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				Ben Hatch was born in London and grew up there, in Manchester and Buckinghamshire, where he lived in a windmill which meant he was called Windy Miller at school for years, though he’s not been scarred by this experience at all. He now lives in Brighton with his tiny wife Dinah, and two children, in a normal house. He likes cheese and is balding although he disguises this fact by spiking his hair to a great height to distract people he wishes to impress. You can follow him on Twitter @BenHatch.

				His latest book is called Road to Rouen: A 10,000 Mile Journey in a cheese-filled Passat. Before this he wrote Are We Nearly There Yet? 8,000 Miles Around Britain in a Vauxhall Astra, that was a Radio 2 Book of the Year, became a Number One bestseller and is currently being made into a movie by Island Pictures.

				He is the tallest Hatch who ever lived (5 ft 9) and is son of Sir David Hatch, the famous radio performer and producer whose shadow Ben doesn’t at all feel under. He also maintains that he knows the cure for the common cold (tweet him at @BenHatch to find this out) and that one of his relatives was John Couch-Adams who discovered the planet Neptune. Apparently his aunty told him.
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				The International Gooseberry
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				Praise for Are We Nearly There Yet?



				‘A voyage of pain, suffering, argument, baby wipes, discovery and utter delight . . . Never travel in a car with children without this book by your side’ Sir Terry Wogan



				‘A funny, touching cross country jaunt that’s as much about being a kid as it is about being a grown up’ Danny Wallace



				‘A wonderful book – hilarious and moving, all at the same time. Highly recommended for anyone with a family, a car or a sense of humour’ Sophie Kinsella



				‘This is about a living, loving, occasionally quarrelsome but clearly very happy marriage and it felt curiously life-affirming to read about it. It’s very warts and all, extremely funny, very human and very sad. If you liked One Day or just like good books in general, don’t let this one pass you by’ Jenny Colgan



				‘Funny, touching and so, so, true to life. The must read of the year!’ Mike Gayle



				‘Refreshing, insightful, very funny’ Joanne Harris



				‘A wonderful book. Terribly moving and so so funny’ Richard Briers



				‘Brilliant. Outnumbered in a car. I absolutely loved it. Funny, honest and moving’ Tim Brooke-Taylor



				‘Very funny and equally moving. Ben Hatch is one of my favourite writers’ Lisa Jewell



				‘If you’re dreading a weekend car trip with small children this book can’t fail to cheer you up’ The Mirror
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				CHAPTER 1

				‘I have a new packing system.’

				‘Have you, love?’ says Dinah.

				The study windows are obscured with lining paper, like we’re expecting a Luftwaffe raid, and the kitchen’s so full of teetering piles of boxes it resembles the deck of a cargo freighter.

				‘Do you want to know what it is?’

				‘No. But I expect you’ll tell me anyway.’

				‘Squishy bags!’

				I look at my wife. She’s wrapping wine glasses in old newspaper on the sideboard.

				‘We’re not taking suitcases this year. We’re taking squishy bags.’

				The idea came to me last night. Every bag will be soft, roughly the same size and, above all, squishy. Squishiness is key. It’ll make it easier to pack and unpack the boot of the car. And since every bag will be malleable and similarly proportioned, they’ll also be interchangeable. It also, of course, means Dinah will no longer be able say this: ‘Ben, all those suitcases are way too heavy for me, so I’ll just marshal the kids into the hotel holding this virtually weightless Tesco carrier bag containing four felt-tips, leaving you stumbling towards the lobby with everything else, looking like Magnus ver Magnusson in the World’s Strongest Man Lorry Pull. Don’t forget my sponge bag. Let me tie its strap round your neck.’

				‘Well?’

				‘Good,’ she nods.

				‘Good? It’s a quantum leap. If this was chemistry, it would be the invention of the periodic table.’

				‘Love, you’ve bought some holdalls from Millets. Can we get on? Have you seen Charlie? Charlie!’ she shouts.

				There have been setbacks already. Not everything has gone to plan. For instance, none of us is wearing pants today. We’re pantless. Our pants are unavailable, as Dinah’s already packed them but doesn’t know where. The oven’s also picked this moment to stop working. The fan broke yesterday, after Dinah, contrary to our Baumatic Multi-Function Twin Cavity Cooking Theatre manual’s instructions, used an ‘abrasive cleaner’. And on top of this, we’re currently in the midst of the annual summer ant invasion of the food cupboards. Every year in June, like it’s the Isle of Wight Festival, every with-it young ant within a hundred miles of Brighton descends on our food cupboards to large it up in the dollops of spilt honey, jam and Bonne Maman Wild Blueberry Conserve.

				‘Charlie!’ shouts Dinah again. ‘Where is that boy?’

				Phoebe enters the room. Dinah swivels her round by her shoulders and pushes her out of the door. ‘Upstairs, get dressed, don’t make any more mess with your Hello Kitty Beds, and not in here while Daddy’s packing.’

				‘Why?’

				‘It’s dangerous, sweetheart. Have you seen Charlie?’

				‘No. Why is it dangerous?’

				‘Because, a bit like a demented The Cat in the Hat, Daddy’s made some very high piles of unstable cardboard boxes containing extremely heavy things like food mixers that might fall on our heads. CHARLIE!’

				‘I’m here,’ we hear a voice say.

				Dinah spins round. The walls of boxes have altered the room’s acoustics, so it’s hard to tell where sounds are coming from.

				‘Charlie?’ She bends down. ‘What are you doing in there?’

				‘Helping Daddy.’

				‘Get out this minute!’

				He crawls out of the food cupboard. ‘They don’t make the squashy noise,’ he says to me sadly.

				‘What?’ asks Dinah.

				‘Charlie, go and get dressed with Phoebe,’ I tell him.

				‘On Daddy’s phone game,’ he says. ‘The ants don’t make the noise like on Ant Smasher when you squash them.’

				He shows us his hands. Studded with dead ants, they look like dimpled Garibaldi biscuits.

				‘He’s killing ants for you!’ Dinah looks at me despairingly.

				‘There’s no ant spray and I’ve got loads to do . . .’

				‘That’s not very Brighton and Hove, my love,’ she says, and ushers Charlie towards the stairs.

