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I woke suddenly, not sure where I was. Strange – a fan fixed to the ceiling above my head was gently turning. I looked around me. The surroundings were unfamiliar; a spacious, plain, impersonal room. Ah yes, we were in a hotel. Abroad somewhere. Yes, I remember, the Philippines. Puerto Princesa, to be precise.


This town had been a little disappointing and, like quite a few of the places we’d visited before, was not as picturesque as it had appeared in the tourist guides. Perversely, holidays often end up feeling like hard work and this one had been no exception. Stifling heat and stomach bugs had further marred the enjoyment of touristic excursions that had already begun to feel voyeuristic and superficial. Three weeks into our trip and Fran was still struggling to find a connection with her roots and we were both looking forward to getting back home. 


It would probably have been much more fun had we met up with Fran’s mother and her friends who were holidaying in the country at the same time, but the proposed rendezvous in the capital city of the island of Palawan had not taken place, for complicated logistical reasons that I didn’t fully understand. Spending time with them could have brought a more personal perspective to the days. Fran’s mum Yolanda, or Yollie, as she liked to be called, could almost be called a Londoner these days, but she’d been born in the Philippines and had come to England in the 1960s seeking work, where she’d met Fran’s English father and produced a beautiful daughter. The same beautiful daughter who was lying next to me on the hotel bed.


I checked the time. 3.09 a.m. I wondered if I should wake Fran. I had something to tell her, but I knew how much harder she found it to get back to sleep than I did, so I reconsidered.


The bedclothes rustled as she began to toss and turn. Maybe I should tell her. Had it been a dream? A voice in my head? A message from the subconscious, perhaps? 


Another toss. Another turn. She seemed to be almost awake. Finally, I decided I would tell her.


‘Fran?’ I offered tentatively.


‘Yes?’ she replied sleepily. ‘What is it?’


‘I’ve had an epiphany.’


‘Oh no! Shall we call a doctor?’


‘No – an epiphany. A thought. A realisation. A revelation of truth.’


‘Oh, right.’


Fran heaved at the covers and turned away. 


‘Tell me in the morning,’ she said.


No sense of occasion, that girl.
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A Change Is as Good as a Rest
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How had I come to be sharing my life with a kind, gentle and loving person such as Fran? 


Ah, now that is the kind of question it is customary for the author to offer up in stories like these. The authorial voice is required to be a modest one, for fear of alienating the reader. He doesn’t want to appear a cocky bugger. He ought to be writing things like ‘I don’t deserve Fran’. But that wouldn’t be true. I do deserve her. I’m an OK chap. I would be as bold as to say that I’m really quite a reasonable catch. Bucking the trend of many in my profession, I am not morose or moody, instead I’m jolly and fun-loving. I am over six foot, not bad looking, I lead a relatively stress-free life and, if I may borrow a rather ignoble term often used in singles ads, I’m financially solvent. I’m far from perfect, but I make a pretty good fist of being kind, as much as I can. And so does Fran. So that makes us well suited. Opposites only tend to attract when there are demons at play, and we both hoped that they had all been exorcised years before.


I’m not really a believer in fate, but it could so easily be argued that Fran and I are meant to be together. On 1 July 2010, I went along to the ceremony for the Samuel Johnson Prize for Non-fiction. Ten years previously, my book Playing the Moldovans at Tennis had been one of the five books that made the shortlist, and every subsequent year I had been invited as a special guest. This year I hadn’t intended to go. I was single and had been unable to identify a suitable consort as my chaperone, but on the evening of the event the invitation on the kitchen worktop stared up at me, as if to ask what was so attractive about a dull evening at home. On the spur of the moment, I changed my mind, got ready, and headed for the door.


As I sat, suitably suited, on the busy, hot London underground, I convinced myself that it would not take me long to bump into someone I knew at the drinks reception. However, half an hour into the proceedings I discovered a more painful truth. I found myself still milling around a large reception area, glass of white wine in one hand, canapé in the other, with eyes darting around the room, urgently seeking out a familiar face. Surely someone from my publishers would be here? Or another author whom I’d met along the way? Even one of the organisers from one of the previous years. But no, I could not spot a single soul with whom I could dock conversationally, and I remained stuck in an embarrassing social wilderness. The guests looked smart, bright, engaged, and switched on. The men wore clothes that I took to be trendy, which probably weren’t, and the ladies wore lovely summer dresses, fussed about their appearances and petted their hair. This was the London literary circle? Probably, because circles were what they had automatically formed themselves into, huddling together to discuss what they’d read recently and what they hoped to read next – leaving me on the outside, surplus to requirements, like a book they seemed to have no interest in reading. Something by Andy McNab. 


Being a pleasant summer’s evening, many of the guests had sat down at tables outside on a spacious terrace, and on one of my sad, acquaintance-foraging circuits I did see a couple of TV presenters who had once interviewed me, but they were seated and deep in conversation. My eye was drawn quickly to an Asian-looking lady at the head of one of these tables. She stood out from the crowd. Yes, she was exceptionally pretty, but there was a freshness about her too – almost as if she didn’t belong here in this competitive atmosphere, but perhaps, I imagined, laughing and playing with children in a playgroup. She sparkled. Such a shame that she would now glance up and see this sorry bloke milling about on his own, looking lost. If I could only have been at her table now, sitting next to her, giving her the benefit of my enormous charm – which was currently going horribly to waste. 


