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SCHOOL DAZE






'Do you really live in France?' 




  Quite often I get asked this question in awe, with a barely concealed hint of jealousy. This was outright hostility, though. It was one of those gigs a comedian has nightmares about. One of those moments when no matter what you do, no matter what you try, no matter how much you turn on the comedic charm or, failing that, poke the wasp's nest with a metaphorical stick, the audience just isn't buying it. You've brought out the old infallible material, you've joked about your jokes not working, you've insulted the bloke with the nasty jumper on the front row… and no, nothing. It's the comedian's worst enemy: indifference. The implication from the heckler's question was clear: how could I possibly be successful enough to commute from rural France when I was patently (on tonight's shambolic evidence at least) not good enough for a sparsely attended, poorly lit room above a pub with a cheap microphone and an even cheaper backdrop?




  He had a point. I was exhausted, though; the constant travel had finally worn me down, so now, when I needed to dig in, when I really needed to work the room, there was nothing there. All I could think of, all that was running through my head was, 'But I shouldn't even be here…'




  'Whereabouts in France?'




  The heckler continued contemptuously, as if by testing my geographical knowledge the whole thinly constructed France charade would come tumbling down.








My half-French wife Natalie and I, together with our young son Samuel and old Jack Russell Eddie, had made the leap from small-town suburban England to the unfashionable end of the Loire Valley, where Natalie's family originates from, seven years previously. We'd bought a property that was far too big for us, in the middle of nowhere, and we loved it. It wasn't just home for us, it was paradise. The plan had been simple: fill the house with a large family and work towards the inevitable (in our eyes at least) time when Natalie would get a job locally and I would give up stand-up entirely and concentrate on writing. It was a plan painted in broad strokes and short on detail, but it didn't seem to matter; it was just obvious to us that one day it would happen.




  And pretty quickly we got halfway there; we filled the place with a large family. Samuel, now 11 years old, had two younger brothers, Maurice (seven) and Thérence (three). Eddie had enjoyed her last few years as master of her domain and had died peacefully, only for Natalie, with the zeal of a nineteenth-century missionary, to replace her with two more dogs, two horses, two cats and two hens (not counting many other animal comings and goings), creating a menagerie which collectively had about as much idea of 'peace' as an excitable school trip on a car ferry. 




  'Don't you miss England?'




  A different heckler chirped up now, a woman who tragically – and fatally for a comedian trying to stamp his authority on the room – had apparently taken pity on me.




  The truthful answer was a straight, unequivocal 'no', for the simple reason that I was spending more time in England than I was at home anyway. I was fast becoming history's most uncommitted émigré. A lot of expats – and I know because I've gigged for them all over the world – will give you a whole list of things they miss about 'home', from Marmite to pubs to Antiques Roadshow, to drinking in the street and swearing at traffic wardens. Well, I am an expat and all I was missing was the country that I'd ostensibly moved to in the first place! It didn't seem right. And I was missing my family, animals included if I was pushed. I just wasn't seeing them. Not just 'I wasn't seeing them often enough', but a more upsetting, far more hurtful and damaging, 'I wasn't seeing them much at all.' 


  'Why?' interrupted the angry heckler again.




  The whole gig seemed to be descending into a good-cop, bad-cop heckle-off, while the rest of the audience either checked their watches or stared at the grubby, 1970s-style patterned carpet, all a little embarrassed. 




  'Why did you go there? Were you run out of the country?' 




  He laughed at his own joke, thankfully getting even less response than I was getting.








The plan (and that really is giving what was actually just 'a vague notion' far too much gravitas) concerning my retirement from live performance comedy was largely scuppered by the very real need to earn money. We live in a relatively poor area of France, an agricultural backwater, and any job that Natalie had previously been able to find was minimum-wage and necessitated being away from home all day – hardly possible when trying to care for a sizeable human family, alongside what had become a burgeoning and practically full-time animal rescue centre. In fact it was difficult enough trying to fit everything in even while she was, at this point, on maternity leave. 


  The only thing bringing in any regular money, therefore, was stand-up comedy and that, for a number of reasons – not least of which my brain's rank inability to remember anything other than a few stock French phrases – was happening everywhere in the world except France. Whereas when we had first moved abroad I would commute back to the UK to work on a Thursday, Friday and Saturday in metropolitan comedy clubs, I was now spending weeks away gigging in the Middle East, other parts of Europe, sometimes North America and especially, for some reason, India – basically anywhere in the world with an expat community, a microphone and a desire for some entertainment from 'the old country'. I was doing well on the corporate circuit in the UK, too, as an after-dinner speaker and awards host. So while the ambition may certainly have been to be at home more, in truth, financially speaking, we'd never been better off. 


  But we had also never been more apart – and, physically and emotionally, it was taking its toll. 




