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“Investment? What investment? You cancelled it in April.”
It was now September. September 22nd 1995.
I froze. I’d only called Simon, our financial adviser, to ask a few routine questions. I hadn’t expected this. He was talking about our investment bond – the bulk of the proceeds from our house sale, our life savings, the money that was going to fund our new life in France.
“No, I didn’t,” I replied, hoping that there’d been some kind of mistake.
I could hear a riffling of papers, pages being turned, a note of panic in Simon’s voice.
“I ... er ... have the correspondence here. Yes ... April. You wanted the bond encashed and the money sent to your business account in Spain.”
What business account in Spain? I didn’t have any accounts in Spain. I didn’t have any business accounts anywhere!
I couldn’t believe it. This could not be happening. Not to me. Things like this happened to other people!
And then I thought about the chaos that marked our first seven months in France – the move from Hell, the neurotic car, the police roadblock, the fire, the ten foot long caterpillar, the day I accidentally signed for the local football team ... and realised ... I’m just the kind of person this does happen to.
It was a shock. That sudden shift in my internal picture. I was no longer the person who sat safe and warm watching events unfold upon the television screen. I was the person in front of the camera. The man standing in the doorway as the getaway car mounts the pavement. The man eating his sandwiches in the park when the sniper opens the attic window.
They’re all me.
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Seven months earlier…
It was the day before our move and doubt was sitting on my shoulder, whispering. Was moving to France a terrible mistake or just the result of unpardonable crimes in a previous life? Even the weather was against us. The latest forecast for Wednesday – the day of our ferry crossing – had the English Channel buried in isobars and lashed by gale force winds. What if the ferry was cancelled? The Channel Tunnel wasn’t finished yet. We couldn’t take a plane – unless British Airways considered two horses, one dog and three cats acceptable cabin luggage. And we’d have nowhere to stay either – the new owner would be moving into our farm tomorrow morning.
All we’d have were a single change of clothes and a collection of dog and cat bowls – our clothes and furniture having gone ahead of us. They were being loaded into the removal van today.
But moving to France had to be the right thing to do. We’d spent three years with more money going out than was coming in. Which gave rise to The Plan – sell our farm, free up the capital and move to rural France where we could buy a similar property for a third of the price and use the balance to live off of. Simple and brilliant. All problems solved and a better climate thrown in for good measure.
Even though it was a nightmare to organise.
We lived in Devon; the new house was in the foothills of the Pyrenees – an 800-mile drive and a six-hour ferry trip distant. We had a jeep and a thirty year-old tractor. Neither excelled at long journeys.
And then there were the animals. Two horses, three cats and an enormous puppy.
Even if we could fit the dog and cats into the Suzuki – which I doubted – could we all survive an eighteen-hour journey cooped up together and remain sane?
This thought fuelled a recurring nightmare – me behind the wheel of our jeep with my face being licked by the dog on my lap and a cat fight filling the rear-view mirror.
We had to find another way. Which led us to the horsebox. It was one of those rare moments in our move when everything suddenly came together. We knew we had to hire someone to transport the horses, could they take the dog and cats as well? They could? Excellent! Could they take us? Even better. And to prove there really was a deity they even reduced the price on the proviso that we doubled as grooms for the journey.
I didn’t dream that night. A force field of contentment kept the demons at bay. I didn’t have to drive; I didn’t have to knock on hotel doors in the middle of the night covered in scratches and dog slobber. Bliss.
A word that could not be used to describe the weather. The storm hadn’t arrived yet but the wind was picking up; playful gusts were turning meaner, clouds were looking busier. The one silver lining was that it hadn’t started to rain yet. At least our possessions were being loaded into the back of the removal lorry in the dry.
We had thought our last day on the farm was going to be a quiet one – a day to say goodbye to our home of six years and walk the fields for the last time. But no, it’s a day of constant interruption and visits – electric and water meters being read, removal men walking in and out, boxes being packed, furniture loaded, inventories filled in, telephone calls, vet inspections. The latter taking two whole hours as every whorl and marking of the horses had to be scrutinised and faithfully recorded on their travel documents.
Did I mention the cleaning?
We’d thought our house reasonably clean – for a farm – for a farm in a muddy winter overrun by cats and a dog with big feet. But, as soon as the rooms were cleared, bright islands appeared on our carpets where the furniture had been. Were the carpets really that colour when we bought them?
Which brings us to the dog, Gypsy, a four-month-old lurcher. For anyone unfamiliar with the breed, the lurcher is the one that fills the gap between the Irish Wolf Hound and the crocodile. She was immense. And her favourite game was dragging her favourite toy across the floor. Sad to say, her favourite toy was my leg. What can I say? I have highly desirable ankles.
Which can be a problem when you’re rushing to clean a carpet ... and your dog decides it’s playtime. Note to all husbands: being dragged across the floor by one’s ankle is not a credible defence when your wife is under stress and expecting help with the carpet cleaning.
“Stop playing with the dog!” shouted Shelagh, trying to make herself heard over the sound of the vacuum cleaner. “You’re supposed to be helping.”
People who’ve never had their ankle between a canine’s canines cannot appreciate the pain. It’s a cross between having your funny bone tapped with a hammer and a tooth drilled. And it activates a nerve that has fast track access to the part of your brain (the Little-Girlie Thalamus) responsible for making your eyes water and raising your voice two whole octaves.
As I said, no defence.
Shelagh gave up Hoovering and resorted to bartering, trying to swap me for a biscuit – not the first time in our marriage she’d attempted this. Gypsy held out for two custard creams before unclamping her jaws. Which gave us time to lay a trail of biscuits leading to the lounge door, open the door, throw a biscuit through and ... goodbye hellhound. One point to the limping Homo sapiens team.
It took a lot of scrubbing but eventually the bright islands receded and out came a passable example of the carpet we’d bought.
On to the next room.
This time we tricked Gypsy without having to resort to biscuits or displaying a provocative ankle. We opened the door, let her bound through, then slipped past her in the excitement, slamming the door shut behind us. An hour later, we’d shampooed, scrubbed and vacuumed the living room carpet back to acceptability.
Then I returned to the lounge to fetch Gypsy.
And stepped into an alternative universe – something that rarely happens in Devon. I was in the lounge. But the carpet wasn’t the same freshly cleaned carpet I’d left an hour earlier. It was a different carpet. A much darker, dirtier carpet.
Teeth smiled at me from the centre of the room. Teeth pleased with themselves. Teeth wrapped around a small circle of carpet. My first thought was one of complete panic. Our dog had somehow managed to rip out a one-foot diameter circle of carpet which she was now devouring. My God, was anything safe!
But I couldn’t see a hole in the carpet – one foot or any other diameter. I looked. I peered. Where the hell had it come from? And then came the realisation. Our log basket! We’d left it in the inglenook fireplace. Our wicker log basket with the one-foot diameter circle of carpet at the bottom to catch all the mess and bark and dirt and wet leaves and all manner of hideous things that clung to damp logs in the winter. Except now they were all clinging to our freshly cleaned carpet. Spread and ground-in from wall to wall. Gypsy was nothing if not thorough.
I screamed.
Twelve hours to go and I screamed.
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Wednesday morning dawned to find us lying under a horse rug on our lounge floor. All our furniture was gone, a gale was rattling our windows and Gypsy’s feet were digging into my back.
“Do you think Rhiannon will load OK?” asked Shelagh.
I’d almost forgotten about that.
Rhiannon, our six-year-old Arab mare, had a thing about horseboxes. Once inside the trailer, she was fine. Coming out, she was fine. But going in? She either dug in her heels and refused to move, or moved far too much, becoming the kind of wild horse that other wild horses couldn’t drag anywhere near a trailer ramp.
We’d hired a horsebox a month earlier to wean her of her phobia and I’d almost been killed. Well, not exactly killed, but if you’ve ever been behind a horse when it suddenly leaps backwards and kicks out at you with both hooves flying either side of your ears, you get a distinct foretaste of the afterlife.
And we were going to have to try again in about an hour.
“At least we only have to do it once.”
But how long would that take? Even with practice it still took anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour to load her. We’d warned the transporters but what if they didn’t believe us? If the box was late or she took more than an hour to load we’d miss the ferry.
I went through the itinerary again. The horsebox was due to arrive at eight. So we had to be packed and ready by then, with the animals fed, watered, relieved and begged for their best behaviour – always a tricky negotiation.
And I had to ring Jan, my sister, to make sure she was still available to sign the house purchase agreement for us and collect the keys to the new house. And remind her that Pickfords said they’d have our belongings at the house about nine o’clock, Thursday, not to forget to unload the electric fencing first and we’d ring again when we had a firm time for our arrival.
It was fortuitous that my sister and brother-in-law had moved to France a month earlier. It meant they could sign the Acte for us and we could transport their animals – one of the horses and one of the cats were theirs.
Eight o’clock arrived with every animal present, correct and stuffed full of bribes.
But no horsebox.
By 8:25 we were in danger of wearing out the extraordinarily clean carpet between the window and the telephone. Is that a lorry? No it isn’t. Was that the phone? No it’s not.
Then we heard it.
A rumble down the drive and there was the lorry. At last!
Our joy lasted barely a minute. According to Sue, our driver, there might be a problem at Portsmouth. She was waiting for a phone call from the ferry company. In the meantime we’d have to wait.
We used the time to inspect the horsebox, which was much bigger than we’d expected – more like a removal lorry with extra doors. There was room for six horses inside. It even had a groom’s compartment with a bed and a stove. And there was a pony already on board – a part-load on its way to Gaillac, two hours north-east of our destination. Which left plenty of room for us, the cats and our own luggage. This was another big advantage of travelling in the horsebox – plenty of space for any forgotten extras which had evaded the removal men – or had had to be rescued, like the Hoover for last-minute cleaning detail.
Then came the bad news. Portsmouth would not take the horses. It would be too rough to carry them. And all the Channel ports to the west were closing. Our only hope was Dover but that raised another problem – the new guidelines for the transportation of animals.
It would take six hours to drive to Dover and that would put the new journey time over the limit. Which meant putting the horses into lairage at Dover. Which meant a statutory eight hours rest before they could be loaded again.
Which meant we’d have to load Rhiannon twice.
“Oh,” said Sue. “And maybe we’ll have to stop at Bordeaux as well.”
Three times.
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The loading started well despite the wind whipping across the yard and rattling the metal cladding of our big barn. Jan’s horse, Rain, went up the ramp at the second attempt and Sue closed the stall behind her. One horse loaded. One to go.
Shelagh clipped the lead rein onto Rhiannon’s head-collar and walked her towards the ramp. Three strides later Rhiannon put on her stubborn face and dug in her front hooves. Shelagh turned her around and tried again. Same result.
We tried picking up Rhiannon’s front feet and slowly walking her forwards. That worked for a while. We managed to place one hoof on the ramp but that was it. Rhiannon started sniffing the ramp suspiciously and snorting.
Then we tried apples. Letting her take a bite then drawing it away from her. We managed to get both front feet on the ramp – perhaps a push from behind might be enough to....
