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A SORT OF HOMECOMING









ONE


It was the dream. Until it wasn’t.


I looked around the old place for one last time, saying goodbye to the rooms one by one. It was a little ritual I’d picked up from my mum. She’d walk around every house we lived in, doing one last circuit through the rooms to say goodbye bedroom, thanks for keeping us safe at night, goodbye kitchen, thanks for keeping us fed, goodbye lounge, thanks for all the nights of laughter and fun watching TV.


I didn’t much feel like reminiscing. It was more of a good riddance tour, putting all the demons in their place to make sure they didn’t follow us to the new house.


Clean start.


Once upon a time this place had represented all of our hopes and dreams. Naz had always wanted to live by the sea, and when things had been going well, I’d been rash and reckless and desperate to do anything that would make her happy, so I’d put pretty much every penny I had into buying the house and its million-dollar view. Well, five hundred and fifty-grand view, but even adjusting for inflation that was nowhere near the million-three the new owners had paid for it.


I went through to what had been the study, where I had always dreamt I’d write that second, difficult, book, and move from the realm of one hit wonder into being the real writer that I’d always wanted to be. What no one tells you about a runaway success is that it comes with an unhealthy load of pressure and a weight of expectancy, and sometimes you just can’t deal with it.


I leaned against the old windowsill, feeling out the grain in the wood, and took one last look out through the window at the wild sea crashing and rolling a couple of hundred metres away. It was still a breath-taking sight, and in any other lifetime I wouldn’t have traded it for the world. But in this lifetime I was done with the sea, the view, the cold stone walls, all of it.


I took a deep breath.


How did we get here?


The easy answer was, after twenty years, it turned out I just wasn’t a very good husband. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I didn’t try. I remembered the important dates, I did the flowers, I listened, the first question whenever Naz came through the door was always ‘How was your day?’ And I was genuinely interested to share all of it with her.


But another part of me lived a second life inside my head.


She used to joke that I got this far-away look and she could tell she’d lost me. That’s when she’d say I was writing. That’s one of the things I used to get asked about, how long did it take you to write The Devil’s Debt, and the short answer is four months. The long answer is about fourteen years. Because so much of the writing process wasn’t putting pen to paper, or sitting at the keyboard, it was daydreaming, wondering what if, and generally living in that make-believe world inside my head where stories grow. Which was fine when there was going to be a second book. But somewhere around fifteen years ago I finally admitted to myself I didn’t actually have a second book in me. And that was fine. One and done was still so much more than most dreamers get.


There were bad days, of course. It’s hard to give up on dreams when they’re intrinsic to the person you think you are. I write, therefore I am. I’ve always been a writer – from school all the way to that first published novel, making it onto some of those Hottest New Talent Under 30 lists, and even afterwards, doing the circuit, signing dog-eared paperbacks and telling the uncomfortable kid shuffling his feet that I loved really battered copies more than the pristine ones because it meant the book had been loved – all the way until I wasn’t.


It wasn’t a choice.


There were days I’d sit in this room and stare out to sea, thinking today, today’s the day I get something worthwhile down on the page.


But it never was.


And then we’d lost Penny. Not that she’d actually been Penny when we lost her. She was The Bean. The miscarriage had just about killed Naz, and I’d tried to do what I always did, hide myself in my internal world. It was just one of the many ways I’d failed her in this house. And one of the reasons I couldn’t wait to get away from here and everything it represented.


But it wasn’t the main one.


Somewhere along the way she’d met someone, and for a while he’d been everything I wasn’t, which was exactly what she needed. I don’t know all the details. She’d offered to tell me them, when she’d come to me – again in this room – and shattered my soul into a million little pieces, but I didn’t want to know. What good was it to know if they’d fucked in our bed? If she’d given him head in our shower? Or, and in so many ways this felt worse, he’d consoled her in our kitchen, giving Naz the shoulder she needed to cry on as our marriage fell apart and I was too damaged to even notice?


I didn’t blame her for any of it, which probably tells you everything you need to know about me.


It takes two to commit adultery, but it only ever needs one to destroy a marriage.


‘You saying goodbye to the novel that never was?’ Naz said softly, close to my ear, as she came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist.


It felt good to feel her warmth pressed up against me.


So much better than the cold air that would have been all around me if she’d made a different choice that night.


‘Something like that,’ I agreed.


‘It’ll be good for us. Fresh start. Somewhere new. Away from everything.’


Everything.


Yeah, that was one way to put it.


All encompassing.


‘Maybe so, but I’m going to miss this view,’ I lied.


‘There’s a whole new view waiting for you at the farmhouse. Who knows, maybe the moors will inspire you? All that gorse and heather, plenty of Heathcliff and Cathy going on to fire the blood – who knows, you might even start writing again.’


‘As long as there are no pretty ghosts outside my window,’ I said, not believing it for a minute. ‘I can’t help thinking that we’re giving up on the kids we were, you know, the ones who moved in here with such high hopes.’


‘Or maybe we’re putting our faith in them? Trusting ourselves to get back to where we were before.’


Ever the optimist. I half-smiled at the thought. The thing is, I wanted to believe.


The sacrifices we make for love.


The sea churned. The wind bullied the bushes out there, bending them to its will. I could see the lighthouse down on the promontory. It had been years since any light had burned in there. Its days of protecting seafarers were long gone. It was a half-abandoned luxury house now; the guy who’d had such grand designs for the place when he’d bought it a few years back had gone bust long before he’d ever moved in. Now the old lighthouse was just waiting for the cliff to crumble so that it could fall into the sea.