  About a year before this Natalie and I had hit upon an idea that we thought could help make our plan a reality, and on paper it looked bulletproof: why not turn our large property to our advantage, make it work for us? Not in a gîte or chambres d'hôtes way – that idea had been mooted but quickly discarded on the basis that my social skills, that is, my almost total lack of tolerance for other people, would be tested too quickly and possibly disastrously if people actually had to stay with us. Our idea was to use the space we have, in particular the number of outbuildings, to set up a kind of school – a holiday school – for paying adults to come and learn a skill: painting, writing, pottery; the kind of thing that you see advertised everywhere and that seems quite popular. The intention was to use local hotels and chambres d'hôtes to house our students, which meant that local businesses would benefit but also that we would still have our place largely to ourselves. We would call the school 'Les Champs Créatifs' – the 'Fields of Creativity'. 


  We had done a mountain of research, which had even included going to other places in France to try out courses for ourselves, and decided that as we had contacts in writing anyway we should start with writing courses. There had been a multitude of options obviously: Natalie had been away and done a course in needlecraft that seemed very popular and I had taken a two-day course in French cookery, but we settled on writing. Natalie had done some teaching and could easily have taught a course in languages; I suggested some kind of doctorate in animal rescue and chaos theory, with an extra module in soft furnishings, to which she responded swiftly with a barb of her own: 'Let's concentrate on your skills then, shall we? How about a course in Verbal Abuse of Equines or How Not to Dress in Rural France, or, here's one, a PhD in Moody Git.' Despite this extensive in-house expertise, however, we made the decision to 'hire in' the tutors. 




  We were genuinely excited by the prospect of what we were trying to create, and although the classic advice is that married couples should never work together, we were loving it. We decided not to do anything until the necessary building work had been completed, as we simply didn't want the stress. Suppose the building was delayed and it wasn't finished in time? It would mean cancelling the courses and notifying both the tutors and the pupils, and the enterprise would hardly recover from that kind of start. It also meant that we could take our time. It seemed to us that the most important thing was the tutors. Obviously we were providing a peaceful, hopefully creative, location in one of the most beautiful places in the world, but it was the tutors who had to be interesting enough and, to a certain extent, well known enough, to attract paying punters.




  Another idea we had was that the writing courses shouldn't be just open-ended 'creative writing' but genre-specific. By appealing to genre enthusiasts we reckoned that we would get genuinely committed people on the courses; by narrowing our market, we thought, we would actually be increasing our chances of success. We chose crime fiction (a hugely popular genre), historical crime fiction (one of the fastest-growing genres and an obvious choice with the châteaux of the Loire Valley as our setting) and travel writing, again making use of our location. 




  Eventually, the building work was completed (late, naturally) and we began to get excited. I had gained an office, a bolthole where I could work on my writing, and Natalie had done wonders with the classroom itself, despite my mocking the process. A few months earlier it had been a damp storage room and she had transformed it into a shabby-chic, Laura Ashley Mecca with more cushions than there are balls in an IKEA soft-play area. We couldn't wait to get started. Over the course of our first summer we planned to run four courses (two for crime fiction, one for historical crime fiction and one for travel writing), all of five days each, and with enough space in-between for our students to learn, and hopefully, rest. We'd even left a space at the end of August for us all to take a well-earned holiday ourselves if we could persuade someone to house-sit the 'home-zoo', which wouldn't necessarily be that easy.




  We put out an advertisement for potential tutors and couldn't believe the response: hundreds of authors replied, some household 'genre' names, and we went about matching people to dates and suitability. Our confidence grew as more than one friend told us that, on paper at least, we had a winner. The location was perfect, the courses were well thought out and, as we were paying above the going rate, the tutors were going to be first-class too. We were quietly confident; finally we thought we had hit upon something that meant, even if it was only for the summers to begin with, we would be together as a family. I gleefully and confidently left my gig diary blank for the two months that we would be doing the school and it felt good to know that I would be at home.




  Now, I'm not one for portents – and for the most part everything had gone smoothly anyway – but, looking back, there were signs there if I had been inclined to look for them. The only time I had been nervous was when I was interviewing a famous crime writer in his local pub over a generously portioned ploughman's. We were very keen to acquire his services; he is a well-respected writer and an experienced 'writing school tutor', so we thought adding his name to the roster would give the opening year an added push. He also seemed enthusiastic and we were now getting down to the nitty-gritty of dates and finances.




  We had just reached the point where I was explaining his fee when his face turned purple. He began to have difficulty breathing and started coughing violently, a hacking cough that tore apart the bucolic serenity of this quiet country pub. 'Were you expecting more?' I said uselessly, misreading his swift descent into a choking death as some kind of elaborate wages protest. 'Other people have said that it's quite generous…'




  He loosened his tie with difficulty and staggered off towards the toilets. The few other customers in the bar stared at me as if I'd poisoned the man, and after 20 minutes the barmaid came over to me and quite rightly asked if I thought I shouldn't go in and check on him. My phone rang – it was Natalie.




