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Dedication

For Debbie, what an amazing ride life’s turned out to be!

And for friends who shared some of the twists and turns, Deacon and Darcy, Kylie and the beautiful Bobby (Roberta’s Pride). Rainbow Bridge, guys, Rainbow Bridge . . .


 

 

 

Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Rolling in the mud

Copyright


 

 

 

Chapter 1

As of this moment in time, this very second, nobody has died, nobody has given birth, and nobody has escaped.

That’s good.

The variations on a bad day are endless. I know, I’ve panicked my way through any number of them, charging, wellies flapping through the forecourt of the local petrol station in close pursuit of a small band of hideously evil, six-week-old piglets, in the vain hope of cutting them off before they reach the post office, which, for some God-known reason, always seems to be their goal.

Hooligans. All piglets are hooligans. They are. They may look cute and squidgy, but as soon as they’re out of sight of mum, it’s fags and booze all the way.

The trick is not to let them get too far from mum in the first place. Not always easy when it’s mum herself who’s tossing them over the electric fence and egging them on to go walkabout.

All the sows do it. Even Kylie, the matriarch. They seem to reach a point and think, I’ve had enough now. They were quite nice when they were little, but I think I want a little ‘me’ time for a while, and then they send their babies off on day trips.

Today, everything is fine. Everyone is where they should be. All 57 pigs, 18 sheep, 46 chickens, two ducks, one turkey, two geese (the terrorists of the chicken field), two wild cats, Niko and Morris, a Great Dane called Darcy, Dex, the one-eyed sheepdog, two horses, four goslings and two hand-milking goats.

All where they should be. But it wasn’t always like this.

 

 

Ten years earlier . . .

“I want to give up work and move down here to Exmoor,” Debbie shouted into the din.

“Yes,” I nodded. I had absolutely no idea what she’d just said, but I didn’t want to spend the entire New Year’s Eve party yelling back at her, “Pardon? What?” and “Sorry?”, so I’d been watching her eyes and judging whether I should be answering yes or no to what she was saying. I seemed to be doing rather well.

“Are you sure? I was worried you might not like it down here, it’s so different from London,” she yelled. London! I could lip-read that. At last, safe territory.

“Oh yes!” I said with some enthusiasm, chugging the last of my beer. We were in an Exmoor pub packed shoulder to shoulder with slightly grubby outdoor types and farmers who’d dressed up for the occasion by changing the strand of coloured string holding up their trousers. These were men of action, and I imagined if the call ‘My cows are loose’ went up, they’d be only too delighted to form a scrum at the door in their eagerness to get out and do some rounding up. Except for the ones who would change their string back first – it would be a shame to dirty a new bit of twine.

There was a jazz band playing loudly in the corner with a singer who looked so old I wondered if the rest of the band had borrowed her from the local nursing home just to make up the numbers.

“I’m serious,” Debbie said. “I’m burnt out at work. I want out, out of London. I didn’t mean for all this to come out tonight, I’m so sorry, but I’ve had it with the whole ‘work until you drop’ thing. I can’t do it anymore. I just can’t. I really need out. I’ve been so scared of telling you – but we’ll only do it if you’re certain. Absolutely certain. Absolutely. Certain. Are you certain?”

Some of the farmers around us were waltzing, some jiving, some doing the twist. They were happy.

I was nearly at the end of my Exmoor Rein Beer and tilted the glass, smiling. It was pointless trying to speak; I still couldn’t hear a word of what she was saying, but hoped it was something about the need for another drink. “Of course,” I said.

Her chin dropped, and she mouthed the word, “Really?”

It was New Year’s Eve, my glass was empty and I wanted another. I nodded enthusiastically, mouthing back, “Yes, really,” delighted she seemed so pleased at my intention to drink the bar dry.

She got up and flung her arms around my neck, kissing me wildly and shouting, “I love you, I love you, I love you,” into my ear. Then she picked up my glass and rushed for the bar, darting between the dancers. The band was still playing, though not necessarily all the same tune, and I was happy to see the singer still on her feet. I’m sure at one point I heard her shout into the microphone, “Do you know how old I am?”

I settled back into my seat, Debbie at the bar collecting our drinks, content that I was the relationship god.