‘Hello Ian!’ I bellowed, at last spotting a new arrival who was known to me. 


‘Hello Tony!’ Ian replied, looking – to my great relief – rather pleased to see me, ‘You know Victoria, don’t you?’


‘Yes, we’ve met before.’


I shook hands with Ian and Victoria Hislop. Ian and I had met in the 1990s when I’d appeared a few times on the BBC TV topical comedy show Have I Got News for You. 


‘I’m so pleased to see you,’ I said, ‘I didn’t bring anyone and I’ve been feeling like a lemon for the last twenty minutes, wandering around on my own. Do you mind if I latch onto you?’


‘Not at all,’ said Ian, my social saviour. ‘Latch away.’


At that moment we were ushered into a seated auditorium, where we were told the prize-giving ceremony would begin shortly. 


‘Let me get you guys a drink,’ I said.


‘OK, we’ll go through, and we’ll save a seat for you.’


When I returned minutes later, walking with great care as I struggled with three glasses of wine, Ian and Victoria turned, waved and indicated the vacant seat alongside them. To my astonishment, next to that empty chair sat the beautiful girl from earlier. An adrenalin rush. My heartbeat skipped with excitement. 


‘Calm down, Tony,’ I said to myself. ‘She’s bound to have a boyfriend.’


I’d learned to give myself this kind of emergency pep talk. Getting one’s hopes up too high had been a regular failing of mine when it came to the opposite sex. Lowering expectations, I had since found, moderated the pain upon rejection. Marginally. 


Perhaps unwisely, I allowed my hopes to rise again as I squeezed my way up the aisle towards Ian and Victoria and noticed that there was a female sitting on the other side of the lady of my interest. 


‘Aha! Good, no boyfriend,’ I thought. 


I was at it again. How could I jump to that conclusion? The boyfriend could have myriad reasons for not being there. He might be working late, or be on an overseas trip, or he may even be one of the authors sitting on stage hoping that he was about to be presented with the Samuel Johnson Prize for Non-fiction. As I got closer to my seat, I became very nervous. I would have to be careful not to spill the drinks. I was a clumsy man even when sober and, because you sip more often when you haven’t got anyone to talk to, I’d been consuming wine faster than usual. But no, it didn’t happen. I didn’t make a fool of myself and spill wine all over the girl I wanted to impress. Instead, I calmly passed the drinks to a grateful Ian and Victoria and sat down, desperately trying to come up with a decent opening line to initiate a conversation with the girl beside me. To my delight, it wasn’t necessary.


‘You must be Tony,’ she said, with a heart-melting smile.


‘Yes. Yes, I am.’


What a lucky break. She knew who I was. Perhaps her colleagues had spotted me and had been telling her about my books. She could even be a fan. This would make things so much easier. I wouldn’t have to impress her or prove myself in these opening exchanges because to some extent, the groundwork would have already been done. 


‘How did you know that I’m Tony?’ I enquired.


‘I tried to sit in your chair and Ian said that it was Tony’s seat. So that must be you.’


Ah. It was Ian whom she knew, not me. Never mind, I wasn’t complaining. This was a first for me. At last, compensation for all those times I’d longed for pretty girls to be allocated seats next to me on planes, coaches or trains, only to be presented with a fat bloke with body odour. There looked to be three hundred people or so at this event. That I should end up randomly being seated next to the person I most wanted to meet was finally my reward for having lived a relatively good life free from any involvement with international drug rings. 


Whilst we waited for the formal proceedings to begin, I did what any self-respecting single male would do in a situation like this. I completely ignored the people who had kindly come to my rescue. I had no need for Ian and Victoria. They had served their purpose and should now drink their wines alone. I had more important business afoot. A foot away, in fact. 


The object of my excited attention turned out to be called Fran. She was a mature student completing a PhD in biomedical imaging. Blimey, a bit too brainy for me, I thought. She told me about her passion for books and literature, and I remember spurting some rubbish about how I felt science, one day, would be able to measure the force of love. Anyway, whatever happened – and it’s something of a white-wine blur – things went well, because at the end of the evening we exchanged email addresses, and a courtship followed in which I was charmed not just by her obvious beauty, but by her giggles, her gentleness, compassion, astuteness and most impressively of all, her determination and desire to grow and improve herself as a person. It wasn’t a whirlwind romance because it was more measured – more of a ‘strong breeze romance’ – and within a year we had dated, made love, holidayed and moved in together. 


I keep Ian posted of each landmark. 


***


What I had eventually said to Fran over breakfast at our hotel in Puerto Princesa, on the penultimate day of our trip, was this:


‘We no longer need to live in London.’


‘What?’


Fran was relatively unsurprised by this, being used to the randomness of my thoughts. 


‘We no longer need to live in London.’


‘That’s what woke you in the middle of the night?’


‘Yes. I had it all worked out. You’re finishing your PhD soon. I can write wherever I am, and I have to travel round the country for various shows anyway, so I’d just be doing that from a different starting point, that’s all. There’s nothing holding us to the capital anymore.’


‘Where were you thinking of moving?’


‘I don’t know. At three a.m. this morning, the South West was in my head.’


‘Perhaps that was your inner voice. I read this article a while back saying that we should try to listen to our inner voices.’


‘So, what do you think? Should we move? What does your inner voice say?’


‘Mine says I should have another breakfast pastry.’