I felt Naz’s kiss against the nape of my neck. That moment of connection still had the power to thrill me.


‘Come on, Matt, no point being all maudlin, we’ve got a lot of driving to get done today if we’re going to beat the movers to the new place, and we still need to drop the keys off at the estate agent.’


Naz had always been the more practical one of the two of us, but that’s what comes from fleeing an oppressive regime when you are six years old. She’d spent the first year of her life in this country not understanding a word and being taught very basic English with flashcards in class while everyone else was learning more complex sentence structures, addition and subtraction, the hours of the clock and things like that, so she’d gone from feeling like she belonged to feeling stupid because she struggled to understand what came naturally to everyone else.


That shaped her in ways neither of us can really understand, even all these years later.


She’d never been back to Iran, and I’d never suggested it, but after her mum died a few years back there had been talk of taking Babak, her dad, back to see the old country before he joined his beloved, but we’d never managed it. Somewhere along the line he just stopped wanting to live. We watched him shrink and hollow out day by day until three months to the day after Fatemeh’s death, he went to sleep and didn’t wake up.


Naz tried to think of it as a mercy, but with both of my parents still with us, I really couldn’t grasp the sheer overwhelming burden of grief she was suddenly living under. Losing one parent was hard. Losing both, that was devastating. It changed her. Of course it did.


I walked out of the house, determined that this was going to be an end to it, a line in the metaphorical sand, an end to thinking about that other man inside her whenever I looked at my wife, an end to looking at strangers and friends in the town and wondering: was it you?


She was already in the car, smiling at me, and God there was nothing like that smile to melt me.


The removal men were securing the last of the load and battening down the tea chests and boxes in the back of the van, cursing me. When we’d booked them, they’d asked if we had anything heavy, like a grand piano? I’d told them we had books. They’d laughed at that and said no, really heavy. But after carrying almost five thousand hardcovers and paperbacks out of my study they’d changed their definition of heavy.


‘See you on the other side,’ I called to the biggest of them. He had a harness across his back that allowed him to stack multiple boxes at once, and thigh muscles that would have shamed a racehorse.


He gave me the thumbs up.


I got into the car beside Naz, and she drove us away from our old life and everything we’d known.


‘Mr Langley, Mrs Langley, good to see you.’


The estate agent was all smiles as he came out to meet us in the street. I’m sure it wasn’t because he was thinking about the 15 per cent commission that was about to land in his bank account when we handed over the keys and exchanged with our buyers. That couldn’t possibly be it. Oh, the cynic in me.


‘John,’ I said, doing that little head tilt I’d perfected years ago.


We went through to his office, where a couple half our age sat smiling.


‘So, you didn’t run for the hills, then?’ I said, trying to be funny.


You know what it’s like in this country when you are trying to sell a house; you never know, right up until the final minute, if it’s actually going to go through or fall apart. His knee was bouncing up and down. Nervous energy. I’m not surprised. He was about to sign on a dotted line and instruct his bank to put him into a lifetime of debt, all for the sake of the view.


Coffee and tea all round, very civilised, a quick read through of the contract, us swearing there were no outstanding loans secured against the place, all that sort of stuff, and lots of nervous smiles while we waited for the cash to hit our bank before we walked out of there. All told, it took about forty-five minutes, which gave the movers a decent head start.


We shook hands, we smiled, we nodded, we wished them well and hoped they had as much joy in the house as we’d had, which felt a bit like one of those ancient curses, everything considered.


‘Can I just ask … why would you sell up? I don’t know how you can walk away from a house like that, it’s the stuff dreams are made of.’


I winked at him and said, ‘It’s haunted,’ which earned a playful slap around the back of the head from Naz.


‘Don’t you listen to a thing he’s got to say,’ she grumbled, not able to keep the amusement from her voice. ‘The loveable idiot thinks he’s funny.’


I didn’t say what kind of ghosts.


We were on the road again an hour after we’d closed the front door, our bank balance considerably healthier than it had been even after the agents had siphoned off their hundred and ninety-five grand, and the various fees had been covered.


It was more money than I’d had in my life, even when things had been going very well and Hollywood had been throwing money at me for options and renewals, and foreign publishers had been sending those regular cheques that kept us in bread and water.


For a good while The Devil’s Debt had been the gift that kept giving.


There were always new audiences discovering it, new formats that meant it crested the eBook boom, then it had its own audio revival when a beloved actor – one of those with the voice, you know, the kind of timbre and tones us mere mortals would have killed for – recorded it. Every few years it looked like the film or the TV show might happen, but the rights would lapse before anything did. Nearly fifteen years ago now, one of those hot young scriptwriters was paid a million to write a truly dreadful script of it. Believe me, it was no bad thing that crime against cinema never happened.


Naz put the radio on.


We have wildly different tastes in music, but we have a deal when it comes to travelling: one hour my station of choice, the next hour hers, and so on. So, for the first hour away from the south coast, we had a car full of Spin Doctors, Gin Blossoms, Pearl Jam and Nirvana, while for the second it was Tori Amos, Suzanne Vega, Aimee Mann and Fiona Apple. The thing is, after so many years together her taste had blurred into mine and mine had blurred into hers, so we were both quite happy letting the other play deejay for a while.


We hit all the usual bottlenecks and tailbacks, turning the seven-hour drive into a nine-hour one, but even that was okay, because the drive itself had become a rite of passage. The car was our cocoon, and when we clambered out of it on the other side our marriage was going to be a beautiful butterfly instead of the ratty caterpillar it had been. At least that was the miracle I’d sold myself.


