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 'I adore hunting through the French brocante markets and this book will certainly add a whole new dimension to the experience. An entertaining read for anyone interested in antiques or France.' 

Judith Miller, founder of Miller's Antiques Guides and antiques specialist on the Antiques Roadshow 

 

'What a delight it is to be invited back into the world of Serge Bastarde – now with an equally roguish son in tow. From cupboards that crunch in the night, to the reasons why French people love floral china, this book is full of warmth, humour and colourful characters. John Dummer gives us a real insider glimpse into the world of the French antique markets. Don't go near one until you've read this book!' 

Karen Wheeler, best-selling author of Tout Sweet, Toute Allure and Tout Soul 


 

'An amusing and well-observed romp through the brocantes of south-west France inhabited by a host of colourful characters – a must for lovers of all things French. Lovejoy for Francophiles!' 

Marc Allum, antiques specialist on the Antiques Roadshow 

 

'A brilliant evocation of the life of French brocanteurs, full of camaraderie and incident, just make sure the woodworms don't devour the pages before you do.' 

Jamie Ivey, author of Extremely Pale Rosé 




Praise for Serge Bastarde Ate My Baguette: 

 

'Dummer describes a very different France... Bastarde certainly lives up to his surname, cruising the countryside in his battered van tying to cheat clueless peasants out of their heirlooms. But Bastarde grows on you, with his imaginative lies and unexpected generosity.' 

THE FINANCIAL TIMES 


 

'Get a copy. You'll love it.' 

ANTIQUES DIARY 

 

'The book's startling title [is] surely up there as one of the best of the year... amusing... a nicely observed insight into rural life in south-west France. For the price, it's a bargain (hunt). 

FRENCH Magazine 


 

'Well written and set at an engaging pace, this comic autobiographical narrative wends its way through the daily lives of the author and his ex-pat community, as well as the day-to-day events of the local inhabitants of the area... this easy-to-read humorous account of one man's expat dream turning into an all-too-harsh reality is an enjoyable read. Filled with eccentric characters and unlikely adventures, this is a highly amusing romp through the real rural France.' 

LIVING FRANCE 




[image: ]



SON OF SERGE BASTARDE 

 

Copyright © John Dummer, 2012 

 

All rights reserved. 

 

No part of this book may be reproduced by any means, nor transmitted, nor translated into a machine language, without the written permission of the publishers. 

 

The right of John Dummer to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

 

Condition of Sale 


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent publisher. 


 

Summersdale Publishers Ltd 

46 West Street 

Chichester 

West Sussex 

PO19 1RP 

UK 

 

www.summersdale.com 

 

eISBN: 978-0-85765-718-3 

 

Substantial discounts on bulk quantities of Summersdale books are available to corporations, professional associations and other organisations. For details telephone Summersdale Publishers on (+44-1243-771107), fax (+44-1243-786300) or email (nicky@summersdale.com). 







For my darling Helen 



[image: ]

Photo by my wife Helen 






ABOUT THE AUTHOR 





John Dummer has worked as a reporter on a local paper, a music business press officer, a record plugger and a broadcaster. As a drummer in the 1960s he toured with his own John Dummer Blues Band, had a number one hit in France, 'Nine By Nine', and toured with legendary blues acts like Howlin' Wolf, John Lee Hooker and Lowell Fulson. In the 1970s he drummed with the hit doo-wop revival group Darts and met his wife Helen when she was the photographer on a Darts photo session. After Darts John and Helen formed their own group, True Life Confessions, and had a top fifty hit with their version of 'Blues Skies'. John went on to manage the powerhouse rock trio The Screaming Blue Messiahs and after three years of touring the States, burned out from all the madness, he upped sticks with Helen and moved to France. There followed a two year sojourn living in a windmill in the Alentejo region of Portugal, and a return to France with finances much depleted. They discovered if they registered as brocanteurs (antiques dealers) they could work and be covered under the excellent French health system. It was working in the French outdoor antiques markets and the amusing and fascinating characters he met that inspired John to write his first book, Serge Bastarde Ate My Baguette. John and Helen now live in south-west France in the middle of the Landes forest with their dog Buster and quite a lot of cats. 



CONTENTS 





Preface 


1. Blue Beat and Little Monkeys 

2. Gold, Cash and Questions 

3. Swallows and Fields of Corn 

4. Buying Frenzy 

5. A Broken Man 

6. Berets and Lost Souls 

7. Woodworm and Walnut Buffets 

8. Life in a Box 

9. Storks and Bridges 

10. Eagles and Snowy Mountains 

11. To the Woods 

12. Fathers and Sons 

13. A Bit of a Handful 

14. Mayhem in the Markets 

15. Tea in Biarritz 

16. Handbags and Glad Rags 

17. Sandy Beaches and Straw Parasols 

18. Lorenzo and His Brothers 

19. Hares and Gingerbread 

20. Exquisite Good Taste 

21. Violins and Teddy Bears

And Life Goes On... 


 



[image: ]

PREFACE 





A few years ago my wife Helen and I bought a 300-year-old farmhouse in need of restoration in the Chalosse region of the Landes in France. We had always dabbled in antiques in England and discovered that if we registered as brocanteurs we could hopefully earn an income working in the colourful outdoor markets in south-west France and be covered under their excellent health system. But we had to learn about French antiques from scratch and needed help. 


