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            CHAPTER 1

         

         ‘Hi, guys. Firstly, thanks for coming to our first ever Braslou Bière marketing meeting. Actually, let’s call it a thought tinkle. An ideas slurry. I appreciate some of you had to reschedule other meetings.

         ‘Albert, you’ll take the minutes, seeing as you’ve got a crayon. Shall we go around the table and introduce ourselves?’

         Albert, strapped into his baby seat at the end of the tiled table in front of the grand fireplace in our large, high-ceilinged French country kitchen, regarded me curiously as he chewed a piece of banana.

         ‘Errr, Daddy. You a potato man,’ said Albert, aged two and a bit.

         ‘I’m a potato man? Good. Rose, would you like to kick off?’

         ‘We’re just having breakfast, Tommy. This isn’t a marketing meeting.’

         ‘Good. OK, in that case I’d like to bounce a few slogans off you. Likewise, if you have any of your own, feel free to shout them out.’

         Albert put his yoghurt bowl on his head. ‘Erm. You’re sausages, Daddy,’ he said.

         ‘Good. OK, how about this one – Think. Drink Braslou Bière.’

         ‘You’ve just stolen the Think. Don’t Drink and Drive slogan, except you’re trying to encourage people to drink. That’s awful. The more I think about it, the more awful it is. You can’t use that,’ said Rose, taking a decisive slurp of cappuccino.

         ‘Good. OK. We’ll scrap that one. But that’s what these meetings are all about though, isn’t it? Fleshing out ideas.’

         ‘It’s breakfast, Tommy. It’s not a marketing meeting.’

         ‘OK. How about this one? Braslou Bière – Yeah, It Cocking Did.’

         ‘What does cogging mean, Daddy?’ said Albert.

         ‘Never mind, Albert. It’s a positive message. The kids will think we’re cool. It’s daring and a little bit mysterious, which is one of our brand values.’

         ‘Some points – A: you’re not trying to sell beer to the kids. B: you mustn’t sell beer to the kids. C: what does it even mean? And D: we have brand values?’ said Rose.

         ‘All valid. We’ll put that down as a possibility.’

         ‘Oh, and E: can we not say “cocking” in front of Albert?’

         ‘Valid. Good. Note that down, Albert.’

         ‘Cogging, cogging, cogging,’ said Albert.

         ‘Good. OK, how about Braslou Bière – Born in a Barn.’ – I glanced at Rose, who looked confused but not disappointed – ‘Like Jesus.’

         Rose sighed. ‘Offensive to literally billions of Christians worldwide. And this is still a traditional Catholic country. The French will have you deported.’

         ‘Good. Albert, let the minutes state that Mummy thinks it needs work.’

         ‘I what? You can’t use it, Tommy. It’s a massive no,’ said Rose.

         ‘Err, Daddy, you’re an ice cream,’ said Albert.

         ‘Good. Fine. OK, final one.’ I checked my notes. ‘Braslou Bière – Shits on Other Beers.’

         ‘Shid cogging shid cogging shid cogging,’ said Albert.

         ‘Tommy, don’t swear in front of Albert. You can’t have a swear word in your slogan.’

         ‘Yes, but this is the genius of it. It’s punchy, which is one of our brand values, and it’s mildly offensive, which is also one of our brand values. But best of all, it’s basically the old Carlsberg slogan – Probably the Best Lager in the World – but with a twenty-first-century twist, and by that, I mean it has swearing. That slogan worked wonders for Carlsberg and they didn’t even have swearing. Imagine what it could do for us.’

         ‘Firstly, it’s not mildly offensive. It’s downright offensive. You couldn’t have that on posters or business cards. Your clients would be furious. Secondly, it’s against the law. You can’t swear all over your marketing materials. You’ll get arrested. It’s an absolute no.’

         ‘Ah. Good. Right. You sure it’s illegal?’

         ‘Yes. They’ll prosecute you. You’ll get fined.’

         ‘Good. How big a fine hypothetically speaking?’

         ‘I don’t know. Ask Fred the policeman.’ (One of the nice things about rural France is you still have a local policeman.) ‘Why are you looking so worried?’

         ‘Hey, this apricot jam is less orange than I remember previous jams to have been,’ I said.

         ‘Tommy, you’re changing the subject.’

         ‘Albert, have you noticed the jam?’

         ‘Cogging jam. Errm, you’re a cogging shid, Daddy,’ said Albert.

         ‘Tommy, you haven’t had anything printed with Shits on Other Beers have you?’ said Rose.

         ‘God no.’ Of course I hadn’t. Jesus, Rose. Have some confidence in me, for Christ’s sake. I mean, yes, OK, I’d had it printed across the back of the van – guilty as charged, your honour – but I hadn’t used it on any of my promotional materials yet so there was no real problem. Come to think of it, I had given Bruno a poster for his restaurant in Braslou with the slogan on but, you know, it was quite hard to read. It was certainly not on my business cards, so there was really nothing to worry about. I would just have to make sure I reversed the van against the brewery for the rest of my life so the police and, more importantly, Rose wouldn’t ever see it.

         ‘Oh, by the way Tommy, Scott and Elena called. Can you put some beers aside for them at Richelieu market tomorrow? They want to give them to the guests at their gîte.’

         ‘Ah. Ordinarily yes, Rose. But I’m not going to Richelieu market tomorrow, so I can’t.’

         Richelieu is the nearest town to our village of Braslou in the Indre-et-Loire, central France. We’d moved here four years previously to escape the perpetual crush of London and to start a new life making artisanal beer and sculptures and generally being insufferable.

         ‘Why not? You’ve got loads of beer in stock and August is peak season.’