				Before he goes he asks, ‘Daddy, if I get dressed quickly can we follow them back to their nest and kill them with the kettle, like what you said?’

				‘No, that’s incredibly dangerous, Charlie. That would be very irresponsible parenting.’ Then, as Dinah leaves the room, ‘OK, if you’re really, really quick.’

				Following on from our last guidebook on Britain, we’re researching a follow-up about France. Not only does it mean we’re packing for a three-month road trip, but because we’re renting our house out while we’re away, there’s the added pressure of having to leave the place in what the holiday letting agency call ‘a hotel-standard state’. Which, because of its current messiness, puts this clean-up operation pretty much up there with what was required in Prince William Sound, Alaska, after the Exxon Valdez ran aground – if, of course, the Exxon Valdez had been carrying millions of tons of Lego bricks, Moshi Monster cards, Ravensburger jigsaw pieces, Squinkies, Hot Wheels cars, Thomas and Friends train tracks, half-eaten rice cakes, dried blobs of Play-Doh and thousands of tiny, loose Hello Kitty bracelet beads.

				The kids are dressed and I’m ferrying a banana box of shoes downstairs and walking past the bathroom when I notice Dinah working a tiny pink hairbrush through her blonde hair. I do a double take in the doorway and moon-walk back a step.

				‘That’s a doll’s hairbrush.’

				‘I packed mine,’ she says, not looking at me.

				‘With the pants?’

				She nods.

				‘How many bristles?’

				Dinah holds up four fingers.

				‘So you might as well be using a fork.’

				The brush starts to play a tune. I pause to listen. ‘Moptop Tweenybop?’ I ask.

				‘Can you just get on with your jobs?’ she says.

				The doorbell rings. Dinah sighs and goes downstairs to answer it.

				‘Remember!’

				‘I know,’ she shouts back at me. ‘Be evasive about the Mr Muscle.’

				And, as she leads the Baumatic repairman towards the kitchen (‘And I can’t understand it, because even though I only used soapy water, it just suddenly stopped working’), I pass her in the hallway as I head to Halfords to buy the obscure and frankly ridiculously random items the pernickety, clearly gay French police require you to possess to travel on their roads, which include, I kid you not:

				
						a pretty red triangle

						spare bulbs for your pretty red triangle

						a camp yellow vest

						a GB sticker

						headlight dimmers

						a ‘slim’ fire extinguisher

						a first-aid kit

						a breathalyser kit to blow into

						a Judy Garland CD

						a well-groomed poodle with a dog jumper

						and a pair of leather trousers with the bum cut out (probably, if they had their way)

				

				The kids’ voices echo in their empty bedrooms. Our first guests arrive in a couple of hours and the cleaning company will be here any minute with their mops and antibacterial guns. The car and its roof-box are packed and I’m doing a last check round when I see Dinah outside on the decking. She’s sat on a wooden chair, looking down the garden, with one hand held up to her head. It takes me a moment to realise she’s crying.

				‘Love?’ I put a hand on her shoulder. ‘You alright?’

				‘I’m being silly,’ she says.

				Minus a few patches, the lawn’s grown back. For six months, during the building work, it was carved up and used as a storage area for slabs of insulation, timber and bags of cement.

				‘We’re packed.’

				‘Give me a moment,’ she says.

				Charlie appears at the kitchen back door.

				‘Daddy?’

				‘What?’

				He sees Dinah. ‘Why is Mummy crying?’

				I look at Dinah.

				‘Is it because of the ants?’ he asks.

				‘No.’

				‘Is it because of the oven?’

				‘I don’t think so.’

				‘Is it because she has no pants?’

				‘No.’

				‘Is it the nasty builders, Daddy?’

				‘And also because we’ll be away a long time and Mummy will miss her home.’

				‘Daddy?’

				‘What?’

				‘Can we kill the ants now, with the kettle?’

				Dinah waves me back inside.

				‘Course we can.’

				‘To the door, guys.’

				The kids have their mini-rucksacks on – Hello Kitty (her), Lightning McQueen (him). Sunlight filters through the front door’s stained glass. I can hear a seagull squawking and I can smell the sea on the wind.

				‘Goodbye, house,’ says Dinah. ‘See you in September.’

				She kisses her fingertips and presses them to the hall wall. The kids copy her.

				‘Goodbye, house,’ they say. ‘See you in a million years.’

				In the car, Dinah reads from my checklist.

				‘Tent?’ she asks.

				‘In.’

				‘Passports?’

				‘In.’

				‘Wedding outfits?’

				Dinah’s cousin Zoe’s getting married halfway through our trip, near Bordeaux. We have smart clothes for this.

				‘In.’

				‘Golf putters and balls?’

				‘In.’

				‘Are we really taking our own putters so we can sneak on to crazy-golf courses without paying?’ she asks.

				‘Yes.’

				‘Isn’t that a bit Alan Partridge, even for you?’

				‘Not at all. It’ll save us a fortune.’

				‘Disney uniforms?’

				‘In.’

				‘Uniforms?’ says Phoebe.

				‘Don’t ask, Pops,’ I say. I look at Dinah. Our trip ends in Disneyland, where my wife’s been advised to take uniforms to prevent the children getting lost.

				‘What are the uniforms?’ asks Phoebe.

				‘They’re adapted Postman Pat outfits,’ says Dinah. ‘Tea flask?’

				‘In.’

				‘But Postman Pat’s for toddlers!’ says Phoebe.

				‘Do you want to get lost? My foldaway chair?’

				‘In.’

				‘No,’ says Phoebe.

				‘Then you’re wearing it. Master Document?’

				‘In.’

				‘No one will know it’s Postman Pat, Phoebe. I’ve modified them. They look like boiler suits.’

				‘Are you and Daddy wearing one?’ Phoebe asks.

				I look at Dinah. ‘Don’t give her ideas, Pops,’ I say.

				‘OK, that’s it. Kids, are you all in?’ Dinah asks.

				From the front seats, we can’t see the children. They’re completely obscured by a wall of squishy bags.

				‘Yes, but I’m really, really squashed,’ complains Charlie, who’s having to sit cross-legged in his bucket seat because of the bags in the footwell.

				‘And I can’t see, Mummy,’ moans Phoebe.

