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For Natalie, without whom nothing would be possible 
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A MOORE IN THE LOIRE









It was one of those moments that a stand-up comedian dreams of. That moment when you are on stage and you have the audience in the palm of your hand; you can lead them anywhere you want; you can tease them, raise them up, lower them down. You have total mastery over the room and your view of the audience and of yourself is almost from above the stage, like an out-of-body experience. 




  There is no better feeling. 




  I looked out at the room and at the faces convulsed with laughter; 450 people all dancing to my tune, I felt – hang on! What's that bloke doing? That bloke in the second row with the goatee beard and the leather jacket – what's his problem? Why is he not laughing like all the others? What's wrong with him? 




  I tried everything. I brought out the big guns, the infallible old material. My rhythm changed, my tempo increased; the rest of the audience looked like they may die from laughing, but 'goatee face' in the second row… nothing. Maybe he has locked-in syndrome, I thought. Then he yawned. 




  The red light came on, showing my time was up. I thanked the audience and left the stage to deafening applause. 'That was Ian Moore!' shouted the MC, struggling to be heard as the noise increased, 'Ian Moore!' 




  'Wow!' said Chris, one of the newer acts, as I stomped back into the dressing room. 'That was brilliant. You must be really pleased with that?' 




  I took a long drink of water as Chris, obviously really new to the game, waited for my response – maybe some advice, some words of comfort, before he went out there himself. 




  'There's a bloke in the second row,' I said, 'real attitude problem. Watch him, he might be trouble.' 




  'But they loved you!' he said, almost shouting. 'They LOVED you!' 




  'Four hundred and forty-nine of them loved me,' I replied, looking at him like I was his sensei or something and he was my protégé. 'That bastard ruined it for me.' 




  'Well, I'd be happy with that!' 




  'Ha!' There was a derisive snort from the corner of the dressing room. John, another old hand like me, was sitting on a leather sofa with a bottle of beer in hand. He was due on next, but he was in no hurry; unlike the excess of nervous energy that prevented Chris from sitting down, John may even have to be woken up before he went on. 'Look at him,' he said to Chris, pointing at me, 'look at him. Look at the way he's dressed! If his tie was crooked or he had fluff on his sleeve it would ruin his gig for him. He's a mod. Have you not seen Quadrophenia? They're never happy!' 




  He had a point. 




  While mods have a well-deserved reputation for impeccable dress sense, with very English sharp suits and matching patterns, they also have something of a reputation for po-faced, standing-in-a-corner-trying-to-look-cool detachment; possibly also very English. If mods are anything, they are stiff upper lips in well-ironed trousers. 




  'Nothing wrong with perfection, John,' I said, putting on my 1960s Michael Caine Ipcress File mac, 'you should try it some time.' 




  Striving for perfection eats away at you though and the yawning, goatee-bearded man in the audience bothered me, and what bothered me more was that it bothered me – and a four-hour, late-night and solitary drive home is no place to try and shake the demons. 




  I was in a hurry to get home. I'd been away performing in Manchester since Wednesday and now it was the early hours of Sunday morning. I wanted to get home and wake up in my own bed, next to my wife Natalie; to feel the warmth of my beloved Jack Russell, Eddie, at my feet and hear my three-year-old, Samuel, quietly breathing in the next room. 




  Only… did I? Did I really? 




  Firstly, the constant driving was beginning to get to me. I had been up and down the motorways of the UK as a club comedian for six years now – that's 40,000 miles a year, mostly driving bleary eyed through the night. There were times when I had got on a motorway in the North and a few hours later would suddenly realise that I was nearly home, the drive having been done almost subconsciously while my mind was elsewhere. Like a fighter pilot who had been on too many missions, I felt lucky to be alive, but also convinced that disaster was just around the corner. It had got to the point where Natalie almost had to talk me into the car to go to work. 




  And secondly, where was I actually going? Yes, I was going home to my family, but we lived in Crawley in West Sussex, and even if you love your family (which I do) and you are used to travelling (which I am), if your final destination is bland, concrete 'New Town' Crawley there's always going to be a part of you dragging its feet. 




  We'd moved there from South London seven years previously 'to get more for our money' and to help me to turn professional as a stand-up – for a couple of years Natalie commuted to London every day, supporting us as I built up my career. It didn't take long for me to get the lie of the Crawley land. A local pub was advertising a 'comedy night' and I went in to offer my services. 




  'Oh, sorry, mate,' said the landlord, 'we knocked it on the 'ead. Got too violent.' 




  It was half three in the morning by the time I drove past our house. I wasn't driving past because I had a reluctance to go in, but because – as usual – I couldn't park outside the place. We lived in a row of terraced and semi-detached Victorian cottages near the centre of town; there were no driveways, no off-street parking, but plenty of cars. Interlopers used the street as a source of free parking while they sauntered into town pleased with their discovery. It was one of my many bugbears. 