We ate a surprisingly edible meal at a service station halfway, and the coffee wasn’t half bad, either. Not sure the same could be said for Naz’s tea. We talked a bit, about nothing and about everything. About what it meant to leave everything behind and be rootless, and of course I saw the parallels to what Naz had been through once before, a child fleeing Iran before the revolution, but I kept telling myself this was all different. This was running to something, not away from something.


We went from A roads to motorways back to A roads, then B roads, and up, through the redbrick cities of the north, and on, skirting Amble and Alnwick until we finally reached the national park and the country roads that wound through impossibly tight switchbacks and hairpin bends towards The Cheviots, Kielder and, eventually, home.


The street signs all promised some great names waiting at the other end, like Crawcrook and Guyzance, Powburn and Ulgham, Great Tosson and Mindrum. And somewhere, in the middle of all of them, our farmhouse, which had been christened Slewfoot by the previous owners.


The wheels thrummed over the cattle grid that marked the edge of our land.


Our land.


Home.


The place where we were going to grow old together.


We’d taken possession last week, meaning there had been a huge bridging loan hanging over us, paid off now, and had given the keys to the movers this morning. It made everything so much easier than trying to drive the length of the country before the estate agent’s office closed and go through it all over again. All we had to worry about was not killing ourselves on the unfamiliar roads which, given the sheer number of blind corners and lethal left turns where the only thing you could see was the bank of green hedge, was easier said than done.


But here we were.


The farmhouse came into view. I still couldn’t believe it was ours. There was the main house, which was easily three times the size of the beach house, then there was an old farm workers’ cottage on the edge of the property, a couple of barns and a garage for the machinery. Not that Slewfoot was a working farm, nor had it been for at least a decade.


The movers were parked up outside. The lights inside were already on, and the guys were carting stuff out of the back of the truck and following Naz’s carefully written labels to make sure they ended up in the right rooms.


Naz killed the engine and we clambered out. For a second we must have looked like the world’s most unlikely aerobics lesson as we worked the kinks out of our spines and got the blood flowing through our veins.


It was nearly eight o’clock, still light, but getting dark without the city lights to brighten up the sky. It was a good ten degrees colder than it had been when we’d set out this morning, and the wind was every bit as savage as the north wind doth ever blow.


‘Better get used to it,’ I said, wrapping my arms around myself in place of a jumper.


Naz just shook her head, but she was smiling as she said, ‘You big wuss. Come on, let’s get you inside.’


‘How’s it going, guys?’ I called as we walked towards the house.


‘All good, Mr Langley, almost done here. Maybe another twenty minutes and we’ll be out of your hair.’


‘Music to my ears. I’ll get the kettle on.’


‘If you can find it in all the boxes,’ he said.


‘Have no fear, she’s got a system,’ I told him, nodding towards Naz.


‘Ah, they always do, right up until they start unpacking and it’s all gone to hell,’ he grinned, riffing on that Mike Tyson quote about everyone having a game plan until you hit them in the head.


Inside, boxes were piled up everywhere. I noticed half a dozen stacked up in the hall that were labelled study, and were meant to be upstairs, but obviously hauling five thousand books up that narrow staircase was too much to ask. We went through to the kitchen where another dozen boxes were stacked up in one corner, while the oak refectory table was pushed up against the wall and buried under chairs.


It took a while, but we found the first of three boxes marked kitchen equipment, and in it, the kettle, mugs and the fixings for the good stuff. Decaf for me, a teabag for her. Just added boiling water. Five minutes later we were leaning against the wall outside, surveying the extent of our domain with corkscrews of steam rising from the mugs in our hands.


‘Not bad,’ Naz said. She could have meant the view, the drinks, the fact that the day itself hadn’t broken us, or any number of variables in between. I nodded like I understood intuitively what she meant.


‘Not bad yourself.’


‘Hope you don’t mind me asking,’ one of the removal men said as he came out of the house cupping his hands around one of the chipped mugs we’d packed especially for the occasion, ‘but are you that Matthew Langley?’


Naz raised an eyebrow and quirked her lips into the ghost of a smile.


‘It depends what you mean by that Matthew Langley,’ I said.


‘He’s being humble,’ Naz said before I could offer up an alternative reality of Matthew Langleys.


‘I loved your book,’ he said, with an embarrassing amount of sincerity. ‘Brilliant.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Read it when I was in school, loved it.’


‘Ah, right.’ He must have been in his early thirties now, and that little reference to school days had inadvertently reminded me The Devil’s Debt had been written a lifetime ago. ‘Glad you liked it.’


‘Loved it,’ he said again, emphasis very much on the loved.


‘That’s enough, now, lad,’ his boss said, coming out of the house. ‘Anyone would think you fancied him.’ Which earned a laugh from the rest of the team, who were somewhere inside the house but close enough to hear.


‘It’s all good,’ I promised him. ‘Sometimes it’s nice to be remembered.’


‘Aye, I imagine it is,’ the boss said, taking up a place on the wall beside us.


‘You boys done?’


‘Everything’s in place. We’ll drink up and be making roads.’ I don’t know if it was a local phrase, or something unique to him, but I rather liked it. Making roads. ‘Hope you’re very happy here, folks. It’s a beautiful place.’


‘And no water anywhere to be seen,’ I joked.


‘Not true, there’s a pond round the back of the property,’ he told me. ‘Saw it on the way in, when there was better light.’