***


My mind was particularly active as we sped down the A303 towards Devon. Actually, those of you who know the A303 will realise that very little speeding is done on that road. There are sections where this is possible, but with this particular road the Department for Transport prefer to offer greater variety, and there are plenty of opportunities to take a rest from speed to practise dawdling, queueing, and steering the car through meandering hilly sections. 


The reason for our visit to Devon was twofold. Shortly after the Philippines trip, friends had asked me to make an appearance at a small village in the southern reaches of the county, and we’d decided that we could make this trip the beginning of a house-hunting process that might take months, maybe even years. It might not be Devon where we settled, but it seemed as good a place as any to start. Neither of us had any particular connection with the area, but we’d always loved our visits to our friends Kevin and Donna and had stayed with them on quite a few occasions, just as we would this time. However, this visit would be a little different. We would take a couple of days to scour the area, to see if it could provide the change that we had discussed over a breakfast on the other side of the world.


By the time the road was leading us through Salisbury Plain, the nature of ‘change’ was preoccupying my mind. There has been plenty of evidence to show that a lot of us don’t like it very much, and I reckoned this was mainly because of fear. Fear of loss of face, fear of loss of control, fear of what will come next, fear of our competence to cope, fear that change will bring more work, and fear that everything will be different. It seemed to me that the only kind of change most of us like is the stuff that gets handed back to us in the supermarket after we’ve handed over our twenty pound note. 


Be the change you want to see in the world.


Such had been the message from Gandhi, the indomitable and yet benign freedom fighter from Gujarat – a phrase that was always ready and waiting in the wings to shine a spotlight on one’s hypocrisy. What this phrase meant was that if you wanted peace in the world, then it was no good getting angry about that unjust parking ticket. It meant that if you wanted better education for your kids, then you’d better start taking time out to teach them; and it meant that if you wanted to see the planet’s resources preserved for future generations, then you might need to do a tad more than buy one energy-saving light bulb. 


At least that was my interpretation of what Gandhi had meant. As it happens, there is no reliable documentary evidence that Gandhi actually uttered the words ‘Be the change you want to see in the world’ in the first place. It’s far more likely that he said, ‘Blimey, that doughnut looks nice.’ The closest verifiable remark we have from Gandhi on the subject of change is this:


If we could change ourselves, the tendencies in the world would also change. As a man changes his own nature, so does the attitude of the world change towards him . . . We need not wait to see what others do.


But let’s face it, ‘Be the change you want to see in the world’ is snappier, which is probably why someone who sought a simpler world had paraphrased the little man’s words.


‘Look! Stonehenge!’ said Fran.


She wasn’t hallucinating. This is where it is, just off the road to the right as you go west. It was built more than four thousand years ago by pagans who wanted to prove that although they couldn’t get the internet, they were still extremely good at lugging around exceptionally heavy stones. They also wanted to confuse academics and create accidents on the A303 as drivers looked across to admire a big and seemingly pointless arrangement of rocks. When I first drove past the stones, a quarter of a century earlier, I remember thinking how small they actually seemed. Somehow I had conjured up an image of them making a huge statement on the landscape, when they’re really rather modest. Not that I’ve ever seen them up close. I should have done it years ago, when they weren’t fenced off and you could clamber all over them and have some fun. Now it’s a UNESCO World Heritage Site, fun is out of the question. Sites of significance require us to be sombre and serious, and ball games are generally not encouraged. Shame, some of the stones would make excellent goalposts. 


As we moved from Wiltshire into Somerset, acre after acre of green fields spread like a quilt either side of the long spear of tarmac ahead of us. London was beginning to feel like a distant memory. In these parts there were trees instead of people, and nature had the tenacity to stand up and really get in your face. Gazing almost dream-like through the windscreen at the changing landscape, I felt different. More relaxed. More in tune with the philosophy of Gandhi. For a moment I felt like we were kindred spirits. I wasn’t so dissimilar to him – but for the gluttony, lust, height difference, and lack of any major convictions. Like him, I was someone who positively embraced change. 


Or did I? I began to run things through in my mind. I’d lived in the same house for twenty-three years, I’d driven the same car for twelve, I’d had cereal and toast for breakfast for as long as I can remember, and I still deposited and withdrew money from the same crappy, corrupt, greedy bank that I’d signed up with as a student. Could this be the reason why I was now driving west? Was it time to shake things up?


Upon our return from the Philippines we’d had many a conversation about this, not all of which had been easy. Shortly after Fran had moved in with me, she’d asked me about my neighbours. I had been forced to admit that I only knew the ones on either side of me, and that my sole social engagement with them had been limited to conversations about fences or clarification on what days the bins were going to be collected. Fran thought this was a shame, and I had agreed, but I’d pointed out that this was simply what it was like in London. 


‘Are you sure?’ Fran had questioned.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, what do you do about it? How hard did you work to get to know your other neighbours? Isn’t it down to you?’


Fran was right. Her gentle honesty had been one of the many qualities that had drawn me to her, and had motivated me to pursue the path to our current position in society – where we could refer to each other as ‘partners’. It’s a funny word, ‘partner’, suggesting that one might need to be a partner in something. A partner in crime. A partner in business. A partner in bridge.


What were Fran and I partners in? 


Well, life I suppose. 


Which made her question ‘Isn’t it down to you?’ so incisive. It had served as a reminder of how my life had begun to lose its way. Could it be possible that my path to a life of truth and integrity had become as circuitous as the road that was currently inching us towards Devon? 


