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PROLOGUE

AS A CHILD GROWING UP in the 1990s, I dreamed of leaving the countryside and moving to New York City. In fact, I became quite obsessed with the idea.

I’d watched a movie on TV about a high-flying career woman, played by Diane Keaton, who strides around Manhattan in a pencil skirt and heels. I got so swept up in the fantasy that I’d wear Mum’s stilettos, stuffed with socks to stop them falling off my feet, and march around the garden with her handbag slung over my shoulder. I couldn’t quite conjure the thrill of Madison Avenue on the lawn, so I’d pick my way across the field, past the tractor, feed troughs and our blind old sheepdog Jaff’s kennel and stomp around outside the cowshed. The shoes made a better clip-clopping sound on the concrete by the muck heap.

I fantasised about city life throughout my teenage years. At the age of 18, I left our small beef and sheep farm on the border between England and Wales to study journalism at the University of Central Lancashire. I remember walking down Fishergate in Preston feeling like I’d made it to Manhattan, just like Diane Keaton. It didn’t matter to me that it was a town in the north of England; all I wanted were people, crowds, traffic, bustle, and noise. I felt a thrill at the sound of sirens. This was the urban life I’d dreamed of.

The great irony, which has only just occurred to me, is that Diane Keaton’s character in the 1987 romantic comedy Baby Boom ends up leaving New York and moving to a farmhouse in Vermont. By my early thirties, the novelty of city living had well and truly worn off for me too. I’d moved to Birmingham, then Manchester and Bristol, building my career at the BBC, though always avoiding London as one step too deep into the urban jungle, and by the time I’d racked up 21 different addresses, something deep inside was calling me home. Back to my roots on the Welsh Borders; back to the farm.

Sadly, real life is more complicated than shoving your belongings in an old Volvo and moving to Vermont. The road back to rural life is fraught with obstacles – what would I do for work? Could I commute? Where would I live? And most profoundly of all – would I fit in? I’m not the person I once was. I am urbanised – used to convenience, used to choosing from endless options, used to living and thinking a certain way. I have a life that is different in almost every way to my conservative, rural, working-class upbringing. I am no longer part of the community I grew up in. Could I ever, truly, belong again? Can a townie ever go back to being a country dweller?

Only when I started pondering these questions did the barriers between my urban and rural life, and the conflict between my urban and rural self, reveal themselves. They were subtle and opaque – difficult to grasp and articulate and so easy to overlook and ignore. But they are real. And the more I looked, the sadder I felt. I’d uncovered a hidden, chasmic divide. And once I’d seen it, I couldn’t unsee it.
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