  'Well?' she asked, excitedly. (We had rather pinned our hopes on persuading this author to join us if we could arrange our diaries effectively, hence I was paying for lunch.)




  'Erm, I'll call you back,' I replied nervously. 'I think I may have killed him.'




  I hadn't, obviously, and he returned to the table a short while later looking flustered and apologetic – and just as I was very obviously writing the word 'INSURANCE' on a handy beer mat. 'It went down the wrong hole,' he offered, by way of explanation, but in the end we never could match our diaries up well enough for him to teach a course for us, which was possibly just as well if he nearly choked to death every time he ate cheese.




  The first writing course was due to start at the end of May and advertising had begun the previous November. We weren't really sure when we should start our publicity campaign but it seemed best to cover all bases and just go for blanket coverage: the website was up and running, and looked warm and inviting; at the end of the year a well-known glossy magazine did a two-page spread on me as a stand-up and this, 'our new departure'. We began receiving magazines from all over the world, particularly North America and Australia, copies of publications where our full-colour, beautifully photographed and written adverts were featured. Everything was geared up and on time, all we had to do was wait for the enquiries… 


  Not one came. 




  Not one enquiry. Not one solitary spark of interest. It got to the point where I asked friends to test the website email link for us and then I would go to the inbox and all that would be there were emails from those friends jokingly asking if there were still any spaces going. It wasn't necessarily even that depressing at first, we were just dumbstruck, absolutely stunned. Every business has its setbacks and we'd even talked about the possibility of not filling 'all' the places on offer and maybe cutting one course out of the schedule if we needed to. But no-one?! Not even by mistake? No-one? 




  In early spring, when disaster seemed imminent, we had to make a decision. We hadn't banked on absolutely no-one signing up for the courses, but as this was clearly going to be the case our projected income for the entire summer was now a worrying 'nil'. Not only that, we had no savings left. A combination of building work, furniture, preparation, publicity costs and reams of Laura Ashley material meant that we had spent almost £30,000 on our school. We needed money quickly. 




  I have been in charge of booking my own live performances for years – it has its many advantages and is relatively straightforward, with my diary normally full of gigs at least six months in advance – but at this point I could have done with an aggressive agent standing by ready to fill my diary for me. I got on the phones, as they say, and did my best… 








And so here I was. On stage in a room above a pub somewhere in the West Midlands, under a glaring, unforgiving light, the audience for the most part disinterested, as warm banter and genuine laughter filtered up from the bar below. I was lucky to be working at all and, not only that, I was going to be busy too. I would be away most of the summer, when I should have been at home for most of it. At least we were still, ostensibly, in France; me, Natalie, the boys and the flotsam and jetsam of the animal kingdom; we still had that. 


  What we also needed now, though, was a Plan B.
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ADOPT, ADAPT AND IMPROVE






I don't like chaos. I don't like disorder, discombobulation, mess, clutter or muddle. I'll have no truck with bedlam, mayhem or turmoil. I like straight lines and order, bullet points and alphabetising. I like polished shoes, cutlery in the right drawer and trouser creases you could slice bread with. If personal organisation is my (admittedly low-wattage) superpower, then nihilistic, unruly and demanding puppies are my kryptonite.




  'What do you think of Roxy?' Natalie said airily while sat at the computer one afternoon. When she's after something and laughably thinks she needs my approval, the conversations leave me reeling; to anyone else watching it's like a cat playing with a mouse. It was obvious from the computer monitor what she meant by 'Roxy'. Roxy was a Jack Russell cross, rescued by a local charity after being severely mistreated by her owners in Spain. Natalie had had a bee in her bonnet since the local dog groomer (never a phrase I'm happy with) started banging on about the plight of Spanish hunting dogs, how they're abused and discarded, or worse, once they have served their purpose. It's gruesome stuff and heartbreaking to read some of the stories but really, a line has to be drawn. 




  'We're full up here!' I said. 'The new rule is this: from now on this place operates along the same lines as the still-touring Four Tops; it doesn't matter if there are no original members left, but there's a number limit – so it's one out, one in.' 


  Natalie turned back to the screen and the picture of Roxy looking needy.




  'She's a pretty little thing who needs a home,' she said. 




  'But she's not right for us anyway,' I continued, needlessly, feeling like I had to say something.




  'How do you mean?' Natalie said, without turning around. 


  I should have left it there. I should have just walked away, quit while I wasn't that far behind. Idiot.




  'Well, she's a ratier,' I began; keen to use any French I had for the purpose of gravitas. 'Their instinct is to hunt.' 


  Natalie nodded sagely.




  'We have cats and hens; they wouldn't be safe,' I blathered. 'Plus,' I added, unknowingly drawing the lid over my own coffin, 'she's a couple of years old; she's already learned to hunt. You'd need a younger dog and then you could train it.' 