If so, I wasn’t ready to admit it yet, so when Fran’s question first landed, capitulation was not an acceptable option. I manipulated the discussion towards an area where I felt I would be more able to occupy higher moral ground. 


‘There are more important issues at play in the world than whether neighbours talk to each other,’ I stated, with the bombast of a headmaster on his first day in a new school – desperate to assert authority. ‘There’ll be nearly nine billion people on the planet in 2050 and if people keep “consuming” at the rate we’re doing now, then we’ll need two and a half planets to provide the required resources. All our leaders do is bang on about growth. Growth, growth, growth. When are we going to accept the fact that we’re fully grown?’


‘That’s all well and good. But what do you actually do other than provide rhetoric on this subject?’ 


‘Oh, I think I do my bit,’ I said, ‘I . . .’


My sentence stopped there, halted by the realisation that my ‘bit’ was so small that, had I announced what it actually was, it would have seemed pathetic. Ridiculous even. All I could have offered up was that I occasionally cycled to places, I didn’t buy battery eggs or the cheapest chicken in the supermarket, and I had voted Green in the European elections. 


Remembering that conversation as I carefully negotiated the car through the winding roads that led us from Somerset to Devon across the Blackdown Hills, a rather wrong-footing thought struck me. Here I was – this man who complained regularly about mankind’s overconsumption and denigration of the earth’s resources – sitting at the wheel of my carbon-emitting car. All I really had to contribute to the subject was hot air. I had no excuse for living the way I did, because I knew better. My niggling appetite for the truth about how we’d all made the world the way it was had seen to that. And it had led me to become something that I’d never wanted to be. I had become someone who preached one thing and did another. I had become a hypocrite.


Maybe it was that startling realisation that had highlighted to me that a change was needed. 


***


‘Are you planning on making anymore daft bets?’ asked a jolly, rather tousled lady in the front row.


I was in the midst of a question-and-answer session following a successful screening of the film I’d made of my book Playing the Moldovans at Tennis1.


Making the film had been a gargantuan task, and I’d been greatly relieved to find that it had been well received by audiences. After a short run in Picturehouse cinemas, I was now clawing in funds by turning up at screenings wherever there’d be an enthusiastic audience. Like Scoriton Village Hall. The venue’s lack of glamour was amply compensated by its cosiness and friendly atmosphere, and I was delighted to find the bucolic audience in a distinctly good mood. I gave the lady who’d asked the question a straight answer. 


‘No,’ I replied firmly, ‘my days of doing bets on a whim and then writing about them are over. I need to have a good reason now.’


‘I’ve got a bet for you,’ the same lady chirped up with gusto, as if she hadn’t heard what I’d just said.


‘I told you, I’ve retired from bets—’


‘I bet you can’t walk from coast to coast in Devon with my pet pig Dave.’


A big laugh. In order to keep the audience on my side, I couldn’t be too dismissive.


‘It’s an interesting idea, certainly. I promise to give it some thought. But perhaps another question now . . .’


***


I hadn’t planned on giving it any thought, so I was rather surprised in the morning when I found myself, well, giving it some thought. A hazy mist was lifting over distant Dartmoor as I addressed the issue at breakfast with Kevin and Donna. 


‘You know, I woke in the night thinking about Dave the Pig,’ I said, ‘and although I dismissed it at the time, I think it could be rather fun. Do either of you know who that lady was?’


Kevin and Donna, who’d both been to the screening, shook their heads.


‘It won’t be a problem finding her,’ said Donna. ‘We’ll just ask around in the village. Someone is bound to know her.’


‘Found any houses to look at?’ asked Kevin, changing the subject – perhaps to steer it away from the downright ridiculous. 


I’d met Kevin a few years before, in Paraguay of all places. Both of us had travelled there as supporters of the World Land Trust. We were on a trip to see how land purchased by this excellent charity had prevented the expansion of cattle ranchers and energy companies, and protected the biodiversity and natural habitat of the region. After landing in Asunción, we’d flown on a petite five-seater plane to the remote northern part of the country and had made a further journey by boat upriver to reach the lodge that was to be our base camp. Over the coming days Kevin had protected me from mosquitoes by acting as a decoy – being bitten himself by every one of the available pests. 


During the trip we’d also shared many a late-night conversation about the challenges facing the planet as the population continued to rise. It had been that trip, and those conversations, that had started to alert me to what we humans are doing to the planet – the planet we sometimes refer to as being ‘our planet’. Our planet. Perhaps our propensity to view it this way had been the cause of the problem.


‘We’ve found a few interesting properties to look at, so today is our “check out Devon” day,’ said Fran. 


‘I don’t think you’ll be disappointed,’ said Donna.


Donna was not wrong. Beautiful spots are bountiful in Devon. We were amazed at the feeling of space. Gaps in the hedgerows provided vistas that stretched before us as far  as the eye could see, with only the odd farm building to remind us that people actually lived here. We’d always thought of England as being a country that was brimming over with people. Our escapes from London had taken us to the Surrey Hills or Sussex Downs, but we’d never felt far from a road or a development of houses. 


Devon was a revelation. It has a population of about 1.1 million in an area of 670,343 hectares, but almost half of these people live in the urban areas of Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay. The remaining 55 per cent share just over 650,000 hectares, which is 1.32 hectares each. If you’ve no idea as to the size of a hectare (like me, until I looked it up), I can tell you that it’s about two and a half acres or, if you’re still none the wiser, about one and a half football pitches. 