         ‘Why am I not going to the market? Oh yes. Excellent question, Rose. Why on earth would I not go to the market? Well, let me enlighten you, Rose. I’m not doing the market, Rose,’ – I started saying her name as if I wasn’t convinced it was her real name, even though I had been in a relationship with her for seven years and we were married and therefore I was pretty certain it was – ‘for the simple reason, Rose, seeing as you seem to be the expert, Rose, for the simple reason that I’ve surrounded my brewery in two metres of wet concrete and I can’t get into it to get my stock.’

         ‘You’ve what? You’ve done what? You have got to be kidding me, Tommy. You didn’t take the stock out before they started the concreting? But surely that’s just common—’

         ‘I’m going to stop you right there, Rose. You wouldn’t know this because you are not a brewer, Rose,’ – now I emphasised ‘brewer’ like it was an occupation ever so slightly more important than a brain surgeon – ‘but surrounding one’s brewery with two metres of wet concrete is one of the most common challenges us brewers face.’

         ‘No other brewer has ever done that. I guarantee they haven’t.’

         ‘Look, Rose, let’s not start accusing people of being wrong or right. It’s the modern world, Rose. There is no wrong or right. It’s called existentialism or Trumponomics or something, and I, for one, am all for it.’

         ‘This is the most stupid bullshit I’ve ever heard.’

         Rose was right. It was the most stupid bullshit she’d ever heard. And yet it was true. The brewery, situated in the old sandstone barn the other side of our garden, was surrounded by wet concrete. It was like St Michael’s Mount when the tide was in. I was in the process of having a concrete area laid down in front of the brewery so that I could move pallets and things like that around. I mean, it wasn’t a big deal. I could do next week’s market, for God’s sake, Rose. All it really showed was that the Braslou brewery was modernising. And modernising is a good thing, isn’t it, Rose? I’m talking to myself now. Anyway, more of that later. We need to talk about French pop music.

         There are several genres of French pop: There’s Vanessa Paradis, of course, she’s about 30 per cent of it. There’s Johnny Hallyday – even though he’s dead, he still accounts for about 30 per cent as well. And then there is my favourite genre – what I like to call disappointabeat – an endless turnstile of middle-aged men with just-longer-than-mid-length ‘statement’ hair swept backwards to draw attention away from their drooping jowls. Men dressed like a C&A window display from 1989 – jackets with the sleeves rolled up, God help you all. A club of forty-something groaners in ironed jeans trying to demonstrate to their daughters’ friends that they’ve still got it. Guys with egos made of balloon reassuring each other it’s OK that they’re still lamenting teenage heartbreak when they should be singing about bad knees and erectile dysfunction. Songs surely all written by the same person, because each tune has the same distinctive fingerprint – hungover, whimpering, joyless, melancholy, flaccid, half-written sub-ballads called ‘You’re Here, I’m There’ or ‘You’re Up, I’m Down’ or ‘You’re Still a Teenager, I’m Forty-six’ that leave you with nothing but a lingering sense of irritation akin to a stone in your shoe. There’s a naivety in it, but not of the endearing kind. Instead it’s annoying, like an adult who talks like a child. In fairness, nowadays they seem to have all but rid themselves of these guys. They’re still around somewhere, I’m sure – stuck aboard a semi-deserted cruise ship in the Atlantic blurting out creepy propositions into a microphone decayed by Gitanes and teeth-whitening products. Today’s French pop music is Europop and imitations of British and American pop artists. Still awful, though. I mean, the French lead the way in many arts, but French pop music is the pits. But that’s France for you – tolerant.

         
             

         

         It was August 2018 and, miraculously, the brewery was going well. it was finally starting to earn us a crust. That’s not to say I hadn’t had some issues. I’m generally regarded as the first brewer to make a beer that tasted of bin juice, for example. The concrete debacle was yet another feather in my dunce’s hat, but you know, generally things were good.

         All the pressures of the last year (as masterfully documented in the seminal book A Beer in the Loire by a truly sensational writer and close personal friend of mine – ladies and gentlemen, I give you the fabulous Tommy Barnes!), starting a microbrewery in my barn in the middle of deepest wine country in France – despite not knowing how to brew beer – and at the same time having a baby and taking guardianship of Burt, the dog of Satan, among other lunatic animals, and trying to hack our way through peerless French bureaucracy using GCSE French from the mid-1990s. All that insane pressure was starting to ease. Yep, I was far, far too pleased with myself. As long as there were no more major life-changing events and the beer kept selling like this, we would be on easy street. I mean, Rose was seven months pregnant with our second child, but as I delighted in telling anyone who was foolish enough to enter my bore-off radius, ‘The second child is much easier than the first.’ I’d heard people say this before, and so I said it to other people as if I knew it to be true. No, we were finally starting to win at life, and it was all down to me. Well, mostly good fortune, an extraordinarily forgiving French public, a resourceful wife and a lot more good fortune, but also partly me. Now we were set up in the most beautiful old house in the little village of Braslou in Pays de Richelieu – Cardinal Richelieu’s country – half an hour from the River Loire, brewing away to our hearts’ content.

         The house was built by a stone mason for himself in the late 1800s. It’s a maison de maître, made from the white stone that is prevalent round here and which gives all the towns and villages a convivial glow. Being a maison de maître means even though it’s not a huge house, it’s grand in its way. A series of symmetrical, elongated rectangles, each space – the walls, the doors, the windows – so harmonious that it looks like it arrived on this piece of land, where the chalk of the escarpment runs into the sand of the Richelieu Forest, completely intact. It’s a spacious house: each room has lofty ceilings latticed with perfectly regular beams, and no matter how long you live in it, it always feels airy. You can flounce into rooms and throw your arms in the air. You can swoon. It’s that sort of house. You couldn’t swoon in a two-bed semi in Maidenhead, you know what I mean? Here you can swoon. Outside, the front door is flanked by little bushes of bay and rosemary. The original wrought-iron fence and gateway knotted in wisteria run across the front, through which you can see to the left the modern, immaculate house and gardens of Monsieur and Madame Richard and, over the way, Damien and Celia’s horse paddocks, behind which looms the dark of the Richelieu Forest. When we first left London for France, we rented the house for a month and fell in love with it, so when it came up for sale, we bought it immediately. That’s how we ended up here. Before that we’d never heard of this area, the Pays de Richelieu.