  Twenty minutes later I was opening our front door, having parked up a couple of streets away and struggled back with my luggage (mods don't travel light). I was being as quiet as I could be, though obviously not quiet enough. As soon as the door shut, Samuel started screaming the place down. I panicked and tripped over my case, falling into the kitchen in an undignified heap and banging my head on the oven. Natalie came charging down the stairs, clearly thinking a burglary was in progress. 




  'What are you doing?' she hissed, pointlessly as Samuel was now very much awake. 




  'I fell over. I've hurt my head,' I replied pathetically, also whispering. 




  'You've woken him up!' 




  'All I did was close the front door!' 




  'Well don't!' 




  'What?' 




  Every parent of small children knows the scene. You've been through months and months of trying to get the little sods off to sleep and then, when they finally are, you almost daren't move or speak in case you wake them up. You creep around your own house, glare at each other accusingly if one of you makes a sudden noise and you watch television with the sound so low that you're constantly turning to each other whispering, 'I missed that. What did he say?' This goes double for a very small house, and as I lay there with my 5 foot 10 inch body partly in the kitchen, partly in the 'hall' and partly in the living room, after a four-hour drive, a gig I didn't enjoy and in a town I didn't want to be in, I just closed my eyes, rolled over and went to sleep. 




  At some point in the night I had made it to my own bed without either waking Samuel or being told off, and now as I hazily awoke in the late morning I felt slightly better disposed towards the world. I was home at least, even if home could be trying at times. Natalie came into the bedroom, a welcome cup of tea in her hand. 'I don't want to rush you,' she said, 'but someone's just left. There's a car-parking space right outside. I'd do it, but I don't know where you left the car.' 




  It was a depressingly regular game we had to play and as I hurried to get dressed I kept glancing out of the window to make sure the space was still there. I ran downstairs and out of the door, trying to remember where I had in fact left the car. 




  'Block the space with something!' I shouted over my shoulder. 




  'With what?' Natalie shouted back. 




  'Er, I don't know, Samuel's tricycle!' 




  'I'm not leaving his tricycle in the road! Hurry up!' 




  It was a fair point and I went haring off. Five minutes later I returned and of course the space had gone. I got out of my car and just stared at the 'foreign' object, a gleaming BMW. I closed my eyes, threw my head back and just howled, the frustration and fatigue combining to make it a primeval cry from the depths of middle-class, small-town-frustration hell. Neighbours came to their windows to see what could possibly have happened to tear apart their peaceful Sunday morning so violently, and what they saw was me standing in the middle of the road, my car blocking the traffic, my eyes closed and my head thrown back roaring at the sky. The fact that I was impeccably dressed must only have added to the 'man at the end of his tether' feel of the scene, and as someone in a blocked car started beeping his horn at me I just stayed frozen in that position, unwilling to move. 




  Natalie came out, waving nervously at the neighbours and apologising to whoever it was beeping their horn. She put her hand on my arm and said quietly in my ear, 'Go inside, my love, go inside. I'll put the car away.' I began to trudge off, 'And Ian,' she said firmly, 'we need a holiday.' 








I remember, as a ten-year-old child, watching Ian Botham hitting six after mighty six over the heads of the Australian fielders; his mixture of swagger and belligerence was utterly captivating. It was the summer of 1981 and 'Botham's Ashes', and I was stood outside a Radio Rentals in Truro unable to move. I was spellbound and despite my dad, not a fan of cricket in the slightest, imploring me to move so that we could get on with what had hitherto been a pretty dull Cornish holiday, I couldn't. My love of cricket started there; a lifelong passion that would lead to days glued to the television or radio and nights poring over statistics. I knew even then that this was life-changing, not just for Ian Botham, but for me. 




  Over twenty years later and I was standing outside an estate agent's in a small town in the Loire Valley, going through a similar shop-on-the-high-street life-changing epiphany. 




  'Have you seen how much places cost around here?' I asked rhetorically, Natalie having wandered off down the road with Samuel. She knew the score. Natalie's parents, despite being the main reason that we had moved to Crawley, for which I will never truly forgive them, also had a small holiday cottage nearby. We had been visiting every year for the last ten years. We loved the place. Danielle, Natalie's mum, is French and some of her younger siblings grew up in the town and her father was Post Master there; Natalie's grandparents, who were coming for lunch, still lived locally. 




  The town is everything you imagine a small, rural French community to be. It has a large, dominating church, a small chateau on the riverbank, a couple of nice restaurants, two or three bars, a number of boulangeries, charcuteries and alimentations, a grand-looking Hôtel de Ville, a weekly farmers' market and, as with every small French town, about half a dozen opticians. It is kept scrupulously clean, vast amounts of money are thrown at floral displays and again, as with all French towns, parking is free. 