The next day started badly. You know if you break a mirror it’s said to be seven years’ bad luck, or if you cry on your birthday you’re said to cry for the whole 12 months until it’s your birthday again, or if it rains on St Swithun’s Day, it’ll rain for 40 days and 40 nights. Well, there isn’t an equivalent for New Year. If you ask me, there should be. Something like: if you agree to change everything about your life on New Year’s Eve, your New Year’s Day hangover will be the worst since records began, and it won’t get any better when you sober up. That would work.

My hangover was the worst since records began, which, considering I was 32 years old and started drinking somewhere in my late teens, meant records began about 14 years ago. Put another way, it was the worst hangover ever.

“How much did I drink last night?” I said through furry teeth.

“It doesn’t matter,” Debbie said, bouncing onto the bed with both knees. “We were celebrating. Isn’t it wonderful?”

It matters to me, I thought, but said, “What’s wonderful?”

“Oh you,” she punched me on the arm. “You know. Moving to Exmoor. We’ll get the most beautiful little country cottage with some chickens in the back garden, and you can collect the eggs in the mornings, and I’ll cook them for your breakfast. It’ll be such bliss.”

“Huh?”

“I’ve got it all worked out. I’ll quit my job as soon as we get back . . .”

“Huh?”

“. . . which won’t be a hardship. Oh, Simon, I’ve been so unhappy.”

I rummaged around inside my mind for some of the less sozzled brain cells, found half a dozen and strung them together as a basis of reasonable thought. Unfortunately, the mouth they had to project their ideas through was still a bit pissed.

“Quit work and move down here?” I stammered.

She bounced off the bed. “It all just came out last night,” she said, folding clothes and tidying up the bedroom without looking back at me. “I shouldn’t have started talking about it; I don’t know why I did, not on New Year’s Eve. But once I started, I couldn’t stop.” She stopped folding and shrugged. “Now you know everything. You’re not disappointed, are you?”

She still didn’t look around. I had the same feeling you get when you start watching a film halfway through.

“’Course not. No, no, no. No! Um, disappointed about what, exactly?”

“About me.”

I think I’d liked to have sat up, but my head felt as though someone had concreted the space where my brain should be, and my mouth had that morning-after-a-kebab sensation, even though I hadn’t had one. So I stayed where I was, which was flat on the bed.

“Don’t be silly,” I said. I could hear a stream running outside, and it reminded me that I hadn’t been to the loo since I woke up, but I didn’t have the energy to move. I started piecing snippets together. “So, you’re unhappy at work?”

“Desperately.”

“You want to resign and give up your career?”

“The world will probably survive with one less property solicitor,” she said.

“And you want to sell up and move down here to Exmoor.”

“Right. You haven’t changed your mind, have you?”

Changed my mind? Boy, the beer must be strong down here, no wonder everyone looked so red faced. Had I really agreed to all this? I didn’t want to leave London. I didn’t want to leave my job. I liked my job. I liked my home. Why would I want to give it all up to live in a cottage and collect eggs?

“Of course, at first you would have to commute back and forth to work, which I know isn’t ideal,” Debbie chattered on. “Maybe see if you could do Monday to Thursday in London and then come home to Exmoor for long weekends. Please say you haven’t changed your mind?”

The word that tattooed itself to the inside of my eyeballs so I could see its outline no matter where I looked was . . . retirement. I had horrific visions of buying a bungalow on the flat quite close to a parade of shops and a bus stop, chucking out all my Radiohead CDs and replacing them with compilations with ‘Chill’ in the title, drinking tea – smelling of tea! – taking up golf and collecting bloody eggs. Why eggs? Don’t they sell them in the shops down here? Is there an egg shortage in the West Country that the rest of us don’t know about? Haven’t they heard of a sup-er-mark-et? Who retires at 32 anyway? Career-wise I was only just getting into my stride, like a finely tuned athlete opening up down the back straight of the first lap, all muscles pounding . . . honed to perfection . . . athletic . . .

As estate agents, we see ourselves differently from the way the rest of the world sees us. We are, in fact, Adonises of the business world – just few recognise it. One day, there’ll be an uprising or, better still, a strike. You think the country grinds to a halt when the underground and train drivers refuse to work? Imagine the chaos if in place of a board outside every estate agent’s office in every high street up and down the country, there was one of those bins in which you burn wooden pallets, and we’d all stand around it, in our suits and with our gelled spiky hair, waving our Porsche and Mini key rings in the air and yelling “Scab” at passing solicitors, and we’d have Sarah Beenie as our spokesperson, “They want the recognition they deserve, and until they get it, they’re refusing to do any more accompanied viewings.”