My mentor appeared in the form of a short, tough Frenchman with wiry grey hair and a ready wit. His name: Serge Bastarde. When he found out I was English he went out of his way to be helpful and took it upon himself to show me the ropes. He invited me to accompany him on his trips out in the country to 'forage for hidden treasures'. I soon discovered he was a bit of a rogue but he gradually won me over and we became firm friends. 


A couple of years into our friendship Serge romanced and fell in love with another dealer's wife, Angelique, and much to our surprise they ran off together to Martinique. Helen and Angelique had become friends and kept in touch, but after a while the emails and phone calls stopped. We had no idea how to get in contact with them or where they were. What had happened to Serge Bastarde? It was a mystery… 
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BLUE BEAT AND LITTLE MONKEYS 





'Oh, fish knives and chintzy tea sets? Now there's a novelty, what!' 


A snooty-faced bloke sporting a ponytail and wearing a deerstalker hat and plus fours loomed over my stand. 'Every time I come past you're selling some tat. It's extremely galling.' He pulled a supercilious face, and picked up a cup and saucer from my table to examine them. 


'Eugh! Country Roses, how tasteless. I used to sell this sort of rubbish when I first started doing the markets here. So common.' 


'The French seem to like them,' I said. 'I sell quite a few.' 


'Yes, well they don't know any better.' And with that he turned on his heel and strode off. 


From his exaggerated toffee-nosed manner and upper-class accent he could only be English. But the deerstalker and plus fours? He was like a P. G. Wodehouse character come to life. I watched open-mouthed as he disappeared into the crowd, his grey ponytail bobbing. Amazing! He couldn't possibly be for real. 


I was at a fair in the square of a little village called Soumoulou on the road from Pau to Tarbes, not far from Lourdes. The market is held right through the year and takes place on the first Sunday of each month. In the distance, the blue-grey mountains of the Pyrenees were silhouetted against the skyline. So far it had gone well. I had been selling since I opened at eight-thirty that morning. 


I couldn't help feeling a bit put out, though, after suffering the snooty bloke's criticism. I had regular, loyal customers who just wanted chintzy tea sets, after all. It amused them, they assured me, to serve up tea and cakes 'comme les Anglais' (English-style) to their friends. The French enjoy reminding us that we English love tea, and they find our obsession with it charming and slightly quaint. 


I was contemplating a quick visit to the cafe when my attention was caught by a customer. She was interested in a polished mahogany Davenport that my wife Helen had picked up in England on one of our trips over there to buy stock. I explained how the diminutive desk was light and easily transportable. She was enchanted but appeared slightly put off by the price, even though it was, in my estimation, quite reasonable. During my time working the antique markets in France I had found that the French public in general were sometimes unaware of the value of desirable pieces of English furniture, although with changes in fashion they were learning fast. The woman said she liked the desk but wanted to fetch her husband to look at it. 


A few French dealers had turned up early looking for a bargain and now the Spanish dealers were beginning to arrive with wallets stuffed full of euros. They liked mahogany in Spain and I was hoping to sell the Davenport for a good price. 


I recognised a pair of Spanish dealers. One was a whey-faced, hugely overweight chain-smoker who wore dazzling white trainers and always carried a black silver-topped cane. His companion was short, dark and animated, with a warm, friendly manner. They were examining the antique wooden boxes I had placed in a prominent position on our black-cloth-covered tables. It is only the English and sometimes the Dutch who use black covers on their stands. The French find black far too funereal, preferring a clean white sheet. Louis, my French dealer friend who shares my love of jazz and blues, had recently pointed this out to me. 


'All that black – it looks like you should have a corpse on your table, or a bunch of chrysanthemums,' he chuckled. 


We had made that mistake with the chrysanthemums when we first moved to France. Invited to dinner by neighbours we brought them a lovely pot of chrysanths, only to be greeted by a look of abject horror. We discovered later that these flowers are only ever used to decorate graves on All Saints' Eve (Halloween) – you would never give chrysanths to a living person. 


The big fat Spaniard with the silver-topped cane smiled and beckoned me over. He spoke French falteringly, or as the expression has it, 'comme une vache espagnole' (like a Spanish cow). He held up one of the boxes and grinned good-naturedly. 


'How much for all of these?' he asked, indicating three beautifully crafted Edwardian mahogany boxes. One was a writing slope and the other two had originally been tea caddies but had been altered to hold jewellery or other precious objects. This always threw me – having to work out a deal on several items. Maths was never my strong point, and I sometimes made awful mistakes under pressure. When I was a lad my dad decided to coach me in arithmetic and had the misguided belief that clipping me round the back of the head when I made a mistake would help me to learn. This traumatised me and had the opposite effect, putting me off numbers for life. My wife Helen, though, has always been understanding and had recently bought me a small calculator, which I actually felt too embarrassed to use in front of other dealers. My method in this instance was to jot down the prices, add them up, and then try to work out a reasonable discount. As they were regular customers I would try to give them a decent reduction. Spanish dealers appreciate this, and if you give them a good deal they come back again and again. 


I told the chubby dealer how much and he immediately said in English, 'Best price... last price?' These were handy bartering phrases he had learnt from trips to England buying in the big fairs at Ardingly and Newark. I knocked off another fifty euros and there were smiles all round. I had obviously made a mistake and been overgenerous. In their expensive antiques shop in Spain they were going to treble or quadruple what they had paid me. I bubble-wrapped and slid the boxes into plastic bags and they went off happy, clutching their bargain purchases. 