  'Seriously, Natalie, come and look! Look at what we could afford over here. We could buy a village!' OK, that was something of an exaggeration, but at the time the pound was massively strong against the euro and I was just making a point. Natalie carried on walking. The plan had always been that we would retire here, settle down later in life and just soak up the pastoral tranquillity of the Loire Valley; I would write light, undemanding comic novels and Natalie would tend to her horses. It was a pipe dream; an ambition, but one that seems so far off when you're in your early thirties that you may as well lay claim to a rural idyll on Mars and set about designing your own personal spaceship. Natalie sensibly kept walking. 




  'Come on,' she said over her shoulder, 'we'll be late for lunch.' I picked up the magazine from the rack outside the agency and ran off after her. 








The hazy afternoon sun beat down as Natalie and I, along with her parents and her French grandparents, sat around lazily in the small garden. Samuel was asleep indoors, so the rest of us were taking advantage of the chance to rest; the only noises were the bees on the deep mauve hibiscus and the crickets in the next-door field. I could contain myself no longer. 




  'I think we should move here,' I said, breaking the silence as we lay in the garden. 




  'Yes,' Natalie replied, 'it would be lovely, it—' 




  'Now. I think we should move here now.' I sat upright as if to indicate that this wasn't some idle thought or that the lunchtime rosé had taken a mischievous hold. 




  'What did he say?' asked Natalie's grandmother. 




  'He wants to move here,' Brian, Natalie's dad, translated. Whereupon her grandmother just rolled her eyes and tutted. 




  It wasn't that I didn't get on with Natalie's grandparents, but the language difference was a big barrier for all of us, and they could never properly hide the disappointment that their eldest granddaughter hadn't married a Frenchman. That she'd married an Englishman was just about tolerable, but one that dressed as some kind of anachronistic dandy was a constant source of bewilderment for them. I wasn't going to drop the subject. 




  'Give me one good reason why we shouldn't?' I was asking Natalie specifically, but throwing it open to the group. 




  'You don't speak the language,' said Brian. 




  'Natalie is fluent and I can learn,' I countered. 




  'What about Samuel's school?' asked Danielle, though I could see her heart wasn't in the objection. 




  'He's just started nursery, it's hardly an issue,' I replied. 




  'What would Natalie do for a living then?' Danielle continued. Natalie had gone back to work part-time as a recruitment consultant in Crawley and wasn't enjoying it. Though she liked her job, she found it difficult to adjust to the part-time nature of the work and it also took her away from Samuel, leaving her, in her own eyes, as a part-time parent as well. 




  'I'm sure I could find something with my qualifications and languages,' Natalie said. 




  Interesting. 




  'OK,' Danielle said, nodding at me, 'What will you do for a living?' There was a brief silence as everybody, except me, gave this some thought. Then, like a well-briefed barrister, but in floral shorts and a buttoned-up polo shirt, I took to the floor. 




  'I've been doing a little research…' I began. 




  My case for the defence was this: I would commute, simple as that. This place, I explained, is within an hour and a half's driving distance of three airports (Tours, Poitiers and Limoges), all served by dirt-cheap budget airlines and flying direct to London. Failing that, it would take two hours to get to Paris by train and either fly from Orly or Charles de Gaulle or even take the Eurostar. Yes, I would be spending far more money on travel than at present, but we could sell our house in Crawley, pay off the mortgage and still buy a sizeable property here mortgage-free. I wouldn't need to work as often because of the lack of mortgage, so I would concentrate solely on the weekend gigs, Thursday to Saturday. I would leave Thursday morning and be back home again for Sunday afternoon. 




  They all looked at me. Clearly I was better prepared for this argument than they were, but it was Natalie's opinion that counted most and I could see she was tempted. She loved this place as much as I did, and although she also loved being near her parents in Crawley, deep down she knew that if she wanted more children we couldn't do it in the house we were in. 




  'But you hate the travelling,' she said. 'You'd be doing more of it.' 




  I was ready for this. 




  'I hate the driving,' I replied. 'I hate the M25, the M1 and all the other Ms in between. I hate how tired and irritable it makes me, but I won't be flying the planes or driving the Eurostar; I can be relaxing. And anyway,' I continued, about to deliver my clincher, 'in five years' time I'll be off the comedy circuit and just writing from home.' 




  'But the travel – surely not?' Danielle asked reasonably, though her French accent as always came to the fore as she got more vexed. 'It will be too much.' 




  'Look,' I said, addressing the group with my closing arguments, 'the travel at the moment is too much. I can't go on doing that. Yes, this way will be equally tiring, maybe more so. But I'd be coming home to here, to peace and quiet, not to a box in Crawley and that makes a huge difference. Natalie wants another child, but I'm not happy mortgaging ourselves up to the hilt somewhere we don't want to be on some faceless estate with a rough school just to do that. Natalie wants horses too. In Crawley, if you had a horse you'd come down in the morning and find it on bricks!' 




  'What is he going on about now?' asked Natalie's grandmother. 