‘Ah,’ I said, but of course I knew about the pond. There were actually three of them, two larger, one quite small. The larger ones were dominated by bulrush and spike-rush, while the smallest one cultivated bur-reed. They were home to moorhens and coots, and during migratory seasons, I was promised, we’d see all manner of visitors to the property. ‘Long day for you boys?’


‘Up at four, so yeah, it’ll be good to sleep in our beds tonight.’


‘I can imagine.’


He lifted his mug as though toasting us, then disappeared back into the house to put it in the sink.


It took them ten minutes to get their things together and move out, leaving us alone.


I put my phone on the kitchen table.


No signal.


‘This is it, then,’ Naz said. ‘The new start starts here.’


I nodded. ‘Well then, we better get it started properly.’


I pulled Naz into my arms, and we stood there in the kitchen for a full minute just kissing. It was a good first kiss for the house. Start as you mean to go on and all that. She pressed up hard against me, like she was desperate for that connection and couldn’t get enough of it, and I pressed up against her like she was a stack in the middle of the ocean and I was clinging on for dear life.


We broke off the kiss and she led me upstairs, ignoring the boxes and everything that was waiting to be unpacked, and not bothering to lock the door because there was no one to come knocking.


She led me by the hand across the landing and down the hall to what we’d decided would be our bedroom, because of the huge plate-glass windows that opened onto a French balcony, and offered an endless view of the Northumbrian moors. The bed was there, but the mattress was on the floor, beside the box springs. Naz was in no mood to make the bed. She clawed at my shirt, pulling it over my head and sank down onto her knees on the mattress, pulling me down beside her.


The sex was good.


Familiar without being dull. It was safe. There was no picturing some exciting stranger in her place. Naz knew me. She knew what weakened me and what broke me, just as I knew what had her back arch and her eyes flutter up inside her head as her fists clenched into the mattress beneath her. It wasn’t like we reinvented sex, but in that half an hour or so we reinvented ourselves. It was the first time we’d been together since she’d confessed. It had been important we do it tonight, not wait for whatever felt like a better, less physically or mentally exhausted time, because if we put it off, we’d keep putting it off and eventually we’d be strangers to each other.


I grabbed a couple of blankets and lay them over Naz, not wanting her to get cold. She lay there looking up at me, and for just a second it was the same as it had always been, her and me against the world and nothing else mattered. So maybe we would get through this after all.


I knelt beside the mattress and leaned over to kiss the top of her head, brushing aside the sweat-matted fringe that clung to her skin.


‘Lie next to me,’ she said, holding out a hand. ‘Everything can wait until tomorrow. I want to fall asleep feeling you next to me.’


How was I meant to say no?


I crawled onto the mattress beside her, and pulled part of the blanket up over me, holding her until her breathing changed and all of the tension went out of her body and I knew Naz was asleep. Then I waited some more, not closing my eyes because I didn’t want to know if he had made the journey north with us.


***


I eased out of our makeshift bed, careful not to wake her, and padded gently down the stairs.


I didn’t know where anything was, but that didn’t matter. I didn’t need anything.


I opened the front door and slipped out into the night, naked. It didn’t matter, no one was going to see me out here. It was cold, but that didn’t matter either. I told myself it was invigorating. Fresh. I’m not the best liar; it was fucking freezing.


I stood there for a few minutes, just looking at the world.


It was something my dad used to do with me when I was little. He’d stand me on the windowsill, holding me around the waist, and say the same thing every night: ‘Let’s look at the world.’ It was our little ritual, and every now and then I retreated back into it, needing the comfort of its familiarity.


‘Penny for them,’ Naz said, coming up behind me.


‘Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.’


‘You didn’t. So, my money not good enough for you, mister?’


She was smiling into my neck, planting little butterfly kisses there.


‘I’m not sure they’re worth an entire penny,’ I admitted.


‘Let me be the judge of that.’


I looked up at the night sky. ‘It’s so full of stars,’ I said, like that had been what I’d actually been thinking about, not him. He was going to drive me out of my mind if I let him. That much was increasingly obvious. Not knowing was worse than knowing, I think, because for me he became everyone rather than someone; a villain with a thousand faces. ‘You don’t notice it when you’re in the city,’ I said, like we’d ever actually lived in the city, but she knew what I meant. We’d had an entire town spill out back from our clifftop vantage point, twelve thousand people all told. Here, there was us. It was a different world, and looking up at it, a different sky; everything just slightly out of place. It’s funny how even a few hundred miles was enough to render something so utterly familiar so absolutely alien.


‘And listen to how quiet it is,’ Naz said.


She was right, of course. It was properly quiet. Eerily so. Where there had been the constant susurrus of the sea, here there was nothing. There were no lonely night sounds. No cars in the distance. No ships’ horns. No music or televisions playing behind double glazing. It was incredible just how quiet the world could actually be.


‘We’re going to be happy here, aren’t we?’


She could have been flippant, or just as easily she could have brushed it aside with a simple, ‘Of course,’ but she didn’t. She stopped kissing my neck for a moment, and reached around with her right hand to put it over my heart. ‘If you’re able to let us be, yes.’


There was so much truth in that simple sentiment it hurt.


If I was able to let us be happy.


It was all well and good selling up, upping sticks and moving all the way across the country, but if I wasn’t able to let us be happy we wouldn’t make it.


‘I want to,’ I promised Naz. ‘More than anything, believe me.’


‘And that’s all I can ask, Matt. I’m going to spend every day for the rest of my life trying to make it up to you.’