  'You're absolutely right, Ian,' she said, using my first name the way parents do to draw a line under things and swivelling round on the office chair. 'You're right. We should get a puppy instead.'




  I think at that point my mouth may have fallen open in classic cartoon style; I certainly didn't say anything. I went to my office and just sat in stunned silence, leaving Natalie to her office-chair victory swivels. I went back in, a few hours later, hoping the dust had settled, only to be greeted with a voice from upstairs: 'I think I've found the puppy you're looking for!'




  'Excellent,' I said, sarcastically, and downed a glass of wine. 'That's Plan B sorted, then. More animals, eh? Who'd have thought that'd be the answer to our problems?' 




  It's one thing to be so comprehensively outplayed in the parlour game of 'new puppy vs no puppy', but quite another to then be required to do the eight-hour round-trip drive to pick up 'my' puppy. To my mind we had enough on our plate, and it wasn't as if the animals we had already were maintenance-free. The two dogs were polar opposites. Toby, a spaniel–border collie cross is delightful but mentally limited, like an overfriendly village idiot; Pierrot, an elderly King Charles spaniel, was by now deaf and partially blind, but had settled into a routine of personal sexual gratification that caused visitors' jaws to drop while they simultaneously tried to cover up the eyes of their children. Junior was the first horse to arrive and immediately took a dislike to what he considered to be his natural challenger for leader of the pack – me. He subjected me to physical and – to my mind at least, though I'm no horse whisperer – verbal abuse. If he were human he would probably be in solitary confinement somewhere; however Natalie had decided to reward his behaviour by getting him a concubine, Ultime, who was flighty, frisky and full of youthful vigour, especially, much to Junior's initial delight, in the 'stable department'.




  Our two cats, Vespa and Flame, had been half of a litter found abandoned in the hayloft. The hens, my lovely hens, Tallulah and Lola, scratch about the place like a pair of old fuss-budgety spinsters visiting a stately home, and bustle about with a look on their faces that's part admiration and part 'wiping a finger along the mantelpiece' superiority. 




  Nonetheless, we all set off early one morning, all of them singing made-up 'We're Off to Get a Puppy' songs while I was feeling more like the wretched Sydney Carton in A Tale of Two Cities – and utterly resigned to my fate.




  If you look on a map, the Loire Valley doesn't seem that far from the Dordogne, but it bloody is, so by the time we got there most tempers were almost as frayed as mine. Even when we were no more than a few kilometres away I was still blithely issuing 'I'll turn this thing around and we'll go straight home' threats, with ever-decreasing effectiveness. The thing was, we weren't going to 'see' a puppy; this wasn't like an interview process to check our compatibility; this was a pick-up, a done deal, a fait accompli and I felt like I'd been bounced into it. 


  We had agreed to meet our contact from the Phoenix Association rescue centre and then drive to the foster home where the puppy had been living for the past few days. The foster carer, a harassed-looking woman living in the middle of nowhere, had six dogs and six cats which had the run of the place and, laudable though her vocation is, it was chaos in there. Fortunately, it was a nice day so the animals could be outside, but then they were in one minute and out the next: all over the furniture, on the kitchen surfaces, chasing each other through open windows and jumping on the dining table. While Natalie chatted dogs and general animal cruelty with the woman, I stood in a corner, keeping myself as still as possible to avoid being covered in hair (or worse), occasionally hissing in Natalie's direction that there was 'no way our house would ever be like this, no way at all'.




  And then Gigi appeared. She had been playing with the other dogs, and even at just 12 weeks old was standing her ground against older and rougher animals. Gigi is a cross between a dachshund and a Chihuahua, and though she obviously had a bit of spunk about her she would have fitted into one of my slippers. Far from worrying about her chasing the hens or fighting with the cats, our main concern would be to avoid stepping on her or being on our guard against circling buzzards mistaking her for a baby rabbit.




  It never occurred to me that at some point in my life I would be carrying around a small dog in a bag and introducing my 'chiweenie' which, crushingly, is what this cross-breed is known as. But she was charming; full of character and spirit and a loving little thing. She was also feisty, mischievous, ignored any instructions I might give and had me immediately wrapped around her little finger. She therefore fitted in perfectly. 


  If I'd hoped that the acquisition of Gigi would somehow satisfy Natalie's insatiable craving, I was wrong. At first I'd thought this new bout of mass animal-collecting was somehow a displacement therapy, a comforting fallback to make up for what, even in early spring, was looking like the financial and emotional disaster of the school. Maybe it was in part, but it had also developed into a full-blown addiction. People living with a partner's addiction may have warning bells and emergency measures: a lock on the drinks cabinet maybe, a ban on chocolate. We had to ban some of the animal-based documentary channels, skip TV adverts when a charity ad came on, avoid magazines. And once you've started collecting animals of course there is bound to be a natural, and inevitable, drop off in numbers – as much as you care for your pets, they are susceptible to old age, ill health, etc. – and though mourning is heartfelt, in our case it is also brief and swiftly replaced by a new search.