  I'd planted the seed and my strategy was not to labour the point, but to see how Natalie felt at the end of the summer; I was going away that weekend for a run of shows in Birmingham while Natalie and Samuel stayed in the Loire, which would be a good test for all of us. I could see if my travel theory actually stood up in reality and the others could think about the practicality of it all without me butting in and fighting my corner, banging on about horses and bricks and making Crawley, mostly unfairly, out to be a cross between Sodom and Gomorrah and war-torn Beirut. 




  The last thing I expected, twenty-four hours after returning to the Loire on Sunday afternoon, was to be signing a compromis de vente and paying a sizeable deposit on our dream home. 
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MY ANIMALS AND OTHER FAMILY 









It wasn't meant to be like this. I distinctly remember the reasons for moving out here and they were exactly what Lenin had promised the Russian people in 1917: 'Peace! Bread! Land!' Five years after signing on the dotted line I was now supposed to be enjoying the fruits, that is sitting languidly under a tree, chewing on a length of straw and occasionally muttering the word 'suckers' under my breath as my thoughts wandered smugly back to England. We, the Russians and I, had been duped. 




  What very much wasn't part of the plan was to be breaking my back erecting an electric fence and then having to be the poor fool who had to test every inch of its 400-foot perimeter – a process which involved touching the thing at regular intervals, shrieking (to the delight of your family, who are watching) and doing the whole thing again a few seconds later. We had land alright, we had bread, but whatever peace was to be found was being constantly disturbed as a grumpy, loudly swearing mod went about his equine husbandry duties. 




  'You're very brave,' people had said when we told them we were moving to France. 'That's a very courageous thing to do.' Really, we thought, brave? If for one moment I had thought that it was a 'brave' thing to do I probably would have had second thoughts, but Natalie, though reluctant to leave Crawley, was just as convinced that it was the right thing to do. There were times in between signing the contract and actually moving in when we wobbled a bit – not because we were having doubts but because, even at that stage, obstacles kept being thrown in our way. 




  Immediately on signing the 'contract to buy', the pound fell. Our budget, if we were to remain mortgage-free, was pretty tight, so when the exchange rate fell over the next few months from €1.50 to the pound to €1.25, that left a big hole. It doesn't sound much looking at that, but £200,000 at €1.50 is €300,000; at €1.25 it's €250,000; and we didn't have a spare fifty grand knocking about. Every day we would check the exchange rate, but were powerless to transfer any money until we sold our house. We had until 11 January to pay the remainder of the purchase price or lose our deposit and our dream home in France. Natalie was also now pregnant and the stress wasn't helping. We finally exchanged contracts just before Christmas, left England just after the New Year and were due to move in on the fourth which, coincidentally, is both Natalie's and Samuel's birthday. 




  The night before we moved in we were to stay with Natalie's grandparents, but before we went there we decided to drive past our new house; we hadn't seen it in months and like children on Christmas Eve we were impatient and just couldn't wait for the next day. It was dark by the time we arrived in town and as we began the 3-kilometre drive out into the countryside a fog began to fall. The country road to the property, which surely hadn't been this narrow last summer, also seemed much longer than the 3 kilometres that we remembered, and as the car headlights picked out the eyes of darting creatures and swooping owls, it all seemed very cold. 




  'Are you sure we're on the right road?' Natalie asked, though she knew we were. Eventually, after what seemed like half an hour, we reached our house – dark, cold and smaller than I'd remembered it. We didn't even get out, partly because we didn't want to wake Samuel and Eddie who were sleeping soundly in the back, but also it just didn't look very welcoming. 




  Neither of us slept well that night. 




  Monsieur Norbert, owner of the estate agency, was there to greet us at the notaire's office the next morning for the final contract signing, though 'greet' would be over-egging it somewhat. A surly individual, what he lacked in warmth he made up for with laconic aggression, but as his family owned pretty much everything around here from hotels, restaurants, estate agencies and a haulage company, he was best not crossed. Not that we were in a mood to anyway – we just wanted the keys; we wanted to see exactly what we had let ourselves in for. 




  What a difference a day makes! Whereas the evening before the drive had seemed long, the darkness and the fog oppressive, the house cold, the next day was glorious with warm winter sunshine. The fields were wide and seemed to go on forever, and thousands of black and white lapwings were chattering to each other as we drove serenely down 'our' road. We opened the gate and drove in. Straightaway Samuel and Eddie went running off exploring the two and a half acres with outbuildings, an orchard, a pond and a hayloft. 'Our' two and a half acres with outbuildings, 'our' orchard, 'our' pond and 'our' hayloft. 




  Natalie and I opened the huge, windowed, stable doors that formed the entrance to the main house and turned around to look at the land. We stood, almost breathless, soaking it all up as Samuel and Eddie played in the distance, 'our' distance... 




  'Well?' I said, stroking Natalie's pregnant stomach, 'Happy Birthday!' 