‘It reminds me of the hills near the Pyrenees in France,’ I said to Fran, on one of the many occasions when we’d had to stop the car to get out and breathe in the beauty. 


A decade before, I’d bought a house for renovation not far from Pau, with the intention of providing myself with a bolthole where I could escape to write, play the piano, and generally swan around in shorts.2


Fran loved it, particularly the views that it afforded us. However, we both knew that neither of us wanted to live in France. We both felt that we would have been culturally at sea, not having shared the same experiences as those all around us. Different schools, different pop stars, and different politicians had made their mark on us – plus there was the added problem of having to ask people to repeat everything three times. Worst of all, the French don’t have a radio programme called Seulement une Minute, so I wouldn’t pick up much work either. No, France was not on the agenda for the new life, but both Fran and I had said that if we could find a house in England that shared anything like that view, then we’d jump at it. The odds were heavily stacked against it though, not least because England is short on mountain ranges. 


There was another factor that was going to make this search difficult – the fact that I am such a sun worshipper. When the sun is good enough to shine in the UK, as it does with a consistent inconsistency, then I can become quite upset if I can’t be in it. It seems silly, even immature, but oddly it’s something of which I’m rather proud. That’s why buying a house with a garden that faced north would be out of the question. So, that left us simply requiring a house with a breathtaking view, and with a garden that faced south. Not much to ask. 


The three houses we did eventually view, late that afternoon, weren’t right, and we both knew it the moment we walked in through the front doors. They felt too plush for us, too upmarket, too ‘look how well we’ve done’. The poor estate agent3 did his best to talk them up, but he must have seen that we weren’t excited and that this particular outing was not going to produce any commission. 


The problem was that if you wanted a big garden with views, then it seemed that you had to buy a grand house, and we wanted something modest. We knew that it wouldn’t be easy – perhaps even impossible – to find what we were after. 


‘If it takes eighteen months to find the right place, then let’s take eighteen months,’ I said, as we went to bed after a delicious meal with our hosts.


‘Yes, we’re not in a hurry,’ said Fran.


‘Goodnight.’


‘Goodnight.’


At 4 a.m. on the Sunday morning I was down in Kevin and Donna’s kitchen trawling the internet again. I’d been struck at an odd hour by a new thought. Could it be that we had been searching for a property in the wrong price range? 


‘Where have you been?’ asked a sleepy Fran, as I tried unsuccessfully to slip back into bed without waking her. 


‘I’ve been online. I was wondering if we were looking at houses for too much money?’


‘Huh?’


‘Well, so far we’ve based our search on what we think we’ll sell our London house for. That means we’re looking at grand properties. Maybe we need to be more modest.’


‘Hmm. Find anything interesting?’


‘One or two.’


‘Maybe I should take a look.’


And with those words Fran slipped out of bed and headed down to the kitchen.


Kevin and Donna were hosting a couple of very odd house guests.


***


Sunday’s house search was more encouraging, but only marginally so. Fran’s ‘middle of the night’ internet session had produced an extensive list of properties and although we didn’t have any appointments to view them, we found that wandering around outside and peering through the odd window provided enough information to enable us to reject them. But we liked what we saw much more than on the previous day, and it was pleasing to know that if we could find somewhere in this price bracket then we’d have money to spare for any renovations or changes that might be required. But we had still drawn a blank. We’d soon be on the road back to London with tails, if not between our legs, then certainly not wagging.


‘One more to go,’ I said, as the car crawled up a steep and narrow hill towards another little village, and probably our tenth viewing of the day.


‘I don’t hold out much hope for this,’ said Fran, reading from one of the sheets she’d printed out that morning. ‘It’s a cottage. It’ll be quaint and tiny, no doubt.’


‘Another head-bumper,’ I added, with some resignation. 


At six feet three, I’m taller than I seem on the radio, and I fall foul of the fact that in the nineteenth century people were considerably smaller, and couldn’t reach high enough to build a ceiling at a reasonable height. High ceilings were for the nobility, who were well-connected enough to have access to ladders. They invested in this extra elevation so they could cater for gentlemen in extravagant hats and ladies with unreasonably lofty hairdos.


Cherry Cottage looked pleasant enough, but it didn’t arouse our interest greatly when it first came into view. It was a long, pretty building, looking like it had started out as two cottages that had now been knocked into one. It was a little nearer the road than we would have liked, but we hadn’t passed another car getting here so we had every reason to believe that speeding cars were as common as a politician’s apology. It wasn’t until we peered over the side gate and into the back garden that our hearts began to race. What we saw was about a quarter of an acre of well-tended garden with a small pond – charming but not particularly special. However, it was what lay beyond it that took our breath away. What a view. We were looking out at English countryside at its best. The land beyond the garden fell away before rising again the other side of the valley, presenting a spreadsheet of fields, paddocks, woods and hedgerows, all combining to create a green patchwork of varying hues that soothed the eye and calmed the senses. Not spectacular, but just simply beautiful. Absolutely beautiful. 


‘This is it!’ I said to myself.


I knew it straight away. I just hoped that Fran liked it. If she didn’t, then this search for a house was going to take a long, long time – because we’d clearly be looking for different things.


‘I love it!’ said Fran. ‘It’s magical.’


Good, we were on the same wavelength.