It wasn’t. But it was enough to send her squirming backwards, off the ramp.
We tried another apple.
We tried Polo mints.
We tried a trail of Polo mints leading up the ramp into the box.
Nothing worked.
We walked her around for a while to steady her.
And then we tried speed. Perhaps if we approached at a fast walk, the momentum would carry Rhiannon up the ramp.
It carried her off the ramp even quicker, as she leaped sideways at the last minute.
Time ticked on. Rhiannon ditched her Miss Stubborn persona and alternated between Miss Spooked – the ears pricked, wild-eyed, ‘what are you doing to me?’ neurotic horse – and Miss Evil – the ears back, Second Horse of the Apocalypse who, having unseated War on the grounds that he was too much of a wimp, was eager for some serious retribution.
We tried to calm her down, keeping a close eye on the end that kicked as we walked her around the lawn a few times and plied her with mints and soothing words. Then back to the horsebox. We’d use lunge ropes this time.
We pushed. We pulled. We cajoled. At one stage we had all her feet on the ramp, but just when it looked like she was going in, she bounced back out. Apparently, the tread boards on the ramp were now the problem. Instead of picking her feet up and stepping over them – they were only half an inch proud of the ramp – she decided she had to drag her feet through them. And if they didn’t move then neither was she.
More foot-lifting, horse-shuffling minutes ticked by. I’d given up worrying about ferries. I’d even started to look upon Gypsy in a more favourable light – puppies weren’t that bad, really. Not compared to some animals.
And then it happened. Rhiannon trotted up the ramp, a couple of bounces, a head toss or two ... and disappeared inside. No back-breaking foot-lifting required. No pushing, shoving or mints with a hole. It was almost as though she’d said to herself – I’ll give them forty minutes of hell first, just to show them who’s boss.
The cats were next. They had their own deluxe travelling crates with separate areas for litter tray, food, water and sleeping. The only complication was the fact that we had to arrange them in a particular order. Our cat, Guinny, a five-year-old silver tabby, didn’t like Minnie, the kitten. Put them within sight of each other and spit would fly all the way from Devon to Dover. Luckily we had plenty of room in the box with its feed passages and spare stalls.
Then came the blankets and rugs for the horses, the hay and the hay nets, the dog and cat food, their bowls and water containers.
And then our luggage – in by far the smallest bag – a change of clothing, some food, our money and all the papers we were going to need for the journey.
Finally, we collected Gypsy from the back garden, checked to make sure she hadn’t uprooted any trees or buried a postman, and then we all climbed into the groom’s compartment behind the cab.
We were ready. All packed and a whole new future ahead of us.
Then we remembered the Hoover.
And the log basket.
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We said goodbye to the high banks and narrow lanes of Devon, to the white farmhouses and the slate and thatch. We passed through the chalk of Dorset and Wiltshire, across the lower reaches of Salisbury plain to the accompaniment of scudding clouds racing to beat us to Dover.
We were making good time – the one advantage of having a force eight gale at your back. We checked on the horses every half hour or so – walking back through the horsebox and checking their water and hay nets. And we talked to the two major feline powers, stressing the importance of maintaining the no-spit zone.
Most amazing of all was the behaviour of Gypsy. She was quiet, perfectly behaved, curled up on the floor or the bed, with lots of yawning and scratching but no barking, whining, biting or throwing herself through the hatchway at the driver’s throat. Which was unexpected. And worrying – was she being too good? Was this a ploy to make her next descent into the diabolical even more terrifying?
As we approached Dover, Sue’s mobile phone gave us the news that the ferry companies were predicting a window in the storm sometime during the night and could we be on stand-by. They didn’t know when the window would come, not exactly, or how long it would last but it was probably going to be the only chance of getting the horses across before the week-end.
Which presented us with another problem – where would we stay the night? Sue had suggested a hotel and was ready to book us in. But Shelagh was worried they wouldn’t take a dog and three cats. And would they have a night porter who could wake us up as soon as this window arrived? We couldn’t afford to miss it.
Then Sue remembered the darts room at the lairage. It was a rest room provided for the grooms. A sofa, a few chairs, a dart-board – not exactly plush or indeed private – but it was warm and on-site. And if there weren’t too many grooms staying over we might even be able to sleep.
The lairage was an impressive sight. A few miles outside Dover and room for about fifty horses. It was the equine equivalent of an airport hotel – close to the ferries and the stop over point for all the horses bound for the continent; the show jumpers, race horses, eventers ... and our two.
As we led the horses up the wide central aisle of one of the stable blocks we couldn’t help but notice the change in Rhiannon. She’d seen the stallions. Which improved her mood considerably. The stubborn, I’m-not-moving-for-anything face, had been replaced by her look-at-me face. Complete with high tail carriage and flashy Arab trot, she pranced down the aisle, parading herself unashamedly before the gathered on-lookers.
It was now mid-afternoon and a lull in our journey. We’d seen to the horses, we’d checked on the cats. We’d walked Gypsy around the lairage a few times. Things were calm. Pulse rates were back below the critical level.
And the darts room wasn’t too bad. It was small, just big enough for a sofa and a few chairs but it could have been a hell of a lot worse. There was even a bathroom next door with a shower.
By the evening there was still no sign of the promised window. If anything the wind was stronger. Sue suggested a meal at the nearby pub and we looked at Gypsy and then at each other and tried to forget the last time we’d taken one of our dogs to a pub for a quiet drink.
Zaphod had been our first dog – a whippet lurcher – and, generally, well-behaved. Except when provoked – usually by cats or loud noises or someone doing something unexpected, or wearing strange clothes, or looking at him funny, or walking within ten yards of a bone or anything else he claimed title to. In other words he was a normal, well-adjusted dog.
We took him into a pub in Hungerford – The Bear, I think it was – for a quiet drink and a ploughman’s lunch. Something relaxing to complete a pleasant morning’s drive.
I went to the bar, a fiver in my hand, pleasant thoughts wafting brain-side. And then all hell broke out behind me – overturned tables, spilt drinks, screams. And in the middle of it all – Zaphod – dragging Shelagh through a table. I turned, folded the fiver back into my pocket and slowly walked towards the exit. I have never seen these people before in my life – especially the little brown and white one with the terrier in its mouth.
Shelagh tells a different story. One with Zaphod as the innocent party. The two of them were merely walking towards an empty table when a small dog – the aforementioned terrier – who had been sitting under an adjoining table, loomed into view. I have never been too convinced about this part of the story – the thought of a very small terrier looming does not strike me as that credible. Zaphod, in a state of justifiable shock at the proximity of another dog and in fear of an imminent attack upon his mistress, naturally had no other recourse other than to leap under the table and attempt to eat the terrier. In the process he happened to drag Shelagh after him. She kept hold of the lead, which immediately went under the table; Shelagh’s arm followed but her shoulders couldn’t. So goodbye table and goodbye drinks. And hello adjoining table and adjoining table’s former collection of drinks.
The staggering conclusion to this affair was that the owners of the terrier admitted full responsibility. I still can’t understand why. The only explanation that stands even a modicum of scrutiny is that the terrier had a criminal record and the owners knew they couldn’t afford another brush with the law.
Which, understandably, was why we weren’t too keen on taking Gypsy to a pub. After all, what were the chances of finding another dog with form? Better to find an empty box, well away from any horses, and see if we could leave Gypsy there for a few hours.
Which is what we did. The grooms at the lairage said they didn’t mind us using one of their boxes at the far end. And they didn’t object to working to the accompaniment of a howling puppy.
We left before they could change their minds.
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It was our last evening in an English pub. We had £10 left – everything else was in Francs. We sat sipping our real ale and draught cider surrounded by beams and antique brasses.
And watched the 9:25 weather forecast on TV. You could hardly make out the English Channel beneath all the isobars. And it was getting worse. The forecasts for Thursday and Friday were horrendous.
Walking back to the lairage, we expected to hear a cacophony of barks and screams but it was strangely quiet. Could everyone be dead?
No. Gypsy was asleep in her stall, curled up in the straw and looking angelic. And there was news about the window – it was expected around eight o’clock the next morning. But only for a few hours. And the vet inspection had been booked for 5:30.
What vet inspection?
We shouldn’t have asked.
Apparently all our paperwork for the move was now obsolete. The embarkation port had changed, as had the date. And our vet inspection – which had to take place no more than twenty-four hours before embarkation – had now lapsed. Which meant we had to start again. Luckily the lairage was used to this and had all the forms and their own vet on stand-by.
We performed our final check on the animals, cleaned out the litter trays, changed the water, replenished the food, mucked out Gypsy’s box and said goodnight to the horses.
And then went to bed.
Or, at least, into the darts room. Which was starting to feel distinctly cold. It was February, after all. Shelagh suggested we fetch a horse blanket. We had a couple of spares.
The spares turned out to be two canvas New Zealand Rugs. The canvas was cold to the touch and stiff rather than thick. I looked at the padded, and very warm looking, quilted stable rugs both horses were wearing. Couldn’t we...
No we could not. As anyone who lives with a horse lover knows, there are times – usually on a day with a ‘Y’ in it – when horse welfare has to come first.
Back in the darts room – and clutching my cold, stiff, horsey smelling blanket – I eyed the sofa. It wasn’t big enough for two people to sleep on. The only other place to sleep was the floor. So ... we tossed for the sofa. I won. We argued. You’re the one who wouldn’t stay in a hotel. They wouldn’t have taken Gypsy. We could have left her here. Not for a whole night! And so on.
Solely in the interests of equality I insisted that I had to take the sofa. Anything less would have been an attack on the entire feminist movement, which I just could not countenance.
Five minutes later Gypsy climbed on top of me and tried to get between me and the back of the sofa. Whether this was an attack by or against the feminist movement I was unsure. But she did manage to gain a foothold on the sofa.
For a while.
I threw her off, she jumped back, I threw her off again. But I was tiring and as I started to drift towards sleep, she wedged herself against the back of the sofa and started to use those long legs of hers to push and lever until I woke up at two o’clock and found myself on the floor. I hadn’t even got a rug. Shelagh had one and Gypsy the other. A combined victory for the united feminists.
By 4:30 we were up and ready for whatever the day could chuck at us. I was cold, my back hurt, but I was alive. And by that time my threshold of expectation from life had sunk so low that being alive was about as good as it could get.
I took Gypsy out on the lead while Shelagh washed. It was still pitch black and a raw wind was searching out all the gaps in my clothing. Gypsy looked up at me and I agreed. We went back inside.
By the time the vet arrived we’d seen to the cats again and cleaned up the darts room. Sue was making coffee in the horsebox and all the yard lights were on and the lairage was awake.
The vet raced through the paperwork, documents stamped and signed in a few minutes. Then Sue called to us that we were booked on the 8:30 ferry, the window had arrived.
All we had to do now was load the horses.
And the less said about that the better. Suffice to say, Rain and the pony loaded like lambs and Rhiannon did not.
