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Chapter 1

The first thing that struck me about walking across France was how easy it was. We climbed over the boulders at the edge of the beach and there was the road ahead of us, straight as a ruler along the channel that led from the sea. All we had to do was walk. Easy, really. Here, one foot in front of the other, juggle the pack a little, breathe in the warm, sea-salt air and that’s fifty yards gone. We had expected it to feel different. The Mediterranean to the Atlantic is an unthinkably long way for two middle-aged wrecks who consider a walk round the Serpentine exercise. I squeezed Guislaine’s hand.

I don’t think either of us, as we walked off that Mediterranean beach, thought that we would get as far as the Atlantic, three, or maybe four, hundred miles away; we had been careful not to measure too precisely in case the distance discouraged us. But whether we succeeded or not was less important than this moment. This was it. This, more than the day I gave up my job, this was the single moment that marked the division between Twenty-Two Years Shouting Down a Phone and a future as empty and unmarked as the open sea. These few steps took me over the watershed. Everything in the forty-five years up to now had been part of boarding school, Oxford, the City, Wall Street and only-another-fifteen-years-till-the-pension.

These steps began a different journey.

Most of the people I knew had asked me, ‘What are you going to do?’ in tones varying from admiration to jealousy to disapproval, voices that said more about what was going on in their own lives than in mine.

I had usually answered, ‘Well, I think I’ll take the summer off, have a nice long holiday, and then start my own firm in the financial world, you know, a little boutique where I’m my own boss.’ Oh yes? It was easier than saying that I had no idea what I was going to do, apart from walk across France – for if I said that, people would smile knowingly as if they knew I was up to something but couldn’t talk about it for competitive reasons. The start-my-own-firm story saved a lot of trouble. People believed it. They would nod and say, ‘Mmm. Good idea. Keep me in touch. I wouldn’t mind doing that kind of thing myself. I’m fed up with working for a big firm.’

And they were very curious, particularly people in the City. I was like the boy who had stolen into the headmaster’s study to take a look at the exam papers. It really wasn’t done but everyone else was secretly longing to do it too. Saying that I was going back into the City made it acceptable. I may have gone into the headmaster’s study, but I hadn’t actually looked at the papers and soon I would be back at a desk surrounded by quote screens Shouting Down a Phone. Of course.

The only person who didn’t ask me what I was going to do was the one who would be most affected by it: Guislaine. (Everyone finds it hard to pronounce. She’s half French; hence the name. It has a hard G and a silent s.) She was likely to go through as big a change in her life as I in mine, but in her case it wasn’t because of a decision she had taken herself. She was going to change from being the wife of someone earning a large and regular salary doing a job that, five days a week, took him out of the house from before she got up in the morning till just before dinner, into being married to a man with no outside income and nothing to do all day, seven days a week. She told me her friends’ reaction: ‘What are you going to do with Him around the house all day? It’ll drive you mad. I had Tom/Dick/Nigel home for a month when he was between jobs and we practically got divorced.’

Although they didn’t usually say that to my face, it seemed a reasonable concern. I was as curious as they to know what I was going to do all day. In the few days between finally leaving the office and starting our walk I seemed to have been busy all the time but things would be different, wouldn’t they, when the Walk was over and we were back in London.

And I worried about divorce.

Five years before, in our thirteenth year of marriage, we had split up. For me it had been as sudden and devastating as a hurricane. Like many men with demanding jobs I hadn’t had my eyes open to the change in the weather and it came as a complete surprise. There were three years of mess and misery culminating in an untidy divorce. The hurricane passed on, and in the ensuing quiet things seemed different. A few months later we married each other for the second time. Giving up a safe job and walking across France, when we had never previously done anything together out of doors that would raise a sweat, would certainly do something to our marriage. We didn’t know what.

Guislaine, who was on the receiving end of all the change in my life, was remarkable. I was so preoccupied with what was happening to me that at the time I didn’t appreciate how remarkable. She encouraged me, but in a quiet way, to leave my job, because she felt that that was what I wanted and she must have felt that I had already crossed the bridge in my mind; she never once asked me at the time what I was going to do. We would talk in general terms and I would tell her that I didn’t know and she would leave it at that. She asked me for the first time when we had been walking for over ten days, as we sweated over the thirty-seven kilometres of hills between Belflou and Auterive, but I didn’t have an answer. I said something about how wonderful freedom felt. It did, but putting it into words made me feel I was speaking someone else’s dialogue in a bad play. She didn’t probe further. There was no ‘Look, don’t you think it’s time you gave it some serious thought? I’ve got a right to know as well, you know. It affects me just as much as you.’ All that was true, but she never said it.