‘Wait a minute, where’s that sun?’ I said, in a moment of panic.


Sod’s law it could be facing in the completely wrong direction, and that would be a deal breaker for me. I looked up at the cloudy sky. The sun, although not shining, was attempting to break through and I could make out where it was, and where it was heading.


‘The garden’s south-facing!’ I called out, at a slightly inappropriate volume.


‘Great,’ said Fran, no doubt relieved that this rather needless criterion had been met. 


I rang the bell in the hope that the owners would be home and I could persuade them to show us around, and a pleasant grey-haired lady in her sixties opened the door. I explained how we were heading back to London in an hour or so and that we loved the house and could she possibly permit us to come and take a look. 


‘Goodness, the place is a mess,’ said the lady. ‘Could you come back in an hour? The pub is five minutes from here and it does nice coffee.’


‘Perfect, we’ll pop there then,’ I said, wondering whether such an accommodating response would have greeted cold-calling house hunters in London. ‘So sorry to descend on you like this. Thanks so much.’


A pub within walking distance. Another big plus. All of the houses we’d viewed on the previous day had felt rather remote. This house was performing a kind of conjuring trick. From the front it was a modest cottage that was very much in the midst of a village, and yet the view from the rear suggested that it might be in the heart of a rural wilderness. 


As we walked through the village, which was pleasant but not so picturesque and quaint that it would be a target for Londoners who wanted second homes for weekend use – another bonus – we discussed excitedly the prospects of this house becoming our new home. The house that we’d not even seen inside yet. Fran’s only concern was that she had wanted a bigger garden so we could begin growing our own food. Not that either of us had any experience of this, so how much land would be required was simply guesswork. 


‘Hang on, this might be the answer,’ I said as we drew parallel with the Parish Council notice board.


A sign had caught my eye: 


 


ALLOTMENT AVAILABLE NEXT TO VILLAGE HALL


£15 A YEAR


 


‘We could get an allotment.’ I said. ‘Let’s ring the number and see if it’s still available.’


A phone call later and we had done the most extraordinary thing. The lady I had spoken to on the phone had explained that the poster had only just gone up and that she expected there to be a lot of interest in the allotment and that if we wanted it then we should move quickly. I made an executive decision and told her that we’d take it, even though we hadn’t even looked inside the house that had spawned our interest in it. Could this be a sign that we were meant to get this house?4


‘Well, if we don’t get the house, at least we’ll have an allotment,’ I announced proudly.


‘Yes, and we’ll be able to drive three and a half hours to do some weeding.’


‘It would be a long way back if we forgot the shovel and fork, certainly.’


***


Following our quick refreshment in the friendly local pub, where every head had turned to look at us as we’d walked in through the door, we found ourselves back outside the house. It felt like we were eager students who had enrolled on an extra-curricular course – in house buying. The lady answered the door, introduced herself as Brenda, and conducted a thorough tour. The house turned out to be idiosyncratic in layout, the victim no doubt of a string of makeshift ‘improvements’ that had happened over the years. The bedrooms upstairs were in a line – meaning that you had to walk through one to get to another. Like many a rugby player, the house was wide and shallow. Headroom was an issue, and I had to be alert to avoid beams on the ground floor. 


But we loved it. We loved it because of what you could see out of the window. That seemed to be enough. Everything else we assumed could be sorted out in the future. Even when we shared a cup of tea with Brenda and attempted to ask all the questions that needed asking, all the time we kept turning and looking at the view. That view. 


By the time we’d completed the drive back to London, we’d decided on every alteration we could make to the house, and we went to sleep dreaming of waking up there. In the morning I rang the estate agent, leaving it till 10.30 a.m. so I didn’t look too keen, and made an offer that was duly accepted. 


Good. We now had something to go with the allotment. 
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I won’t pretend that selling the London house hadn’t left me with some wobbly moments. Occasionally it felt like we were casting ourselves adrift and sailing off into the unknown. Fran had been born and raised in London and had never lived anywhere else, and it had been the city that had sustained me in my career and social life for the last thirty years. Now we were both turning our backs on it. Sure, it was only a train journey away, but we were putting a firework up the posterior of our lives and it was no use pretending otherwise. 


Unlike Fran, I’d moved houses several times before. I knew that when you pull your car up outside the empty shell that will be your new residence, keys in your hands for the first time, there’s a nervous feeling that you’ll open the door, walk in, and not like it anymore. 


‘You OK?’ I said to Fran, as I put the key in the lock.


She nodded. Perhaps the silence concealed the nerves.


We’d seen the house a couple of times more when we’d been near Devon on other business, and we’d popped in to share a cup of tea with Brenda and ask all the questions that we should have asked before we bought it. Like what kind of heating system does it have, or does it have mains drainage or a septic tank? We learned that Brenda was separated from her husband and she now needed a smaller house, but Fran and I took it as a very good sign that she wanted to stay in the same village and had bought a house further down the road. We would be neighbours, and for the next few months we could torment Brenda with questions about how things worked, and where various switches were located. 


I took a deep breath as I turned the key in the front door lock. I threw open the door and we walked in. We looked around us and both smiled. Even without furniture, pictures, mirrors, books, magazines, and kitchen paraphernalia – it felt like home.


I let out a huge sigh of relief.