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Customs was not what I’d expected. There were no spot checks on the animals, no one tried to match the horses against their Identikit pictures or check to see if we’d smuggled a few extra ones into the back. The documents were collected, stamped, handed back and we were waved through.
Once on the ferry, our next problem was what to do with Gypsy. Animals weren’t allowed to wander the car decks and I assumed the same went for the passenger decks. Shelagh volunteered to stay in the cab with Gypsy as she didn’t want any breakfast but she’d have to go to the bathroom first, so could I hang on with Gypsy for a few minutes? No problem. I wanted to check on the bow doors anyway.
The car deck soon emptied. Just a few stragglers remained from a coach party behind us. I watched in the mirror as they walked to the side luggage storage area ... and started taking their trousers off.
“Oh. My. God,” I mouthed slowly as I sank lower in the cab, trying to drag Gypsy with me. Alone on a deserted car deck with a coachload of trouserless Scotsmen!
Why did I say Scotsmen? I thought for a while. Something subliminal? I craned a look back through the side mirror. Perhaps it was the large number of blue and white flags and ‘SCOTLAND’ written in giant letters all over the coach windows.
There were more of them now. All with blue jerseys and flapping kilts. Others were still changing.
That’s when the penny slotted between the rugby posts – Scotland were playing France at the Parc des Princes on Saturday. This must have been the advance guard of fanatical supporters – sent on ahead to secure the bars.
And then we were alone again, not a kilt or a trouser in sight. Just acre after acre of cars and lorries.
It was desolate. There’s something eerie about being alone in a giant car park – so many signs of life having once existed but nothing to prove it still did. Like the aftermath of some terrible disaster, only luggage and children’s toys left to be seen. Like the Marie Celeste.
I shuddered. Best think of something else. Something to take my mind off the emptiness.
I looked in the mirror again. It was looking brighter outside. Turning into one of those bright showery days with strong winds and intermittent downpours. I could even see the famous white cliffs of Dover, with a decent pair of binoculars I’d have probably been able to see Vera Lynn herself.
Why could I see the white cliffs of Dover?
I was in the car deck, looking through a side mirror. I shouldn’t be able to see out. Should I?
Oh. My. God. The bow doors must be open!
My mind was awash with ferry disasters – all neatly numbered and arranged in order of death toll. And was that really the white cliffs of Dover or an incoming iceberg?
I pulled down the window and craned my head outside. A coach full of discarded trousers was all that stood between me and the English Channel.
What should I do?
And where was Shelagh? It must have been ten minutes since she set off for the bathroom.
Unless she couldn’t get back. The entire crew and upper decks held hostage by terrorists.
It was going to be Die Hard all over again. One lone man against a boat load of crazed gunmen, his only advantage the fact that they didn’t know he was on board. That and his trusty puppy. And, of course, his training, his years in the computer industry. Give him a week and he’d have a ferry booking system designed, coded and up and running.
He was also having trouble with reality.
It was being left alone – it gave the brain too much space to play in. Imagine anyone failing to close the bow doors after all the publicity there’d been since the last disaster.
I could.
But the terrorists had begun to fade – so some progress was being made.
There was only one thing for it. I had to get out and check the bow doors. Just to be on the safe side.
I walked past the coach and looked out.
They weren’t there.
Largely because I was looking aft. Thank God, I said to myself as I looked down at the bobbing sea, a considerable distance below me. It would take a tidal wave to swamp this deck.
I scanned the horizon for tidal waves. It could happen. An unexpected earthquake in the vicinity of Dover, the cliffs fall into the sea, a huge body of water displaced and ... tsunami. We’d have bodies everywhere, cars, lorries and floating trousers...
I walked back to the horsebox. Too much space again.
Better to think things through logically. I was alone in the car deck when I should have been having breakfast. Therefore it was Shelagh’s fault. This was a much more promising line of thought – righteous indignation. I had been deprived of food – I looked at my watch – for twenty minutes. Was not the European Court of Human Rights created for just such an occurrence?
Gypsy gave me a lick. She understood all about food deprivation.
By the time Shelagh returned, I was on my closing speech to the Convention at The Hague. They would show her no mercy.
Especially when they found out she’d stopped to have breakfast.
“You didn’t want breakfast!”
“I know ... but Sue persuaded me. And it was free.”
o0o
I met Sue just as she was coming out of the dining room. I was torn between the merits of extra sausages or fried bread when she stopped me.
“Oh, Chris, Shelagh forgot to pay me for her breakfast. It was £1.95.”
I searched out the last of our English money and handed it over. There would be no breakfast for me that day. I turned and walked as far away from the smell of fried food as I could. Ending up at the bow, the bit with the doors.
I think they were closed.
We’d made it! Our spirits lifted with French soil all around us and the worst of the journey well and truly behind. From now on, it was all sight-seeing and watch that thermometer climb.
We filled up with diesel on the outskirts of Calais and then circled around for a while, trying to find the slip road onto the motorway. And there it was – the A26 – Paris and the South.
It was my job to navigate, so I started checking the road-signs. I’d just managed to translate one saying, ‘Beware of Strong Cross Winds,’ when a fierce gust of wind ripped the roof off our horsebox.
We stopped in bewilderment.
And looked back at a huge fragment of roof caught in the central reservation crash barrier, one hundred yards back down the motorway. A fragment the size of an average lounge carpet.
Which would have to be dragged off the motorway pretty damn quick before it caused an accident. Luckily, the motorway was practically deserted, but how long would that last?
And what about the horses?
Shelagh climbed back into the rear of the lorry, expecting the worst – Rhiannon, stretched horizontal by the wind, hanging onto the roof by her front hooves – but amazingly everything was calm. A few fragments of roof and skylight lay strewn around their feet, the inner skin of the roof was flapping and there was a lot more sky than there should have been, but otherwise it had been a remarkable escape.
Once outside, we could see that a complete section of the roof had ripped away and others were split or damaged. We could also see other fragments of roof further down the motorway.
So we ran after them, pulled two off the near lane and slid them down an embankment out of the way of the wind. Then we moved towards the main section which was kicking and bucking in the fierce cross wind but thankfully remained anchored in the central reservation barrier. We looked at it for a while, seeking inspiration. We had to pull it free but be very, very careful. The traffic was light but the danger of causing an accident was immense.
A gap in the traffic came, we ran out and grabbed an end of roof each and pulled as hard as we could. But just as we eased it free, a gust of wind wrenched it out of our hands and up it went. Flying like a kite, up and over the central reservation, the motorway and off towards Belgium.
Five minutes later we’re all sitting in the horsebox in a state of shock. The roof has blown off our horsebox. We’re sitting outside Calais in a convertible! The wind is blowing a gale. Rain is imminent. We are countless miles away from our destination.
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We limped into the next service area, frightened to try any speed above a fast walk in case the rest of the roof tore away. We also closed the remaining skylight – the horses didn’t need any extra ventilation at that point, and it was probably an open skylight that had allowed the wind to rip the roof off.
We found a screen of tall trees and parked to the leeward.
And then phoned England.
They didn’t believe us.
It’s often like that, I’ve found – purveyors of bad news met with incredulity. Of course your roof hasn’t blown off, take another look.
So Sue’s boss asked to speak to me. Though I couldn’t think why – if he wanted someone practical to converse with, there were at last three better candidates in the back.
“Are you sure you can’t put the roof back on?” he pressed.
“Not unless we go to Belgium first and pick up the remains.”
There was a pause. Perhaps he was going to take me up on my suggestion.
“You’ll have to come back to England then.”
What! We’d sweated blood waiting for a window to appear in this storm, and as soon as we hit France, we have to turn round and start again? The weather forecast was horrendous. It might be Saturday, Sunday or Easter before we’d get another chance. And more lairage and forms to fill in and...
The dog and cats!
I could have kissed Gypsy. Thank God for quarantine. We couldn’t go back or the dog and cats would be impounded for six months!
We were saved!
“Ah.” He wasn’t pleased, I could tell. “I’ll ring back.” The phone went dead and Gypsy got a hug.
But what could we do? We couldn’t continue very far as we were. One more gust of wind and we’d be a hazard to every other road user.
The answer came very quickly. Sue’s boss had arranged for another lorry to come out and meet us but it might take twelve hours or so to arrive. Which meant the horses would have broken their allotted number of hours in transit and...
“Lairage?”
“Yes, Lairage.”
I should have known. But we were not sleeping in the darts room again.
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We set off for Boulogne where the lairage was located. Leaving the motorway at the next exit and tracing a circuitous route through every back road and utilising every hillock and piece of shelter we could find. The sky above us was streaked with scudding clouds and getting darker by the minute.
The mobile phone rang again. We were booked into a hotel at Wimereux, just outside Boulogne.
“And they’ll take the dog and cats?”
“Yes, no problem.”
The fools! But thank God for the relaxed attitude of the French towards pets. We’d noticed this before on previous visits; how supermarket and restaurant doors would be opened for a lone dog to walk in and browse around. Unlike England, where lone dogs were seen as the biggest single threat to the nation’s health; children’s hands snatched away from them by anxious mothers, shopkeepers shooing them off doorsteps. But France was the country of égalité for all – even the hairy ones – and we were booked into a hotel!
But first, we had to find the lairage. We were told to look for a riding school on the cliff road between Boulogne and Wimereux. Which was just what we wanted – a nice exposed cliff road to drive up and down. We crawled even slower. We couldn’t have been more exposed if we tried. Fate had opened a hurricane training academy out in the Atlantic and every gust of wind was lined up and racing down the channel straight towards us. The sea below was more white than blue and it was a long, open road to drive down.
And where was the riding school? We couldn’t see any fields of horses or anything that looked like a stable block. We doubled back and tried again. Was that it? I noticed a small homemade road sign flapping in the wind up ahead.
We stopped. And squinted. Was that a picture of a horse? And did that say turn left up the track and then right after one hundred metres? I was convinced it did, but by then I’d perfected a method of translating every other word and filling in the rest with what I wanted to hear. It might not be accurate but it kept me happy.
And I must have been right for two turns and a hundred or so metres later we found the stables. Which couldn’t have looked more unlike the lairage at Dover. While one had been purpose built and new, this one was old and still recognisable as a farm. And it had character. The old courtyard was surrounded by a brick-built farmhouse and outbuildings and beyond that were small paddocks and further buildings – all long and low with the familiar undulating roofline of age and bowed timbers.
And they were expecting us. We didn’t have to explain our plight or throw ourselves upon their mercy in halting French. They knew our story and seemed unconcerned that we couldn’t tell them exactly when we’d return – the fact that it might be in the middle of the night was dismissed with a Gallic shrug. C’est la vie. It certainly was.
The horses were a bit wary of the buildings at first. The entrance to the stables was low, narrow and dark. And only the Great Horse God knew what dwelt beyond.
But we pushed them through, the pony leading the way. And once inside they were out of the wind. And into another age. It looked superb – to lovers of the authentic – low beamed ceilings, uneven dirt floor, lots of wood and leather.
And the horses seemed to like it. Once their eyes had acclimatised to the darkness and they could verify the total dearth of demons dwelling in any of the shadows.