I didn’t ask myself the question either. It may seem strange that I could give up a secure and well-paid job at the age of forty-five without a plan, but I did. The Walk would be a month of hard thinking about blisters, tonight’s bed and tomorrow’s route; there wouldn’t be much space for ‘What am I going to do with my life?’ Although Guislaine says that I think analytically and logically – not compliments in her lexicon – I don’t like thinking in abstract terms. The heart makes better decisions than the head and it doesn’t keep you awake at night doing it but just announces one day what the decision is.

After so many years working for Wall Street firms I knew how American business people liked to take decisions. Get a bit of paper, put the pluses on one side and the minuses on the other; then see which column is longer. ‘You gotta decide these things analytically, Miles,’ they would tell me. ‘Keep emotion out of it.’ I had cheerfully exploited this system for years when I wanted to hire someone away from a nice, cosy firm where he was happy and doing his job well. I would encourage him to draw up a plus-and-minus list because I knew that, if he did, all the juicy things I could offer – money, cars, important-sounding titles – would outweigh feeling comfortable and being at home in a job. It wasn’t always the wrong decision. There were many people I had hired, particularly the younger ones, who thrived in the highly-charged ‘I can work harder than you, pal’ atmosphere of a Wall Street firm. But in their cases the heart told them to do the same thing as the head.

In New York my firm employed a corporate psychologist, one of whose jobs was to give the branch-office managers tips on ‘interviewing strategy’. We became friends and I remember her saying to me one day over a drink, ‘You know, honey, all the worst decisions people make are the sensible ones. The smart guys are the ones who do what their heart tells them to do and forget the analysis.’

No one ever believed the Walk was Guislaine’s idea. Guislaine was brought up on the Continent. She was shunted from school to school in the course of a childhood during which she was sometimes in the care of Gael, her peripatetic mother – beautiful, artistic, and forever in the power of mysterious and sudden enthusiasms – and sometimes of Tony, her mother’s sister, who was living in Strasbourg with her husband, Dunstan. The only time Guislaine wasn’t in the care of mother or aunt was when Guy, her French father, came to take her to the movies and kidnapped her for days or months. Stories vary.

Education was a succession of lycées and convents all of which shared a conviction that you weren’t at school to play games. Guislaine was never exposed to lacrosse, hockey, basketball, compulsory runs, tennis or gym. The only exercise that Gael, Tony, Dunstan and Guy all did was dancing. Guy’s tango was more famous than his tennis – although Guislaine swears he was doubles champion of St Tropez in 1938.

I am the opposite. I have always wanted to be good at dancing but I’m not. I have, however, had much exposure to games of the British sort. At eight I went to a ferociously tough prep school set up at the turn of the century to feed boys into the Navy via Dartmouth. My father – who did go into the Navy – had been there. I was chubby and hopeless at games, but that didn’t excuse me from every afternoon having to play rugger, cricket or soccer depending on the time of year. Not to mention boxing and gym, both of which I loathed. Gym was particularly bad, as I had an elder brother, Michael, at the school who was a superb athlete and ‘Sarge’, the PT instructor, would stand behind me as I struggled to do a chin-up, saying, ‘That’s pathetic. You’re a disgrace to your brother.’ It wasn’t that I disliked games. I just hated being so bad at them, particularly at a school where sporting success was everything. I was overjoyed when, in my last term, I got into the First XV for rugger. This was because they needed someone heavy in the second row of the scrum. My cup was full.