Could I really give all that up and move to the country? Try as I might, I couldn’t imagine myself living anywhere but a major city centre. Which raised a problem: what to do about Debbie? I buried myself further under the quilt, which is as good as any way of avoiding a scene, at least until I was a little more sober. I watched her walk out with her head down.

Since when had communication between us dwindled so low that she didn’t feel she could tell me she was unhappy, to the point that it all came flooding out at a New Year’s Eve party? That’s terrible. I wish I’d heard what she said. I could hardly admit that I hadn’t caught a word of it, that her heart-to-heart had been drowned out by an OAP jazz singer and a bunch of whooping, ballroom-dancing farmers. To make matters worse, now she’d got it out of her system, she hadn’t wanted to go over it all again, which left me colouring in an awful lot of blank space.

Bit by bit I got out of bed, washed, dressed and found her downstairs sitting at the table making lists. She’d dug out some paper and a pen from one of the drawers and spread them out. I poured myself a glass of water and sat down beside her.

Of course I could argue and inject some realism into her absurd notion of quitting everything we knew and understood and had worked for. Quitting all our friends and family. Our careers. Our home. I could burst her bubble in a trice and get us back to London and into our old routine, but it wouldn’t be our old life again. Not the way it had been. Not anymore. Too much had been said, too much had been confessed, and, in a way, it didn’t matter that I hadn’t heard it – what mattered was that she’d said it. She’d felt it, and she’d said it, and now it was impossible to ignore.

She’d be unhappy and would try and hide it, which would only make things worse. Besides, if she’d been that sad before, maybe things weren’t the way I’d thought they were. And if things weren’t the way I’d thought they were, then maybe we didn’t want them back that way anyway?

She had stopped writing and was just staring at the paper, waiting for me to speak. I reached out and stroked her arm. I still felt horribly hung over.

“Show me how it could work,” I said.


 

 

 

Chapter 2

When the vendors of a property are themselves an estate agent and a solicitor, you’d be amazed how smooth and quick a transaction can be. Less than three months later and our trendy London flat was sold. It wasn’t so bad, handing over the keys and a card with ‘Good luck in your new home’ scrawled inside to the new owner, a pianist who fell in love with the high Victorian ceilings and said the acoustics would make him sound amazing.

“How do you feel?” I said. Debbie was scrunched up on half the passenger seat hugging a box of cooking equipment and a Le Creuset. The rest of the car was heaving under the weight of all our possessions, which mostly consisted of hundreds of books. Not to forget a Great Dane dog who’d sort of been folded into a gap at the back.

“I think I’m okay. I was just thinking how long we’ve been in that flat, thinking about work and about leaving and if we’ve done the right thing. You know, stuff.”

Stuff. Oh great, you’re thinking about stuff. Isn’t it a little late to be doing that, considering we’re hurtling down the M3 towards the land of no eggs, having given up a cushy life in London and now you’re wondering if we’ve done the right thing?

“Not that I think we’re doing the wrong thing.”

That’s nice to know.

“It’s just, I wonder if I’ll miss it?”

The glimmer of doubt, like the hint of a beautiful sunrise just as it begins to get light. Yes, Debbie had quit her job, and yes, we’d sold our home, but we were only going to rent in Devon, so, in theory, if it all went horribly wrong, we could move back and pick up the pieces of our old life again. In the meantime, I would travel back to work and live in London Monday to Thursday. I’d somewhat come round to the idea of having a pad in the country to come home to at weekends. It felt very . . . civilised, very Jane Austen, “A house in London, a house in the country and ten thousand a year! Ten thousand a year, Mr Bennett!”

The house in London was a room in my mother’s place, and we’d probably need a touch more than ten thousand a year, but even so. It was one thing moving out for a less stressful, less hectic way of life, but you still had to pay your bills.

“Do you think you will? Miss it, I mean?” I said, smothering the words so they wouldn’t betray any sign of hopefulness.

“No. Maybe a bit, but not enough to change my mind. Sorry.”

Since ‘That Night’, we’d made a pact to be honest and open with each other. I’d told her I wasn’t keen on the move and I wasn’t sure it would work, but I wanted her to be happy and we’d give it a try. If she wanted to. Really wanted to. Really felt convinced it was the right thing for us to do. To, you know, get it out of her system. In return, she told me she knew it would work, that we’d be blissfully happy and it would be the best thing we’d ever done, I’d see.