         It’s not breathtaking, the Pays de Richelieu. It’s not the volcanoes of the Auvergne or the valleys of the Dordogne or the jagged Brittany coast, but, BUT! – in July, when the sunflowers beam for miles across the gentle swells around Richelieu, when you pass alongside the noble wall of the erstwhile Château de Richelieu and across the way the angled sun of early summer’s evening lights a mosaic of small fields pressed into the hills in 200 shades of green, occasionally separated by shocks of yellow from the last of the sunflowers, and then brilliant white where the chalk has been ploughed up, not a hedgerow to be seen save for shrub-lined waterways that pick their way along ancient boundaries. Those fields from a distance are marked out so cleanly, but as you get closer you see the rough edges that life brings: dusty, off-white smallholdings that have been there for ever, built in on themselves like miniature sandstone fortresses surrounded by well-kept potagers – neat vegetable patches comprised of lines of fat tomatoes, lettuces, cucumbers, courgettes, cornichons, aubergines, peppers. Or, alternatively, immaculate maisons de maître like our house – grand old mansions designed by architects who had mastered space and proportion. When you see the smallholdings and hamlets stuck like limpets on the hillsides, connected by ancient tracks patterned with spidery shadows from the branches of oak and fir trees, lined with orange sands, which criss-cross up and then back down the hill towards the village of Luzé, which is hidden in a hollow beside a tree-lined lake; or along the fir-tree forest, through Braslou to Marigny-Marmande, which twirls down towards the River Vienne; or to Faye-La-Vineuse (once the grand capital of the region, until it was usurped by the new town of Richelieu), which sits proudly on its summit on the hill above the Pays de Richelieu; or the road down to Châtellerault, which billows up and down like a shaken blanket. When every third or fourth field you pass has horses and ponies, sheep, little pig farms, cows, piled wood, parcels of forests – pine and oak, meadows of wildflowers. And when you stumble across the châteaux. The exquisite château at Corcoué, snuggled into the rise up towards La Tour-Saint-Gelin, which is so beautiful I thought it was a mirage when I first glimpsed it through the hills from the top of the escarpment behind Braslou. The château down by the turning to the Île-Bouchard is almost its equal. Dozens of other châteaux. No one mentions these châteaux. They’re not famous. They’re just a part of the landscape. When you let yourself sink into the Pays de Richelieu on a July evening, then it is breathtaking.

         
             

         

         We’d been in France for three years. In that time we had gathered an array of disparate creatures. There was Gadget the miserable miniature horse, Bella the mindless Cameroonian sheep, Nemo the little fighting fish, Louis the dog and, of course, his brother Burt, the hound of Satan. My nemesis. Almost certainly the bringer of my eventual downfall.

         Gadget and Bella lived in the orchard behind our house on the edge of Braslou. There are cherry trees – some that give small, dark sour cherries and some that give fat, round, sweet red cherries. There is a plum tree and at the back, next to the old vines, are two apple trees that in summer are encircled by large, angry hornets.

         Nemo lived in a bowl in the living room. Animals were constantly coming and going in our household. At one point we’d had two big woolly sheep. For a while we’d had little bantam chickens. Before Gadget we had a Shetland pony. I attributed all these acquisitions to Rose’s pregnancy cravings, regardless of whether she was pregnant or not, because Rose first starting demanding animals when she was pregnant with Albert. I assumed a nurturing instinct had been awakened in Rose, but the thing was, even after she was pregnant, they continued to arrive. Some would get eaten, some would escape, some would be moved on for disciplinary reasons and yet more animals would take their place.

         Now listen. People think I’m exaggerating about Burt the dog, but if you really want an insight into his character, if you want a forensic examination of the crimes he has committed that day, you just have to study one of his poos. It’s a timeline of depravity – a crescent-shaped record of sin, dotted with chewed pieces of children’s toys, rinds of expensive cheeses stolen from tables, tax documents, radioactive waste, priceless artworks, fragments of Shergar’s bones. You can plot his exact movements through his poo, and it’s an insight into the dark world of a master criminal.

         We’d had Burt for two years and for most of that time he’d been hell-bent on ruining my life in any way he could. He’s a cross between a basset des Alpes and an Australian shepherd, a medium-sized, black, white and tan hound with the shape of an overinflated beagle. People look at him and think he’s an adorable little overweight hound but actually, I’m pretty sure – and I don’t say this lightly – I’m actually pretty sure he’s a serial killer. In fact, I’m pretty sure all serial killers are connected to him. He is the puppet master. I can’t prove it yet. But Tommy, I hear you say, you’re examining an animal’s poo. Are you OK? Well, maybe not.

         At one point I’d managed to placate Burt for a few months by feeding him croissants and I thought maybe I’d turned things around. Recently, though, he’d started acting up even more than before. He had mutated like a virus. No matter how many croissants I gave him, he would still chew through chair legs and watch barely satisfied as I collapsed through the seat and onto the floor, or dig out the foam from the seats in the van so that I would eventually get piles, or break into the brewery and eat twenty kilograms of malt and leave vast, elaborate patterns of grainy dog shit all over the garden. I took him everywhere I could with me; it was a sort of masochism, I suppose – perhaps I wanted to be punished for previous sins. I don’t know. Mostly I just wanted Burt to like me.

         
             

         

         Damien, early thirties, dark curly hair cut short, was in my outbuilding, staring at a black pipe sticking out of the concrete floor with his hawkish, large, round, convincing eyes. Today his eyes were even larger and rounder than usual.

         ‘Do you know what that is?’ He said to me. His tone of voice expressed total disbelief. There was shock in his voice. There was a hint of something else. Anger maybe. Outrage. His world view had been exploded.