‘You won’t,’ I said, ‘But that’s okay. I wouldn’t expect you to, and you shouldn’t have to. I’m not going to hold this over you like some emotional sword of Damocles, Naz. We made promises to each other when we decided to try and make this work. I’m serious about those promises. I know my part in all of this. The only thing that matters now is you chose me, and I choose you.’


‘You’re all right, Matthew Langley, you know that?’


‘I have my moments.’


‘I think I’m having a moment right now. Come on, you, back inside before you freeze your nuts off.’


I turned my back on the night, and followed Naz back into our new home.


And for a while, at least, all was right with our world.









TWO


The next couple of days were a blur of unpacking, broken crockery and curses, but there were good times, too. I’m a man of rituals. I think we’ve probably established that. Most writers are. One of those many, many rituals is the first song. I have played the same first song in every house I’ve lived in since leaving home. I tell myself it’s important – if it’s a different song then there’s no telling what might go wrong, whereas the right first song sets the tone. And that tone is five minutes and seven seconds long.


‘Time Stand Still’.


Rush.


I don’t know what started it. I think it had probably been the fact that it came out the day before I moved into student digs, first time out in the world on my own, but that song, with its haunting chorus and tragic undercurrent, was always the first song, everywhere, in every place.


I listen to songs differently to a lot of people. I’m captivated by the words and the imagery rather than the infectious beat or the magnetic bass line. And this one, as deceptively simple as it is on the surface, with the singer longing for these moments in time to slow down because life is moving too fast, children are growing into adults, partners and friends are growing old, and it’s all just happening in a blink of an eye, hits harder than most songs in my collection because I know what happened next. I know the man who penned those words suffered immeasurable tragedy, first losing his daughter in a car wreck just after her eighteenth birthday, and then losing his wife a few months later to cancer, and ultimately his own life a few years ago from another variant of the same disease.


For me, this song couldn’t just be about those moments slowing down and us living and breathing in them. It was about life. All of it.


And Naz knew it, because it was the kind of thing I’d talk about when I was feeling maudlin and the whisky tumbler was balanced on the arm of the chair.


She watched me hovering over the stereo, the familiar red jewel case on the side.


The disc was in, but for some reason I couldn’t press play.


Because I didn’t want the same tone we always had, and that meant breaking the ritual, so instead of pressing play, I pressed eject.


She didn’t say anything, but she understood.


‘You choose,’ I said.


She looked at me then, like it was a test she could fail. ‘Are you sure?’


I smiled. ‘Fresh start. You choose. I would say just make it good, but it’s my collection so I’m going to think it’s good whatever you pick.’


Nodding to herself, Naz knelt in front of the long row of vinyl that stretched halfway along the wall. There was more, but it wasn’t unpacked yet. She thumbed through the sleeves. I couldn’t tell if she was looking for something, or waiting for something to leap out at her. Either way, she took her time, deliberating the choice, before she pulled out one of my favourites from when we’d first got together, with a curiously disjointed and haunting photograph of Michael Stipe taking a photograph of the photographer taking the cover photo of him, outside a dilapidated shack. I knew which song she was going to pick even before the double drumbeat and jangle of guitar kicked in. ‘The One I Love’.


The choice was well intentioned, a seeming love song to say, look, this is the way from here, a message to the one I love. But, of course, the song isn’t about that at all. It isn’t a love song. It’s savagely anti-love if you listen to it, a brutal song about a man who uses and abuses his ‘loved’ one before dumping them for another, and another and another, nothing more than props to occupy his time while a chorus of fire rages in the background.


I smiled, knowing she’d chosen it because to most of the world it had become a love song, and kissed her on the forehead.


The tone had been set.


We didn’t have much in the way of food, but we’d brought with us some of the bare necessities so that we wouldn’t starve while we found our way around.


The first meal in the house was bacon and egg sandwiches, dripping with soft yolk, and glasses of milk. Not exactly gourmet, but there’s not much tastier if you ask me.


Naz was methodical, going room by room, fixing what we needed before moving on to the next. Kitchen first.


After a couple of hours of opening boxes and rinsing dishes that first morning, I told her, ‘I’m off out for a walk, want to check out our domain,’ which earned a cheerful, ‘You do that.’


So, I grabbed a jumper and stuffed my feet into a pair of trainers and headed out, not sure where exactly I intended to go. I started off by checking out the barns and the garage. One of the barns was more like a hayloft, I suppose, not that there was much in the way of hay in there, and the garage was just a big empty space under a cavernous roof, though there were tarpaulins and tools that had been left hanging on hooks. They’d stay hanging on those hooks, too, because I’m the least handy or mechanically minded man alive. There were a couple of deep ruts in the ground, which I assumed had been worn in by the constant to and fro of farm vehicles. I counted more than a dozen empty steel drums stacked up against the back wall, as well as what I assumed was a big oil stain where one had leaked.


Up above me, I heard a shuffle of wings and realised something was nesting up there. Maybe an owl. Possibly bats.


Not wanting to disturb them, I made my way back outside.


It wasn’t just the silence; the air was different out here. I know it’ll sound strange coming from the coast, but it tasted cleaner in my lungs. No salt, none of that special ‘sea air’ smell. I stood there for half a minute enjoying it.


I thought about walking down the hill and introducing myself to the neighbours, but that could wait. Better to do it with Naz, present a united front and all that. So, instead, I went in the opposite direction, heading back behind the property towards the cluster of ponds, and the fields that stretched out beyond them. I heard the timid chitter of the moorhens as I approached, seconds before they burst into startled flight and put a safe distance between us again. I skirted the ponds, making sure I didn’t encroach further on their territory, and carried on walking towards the crest of the hill, maybe eight hundred metres beyond. The ground was hard because it hadn’t rained for a couple of weeks, but the coarse grass was thriving. There had to be thousands of ticks lurking in the long grass.


