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Praise for The Wild

‘The best writer about childhood we have’

William Sutcliffe, Independent on Sunday

‘I cannot remember reading so exact and involving an evocation of what it is like to be a child. Freud is alive to how piercing the tiny humiliations that adults carelessly inflict can be’

Daily Telegraph

‘Beguiling yet bathed in darkness, a signal flashed from the Seventies, a trail through post-hippie lives, set amid mud and grass and chickens, the tangle of English countryside. The Wild is Freud’s boldest, most complex novel to date, portraying the pain of growing up, set in a world shaped and run by adults’

Scotland on Sunday

‘She is brilliant – no, more than that, she’s probably the best author of her generation – at depicting siblings and their infinite, terrible rivalries. Her accuracy at depicting the fondness, the spite, the endless dastardly plots, the murderous intentions, and the sad, crooked kind of love which exists between siblings is exceptional’

Herald

‘Her story is touching, gripping and painfully real, memorably crushing in its portrait of an egotist, wonderfully impressive for its intense, clear-eyed evocation of a girl’s private thoughts and secret longings’

Financial Times

‘Freud writes with a convincingly childlike vision, observing acutely without drawing conclusions’

The Times Literary Supplement

‘The Wild is charged with the tension between childhood and adult worlds. Freud is a great storyteller, and a very funny one at that – and The Wild is compulsively readable from start to finish’

Sunday Tribune (Dublin)
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William could hear them in the sudden stillness, the scuffle of the children’s feet, their clumsiness as the workshop door swung open and then shut. There was a high chime as a trowel bounced on the path, and the cat flap in the loose panel of the door rattled as it slammed into the wall.

‘Daddy!’ they called as they streamed through from the lawn. ‘William, where are you?’ They raced past the chicken shed, and along the moulded track to where the caravan, fresh and brightly painted, was nestled in the gloom.

‘William, what is it?’ Francine had run out of the kitchen, her hands still wringing from the washing up. ‘William . . . what’s happening?’ Her long skirt skimmed the ground, and the chickens clucked around her in the hope of food. She stood there, unsure, straining past him into the caravan to see, and from where William stood he could feel her body trembling.

‘You’d better get an ambulance,’ he told her, and just as she was about to rush forward, he blocked her view into the caravan’s one room. ‘Quickly now Francine, there’s been an accident here.’

‘Should I run down to the phonebox?’ She was like a child herself now, her speckled eyes staring into his, and irritated and afraid for her, he shouted, ‘No, go next door. Quickly. Just go next door and call.’

Francine ran, her skirt pulled up into her hand, and he could see just from the way her hair stood up electric on her neck that she was too afraid to ask.

‘Stay back now,’ he told the children, and he realized he was still holding the gun. ‘Stay back.’ He shut his eyes against their open stares, all four of them, their faces tilted up in shock, and in one swift movement he pulled his shirt off over his head. He squashed it into a ball and kneeling on the wooden floor he pressed it against the child’s body to try and stop the blood. ‘Shhh now,’ he said, and over the drum of his own heart he felt with his fingers for a pulse.

Dear Dad,

We’re living in a really brilliant house. It’s got a garden with a badminton net and another one for vegetables and William says we can all have a garden of our own down by the garage. William is building it himself. (The garage.) Also there’s the wild which is full of mud and trees and William says he’ll clear it out and build a chicken coop. He thinks that might be my job, feeding the chickens. I hope so. I’m very well. Jake sends his love. (He says he’ll write when he’s not in a bad mood.)

How are you? I’m very well.

Love Tess

A week later Tess received a letter back. Not just a card for her and Jake, but an envelope, a rich cream envelope with her name dented into it in ink.

Dear Tess,

I’m glad to hear that you’re so well. William sounds like quite a fellow. Maybe I should come and visit, see the garage for myself?

Love Dad

They were having breakfast and William was making toast while Francine cleared away the muesli dishes. It was William’s idea that they all eat together, Jake and Tess and his three daughters – all eat the same thing, at the same time, at every meal. Until last week they’d eaten when they felt like it, especially in the mornings, and Jake in particular was having trouble adjusting to these rules. Tess glanced at William as he toasted bread on the hotplate of the Rayburn, gently wrapping each slice in a fold of tea towel until he had a hot thick stack.

‘Me first for toast.’ Sandy was William’s youngest daughter and still needed jam spreading for her with someone else’s knife.

‘She’s spoilt.’ Doon kicked her under the table and they scowled at each other and stuck out their tongues.