         ‘No. I don’t know what that is.’ I lied. I did know what that was. As soon as I saw him staring at it I remembered it was there. This was not going to reflect well on the English.

         ‘That is a water pipe.’ Damien said it although it was almost as if he didn’t believe his own words.

         ‘Oh right. Well that’s useful isn’t it?’

         ‘But, but Tommy—’ Damien turned round and looked back across the garden. I looked too, although I really didn’t want to. Stretching from one end of the once beautiful garden fifty metres over to where we were standing was a trench, three feet wide and four feet deep, banked on either side by big mounds of freshly dug earth. It was a bomb site. Walls had been obliterated to get the trench to where it was. Patios dug up. A mechanical digger sat, exhausted to one side. Mud tracks suffocated the once luscious grass. Damien had spent half the day in that digger digging a trench for me so I could lay down a water pipe all the way to the outbuilding. Now it appeared to Damien’s astonishment, and to my shame because at one point I knew this but somehow I’d forgotten, that there was already a water pipe in the outbuilding.

         Damien turned his glare from the garden onto me. He was disappointed with me. I thought for a moment he would turn violent.

         ‘Oh, well.’ He said. ‘Let’s go and have a beer.’

         ‘Good idea.’ I said. Damien knows me you see. He knows Braslou Bière, and he knows that this sort of total shit show, this theatre of the absurd is the very essence of what Braslou Bière is all about.

         Damien and Celia are our neighbours. They live across the road with their daughters Colleen and Zoë. They’ve helped us in every aspect of our lives from the moment we moved in. Damien is tall. He is forthright in his talk and his actions. He’s endlessly forgiving. He’s the kind of man who if I didn’t see him for twenty years, we’d still have the same relationship. We’d still be warm. Celia is slight and strong in the way people who ride horses are. She’s tough and has an air of the aristocracy about her. She’d bend over backwards to help us out. They both would.

         
             

         

         Over the course of three years I had developed four beers.

         My blonde beer, Berger Blonde, named after our neighbours Damien and Celia Berger.

         Then there was an amber beer called Biscuit Ale, made with honey.

         Then Cardinal IPA – a take on a New England IPA but using all-European hops.

         And finally a stout, confusingly called Clifton Porter, because it started out as a porter but then I started adding roasted barley to it, which for some people in the brewing world means the porter has become a stout. This is disputed, however, as, historically, stouts were just porters that were stronger or fuller bodied. Personally speaking, and this could blow the brewing world right open, I like to think the moment a porter really becomes a stout is when it has wrestled its first bear in the wild. Anyway, by the time my porter may or may not have become a stout I already had 8,000 labels that said Clifton Porter on them, so until the labels are used up, it’s a porter and everyone else can fart off.

         I bought my brewery from a guy in North Wales and installed it in the dépendance – the outbuilding on the other side of the garden to the house. It’s not ideal – the floor doesn’t drain, which makes it much harder to clean. The walls are crumbling. The mortar between the stones is falling out and I rather get the impression that that means creatures are moving in. The ceiling is low. Warped beams run across it. The summer before I’d started putting foil insulation up between the beams, but for reasons I can’t fully explain, I’ve only managed half of the ceiling.

         It’s a 400-litre British brewery consisting of three large stainless-steel vats wrapped in insulation and wooden panelling, with heavy wooden lids, lined up along the wall opposite the door. It’s powered with electricity. The three vats are called the kettle, the mash tun and the copper. The kettle is basically a boiler. It heats the water up to around 77–80° C. The strike temperature. The mash tun has a false bottom in it. I add my malt to the mash tun and then soak it in the hot water (known as brewing liquor) from the kettle so that it has a porridge-like consistency. I’ve already crushed the malt with my malt mill, which is powered by a drill I bought from Lidl. I normally mash the grain for an hour and a quarter. The idea is to convert the starch in the grains to sugar and pass as much of them as you can into the liquid. Then the liquid, now called the wort, passes through the false bottom and is pumped into the copper – the final vat. The copper is also a water heater. It has two giant elements at the bottom of it. I’ll boil the wort for an hour or an hour and a half – the lighter the beer, the longer I’ll boil it, because it’s more susceptible to dimethyl sulfide, which can cause ‘off’ flavours. I add the hops at this stage. I tend to add hops at the start and end of the boil. At the start for bittering – hops contain alpha and beta acids that give the beer bitterness. I add hops at the end for flavour and aroma. The longer the hops boil, the more their aromatic oils evaporate and they lose desirable flavours.

         The brewery is a spaghetti of metal pipes, pumps and plastic hoses, and at any moment some kind of liquid will burst out of the wrong pipe at the wrong time. Watching me brew is like watching a Homer Simpson montage.

         Brew day is the best bit of brewing. A lot of running a brewery is a pain in the arse – especially when you’re at my level, with a very basic brewery where everything is by hand. But brew day, with the smell of ground malt and a mystical aroma from boiling hops that all leads to the creation of a new beer, is fantastic.

         
​Brew day: Berger Blonde

         
​Malts


         
	Pale malt

            	Wheat

            	Biscuit malt

            	Aromatic malt

            	Melanoidin light

         


​Hops


         
	Styrian Goldings

            	Triskel

            	Other additions

            	Coriander seeds (crushed) in the boil

         

The best brew days start the day before. By that I mean if you can get the malt ground and the brewery all cleaned down and set up the day before, brew day itself is a relatively leisurely affair. You can get in early and if everything is already prepared, there’s actually lots of down time in brewing. This particular day I hadn’t done any of that, of course. This morning I had not ground my malt, and I had not cleaned the brewery and fermenter properly; I had not prepared in the slightest.

         Firstly, I wrestled Albert into the car and drove him down the road to Annie and Claude’s house. Annie and Claude are Damien’s mum and dad, and Annie was Albert’s nanny.

         ‘Salut, Tommy,’ said Claude.

         ‘Salut, Claude. How are you?’

