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Praise for Wild Moon Rising

‘Jenny Knight’s writing is brilliant – telling it like it is, full of warmth and humour’ 
Cathy Rentzenbrink

‘Powerful… A moving story of female desire, ambition and renewal’ 
Kit de Waal

‘A beautifully written tale of women who dare to dream, desire, change course, and make demands. Writing with quiet wisdom and humour, Jenny Knight gives her readers real insights into the way women live their lives’ 
Elissa Soave

‘I loved Wild Moon Rising – it is passionate, powerful and a wonderful exemplar of how we come into our power and wisdom in midlife. When everything we once were falls away there is space for something new, exciting and beautiful to flourish. What a book! What a writer!’ 
Eleanor Mills

‘Such a sensual story about the fierce blooming of midlife desire: wild, surprising, hope-giving’ 
Tanya Shadrick
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To my family, JFM, for everything.





‘Wholly unprepared [we] embark upon the second half of life … But we cannot live the afternoon of life according to the programme of life’s morning: for what was great in the morning will be little at the evening, and what in the morning was true will at evening have become a lie.’

Carl Jung, The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche
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PROLOGUE

[image: Decorative image: Full Blank Moon.]

September – Harvest Moon

Something had got right into her today. Perhaps the excitement of signing a contract, making it all official. Or the fear of that. Or perhaps simply as straightforward as a harvest moon, due to sear the earth tonight so intensely it made global news. She never slept well before a full moon. Never had.

Even more of a relief, then, to leave the diesel stifle of city, drive the half-hour through soft waves of field to the isolated pocket of one she’d be living in not long from now. The heat sat lighter out here, as if balanced by the weary tinge of the hedgerows, the trees beginning to blush at autumn, though it pleased her to see gold still prickle a few fields. The artist in her stirred, the same way a child raises a drowsy head to ask: Are we there yet?

The last time she lived in Suffolk, she was eighteen – more than old enough now to be that girl’s mother, share little but a flash of familial resemblance. Still. At least it made sense of that shock in town, about to apologize to the older woman glaring at her as they narrowly avoided collision. The jolt of pure horror in understanding she was about to Sorry! a mirror.

But whatever. Here she was. There yet.

She felt her gut flutter as she got out of the car. Another reminder: this time of leaving all those years ago; how excitement and fear share the same gene pool.

With no keys yet, she could only peer through the dark little windows at the front of the tiny cottage, into rooms that even from outside she could feel echo with emptiness. But everything here was empty. The vast, and unfeasibly clear, sky. The road that was more of a lane. Even the ancient Suffolk house looming and listing to her right seemed vacant; paint peeling at its sills in fat blisters, a few arterial cracks on the pale render over a door devoid, she was surprised to note, of the obligatory chocolate-box roses.

She couldn’t help thinking it made that house look naked somehow. Empty or not, she felt oddly self-conscious, too. She lifted the latch on the dusty wrought-iron gate that led to the back, where at least she could snoop to her heart’s content and check out the garden she’d seen only once, and then in the full throes of a late summer storm.

More trees than she remembered; some sort of hedge attempting to selvedge the field behind it, a lot of – what? She didn’t do gardens. Plant stuff, then: shrubby stuff, fieldy stuff, garlands of those sticky green balls that draped like cobwebs everywhere and which she remembered picking endlessly off her white ankle socks as a child.

And so, so quiet.

She stood, eyes closed, listening to the gentle shush of summer-tired leaves. A rich scent drifted past – unmistakeably a rose – and she opened her eyes again, scanning the few leggy blooms. A cabbage of deep red-black, sensual as velvet, caught her eye and she dodged a thistle her height to stick her face into it, only to find what her grandmother would have called ‘all mouth and no trousers’. There was another as she straightened; taller, smattered with white-pink petals so thin she thought of the diaphanous dresses of golden age film stars. Smiled at herself for that. She and her easel – as dusted shut as that gate – had spent too long out of one another’s company.

What, she wondered with another of those strange, shivering thrills, would come out of her in all this silence, this space, after all these years?