				‘I’ve got three bags on my lap too,’ says Dinah. ‘It’s Daddy’s squishy bag system.’

				‘Teething problems. We’ll tweak it on the ferry. Now, are we ready to start our AMAZING SUMMER?’

				‘Aww, my legs are so squashed,’ says Charlie.

				‘It’s like being in a dark, nasty cupboard,’ says Phoebe.

				‘Guys, it’s only a few miles. Wave goodbye to the house. Are you waving?’

				‘Yes,’ come two disembodied voices.

				‘Mummy, Volume One, please, of Daddy’s Ooh La La Mega French Holiday Compilation, please.’

				And as I pull away and head towards the Newhaven ferry, Buster Poindexter is the first track on the CD.

				‘People in de party – hat, hat, hat,’ he sings.

				‘People in de Passat,’ I shout back to the kids. ‘Guys?’

				‘Hat, hat, hat,’ I hear their muffled voices reply.
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				CHAPTER 2

				Underneath her suit jacket and tight pale-blue shirt, her breasts seemed to jut out horizontally for almost half a foot. It made me want to put my arms round her waist and pick her up, like an Oscar statue. She’d daintily brush her hair back over her ears and she walked with her hands tucked into her jacket pockets in a way that seemed charming, cute and unassuming. She was 22, with a round, smiley face, and she laughed silently, like Muttley, especially when she was pleased over a joke she’d made, often about her height. My wife-to-be was five foot exactly when I first met her, and liked to brag that she’d ‘never ever’ bumped her head. She had green eyes, dimples when she smiled, and claimed she was unbeatable at Buckaroo.

				Dinah had started at the Bucks Herald as a trainee reporter shortly after me, but had a boyfriend, Serious Pete, who liked to listen to Billy Bragg in a Che Guevara T-shirt. He’d recently suffered a mini nervous breakdown that had resulted in him bashing a full can of Heinz baked beans against his forehead. It had been triggered partly by Dinah’s decision to move out of the flat they shared in Wigan to take up her Herald traineeship, and also because Labour had narrowly failed to win a by-election in Bury North.

				The day I realised I had a chance with Dinah, I was introducing her to staff at St Tiggywinkles wildlife hospital in Haddenham, an invaluable source of space-filling picture stories featuring cute hedgehogs with legs in splints, bottle-fed otters and swans with bandaged wings. One moment, we were chatting about a rabbit with a severed ear she was writing a feature on; the next, she was hyperventilating into a paper bag.

				At the Bricklayers Arms that lunchtime, over a pint and a chicken pitta pocket, she explained it was the red-legged tortoise with the cracked shell being carried into the hospital in a straw-lined box that had done it. She was chelonaphobic – frightened of tortoises and turtles. It was the result of being startled by a giant one, ‘the size of a Fiat Uno’, on a tortoise savannah when she’d lived in South Africa, aged seven.

				On the way back to the office, she said, ‘Ben, at some point you’re going to think it’s funny to buy me a plastic tortoise, or think it’s hilarious to creep up on me with a picture of a tortoise. People have been doing this all my life. It’s going to be tempting.’

				I nodded. She was right. In fact, I’d already decided to raid the cuttings library for just such a picture to Post-it-note to her screen.

				‘Please, I like you.’ She smiled. Her dimples appeared. ‘Promise you won’t do this. I’m absolutely serious. I really fucking hate tortoises.’

				I promised, and that evening we went out for the first of what would be many drinks in The Bell Inn in the Market Square. Afterwards she came back to the house I shared with my brother Buster to eat her chips and curry sauce and to beat us both hollow at Buckaroo. And when she drove back to her flat she swooped the wrong way round the mini-roundabout between our two houses in celebration because she knew then we’d end up together. It’s something she didn’t tell me for years, and which always makes me feel sad now when we fight because that night I had no inkling, unlike her, that twenty years later here we’d be married with two children.

				We’re in our cabin on the Newhaven to Dieppe crossing. There are lamps at the end of our flip-down beds. We have a small en suite shower and toilet and a little wooden table and chair beneath a round mirror. The kids are getting ready for bed.

				‘Is it true there are such things as witches?’ I ask.

				‘No!’ they shout.

				‘Is it true there are such things as ogres?’

				‘No!’ they shout.

				‘Is it true there are such things as elves?’

				‘No!’

				‘Is it true there are such things as unicorns?’

				‘No!’

				‘Is it true there are such things as goblins?’

				‘No!’

				‘Is it true there are such things as Irish people?’

				‘No!’

				‘Wrong, wombats. There are millions of Irish people. Right, it’s bedtime now!’

				Charlie’s still looking out of the rain-lashed porthole for sharks with the binoculars that came free with his ham and chips at the Bon Voyage café.

				‘What are Irish people?’ asks Phoebe.

				‘Posh lady,’ commands Dinah.

				Phoebe raises her chin haughtily as Dinah applies eczema cream to her neck.

				‘They’re green, furry monsters with enormous red faces that—’

				‘They’re people from Ireland, sweetheart,’ says Dinah. ‘Ireland’s a country. Daddy’s being silly. Charlie, put those down now.’

				He lowers his binoculars and pulls on his pyjama bottoms.

				‘Daddy?’ asks Phoebe. ‘Can you do the “Eeny-meeny” song and chase us into our bumper beds?’

				‘Bunk beds, Pops.’

				‘Eeny-meeny’ is the nonsense song my dad sang to me, my brother and my sister when we were kids. He always began slowly, then quickened up, and we had to be in bed and under the covers before he reached ‘om-pom push’ or else he’d tickle us half to death.

				‘Eeny-meeny. Macker-racker,’ I say, and Phoebe, as usual, acts nonchalant, while Charlie puts his hands on his hips. It’s exactly what we used to do. But now, as I speed up, their cockiness vanishes.

				‘Rare-eye-chicker-packer-lolly-popper.’ I stare menacingly at them and they bump comically into each other, squealing with terror, as they scamper up the clip-on ladders to their bunks to be under the covers and avoid the tickling penalty.

				‘Well, I couldn’t be happier,’ says Dinah.

				We’re sat either side of the porthole, sipping red wine out of plastic toothbrush mugs. The curtains are open and the room’s partially lit by the luminous white surf arcing out of the side of the ferry. We touch mugs.