         ‘I’m fine. Come and look at this.’ Claude was stirring a big pot in the kitchen. I looked in. At first all I could see was liquid. Then something floated up from beneath the surface.

         ‘Argh!’ I leapt backwards.

         Claude fished out a large, pink, gelatinous pig’s ear.

         ‘Pig’s-ear stew. Delicious,’ said Claude. ‘I have some more pigs’ ears if you want to take them back.’ He pulled another couple of pigs’ ears out of a bag and flapped them at me.

         ‘No thanks, Claude.’

         ‘Go on. Take them.’ There was no way I was going to take them.

         ‘Right. OK, thanks Claude.’ Dammit.

         Going to Annie and Claude’s was an enriching experience for Albert. Annie looked after Damien and Celia’s daughter Zoë, who was the same age as Albert. Annie didn’t stand for any nonsense. She would get the kids outside to see the world. She’d take the kids to feed their chicks or the ducks. Claude would show them how to pacify a rowdy cockerel by locking its wings together or how to construct an exterior stone wall or hunt wild boar.

         Once home with a bag of pigs’ ears, I started grinding the malt. I hadn’t had time the night before. I balanced my grinder on top of a black plastic bin and attached the Lidl drill to it. I set the drill to automatic and by that I mean I wedged a rock in between the handle and the trigger of the drill so that the trigger was permanently on, and as the fearsome teethed rollers began to turn, I shovelled malted barley into the hopper and watched as it slid down and was crushed to smithereens, as I would like all my enemies to have been. I stood next to the drill bathing in its thunderous machinations and imagining I was a futuristic Roman centurion riding it into battle.

         Berger Blonde at this stage consisted mostly of pale ale malt – a standard light base malt and some wheat to give it more mouthfeel and head retention. Head retention is the amount of time the froth at the top of the beer stays before all the bubbles pop. The Berger Blonde is based loosely on a Leffe blonde beer. That was the starting point. It’s a constantly evolving beer. All my beers are evolving.

         I get my malts from a large maltings in Issoudun, a couple of hours east of us. The hops come mostly from the Alsace in eastern France and Germany.

         Once the malt was ground, I chucked it into the mash tun and soaked it with water until it got to a porridge-like consistency and was at a temperature of around 65° C, a fairly standard temperature to mash at. The lower the temperature you rest your mash (within a range of 63–70° C), the more efficiency you’ll get from your malt, but the thinner the beer will be. The higher you mash, the more mouthfeel you’ll get with your beer, but you won’t get as much alcohol from the grains. I had wheat in it, so I didn’t need a really rich mash.

         An hour in the mash tun, and then it was time to sparge out. This is where you pass the wort through the false bottom of the mash tun into the copper and rinse the grains with more liquor, until you have a wort in the copper with the right amount of sugar to give you the strength you want.

         As I was sparging, the bell at the gate rang. It was my neighbour, Monsieur Richard. He’d brought over an enormous box of vegetables from his vegetable patch – the greatest vegetable patch in the Western world. An abundance of healthy-looking courgettes, cucumbers, tomatoes and bunches of parsley.

         ‘Salut, Tommy. We’d like to invite you over for lunch on Sunday. I hear Rose is taking the children back to Britain for a few days. We don’t want you to be all alone.’ He knew that by day three I’d be sucking bits of old pizza crust up from down the side of the cushions with a straw. Whereas I avoided going back to the UK, Rose still went back whenever she could.

         ‘Salut, Christian. Yes, I’d love to.’

         ‘Brilliant. I think I’ve found somewhere for you to leave your malt as well. There’s a methaniser at a farm over in Champigny-sur-Veude. The farmer there, Willy, says you can leave your spent malt there and he’ll add it to the methaniser and turn it into reusable energy.’ This was good news. After a brew I’m left with between fifty and a hundred kilograms of used malt. Often breweries will give the used malt to pig farms, but in my case the local pig farm was completely organic and my malt wasn’t, so understandably they wouldn’t take it. It meant I had to take it down to the dump, which seemed like a waste.

         ‘You’re a great man Christian. I–’ I stopped talking because I saw a flicker of alarm in Monsieur Richard’s eyes. He was looking behind me. Then a blur: something shot past in my peripheral vision and out onto the road. I could feel the air rush against me as it created a vacuum. Something with weight. Something capable of deadly force. It was a miniature horse.

         ‘Ooh la la! GADGET!’ I called after the horse as it bolted down the road, heading towards Richelieu.

         A moment later a Cameroonian sheep followed. ‘Ooh la la! Bella! Stop!’ I screamed and headed after them.

         I think it’s a good measure of where I stand in the neighbourhood that, as I chased the miniature horse and a Cameroonian sheep down the road towards Richelieu in what must have seemed like a slow motion, absurdist remake of Thelma and Louise, a few of the local villagers driving by the other way didn’t seem the least bit shocked. In fact, they just waved and grinned at me as if I was out for a Sunday stroll. It wasn’t the first time Gadget had escaped, you see. In fact, all our animals were constantly absconding.

         I cornered Gadget chatting up our neighbour Celia’s horses down a little trail. Bella was hanging around cramping his style. Gadget thinks he’s some kind of tall, muscled heart throb from the musical Grease. He doesn’t realise that Celia’s horses are three times the size of him. Or maybe he does and that’s why he’s so grumpy. Along with Monsieur Richard, I corralled him back into the garden and I reflected on a landmark occasion, my first genuine, spontaneous ‘ooh la la’. You see, contrary to what we are led to believe in Britain, an ‘ooh la la’ doesn’t have to be in response to something impressive. You can have angry ‘ooh la la’s – a car going too fast on your road, for instance; or you can have shocked ‘ooh la la’s – a miniature horse and a Cameroonian sheep making a break for freedom. I’m not sure how Gadget had escaped his enclosure in the orchard at the back. Someone or something had opened Gadget’s gate. I mean, I knew it was Burt, but I couldn’t prove it.