A little disappointing to find most of the rose spindly and peppered to the core with beetles, the whole thing clinging to a tree in such a way that if it, too, were a film star, this one would be wrinkle-sagged and trying to stop mascara clumping in the crinkles of its eyes. Yet it was also this giving out that magnificent, proper old-style perfume. There was a honeysuckle, too, she saw now, sprawling on an old wooden pergola near an oil tank further up. A possible wisteria. Blots of red, black, green on a scribble of bramble opposite; a little cluster of small, storybook apple trees. She had a vision of a potential future her: tanned, smiling, head-scarved; brown curls made blonde by sun, clothes paint-splatted by daring creations, perhaps a plaster on a finger, even, where she’d smacked it with a hammer putting up her new (prize-winning) canvas(es). Lighting candles by the juiced apples and homegrown veg. Picking, preserving – pickling, even – as she baked, sugared, and harvested her way through the autumn she’d see in her year here, contented, fulfilled, alone. At peace. At last.

Her phone pinged. Her younger son: My scabies is back can u get more cream pls. Her estate agent: A polite reminder to send measurements of bedroom slope heights for buyer, as requested.And finally, Ben: Thought we agreed you to sort twat estate agent?

The moon was already rising in the open blue as she walked back to her car – faint as a faded photograph, but there, nonetheless. She was curious to see how it would look out here. Night would start to come so much sooner now. Days start that little bit sharper. But best not think about winter here, now, in this last shout of summer. She just hoped that when she did finally sleep under tonight’s feted moon, she’d be spared the weird dreams of late. Particularly the sex ones.

She didn’t know any of the tall spikes of yellow or ground-level blue stars as she walked back towards the house, but she did recognize buddleia – both Rasputin and rabbit of the plant world, as she always thought of it; breeding as it would in the soot of a train station wall, in spite of the lack of light. She’d always admired it for that alone, actually.

The last thing she did before she opened the gate was reach out and touch one heavy bloom, bend to see if its delicate buddleia smell – a little like opening a jar of raw honey – might still be in there.

And it was, for all its cones of pink and purple were as summer-spent now as the dying end of a Bonfire Night sparkler.




January
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Wolf Moon – Full

‘Held’ was the word that came to mind. Someone once held this garden: held it together or held it in their head while someone else did the work of it – whatever. It had been a loved thing, and now it was not.

Claire shivered, pulling her wrap tight against a sharp breath of wind. Responsibility to maintain garden, her contract said. She almost laughed, grizzled as it was: grass jazz-scatted with worm casts and molehills, borders a jungle. Like all unloved things it seemed to alternately broaden its shoulders as if for protection, but also to shrivel into shadow – if it could have spoken, she’d have expected a surly face in that teenage way: What you looking at, huh?

It made her feel unconscionably sad, and she didn’t know why.

She was distracted by a cat crouching at the end of the garden. Gingerish. A bit pitiful. She liked cats – usually. But their old cat died shortly after her younger son left for university and it hadn’t seemed right to get another with the situation as it was.

‘Go away,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, but this is not your home.’ She wondered, briefly, who she was talking to.

She went back through the French doors into the dark little kitchen, grabbed a pair of scissors from one of the removal boxes still in a corner, and began to hack at the brambles and branches arcing at the window by the sink as if trying to peer in. She didn’t stop until she had a small blister on her thumb and a satisfying pile of dead cluttering her feet.

A pheasant let out a loud cuk-cuk! and Claire jumped, hand to chest, half-laughing at herself. It used to be car alarms, but in this silence any noise was amplified, even the wind as it shushed at all other sound. But she’d forgotten the way robin and blackbird song could spiral through cold grey like a swirl of colour, a soft counterbalance to the raucous shout of crows.

Wait. Was that a voice?

Was someone talking on the road or – and God forbid – was someone at her front door? Well, friend or stranger, they could fuck immediately off. She didn’t want to see anyone or do anything, and she certainly didn’t want to have to explain again why not. She swore under her breath. The whole point of starting this new life was to do whatever the fuck she wanted, whenever she wanted. And most of all, to be alone.

‘HELP!’

A woman’s voice. And not young by the sound of it.

How to ignore the voice of distress? But she didn’t want to get involved in anyone else’s life, either. The whole point of this was she was Not Available.

‘Lord!’ said the voice loudly, edged now with irritation. ‘Though a fat lot of use you’ve been, I must say. Simply not on. You know perfectly well I will accept anything not involving hospital. And’ – this last almost a wail of despair – ‘now you’ll send me hope, too, no doubt. Oh, drat and damn and – yes – balls to you, then!’