  Most families develop their own holiday time traditions sooner or later – whether it be an acrimonious Christmas Day game of Trivial Pursuit or putting 'amusing' hats on a sleeping elderly relative. They are bookmarks, part Groundhog Day, part collective familial nervous tic. Easter is much the same and we had by now developed our own Easter tradition in France: we bury one of the pets. A macabre twist on the general idea, granted, but one that had unfortunately now become something of an early-spring regularity.




  Lola, one of our hens, died on Easter Sunday, and it cast something of a pall on the day. She hadn't been herself for a week or so and had begun to stay in the coop rather than get up in the morning. She had started attacking the spring tulips like they were a reminder of something evil in her past and then, frustratingly, took to laying her eggs wherever she felt like it, as though she was mocking the traditional Easter egg hunt. She then started laying eggs with no shell on at all, which sounds like some evolution of convenience cooking but was actually a very messy business indeed. It was tempting to put the whole thing down to a temporary mood swing or the behaviour of a hormonal teenage hen, but the truth is hens are inscrutable creatures and very obvious signs of ill health are pretty thin on the ground. Also, there was no point in asking the vet, who would probably just laugh at us and suggest a nice sauce, some rosemary and a large pot.




  She was definitely alive in the morning when I opened up their coop, though she remained in her nest. I thought nothing of it at first and went about the serious business of hiding the boys' Easter eggs in the garden, which was proving harder than I'd imagined. After hiding a few of the eggs it became clear that Toby, Pierrot and Gigi were following at a discreet distance and systematically eating what I'd hidden. So I started again, before realising that while leaving the things out of canine reach they were also directly in the sunlight and liable to be mere chocolate puddles by the time the boys found them. I started a third time, taking dog behaviour and sun trajectory into account. I finally settled back as the big hunt began, only to realise half an hour later, when only half of the eggs had been found, that I couldn't remember where I'd hidden most of the damn things, at which point Natalie took over and I was retired from my position.




  Later on that day we upheld another one of our Easter Sunday traditions by attending the foire aux ânes ('donkey fair'), which takes place locally and which, frankly, I dread every year. I've got nothing against donkeys; I quite like the creatures. We even had one, briefly, before it was repeatedly sodomised by our horse, Junior. Personally, I'm pleased that their role is recognised so much that they get their own foire, but when confronted by any group of animals my morale sinks and my patience wears thin; the rest of the family go running around like the kids in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, while I have to repeat myself, saying, 'No', 'Don't be silly' and 'It won't fit in the car'.




  Not only is the foire aux ânes an Easter celebration of all things donkey, there is the inevitable brocante with its stalls and stalls of tat where Natalie will, every year, buy some metal ornamental jug-type thing and the boys will splurge their pocket money on small toys exactly like the ones they already have and don't play with anymore. I will be left to queue for an outrageously over-priced lunch while the rest of them are off bartering with Romanies and then they'll return and complain that I bought the wrong thing. Again, it's an Easter Sunday tradition, as is the strop that goes with it.




  'You're so moody, Daddy!' Samuel said as we drove back home afterwards, to the noisy accompaniment of various types of garden ironmongery rolling about in the boot. I tried to argue my case, but apparently the only way to prove that I'm not moody would have been to turn the car around and stuff it full of hooved, herbivorous mammals or – as I like to call them – 'Junior fodder'.




  'Yes, son; yes I am. Very moody.' I was resigned, and after a week's travelling and working away I was too tired to argue my case. The poor boys were sensing the pressure we were under more and more and I was behaving like a grumpy mod zombie. 


  When we got back home it was obvious that Tallulah, our other hen, was on her own. The hens always go around together, so Natalie went off in search of poor Lola; she didn't have to look very far. Lola hadn't made it out of the coop and was already stiff from rigor mortis, her eyes glazed and her head at an odd, questioning angle like a horrible parody of those terracotta oven dishes you see in fancy cook shops. 


  Lola was Maurice's hen and he didn't take the news well. Up until that point he'd always taken the death of a pet phlegmatically; sad and quiet, certainly, but not tearful. This time though he was distraught, utterly inconsolable, obviously having reached an age where he's aware that death is very much the end and that Lola wasn't coming back. We buried Lola while little Maurice's sobs continued unabated and Tallulah clucked and fussed plaintively in the background. I know she was just a hen, but despite where we live we are not hard-nosed country folk and these things do affect us. We all felt saddened by her death, maybe because we hadn't seen it coming and also because exactly this time last year we were burying the short-lived rabbit, something that preyed very heavily on both Samuel's and Maurice's minds.