The rugs were next to be unloaded; along with hay nets and lunge ropes and reins and buckets. Horses never travel light.
And then off to the hotel. Following another set of directions – right at the first roundabout, then a left…
Wimereux was a traditional seaside resort – row upon row of small hotels stretched like a ribbon along the coast, all brightly painted in their summer colours, the bars and the pizzerias and the cafes now mostly deserted. And there, close to the promenade was our hotel. It really did exist.
We thanked Sue for all she’d done. The trip hadn’t been easy for any of us and hers wasn’t over yet – she had to drive the horsebox back to England. We made use of her mobile for one last call – Shelagh wanted to make sure we hadn’t been abandoned and someone had noted down both the name of the hotel and its telephone number. Plus, was there an update on the relief horsebox? There wasn’t, but not to worry, someone would contact us soon.
By this time we were a sorry sight. Stood on the pavement with assorted bags and animals, we looked like refugees from some Eastern European conflagration. Yugoslavia, most likely. Shelagh’s often mistaken for a Slav. At least, when she worked in Germany, she was; her long dark hair and lack of German, being taken as proof positive of her Slavic roots. Whereas I had the dubious pleasure of once being mistaken for a Transylvanian. I was walking through the streets of York one night, in the days when I had a great profusion of long ginger hair and a big bushy beard, when I overheard a passer-by whisper to her friend, “and you said you never believed in werewolves?”
So, there we were, standing outside the hotel, a balding werewolf fallen upon hard times and forced to migrate west with Elvira, his gypsy violinist wife. Not to mention the Transylvanian menagerie of were-pets.
But we did have a hotel room. And a bath.
The room was even paid for. All part of the relocation service. The hotel rooms, the lairage fees – everything except for breakfast on the ferry – which I had still not forgiven Shelagh for. How these companies made any money during the winter I did not know. It must be a nightmare of cancelled ferries, diverted horseboxes, last-minute bookings and alterations. And Sue had been contracted to collect other horses after us for a return journey so presumably someone else would have to be diverted to fulfil that obligation.
All that was left before we said goodbye was one final walk round the interior of the horsebox to check we hadn’t left anything behind – the odd horse or two that might have snuck back on. But no horses – just a Hoover.
We were still arguing over who should have left the vacuum cleaner at the stables when the receptionist arrived to book us in. We filled in the usual cards and presented our passports and did our best to make ourselves understood.
Which was difficult as neither of us was fluent. Shelagh had a grade ‘E’ French ‘O’ level, one step up from the failure grade of ‘F’, and I had a grade ‘X’. Not many people have a grade ‘X’. I’d secured mine by holidaying in the Lake District when I should have been attending the orals. Whether there are different grades for other holiday resorts, I don’t know. But I’d like to think there were.
Anyway, most of our efforts were directed to making sure they understood we might not stay the night. But the receptionist didn’t seem to mind how long we stayed for. After all, the room had been paid for. She was more interested in whether we’d be staying for dinner. I said yes, Shelagh said no.
Another argument ensued. Shelagh was adamant we couldn’t leave Gypsy in the room by herself and equally that we couldn’t inflict her on other guests. Why not? You know why not. No, I don’t. Yes, you do.
The receptionist left to fetch the keys while Shelagh made up my mind. I looked longingly past the lobby into the dining room. People were eating. Normal people unshackled by animals. I was about to start drooling when our keys arrived. We were on the second floor.
I picked up the Hoover and had just started to mount the stairs when a woman burst out of the dining room and ran up to me.
“Non! Non! Pas nécessaire,” cried the landlady, and various other words to the effect that the room was already clean.
I looked at the Hoover in my hand and the dog and the cats and the assorted luggage strewn over the lobby and tried to think of a short and concise way to explain everything. I couldn’t. My schoolboy French had deserted me – probably for the Lake District.
“Er,” I babbled. “Er ... nous sommes Anglais.”
“Ah,” she replied and I could see a look of comprehension glide across her face. No other words were necessary. We were English. Everything was explained.
We smiled and started for the stairs again but Gypsy took one look at the polished wood and froze. Danger. No carpets. And look at those banisters, gaps where a puppy could be sucked through and eaten.
She looked up at Shelagh, appealing for help. Make the stairs go away.
We remonstrated with her. How could a dog with legs as long as hers have trouble walking up stairs? She whimpered a reply. Something about banisters. She’d never seen them before.
There was nothing else for it. I left the Hoover and the bags at the foot of the stairs and picked her up. She was a big dog. Already the size of an adult greyhound and growing heavier by the minute. Two flights of stairs later, we staggered into our room.
Thank God! I set Gypsy down on the floor and had a look around. The room was perfect – large and airy with an en suite bathroom. And a real bed – one where humans could lie in comfort. There was even a TV.
But we still had the bulk of our menagerie waiting downstairs in the lobby. So we turned to fetch them. And remembered Gypsy. Could she be trusted to stay by herself in a nice clean room? Shelagh and I exchanged knowing looks. No, she could not.
I grabbed the lead again and off we went. At the top of the stairs, Gypsy dug in her heels and slid to a halt. She was not going down the stairs either.
“Perhaps if we’re firmer with her,” Shelagh suggested, but with little conviction. I tried pulling on the lead, words of encouragement, scarcely veiled threats.
“Why don’t we try picking up her feet and offering her polo mints?” I said, dripping sarcasm, before bending down once more to wrestle Gypsy into my arms and stagger downstairs. Approaching the lobby, I realised how stupid this situation was becoming. Why was I carrying Gypsy down the stairs when once at the bottom I would have to turn round and carry her back up again?
A similar thought was obviously passing through the assembled diners, who couldn’t help notice a man carrying a very large black dog back down the stairs. Wasn’t that the same man who just carried the big doggy up the stairs, mummy? Yes dear, the man with the Hoover.
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Once installed in the room, it wasn’t much better. Minnie, the kitten, started yowling and Guinny took exception. Even though we’d separated them from line of sight, Guinny could hear Minnie and that was more than enough provocation. She started making spitting noises. Which was viewed by Gypsy as an invitation to play. And bark. And worry my leg.
And they’d been so well-behaved in the horsebox! It was as though they’d waited until they’d got us alone.
I tried to quieten Gypsy, while Shelagh took Guinny off into the bathroom. Perhaps if we separated the cats for a while it might help. And besides, the cats’ crates could do with a thorough clean and the bathroom was the only place we could safely let a cat out.
Quietening Gypsy was never easy. The easiest way was to let her do whatever she wanted. Which usually meant allowing myself to be chewed or dragged across the floor. Neither game was among my favourites.
I tried interesting her in some of her toys – her Womble, her chews and various rubber animals. She preferred my leg.
“Why don’t you take Gypsy for a walk,” a disembodied voice called out from the bathroom.
I could think of many reasons. But my ankles outvoted me. It might be safer outside.
I walked nonchalantly past the dining room carrying my dog. Trying to blend in with the background as much as possible and present Gypsy as more fashion accessory than pet.
I don’t think it worked. I could still feel a large number of eyes lift from their dinner plates and bore into the back of my neck.
Outside, the wind had found an occasional shower and was in the process of throwing it against the Wimereux coastline. I turned to walk Gypsy towards the promenade and was immediately peppered with hail stones. I turned and looked longingly at the hotel door. Could I go back in? Which was worse – to be battered and soaked for twenty minutes or walk back past the dining room carrying a dog?
It was a close call.
But not that close.
We moved out of the worst of the storm and tried a side street. At least, with the buildings shielding us from the wind we could walk in some degree of comfort. Above us, the wind had sculpted an arch of hail and rain which whipped off the roofs to seaward and smashed against the upper storey of the houses across the road. Gypsy looked up in amazement. And then refused to lift her eyes from the pavement for the rest of the walk. There were some things a puppy should never have to see.
At the next road junction we hit the wall of rain and ice and fought our way through it as best we could. Then we staggered another block or two before turning round. We’d had enough.
I checked my watch as we slipped in through the hotel door. Three o’clock. Surely the dining room had to empty soon. I looked in vain for signs of another staircase or at least another passage. But there were none. From the lobby you either went up the stairs or left into the dining room.
I felt so self-conscious. Perhaps if I tried speed? Slipped from behind the reception desk and shot up the stairs before anyone had a chance to look up? Swift and silent. It could work.
We burst out of the lobby, a blur of anorak and black fur. I flew over the first step, the second, where’s the third, trip, shit, grrrr, bark, bite.
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The rest of the afternoon was taken up with dog-walking and worrying, sometimes both at the same time. Gypsy decided thirty minutes was tops when it came to lying quiet in a hotel room. And after that, the prospect of carrying her downstairs and being blown around Wimereux for twenty minutes became almost appealing.
But not for me. “I’m not taking her downstairs again.”
“Why not?”
“I’m just not, that’s all.”
I wasn’t going to say any more. I could still hear the waitress’s voice. As I lay framed in the banisters, a dog fastened to my right ankle, an open-mouthed dining room silently waiting to see what we’d do next. “Anglais,” she’d said, just the one word, mentioned in passing to one of the guests, as she flitted between the tables, collecting plates. But it was enough. Conversation resumed, glasses clinked and eyes left the stair-well. What kind of reputation do we English have in Europe?
So, Shelagh escorted Gypsy about town, while I phoned my sister to give her the news. She didn’t believe it either but knew me better than to ask if I’d fixed the horsebox roof.
But we did have a house. The Acte had been signed, the furniture unloaded and the electric fence erected. I told her not to expect us until Friday or Saturday and to leave the front door key somewhere obvious in the outhouse.
And then I settled down to watch TV. I found all the English channels and was just starting to enjoy myself when Gypsy returned.
Which is when the real worrying started. Neither of us could remember seeing Gypsy relieve herself since we returned from the pub in Dover the night before. All the opportunities we’d given her since she’d spurned.
How long could a puppy remain bottled up? I didn’t want to think any further than that. But more dog-walking seemed to be the preferable proposition. Especially now the dining room was empty.
I don’t remember how many times we walked around Wimereux. Sometimes there were three of us, sometimes just Shelagh and Gypsy. We saw storms, we saw sunny periods, we saw everything except what we wanted to see.
She just wouldn’t relieve herself while on the lead. That had to be it. We’d never had to leash her on the farm before because our fields were well-fenced and we’d never taken her for walks anywhere else. But could we unleash her here?
And expect to see her again?
Which would be worse – to tramp the wet and wind-lashed streets of Wimereux searching for a lost puppy or tied to a constipated one? We voted for the former, narrowly. Consequently, we staggered for interminable hours through the various shades of a force ten gale, humans and puppy eyeing each other in embarrassed silence.
As we approached the hotel for the seventh or eighth time, I looked through the spray and heaving sea towards our old home. To the place where thirty-two hours ago, we’d embarked on a thousand mile journey south. We were now 250 miles due east. At this rate we’d be in Poland by the week-end.