				‘Not all cabins have a porthole, you know,’ Dinah says. ‘Didn’t I do well?’

				‘You did very well. I love being at sea.’

				She laughs and leans forward. ‘Do you, love?’

				‘I do. I should learn to sail.’

				‘But you hate getting water in your ears.’

				‘Because I have odd-shaped ears.’

				She looks at each of my ears. ‘That retain water, my love?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘What a remarkable man I married.’

				‘And I wouldn’t go in the water,’ I tell her. ‘I’d have a massive yacht.’

				‘With a crew?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Is this after your deal?’

				The possibility of a new publishing deal for my novel has been the subject of some daydreaming.

				‘Exactly.’

				‘How much wine have you had?’

				‘Not enough,’ I say, and I pour myself another, just as Charlie climbs down the ladder. I made him Head of the Bedchamber earlier and, taking the role very seriously, he keeps getting up to do things – to fetch Dinah and I glasses of water we haven’t asked for, or to solemnly present us each with a spare teddy of his to use ‘for the whole night, if you want’.

				‘Here are your glasses, Mummy,’ he says now, having picked them up from the table where they were only an arm’s length away from her.

				‘I don’t need them, Charlie.’

				‘But I’m Head of the Bedchamber.’

				‘I know, but it’s bedtime now.’

				‘Daddy, there’s your book,’ he says, pointing at The Rough Guide to France in front of me.

				‘Thank you, Charlie – I’ll just leave it there for now.’

				‘Mummy, do you want your book?’

				‘Bedtime now, bubs,’ says Dinah.

				‘Okaay,’ he says sadly, climbing back up to his bunk.

				‘I fancy a stroll round the boat. And I might try to get hold of Buster before we lose the signal,’ I say. ‘Do you mind?’

				‘Is it a captain’s stroll?’ says Dinah. ‘No, I don’t mind. I’m sure the Head of the Bedchamber will look after me.’

				‘Mummy,’ Charlie’s head pops up in bed, ‘do you want something?’

				‘No. Go to sleep now, Charlie.’

				‘What does retaining water mean, Mummy?’

				‘And you, Phoebe.’

				‘But I want to know why Daddy’s ears are weird.’

				‘They aren’t, sweetheart. It’s Daddy who’s weird. No more earwigging now. It’s late guys.’

				Apart from tattooed bikers drinking in the Agatha Christie bar, the ferry’s quiet. People are reading or curled up sleeping, coats pulled up over their bodies.

				I was 13 when my parents started taking my brother, sister and I to France. We’d catch the ferry from Weymouth after a week with my gran and aunty Romey in Sidmouth. We loved it in Devon, but France always disappointed. Gran and Aunty Romey’s was all about us – beaches, the Radway cinema, donkey sanctuaries and outings to Exmouth. France was more for Mum and Dad. We’d visit cathedrals and châteaux or ‘go for a mooch’, as Mum would say, around French markets, where Dad would buy lamps shaped like Breton lighthouses and Mum would salivate over tubs of pork and apricot pâté.

				I always loved the ferry crossing though. Dad was at his most relaxed then. It was before the stressful long drive to the campsite and the nightmare of erecting the family tent. He used to spend entire ferry crossings on the top deck, scanning the sea. Often I stood with him.

				I’d decided to become a writer after finding, aged 14, in the creaky, round top room, amongst the cogs of the Buckinghamshire windmill we lived in, a brown leather briefcase containing the comedy sketches my dad wrote during his Cambridge Footlights days. The show had also starred John Cleese, Graham Chapman and the Goodies (Tim Brooke-Taylor, Bill Oddie and Graeme Garden), and had gone on to tour the West End and off-Broadway. It had launched my dad’s comedy career that had ultimately propelled him towards his then job as head of BBC Radio’s light entertainment. Finding those sketches had altered my relationship with my dad which had been an up and down one.

				When I was growing up, my dad left the house before 6 a.m., never returning before I was in bed. At weekends, after a bottle of Woodpecker cider, he’d fall asleep in front of Grandstand in his armchair, saving his energy because ‘next week’s going to be a toughie’. We didn’t see much of Dad and because of this, when we did, all of us were desperate to impress him.

				My brother inherited my dad’s athletic prowess. He represented the school at virtually every sport and the county for several. My sister was passed down Dad’s artistic ability. She could play the piano and paint like an angel. However, I was so ungainly, I couldn’t (and still can’t) do a forward roll, and my solitary attempt to wow Dad with my drawing talent led to my Lifecycle of the Butterfly picture being gloriously magneted to the fridge door for a whole week until I was caught tracing a hippopotamus through greaseproof paper and it was silently removed. Without any discernible abilities, at some point I must have decided that if I couldn’t be like my dad, I’d be the opposite of him instead. He was hard-working, so I chose laziness. He was extrovert; I became shy. Whatever he said, I doubted. Whatever he did, I questioned.

				It was through Dad’s sketches that we properly connected. They were written on very thin blue tissue paper and they made me laugh out loud. As well as presenting a new window through which I could try to impress him, they gave us something in common. He started bringing scripts home for me. We’d listen to radio comedies together and he’d tell me funny stories about writers and performers he worked with. On the ferry, I’d often show him my latest sketches. He’d read them, offer encouragement and write tips in the margin. ‘Too obvious.’ ‘Remember the rhythm.’ ‘Move this line here.’ Normally, at the end of one of these exchanges, my dad would hold his chin up and stare into my eyes, the surest sign of his love, and say something like, ‘I hope you’ll be a funny boy, my son. I should like that.’

				While I followed my dad into writing, my brother Buster ended up in broadcasting. He works for BFBS, a British forces radio station, and is about to fly to Afghanistan to present a show there.

				Standing at the back of the ferry watching the Seven Sisters cliffs fade, I try to call him. The wind’s picked up. White plastic chairs hover across the deck. But the reception’s already gone, and I’m about to return to our cabin when I feel a hand on my shoulder.

				‘Ben?’

				I turn round.

				‘It is you.’

				‘Richard!’ I say, making out the tall guy in a hooded jacket. ‘What are you doing here?’

				‘Same as you probably,’ he says. ‘Escaping the bloody kids.’