When I was thirteen I went to Radley. There, the worship of the sportsman was even greater. You had to be either a ‘dry bob’, who played cricket and hockey, or a ‘wet bob’, who rowed instead. I became a wet bob, because I didn’t want to compete with Michael who was constantly Saving the School with the brilliance of his batting. I was dreadful at rowing although I longed to be good at it. Not wanting to admit my failure as I sweated up the Thames in the lowest grade of tub, I would pretend I didn’t care by fooling around and making jokes at the expense of all the hearty sportsmen. This resulted in my being frequently beaten for ‘offences on the river’, no laughing matter at Radley. I even tried to become a dry bob, a change that needed your housemaster’s permission. Mine would sit behind the desk in his study with two canes on it, a thin, whippy one and a great thick brute. ‘Look, boy, if you’re going to argue with me I shall be forced to use the Big Chap,’ he would say, fingering the thick one. When I asked to be allowed to give up rowing, I didn’t get beaten but permission was withheld. ‘Stick it out, boy. It’s good for you to do things you don’t like.’

Despite this, Radley was better than prep school because, even if you weren’t good at games, you would be tolerated as an ‘intellectual’ if you were funny. Making fun of things was my game.

Then, in my third year, Ronnie Howard came to teach at Radley and to take over as senior rowing coach. Ronnie had been President of the 1957 Oxford boat that had won against all the odds and against the first of the American Boat Race mutinies. By the time he arrived at Radley I was over six feet tall and no longer quite so chubby, but still dreadful at rowing. He was a brilliant coach and he gave me a chance in a good crew. Entirely thanks to him and his coaching, I made the First VIII that year and was Captain of Boats the next. He introduced modern methods of training from Germany with the result that we became superhumanly fit. This was a new world to me. I had never been fit before and I felt for the first time the extraordinary pleasure of rowing in a good eight, with eight men moving in utter unison and wanting to push themselves beyond the limits of exertion and pain. Under Ronnie’s coaching that year we won the Princess Elizabeth Cup for schools at Henley and broke the record for it.

Life at Radley was transformed by my suddenly becoming one of Them, the sportsmen. I no longer needed to pretend I didn’t care about games and to be the quick-tongued intellectual. More importantly, rowing showed me how much joy a sport can give you when you dedicate yourself to it. It also sharpens the competitive instincts: rowing and coming second is miserable. Once I had achieved my sporting ambitions I began having second thoughts about them, particularly when I went on with rowing at Oxford. I never felt entirely happy in my new role as a ‘hearty’, as sportsmen – especially oarsmen – were called at Oxford. I liked the fun of the sport and I liked winning but, now that I had succeeded at what I had always envied, I was uncomfortable. I wanted to go back to being the intellectual, not the rowing blue.

I say this not just to illustrate that I had been exposed to physical exertion whereas Guislaine hadn’t before we went on our walk, but because I had the same feeling working in the City. Succeeding there, at least in the Big Bang world I was in, required many of the same qualities as winning the Boat Race – competitiveness, dedication and a willingness to push yourself to extreme limits – and in the same way there was acclamation for the winner. Non-City people think the satisfaction is in the money. They’re wrong. Most of the pleasure comes from the sheer competitive intensity of the work. But when I became successful in the City, I had the same feeling I’d had at Oxford or Radley as a successful sportsman. I was wearing a suit that looked good, but hadn’t it been made for someone else?
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About to Shout Down a Phone…
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Leaving South Kensington
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Gatwick
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The ‘Dead-beetle position’
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The Montagne d’Alaric



[image: image]

‘Fore-and-afting’
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The melancholy Canal du Midi
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One of the hotel sheets
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The Gers – ‘ … plotted and pieced – fold, fallow, and plough …’
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Head down, eyes closed …
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Dressed for dinner, Bassoues
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The yellowy-blue thing
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‘How did you ever dare to go out dressed like that?
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The Château de Jottes where I checked the lawn for corpses
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Somehow it falled to collapse …
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Saubusse: the river was flowing the wrong way
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‘Ça suffi’


A Note on the Author

Miles Morland was born in India and grew up all over the place – but chiefly in Iran, Iraq and Jersey. He has two children and was divorced twice by their mother, now a Jungian analyst. Today he divides his time between increasingly idiotic adventures, a houseboat on the Thames and a house on the marshes of North Norfolk. The Man Who Broke Out of the Bank, about chucking up his job and walking across France with his recently remarried wife, was a Sunday Times bestseller. His most recent book is A Cobra in the Bath, published by Bloomsbury in 2015.
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