We pushed on towards the promenade, hoping to find a beach where we could let Gypsy off but either there wasn’t a beach or the tide was in. And the promenade was covered in spray and breaking waves.
We returned to the hotel, wondering if we should try a laxative. Or would that present fate with too tempting a target? Just how quick can you run downstairs carrying an incontinent puppy?
Back in the room the phone rang. I’d reached such a low ebb by that time that I half-expected to hear that a freak tornado had whisked the new horsebox away to Cuba, but no, it was on its way and expected to arrive at the lairage between 1:00 am and 2:00 am. The driver would phone us at the hotel as soon as he arrived.
If we lasted that long.
But an unexpected chain of events was gathering in the ether. Minnie started mewling for no apparent reason, which set Guinny off, which in turn signalled to Gypsy that it was probably time to chew something human. I objected and in the ensuing excitement Gypsy’s intestinal abstinence came to a sudden and, some might add, spectacular end in the bathroom shower tray.
I have never seen anyone so pleased to clean up after a dog before.
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By nine o’clock that evening, life was becoming almost pleasant. We were warm, comfortable, bathed and dry. The animals were curled up and if not actually asleep, quiet.
I didn’t even mind my second day of cheese sandwiches. Shelagh had packed half a loaf of them. Along with everything else we couldn’t eat or pack into boxes during our last few days at the farm. Which gave us an assortment of chocolate bars, apples and cheesy biscuits. All thrown into a bag at the last minute. And somewhat beyond their best.
But I didn’t mind. The prospect of eating in the hotel had lost much of its allure after the events of the day.
Then we had another phone call. Could we wait for the horsebox at the lairage? This was starting to take one of those worrying turns – what had happened to the original plan? I liked that one. We stayed in the warm, watching TV until someone came to fetch us.
But now, doubt was being cast. The horsebox was on the ferry – which was good news – but the driver’s mobile phone didn’t work outside the UK. Which was bad news. There was no way of contacting the driver. There were also doubts about what he’d been told to do. He might ring the hotel but then again he might not. And he might know where the hotel was and then again...
But, at least he knew where the lairage was – everyone agreed on that part of the story.
The confusion stemmed from the fact that Wendy, the woman who was organising our move, didn’t actually own any transport – she hired the work out. And because the sub-contractor, Sue’s boss, didn’t have a spare horsebox to send out, he’d sub-contracted the work to someone else again. I think.
The result of which was that no one was quite sure who had said what to whom, when or how.
I still liked the original plan.
We lay there, heads awash with permutations – none of them good. Could we find our way back to the lairage? Would we want to? It must be two miles away. Did we really want to hang about all night on the top of a storm-battered cliff on the off chance we met a passing lorry? What if it didn’t come? What if it went straight to the hotel?
But if we didn’t?
We were in a small hotel in a town full of small hotels. Would the lorry driver know how to find it? Had anyone told him where we were? And what about the hotel switchboard – would it be closed when they rang? Was there even a night porter to answer the door?
I went downstairs.
There was a night porter – from what I could understand – who came on duty at ten. Perhaps. The receptionist might have said anything, I was now filling in entire sentences with what I wanted to hear. As for there being a night switchboard, my question was met with a lot of pointing at a telephone hanging on the wall. Which may, or may not, have been good news.
I went back to our room.
Had she been trying to tell me that the phone on the wall was a night phone? Or was she just pointing to the nearest telephone?
We tossed and turned through ten and eleven o’clock. By midnight I was hanging around the top of the stairs straining my ears for any sound of ringing. By one o’clock we were wrecked. Not another minute could we wait – even if it meant marching up and down the cliffs for the next three hours, we had to do something.
So we took Gypsy for a walk.
Retracing our steps as best we could, we headed out of Wimereux and up the hill towards the stables, our heads and bodies bent against the wind and the gradient. Never again. A silent vow was made that night that wherever the horses ended up at the end of this coming day they were never moving again. We’d buy the house next door.
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At 1:45 we saw the headlights of a truck turning off the road up ahead. A turning that might be the one leading to the stables. Panicked into thinking the horsebox might drive on to the hotel if we didn’t get to them in time, we ran. Usain Bolt could not have kept up with us that night. And if he had, Gypsy would have bitten him.
It was an anti-climax of a meeting. To this day I am absolutely astonished that we managed to arrive at the lairage within minutes of each other. But there was no fanfare or exchange of pennants. They’d been expecting to find us there, and we were too out of breath to disabuse them. And perhaps it was best not to ask what they’d have done if they hadn’t found us at the lairage. I preferred not to know.
And, anyway, there was a more pressing problem. That of negotiating the two huge wooden gates that blocked the entrance to the stables. Were they locked?
I grasped a handle and prayed. They weren’t locked. The huge doors swung and stuttered open. And then all hell, which had never been adequately shackled since the last time, was let loose again. Suddenly, dogs were everywhere. Assorted dogs barking, growling, jumping, running. Gypsy joined in, dragging Shelagh along on the leash. And then on came the farmhouse lights, then the courtyard’s. So much for not disturbing anyone.
The farm dogs were gathered in, eventually, and the horsebox manoeuvred into the courtyard – it was even bigger than Sue’s, more of a juggernaut than a horsebox. And then all the equipment and extraneous luggage were tracked down and taken on-board until all that remained was to load the horses.
Rain and the pony were a bit skittish to start with but after a few false starts bounced inside. Then came Rhiannon, snorting and prancing, the wind whipping her tail and mane, the courtyard alive with lights and shadows.
We knew she was going to be bad.
No one else did. The usual warning of, ‘watch out, she kicks,’ was met with the seasoned indifference of people who had spent a lifetime handling horses.
Five minutes later, seasoned professionals were running and ducking for their lives. Rhiannon had broken free of Shelagh’s grasp after a spectacular bout of bucking and kicking. Which was, of course, too much for the farm dogs who immediately ended their short truce and raced after Rhiannon to join in the fun.
Pandemonium.
I think I counted five dogs and eleven humans that night. All running around a small courtyard in the middle of a stormy night on the cliffs. There might have been more, they made enough noise.
All we needed now was...
And there it was, right on cue, a clap of thunder, celestial applause.
Rhiannon was caught, escaped and caught again. Grooms and drivers and various family members of the lairage shouted encouragement, ran, fell down and threw themselves against walls. It was like Pamplona on a bad night.
And all around, the wind continued to blow and the rain to fall, the sky flashed and thunder rumbled.
It was a night to remember.
And then it was over. Rhiannon loaded.
As we left the lairage, I couldn’t help but wonder at the forbearance of the people there. We had descended upon them in the middle of the night, chased them and their dogs around a courtyard for half an hour and still they waved us goodbye.
I wondered if they were used to it.
I hoped not.
o0o
All we had to do now was find our hotel. “What hotel?” said one of the drivers. There was silence for a while as the significance of his words percolated through our defensive shields. We had not wanted to know that.
I explained about the cats and the rest of our luggage. I thought it better to leave out the bit about the Hoover. There’s only so much you can explain during moments of stress.
Back through the deserted streets of Wimereux we drove, eventually pulling up in the side street around the corner from the hotel. Nearly there, only one more hurdle to clear.
I slipped the key into the hotel door, turned it and ... nothing. The lock turned, but the door wouldn’t move. It had been bolted from the inside. Or barricaded by frightened diners.
“I don’t believe this!” I shouted, and started ringing bells and knocking on the door. No one answered.
A curtain twitched in the dining room and a face looked out. I pointed to the door and waved my hotel key. The face disappeared.
Perhaps they were barricaded in there?
We waited by the front door, trying to look as nonchalant as possible in case the drivers of the horsebox took fright and decided to abandon us. Nothing would have surprised me that night.
Then a door opened, not the one we’d been expecting but a door to the basement below the dining room. A head looked out and called to us.
We didn’t need asking twice. We ran down the steps and burst inside. The night porter looked perplexed but we explained in a mixture of French, English and sign language that we were residents and needed to get to our room. And we were desperate, nothing short of physical force was going to stop us getting there.
Off we ran, through the bar, up the stairs, a right into the dining room, a left at the next set of stairs and then up again. We were not hanging around. And then back down with the cats. The night porter was just locking up when we burst into the downstairs bar.
“Non, non!” we implored and burst into another frenzied bout of attempted explanation. We’re leaving, we need to get out. We were just coming back for our things.
He took a long look at the cats in their crates. And then unlocked the door. Probably a cat-lover, I thought as we staggered outside and deposited Guinny and Gally, her long-suffering brother, on the pavement outside.
The night porter was just attempting to lock the door for the second time when he saw us running back down the steps.
“There’s more,” we cried.
“Mas,” I added.
“Isn’t that Spanish?” enquired Shelagh.
“Encore?” suggested the night porter.
I nodded, squeezing past him and then running for the stairs. A left, a right, a few straight aheads, we took them all. And with every step I thanked God we had the presence of mind to leave Gypsy in the horsebox.
I grabbed hold of Minnie, and Shelagh picked up a couple of bags and back we went again. Around and down and right and left. But this time the night porter looked worried as we staggered past him. He’d been thinking, and I couldn’t fault his logic, that either we were the most daring team of catnappers Wimereux had ever seen, or we were guests leaving in the middle of night without paying.
He waved a piece of paper at us. It might have been a bill. It might have been the nearest he’d found to a white flag.
Words like payer and chambre were thrown about. I could understand that. “Oui, tout est payé,” I cried. Which I hoped meant everything had been paid for. And we gave him the number of the room and showed him the hotel key with the number on.
“Bon,” he smiled and looked immensely relieved.
We deposited our load with the rest of our windswept possessions on the pavement then ran back inside where we stopped him locking up for the third time and, with a cry of, “encore,” ran straight past him and through the bar.
We were slowing down by this point. Stairs and corridors were becoming a blur. But we couldn’t afford to leave anything behind and so we made one last tour of the room, a final check of the bathroom and the cupboards and the drawers, and then we were away – the hotel room locked, and the last of our possessions secured in our grasp.
The night porter was waiting for us by the door, probably wondering if he was ever going to be able to close it again. As he caught sight of the Hoover, I could see words struggling to form in his throat. But he thought better of it. And, all things considered, I think that was the right decision.
We gave him the key and left.
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France swept by in a blur. I had been looking forward to watching our progress through the countryside. To see the steep-pitched slate roofs flatten and turn terra-cotta pink. The black and white colombage buildings of the north turn to brick and then to stone – sometimes white, sometimes grey or yellow, sometimes hollowed out of cliffs like on the banks of the Loire. And then back to colombage again – this time unpainted with the wood sun-bleached grey.
But I couldn’t keep my eyes open.
Paris passed by as a traffic jam. I think I heard someone say, “that’s Paris,” but it wasn’t worth waking up for.
We made excellent progress. There were two drivers working in shifts – one driving while the other slept in a bed above the cab. And there were masses of food; bacon and bread and milk and coffee. And they liked Gypsy, who had switched back into paragon-mode, quietly sitting or curling up on the floor of the groom’s compartment.
Night became day and north became south. We reached the outskirts of Bordeaux in the early afternoon. And the wind and rain melted into memory.