				My friend Richard’s family have based themselves next to the café on Deck 7. His kids, George and Gracie, are asleep in round-backed chairs and Sally, his wife, is holding a tray of food and drink.

				‘Mr Hatch!’ she says. She looks at Richard. ‘Told you.’ Then at me. ‘I knew we’d meet someone. We always meet someone on this crossing.’

				Half an hour later, I’m telling them the builder story. ‘You gave them £16,000 upfront! Shit!’ Richard’s saying.

				The builder story’s basically this: when my dad died a few years ago and left me some money, Dinah and I decided to spend it on the house – a loft conversion and kitchen extension. We got our three quotes, including one from a company a friend had recommended. This one came in the lowest by a long way, which, looking back, was the first danger sign. They were a small team – a father and son outfit – and they said they needed cash upfront to buy materials.

				‘So what happened?’ Sally’s saying now.

				‘They did work that looked expensive. They took a section of the roof off, built a breeze-block wall in the side-return – stuff that actually costs nothing. Then, one day, I was sat on the toilet upstairs. There’s a strange acoustic in there that means you can hear as clear as a bell what’s happening on the roof. Earlier, I’d been talking to Nick, the son half of the duo, the boss really. We’d been talking about putting a skylight in the dormer. I wanted one with self-cleaning glass because of the seagull shit.’

				‘Good idea,’ says Richard.

				‘Yeah. Anyway, he explained they didn’t work very well. So I’m on the bog afterwards, with the window open, and I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Nick’s talking to his crew on the roof saying, “So I told the fuckin’ cunt, if you want to clean the fuckin’ window, you can fuckin’ get up there and clean it your fuckin’ self.”’

				Sally’s eyes boggle. ‘Woah!’

				‘I know.’

				‘The other side of him,’ she says.

				‘Exactly.’

				‘So what did you do?’

				‘I told our friend, the one who’d recommended them. She said it was just site banter. All builders put on a hard face for the lads.’

				‘That’s probably true,’ says Richard.

				‘That’s what I thought, so I gave him the second lot of cash. Another £16,000.’

				Richard closes his eyes. Sally winces.

				‘That weekend, Nick went to Brussels. He had the cash on him. We didn’t know he was a reformed gambler. Our friend forgot to mention that.’

				‘He gambled it?’

				‘In a casino. And when he stopped paying his crew, they walked off-site. He followed them a few days later. We got in a quantity surveyor. He estimated their work was worth £9,000. In the end, a friend of my brother’s, a builder from Bradford, came down and lived with us. He slept on the sofa and did it on a day rate.’

				‘But it’s finished now.’

				‘Yeah. We re-mortgaged. Took in students to pay the bills.’

				‘And how’s Dinah been?’ says Sally.

				‘Angry.’

				‘I bet.’

				‘But amazingly not with me.’

				‘What about the police?’ asks Richard.

				‘They didn’t want to know. It’s a civil matter. There was no point taking him to small claims. He had no money. We’d just lose even more. So that’s partly why we’re here. We’re like bank robbers coming out of retirement to do one more big job.’

				‘Another guidebook?’ laughs Richard.

				‘Yeah. France.’

				‘I thought you were never doing one again,’ Sally says. ‘Didn’t you almost get divorced last time?’

				‘The kids are older now.’

				‘Not much older,’ says Sally, laughing.

				‘Plus, Dinah wants to become a French teacher.’

				‘Wow! Your lives,’ says Richard.

				‘I know.’

				‘You should have rung,’ says Sally.

				‘We’ve been like hermits.’

				‘You still should’ve rung.’

				‘So anyway . . . what about you guys?’

				Sally smiles. ‘Well . . .’ and she looks at Richard, ‘we do have some news actually.’

				‘It’s probably going to lead to just as much chaos as your builders,’ says Richard. ‘And be as expensive. Sally’s pregnant.’

				‘Three months,’ says Sally. She rubs her belly in a circular motion, like someone cleaning a bowling ball.

				‘That’s great news!’

				‘Bit of a shock actually,’ he says, laughing.

				‘But a nice one,’ says Sally, looking at Richard.

				He nods. ‘Definitely.’

				I close the cabin door. Dinah’s reading in her bunk. The kids are asleep. ‘I just bumped into Sally and Rich.’

				‘Sally and Rich!’

				‘They’re driving to the Auvergne. And guess what?’

				‘What?’

				‘Sally’s pregnant.’

				There’s a slight pause. ‘I can’t believe you told me that second,’ she says.

				I change for bed and climb into the bottom bunk opposite Dinah. The boat pitches gently, there’s a knocking sound – a loose screw vibrating somewhere in the metal roof.

				I switch my light off and Dinah says, ‘This isn’t a criticism, but while we’re in France, do you think we can not mention the builders?’

				‘OK.’

				‘I’m not having a go. I just want this to feel like a holiday.’

				‘Of course.’

				There’s a short silence.

				‘Hey, I’ve been reading about all the AOC registered cheese in Normandy,’ Dinah says. ‘AOC is a sort of quality rating. Do you know there are six altogether? We should make that a thing – try all the local produce. Good for info boxes. What do you think? I quite fancy that.’

				‘Give me an example.’

				‘In the Loire Valley they have tartes Tatin – apple tarts created by the Tatin sisters. And,’ she says, picking up the book and reading, ‘rillettes – chunky pork slivers from Le Mans. And there’s praline from Montargis. Weirdly, it’s made me quite excited.’

				I draw the curtain across the porthole. Before I lie back down, I say, ‘Can I say just one more thing about the builders?’

				‘What?’

				‘I don’t really think I’ve ever fully acknowledged how great you were over it all. You could’ve blamed me – it was my fault – but you didn’t. I forget that about you. On the surface, you’re a bit of a panicker . . .’

				‘Thank you.’

				‘. . . you’re a terrible panicker. But when it comes down to the really big stuff, you rise to the occasion.’

				‘I know you’re buttering me up because you want to ask about having more children,’ she says. ‘But I’m too tired.’

				‘Did I say that?’

				‘I know you,’ she says. ‘You’re working on me.’

				‘Well you’re wrong because I meant that!’