As I watched them go a small child in red dungarees came tottering past my stand. He must have only been about three years old. He looked up, caught my eye and smiled. I'm a sucker for kids. I gave him a little wave and a grin. He stood unsteadily for a moment and then teetered towards me, grabbing at the side of one of my tables. I rushed forward, worried he would pull the covers and send my stock flying and injure himself in the process, but he stopped as if hypnotised. He had spotted my little clockwork antique toy monkey. He had good taste, I'll give him that. The monkey was furry and when you wound him up he hopped about and banged a pair of cymbals together. He was a favourite of mine, an original tin toy manufactured in the 1950s by the Japanese company Daishin. I was secretly in no hurry to sell him. The child reached up and grasped it, bringing it up close to his face. He examined it carefully and suddenly put it in his mouth. I rushed forward again as I felt it was neither hygienic nor good for a valuable toy to be put in a child's mouth. But he saw me coming, gave me a mischievous look and ran away gleefully, clutching the monkey in his grubby little hands. 


I couldn't believe it! I looked around. How come this young child was wandering about unaccompanied? It didn't make sense. And he'd got my monkey! 


I nipped round my tables and went after him. He was only a toddler; he couldn't have gone far. But when I looked up the aisles, hoping to spot his red dungarees, there was no sign of him. He seemed to have vanished into thin air. I ran from stand to stand asking if anyone had seen a small child holding a toy monkey. Thibaut, a young rugby-playing furniture dealer friend of mine, said, 'He went that way, John,' pointing towards the other stands. And looking across the aisles I caught a glimpse of red and ran towards it. But when I got to where I thought he was, there was no sign of him. Things were turning a bit surreal – it was as if I had suddenly become an extra in the film Don't Look Now (the one where Donald Sutherland keeps seeing a little child in a red mac) and I was beginning to worry about my stand. Leaving it unattended like this was asking for trouble. I ran around frantically, looking under tables, trying to catch sight of him, but there were too many people milling about. 


I gave up and headed back and it was just as well I did because the woman who had been looking at the Davenport desk earlier had returned with her husband and they were examining it together. I was still thinking about my lost monkey and, although it was a good sign that the woman had brought her husband, I wasn't too optimistic. In my experience, husbands are usually less than enamoured of items their wives want to purchase. I'm just the same when Helen wants to buy something. I'm often underwhelmed. It's the thought of parting with money that causes the male of the species to frown and look disinterested. I waited, fully expecting the husband to put her off. But on the contrary, he seemed as charmed by the desk as she was. My hopes rose as they actually looked like they might buy it. The woman wanted to know a bit more about it. The French love to discuss the provenance and history of an antique. I was about to explain how this was an unusual and desirable piece when I was rudely interrupted. The stuck-up bloke with the ponytail and deerstalker suddenly reappeared and began to hold forth in a loud, haughty voice. 


'C'est un Davenport, Madame. C'est très, très populaire en Angleterre!'


He made no attempt at a French accent. He just sounded like a self-satisfied English snob speaking a foreign language in a loud voice. 


The French couple looked bemused. Who was this strange man? They smiled politely but I could see from their expressions that he was putting them off. 


'Mais oui, le premier était attribué à Captain Davenport, un Anglais dans l'armée.' 


What was he going on about? I felt like telling him to bugger off. This upper-class twit coupled with the loss of my monkey had put me in a bad mood. Under my breath, through clenched teeth, I muttered, 'Don't help me!' 


I smiled at the couple, embarrassed. They weren't sure if this was a set-up and he was working with me to pressurise them into buying the desk. The idiot was totally thick-skinned. He began to pull out the little side drawers and explain how useful they were. Then he showed them how the desk could be moved around on its small brass castors. I tried to make light of his bombastic behaviour and take over, but it was obvious the couple had had enough. They made an excuse and said they were going off to think about it. I watched them walk away, fuming at how he had ruined my sale. 


But he was oblivious. He picked up an old ukulele from my table and began plunking at it. The smug bastard was pleased with himself! He began singing 'When I'm cleaning winders, when I'm cleaning winders!' tunelessly in a high-pitched voice like George Formby. 


'These things never sell,' he said. 'Can't give 'em away.' 


He dumped the ukulele on the table and ambled off, still singing to himself. 


The swine! I wanted to run after him and hit him on the head with the instrument. If I whipped off his deerstalker and bonked him one, I could probably knock the git out! 


I was still seething when Reg, an English dealer I knew well, wandered past. Reg was a tattooed rough diamond and an unlikely antiques dealer. He had worked the French markets for years and was also quite scary, but a 'salt-of-the-earth' bloke who would help you out if you were in trouble. Rumour had it he'd 'done time' in French and Spanish prisons for various drug-related offences. He and his rangy and wild wife, Rita, complemented each other perfectly. They regularly stalled out at the brocante markets. I asked him if he knew the ponytailed pain with the deerstalker and plus fours. 


'Oh, you mean Lord Snooty?' 


'Lord Snooty? Is that his name?' 


'Nah, I just call him that. His real name is Algie.' 


'Algie?' I was taken aback. 'I've never met anyone called Algie in my life.' 