  It had all seemingly happened in a blur, but at that moment as we soaked up the surprisingly warm winter sun on the terrasse all doubts, money worries, house-moving stress, pregnancy fears, travel concerns, everything just melted away. All we could hear was Samuel laughing somewhere; there was no other sound, nothing at all. It was exactly the peace we had both been looking for. 




  'Argghh! Bloody hell!' I screamed again, another electric shock shaking me from my reverie and bringing me back to reality five years later. I was only halfway around the perimeter of the fence and I could now feel myself twitching – so much for 'peace'. And so much for dignity. My fence antics had drawn a crowd – my three sons Samuel, now nine years old, Maurice, five, and Thérence, two, followed me around finding the whole thing highly amusing. 




  In my defence, it had been a tough week. 




  For the second time in a fortnight Natalie had found yet another abandoned kitten, and it took an awful lot of persuading to stop her adopting it. For hours afterwards I caught her staring wistfully at the point in the hedge where it had been miaowing mournfully. The one she had rescued the week before had to be bottle-fed every few hours and therefore took up far too much time. Plus, and I have this on very good authority, cute little kittens grow up to be cats, and I've never got on with cats. 




  Toby, our collie-spaniel cross, had fallen mysteriously ill and I woke earlier in the week to find the EU dog-diarrhoea mountain in the hall. I'd got up extra early, about half six, so that I could do a bit of work, but instead spent the hour before the older boys had to be up for school on my hands and knees mopping up dog poo and retching uncontrollably, while Natalie and Thérence slept on. It was deeply, deeply unpleasant. And it's unlike Toby. When we first got him from the rescue centre he was a bit of a tearaway, but this wasn't a naughty gesture, this was clearly a very nasty stomach upset. He's just not naughty anymore; he occasionally takes himself off for a walk but that saves us a job. He's a good dog. 




  His predecessor, Volcan, a Brittany spaniel, was not a good dog; he was constantly trying to challenge me – nobody else, just me. One day he beckoned me, Lassie-style, to follow him; I did so and he took me into the workshop whereupon he turned around, looked me straight in the eye and urinated all over my original fishtail parka which was hanging up. Now that is more than a gesture; that is a statement of aggression and he was out by the end of the week. He was, however, gladly taken in by Natalie's uncle, the cow inseminator. I know, the mind boggles. 




  Our other dog, Pierrot, I feel a bit sorry for. My beloved Jack Russell, Eddie, had died at the age of sixteen (four years after we'd moved to France) which left me bereft and needing a small dog to take her place. We'd had Eddie since she was about a year old, a tiny little waif abandoned on the streets of London, clearly abused in some way and nursed back to health at Battersea Dogs Home where we found her. They had named her Edelweiss because of her white coat, a name which we shortened to Eddie because at the time we lived in South London and wandering around the mean streets of Stockwell shouting 'Here, Edelweiss!' could only ever end badly. So poor Pierrot, I'm afraid, was rescued on the rebound. 




  As seems befitting for an ageing King Charles spaniel, Pierrot had descended into debauchery and moral decay and had taken to pleasuring himself shamelessly. He'd developed a passion for frottage. Now, all dogs like a good tickle or a scratch, but he'd started rubbing himself on furniture and the look in his eyes was, well… there's no easy way to put this… his orgasm face. He had become like a dissolute great uncle: charmingly drunk but without any shame whatsoever, and tolerated because of his age, the dirty old man. We'd be eating dinner, hear a groaning noise and realise that Pierrot was under the table happily rubbing himself up against a chair leg. It was, needless to say, quite off-putting. The rescued kitten, naturally curious anyway, just stared at him with a look of complete disdain on her face, like a rich woman in a fast-food restaurant: fascination and disgust in equal measure. 




  The next day I had decided to repeat my 'get up early and do some work' folly only to be greeted by Junior, our horse, standing, snorting at the lounge window, and another massive puddle of doggy arse-vomit in the hall. Junior had broken through the fence (the part that hadn't yet been electrified) and had decimated one of my precious apple trees. He looked decidedly peaky, which served him right frankly, but I took him back to his stable in the pouring rain while Natalie dealt with Toby's mess; a fair deal I thought. 




  Then Natalie found another three kittens. 




  We rang the local Animal Rescue Centre, the SPA, which apparently isn't at our house as I had begun to believe it was, and were told that they couldn't take the kittens because we live in the wrong département (county, that is); but make sure, they said, that we get them all sterilised, including the mother if we found her. Sterilisation is very expensive, they added. Thanks, keep up the good work. 




  One of the local vets, taking something of a harsh line, said that the cats had to be 'removed' or we would be overrun in the next few years by in-bred moggies. How do we do that, we asked? You don't want to know the answer – and anyway we'd run out of bin bags. 