‘Mum,’ Tess called, but Francine was running water into the sink. William handed the hot parcel of toast to Honour, who took a piece daintily, and handed it on to Jake.

‘Thanks, Honour,’ Jake said in a nasty high-up voice. Honour was in Jake’s class at school and he couldn’t see why suddenly, just because William Strachan had rented them two rooms, he and Honour were expected to be friends.

‘Mum,’ Tess called over the noise. ‘Dad says he might come and visit us here.’

Jake looked up, honey dripping from his knife. ‘Really?’

Francine smiled. She picked the letter up and, still smiling, nodded over it. ‘How nice.’ But Tess could tell she didn’t think for one minute it was true.

‘Pass it here,’ Jake ordered and Francine hovered between her children’s outstretched hands. ‘Me,’ Jake demanded and Francine edged it his way.

William took his seat at the other end of the table and Sandy climbed on to his knee. ‘Daddy . . .’

‘What?’ He turned his good ear towards her. The other had been injured in an accident, something that involved a car explosion or a gun.

‘Nothing.’ She snuggled down.

William used his long arms to butter toast around her. ‘Today,’ he said, his mouth full, ‘we’re going to cut down a tree.’

‘Hurray!’ Doon and Sandy shouted. ‘Hurray!’ Tess joined in a second too late. She wasn’t used to such adventures. Honour sat up straighter as if in preparation for the most responsible of tasks, and even Jake couldn’t help but look intrigued.

‘I’m going to need help from Jake, and from all you girls.’ William smiled around the table and crinkled his eyes to show he meant Francine as well. ‘We’ll drive up on to the forest, and find the right kind of tree, and then . . .’ – his voice grew serious – ‘you’ll have to be very careful while I use the chainsaw.’

‘Are you allowed to do that?’ Francine asked. ‘Just wander around cutting down trees?’

William put his head to one side, pointing to his deaf ear, so that she had to ask the question twice. ‘Of course.’ He thumped the table. Sandy bounced into the air. ‘Forestry rights come with the house. We’ll bring in enough firewood to see us through the winter.’ And he strode off to load the chainsaw into the van.

The Ashdown Forest was thick with bracken, fraying and unfurling red, but the wide soft lanes that ran up to the golf-course were still green.

‘There aren’t many trees for a forest,’ Honour said, sitting in the front between Francine and William while Jake was crouched by the back doors, as far away as he could get.

‘I know the man to ask.’ William drove the van as if it were a ship, rollicking over the humps and mounds as he steered it through a shiny copse of birch.

‘Look, a little house.’ Doon craned to see. ‘All hidden away.’ And there it was, in a sudden valley, a crumbling old house that poked out of the earth.

William pulled on the brake and swung open the door.

‘Who lives there?’ They were out now and Tess was holding tight on to her mother’s hand. It was the kind of house that should be haunted, with a crooked front gate and a garden fence all caving in. There were rows of Brussels sprouts and cabbages garlanded with thin white plastic bags. Bottle tops were strung in twittering lines. There was even a broom scarecrow, its whole face bristled with a beard.

William signalled for everyone to be quiet. ‘Mr Jenkinshaw?’ he called towards the house, and as they waited the top half of the white front door opened and an old man leaned out. ‘Morning,’ he said, and all five children froze right where they were. They were so silent the air hummed high around them, but they still didn’t hear a word of what was said.

‘What happened to him?’ They danced round William. ‘What happened?’ Tess shook her arms and legs and writhed against the grass, covering her face and wondering what it would be like to live without a nose. ‘What happened? Arrrggghhhh! Yuk!’ Mr Jenkinshaw was safe behind his stable door. ‘Heebie geebie yikes!’ The thought of him was like itching with nits.

‘Calm down, the lot of you!’ William was taking in his information, making calculations and scouting round for trees. ‘Ssshh now.’ But Francine wondered aloud if Mr Jenkinshaw’s nose was the result of syphilis, or an injury from the war.

‘Blown off, you mean?’ Jake gasped and they all writhed and rolled some more, feeling strange electric tingles run up through their legs.

They drove the van up on to a shrubby plateau and William carried the chainsaw towards a tall thin ash. There was ivy growing up
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ESTHER FREUD was born in London in 1963. She trained as an actress before writing her first novel, Hideous Kinky, which was shortlisted for the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize and was made into a feature film starring Kate Winslet. She has since written five other novels. Her books have been translated into thirteen languages.
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‘A beautiful book, savage and tender by turns

... attending to Esther Freud’s still, truthful

voice becomes not only a pleasure but a necessity”
Jonathan Coe
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