'Well, I say that,' continued Reg, 'but his actual name is Colin. He just tells everyone his name is Algie. I found a wallet once. No money in it so I looked at the passport and it said Colin Baxter, with Snooty's photo in it. I got the organisers to announce it over the loudspeakers and saw him slope off to collect it, embarrassed as everyone knows him as Algie. He's a right snob... well, fake. I can't stand people like that but it's good for a laugh. I enjoy taking the mickey out of him.' 


'I don't find him at all funny,' I said, and explained how he'd blown my sale. 


'Yeah, well he's a right Francophile. He hates all the expats over here, even if he does play the Hooray Henry Englishman to the hilt. The French love him for it. He treats me like dirt and the feeling's mutual. He gets right up my nose. Take no notice of him. Insult him if he gets on yer nerves. I call him a wanker and tell him to piss off. He can't do much about it.' 


I thanked Reg for the advice and said I'd do the same next time Algie or Colin, or whatever his name was, came round and tried to mess up one of my sales again. I asked Reg if he'd seen a small child in red dungarees and told him how he'd stolen my monkey. 


'Now you come to mention it, I saw that kid earlier. He's a tough little bruiser. I had to shoo him away. He was trying to touch stuff on my stand.' 


'You don't know who his parents are? Only I was kind of hoping to get my monkey back.' 


'I'm not sure but I think he belongs to one of the brocanteurs.' 


'You don't know which one exactly?' 


'He was with a young bloke I haven't seen before. He's stalled out round the back somewhere.' 


I thanked him and headed back to my stand, deciding to have a walk around later when it was quieter and try to find the child. It had turned into a bright sunny morning and the market was packed with people in a buying mood. I was so busy I almost forgot about my monkey and Lord Snooty and his interfering ways. 


Before I knew it, it was midday and I was beginning to feel hungry, ready to grab a quick lunch. I knew the dealer next to me. She was a kindly woman named Chantal. I had often watched her stand for her when she made her rounds visiting her friends on the market, getting all the latest gossip. I stowed away some of my more valuable items and indicated to her that I was off for a bite to eat and asked if she could keep an eye on my stand for me. She smiled and gave me a wink. My gear was safe in her hands. She would watch anyone looking at my stuff like a hawk, drive a hard bargain on a sale and keep any money safe for me. 


As I crossed the square I noticed other dealers heading for the cafe. I passed a battered shooting brake with a trailer on the back. One of the side doors was open and the car sound system was pumping out loud music. I stopped and listened because I recognised the track. It was quite an obscure one – 'Take Me Home Country Roads' by Toots and the Maytals. Fantastic! This segued into Toots' original version of 'Monkey Man' followed by Jimmy James and the Vagabonds' early blue-beat version of the Neil Diamond song 'Red, Red Wine' – three of my all-time favourites. I hadn't heard them for years. I was surprised to see Lord Snooty appear round the back of the trailer carrying a large framed oil painting which he hung up on a wooden stand. I couldn't believe my eyes or ears. Did he have good musical taste? It seemed unlikely. 


I couldn't help myself. I smiled and shouted across to him, 'Jimmy James and the Vagabonds – I used to see them at the Marquee in the sixties. Great band!' 


He leant over and turned down the sound. 'The Marquee? I was always down the Marquee,' he said. 'And the Roaring Twenties, and the Flamingo.' 


'The Flamingo All-niter, what! Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames, Herbie Goins and the Nightimers, Zoot Money and the Big Roll Band... those were the days,' I said. Way before I turned to antique dealing I'd had a colourful history in the music industry, writing a weekly pop column, then working for CBS Records, and later forming the John Dummer Blues Band, which toured Britain and Europe during the blues boom of the sixties. Hearing those tunes really took me back. 


He extended his hand and we shook. 'Name's Algie. Always pleased to meet anyone who spent their youth down the Marquee and the Flamingo. Did you manage to sell that Davenport?' 


'No, thanks to you,' I said sarcastically. 


'Ah yes, those certainly were the days,' he said, ignoring my remark. 


'We must have been down the same clubs together,' I said. And then, before I knew what I was saying, it just came out: 'Fancy a drink over the caff?' 


'Oh yah, certainly,' he replied. 'I'll just cover up and join you.' 


I wished I hadn't been so hasty. What was I thinking, inviting this twat for coffee? But he did have great taste in music – I had to give him that. 


'How has your morning been?' I asked. 


'Absolute rubbish. I haven't even broken even. I hope this afternoon is better or I might just have to top myself.' 


'That bad, eh?' I couldn't help myself. I was secretly glad he'd lost money. 


'I used to sell crap like yours when I started doing the markets here,' he said. 'But I got sick of all that.' 


I bet you did, I thought to myself, you belittling pain. Maybe you should go back to it if it was more successful.


'You sell paintings now, do you?' I said, indicating the framed oil he had just put on display. It was horrendous; one of the worst examples of modern art I'd ever seen. A monkey could have done better. 


'Quality works of art, yes,' he said, 'and good French bronzes when I can get hold of them. I much prefer to handle tasteful antiques.' 