We had a choice approaching Agen – continue on the motorway or take the direct road through Auch. I suggested the Auch route because I knew it, but was outvoted in favour of the motorway. Which is another way of saying that what happened next was not my fault.
We only had fifteen miles to go. Spirits were high, the motorway was clear and it looked as though we were going to reach our new home in the light.
But then the motorway ended, became a dual carriageway and then an elongated car park. Roadworks! The new A64 Toulouse to Bayonne extension. Expected to finish at the end of ‘96. It was now February ‘95.
We watched the sun set and the skies darken. Occasionally edging a little further down the road but never very far. It took a very long time to reach our turn off.
And then we were flying again, along the D roads towards Aurignac, our nearest town.
Which is when the second mistake was made. Which although not directly my fault, I could have prevented, if I hadn’t panicked.
I’d had the last few miles of our route meticulously planned. Our house was difficult to find, lying off a single track road, close to the middle of nowhere. So I’d photocopied a large-scale map of the area and traced a route.
But now I was having second thoughts. The horsebox was far larger than I’d expected and the route I’d planned followed a narrow road with some very tight turns. So I voiced my concern to the driver who had a quick look at his own map, and decided on a different route.
Which took us off my map. Our house was, of course, strategically placed on the edge of two large-scale maps. We’d bought both but packed the other on the idea that we wouldn’t be coming from that direction. I could smell a disaster looming.
I navigated from memory. A four-month old memory that had never actually traced this particular route but sought to hunt down land-marks and trust heavily to luck.
Fate did not miss its chance.
I knew we had to look for a road parallel to the D81a but not the D81a itself, as it twisted and squeezed through the village so much that a small car had difficulty getting through. So we needed to take the next right. Which we did. Thirty yards later we’re wedged on a bend. So we reversed out and tried the next right and found ourselves in a maze of unlit single track roads with high banks and hedges. Occasional lights appeared and disappeared as odd houses drifted by in the blackness. But no road-signs, no house names, no numbers and no signs of life.
All eyes turned upon me. Even Gypsy’s. One of drivers tried to lighten the mood, telling us that this was nothing compared to that other trip they’d taken two years back. That one started with roads like this but then the trees closed in and grass started to appear in the middle of the road and...
“What like this?”
All eyes focussed on the growing band of grass running along the middle of the road and the trees closing in from both sides. The road was in imminent danger of disappearing into a thicket.
And then we saw a light up ahead on the right. A car headlight from a driveway. We stopped and I ran over to ask directions. There were two people trying to push a van that looked stuck in a muddy farm courtyard.
I tried my best French to ask the way to a small hamlet and back onto my map. They looked confused. I thought of another way. I knew it had a church. How about “Où est l’église?”
They talked amongst themselves for a while before saying something about down on the right.
It was then I realised they were talking to each other in English.
“You’re English?”
I was amazed.
In the middle of nowhere and totally lost we’d found probably the only other English speakers for miles around.
But there was little time for small talk. There was some poor person in Gaillac who’d been waiting two days for their pony.
I memorised the directions and rushed back to the horsebox. All we had to do was follow the road we were on for a quarter of a mile, turn right at the main road and after a few hundred yards we’d see the church.
Brilliant!
We set off with renewed optimism. Until we found the candidates for main road. We had them narrowed down to two – one of them turned out to be a farm track, the other was narrower.
And we were wedged again. High banks of soil and stone all around us and no room to make a proper turn.
I have travelled past that junction many times since and every time I pass by, I marvel at the fact that anyone could turn a lorry that size in such a tight space. But they did. One driver at the wheel and the other outside shouting instructions. The giant horsebox moving a few degrees at a time, as it rolled backwards and forwards into the main road.
From there, we found the church and were back on my pre-planned route. A few minutes later we were pulling up outside our new home. It was nine o’clock, Friday evening. Sixty hours of hell were over.
We stepped out of the lorry into a mild star-lit night. No wind, no rain, no hint of sound. We’d arrived.
And the electric fence was up and working. The keys to the house were where they were supposed to be. It was as though a line had been written under the previous sixty hours – all torment wrapped up and safely buried in the past, a new life about to unfold.
How wrong can a person be?
I stood at the bedroom window the next morning, and looked out on a view that almost made the last three days bearable. Almost but not quite.
This was what we had come to France to see. A deep blue sky emerging from the twilight and there, framed between two hillocks, the Pyrenees. Mountains, sharp-edged against the early morning sky and looking magnificent. With the Pic du Midi in the centre, dark grey and flecked with white as the first rays of morning found the lying snow.
Breathtaking.
And in the foreground, bunches of mistletoe stood out like floating green islands against the bare trees – acacia and oak, maple and walnut. A striking blue cedar and a yellow-flowered forsythia added colour to the left, green fields and swathes of trees swept up to the skyline on the right. And over everything, hung the cold sharp breath of a winter morning.
I could have stayed there all day. But I was hungry. And getting cold.
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I dressed quickly and went in search of the kitchen, stepping through the obstacle course of packing cases and assorted boxes, with one thought in mind.
Food.
Where was it?
We had intended to stop off at a supermarket on the way down and stock up with fresh food and essentials. That is before roofs started flying through the air and our leisurely journey through France became a mercy dash through Hell.
I found the remains of a digestive biscuit, the last survivor of our rations from the trip. I had envisaged our first breakfast in our new home as being something to remember – full of hot croissants and steaming coffee, a chocolate brioche or two, maybe a wedge of Brie. Instead, I was staring into a bagful of leftovers.
I tossed the bag aside. At least there was coffee.
I rummaged amongst the assorted boxes, thankful that we had labelled every one with a brief description of its contents. And there it was – coffee, both instant and ground. Things were looking up.
The percolator posed a more difficult problem. I knew I’d packed it at the bottom of one of the boxes marked, Kitchen Materials. But I couldn’t remember if it was with the electricals or pots and pans. Or assorted tea towels and cutlery for that matter. Our system of packing had evolved radically when it came to the kitchen. Our first thought had been to pack by cupboard so we’d know exactly what each box contained. But the crockery weighed too much and the pots and pans didn’t stack very well. So we started improvising and spreading the weight and filling gaps until we had an amalgam of kitchen goods.
Several minutes of hard rummaging later I found the percolator, pulled it out, unwrapped it and...
Plugs.
That was the other item on our list of things to buy on the way down. A French round-pin plug to fit onto our extension lead. It had seemed a brilliant plan, buy the one plug on the way down, fit it to a multi-socket extension lead and then we could use all our English square-pin electrical equipment from Day One without changing plugs.
But we didn’t have that one plug so ... I sat the percolator down. It would have to be instant.
But not from a kettle – also electric.
I was not easily defeated. I’d made coffee from water boiled in saucepans before. As I leant over the sink and turned on the tap, I prayed that something would come out. I could look philosophically upon the lack of electricity, but the thought of being water-less, was not one that a veteran of a three-day mercy dash through Hell’s maw should have to face.
Water gushed from the tap. Yay! The patron saint of house-movers had awoken from her slumbers.
Before promptly rolling over and closing her eyes again. We had no gas.
As Shelagh stepped through the kitchen door, she found her husband slumped over the kitchen table with a pan of water clutched in one hand and a jar of instant coffee in the other.
But we had the view. And the house.
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And what a lot of house. An eight-bedroomed maison de maître set in seven acres of grounds, fields and woods. It even had a swimming pool ... of sorts. The sort without any water, and sides that cracked and bulged inwards at alarming angles. And there were two outbuildings, forming an L on the edge of the house. And an orchard with apples, pears, plum, cherries, figs and apricot. And it was all ours. For well under a third of the price of our three-bedroomed farm and forty acres of Devonshire mud.
But it had eight bedrooms. And there were only two of us, six if we counted all the animals.
“Eight bedrooms!” had been Shelagh’s first reaction when I phoned her with the news of my purchase.
“It’s a bargain,” I replied. “Well within our budget.”
“But eight bedrooms?”
Seeing as the bargain ploy wasn’t going down too well, I tried a different tack.
“They’ll come in handy.”
“For what?”
“Well, a spare room for a start. And a study for the Great Novel.” I could have added another room for the Great Novel’s rejection slips but thought better of it. “And four of the bedrooms are in the attic, so why not look at it as a four-bedroomed house with a carpeted loft?” A touch of genius.
But house hunting is often like that. You start off with a tight list of what you want – the two-bedroom bungalow, the tiny stone cottage – refine it over a period of months, then let your husband loose in France while you look after the farm, and back he comes with the keys to an eight-bedroom mansion.
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But it could have been worse. During my two-week house hunting expedition I discovered that the rural French builder had a flair for the unusual. And a hankering for an earlier time, when building was more art than science, before architects and building inspectors started framing laws to curb the creative householder. Like the man in Brittany who ran the mains water pipe through a working chimney.
“I think you might have to move the water pipe,” the estate agent told me as we entered the lounge.
“Why?” I asked.
“It comes in through the chimney.”
“Like Father Christmas?” I asked, wondering if perhaps it was there to provide water for the reindeer.
Unfortunately that didn’t appear to be its purpose. The pipe entered the house through the back wall of the fireplace, hovered a few feet over the grate and then bent along the wall in search of a kitchen.
‘Why?’ is a question often asked in house hunting. Sometimes it actually precipitates an answer. This was not one of those times.
But we did have theories. A rudimentary hot water system? A useful pipe for hanging a cooking pot from? Favourite was the ‘it was the closest point to the road – therefore less copper pipe to buy.’
Then there was the toilet in the Dordogne.
Now, I’ve seen toilets before – I’m a man of the world – and under the stairs has always been a popular space-saving location but ... at the foot of the stairs? With no privacy? Placed such that to climb the stairs one had to squeeze past the bowl?
I stood at the foot of the stairs, staring in amazement, and wondered – could the stairs have been a later addition? Maybe there was nowhere else to put the staircase when the upper floor was converted?
No. I looked; the plumbing appeared more recent than the staircase.
For days afterwards, I theorised and explored various possibilities for the unique placement of the toilet. It was like one of those mental agility tests starring dwarves in lifts. Could the owner have had one leg shorter than the other and needed the first step for balance?
Or perhaps it was a conversation piece. It certainly worked.
Then there was the log-burner in Gascony.
There’s nothing intrinsically unsound about placing a fire in the centre of a room. It can look very stylish and certainly can be a good way to heat a large room. But ... something wasn’t quite right about this installation. It was the flue. Which was where the problem started. Not, however, where it finished.
Most people installing a flue would take the pipe straight up from the fire and out through the roof. Very few would take the flue fifteen feet across the room at knee height until it reached a wall.
Even fewer would then knock a hole in that wall, take the flue through into the next room, angle it behind the sofa and around two more walls before sinking it into the chimney breast on the opposite wall. As I tracked the eight-inch diameter flue’s progress through the house, I wondered if I was at the birth of an entirely new form of heating system – no radiators required, just one continuous flue.