Once we reached Devon, the first thing we did was search for somewhere to live. That meant visiting an estate agent. On the first day, we went to see a small house.

“I can’t see the garden,” I hissed to Debbie.

“There isn’t a garden,” the letting agent said, overhearing. I would never have answered someone else’s question when I was on a viewing. That’s so rude. I waved at her back and made a face at Debbie, who laughed. The agent didn’t notice.

“Two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs, lounge, big kitchen diner, vestibule and small study downstairs. No garden,” she said. “Have you got pets?”

“A dog, but he’s well behaved and never left alone, he’s always with us,” Debbie said.

“I see. Is he outside in your car?”

“Um . . . well, no, actually he’s back at the holiday cottage – so you say there’s no garden, well, that’s not a problem for us, is it, Simon?”

“Isn’t it?”

“No, ’course not. I like it. Do you like it? I like it.”

“It’s very remote,” I said, looking out the window at . . . green. “And green. Very green.”

“Green is good,” Debbie said, flashing an apologetic smile at the agent. “He’s from London.”

“Can we have a talk about it?” I said, spinning round to face both of them. At least Debbie made a stab at covering some of her disappointment, which is more than can be said for the agent.

Outside, the agent slammed her car door and roared off.

“Come on,” I said, “Let’s explore.”

We were about five miles outside Lynton and Lynmouth along the north Devon coast, just at the point where Exmoor meets the sea, in a tiny village called Barbrook: population about 50 people and as many dogs. The house was up the side of a cliff that masqueraded as a hill simply because someone had put a ribbon of tarmac up it. It was that sheer that at some points, travelling up, you couldn’t see the road over the bonnet of the car. Halfway up, the hill levelled off for about 100 metres, and that’s where the house stood, sideways to the road. A long farmhouse split into two properties. The house available to rent was the one nearest the road. It had a fresh coat of magnolia paint on the outside, white double-glazed windows and doors, a farmyard out the back that belonged to the farmhouse and a parking spot at the front. The steep road leading to it was a single-track lane edged either side with high banks covered in grass and greenery, and bare wintry trees growing up out of the top of that so if you stood on tiptoe, you could see through into the green fields beyond.

“It might be quite dark and dingy in the summer when all the leaves are out,” I said.

Debbie linked my arm and squeezed. “No, it wouldn’t. It’s so peaceful, so beautiful.” We started walking further up the road.

“Is this what you envisaged then, your heavenly country cottage?”

She shot a glance over her shoulder. “It’s not chocolate boxy, but it’s quite pretty. I love where it is. And I love the way it feels so cozy inside, especially with that log burner in the lounge. I can imagine you . . .”

She was doing a lot of imagining, and just about all of it involved me. Right now, she was imagining me as something of a lumberjack, bringing piles of logs into the house with an axe slung over one shoulder and then spending a fun-filled evening feeding bits of wood into the flames. Presumably this was after I’d collected the eggs. It struck me that I’d never lit a fire in my life. Not once. Prior to this iffy turn of events, if I wanted to get warm, I’d turn up the central heating. Now it looked like I’d have to go out and chop down a tree. She was still happily imagining, having moved on to something about candles, oil lamps and the wood fire, romantic dinners and sport on the TV – I think that last bit was for me. How do you light a fire anyway? Matches, clearly. Newspaper? Wood? Coal? Petrol? Who knows?

We struggled up the hill to the top without the aid of additional oxygen, but once there I refused to rule out the need for helicopter rescue to get back down.

“There,” Debbie said, sweeping her arm out at the scenery, “What do you see?”

“Ah, now, that is a lot of green,” I said, still puffing from the exertion. I seemed to be substantially more unfit than Debbie (when did that happen?). Ignoring me, and with a huge air of drama, she announced, “That . . . is Exmoor. Go on, spot a house. Go on, just one, one incey-wincey little house . . .”

Obviously, I couldn’t. It was just miles and miles and miles of empty moorland. I tried to look excited and amazed.

“I can’t,” I said. “There aren’t any. Wow. Imagine the housing estate you could put up here! I know some developers who’d love this. What an opportunity.”

She swiped me hard. “Simon!”

“Okay, okay.”

She put her arms around me, and I hugged her back.

“Do you think you could be happy here?” she asked.

“You do,” I said. It wasn’t a question, but she nodded anyway. “How about we take the house for six months and see how it goes?”

She squeezed me tight, leaning over and resting her chin on my forehead (she’s quite a bit taller than me).