         I got back into the brewery. The beer had over-sparged. That is to say, I’d passed too much water through the grains. There was a danger it would have stripped too much tannin from the husks of the grains, which would affect the quality of the beer. It was too late now. I’d have to hope for the best. I boiled the wort, adding my bittering hops – Styrian Goldings – at the start of the boil and adding some aroma hops – more Styrian Goldings, a French hop called Triskel, which is a floral hop, and some ground coriander seeds ten minutes before the end.

         The next phase, once it’s boiled, is to try and cool it down as quickly as possible and transfer it to the fermenter. I was aiming to chill the wort to about 17° C. The yeast I was using, a Belgian Abbaye yeast, worked best a little higher than this – 20–25° C – but I didn’t really have any means of controlling the temperature in the fermenter, so my plan was to start off low and let the temperature rise naturally. The process of fermentation can raise the temperature of the wort by 10° C in some cases, so I hoped that by starting off under the optimal temperature range, it wouldn’t end up too far over.

         I have a plate chiller in my brewery. It works by passing cold water from the tap through it one way and the hot wort the other way. The heat transfers from the hot wort to the cold water, thus chilling it. If you think all this plate-chiller talk is boring, then to hell with you. There are whole swathes of society that get off on this stuff. There are middle-aged, bearded men climaxing at the very mention of a plate chiller all over the country. The problem with this sort of chiller is it can only chill the wort to a temperature relative to the temperature of the cold water coming in. The best my chiller could do was get the wort down to a few degrees above the temperature of the tap water. This was the height of summer, and the water from the tap – the water that I needed to cool my wort – was coming out of the tap at 18° C. I didn’t have much choice. I chilled the wort to as low as I could – around 24° C – and pitched the yeast. Then I went out to curse at Gadget from a safe distance.

         And that is how you brew Berger Blonde.

         
             

         

         Madame Richard and Monsieur Richard – Marie-Thérèse and Christian, live opposite and to the left of us. They’re in their sixties and seventies. Like Damien and Celia, they’ve been nothing but kind to us since we moved over. Monsieur Richard is a grand man. He has mastered life. Everything he does is done to the highest standard. His house is immaculate, his hedges so sharply carved you could slice your finger on them. Ever since I met him, he has been a role model for me. The way he acts, the way he works. I know if I could be like him, I’d be a success. Sadly, I’m nothing like him – hence Gadget the grumpy miniature horse escaping down the road on a regular basis.

         The Richards often invite us over for lunch or dinner, and it’s a window into traditional French life. There’s no rush to get to the table. Monsieur Richard always starts by giving me a tour of his vegetable patch, a vast undertaking laid out with laser precision, populated with every vegetable the soil will allow to grow, all perfectly spaced and in straight rows.

         When we finally sit down for aperitifs, Christian and I drink Coteaux du Layon, a sweet golden wine with tastes of pear and honey that comes from near Angers, a little to the west of us. Christian tops my glass up constantly, which in my mind is the mark of an excellent host.

         On this occasion, a Sunday lunch, we barbecued outside. Monsieur Richard’s son Denis had bought him a plancher. It’s effectively a gas barbecue, but instead of a grill it has a solid bit of metal you cook on.

         Marie brought out saucisson along with a little guillotine – a special saucisson cutter that could definitely take your finger off. I wondered if this was what Monsieur Richard used to cut his hedge. Marie gave us local melon and a tomato salad made from Monsieur Richard’s coeur de boeuf tomatoes – enormous great things rippled like a Schwarzenegger bicep, the size of a grapefruit. Then Monsieur Richard cooked up strips of marinated pork that his grandson Alban, who works at the charcutieur in Richelieu had made. Alban was supposed to be at the lunch too, but his dad had gone away the night before, so he’d had a house party and was too hung-over to make it.

         We finished with a box of delicious mini pâtisseries: fruit tartlets, cakes, éclairs and macarons. Marie insisted I eat at least sixteen of them and take the rest of them with me. There’s still a ritual to the way the French eat, even when it’s a relaxed lunch like this. There was concentration and seriousness to the way the table was laid out. Christian did the barbecuing, but Marie was in charge of most of the meal and it was important to her that it was as it should be. Most of my adult life has been spent getting lunch from sandwich shops. Food is food. But with Christian and Marie it’s not.

         
             

         

         As summer progressed, the quality of my beers started to deteriorate. I’d got away with over-sparging my last Berger Blonde, but I hadn’t got away with the temperature of the fermentation. Indeed, I’d had the same problem with two previous beers I’d brewed in the heatwave. I couldn’t keep the fermentation temperatures under control because my little brewery was housed in our barn, and the barn had holes in the walls, so the outside air came and went as it pleased and I couldn’t really control the temperature in the brewery. Consequently, at the market, people had started telling me that my beer had ‘character’. That might sound like a nice thing to say, but what they meant was it had character in the same way the guy down at the shopping precinct who wears a tutu and is perennially getting thrown out of Superdrug for eating the lipstick has character. My beers had developed some mildly undesirable flavours. At their worst they’d got a chemical aroma from the esters created from over-fermentation – a distinct smell of nail-polish remover. Also, I’d made an IPA with so many hops in it that I couldn’t clear them from the beer. It turns out that if you have too many hop particles floating in your beer, it makes it explode when you open it. The gas bounces off them or something and the whole thing goes batshit. I don’t know, I’m not a nuclear physicist, am I? But the number of carpets I ruined in 2018 was incalculable. And yet I didn’t receive any dry-cleaning bills and people kept buying the beer, so what did I care? That’s France for you – tolerant.

         
             

         

         The concrete surrounding the brewery was dry by the time market day rolled round the following Friday, and I was back to selling reasonable amounts of increasingly dubious beer to the punters of Richelieu market and telling them that the second baby is easier than the first.