  The hunting season was due to start the following week and I really couldn't see them surviving the carnage that is created by local chasseurs and droves of middle-management types coming down from Paris for a couple of days, all blasting away at anything that moves. Samuel hated it so much when we first arrived that he went charging into the field with his toy lightsaber, ready to kill them all, and I had to go chasing after him and bring him down with a rugby tackle while pheasants plummeted to the earth around us. 




  I had to go back to the UK for a couple of days to work, but I made it very clear that on my return I expected the kittens to have moved on. I wasn't interested where they went, but a line had to be drawn, I said. Enough is enough, I emphasised. No more animal adoptions, I said, 'Unless' – and I made this absolutely clear – 'it's a billionaire bloody unicorn.' 




  Who was I kidding? Natalie and the neighbouring farmer's wife, Dominique, were deciding what to do with the kittens when a car pulled up and asked what was occurring. Now, whether he was a cat lover, a good Samaritan, a madman or just plain hungry I don't know, but he took one of the kittens. And then there were two. Natalie and Dominique decided between themselves it would be safer to move them. Move them into my house, as it turns out, until – and I quote – 'They can be re-homed'. 




  I mean really, do people think I'm stupid or something? Samuel and Maurice had already named the two 'temporary' newcomers Fox and Stripe, and taken one each to look after. So of course, when someone comes calling for either Fox or Stripe it's going to be beautifully straightforward just handing them over, isn't it? That won't upset the boys at all, will it? That won't scar them for life or anything. Years from now, as Samuel pours his heart out in therapy, he'll be asked what his abiding childhood memory is. 'When I was nine my daddy took away my little kitten, she was called Fox, and he gave her to a stranger. It has consumed my every waking moment since. That is why I hit him with a shovel.' 




  All of this became apparent immediately on my arrival home and there was no point fighting it. Check mate, Natalie, you diabolical, evil genius. 




  Resistance is utterly futile. I may under French law be laughably termed the 'head of the household', but I am a constitutional monarch – I have no real executive power at all; I'm just wheeled out occasionally for ceremonial purposes and I'm useful at testing electric fences. 




  I shrieked again as the testing continued. 




  If you were to define the word 'stubborn' at a level that everyone understands then 'adjective: behave like a French horse' would pretty much nail it in my opinion. We had owned Junior for about two years and he was still as truculent as the day we got him: wilful, moody, almost unrideable and seemingly determined to escape at any given opportunity. Our relationship is on the cool side; we are not close. 




  He was welcomed with optimism on my part. Since we'd moved in I'd been mowing the land on a tondeuse (a sit-down mower) which is every boy's dream, until you actually use one. They are, in practice, bone-shakingly awful things that throw you about so much that by the time you've finished, in my case four hours later, you feel like you've been in a cocktail shaker in the hands of a jittery barman on a kicking bull. When the tondeuse, due to a lack of upkeep and maintenance from me, finally gave up it seemed the 'green' thing to do: give over most of the land to a horse, then sit back on the terrasse and watch Mother Nature mow the lawn. 




  The first time I met him I knew there would be trouble. He bit my arm. 




  'He bit my arm!' I squealed. 




  'He's just being friendly,' Natalie said. 




  'But, he bit my arm!' 




  'You probably upset him.' 




  'How? By having arms?' 




  I knew then that whatever this creature did, whatever damage he wrought, whatever mayhem he caused, he was staying. In Natalie's eyes he could do no wrong. 




  I built him a stable and he ate the grass – that was the deal. But he never relented in eating the grass. Then he ran out of grass and wanted the grass on the other side of the fence. Then he demolished two apple trees and a walnut tree. He just would not stop eating. Nothing seemed to satisfy his hunger, and he couldn't be exercised because he didn't want to interrupt his constant eating. And he was always getting out of his paddock; he learnt that if he rolled a certain way he could slide under the fence. Is that natural horse behaviour? I was beginning to suspect that he wasn't a proper horse at all, but two escapologists in a pantomime horse costume. 




  Natalie and I were in bed one night and we both heard a noise that seemed to come from downstairs. 




  'Did you hear that?' Natalie hissed. 




  'Yes,' I replied. 




  'What was it?' 




  'I don't know,' I said, 'violent intruders?' 




  'You'd better go and check.' 




  I ventured nervously downstairs, creeping on tiptoe and offering a meek 'Bonjour' to anyone who may have been there. Then I nearly had a heart attack. There, at the large lounge windows, was a ghostly apparition, an image straight from a horror film that frightened the bloody life out of me. Junior, with the full moon right behind him, was snorting at the window; the vapour from his nostrils had formed large circles on the window pane, adding to the eerie, ghoulish nature of the scene. 




  'Well, what is it?' Natalie whispered from the top of the stairs. 




  'Ghost Horse,' I replied. 




  'What?' she said loudly and came down the stairs to witness the horror. 'Ah, bless him. He's lonely.' 




  Of course he is. 