I walked back and forth between the two rooms. One looked like a giant hand had pulled the log burner into the middle of the room, extruding the flue. The other looked like a neighbour had tapped into the chimneybreast while the owner had been out shopping.
Then came The House, an eight-bedroomed maison de maître with seven acres and views of the Pyrenees. Not that we wanted eight bedrooms, two was our target, but the asking price had been reduced so low that it was now one of the cheapest properties on my list, having come down to less than half of its original asking price.
So what was the catch?
I waited for the estate agent to mention the toilet at the bottom of the stairs and the missing roof but instead heard about banks and financial problems. The owner was desperate to sell to pay off his debts and had moved out of the house four years ago.
Aha. It had been empty for four years. Everything began to slip into place. The price, the need to sell, the image of encroaching rain forest smashing its way through the windows.
There was something about the speed in which the French countryside could reclaim properties, which bordered on the supernatural. From what I’d seen, I wouldn’t risk leaving a house empty for the weekend. After four years, the lounge was probably thick forest.
When we arrived, I thought we’d come to the wrong house. It looked in too good a condition.
Aha, I thought, Indian burial ground.
It was the traditional maison de maître of the area with huge rooms, nine-foot high ceilings and stone walls of the thickness normally associated with small castles.
The hallway alone was three yards wide and big enough to garage a couple of small tractors. Apparently it was the local custom to design farmhouses that way to accommodate the trestle tables for the harvest festivities. When all the families who’d helped bring in the harvest would be wined and dined and stuffed with roast pig. Which sounded fun for everyone, except the pig.
As I walked around the first floor bedrooms I began to see a possible reason for the lack of sanitary facilities I’d encountered in earlier properties. They’d all been installed here. I had never seen so many toilets. And in so many unexpected places – like right next to the bed. In suite instead of en suite, I suppose.
Truly, here was a man who loved porcelain. Every bedroom had some. All had a sink, some had bidets, some had toilets, some had all three. None had partitions. Bidets and toilets stood side by side with beds and wardrobes. A ‘proud to be porcelain’ smile beaming out from their glazed countenances. When I entered the bathroom, I half expected to see a bed. All in all, I counted five toilets and four bidets in the house. I gave up on the sinks after the second recount. There were a lot.
When I rang Shelagh later that evening, I glossed over the excess of plumbing as best I could. The eight bedrooms hadn’t gone down too well, so I thought the five toilets and four bidets were probably best left to another time.
But Shelagh wanted to know more.
“Did it have a second bathroom?”
“Er ... yes,” I replied hesitantly. After all, it was the truth. It did have a second bathroom, in between the first and third.
“What about toilets. Did both bathrooms have one?”
Yes, again. As did the cupboard under the stairs and some of the bedrooms. But so what. We could open a showroom.
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That morning – our first morning in our new residence and a so far breakfastless one – we sat down and made a list.
It was some list.
It was headed by a car. We had to have one. As we had to have logs, gas bottles, food, a cooker, plugs, telephone, money, a cheque book, hay, straw, fence posts and undoubtedly a thousand and one other things that temporarily eluded us.
But we lived in the middle of nowhere with not a shop in sight. Or a bus stop or a telephone kiosk or a man who knew semaphore. After all, this was what we had wanted – to be away from it all. What we hadn’t envisaged was the sheer desperation of our trip down. All thoughts of plugs, food and stopping to phone ahead had been pushed aside, locked away by the certain knowledge that any attempt to deviate from our course would have resulted in unimaginable disaster. Any supermarket we stopped at would undoubtedly have been struck by a meteorite within seconds of us pulling up outside.
But today was another day. Paranoia was living somewhere in Northern France and we needed to find a phone.
So we grabbed a map and took Gypsy for a walk.
Which went down very well with Gypsy, who was enjoying her new life. After all, she’d had breakfast. Like the cats, she didn’t need her food heated and we had plenty of tins and no problem locating the tin opener. I think the cats had packed a spare one just in case.
We left the cats unpacking – there’s something about large boxes full of screwed up paper that cats find irresistible. They’d be busy for hours.
We thought we’d try Tuco first as it was the nearest village. Well, perhaps not quite a village. With three houses, a church and a road sign, it was large enough to rate a mention on our map but that was about it.
Walking down the winding country lane it was difficult to believe that this was winter. The mid-Februarys that we remembered were the coldest part of the year – with howling gales and biting winds vying with snow and drizzle and thick grey blankets of cloud that could hang around for weeks.
But here, the sky was clear, there wasn’t a breath of wind and the sun had real strength to it. Even this early in the morning you could feel its warmth on your skin. Which made the transition between light and shade the more noticeable. Step into the shadow of the trees and it felt cold – you could feel the frost beneath your feet, hear the crackle on the tarmac. Step into the sun and it felt like spring, the grass was green and the road was dry.
We ambled along the curving lane as it wound down the little valley. A steep-sided wood rose up on our left, another almost as steep on our right. Ahead of us, we could make out the steeple of the tiny village church and beyond that another tree-lined hill marked the far side of the main valley. It was a beautiful spot. Rolling hills and valleys, tiny villages, forests and fields. Just what we wanted.
A few minutes more and our little valley widened out into the larger valley in which Tuco stood. We could see for miles. Tiny white spots of habitation dotted the far hills. Patches of green marked out the growing crops against the predominant browns of wood, ploughed fields and scrub.
It was idyllic.
Until the advance guard of the Tuco dogs spotted Gypsy.
We dragged her past the first barrage of woofs straight into the teeth of the main contingent. Four dogs of various size and pedigree held us at bay while a large black dog harried us from behind. Gypsy was not a happy dog. It was probably the first time she’d seen other dogs since leaving her mother. And these were growling at her in French.
Then a farmhouse door opened, and out shot a small dark-haired woman alternating shouts and smiles as she tried to chastise her dogs and welcome us at the same time. The dogs ran back inside the yard and lay down, yawning and looking the other way as though whatever had just happened had had nothing to do with them.
Gypsy took this as an opportunity to shout abuse at them from behind our legs – amazing how brave a puppy can be after the danger has passed.
Another figure appeared from a barn, a curly-haired man in his late thirties, wiping his hands on his overalls as he walked up to meet us. There was the usual hand shaking and then...
It was our first introduction to the local dialect. I had expected it to be a variation on the French we’d heard on the language tapes and schools’ programmes. But not this much of a variation. It was unintelligible.
I’d been reasonably confident of my French up until that point. I’d coped with estate agents who couldn’t speak English, I’d survived restaurants and hotels. I could usually make myself understood – eventually. And I could normally pick up the gist of what was being said to me – if it was repeated slowly and often enough.
But this was beyond me. It sounded more like Spanish. Perhaps we’d been learning the wrong language. And as my entire knowledge of Spanish was limited to beer, squid and airport, my conversation would be less than inspiring.
The best way to describe the dialect is to imagine French being spoken at speed by a Spaniard who has taken out all the words and linked them together with that rolling Spanish ‘r’ sound, to form one long unintelligible word. And as my normal method of translation depended on recognising one or two keywords in a sentence and then gradually working out the others from the context, I was stumped. There wasn’t room for even the smallest keyword to breathe – everything was so well wrapped up in ‘r’s.
And if anything the man was worse. He was a lisping version of his mother, adding a liberal sprinkling of Spanish ‘th’ sounds.
But this was the campagne. What did we expect? If we’d been a French couple knocking on a Devon farmhouse we’d have probably been as lost, meeting a stream of broad Devonian.
I began to suspect that we might not be listening to French or Spanish at all, but one of those ancient Pyrenean languages I’d read about – Occitan, Catalan or some such mixture of old French and Spanish.
But then I started to grasp the odd word – as the woman slowed her speech down and unrolled the occasional ‘r’.
Her name was Claudine and Roger was her son. Not the most earth-shattering of revelations, but after ten minutes of total confusion, it was as precious to us as the Rosetta stone. We were beginning to understand.
We then embarked on an attempt to ask them if they could tell us where the nearest telephone was. An ambitious enterprise but we were desperate.
After a considerable effort and many blank looks we succeeded.
“Là,” said Claudine, pointing over our shoulders.
We turned as one and looked at the very distinctive glass booth with the word téléphone prominently displayed. It was ten feet away. Ah, that telephone kiosk. I declined to ask if there was one closer. Nous sommes Anglais, after all.
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But we had found a telephone, and from that moment, time shifted into overdrive. I rang up Jan, arranged to borrow her car, fixed a time for the kitten to be picked up, the horse transported, everything. I declined to give too many details about our journey down, as no one could possibly carry enough change in their pocket to do the story justice over a pay phone.
“I will tell you later,” I concluded.
The day continued at the same pace. We stocked up with plugs and fresh food, a couple of 13kg bottles of Butagaz. We priced cookers and telephones and collected free papers for their car adverts.
Which was our next priority – we had to have a car of our own.
I thought buying a car would be easy, so I drove off to buy a car while Shelagh carried on with the unpacking and plug changing.
I found three local car dealers all relatively close to each other and toured the rows of second-hand cars. Most were outside of our budget. But that was what I’d expected. We’d set our sights on something cheap and basic – we didn’t expect to do much driving and just wanted something that transported us from A to B and didn’t cost too much to run.
By the third garage, I was wondering if I was going to have to increase our 20,000 Fr budget. Then I saw the old Citroen DS. I’d had one as a child – as a toy, that is – and had always been fascinated by its strange aerodynamic shape. It had been so unlike all the other cars of its time.
I walked over and had a closer look at it. It still exuded a plush elegance, but this model must have been well over twenty-five years old. I thought about it, weighing up all the pros and cons. The 4,000 Franc price tag was the biggest pro. Explaining to Shelagh why I’d bought a vintage saloon, was the lead-weighted con.
She had said, “I don’t mind what it’s like, as long as it’s not red.” But had she really meant it? If I returned home with a silver antique, would its colour be enough?
“You bought what?” was the reply my mind encountered the most as I played through the various scenarios. After the eight bedrooms and the five toilets, I didn’t think I could quite carry off the vintage Citroen as well. No matter how cheap.
So I reluctantly said goodbye to a childhood memory and strolled on to the next row of cars. More Citroens. But still within budget and far more modern. This was more hopeful. Except for the one very noticeable drawback – they were all red.
I replayed another set of scenarios. “You bought what?” was still very much in evidence, but less so if I played the ‘it was either this or the vintage saloon’ card.
And we had to have a car. Even a red one.
But there was another problem – the one which looked the best deal did not have local number plates. Which meant I’d have to change them. In France, number plates were issued by département. This one had a sixty-five number – Haute Pyrenees. I’d need a thirty-one – Haute Garonne. According to my Living in France bible, that would mean an extra trip to the Préfecture and a new number plate to buy and register. Would it be expensive?
No, said the garage. Neither would it be a problem, they did it all the time, and if we wanted they’d do all the paperwork for us – the carte grise, the number plates, the lot. We wouldn’t have to set one English foot inside the Préfecture. Which sounded brilliant. And a useful card to add to ‘it was either this or the vintage saloon.’
