mary was expecting a baby, and resented that yet again her career

will be delayed. They both had taken a silent dislike to the green camper van. Going

on a holiday in it was out of the question. They used the van for Glastonbury one

weekend, but apart from finding the music boring and the politically correct wannabe

hippiedom of the organisers tripe, it had given them all the wrong vibes. Shortly after

Tom sold it.

The year after, they were sitting in the nearby park, Tom was reading an article in the

Telegraph’s Saturday paper edition, Mary was reading the Financial Times on her

tablet, and little Jacob was gurgling contentedly in his pram. Tom put his paper down

and said, ‘Mary, how would you like to go on holiday in a river barge?’