As the land dipped away slightly, it seemed to curve off to the left, the track leading down and, as I followed it, I was offered a glimpse of a craggy outcrop that rose out of the hillside like a grey stone fist with all the cracks and crevices of an old man’s skin worn into it.


It took another couple of minutes to hike up to the crag, and for a moment I thought about climbing it, just to take in the view, but even though it was only about eight or nine metres to the top, a fall, backwards, could do plenty of damage. Instead, I followed the path around the base of it, to where it curled back up around the side and led to the top. And from there I could see the distant blur of shapes that was the nearest village, although village felt like a very optimistic word for the cluster of seven or eight stone cottages. There was nothing else as far as the eye could see but rolling hills and forestry.


We’d moved into the middle of nowhere.


I sat down on the edge of the crag, dangling my feet over the side, and just let my mind wander, free and unfettered. This was my new life. All of it. The limits of this land. Thanks to the proceeds from the beach house, I wouldn’t need to work for maybe ten years, given how frugally I exist at the best of times, and the previous owners had taken the farmhouse ‘off-grid’ with solar panels and its own well, so actual cost of living bills were always going to be at a minimum. That took a lot of the pressure out of living and meant that I’d only need to pick up a few guest lecturer spots at one of the local colleges or maybe I’d start to graze some livestock and really go all in with the country life, and hope that one of the streaming services decided to be the next owner of The Devil’s Debt, paying for my retirement.


I wasn’t thinking about writing another word. That version of me was a stranger. A beautiful, brilliant, frustrating, difficult, stranger.


I was happily daydreaming the morning away, the beginnings of a headache taking root, when I saw it.


A huge white stag, with a spread of antlers that must have easily been twelve or fourteen points. It was an incredible sight. So much power in its musculature. So much grace in its movements. It was the undisputed king of this place, and I was the interloper.


It stood stock still, watching me every bit as intently as I watched it.


I know my mythology and symbolism; what writer worth his salt doesn’t? The white stag, synonymous with innocence and purity, a messenger promising great change, even rebirth.


If I was a superstitious man, I’d have said this was the sign I’d been looking for. As it was, it was a moment I was never going to forget, my first morning in the Northumbrian countryside, coming face to face with such a glorious creature.


Slowly, carefully, I rose to my feet, a wide grin on my face.


Naz wasn’t going to believe me when I told her. I didn’t have my phone with me to take a photograph to prove who we were sharing our new home with. But she was going to absolutely love it. A white stag, an animal so quintessentially folkloric and English. It was so perfect that if it hadn’t happened, I would have made it up for her to love.


The stag bolted before I was on my feet, and was away across the moorland and out of sight, disappearing into the trees.


I headed back to the farmhouse, because no matter what else I saw that morning, it was always going to pale in comparison. On the way back, I noticed a rusted old swing that I hadn’t seen before. The links of the chain were a reddish orange with the crust of rust so thick there was no sign of the metal beneath, and the three slats of wood that made up the seat were stained where the rain had washed the rust down and down to spill out across them for years.


‘You won’t believe what I’ve just seen,’ I told Naz as I kicked off my trainers. I heard a muffled grunt from the kitchen, which I took to be an invitation to tell all, and headed though. ‘A white stag. An honest to God huge white stag.’


She looked at me, trying to judge from my face if I was having her on. She liked to think if she looked at me a certain way I’d giggle and fold and it would prove that I was lying. I smiled. I couldn’t help myself. It had nothing to do with stretching the truth, I was just so damned happy because everything I’d promised myself would happen here was going to happen. Matt and Naz version two started here, in this room. I swept her up into my arms – she was in the middle of unwrapping some of the crystal my folks had given us for the wedding – and spun her round and around until she laughed and half-screamed, yelling at me that if I broke the glass she’d kill me. I plunked her down and planted a kiss on her lips.


‘It’s going to be okay,’ I told her, and she assumed I meant the glass, where I really meant everything.


‘Why don’t you go and do something useful, like unpack your study, and let me finish up in here without you getting under my feet all the time?’


‘Consider it done,’ I said, then rubbing at my temple because all of that exertion had got the blood pumping, so now the headache was pounding, ‘Do you know where the pills are?’


‘In the bathroom cabinet, above the sink.’


‘Perfect.’


I went upstairs, popped a couple of ibuprofen out of their silver foil and washed them down with cold water drawn from our own well, and went through to spend the rest of the morning sorting my study out.


Unpacking translated to putting all of those books on the shelves and sorting my desk and other stuff out, which was going to take a lot longer than a morning to get through, but I could take a decent bite out of it. I spent the next couple of hours on my knees, going through the boxes, clustering the books first in alphabetical order, then by subject matter, either research or recreation, along with an arcane formula known only to writers with a fallen star.


Confession. Every time I took a book out of the box I ended up thumbing through the pages, finding an odd paragraph or something that caught my attention, and lost myself in it and whatever memories my mind associated with the first time I’d read those words. It wasn’t such a bad way to spend a morning, even if I’d only got four shelves done by the time Naz came up to get me for lunch.


We ventured out, driving a few miles to the nearest village, where we found a nice little country pub that offered food and craft ale brewed locally.


It was a bit of a spit-and-sawdust place, with furniture so scarred it told its own stories of wartime and strife, but with a roaring fire already banked up, and it did a mean steak and ale pie, which was as good as anything a hungry belly could have asked for.