				‘Good then can you try and remember this conversation tomorrow, when you’re shouting at me for my map-reading?’ she says.
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				Draft guidebook copy:

				Normandy is famously associated with the Second World War, impressionist painting and Camembert cheese. On D-Day (June 6, 1944) more than 160,000 British and American troops were put ashore here which ultimately led to the liberation of Europe, the defeat of Nazism and the war-film The Longest Day starring Robert Mitchum. So grateful are the Norman people for this sacrifice that to this day it’s not uncommon for those in cars bearing British number-plates to be beeped and wildly waved at by French motorists. The same result can also be achieved if you fail to give priority to the right on the Honfleur roundabout or, as we discovered, if you momentarily forget which side of the road you’re driving on while exiting auto-route A29 because you’re looking for a Squinkie in your daughter’s footwell behind your seat. If you like to combine needlework with your warfare – and who doesn’t? – at the Bayeux Tapestry you’ll learn about the deft moral reasoning that meant French clerics weren’t allowed to draw blood on the battlefield of Hastings in 1066 but were permitted to beat Englishmen senseless with maces. Mont Saint-Michel, meanwhile, is a beautiful island that resembles a Disney castle from a distance and on a summer’s day enables you to imagine how earth would look like if mankind had the breeding capacity of rats. Other Normandy highlights include calvados, an apple brandy, Rouen, where Joan of Arc was burned at the stake for wearing men’s clothes, and Camembert cheese. Invented in 1791, Napoleon III’s favourite cheese on a cracker was issued as rations to French soldiers in World War I, was what Salvador Dali based his melting watch paintings on and is the only soft cheese we know of to feature as a murder weapon in a detective series (Avery Aames’ Clobbered by Camembert). We liked Normandy. You will too. But be very careful in Rouen. Finding your way to a city centre hotel within the one-way system is like trying to destroy Voldemort’s seventh Horcrux.
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				‘Please calm down,’ Dinah’s saying. ‘And stop doing that to the wheel. Do you want me to concentrate or not?’

				‘Just ring the hotel and get them to talk us in.’

				‘I don’t know where we are, my love, so I can’t.’

				‘We’ve been around this ring road four times. I am losing the will to live here.’

				‘It’s very hard using this tiny map.’

				Dinah’s staring at a Google map on her phone.

				‘Where are the proper maps? We’ve brought about five.’

				‘I don’t know. In the boot probably.’

				‘What are they doing there?’

				‘You packed the car. Look, can I just show you something? It says here rue Saint-Nicaise turns into—’

				‘I can’t look at that. I’m driving.’

				The sat nav interjects: ‘Turn around where possible.’

				‘Can you turn that thing off before I chuck it out of the window?’

				Dinah leans forward, but the TomTom’s too far away. She starts to rock to generate sufficient momentum to lean forward enough, audibly straining as she stretches, but still fails to reach it. She unclips her seatbelt, but before she can detach the sucker, she’s thrown back in her seat as I turn another sharp corner.

				‘I wish you’d drive less jerkily.’

				‘I’m following the road.’

				‘I might have gone through the windscreen then.’

				‘I could always have carried on straight into that building.’

				Our new TomTom, that was fine on the two-hour drive from Dieppe, is having a meltdown in Rouen. Still refusing to acknowledge the existence of one-way streets, it recalculates the route again. The thick blue arrow now indicates we should cross a thronged pavement into a shopping centre, but it quickly thinks better of mass murder and has another idea.

				‘One hundred and sixty quid to have a psychopath in the car. You did check the maps were up to date?’

				‘Yes. They’re the latest ones. Can you stop blaming me?’

				‘Please ring the hotel, love. I know you don’t want to speak French because you’re rusty, but help me out here. It’s very hard driving on the wrong side of the road through a foreign city with this shitty thing telling me to mow people down in one ear, and you in the other giving me half-baked instructions from that postage-stamp map.’

				‘Riiiight!’ says Dinah, theatrically. ‘I’ll make myself car-sick then.’

				She turns round in her seat and rummages about in the wall of luggage, ignoring the kids’ shouts as bags tumble on to their laps and heads.

				‘What are you doing?’

				‘I’m doing what you want, my love. I’m looking for the laptop to get the phone number of the hotel.’

				‘The laptop? Why do you need the laptop? Use your phone.’

				‘My contacts list isn’t working.’

				Dinah’s iPhone is always either out of juice because she never remembers to recharge it, or is playing up because it lives in her filthy handbag, where liquids, dust and rotting children’s snacks assault and corrupt its vulnerable orifices.

				‘You did back it up to iTunes before we left?’

				‘No, I’m sorry, I was busy packing your clothes and lying to the Baumatic man. Nope, it’s not there,’ says Dinah, harrumphing back into her seat and reattaching her seatbelt. ‘It’ll be in the boot with the maps.’

				She starts burping now. ‘I know you’re punishing me, but can you please try not to drive so jerkily. I feel sick.’

				We reach another crucial intersection. Charlie declares he’s desperate for the toilet. I look at Dinah for direction.

				‘One second,’ she says, holding up a hand and, after a pause so long I’m forced to make a decision at the crossroads, she does another tiny, dry burp. And that’s when I see the sign for the multistorey.

				‘What are you doing?’ says Dinah, as I turn off the main road and head towards it.

				‘He needs the loo. You’re burping. I’m parking.’

				‘But we don’t know where we are.’

				‘I don’t care.’

				‘Go round one more time,’ says Dinah. ‘I think it is Rue Leanne. We should have gone left at that junction.’

				‘Nope.’

				‘But we know what to do now.’

				‘No, we don’t.’

				‘But the hotel could be miles away.’

				‘We’ll sleep in the car then.’

				‘Don’t be silly.’

				‘No, I’m not driving any more. That’s it for today.’

				‘That was not my fault,’ Dinah’s saying. We’re parked on something like level minus 13 of the car park, probably not that far from the earth’s crust. The atmosphere is pungent with exhaust fumes. It’s hot and fetid, like a coal mine.

				‘I never said it was. Though it would’ve helped if the map-reader had had, I don’t know, a map.’

				‘So it is my fault.’

				‘I never said that, but yes!’

				‘You’ve got to remain calm,’ she says.

				‘I’m very calm.’

				‘You were shouting.’

				‘I didn’t shout. I never shout.’

				‘You bashed the wheel. That’s the same as shouting.’