  So over the next year no matter how many times he escaped or demolished fruit trees, no matter how many new fences needed to be erected and electrified it was all because he was lonely and not, apparently, because he's just a horse-git. 




  Technically speaking, Junior is a pony and not a horse; I'm not sure what the difference is and frankly I don't care – he's big and looks like a horse which makes him, in my opinion, a horse. He's a Norwegian Fjord by breed, a Viking horse, which would account for some of his more aggressive behaviour and the fact that he loves bad weather. Hardy doesn't come into it; if there's a violent thunderstorm he stands out in his field facing the thunder and lightning, pawing at the ground and snorting his encouragement for the elements like he's possessed or something. So when I got back from work one Sunday and was confronted by a donkey, I didn't fancy the donkey's chances. The donkey, about half the size of Junior, was called T'Thor, or 'Little Thor' after the Norse god of thunder, which seemed a cruel joke in the circumstances and he was a nervous character from the off – far too weak to stop Junior from mounting him in an equine twist on The Shawshank Redemption 'prison pecking-order' scenario. It's Norwegian Fjords, you see, raping and pillaging is in their blood. 




  T'Thor lasted a fortnight before he had to be returned to the rescue sanctuary whence he came. The lady from the centre came to assess him before taking him back and declared that he was depressed, which I thought was just a donkey trait to be honest, and that he needed to be back amongst his own kind. Yes, and not be rogered repeatedly by a Viking re-enactment enthusiast either, I suspect. Samuel and I would have preferred to have kept T'Thor and got rid of Junior instead but it wasn't really an option, T'Thor was by this time a broken man, a mere shell of a donkey. 




  'I don't think we should get another companion for Junior,' I said not long after T'Thor had left, 'he's clearly not that easy to get on with. It's not fair to experiment with another animal really, is it?' 




  Ultime, a two-year-old Connemara filly who had been badly mistreated, duly arrived a fortnight later while I was away working. A sneaky operation and practically a conspiracy by Natalie and the three boys. 




  'I couldn't exactly say no, could I? Poor little thing,' Natalie told me over the phone. 




  'No, not really,' I agreed. 'How is she getting on with Junior?' 




  'Great! He's only bitten her once.' 




  The bite turned out to be nothing more sinister than rather aggressive foreplay, because almost since the moment she arrived, Ultime and Junior had been 'at it' constantly. She clearly took a shine to the old reprobate early on, quite blatantly giving him the come-on. Unfortunately for Ultime, this new-found abandon had its consequences and she developed genital herpes. Well, I mean, if you will go at it like – well, like two horses who haven't had it in a while – what do you expect? I didn't know animals could get STDs, to be honest; I must have missed that episode of All Creatures Great and Small. 




  'What's wrong with her, Mr Herriot? I need her to pull t' cart t' market the morrow.' 




  'She's got chlamydia, Seth. What a hussy.' 




  Anyway, she did look very sorry for herself. 




  I tested the last bit of fence and decided to call it a day. Tired, beaten, charred and feeling like I had the hands of an arthritic ninety-year-old, I'd had enough. It was getting dark anyway; time to relax on the terrace with a chilled glass of local rosé and get a bit of that elusive peace and quiet that I keep being promised, a bit of 'me' time, especially after the animal-inspired madness of the week we'd just had. 




  Fat chance. 


  Thérence, who really should have been called Napoleon (such is his attitude to life), had hidden my slippers and was now pulling Toby's tail in an aggressive attempt to persuade him to take him for a ride. Toby looked at me for help, which I was too tired to offer. 'Where can you go to get a bit of peace around here?' he seemed to be saying to me. No idea, chum, no idea. 






 [image: Chapter 3]


LIBERTÉ, ÉGALITÉ, REALITY 









'I'm really glad you moved here, the gene pool could really do with some shaking up!' 




  I'm not sure what we expected when we took Samuel for his first day at the local school, but a tacit admission from one of the other parents that perhaps some local families were a bit too close wasn't up there. 




  Though I like to think that we've added a certain exoticism to the area – well I have anyway, I'm certainly the only mod around here – we didn't move to be the 'English family in the village'. Natalie and the boys all have French citizenship now; they are to all intents and purposes French; but that doesn't mean that the boys don't have their English traits and sometimes they stand out like, well, like a mod in a boulangerie. 




  That said, I love the fact that my children are part French, part English. There are things I'm not happy with, of course: Samuel doesn't like Yorkshire pudding, and Maurice, to stress his Frenchness, will eat baked potatoes but not the skin. But the point is that they fit in. 




  Samuel was a little reluctant at first. He started school very soon after we moved in, and we went to see the headmaster – Monsieur Vernon – to ask if he could just do some mornings for a while so that he could adjust. Monsieur Vernon was having none of it. While quite obviously loving the children in his care, he seemed to have little or no patience with their parents. He peered at us over his heavy-rimmed glasses; if this was the kind of weak, lily-livered attitude that British education produces, he seemed to be thinking, no wonder they're all coming over here. 