‘I could get used to this,’ I said, raising a glass of something called The Fool, from Bearclaw Breweries, which came wrapped in paper with a hand-drawn label. The barman had promised it was as local as I could get, fermented for three months in oak wine barrels, and going down it was every bit as good as the pie.


‘Handy that, given it’s the only place for miles around,’ Naz joked, clinking glasses.


She’d opted for something called No Regrets, purely because of the name.


‘It’s all a bit keep off the moors—’


‘—Stay on the road,’ Naz finished the American Werewolf in London quote for me. That’s what comes with spending more than half your life with someone. They get you and all of your stupid little movie quotes and quirks. It’s like you share a secret language of us, and it is one of the best things in the world knowing that some stupid joke or mis-said word is going to resonate throughout your lives together. We had more than a few of those, including a shared love of The Slaughtered Lamb.


On the way back, we met a woman carrying a heavy cast-iron casserole dish, wrapped in a gingham tea towel. Given she was walking away from our place, it was a safe bet that she was our new neighbour. She was halfway back home, and trudging with a weary wobble from side to side. Naz pulled up alongside her and rolled down the window.


‘Hello there, were you looking for us?’


‘Ah.’ The older woman’s face split into a grin. ‘I probably was, if you’re the young couple who’ve just moved into the old Slewfoot Farmhouse?’


‘You found us. Or I guess we found you. I’m Naz. This is Matthew.’


I held up a hand by way of hello. ‘Matt.’


‘And this is for you,’ the woman said, holding out the casserole dish like a sacrificial offering. ‘I’m Edele, I live in the worker’s cottage at the bottom of your road with my daughter Joy.’


‘Lovely to meet you, Edele. Do you want to hop in and we’ll drive you up to the house and we can have a nice pot of tea, get to know each other?’


‘That would be lovely, if it’s no trouble?’


‘None at all,’ Naz assured her, and we set about befriending the natives one kindly old soul at a time.


Edele Rowell was, it turned out, younger than she looked. She was sixty-three, and her daughter, Joy was only just into her thirties, and recently moved back in with her mum after a messy divorce. I didn’t want to dig too deep. Other people’s secrets aren’t all that interesting outside the pages of Hello! magazine.


Naz put the casserole in the fridge and brewed up a fresh pot of tea while I made myself a coffee. I’m not much of a tea drinker. It just tastes like fancied-up ditch water. And Naz doesn’t touch coffee, so we’re a match made in Costa hell. We gathered around the inglenook in the front room. I fed a couple of logs into it, along with some smaller kindling to help the flames catch before I dropped the firelighter inside.


‘So, what brings you all the way out here then, a young couple like you?’


That was twice she’d called us young. I could get to like our new neighbour.


‘There’s only so much savage Jurassic coastline a man can take,’ I said, making a joke of it.


Naz didn’t elaborate. ‘How about you? How long have you lived round here?’


‘Oh, all my life, give or take. I was born down the road, moved into the lodge when I got married, been there ever since.’


‘Your husband?’


‘Long gone. Heart attack on his thirty-third birthday. One minute he was sitting in his chair, watching his programmes, happy as Larry, the next, the tobacco from his cigarette had spilled onto his chin and I knew something was terribly wrong.’


‘Oh, God, I’m sorry.’


‘Never you mind, it was a long time ago, dear. A lot of water under the fridge.’ I thought I’d mis-heard her, but judging by Naz’s expression, I hadn’t. ‘Anyway, let’s talk about nicer things, shall we?’


I leaned forward to close the wood burner’s door, which immediately changed the feel of the room. It was something we’d always wanted. It felt so quintessentially English, cosy and yet practical. It didn’t take long before the fire was roaring, and the heat swelling off it filled the room.


It was probably my favourite room in the house, with timber beams and this gorgeous brick recessed fireplace. We didn’t have a TV in here – in our heads, this was always going to be more of a reading room. A place for conversation and unwinding. The TV would be in the second, bigger lounge. The windows overlooked the front of the house. There were six rooms upstairs, same down here. And, to be honest, I had no idea how we were going to fill all the space, but that was part of the fun of a new place.


I made my excuses and disappeared upstairs to take another couple of pills, because the first two hadn’t shifted the headache, then I came back down to join Naz and Edele, who had moved on to nicer things, which turned out to be a bit of a language lesson. It had us bouncing between fits of giggles and deep confusion as Edele tried to talk us through the utterly alien language that was Northumbrian, with its abacks and aboons, aboots and abreeds, aganes and alangs. If I understood correctly, these roughly translated to behind, above, around, spread out, against and along. My favourite, though, was baal, which sounded like a demon of antiquity but was actually no more sinister than a ball. It really was a whole new language to learn. For a while we’d be surviving on context more than understanding, a bit like we’d been dropped in the middle of France and told to get on with things.


She gave us the lie of the land, tipping us off about a good local farm shop where we could get our milk, eggs, bacon and other victuals, which wasn’t too far away, and recommended the pub we’d already found. She suggested a few sights we might enjoy seeing out on a morning walk, and a few places a little further afield if we were feeling adventurous. It was obvious Edele Rowell loved this place she called home, and was proud to show it off, wanting to make sure the newcomers got to experience the best of it.


I mentioned the white stag. ‘Truly beautiful. In the most basic sense he took my breath away.’


‘Can’t say as I’ve ever seen him, not heard folk talk about any white stag,’ which was more than enough to convince Naz I’d been pulling her leg and taken the joke too far by trying to pull one over on our new neighbour. ‘But I’m sure he’s plenty special,’ she said, humouring me, which earned Naz’s undying approval. Friends for life, those two. Which was just fine. She was going to need friends, so far from everything either of us had ever known.