  I don't know whether haste helps the grieving process, but Natalie was determined to give it a go; a replacement was immediately sought and duly arrived from the market the following Thursday. Victoria (it had become policy now that all new hens were to be named after songs by The Kinks) was a handsome girl and more tame than either Lola or Tallulah, allowing herself to be stroked and immediately strutting about the place with some confidence. Tallulah however, who had obviously begun to pine for her absent friend, wasn't keen. They eyed each other suspiciously like two old women at a tea dance who've both taken a fancy to the same man; there was no outright hostility, but rather a coolness, and so to start with they kept their distance. Tallulah had taken to hanging around the bird feeders with the cats, waiting for some stray bread to fall, but Victoria was happy to explore and even lay eggs in the flowerbeds, which, convenience aside, was amazing for such a young hen and one so new to her surroundings.




  In short, although Lola's death was a shock, we felt we'd quickly got things back on an even keel and everything animal-wise was fine again – but we were wrong.




  Toby, the spaniel–collie cross, is a follower, not a leader. One minute he's chasing mice because he's seen the cats do it and the next he's chasing the cats because he's seen Gigi – who may only be a chiweenie but has the attitude of a lairy Rottweiler – do it. Occasionally we'll give Toby a bone to chew on, though not very often. It may be good for a dog's teeth, but can play havoc with their digestive system – and although as a mod I have a hankering for nostalgia, that doesn't stretch to white dog poo. 


  I sat under the lime tree enjoying the spring sunshine; a brief window of tranquillity had opened and I was determined to take full advantage. Maurice had scored two goals in his football match earlier and was now revelling in delight; Samuel was buried deep in the world of Harry Potter and Thérence had taken himself off for an afternoon nap on the sofa; Natalie was, as usual, doing something unfathomable in the garden somewhere, while the animals all did their thing. The hens were pacing up and down; the cats were lying languidly in the sun; Gigi and Pierrot were lazing on the terrace while the horses took the opportunity to hump without being barked at, as Toby was distracted by his bone. It was as peaceful as it gets; a hazy, soft-focus, bucolic dreamscape which lasted about five minutes.




  I'd just begun to drift off when the violence of Natalie's screams scared me clean out of the hammock and on to the ground. I picked myself up to see her angrily chasing Toby around the place. There were feathers everywhere, which may be a good sign in a pillow fight but not in a hen-and-dog combo. Victoria, it seems, had wandered too close to Toby who, although usually a very placid animal, likes a bit of space when chewing on a bone. He had taken exception to her proximity and lashed out taking a sizeable chunk of plumage and worse, half of one of her feet. There was blood everywhere.




  It's no use arguing that it was out of character, bones are apparently Toby's equivalent of strong lager. They change his personality and the lovable beast becomes like a repressed husband who starts throwing his weight around after a few pints of Stella.




  All hell broke loose. Every animal seemed to want to get involved and take sides. Gigi took exception to Toby being shouted at and kept hanging off the back of my trousers; the cats took advantage of the distraction and jumped on to the bird feeder; Pierrot, now almost totally blind and deaf, knew something was amiss and started rubbing himself furiously against a handy table leg; while Tallulah literally took Victoria under her wing and walked her away from the scene with a judgemental look on her face. The horses, seeing chaos as a new turn-on, continued humping noisily, adding to the bedlam of the scene.




  We bathed and bandaged the damaged foot; it hadn't been completely severed, but Victoria was clearly traumatised by what had happened and steadfastly refused to leave the coop for weeks afterwards. I was surprised at this, frankly; I thought chickens still ran around if you chopped their heads off, but this one just sulked and stayed in bed all day. A decree was passed and Toby had all bone privileges removed, although he seemed to have no recollection of what he had done and therefore no remorse, so it all smacked of an uneasy truce. 


  Most people may have been tempted to conclude that the cat–hen–dog–horse nature of our home life was actually a pretty fragile existence, and that maybe a period of rest to let the animals find their level would be wise before introducing any newcomers to the mix. Natalie isn't most people. The strength of will she needed to turn down the offer of two more kittens during the following week only lasted a couple of days and so, on a trip to the market for fruit and veg, she returned with two more hens.




  I was away by this point and had been for over a week – as if my being there would have prevented the new arrivals. The phone conversations I'd had indicated that the brittle dog–hen truce appeared to be holding, but that the hens themselves seemed to be divided. Tallulah, after showing brief concern for Victoria, was now having very little to do with her at all, which added to Victoria's isolation and lack of verve. The new hens however, Monica and Anaïs, (Monica kept The Kinks theme going but Anaïs was more like a name for a 1920s Parisian courtesan to me) had given Victoria a new confidence while simultaneously ruffling Tallulah's feathers in the process. Are hens political? 


  Questions, questions.