“A year,” she said. “We’d need to give it a year. Oh, and one more thing, would it be okay if I got a horse?”

I heaved her away. “Absolutely no way! No way. I’m not having a horse. You’ve got to be kidding! No way. Out of the question. No!”


 

 

 

Chapter 3

We got a horse. She’s called Ima Georgie Girl – Ima being the breeder’s prefix, so her brother is Ima Pukka Boy, and her sister Ima Maggie May – on account of the fact that she was born on St Georgie’s day.

So. I’m 32, and now I own a horse. Thirty-two; not 14, or even 18, or even twenty-something. Thirty-two. I have a house in the country and a horse. Okay, they’re not just mine, they’re ours, but it’s the same thing. I share the responsibility. When I’m home (notice that I now refer to this rented outpost as home, at least in front of Debbie, who had gone ballistic one Saturday afternoon claiming I wasn’t trying to see it as our home), I want to muck in and be part of it all.

If car nuts are petrol-heads, is it correct to say horse nuts are hay-heads? If so, Debbie is one. She practically lived at the stables throughout the whole of her teenage years and right into her early 20s. She knows all about horses. The only thing I know is that the Superman actor Christopher Reeve fell off one, broke his neck and lived the rest of his life in a wheelchair. Sobering thought. I had no intention of ever getting on a horse. I especially had no intention of ever getting on Georgie Girl. Horses seem to come in bands or groups. At the bottom, you’ve got Bomb-proof, fully trustworthy in any situation. Then you’ve got Good-to-do, okay in most situations. Then it goes Scatty, which speaks for itself, then Flighty, a stage worse, then Murder, which, spelled backwards reads Red Rum, so you can guess that one, too. And right at the very top of the Naughty Equine Leader Board is Chestnut mare, which is like a fiery redheaded woman with permanent PMT: beautiful to look at but scary to be around. Georgie Girl is a chestnut mare. A thoroughbred cross Irish Draft chestnut mare.

“I’m not riding her,” I said, peering over the stable door just as Georgie looked up and discharged two nostril-barrels of snot right into my face.

“No, she’d kill you,” Debbie agreed, offering a sleeve to help mop up. “You need lessons first.”

There was only one way I was ever going to have a lesson on a horse, and that was if Debbie bought a set for me, wrote it on a card, put the card in an envelope, wrapped the envelope in pretty wrapping paper with a heart drawn on one corner and gave it to me as a surprise present because she loved me. Which is what happened.

I groaned when I opened it.

If that wasn’t bad enough, she talked me into getting a pair of jodhpurs, the stretchy horse-riding trousers that are so tight I looked like a chunky ballerina. I could have danced the Nutcracker, and very nearly did on my first lesson when I wore my customary boxer shorts underneath and trotted round, using my testicles as a bouncy cushion between me and the saddle. For two nights after, I had to sit on a packet of frozen peas. For the next lesson, I dug out an old jockstrap from my days of playing rugby. Rugby to horseback riding: where on earth had it all gone so wrong?

I don’t know when I started enjoying it. You know when you’re learning to drive a car and at some point you notice you’ve changed gear without consciously going through the procedure, and you think, wow, I’m really starting to become a driver. Well, at some point I asked for a canter just by thinking, “I think I’ll canter now,” and suddenly we were cantering. It was a beautiful moment, even for me. But it was an isolated beautiful moment. Most of the moments were soaked in pain and humiliation in front of huge-bottomed, huge-bosomed, bossy women who, presumably because of their frail sex (ha!) didn’t want to get into the army and chose pony club instead, and would stand in the middle of the school yelling utterly unintelligible things, with me riding around the outside.

“Put your leg on! Put your bloody leg on, Simon! PUT, IT, ON!”

I’d look down, half expecting to see one of them had fallen off. It was all so confusing.

The Ying to Exmoor’s Yang was London. London was safe, didn’t involve a change of underwear style and rarely had bossy women shouting at me. You know where you stand in London, or, more accurately, as an estate agent you know where you sit, which is in a lovely big seat behind a great big desk.

There’s nothing like a big desk. I leant back in my sumptuous leather chair, stroked my tie straight over the crisp, white business shirt and glanced once more at the ordered, tidy, composed desk top in front of me. The telephone was spotless and had these cool blue lights that flashed when it rang, and the ring tone wouldn’t have sounded out of place in a stockbroker’s million-pound apartment. Next to the telephone was a writing pad with notes and messages in neat handwriting numbered 1 to 27 down the page. Number 28 was waiting to be added.