         When you pull into the square in Richelieu, forty-five minutes south of the city of Tours, you think you’ve arrived in the capital. Lined by grand buildings, it’s an extraordinary, walled, moated, Baroque new town built by Cardinal Richelieu (yes, him) in the seventeenth century. It’s chiselled and crafted down to the last stone. The market has been going since the town was first built. It takes place on a Friday morning in the lower of the two main squares in Richelieu – the Place du Marché, which sits in front of the Église Notre-Dame – the large, classical, twin-spired church in the centre of Richelieu. The market starts in Les Halles, the vast, open-ended seventeenth-century market hall held up by a lattice of strong wooden beams, which runs from the dainty Place Louis XIII with its bandstand through to the big, open gentle concavity of the Place du Marché, the commercial hub of Richelieu. The square is lined by several bars and a hotel and at its centre is a decent fountain that the children play in during the summer months. They frolic in it. I wanted to avoid using the word ‘frolic’, but they do do that – what can I say? The market spills from Les Halles onto the Place du Marché, running right along its northern edge up to the steps of the church. In the summer it is full with market holders (exposants the French call them – they have to make everything sound seedy) and if you are late, you won’t get a place because they will all be taken.

         I’d started selling my beer at the market in Richelieu in February 2018 and I’d slowly increased my sales each week. Now I was making a healthy profit. It wasn’t quite enough for us to live comfortably yet, but the trajectory was good.

         ‘Bye, Albert, I love you. Be good for Mummy,’ I said as I headed out of the kitchen door.

         ‘Err, Daddy, you’re a wet sandwich, Daddy.’

         ‘Thanks, Albert.’

         I said goodbye to Rose. The Tub of Thunder (that’s my van, not a nickname for me) was loaded with beer. I was ready to go to market.

         Burt the dog rode with me in the van. We swung into the marketplace with 1980s hair metal blaring out the window. We were late as usual. I unloaded all my paraphernalia from the van and set up some big parasols. Fred the policeman came round and took €2 for the stand.

         ‘You’re late, Monsieur Barnes,’ he frowned.

         I apologised and gave Fred a bottle of beer. One of the most extraordinary things I’ve realised here is you can fix almost anything by giving someone a bottle of beer. I sat back and remembered my life back in the rat race in London – the pointlessness was what really grated with me. Shuffling up the street in the morning and into the office reception, and there would be this fancy glass, uplit desk, and you’d walk in and think, Who are they trying to convince this is some grand enterprise? And the way they’d call us into meetings and talk about the work as if we were all super-motivated high achievers when 90 per cent of us didn’t want to be there. Ten per cent of people thrive in offices and I have nothing but admiration for them, but the other 90 per cent of us are cannon fodder. We’d have preferred to be anywhere but in that office sitting on blue swivel chairs, trying to set up our telephone answerphones, convoluted log-ins to various malfunctioning IT systems, praying for an IT meltdown and hanging on until lunch, when we’d sortie out for an hour to shuffle around the same old sandwich shops. Then we’d squash onto a bench with three complete strangers as cars circled the three-foot patch of grass in front of us, which claimed to be a park but seemed suspiciously like a roundabout, and we were brought together in a kind of nihilistic brotherhood by our badly ironed shirts as we absently chewed our chicken-salad sandwiches, our Mars Bars, sipped our cans of San Pellegrino fizzy orange, and hoped that hour would last for ever. It doesn’t.

         Rose and I left London in 2016 partly because London was getting too expensive. The flats I could afford were getting smaller and smaller and so was my perspective on life. But also, partly, I was going mad. By the end I was only really focused on midweek drinking. Weekends were too busy. Crowds make me uncomfortable. Work was awful. I was a second-rate graphic designer in an office in Central London and I was deeply unhappy. It’s funny – if the me that lived in London back then passed me now in the street, he’d scoff. I’m still wearing the clothes I had five years ago. My t-shirts have holes in. Jeans are covered in mud or hop sludge. I wear an old pair of trainers my dad gave me. I don’t have any product in my hair. I don’t particularly care how I look now. I’ve got more important things to worry about. It’s not even that, actually. What mattered to me then seems ludicrous to me now. I didn’t ever think of myself as vain back then, but I was absolutely vain. I wore clothes that I thought people would be impressed by. I cared about who made them. The me that lived in London bought matte moisturiser on more than one occasion. Shit! Matte moisturiser! Everything was for the benefit of other people. It was so painfully aspirational, but to aspire to what? That’s it, isn’t it? I didn’t know what I was aspiring to, just that I was aspiring.

         But if I passed the me from ten years ago now, I’d scoff as well, because I didn’t know what it was to live then. What a waste of time worrying about how you look is. And what a waste of time going to work and back all week just so you could get pissed on a Wednesday was.

         Bloody offices. I remember when we were at school in that shitty Hertfordshire commuter town, there’d be the odd kid who came from a farm out of town and we’d laugh at them. We thought the life of an artisan was embarrassing. No, my friends and I were all going to become accountants and management consultants. Jesus Christ. What arsehole put that into our heads?

         Now here I was in the market square bathing in the warm sun of central France. Yes, previously it had been the most stressful year of my life (read the first book, you tight-fisted bastards) but it was OK now. This was why we’d moved here. This was why we’d escaped the office. This was the life.

         It was a searing summer at the market. Burt languished in the driver’s cabin of the van, gorging on croissants fed to him by the steady stream of people visiting my stall: English friends we had met as part of the expat community out here, and French friends – our neighbours, people from the village, guys from the local football club. I’d trained a few times with the local football club, but frankly, I was so bad I’d brought shame on the English, so I’d stopped.

         People coo over Burt at the market. He plays up to it. He’s a shameless floozy. And the thing is, he hates these people. I know him, sitting there curled on the seat like a boa constrictor who’d swallowed a bouncy castle, giving them the glad eye.

         ‘Does he have enough water?’ they say.