The next day, we returned complete with 15,000 francs in cash and all the papers we possessed – passports, birth and marriage certificates, the lot. We’d heard about French bureaucracy and came prepared.
It went very well, we were succeeding in making ourselves understood, we had all the documents they asked for. And we had cash – which seemed to please them the most.
Then they produced the car’s papers. The contrôle technique (certificate of roadworthiness), the old carte grise (log book) and the bill of sale. Everything was there – except a current tax disc. But that wouldn’t be a problem, they told us. All they needed was a passport from us and they’d handle the rest. They’d go to the Sous-Préfecture at St. Gaudens, have the number plates changed, the car re-registered and taxed by next week.
Next week? What would we do for transport in the meantime?
No problem, they said – I liked this garage – you can drive it away now. They even had a special form for just such an occasion. I looked at the form. I’d never heard of it. Could my Living in France bible be out of date?
I tried to ask for more details, but the more they explained, the more it seemed akin to a Monopoly ‘Get out of jail free’ card. Had I heard it correctly? If stopped by the police, show them this paper – it grants you fourteen days to obtain the correct documents. Excellent! I’ll take two.
So we drove away in our new car. Well, I drove and Shelagh returned Jan’s car. And as I pulled away from the garage, I couldn’t help thinking how easy it had been. I’d read so many horror stories about buying cars in France – the interminable hours spent queuing for the right papers only to be sent somewhere else. Hadn’t they heard of the ‘Get out of jail free’ card? Perhaps I should pen a letter to French Property News.
Little did I know what the future had in store.
But I should have.
The first inkling trickled forth two hours later when we stopped at a small garage for petrol. It wasn’t self-service but I had all my, ‘fill it up,’ and, ‘a hundred francs worth, please,’ phrases memorised and to hand, and was feeling confident. That is until I tried to unlock the petrol cap. The key I’d been given didn’t fit. I tried the other keys – the ignition, the boot key. Nothing. The petrol cap wasn’t moving.
If ever someone looked as though they’d just pulled into a garage in a stolen car, it was me.
And then my French deserted me. I could almost hear the, ‘we’re off!’ as all the verbs and nouns ran for cover. Shelagh took one look at the situation and wound up her window. She was a hitch-hiker and had never seen me before in her life.
I was alone on the forecourt with a confused petrol pump attendant and a non-functioning key.
“Er ... nous sommes Anglais,” I ventured after a while, added a few shrugs, opened my mouth again in case a stray noun or two had stayed behind. Then I pointed to the road. “Je suis er ... off.”
Then I left. Swiftly. Another garage added to the list of places I could never return to.
The next problem was could we reach the car dealer before we ran out of petrol? Naturally this was but a smokescreen. The real question we should have been asking ourselves was ‘would the garage close for a half day five minutes after we’d bought the car?’
The answer was, of course, yes.
We left the deserted showroom and drove home with eyes fixed firmly on the petrol gauge. It was on red but what did that mean? A gallon? Two? And how accurate would the gauge be?
The next day we returned to the garage. The car, however, had other ideas. Perhaps it was colder than I thought or I pushed the choke in too quickly, but whatever the reason the engine kept cutting out.
I dreaded the possibility that we were running out of petrol. The gauge was on red but not by much. Surely there was enough to get us to the garage?
After a while the car started to behave itself. Perhaps it was just the cold after all. Shelagh wondered if we should mention it to the garage but neither of us had the words and we didn’t want to confuse the situation further. We needed a key to the petrol tank. The rest could wait.
At the garage we quickly went into our prepared speech. Petrol cap had turned into quite a mouthful. According to our dictionary it was a bouchon de réservoir d’essence.
“Je ne peux pas ouvrir le bouchon de réservoir d’essence. Le clé ne pas fonctionner.” It was probably my largest speech ever in a foreign language and delivered without a pause for breath. The sales manager looked baffled. Whether by my accent or the fact that the petrol cap wouldn’t open, I wasn’t sure. I thrust my sheet of paper at him and pointed to my lines, adding a few key-turning finger twists to augment the words.
He still looked baffled.
“How is it possible?” he asked in French to no one in particular, as he stared at our key ring.
I could have told him. I expect one of my ancestors chartered the Marie Celeste.
A collection of different keys were collected from drawers and hooks and we joined the deputation marching out to our car. One by one each key was tried, accompanied by mumbled French words of astonishment as each key failed.
And then one key succeeded and smiles replaced the mumbles. The keys were switched, we filled up with petrol and for a short period all was well with the world.
That is until the next day when the car died.
We had barely left home when the engine started cutting out. I played with the choke and managed to revive it a few times but it seemed to be getting worse. We had been gradually acclimatising to the car’s quirks, we recognised that if the engine revs dropped appreciably any time in the first five minutes of a journey, the engine would cut out. But then it had been a simple matter of pulling the choke out and restarting the engine. It worked every time. Until now.
And we were in the middle of nowhere.
Well, not exactly the middle of nowhere, as that’s where our house was. More accurately, we were halfway from the middle of nowhere – a far worse place.
“I knew we should have told the garage yesterday,” said Shelagh.
You can always count on your passenger for helpful advice at times of stress.
“I thought we agreed not to mention it to them.”
“You agreed.”
“And what would we have said? It took us half an hour and a dictionary to come up with the petrol cap key doesn’t work.”
I thought my logic was unassailable but the conversation deteriorated from that point into a series of, “who bought the stupid car?”, “I never wanted to come to France,” and “I told you not to buy a red one.” No wall of logic could withstand that kind of assault.
I tried the engine again. Nothing. I pushed the choke in, I pulled the choke out. Nothing.
I looked at the scenery. Hoping to find an unexpected garage hiding behind the wall of greenery that spread from horizon to horizon.
“Lovely view,” I said before I could stop myself.
“Try the engine again,” came the terse reply.
Nothing happened.
We were stuck in the depths of rural France and ... I could see large buzzards circling above our car.
After another round of helpful suggestions from my passenger, I countered with a “You try!”
“All right, I will.”
We exchanged seats. I cast a nervous eye skyward as I walked around to the passenger side. I was sure there were only three buzzards the last time I’d counted.
Shelagh tried the same variations of turns, clicks, pulls and pushes. Was that a hint of life? The engine turned. We were saved! A frustrated squawk came from above. It would have to be mouse for dinner again.
We made it as far as the next junction before the car stalled once more. But we were making progress. We were nearly three quarters from the middle of nowhere.
Fifteen minutes later and several stop-starts, we limped into Tournas. It was only a small village but it was like Rome to us. Civilisation! It had a shop. It had people. It had a phone box.
We parked. The car was good at that.
And it was then that a possible answer to our car’s performance presented itself. An answer that had been waiting for all the panic to die down. Perhaps we’d flooded the engine? Which would explain why it suddenly stopped working with the choke out. And why it suddenly started again after a pause.
It didn’t explain everything. It didn’t explain the engine’s predilection for cutting out whenever the revs dropped. But it did explain our inability to restart it.
Perhaps there was something wrong with the idle speed that caused the car to stall? Perhaps it was time to take it back to the garage?
We decided to postpone our trip to the supermarket and return home for the dictionary. But first we’d stock up with food at the village shop. Just in case the car broke down again and we needed to feed the buzzards.
From that point the car behaved itself perfectly. I am convinced it heard us mention the word ‘garage’. The word ‘vet’ has a similar effect on dogs. One mention and all symptoms of illness miraculously disappear. What me? Sick? Never!
Stocked up with a new page of hastily scribbled phrases pertaining to idle speeds, chokes and errant engines, we returned to the garage.
I had my phrase, “I bought a Citroen Ax here on Tuesday,” handy in case they wondered who I was. But it wasn’t necessary. They remembered. And, “pas de problème,” they’d have a mechanic check our engine for us.
Which was when we noticed that our car bonnet didn’t have an arm to prop it open. The mechanic was totally confused. He looked all over. I felt like turning out my pockets to prove I hadn’t taken it. In the end he grabbed a piece of wood to prop the hood up.
I was told to sit inside and depress the accelerator every now and then, so the mechanic could hear the engine turning over. He made some adjustments, listened some more, adjusted some more and then with a, “bon,” that was it. Car fixed. We could say goodbye to the garage.
That is until a week later when we returned for the car documents. They were desolated. “Je suis désolée,” the manager repeated. A computer error – what else – had prevented them from getting a particular form from the Haute Pyrenees Préfecture. Apparently they needed a Certificat de Situation to prove the car had no outstanding hire purchase agreements. I’d never heard of that one. Luckily we still had seven days on our ‘Get out of jail free’ card.
We agreed to return in a couple of days time. And again a few days after that. More computer errors, more reassurances. On the last day of our ‘Get out of jail free’ card, we pulled up at the garage in a desperate frame of mind. No broken computers or papers in the post were going to deflect us.
“Pas de problème,” said the manager and handed us another ‘Get out of jail free’ card. He’d copied the details across from the old one, except that he’d advanced the date of purchase by two weeks.
Ah. This did not look exactly legal. I’d had my doubts about the old ‘Get out of jail free’ card, but at least the information it carried had been accurate.
“Don’t worry,” we were assured. Another few days and he’d have all the car’s papers. It was easy, he added. They did it all the time.
Two days later, I’m flagged down at a police roadblock. No tax disc, no documents and a forged ‘Get out of jail free’ card.
I had been on my way to Samatan market. A trip I didn’t have to make but one I’d thought would be fun. Our neighbour, Claudine, had recommended it – it’s good to have someone else to blame. She’d said it was the largest local market by far and something not to be missed. It was held every Monday and attracted huge crowds.
No one said anything about police roadblocks.
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It had all started when we dropped in at Claudine’s for hay and straw … and came home with four pints of milk. Nothing to do with our inability to speak French this time but the unfailing generosity of our neighbours.
We arrived at dusk to a deserted farmyard. Deserted, that is, except for four lounging dogs lying by the gate. Eventually, the smallest and most alert of the four guard dogs noticed our intrusion and raised the alarm. The largest dog, the redoubtable gardien de vache, opened a solitary eye, cast an appraising look in our direction, sniffed and went back to sleep. Not worth the bother.
Claudine appeared in the doorway of an old stone building at the side of the yard and beckoned us in. We’d arrived in the middle of milking.
As we stepped through into the light we wondered what we’d find. French farmers were generally vilified, depending on which section of the English press you read, as either inefficient and subsidy-ridden or barbaric animal torturers who loved nothing better than to import cuddly English calves and lock them up in veal crates. As usual, the truth was somewhat different.
There were twenty cows of assorted breeds, colours and ages. Including three very young calves, who, far from being housed in veal crates, were still suckling from their mothers.
This was not modern industrial farming. No gleaming stainless steel vat or state-of-the-art milking parlour. No vast homogenous herd, economies of scale or labour-saving devices. This was a small family farm as small family farms used to be. When all animals had names and labour was long, hard and mostly manual. The only hint of technology I could see was a small portable milking cluster which Roger was carrying from cow to cow.
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