				‘But it’s not shouting, and we did almost mow down a party of schoolchildren.’

				‘Three children, my love!’

				‘Well, that’s OK then. Just three children.’

				‘Look at me,’ she says now. ‘We knew this was going to happen. There are lots of major cities we’ll have to drive into. Look at me.’

				‘I don’t want to look at you.’

				‘Look at me.’

				I look at her.

				‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Just don’t ask me to drive anywhere else today.’

				‘Alright, you stay here. I’ll go up top and try to find out where the hotel is.’

				‘Do you promise to ask people for directions and not just wander around?’

				‘Is that what you really think of me?’

				‘I know you hate asking for help. It’s so hot in here. Are you hot? I can feel my eyes melting.’

				‘Do you want to go? I don’t mind staying.’

				‘No, you go. You alright, guys?’

				‘I really, really need a wee,’ says Charlie.

				Dinah raises her eyebrows, meaning ‘This is your problem now’, and gets out of the car. As she heads up the ramp towards the exit, I wind the window down and shout to her in a way that makes me sound a bit like the ghost of Obi-Wan from Star Wars, urging young Luke to use his latent Jedi powers to fight the dark side, although in this case it’s about directions to the Rouen Mercure in rue de la Croix de Fer, ‘Use your French, Dinah. Use your French!’

				I take Charlie for a ‘nature wee’ between two parked Renaults. I must be muttering to myself as I lift him up.

				‘Trust Mummy,’ says Phoebe, still strapped into her seat. She looks across at me. ‘She’ll be back soon. Trust her, Daddy.’

				‘I do trust her, sweetheart.’

				‘You have to calm down,’ she says.

				‘I am calm, Pops. It’s difficult, that’s all.’

				‘And no bashing the wheel,’ she says. ‘That’s like shouting.’

				‘It isn’t shouting, Pops. Men bash the wheel to stop themselves shouting.’

				‘Actually,’ her eyes go glassy, ‘I need a wee too.’

				What I don’t realise is that we’re parked on a slope, so, a few moments later, just as the last of the squishy bags are out on the tarmac, the two yellow rivers of Phoebe and Charlie’s wees, despite my desperate attempt to dam them with the only thing to hand – the scrunched-up pages from a LD Lines ferry brochure – run straight into all the luggage behind the car. Naturally the kids think it’s hilarious.

				‘Look at the wee, Charlie!’ shouts Phoebe.

				‘Oh my goodness, the wee IS COMING!’ says Charlie.

				‘Watch out, Daddy! The wee is coming!’

				‘Guys, can you just stand back so I can move the bags, please?’

				‘My wee is winning! My wee is so fast.’

				‘That’s my wee. My wee is winning.’

				‘Charlie! That’s my wee. That one’s your wee.’

				‘Daddy, Phoebe’s lying.’

				‘I’m not lying.’

				‘She is. She’s saying that’s her wee!’

				‘Charlie, that’s your wee. Don’t you even recognise your own wee? My wee is that one. That one’s your wee. Daddy, isn’t that Charlie’s wee?’

				‘It’s not! That’s my wee!’

				‘Guys! For God’s sake! Never mind whose wee is whose, can you help me move these bags? Please!’

				To add to the madness, Charlie manages to drop the dinosaur jigsaw book he’s holding into the puddle, forcing me to scrabble about on my hands and knees in the piss for drenched fragments of a triceratops’ head.

				‘Everything alright?’ says Dinah, when she returns.

				‘Daddy shouted again,’ says Phoebe.

				Dinah raises her eyebrows.

				‘You don’t want to know,’ I tell her.

				‘It’s 300 metres away. That way,’ she points, picking up a squishy bag. ‘What’s that horrible smell?’

				‘That’s what you don’t want to know.’

				We’re in a family room in the Rouen Mercure that has a small separate lounge. After checking in we spent the afternoon visiting the city’s Musée des Beaux-Arts, where Charlie sent an earpiece-wearing security guard scampering after him when he punched a painting by Sisley. Before that, he and Phoebe had disrupted a service in Rouen Cathedral by playing ‘Excusez Moi’, a game they’ve invented that involves them backing deliberately into other visitors then flopping into each other in hysterics when they’re told off.

				We had the sandwiches we bought on the ferry for lunch, but couldn’t find a single restaurant open before 7 p.m. for dinner, so ended up in the place du Vieux-Marché, where Joan of Arc was burned at the stake, using my AA membership card to spread Vieux Pané cheese on stale baguette, something the kids refused to eat because ‘it’s not normal cheese’. Back in the room, Charlie and Phoebe then managed to soak their only clothes not already drenched in piss earlier, by washing their bums, fully clothed, in the bidet.

				‘Let me feel it,’ says Dinah. I pass her Charlie’s milk. ‘It’s fine.’

				I take it in to him. ‘Warm it up,’ he says, passing it back.

				‘Charlie, it is warm.’

				‘No, warm it UP!’ he orders me, kicking the bedclothes with anger.

				‘Charlie, there’s no microwave here. We’re not at home. Be a bit adaptable, please!’

				‘WARM IT UP!’ he shouts.

				‘Right, I’m shutting the door.’

				‘NOOOOOO!’

				He sits up and takes the milk.

				‘Daddy?’ says Phoebe, sitting up in bed. ‘Is this a good Stanley impression?’ Over the last few days, while we’ve packed the house up, the kids have gorged themselves on a Laurel and Hardy box set. Phoebe plucks and releases a few tufts of hair on the top of her head, while pulling a tearful face.

				‘It’s very good,’ I tell her.

				‘Laurel and Hardy are very careful with their hats, aren’t they, Daddy?’

				‘They are, Pops.’

				‘And they always get into a fight with a small, shouty man with a moustache who has a pretty wife with wavy hair, don’t they?’

				‘They do.’

				‘Can we watch Laurel and Hardy tomorrow on YouTube?’

				‘Yes.’

				She lies back down.

				‘Phoebe, your teeth will stick out and you’ll look like a rabbit if you carry on sucking your thumb.’

				‘Good,’ she says, plugging it back in. ‘I want to look like a rabbit.’

				‘You’ll have to wear a brace and it hurts at the dentist.’

				Her thumb comes out.

				‘Good girl.’