         ‘No, he only drinks the blood of virgins,’ I reply under my breath. But they feed him titbits and scold me for not letting him out of the van, and I think to myself, If you people had only studied his poo, you wouldn’t be cooing over him. You’d be calling Interpol. But you can’t say that, can you? You can’t ask people to study your dog’s poo, and so Burt continues to win.

         I chatted to everyone about anything. By that I mean I would tell anyone who would listen that the second child was easier than the first and then we’d moan about Brexit. The thing was, no one new how Brexit would play out. We were all trying to build lives over here but at any moment it felt like it could be taken away from us. Some people had applied for residency permits, but the rumour was that when it happened, they would be invalid and you’d have to apply all over again, so we sat and waited, sitting ducks, awaiting our fate. It affected Rose more than me. She fretted about how easy it would be for her family to come and see us if everyone needed a visa each time they travelled. The biggest downside of moving to France for Rose was that she couldn’t see her family as much as she’d like to, and Brexit was amplifying all her fears by ten. We carried on as if there wasn’t this iceberg on the horizon, but I’ll tell you now, that eats away at you.

         Some of my market customers would buy lots of beer. Some wouldn’t buy any beer. That wasn’t entirely the point. Partly the point was to sell beer, but partly the point was to talk. To be a community. Then, after the market, I’d head over to Bruno’s bar, La Taverne by the Châtellerault gate, set in the walls of the town and backing onto the moat, and I’d drink an ambrée beer and tell unsuspecting punters that the second child was easier than the first. I’d come home with a wad of cash, which seemed like a lot, but by the time we’d paid our taxes wasn’t so much, but it was OK. And so the summer rolled on.

         ‘I love that market, Rose. It’s alive. It’s so human. Actual people buying actual products that me and my fellow traders have grown or made or in some cases bought from a giant industrial warehouse. You walk up and down that market and there are people tasting wines, sniffing cheeses, caressing aubergines in a way that only the French could, Rose. I mean, I have seen things at those vegetable stalls that wouldn’t even be allowed on the internet.’ Rose grimaced. I continued. ‘But most of all I love the other vendors around me, Rose. That’s what really makes it. We are family. Blood brothers and sisters. Even though I haven’t known those guys for long, it feels like they’re my oldest friends. We know everything about each other. We’d do anything for each other. Run through walls, Rose. We’d actually do that for each other.’

         ‘You don’t even know their names,’ said Rose. She was jealous of my new best friends.

         ‘Of course I know their names.’

         ‘Well, what are they, then?’

         ‘You want me to say their names? You actually need me to do this?’ I glanced at her. It seemed she did actually need me to do this, which was a shame. ‘Fine. I thought you were better than that, but OK. Well, of course, next to me there’s Goat’s Cheese Guy, then Sausage Woman …’ I glanced at Rose. She wasn’t buying it. ‘… Bio Cheese Woman opposite – she’s like the sister I never had, Vegetable Guy, Honey Woman, Pizza Woman, Wine Guy, Olives Guy and of course, Grocery Woman.’ I racked my brains for anyone I’d forgotten. ‘Oh, and the other Sausage Woman down the end, but we’re more just acquaintances.’

         Rose had a point. I had over-egged it a little. But I did love the market. And as the summer went on, I did begin to learn their names. To my right was Antoine, who made his own goat’s cheese at his farm in Marigny-Marmande, the next village after Braslou. Opposite me there was Nico, who grew ruddy-looking vegetables in Verneuil-le-Château, a village ten minutes from Braslou. The region we are in, the Touraine, is known as the garden of France because the soil round here is so fertile. Nico, despite being a small producer, always had a huge selection of beautifully grown vegetables. In summer, the sweetest tomatoes, lettuces, aubergines, fennel; in winter, all manner of squashes, beetroots and cabbages. He was maybe late twenties or early thirties, a tall, good-looking guy who flirted with his customers and consequently had queues of elderly women at his stall most weeks. I tried his technique, but my flirting comes across more as an ailing government-run counselling scheme for disgraced game-show hosts, so I settled on shouting ‘Bonjour’ at startled tourists and grinning like a well-cocained tree frog. It was surprisingly successful. Every market day Nico and I would share a beer at 11 a.m. in the shadow of the church for, as he put it, la force.

         There was Jillianne, who was normally my market neighbour. She’d spent time in Glasgow, so she would help me translate. She understood the British sense of humour. She would pass the morning eating tomatoes and laughing at my attempts to make small talk with my customers in French. She sold groceries from local producers, bread that looked like it had come from the Middle Ages, apples, potatoes, pulses, biscuits. Loads of stuff. There was Corinne, who sold organic cheese. She had the stall opposite and to the right of me, next to Nico. She was my age, although whereas I had slotted neatly into the role of village idiot, she was the mother of the group. She would want to know how you were, how your family were. She cared about everyone. We gathered round her stall at quiet times for a coffee and to comment on whatever it might be passing by – obese dogs, a gaggle of tourists. Then there was Christine from a village called La Belle Indienne, who made small quantities of the most exquisite honey. Down the end of our row was Adrien the shepherd. He was an actual shepherd. He sold his own home-made cheese, yoghurts made from sheep’s milk, and whatever else he had. At the end of the market I would swap a bottle of beer with him for some cheese. As I got to know him, he started offering me his secret stash of super-aged cheese. I don’t think he knew how old it was. I suspect it had been handed down from his great-grandfather because it had achieved a state I had never seen before in cheese. Whereas the stuff he sold on his counter was milk white and fresh, this was tobacco brown and spotted with holes that looked like they had been punched out by radioactive meteorites. I swear there were fossils in it. It tasted of Roman times. There was Pascale, who would turn up in the summer to sell saucissons to earn extra money to pay for her family holidays. One day I noticed her writing in a little notepad. When I asked her what she was writing, she told me it was a book for her son – all the things she wished she’d known when she was young. She would give the book to her son when it was the right time. I tell you, I loved these people.
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