He shut his trailer and we headed off across the square. I was hoping I wasn't going to regret this. I still wasn't over the loss of my monkey or the pantomime with the Davenport. If he started acting up, giving himself airs or playing the silly goat again, I wasn't sure how I'd react. But looking at him now with his deerstalker and plus fours and his stuck-up manner I couldn't stop smiling to myself. Colin, Algie or Lord Snooty? He was so over the top he was comical. 
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GOLD, CASH AND QUESTIONS 





The cafe was packed with dealers grabbing a quick drink and a bite to eat. Thibaut walked over, lager in hand, and offered to buy me a beer. 


'Thanks,' I said, 'but I'd prefer a Coke.' He'd forgotten I was a reformed alcoholic sworn off the booze. It was often hard work to convince the French that I was teetotal. They really have no concept of what that means. It's almost as bad as being a vegetarian, which is totally unfathomable to them. 


'Did you get your monkey back?' he asked, chuckling. I told him I couldn't find the little blighter who took it but I wasn't giving up hope. I knew Thibaut liked a jolly good laugh. The pair of us had hung out with our mutual friend Serge Bastarde before he had set off for pastures new, and our talk as ever turned to Serge and the laughs we had as we reminisced about old times. 


'Do you remember the first time you saw Angelique?' asked Thibaut. 'Before Serge stole her from that gars terrible [awful guy], Bernard. Serge and I knew she was prone to stripping off in public but you had no idea. That's why we hung around waiting for her to disrobe, but your face was priceless and you were so shocked when she started modelling those corsets she and Bernard were selling.' 


'You're right, I couldn't believe it,' I said. 'But we were all even more amazed when she fell for Serge and they went off to live in Martinique. You don't have any news of them, do you?' 


'I heard they had a baby about three years ago,' said Thibaut, 'but since then nothing... disparu.' 


Lord Snooty butted in. 'Did I hear you right? You're not talking about that frightful oik Serge Bastarde, are you? An absolute bounder.' He looked appalled. 


'He wasn't that bad,' I said. 'We are friends of his.' 


'Well, you've got no taste, then. He's the most awful little man – you're well rid of him. We English have to represent our country like ambassadors, but Serge Bastarde displays all the worst traits of the French – greedy, money-grabbing and crooked, the lot of 'em.' 


I stood open-mouthed. Reg had said Algie was a Francophile, but this pontificating was the racist diatribe of a complete ignoramus. And he wasn't about to stop. 


'They're double-dealers in business, all their politicians get away with murder, they think they're great lovers but they have no idea how to treat a woman – unlike us Brits – their bureaucracy is a farce, and they guillotined all their superiors and betters and let the rabble and peasants take over.' 


I could see that Thibaut was starting to look annoyed. Lord Snooty was obviously rubbing him up the wrong way, and although Thibaut was usually quite easygoing, when riled he was a man you'd want to avoid. 


Lord Snooty (or Algie, or whatever), oblivious to the glowering Thibaut, carried on denigrating Serge and the French until he finished with: 'I'd say that most of the French are thieves and liars like Serge and that he's the type that gives us brocanteurs a bad name.' 


Thibaut exploded and lurched forward. He'd had enough. He grabbed Algie by the front of his jacket and lifted him bodily off the ground, cursing him nose to nose with some pretty strong swear words, several of which I hadn't heard before. He called him an English rosbif snob and let go, dropping him so he staggered and fell backwards. 


'I'm sorry, John,' said Thibaut, 'but I can't stay around listening to this connard any longer. I won't be responsible for my actions.' He took a final swig of his lager and walked out. 


Algie was dusting himself down. 'I don't much care for the company you keep,' he said to me. 'Are all your friends absolute blackguards like him and that Bastarde fellow?' 


I told him in no uncertain terms that I disagreed strongly with everything he'd said and that he'd gone too far. I walked out, furious. Outside I made a spurt to catch up with Thibaut. 


'I'm sorry about all that, Thibaut,' I said. 'I've only just met the bloke. I don't know him at all. He gives all us English a bad name. We aren't all rude like that, it's really embarrassing.' 


'C'est pas grave,' said Thibaut (it doesn't matter). 'I know Serge was no angel, but he is one of us – we must stick together.' 


I wished him luck and bon courage and made my way back to my stand. Amazing! Serge was still causing me trouble when he wasn't even in the same country. 


Surprisingly enough, Chantal had sold a silver-plated tea set for the full price on the ticket and she handed me the money in euro notes. I thanked her from the bottom of my heart and asked if she could watch my pitch a bit longer. I was determined to track down that toddler, the one who stole my monkey. 


I set off, checking every stand I passed. Most of the dealers were back from lunch and I was obliged to stop and greet everyone and have a chat. Fred, a book dealer I knew well, said he had seen the child in the red dungarees and pointed me towards a stand further along. 


I looked across, and sure enough there was the kid, sitting in a little chair out front. He saw me coming and I don't know if he recognised me but he got up and sidled round behind the legs of the young dealer running the stand. I had never seen this young brocanteur before and was surprised to see he was wearing – somewhat inappropriately for a brocante fair – white hip-hop gear set off with a touch of 'bling': a glittering gold neck chain, sparkling ear studs and a flashy watch. I smiled at him and bent down and looked at the kid. 


'He's a lad, isn't he?' I said, laughing. 'How old is he?' 


The guy looked at me with a surly expression. 


'He's not a boy, he's a girl.' He pulled a face that implied he thought I was a complete imbecile for making such an obviously stupid mistake. 