***


The months leading up to the move had been tough, but I wouldn’t have described them as stressful, even though they do say that moving house is one of the most stressful things in life. My question is this. Who are the they that say this? Is it the same they that say that our bodies are 70 per cent water? Because if it’s that lot, then I’m not sure that I trust them. I just had a bit of a check and, even after a glass of water, I seem to be far too solid to be nearly three-quarters water. I’m pretty certain that my knees aren’t water at all. 


Could this ‘fact’ come from the same they who tell us that we only use 10 per cent of our brain’s capacity? Well, frankly, how can we trust a statistic that comes from anyone who is openly admitting that they didn’t use 90 per cent of their brain in producing it? I want my statistics to come from those who are using a minimum of 62 per cent of their brains. And not from people who have those spongy damp brains that are 70 per cent water either.


Our move had been tiring, but it hadn’t taxed our nerves too greatly. Packing had been a royal pain in the arse, of course, but it produced some good moments too. Objects, clothes and photographs were discovered that brought fond memories flooding back. Objects, clothes and photographs were also thrown out, and this delivered a cathartic healing, as well as presenting the local charity shop with a number of challenges. 


‘Thank you,’ said the meek volunteer as I deposited another box containing a mix of shoes, jumpers, framed photos and prints, DVDs, CDs, and outdated audio gear. I didn’t deserve a ‘thank you’. I wasn’t donating, I was offloading, and by rights I ought to have been giving them a tenner to take it from me. 


The good thing about unpacking is that it’s quicker and easier than packing, and far more rewarding. Packing slowly strips a house of its soul, whereas unpacking breathes life into your home with each painting you hang, and each lamp you set in place. Within a matter of hours you can begin to feel that the job is almost done, forgetting that you don’t know how anything in the house works and that you probably won’t know how to run a hot bath for another three weeks.


On that first night we went to bed elated having created an environment that already felt like home. Like thousands before us, we had done it. We had moved from the city to the country. Now we just needed to find out if we would be accepted by everyone else who called this corner of Devon home. 


‘We’ll introduce ourselves to the neighbours in the morning,’ I said, as we lay on a bed that I’d just spent a disappointingly long time assembling. 


‘Yes. I hope they’re nice,’ said Fran. 


‘Me, too.’


It took me a while to get to sleep that night. Maybe it was the quiet. No distant hum of traffic. No occasional distant siren. Just the odd sound produced by unidentified wildlife. A wailing fox? A bird of prey? A badger? Fran’s last thought had unsettled me. One of the attractions of our new home had been that we had neighbours within shouting distance. But what if we ended up shouting at each other? What if we were flanked by the neighbours from hell? What if, after all our time and trouble, we were to find our hopes of living in a peaceful community dashed on day one? Nothing in the estate agent’s particulars had said that both sets of neighbours weren’t unpleasant, small-minded bigots who complained at the drop of a hat and threw litter over the fence. They knew their jobs these estate agents, and that was exactly the kind of thing they might deliberately omit. Sneaky. No wonder nobody liked them much.


‘Are you OK?’ said Fran. ‘You’re very fidgety.’


‘I’m fine. Just finding it tricky to fall asleep. I’m excited.’


‘Me, too.’


‘Sleep well.’


‘You, too.’


***


As we stood at the door, I looked at Fran and smiled, trying not to reveal my concerns, before taking a deep breath and ringing the bell. 


Ding Dong.


Good. A nice old-fashioned bell ring. Not the kind that psychopaths with dangerous dogs would have. Surely?


The door opened and before us stood a tall, strong-looking man in his sixties, and we introduced ourselves as the new neighbours. 


‘Oh, hello,’ he said in a gentle voice. ‘Come on in.’


Soon we were taking tea in Ken and Lin’s small conservatory and enjoying the wonderful view from a marginally different angle. The conversation, if a little stilted at first, soon began to flow. Ken’s gentle Devonian brogue was a product of this very village, where he had been born and raised. He was a retired builder, who had actually built the house in which we were now sitting. He’d worked on it at weekends when most would have been resting from the tiring paid work of Monday to Friday. His equally gentle, but considerably smaller, wife Lin was also a local but she had suffered the major upheaval of moving here from a few miles away. They had one son who lived with his partner in a neighbouring village, and who came every Sunday for lunch. Apparently he liked to go out with Ken on ‘tractor runs’. I didn’t ask what a tractor run was, because I didn’t want to appear like a clueless ‘townie’ who knew nothing of country ways. Better that they discover the truth in the coming months rather than reveal all at the outset.


As we sipped our tea and ate rather too many of the tempting chocolate biscuits neatly spread out on the floral plate before us, it soon became clear that we had one set of lovely neighbours. 


‘Don’t forget,’ said Ken, as a parting shot while we waved goodbye from the end of their path twenty minutes later, ‘if you need any help with anything at all – just call.’


‘I will,’ I replied.


I meant it. Poor Ken didn’t know what was to come.


We repeated the same ritual with our neighbours the other side, making this day a veritable festival of tea and chocolate biscuits. Tony and Edna were very similar to Ken and Lin in many respects, just older. Tony, now in his eighties was also born and raised in the village, and his wife Edna had also suffered the disruption of uprooting herself from a nearby village, travelling literally thousands of yards to begin a new life here. Tony spoke proudly about his veg patch, and we left clutching courgettes and marrows wondering what the difference was between the two.1


‘Well, we have two sets of lovely neighbours,’ I said to Fran, as we got home, taking good care not to put the kettle on and accidentally have some more tea and chocolate biscuits.