‘So, if you don’t mind me prying, what made you choose here out of all the places in the wide world?’


‘Ah, an easy question for once,’ I said. ‘Nostalgia.’


‘You’ve been here before?’


‘Once, many moons ago. A school trip when I was fourteen. We came up to Kielder and the borderlands, took photos at Carter Bar, one foot in England, the other in Scotland, doing the castles and the ruins, Holy Island, all of the fun stuff. Had a great time.’


‘And you knew that was where you wanted to spend the rest of your life.’


There was a little gentle teasing to her voice, but it was true – when we’d needed somewhere to go to make a clean start of it there was only one place I could think of. It just felt right. Like coming home.


‘Something like that. I just remembered it being some of the most beautiful countryside I’d ever seen, and all the memories were good memories.’


‘There are worse reasons to move to opposite ends of the country,’ she agreed. ‘Mind, lucky you didn’t come in winter, with this place buried under six feet of snow, the north wind howling in over the Cheviots, because, believe you me, it can be absolutely savage come January and February round here. You experience that as a kid and never in your wildest dreams would you have wanted to come back.’


‘Oh, I don’t know, I love the snow,’ I said.


‘He’s a regular polar bear,’ Naz agreed. ‘Me, on the other hand, I’m more of a penguin. Can I get you another top up?’


‘Ack, no, best be going, our Joy will be wondering if I’ve died and gone to heaven,’ which seemed a bit extreme to me, but I could understand her not wanting to overstay her welcome. There would be other pots of tea in the future. ‘Anyway, best say what I came here to say: welcome to Slewfoot, my lovelies, it’s good to have some life back into the old place. I hope you make some wonderful memories here, and grow to love it here as much as I do.’


‘I’m sure we will,’ I said.


‘How could we not?’ Naz echoed, rising from her seat to walk with Edele to the door.


Our new neighbour paused on the threshold to offer one last pearl of wisdom before she left us. ‘Most everyone hereabouts is lovely people,’ she said, and I sensed a but, because there was always a but when you offered up something like that.


But she didn’t elaborate.


We watched her half-trudge, half-waddle down the road towards the cattle grid and the gate that took her out on to the public road.


‘We should have offered to give her a lift down,’ I said, my arm around my wife’s shoulder, the perfect picture of contentment in case she looked back over her shoulder to wave.


Naz got it into her head she wanted to go ‘antiquing’ which was a fancy way of saying we trawled all of the second-hand and junk shops across the North East looking for exactly what she wanted – a copper cauldron to go beside the wood burner, so that she could fill it with reeds and rushes from the pond that she dried out herself.


This epic quest took most of the next day, and took us through the highs and lows of our new world as we followed suggestions from the internet and various ‘must see’ websites Naz picked up on her much-smarter-than-my phone between signal drop-outs. We ate in another pub, this one on the banks of the river, with a view of a towering bridge that swept overhead and a disused factory that was in the process of getting a second life as a hotel. I went for sausage and mash, which was the blandest description for what was a culinary delight, whereas Naz had fish and chips. The kind of food you couldn’t go wrong with.


We made it home with a lot more than the copper cauldron, unable to resist the temptation to go ‘full country’ when it came to some of the fun stuff we found, like a hand bellows that she liked despite the fact that the leather was worn through in a couple of places, and a gorgeous wrought-iron fireguard. We also found a painting by a local artist that we both fell in love with – a watercolour of a view down a long steep hill to the quayside. The artist had called it Dog’s Leap Stairs, I assumed because in some macabre tale of the city dogs used to leap off the bridge to their death before the stairs were carved into the side of it.


We had a few weeks of this, settling in, getting to know the place, and getting to know each other all over again. One of the first things that became obvious was that I was going to go out of my mind from the isolation if I couldn’t get around, so we bought a second, cheap run-around. It was five grand we hadn’t budgeted on spending, but it was that or risking a whole The Shining thing. During that time, we had our first real fight in the new place: Naz had gone to the sporting goods store, gone through the rigmarole of filling out the licence applications for the firearms certificate, the references to prove she was no threat to public safety, and bought a shotgun and gun cabinet, and arranged for one of their staff come and fit the secure lockbox. Her argument was it was a farm, there were going to be predators out there we’d need to scare off. I’d relented, told her it was hers; I didn’t want anything to do with the damned thing. I didn’t even want a key for it.


Two weeks. One argument. That was as good as it had been for a long time. And it was an argument with a reason that wasn’t someone fucking around behind someone else’s back.


Two weeks. It took that long for me to unpack all of the books in my study and find the perfect place for my desk, where the light was just right. I had an antique typewriter on it rather than a computer, and a blotter with a stack of pages beside it, laid out like I was in the middle of writing a new novel. It was all illusion, of course. I’d written The Devil’s Debt on an old Imperial with round mother-of-pearl keys that made the whole desk vibrate when I hammered them down, and a bell that sounded as if it was tolling for the dead when I hit the end of a line. And I loved it. I mean properly loved it. There was a permanence to every word I put down, not like when I tried to write on a computer and everything was just so temporary. Whenever I tried, I’d end up writing a few lines, capturing an idea, even a scene sometimes, but then I’d go back over it, move it around, try different words to say the same thing, move those around, try a different kind of subtext or a different take on symbolism or something, because there was always a different way of doing something and I simply stopped trusting myself to have a fucking clue what I was doing.


A bit like life.
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