'Oh yes, of course, sorry,' I said. I now noticed the little sparkling studs in the child's ears. The Spanish and some French are in the habit of having their baby girls' ears pierced. But, as Reg said, this kid was a tough little bruiser – bit of an easy mistake to make in this case. 


As I stood up I noticed my little monkey sitting on one of his tables. It had a ticket on it and it was up for sale. I was speechless. 


I stuttered in disbelief, 'Ce petit singe, il vient d'où?' (The little monkey, where did you get him?) 


The young dealer sneered and shrugged like he couldn't understand me. 


I explained in the nicest possible way that the little girl had taken it off my stand to play with earlier and that the monkey belonged to me. 


The guy blanked me and made a dismissive gesture. He turned his back. He wasn't the slightest bit interested. 


I could see I wasn't getting anywhere and was determined not to lose my monkey so I decided to find the market organiser to get him to sort it out. The man who ran the Soumoulou market was an impressive bearded individual who stood no nonsense from anyone. We arrived back at the young dealer's stand together and as soon as he saw the organiser his whole attitude changed. Faced with the pair of us he explained that the little girl had come back with the monkey and he thought she had found it thrown away somewhere or been given it as a gift. He was unaware it belonged to me, he pleaded. I couldn't do anything other than accept his profuse apologies, take my monkey and return to my stand, vindicated. 


It had been a somewhat unsettling day but in the end I had done OK and made a decent profit. By late afternoon most of the customers had drifted off and I began to pack up. Someone had left a couple of flyers on my stand. I threw them in my rubbish bag without giving them a second glance and continued packing. As I was taking down my parasol I noticed another leaflet stuck to my shoe. There were a few of them strewn around the place. I stopped and pulled it off. It was a flyer boasting the offer 'ACHAT D'OR'. There was a photo of a character smiling enticingly and holding up a wad of euro notes. He looked very familiar. When I looked more closely... I couldn't believe my eyes. 


I heard a distinctive voice and looked up to see Lord Snooty coming towards me, jubilantly waving one of the same leaflets in his hand. 


'There, what did I tell you? Isn't this your pal Serge Bastarde?' He was pointing at the photo triumphantly. 'Now tell me the chap's not an oik and a bounder. Serge the Snurge! I rest my case.' 


Yes, the smug prig was right. I now knew without a doubt it really was true. My eyes weren't deceiving me. It was Serge, as large as life. I'd recognise that face anywhere. And the way he was fanning the ever familiar fistful of euros – Serge Bastarde, in all his glory, plying the old cash-for-gold scam. 


What the hell was he playing at and where the hell was he? 


And if he was back, why the hell hadn't he got in touch with me? 
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3 

 

SWALLOWS AND FIELDS OF CORN 





The maize in the fields that surround our house was ripe and rustling in the morning sunshine. The russet pods that protected the corn had peeled back in places to reveal glimpses of the shiny yellow ears enveloped by silky spun cushions. The stalks of corn were now fully grown and we were completely hidden from the outside world. I loved early autumn, when the corn was at its highest and it felt like we were in a little secret world of our own. 


In the distance I could clearly see the shadowy blue outline of the Pyrenees. When the mountains are visible in this area of the Landes, it means that rain is coming within the next couple of days. Our neighbours had told us this when we first arrived here and at first we had been dubious. It sounded like an old wives' tale to us but they were right. It doesn't matter how fine it is or how brightly the sun is shining; if you can see the Pyrenees, rain is on its way. 


The fields of corn owned by Mr Fagot sloped gently down to Mr Leglise's farm and that morning I could hear his dog's excited barking and his yells of encouragement as the spry octogenarian drove his donkey and cow out into the pasture for the day. This meant it was eight o'clock; you could set your watch by the time Mr Leglise drove his livestock out into the fields. 


What a perfect morning for a stroll into the village to buy fresh croissants for breakfast! I told Helen where I was going and set off along the track across the fields. I had showed her the 'ACHAT D'OR' leaflet but she didn't believe it; she said someone must have used an old photo of Serge. I tried not to think about it. Instead, I did what I always do when I walk across my land – worry about the weeds and brambles that take hold over the summer. And then guilt sets in as I recall the ecological disaster I caused through my ignorance when we first moved into our 300-year-old farmhouse a few years ago. There was a jungle of weeds round the house and one of our well-meaning French neighbours had advised me to control them with a chlorate weedkiller. I bought a plastic pump machine, diluted the concentrated killer and went around spraying the paths and driveway, wearing a face mask and goggles (you can't be too careful with poisonous weedkiller, it said on the bottle with its skull-and-crossbones logo). 


It worked like magic. After a few days the weeds wilted and died and the effect lasted throughout the year. I was so encouraged by this that the following season I went right round the house spraying the bottom of the walls where the weeds were springing up. And I noticed I wasn't the only one caught up in this weed-killing mania. Our neighbours sprayed the verges outside their houses, leaving just a dead area of earth where nothing could grow, not even grass. This had seemed a bit extreme, but as the French like to point out, 'C'est propre' (It's neat). 