				I flop down beside Dinah. She hands me a glass of wine.

				‘Did you hear that in there?’ I take a large swig. ‘It was like a Beckett play.’

				‘The UHT milk probably tastes different,’ says Dinah. ‘You told me to remind you to ring your brother.’

				A few minutes later, I’m speaking face-to-face with Buster, using FaceTime on my phone.

				‘Want to see my armour?’

				‘Anything that makes your life seem worse than mine. You wouldn’t believe the day we’ve had.’

				Buster laughs. He’s flying from Brize Norton to Camp Bastion tomorrow and is showing me his military clothing, holding up a blue flak jacket.

				‘Kevlar,’ he says.

				‘That’s what Kevlar looks like, is it?’

				He picks up his helmet now. It’s like a German’s in the Second World War.

				‘Yeah, and it took me ages to get the right hat today.’

				‘Hat! It’s a helmet, I think you’ll find.’

				He laughs.

				‘Is it heavy?’

				‘Very. And I’ve got to learn to do up the strap really fast. If there’s a mortar attack on the base.’

				‘Please don’t tell me things like that.’

				‘It almost never happens.’

				‘I still can’t believe you’re going.’

				‘Me neither,’ he says. ‘I wake up every morning and think, “Oh, yeah, I’m off to Afghan.”’

				‘Be careful.’

				‘You know I will be.’

				‘Be extra careful.’

				‘You know what a coward I am,’ he says.

				‘I do. And that comforts me. Now put on the . . . what do you call it, the blouse?’

				He puts the flak jacket on, does up the straps. ‘It’s like having a bread board strapped to you,’ he says, withdrawing a lump of black Kevlar from a pocket at the front. He knocks his fist against it, then reads me the instructions on the back: ‘Wash with a soft cloth!’

				I laugh.

				‘That’s really important,’ says Buster.

				‘Wash it with a rough cloth and . . .’

				‘. . . it doesn’t fucking work,’ says Buster.

				He tells me about category 3 areas, category 4 areas. Hostile environment training. Chinooks, razor wire. He holds up a photo of his room.

				‘Basically it’s a fruit container,’ he says.

				The room consists of a single metal bed. Beside it is a swivel chair and desk, his home for three months. Next door is the tiny radio studio.

				‘And that’s it,’ says Buster, laughing. ‘And the toilet block hasn’t been built yet. I have to take a bottle with me to work. The nearest bog is 300 metres away. The medical facility is close by, and Chinooks will be coming in overhead the whole time.’

				We joke about how ‘inconvenient’ that is.

				‘Will you keep it down a bit!’ I shout.

				‘I’m trying to get to bloody sleep!’ shouts Buster.

				‘I’ve got a show in the morning!’ I shout.

				Buster goes through the landing procedure.

				‘Military plane from Brize Norton into Kandahar, where the Taliban first started. They turn the lights off when we land. We sit there in the Kevlar. Then Chinook to Helmand. Although we might get bumped in an emergency.’

				‘What happens then?’

				‘Land convoy. That’s what you don’t want. You get all the IEDs then, the improvised explosives, by the roadside. That’s what gets everyone killed.’

				‘Right, and how would you get bumped?’

				‘I’m low down the priority list. Any troop movements and they need a helicopter. A casualty. Vital supplies.’

				‘Like what?’

				‘Anything. Not even that vital. A shipment of food arrives. Some fucking extra nibbles getting flown into the base, a sack of cashews, anything, and I’ll be bumped.’

				‘The nibble flight.’

				‘The nibble flight and I’m off.’

				‘And on the base. You never leave it?’

				‘No.’

				‘Good.’

				There’s a pause.

				‘Any news on the book?’

				‘Nah.’

				‘So how’s France?’

				‘OK.’

				‘And what about your driving?’ he asks.

				‘Really jerky,’ shouts Dinah, who’s been listening in.

				He laughs. ‘What was that?’

				Dinah jostles to get in front of the screen. ‘He’s already bashed the wheel twice, Buster.’

				Buster laughs again. I shuffle Dinah away.

				‘My worry is you’ll be a massive hit out there,’ I tell him. ‘They’ll love you so much they’ll want you to go to far-flung bases. You’ll get into it. You’ll start off saying no, but after a while, you’ll think you know the risks better than you actually do.’

				‘People do get like that, I know,’ he says.

				‘One day, towards the end, you’ll think, fuck it, then you’ll go. And that’s when you’ll be in real danger.’

				‘I would never do that. I’ve got too much to lose.’

				‘Promise me.’

				‘I promise you.’

				‘Good. And remember this moment. Look at me.’

				Buster widens his eyes and stares at me.

				‘Look into my eyes and remember this moment.’

				‘I will, but I won’t have to remember it.’

				‘You’re off to Afghan in the morning!’ I shout at the screen. ‘To raise the morale of the British Army.’

				‘And you’re in France, using a squishy-bag packing system,’ shouts Buster.

				There’s a pause. He laughs.

				‘Dinah told Holly,’ he says. Holly is Buster’s wife.

				I look at Dinah. ‘Slagging off my squishy bags were you?’

				I turn back to the screen.

				‘Actually she compared it to the invention of the periodic table,’ says Buster.

				‘You’re a part of me, you little twat. I’m only the way I am with you. If you weren’t here, I would lose a piece of myself. Of the person I am when I am with you. You’re like a limb.’

				‘I feel the same,’ he says.

				‘It’s a shit limb. An appendix or something. But be careful.’

				‘And you use your putters,’ he says.

				I look at Dinah again. Buster laughs.

				‘Why do I have to keep defending the putters?’

				‘And stop bashing the wheel. It’s the same as shouting,’ he says.

				‘It’s not the same as shouting. I never shout.’

				‘Now he’s shouting at me,’ calls Buster.

				‘Stop shouting at your brother,’ says Dinah, jostling to get back in front of the screen. ‘I’ve already warned him about his shouting.’

				Buster laughs and we hang up.

				As part of a summer festival in the city, they’re illuminating Rouen Cathedral with different pastel lights to mimic Monet’s famous series of paintings. As I lie in bed, watching the curtains glow from green to blue through to pink, I find I’m thinking about Tring Road in Aylesbury, remembering when Buster, Dinah and I lived there.
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