I was in London. At work. Where I belonged. A place where nobody I knew talked about chickens – by the way, I’d discovered they do sell eggs in Devon. They sell loads of them. If anything, the county is awash with eggs. If they weren’t so round, they could make mountains with them.

My mobile trilled. “Guess what?” Debbie asked.

“What am I guessing?” I said, holding the phone to my ear, aware that others in the office were pretending not to listen. One was even humming, though not too loud, as then he really wouldn’t have been able to hear.

“I’ve got a job,” Debbie announced.

I sprang forward. “Really? That’s great. Debbie, honestly, that’s great. I didn’t even know you were looking. Since when did you start looking? It doesn’t matter. I’m so proud of you, well done! When do you start? How about I buy you a couple of skirt suits from here? The shops are so dowdy in Devon compared with London. A couple of blouses – I know you can’t try them on, but I know your size. Oh, Debbie, that’s fantastic!”

“It’s not as a solicitor. It’s not in an office at all,” she said.

Oh.

“I met this lady in the lane when I was out with the dog. She’s got a riding centre just up from us that does residential horse-riding holidays for adults. Advanced trekking across Exmoor, that sort of thing. She needs a cook. She asked me if I’d be interested, and I said yes.”

“You want to be a cook?”

“Why not? I don’t want to be a solicitor anymore, and I’ve got to do something.”

“But a cook?”

“Breakfast in the morning, vegetarian or full English. A lay-and-leave lunch, like a small buffet, and a two-course evening meal for between six and 14 people. The budget I’d have to work with is tight, but I’m getting quite good at being thrifty these days. I think I’d enjoy it.”

“You don’t want to be a solicitor anymore? Not . . . anymore?”

“Simon, you know I don’t. What did you think, that I’d get bored and go back to work in a local solicitor’s practice and before I know it end up back in London? Oh, of course, that’s it. That’s what you thought would happen, isn’t it?”

It had, um, maybe crossed my mind.

“No, ’course not,” I lied.

“This is our life now. Devon. Exmoor. Here. Not London. I know it’s tough at the moment what with you spending so much time commuting back and forth, but it won’t always be like this. I’m not going back to London, I’m not going back to work as a solicitor, that’s in the past now. And I’m sure you won’t be going back to London for much longer either. I’ve been thinking and working stuff out, and I’ve got some ideas.”

I looked at the guys in the office and did a pantomime shrug that said, “Women, huh!” I had this vision of Debbie in the lounge, the fire crackling with red and orange and yellow flames in the corner. Our sofas hadn’t gone with the décor and feel of the place, so we’d bought two cheap and cheerful king-size quilts and quilt covers that did match and used them as throws, adding big, overstuffed cushions, making it all comfortable, and shuffled the sofas right up close huddling the fire. I imagined Debbie huddled close to the fire, too, if she could get past the dog who’d decided on day one the warmest spot was his. It’s hard not to huddle close to the fire, even when you’re not cold. I looked out of the office window at the grey London high street, the grey shop fronts, the grey road, the grey pavements and the grey people bustling by, and thought there are just as many shades of grey outside my window as there are shades of green outside hers.

“I’m not sure that’s appropriate,” I said, which was code for I DON’T WANT TO LEAVE LONDON! I was sure she’d pick up on it. She didn’t.

“There are lots of things we can do down here to save money, and the more money we can save, the less time you’ll have to spend working in London. Plus, now I’ve got a job.”

None of this was making me want to jump for joy.

“Her name is Steph,” Debbie said.

“Whose name is Steph?”

“My new employer, silly. I’m going up tomorrow morning and she’s going to show me what’s what around her kitchen. Then we’re going to look at buying some chickens. Steph said that it would be nice if we had fresh eggs to cook for the guests each day.”

“We’re not getting any chickens, though, are we?”

“No. We haven’t got anywhere to put them, we haven’t even got a garden.”

“Debbie!”

“We probably won’t even buy any, we’re just going to look.”

“Debbie!”

“It’s totally impractical, totally out of the question for us to have any at home. I know that, I’m not stupid.”

Yeah, that’s the problem.

“Promise me you won’t buy us any chickens,” I said.

“Don’t be silly. I don’t need to promise. You can trust me, you know that.”