  The real point was that after ten days on the road I was now sitting in my hotel room, staring at dank, grey Birmingham, and my thoughts were dominated, admittedly happily, by the potential in-fighting of a group of young hens. If I'd been at home all that time I would have tutted and sulked and railed against the increased mayhem of the place, pleaded with Natalie and the boys for a bit of peace and quiet, sought solace somewhere away from the animal anarchy. I wasn't at home, though, and I missed the whole feather-and-fur merry-go-round. The circus was driving me potty when I was there but it seemed, precariously at least, to be keeping me sane when I wasn't. Can't live with 'em, can't live without 'em.
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ON THE HEDGE OF INSANITY






Without consciously realising it, we had slipped straight back into our old routine. Natalie was happily collecting animals, those animals were rewriting the rules on acceptable behaviour and the boys were growing up in a Narnia-like animal– countryside–fantasy existence. For a while we were in a kind of daze about the initial failure of Les Champs Créatifs and were almost too nervous to discuss alternatives. At some point we would have to sit down together and talk about the future again, but for now it was impossible – and not just because we'd had our fingers burned.




  So much of my life is spent not just travelling but planning the travelling. I have to dedicate whole afternoons to booking a block of journeys, trying to find the best deal, matching up bus, train and plane connections, working out months in advance if I can do a particular weekend with hand luggage only, while remembering to avoid Paris during the school holidays for fear of being stuck on a budget airline surrounded by wailing infants who have somehow earned the right to go to Disneyland. 


  It's a complicated business and it requires clarity of thought, order and no small amount of patience, and I have, I think, got it down to a fine art. Sadly, it means that I've now become an expert on Ryanair timetables and destinations; I can quote prices and the best times to travel on Eurostar; and I know the night-time links for National Express. If I were on Mastermind, 'Travel between France and the UK' would be my specialist subject. But even I occasionally get it wrong. Badly wrong. 


  We'd only been living in France for a month when I was flown out to Tokyo to do some shows there. The gigs were OK, as I remember, but what set the trip apart was that the head of Virgin Japan was in the audience one night – he liked what he saw, so he bumped me and my fellow performers all up to Virgin Upper Class. It was a beautiful way to travel and I fell asleep immediately, which while on the one hand meant that I didn't have to talk to my fellow comedians, also meant that there was limited opportunity to feel really smug. As it was, however, I arrived back at Heathrow feeling refreshed and ready to meet my more mundane connection to Paris. 


  'You're a little early to be checking in, Mr Moore,' said the British Airways crew member behind the desk, trying hard to hide the smirk on her lips. 'A year early.'




  In those early days I booked these trips with genuine excitement, I was jet-setting around the world – OK, I was mostly just flying to London Stansted, but it felt almost exhilarating to be travelling like that. The thrill soon wears off, however, when you try to add up just how many hours you've spent pacing up and down airport terminals or trying to keep warm on exposed railway platforms. It's especially upsetting when you're a whole year early for your flight and being charged a fortune to change it. I vowed there and then that I would not make that mistake again, that no matter how long I spent planning the journeys I would take more care. It wasn't just about the money, it was about dignity. No-one likes to be made to look that stupid and in the seven years since, despite taking hundreds of flights and thousands of trains, I'd had a screw-up-free record. 




  As I was scrabbling around for short-notice gigs I didn't have the luxury of well-researched pre-planning – decisions had to be made in haste, travel plans concocted on the backs of envelopes without due care and attention, and it had a disastrous effect. I was feeling pretty jaunty, which is fatal for me, and had made the drive to Calais in record time, meaning that I could jump on an earlier Eurotunnel train and arrive in England just in time to turn on the car radio and listen to the football. It had all been beautifully worked out.




  'You're a little early to be checking in, Monsieur,' said the petite French lady in the ticket booth.




  'Really?' I replied, probably a little cocksure. 'Surely it's only a couple of hours.'




  'It's a week, Monsieur. Today is the twenty-first, this booking is for the twenty-eighth.'




  In the end I felt quite sorry for the poor girl in the booth as she had to listen to such a heartfelt volley of Anglo-Saxon profanities which, although not directed at her, were very much aimed in the direction of the universe in general, of which she no doubt felt a part.




  I bought a new ticket at twice the price of the old one and drove slowly on to join the boarding queue. Oh well, I thought, it could be worse: at least this kind of thing only happens once every seven years…




  The following day I had to fly to Belfast for a corporate event and I was travelling from Gatwick. I used to like Gatwick Airport – I spent my teenage years living not far from it and it always seemed so impossibly romantic that somewhere so close to my home could be a hub from which to go anywhere in the world. The glamour has largely gone from international travel and Gatwick in particular seems to be less of an airport these days and more a holding station for every stag party in the world. When I arrived to check in there were at least three large groups of Mario Brothers stags, two sets of nuns and a dozen overweight blokes wearing comedy breasts, though they may have just been shirtless. Clearly, if you dress up like that for a stag party you should consider yourself very fortunate indeed that you've found someone sympathetic enough to want to share their life with you, but the rest of us don't care. Grow up. 