‘Yes. I wonder what the rest of the village is like,’ said Fran.


‘We should find that out at the village fête. It’s coming soon enough.’


We’d seen the posters and the bunting as we’d followed the removal van into the village. Bunting. Nothing seemed to represent the move from urban to rural more succinctly. I imagined that there were black and white pictures from fifty or sixty years ago that would not have looked much different to the current decorations around the village. It made me wonder for a moment whether our move here was actually a progressive move? Were we gentle pioneers exploring a simpler, more honest way of living, or were we simply trying to go back in time? 


***


I settled on a lime and coconut cake. I’m not sure what drew me to it, probably just the way the recipe and the instructions were laid out in the book. It looked easy. The usual set of criteria for choosing which cake to make didn’t really apply in this case, since I wasn’t going to eat it. 


Unbeknownst to me, Fran had ‘volunteered’ me to bake a cake when one of the ‘fête committee’ members had called round to our house asking us to donate books and buy raffle tickets. We were now a few weeks into our new life here and at the end of the arduous but ultimately satisfying period of unpacking and creating order in our new home, which we couldn’t have done without neighbour Ken. He’d helped me carry furniture from room to room, he’d fitted the washing machine, and he’d lent me countless tools (and then showed me how they worked when I’d got stuck). Fran looked on in wonder as I mounted shelves the wrong way up, and erected bookcases that fell down (pulling sections of the wall with them). Each time Ken happily rectified the situation in a kindly, avuncular way – and all the time I kidded myself that I was a man who could get things done without recourse to handymen and professionals. However, I made no such claims in the culinary department. 


‘But I’ve never cooked a cake before,’ I protested to Fran, when she explained to me about my future baking commitments.


‘It’s easy,’ said Fran. ‘We want to make a good impression and show willing, don’t we? I’m doing one. You should do one, too. Just follow the instructions in the recipe book.’


Indeed, this is what a lot of cooking is: following instructions. However, the cook must be careful not to deliver the line of the Nazi war criminal serving up their fare to a guest:


‘I was only following instructions.’


I’m not comparing cake preparation with death camps. There are significant differences – not least the amount of eggs and sugar in each – but hidden within the respective processes there is a certain amount of obedience required. The truly creative, rebel cake-maker has the potential to make a name for him or herself, but the experimentation will almost certainly require a number of failures along the way. No such luxury for me. I had fête committee members to please, and I wanted this cake to be OK. Not brilliant. Not outstanding. Not sumptuous. Just OK. 


The next two hours saw me doing all sorts of things I’d really only ever witnessed from a careful distance in the past. When cakes had been made by my mother, I had learned that close observation could lead to being hauled in as an assistant, or ‘sous chef’. Now here I was, doing all of it myself. It seemed to involve an inordinate amount of whisking, measuring, and adding sugar. Boy, so much sugar. No pun intended here, but there was something distinctly unsavoury about tipping a huge measure of sugar into a bowl and then mixing it in. Why had no one ever told me that cakes had this much sugar in them? 


I laboured on, frustrated by the size of the task, thinking to myself, is this what people have to do, every time they make a cake? Finally, having concentrated hard for well over ninety minutes, and not having experienced any disasters, I reached the easy bit. I put my unbaked cake into the oven, sat in the garden for an hour, and ‘hey presto’, I’d made myself an OK cake.


‘What do you think?’ I asked Fran, holding the finished product under her nose.


‘It looks OK.’


Hurrah.


***


The day of the fête, 13 July 2013, was a very hot day in Britain. After a series of rather hopeless summers, the UK was experiencing a heatwave that many were comparing to the one we’d had in 1976. The British, playfully lambasted by foreigners as being a nation who discuss the weather conditions relentlessly, were reverting to type. The general verdict, as gleaned from short exchanges on the streets and in shops, was that it was currently too hot. 


It’s not so much that the British discuss the weather, it’s that they complain about it. To them, the weather is like Tim Henman or Andy Murray. There’s always something wrong with it. It’s never quite right. In the case of Tim Henman, he was too nice, and Andy Murray – well, he wasn’t nice enough (although winning the Olympics and Wimbledon has possibly now placed him above this criticism).


‘That’ll be one pound each,’ said one of the four elderly men who were manning the trestle table at the entrance to the field where the fête was being held.


Four men seemed a lot for this role, but I assumed they were there for security. Significant sums of money could change hands at this location and any potential burglar would be deterred by the possibility of four octogenarians shouting ‘Oi!’ as they ran off with their sack of pound coins. Unfortunately for the village, the sack would be lighter than all had hoped. The third man told us that numbers were down this year. 


‘It’s too hot,’ explained Man 2.


‘Martha told me that on the news they said it’s going to be thirty-two degrees today,’ announced Man 3 proudly, ‘and they said five hundred people would die today because of the heat. That’s why she’s not coming to the fête.’


Suddenly everything changed. What was supposed to be a leisurely afternoon had become a dangerous sport. Would we survive? 


I clutched my ‘OK’ cake to my heart and walked past the men, hoping that they weren’t St Peter and three gate-keepers, and that this fête wasn’t my fate. The image of a gravestone flashed before me.

OEBPS/OPF/embim1.jpg
ONCE UPON
A TIME IN
THE WEST . . .

COUNTRY

TONY HAWKS

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/OPF/embim3.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/embim2.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/embim4.jpg