The next time I went home, Debbie said she had a surprise for me. You won’t need to sit down for this. You won’t need a cup of sweet tea ready for the shock, either. We had chickens.

“You said it was totally impractical and out of the question,” I stammered.

“Yes, to have chickens at home. We’re not having them at home. We’re keeping them at Steph’s in return for looking after all her chickens, too.”

“You promised. You said I could trust you.”

“I said you could trust me that it was totally out of the question for us to have any at home, and we haven’t. We’ve got them at Steph’s.”

I knew I should never have married a lawyer.

I slumped down on the second best seat in the lounge. The dog, a sensitive little soul who had recognised the magnitude of my return after five days away and concluded that nothing short of a wall-of-death welcome was in order, had careered around the lounge at full speed, launching himself across from sofa to sofa without ever once touching the floor – pretty impressive for a 12-stone Great Dane – until after 20 laps he had flopped down, exhausted, in the best spot, happy I’d been properly greeted. When he was calm, we straightened up the room, and Debbie gave me a long glass of wine and an even longer kiss.

“I know you’ve been against chickens, but when you see them, you’ll fall instantly in love,” she said.

“I don’t want to fall in love with a chicken. I don’t want to fall in love with anything.”

The dog yawned loudly.

“Except you,” I said, lying down next to him; Great Danes are brilliant cuddlers. Burying my face in his neck, I said, “I don’t know anything about chickens. This is all your thing, not mine.”

Debbie was perched on the arm of the sofa beside me.

“Are you really annoyed?” she said.

“A bit. I feel like everything’s running away down here and I don’t belong to any of it. You’ve got chickens and a horse, a home, a job and friends here – I can’t believe how quickly you’ve become part of it all. A few months ago you were a solicitor in an office. Now look at you.”

She stared into her wine. “Remember when we met and you told me you were a cat person and detested all dogs?” I undid myself from the cuddle with the dog and sat up.

“That’s not the same thing,” I said.

“It kind of is. I’ve always loved all animals, so I know it’s easier for me, but I don’t do any of these things without really thinking them through first. You only thought you didn’t love dogs because you’d never got close to one.”

“So as soon as I spend any time around chickens, you believe we’re going to be best friends forever?”

“You didn’t think you were going to like Georgie. She rides better for you than she does for me.”

“She’s still your horse – I know she’s ours,” I said, cutting her off before she had a chance to interrupt. “But she’ll always be more yours than mine.”

“Mm, maybe – perhaps we’ll look at that. The point is, all of these things are for us, to give us a better life, and just because you haven’t had them in the past doesn’t mean you won’t love them in the future.”

“Why does that sound like a threat?”

“Because that’s how you’ve decided to take it, even though that’s not how it was meant.”

The house had that smoky, open-fire smell and did feel cozy with the flames flickering in the corner, and I kind of got the fact that it’s not quite the same cuddling with the one you love in front of a radiator. But it just felt . . . I want to say old-fashioned, but that’s not the right word, because old-fashioned makes you think of swirly carpets and wallpaper that my granddad would recognise from his boyhood, and it didn’t have that. The décor was crisp, clean and neutral.

Maybe simpler is a better word. It felt simpler, less complicated than London houses with its sheepskin rugs on the floor, a small portable television in the corner, a couple of oil lamps glowing, some candles alight and the fire burning away.

“I just don’t get this compulsive need for chickens,” I said.

“Have you ever seen one?”

“Don’t be horrible, of course I have.”

“Not on the telly or a picture. Have you ever seen one live?”

She already knew the answer to that.

“You already know the answer to that,” I said. “But I’ve never seen a death-watch beetle or a funnel-web spider either and I know I don’t like them.”

I was right: I didn’t like the chickens.

I refused to smile when the cockerel, a huge red and orangey thing with a blood red comb sticking up out the top of his head, charged around bonking all the females.

“The hens can’t stop the boys having sex with them, other than by running away, which is pretty ineffective in a small area like this,” Debbie whispered. “But if she doesn’t like the male . . . well, when he ejaculates, she can fire the semen right back out of her and straight back into him.”

I winced. “Blimey, that’s going to ruin your day.”

There were about 20 chickens in total. Only four were ours. As soon as we had our own chicken house, we’d be able to separate them from the others and have our own spot on Steph’s land, as long as we continued to look after her chickens as payment.