On hot, humid summer evenings we were delighted to hear the sweet musical peeping sounds made by tiny green tree frogs around our house. Sometimes we would see one attached to one of the windows by the sucker pads on its feet. They were such wonderful little frogs, and the sound they made was magical. But the following summer they had disappeared, and with horror we realised too late that our beautiful tree frogs must have absorbed the deadly weedkiller. I had thoughtlessly wiped out a population that had doubtlessly been breeding round our property for generations. We hoped and prayed that some had survived and they would return. But they never did. 


The EU has recently banned chlorate weedkiller, and not before time. Now I never use weedkiller – I cut back the brambles and weeds by hand. This is not as effective and is much harder work, but I will never be able to rid myself of the guilt over the demise of our beautiful tree-frog colony. 


As I walked through the orchard behind our house the church bell in the village chimed quarter past the hour and I remembered Spike, our big brindle Staffordshire bull terrier who was buried in the far corner of the field. A walk without a dog isn't the same, and with Spike by my side the world had always seemed a brighter and more exciting place. He had a unique, stylish way of trotting that you couldn't help but admire, and his whole mien was the epitome of relaxed and casual 'cool'. This was the first time Helen and I had been without a Staff since we were first married. We had brought two cats with us and inherited two more from Gaston, the previous owner of the house, but to my mind there's something about having a dog around that makes life more worthwhile. I can think back to every dog I've ever had and how each one enriched my life. My earliest memories are of cuddling up in a basket with Bruce, a gentle red setter that befriended me on a beach in Worthing when I was a kid on holiday with my mum and dad. Bruce's owners were unable to cope with him for some reason and to my great joy agreed to let us keep him. As I grew up we had a succession of black Labradors and I still miss my little whippet-cross, Percy, my constant companion in my early twenties. 


We had spent too long without having a dog around. I decided when I got back with the croissants I would talk to Helen over breakfast about buying a Staff puppy. There must be a breeder here in France. American Staffs had become popular in recent years, although they were on the dangerous dogs list in France. But the Staffordshire bull terrier had been removed from 'list 2' after protests by owners in France, so now you didn't have to register the dogs with the local mairie (town hall), or muzzle them, or get special insurance. 


As I followed the road into our village the hirondelles (swallows) were swooping low, gliding effortlessly over the fields. It wouldn't be long before they would begin to gather on the telephone lines in preparation for their migration before the cooler weather arrived. When we had first moved into this house years ago it was the beginning of summer and a pair of swallows flew in through the back door and all around the living room, twittering, landing on the beam above the cheminée (fireplace) and back out of the door. It was thrilling having them whirl about indoors above our heads. When we examined the beam we discovered an old nest hidden underneath it. The previous owner, Gaston, must have left the back door open all summer long and the pair were returning to lay eggs and raise chicks in the same nest. There were several cats prowling around and the swallows sensibly decided it was too risky and, to our disappointment, went off to nest elsewhere. 


Seeing the swallows flying reminded me of the old French song I learnt when I was a child, 'Alouette, Gentille Alouette'. The alouette is not a swallow but a skylark, and it was only recently that I discovered the song was about plucking the feathers from the corpse of the bird before eating it. Somehow this took away the magic for me, although it is still a pretty tune. 


On the way back from the boulangerie with my croissants I bumped into Roland, a woodcutter and farmer who lives nearby. In his spare time he plays accordion and sings in a local dance band that plays at fetes and bals à papa (old-fashioned traditional dances). He knows I'm a musician too and we had hit it off as soon as we met. 


'Heh, John, it's going to liven things up when they build the houses on the fields next to your place,' he grinned. 'We could do with some new blood round here.' 


'How do you mean?' I said. I didn't know what he was talking about. 


'Mais oui, they've changed the law. We farmers can sell off our fields for building land. They've extended the limits of the village. There's been a notice up in the mairie for months.' 


My heart sank. We'd heard nothing about this and never went to the mairie to read the notices. 


'Old man Fagot has applied for permission to build on his fields next to your place. I saw him in the bar last night and he was rubbing his hands together. He's going to make a fortune.' 


'What? He's going to build houses on the fields next to us?' I couldn't believe what I was hearing. 


'All us farmers want to sell if we can. There's no money in farming now. We have our old age to consider.' 


I was stunned. Surely this wasn't happening. We had been told that if we were surrounded by farmland we were protected here in France. The law was that agricultural land was safe from development. I had been enjoying the peace and serenity of fields of corn around our house. If they built on them, it would all vanish. I felt my knees go weak. 


'Isn't there anything we can do to stop it?' I asked. 


'Stop it?' Roland seemed surprised. 'Why would you want to stop it? You'll have lots more new friends and neighbours. It will do wonders for the village. We need the money that it will bring for developing better amenities – it will mean bigger fetes and more work for our dance band, not to mention all the pretty young girls.' He gave me a nudge and a wink. Roland was something of a local Lothario. He lived with his eighty-year-old mother but still kept in touch with a brace of ex-wives he continued to visit and spoon with. He also wasn't averse to taking up with any new girlfriends who might pass his way – the younger and prettier the better. He clearly viewed any enlargement of the neighbourhood as a chance for new fodder to enliven his sex life. 


I looked at him in a state of shock, bid him a hurried 'au revoir' and half walked, half ran back up the road. My heart was thumping. Could it be true? All these beautiful fields to be concreted over to build new houses? What would that mean for us? We loved the away-from-it-all rural atmosphere of our place. 