  To be fair, my romantic view of Gatwick didn't last past the time I had a summer job there. I worked shifts in the cafe after passport control and it was miserable; you could see how stressed people got just by being in an airport: the constant noise of screaming children, bickering adults and assorted drunks was horrendous, and I hated the job. I remember Terence Trent D'Arby coming through the cafe one morning and being appallingly impolite as we tried to serve him but, and I offer this up as an apology, that in no way excused how many times his sausage roll was dropped on the floor before it was handed to him on an equally grubby paper plate. 


  I had tried to check in online for my return flight to Belfast, but as usual couldn't do it; I could get the outbound OK, but the return wasn't happening. Budget airlines are notorious for this; you need the computer skills of a Pentagon hacker to get around their websites at the best of times, but I'd allowed myself some space so I enquired at the desk.




  'I couldn't print out my return online,' I said, to a frankly orange-skinned creature behind the desk.




  'That's because it's not open yet,' she replied.




  'Really?' I asked. 'But I'm coming back tomorrow morning, first thing.'




  'No, sir, this booking is for a return on Saturday morning.'




  Twice! Twice in a bloody week! Had I become so blasé about the whole travel business that I barely even looked at the computer screen anymore, just blithely confirming whatever's thrown up in front of me like some diffident Roman emperor? Or, and in my fragile, paranoid state this was my favoured option, was my subconscious basically telling me, 'Enough is enough. Stop all this travelling malarkey; it's doing you no good.' If only. 




  It was with a sense of weariness, then, that I eventually got to Belfast and to the reception desk at the Europa Hotel. 


  'Hi there, you should have a reservation for me? Mr Moore?' 


  'Ach, no, Mr Moore. According to our records you checked in yesterday.'




  It seemed that the disaster of our writing school was having a knock-on effect on everything else; it was casting a dark shadow. It wasn't simply a case of saying, 'Oh well, we'll just carry on doing what we've done before', and switch straight back into gigs/being away/travel/Natalie-on-her-own mode. Everything seemed to be getting harder. Even the weather seemed to be against us as spring, for the second year running, decided that biblical downpours were the way forward. 


  The wet weather had serious repercussions: Natalie's grand spring garden plans were once again being scuppered, leaving her angrily tutting at the heavens from the dry of the lounge. It was also a blow to my plans too – not in terms of travel but something far more important: chutney. For the second year in a row my fruit trees were barren. I would be chutney-less and my passion, my get-away-from-it-all safety net of standing in the kitchen and boiling the goodness out of fresh fruit would be denied me once again. This really was turning out to be a tough year indeed.




  'Well, there's plenty of other things you can do,' Natalie said, quite reasonably, while I was grouching my way around my fruitless orchard on a rare dry afternoon. 'All those hedge trimmings need piling up and burning for one thing.' 


  More than two-thirds of the property, approximately 200 metres, has a thick leylandii hedge; the previous owners planted that species of leylandii specifically because of its apparently famous ability to remain immune to disease. Mother Nature, though, obviously in one of her more capricious moods, had seen fit to pooh-pooh such claims and the thing was now dying of the very diseases it's not supposed to catch. It still needs trimming every year, however, which means I rub my back, affect a limp and get someone else in to do it, citing a not wholly inaccurate physical frailty. This year, although the hedge got trimmed, all the trimmings were left where they fell, partly because we thought we could save money by not employing our intimidating Portuguese gardener, Manuel, who we had inherited from the previous owners of the house, to do the whole job, and partly because it was felt that I could do with the exercise – a decision taken in my absence.




  Initially we had thought about not trimming the hedge at all, again partly for financial reasons but also in the hope that just letting it run wild would help the struggling patches find some enthusiasm for life and begin to regrow. Manuel was having none of it. 




  'What?' he asked, incensed. 'You want it to look like nobody lives here?' 




  And off he went to get the industrial hedge trimmers, overriding our decision entirely and looking at me over his shoulder like I'd obviously bullied Natalie into such folly. The horses had played a hand in the verdict too.




  While largely unaffected by noise, low-flying French fighter jets, the incessant barrage of hunters, etc., the horses do get quite flustered if another equine body happens to wander past the gate. Usually they start running around and neighing loudly – but not this time. This time they got themselves stuck in the hedge. The hedge runs around most of the property and there's a gap of about half a metre between it and the wire-mesh fence on the other side. I'd blocked off any access to this gap, knowing that if they went behind the hedge they would either cut themselves badly or destroy the fence. What I hadn't banked on was Junior getting so aerated at the sight of a strange horse or that Ultime would follow him up this narrow, potentially dangerous alley and that both of them would get stuck.
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