The next weekend we went out and bought a chicken house. We also bought 55 metres of netting to set up around the house so they’d have a safe area in which to play because the netting could be electrified to keep out predators. We also had to buy the equipment to electrify the netting. Because the set-up was far away from the house, we needed a leisure battery to supply the electric current. And a battery charger to charge the battery when that ran dry. In all, we spent about 500 pounds.

We put the chickens in, and the next morning we got one egg. One egg. The going rate for eggs is a pound for half a dozen. For 500 pounds I could have bought 3,000 eggs. Yet despite that, I have to admit that it was an exciting moment reaching into the nest box and pulling out our first one. I tried hard not to show it, but I was thrilled.

“You’re grinning,” Debbie claimed.

“I’m not,” I said, grinning.

We took it home and had half each, on toast. The colour, the taste . . . it was creamy and delicate and stunning. Whether it was worth 500 quid or not, I’m not sure, but it was seriously good.

As soon as the egg production started in earnest and we were getting two or three eggs every day, one hen went broody, sitting on a nest of eggs and refusing to budge. That meant that out of our three hens and one cockerel, a third of our egg-laying workforce was on maternity leave.

“Can’t we stop it?” I said.

“Why? In a few weeks we’ll have tiny baby chicks. You’ll be a dad.”

I beamed, then shut the beam off. “I told you I don’t like chickens,” I said.

I liked the eggs, I just didn’t like the chickens. Stupid things, running over to me when I called them, and if I had a bucket of feed they’d go nuts. But I didn’t like them. I’d watch them feed, pecking and scratching the ground, and afterwards they’d come over to me and if I was inside the netting they’d use me as a perch. One even fell asleep on my foot and I didn’t move for a whole hour because I didn’t want to wake her. Stupid things.

I called the broody hen Doris and only sat talking to her because that’s what you do with women who are cooking babies. I thought she might be a bit lonely and need cheering up, so I told her about work. I think she liked it. One morning I was chatting to her, telling her about a particularly emotional house owner in the week who’d spent ages crying at me because she couldn’t move home on the day she wanted, when I noticed movement under Doris. I ran and got Debbie, who was cleaning down the kitchen after a morning service.

“I think she’s done it,” I said excitedly.

We hurried back and found Doris off the nest. She wouldn’t let us see the chicks that were hiding under her feathers like it was a long skirt, but we could hear them. Debbie checked the nest.

“There’s one left,” she said, pointing to the only whole egg among the empty shells. Carefully, she touched it. “It’s still warm.”

“Will Doris go back and sit on it?”

“Not now she’s got off the nest.”

“So what happens?”

She reached in and very carefully picked it up. From inside, the chick gave a soft cheep. Debbie shrugged. “Unless we can find somewhere warm quickly, somewhere with a constant temperature, it’ll get cold and die before it has the chance to hatch.”

“So put it somewhere warm,” I said.

“Yeah, where?”

At home we didn’t have an airing cupboard or radiators, and the fire got hot and cold depending how much wood you put on it. “The oven?” I said.

Debbie frowned a no.

“The only place I can think of . . .” she said, tailing off. “It’s a bit – oh, what the hell.”

With that, she pulled the front of her top down and slipped the egg, the unborn chick still cheeping quietly inside, down the centre of her cleavage until it sat safe and snug to continue incubating between her bangers.

“Just remind me not to run anywhere,” she said.


 

 

 

Chapter 4

That evening was just weird. We sat in front of the fire picking names for a chick that was incubating between Debbie’s boobs – Charlie if it was a boy, Ayla if it was a girl – as though this was a perfectly normal thing to do.

“If you start singing to it, I’m leaving you,” I warned when she stroked the egg with the tips of two fingers. “I mean it, one verse of Kumbaya, My Lord and you won’t see my bum for dust.”

She started humming it. I began to get up and she grabbed my arm.

“I’m kidding, sit back down,” she said. “Besides, you were the one who wanted to pick a name.”

“I know, just don’t go all freaky on me, okay? I don’t want to be married to an earth mother. I want to be married to a normal, sensible woman.”

“I am normal and sensible!”

“Debbie, you’ve got a chicken hatching between your boobs.” We both looked down. That alone would have been bad enough, but there was more, so I embellished, “We’ve got the TV on mute so it can concentrate – like a chick needs to concentrate to hatch – the lights are low, there are candles everywhere . . .”

“I’m getting a nice birthing atmosphere going. It’s nice.”

“It’s odd.”

Actually, I couldn’t work out if it was nice or odd. Or both. Can something be both? I took a sip of
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