As I passed Mr Leglise's he was scything the long grass in front of his old stone farmhouse dressed in traditional French blue jacket and trousers, his beret set at a jaunty angle. He would be affected by the new houses, too. I went up to him but he was so engrossed he didn't notice me and I had to jump back to avoid being cut down by his scythe. He grinned at me in apology, put down the tool and shook my hand. 


'Have you heard the news?' I asked him. 'Fagot is selling off his fields to build houses.' 


'Yes, I know,' he said, 'but there's not much we can do about it now, he's made up his mind.' 


'You knew about this?' I was shocked. Everyone seemed to know but us. 


'I could have sold some of my land but I don't think new neighbours would put up with my singing, do you?' he said. On sunny days he was in the habit of getting out his old gramophone, playing records and singing along to them in his rich baritone voice. 'What about your drumming, John? I love it when you practise but not everyone likes the sound of drums like I do. You might have problems, too.' 


I didn't know what to say. Everything was about to change round here. I bid him a hurried goodbye and headed home. 


When I arrived, breathless and stressed out, Helen was waiting to have breakfast with me. I blurted it out: 'They're going to plough up the fields and build a load of houses! What are we going to do?' 


'What are you talking about?' She was pouring herself a cup of tea. 


'I just saw Roland. He says they've changed the law in France and farmers can sell off their land for building plots.' 


Helen looked at me like I had gone mad. 'That's impossible! They're not allowed to.' 


'They are, and they have. He says Fagot's selling his and they're going to build houses on his fields. Roland says there's a meeting at the town hall next week when they're going to give the details to everyone.' 


Helen looked at me, wide-eyed. 'No, that can't be true?' 


'Roland seemed very definite about it,' I said. 'Mr Leglise knows all about it as well.' 


'I can't believe it,' she exploded. 'I'm going up to the mairie to ask what's going on.' She leapt up, grabbed the car keys and ran out. 


I sat and waited, gazing across at the heady countryside surrounding our peaceful old mas, listlessly munching on a croissant. But now it had somehow lost its taste. I mused over the path that had brought us to live in this old house together. I had met Helen whilst I was playing in the band Darts, formed some years after the John Dummer Blues Band disbanded. She was a photographer on a band shoot and I fell madly in love with her and we got married. Some years later, after touring and managing other music ventures, I realised I was disenchanted with the music business and burnt out. Helen and I were both fond of France, and it was at this point that we decided, on a whim, to buy an ancient monastery in the Dordogne. We lived there for a couple of years before selling up and touring around Europe, finally settling in Portugal, where we found an old windmill on a hill in the Alentejo region. We lived 'wild and free' before returning to France with finances much depleted and had bought the 300-year-old farmhouse, which was then in need of much restoration. 


When Helen got back twenty minutes later she looked desperate. 


'They're building a housing estate next to us!' 


'What?' 


'Not just a few houses on the road but a whole lotissement.' 


She was clutching photocopies of the plans and we pored over them in disbelief. The new zone constructible (building zone) covered the area around our house and included our garden and fields. 


'They said we could build two houses on our land if we wanted to,' she said. 'Apparently the law changed in the whole of France recently and all villages are allowed to apply to enlarge the building zones around them. Fagot has permission to build a twenty-house lotissement right next to us.' 


'Twenty houses? The whole of France?' I'd gone gaga. 'Why didn't we know about it? How come the neighbours weren't all talking about it?' 


'I don't know, do I?' said Helen, sounding irritated. 'I stopped at the neighbours' on the road opposite us and they had no idea what I was talking about. They're beside themselves now that I've told them they're going to have twenty houses across the way. They were going straight up the mairie when I left them. I suppose people who wanted to sell and build kept it quiet. How often does anyone read notices up the mairie?' 


'Can't we fight them?' I asked. 


'I don't think so, not according to the mayor – he's ecstatic! I think we're going to have to move,' said Helen. 


'What? I don't want to move. I love it here,' I said, feeling like I was about to burst into tears. 

'Well, you can stay if you want,' said Helen, 'but I'm going.' 

Now the truth was out! She had been trying to persuade me to move for ages but I had dug my heels in. She wasn't as enamoured of the bathtub in the kitchen as I was. She kept saying we should face up to the fact that restoring a house wasn't our forte and it had beaten us. I had reroofed it with the help of an English builder friend and rewired most of the house, but never got round to installing a proper kitchen or bathroom. Maybe she was right. We might as well move and start afresh. 
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The following Wednesday evening we were sitting in the halle des sports (sports hall) with everyone else in the village, listening to the mayor telling us about plans for the future. Any protest should have been lodged with the mairie months ago. We got the feeling there had been some sleight of hand somewhere along the line and that there were very few objectors. Everyone seemed just to accept it – except us. No one else said anything. Our house appeared to be the only one encompassed by a lotissement; all the others were on the edge of the road. Looking at a map it appeared that the zone constructible had been specifically extended out in a big loop to the edge of our property to take in all the fields around us. And the twenty houses had been an underestimation; Fagot envisioned over forty plots being sold off, with new houses encircling our home completely. 


We came away feeling depressed and defeated. But I still wasn't willing to give up. 


'We could plant some tall leylandii trees to grow up along the boundary of our land to hide us from the estate,' I suggested, clutching at straws. 'How bad could it be?' 


'I really don't know, but I'm not staying to find out,' said Helen with feeling. 





End of sample
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