  'Non,' he sighed, more in disappointment than anything else. 'Non. If you start school, you start school. It is not a hobby!' 




  Poor Samuel – he was only four! It was like he was being initiated into some highfalutin Academie Française, not the local infant school. We had the option of waiting until the new school year started in September, but that was eight months off and we felt that if we left it too long he would find it even harder. He only had a smattering of French and for the first fortnight or so clearly found it very difficult indeed, saying that he wanted to go 'home' and that he didn't want to learn French anyway. 




  I've learned over the years that parenting, more often than not, is about knowing when to bribe and what to bribe with; and the promise of various Star Wars related tat if he made more of an effort to speak the language did the trick. A switch flicked in his head and within another fortnight he seemed almost fluent and on a par, 'academically', with his classmates. 




  Samuel, having been born in England, is the most 'English' of our three boys, by which I mean he bottles his emotions up and says 'Bugger' a lot. Maurice and Thérence were both born in France and Thérence, the youngest, is to my mind the most French; he has strong opinions which he's prepared to stand up for and if he doesn't get his way he'll down tools. Maurice, on the other hand, is a sensitive soul, an artist, a 'creative' who wears his heart on his sleeve but who has, on occasion, a streak of Anglo-Saxon in him that very definitely marks him out as being different from his peers, insisting on wearing an England football kit to his football training being one example. 




  Maurice was born a few months after our arrival and it was a glorious summer. I was able to take almost a month off work, Natalie's parents stayed in France until the autumn, her grandparents were around the corner and the new arrival attracted a multitude of family visitors. It was only when I was back working, and twice as much to pay off the month's parental leave, that Natalie started to feel cut off. Her parents returned to the UK, her grandfather, Papy, became ill and couldn't easily drive himself and Mamie out to see her and the boys. The nights drew in and it quickly became a lonely existence, as I was away more and more. The support network that was around when we first had Samuel was not in France and we hadn't yet made firm friends in our new home, just acquaintances who couldn't fill that gap. She was feeling lonely, isolated and, despite the demands of two young children and a large house, unoccupied and bored. 




  So we began a search for a part-time job and a child minder, une nourrice, who could look after Maurice for the day and Samuel as well after school. The nourrice bit was easy. A brief search in Les Pages Jaunes showed one living just a couple of minutes' drive away, a lovely woman named Brigitte who had three daughters of her own, two of whom were similar ages to Samuel and Maurice. More importantly, she had room for our boys, as there is a legal limit to the number of children a child minder can look after at any one time. Brigitte and her husband, Eric, quickly became friends of the family, which immediately took the pressure off Natalie a bit. 




  As if to underline that we had done the right thing by moving out here, a job fell into Natalie's lap. We certainly hadn't been confident of that. We had actually moved to a very poor part of France, just off the main chateaux tourist trail and apart from agriculture there really isn't very much going on. Back in England Natalie had been a successful recruitment consultant and she didn't just want a job so that she could get out of the house, she wanted something that would stretch her a bit. 




  She got far more than she had bargained for. 




  Initially, when she started work as an estate agent, une négotiatrice d'immobilier, in town, it seemed like the ideal job. She was able to work just on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays, it was local and for someone who could happily sit through television programmes like Escape to the Country, Location, Location, Location and A Place in the Sun without wanting to self-harm, it was perfect – almost too good to be true. And it was. Natalie liked her job, she enjoyed meeting people and seeing different properties, but there was a problem, an impediment to her potential success as an estate agent: (apologies to any estate agents reading this, but) Natalie isn't a heartless, devious worm. 




  It became clear very early on that the estate agency business, especially at this unfashionable end of the Loire Valley, was and probably still is a cut-throat affair. Monsieur Norbert, who had been pretty gruff and unpleasant when we were his clients buying our house from him, was even more unpleasant as Natalie's boss. There are three estate agencies in town and a limited number of clients, either buying or selling, so the chicanery and emotional blackmailing that went on in order to secure a sale or even just to get a house on the market was considerable. On top of that, Norbert seemingly liked to bully his staff and set them against each other, making the office an unpleasant place to be. 




  Most of Natalie's 'clients' it seems just wanted to chat anyway. How depressed you must be, or what circumstances must have led to the kind of loneliness that can only be leavened by the presence of an estate agent one can only guess, but Natalie's job soon took on the role of social worker and companion. She became hugely popular around town (she still is); a source of comfort to some people, always happy to lend an ear. And of course Natalie always did like nosing around other people's houses, so it was an even better deal for her and she would quite often return home with a gift, a plant here or a piece of furniture there and on one occasion a mod-hating Brittany spaniel, but not many sales as the market was predictably sluggish. She just couldn't lie to people to convince them to buy something that wasn't suited to them, or to sell something they didn't want to sell. 
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