But it wasn’t just the words. It was the way they were said.

Claire had never heard anyone swear in such an old-fashioned, upper-class voice. It made her snuff out a small, silent laugh. ‘Hello?’ she said, walking to the six-foot fence panel to her right. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Hello? Oh, thank heavens! I’m terribly sorry, but I’ve rather fallen putting my recycling out and it appears I can’t get back up. All rather pathetic, I know, but—’

‘No, God, no – look, how do I get to you?’

She didn’t want to say she thought the old lady – You’d better call me Tansy – had broken a hip. The way her left foot stuck out sideways as she lay there, the fact she couldn’t move at all, the size and age of her. She was truly tiny – birdlike in the same way some small people seem fairylike, others more Tolkien-like – and her twisted ankle made Claire think of the kindling she’d seen for sale further down the road.

How lucky it wasn’t raining. She’d tried to move Tansy – she guessed her at about eighty – but the old woman cried out, face contorted in the way of true pain, and all Claire wanted to do then was calm her, coax out a smile while she located what was needed. A phone – landline fixed to cord in the way only old people liked; at least a handset upstairs – an ambulance, emphasizing the urgency (pain; the fact old ladies dying of hip injuries was practically an occupational hazard), the half-prayed hope A & E was quiet.

All this she did smoothly, calmly, sourcing blankets, pillows, cushions too, in a house she’d never set foot in. Yes, August 1942. Yes, forty-two. No, not age 42, NINETEEN-forty— If you could, thanks …

The kettle, like the rest of Tansy’s kitchen, was almost as antiquated as the house; if not Seventies then a definite throwback. No gas for hobs, either, in this backwater – evidently it would take about a week to boil. She’d been in beamed houses before – impossible to grow up in Suffolk and not – but rarely the sort that counted ‘modernization’ as half a century ago. She looked at the Post-its stuck to a piggledy blue Formica cupboard – Lavatory! Pay Bob! – and wondered what they meant; a half-smile at the word her grandmother used to use.

The old-fashioned strip light blaring between the low beams seemed harsher now and she felt old herself suddenly, though she must be thirty years younger than Tansy. Or maybe only twenty-five. Whatever, she still felt old and tired, and she wanted Ben. To talk to. Be comforted by.

Strange how that happened intermittently, however much freedom was more important. How much comforting had he done, after all? Wasn’t it more the other way around?

‘My father would say I was being a dreadful attention-seeker,’ said Tansy as Claire knelt back beside her on the cold concrete, wrapping blankets so they padded under the tiny woman’s thighs; she didn’t dare lift her.

She smiled, wondering what Tansy’s usual colouring was; shock, she assumed, was stopping her feeling splintering pain, but also painting her as grey as her hair; steely despite the powdery skin. She was remarkably unlined for her age, with prominent cheekbones and dark, shiny button eyes, but it was her voice that fascinated Claire. Once, it would have done little but leave her feeling intimidated: that visceral dread of the chisel-vowelled you only knew if you wanted your regional accent to be equal to theirs. Thankfully, at this age it only felt like listening to old-school BBC footage.

‘Which is pretty rich,’ Tansy went on, ‘when one considers the same man bestowed his allegedly beloved daughter with the sort of name one will cringe admitting to when said paramedics arrive. Lord have mercy on us. And them.’

Again, Claire smiled, patient. ‘Tansy’s a lovely name. Unusual. I think it’s pretty. Like the flower – is that what you’re named after?’

Tansy snorted. ‘Ha! I wish. But I am not, and nor do I think it’s pretty. Or that other sappy word: lovely.’

Sappy. ‘And there’s no one you’d like me to call? No relatives, or …?’

‘Fortunately not. If they’re not already dead, they’re certainly not in this country.’ She made a small hmm sound. ‘Such are life’s blessings. And I can’t disturb my cleaner or her family, they’re at work.’

She subdued her rising irritation. ‘Oh. Right.’

A wave of a bony hand. ‘And it’s not my real name, you see.’

Non sequitur, but at least spoken a little more softly. Perhaps Claire’s glance at her watch did it. She was, after all, a complete stranger who also might have a job. Not to mention a history the length of her arm of putting other people’s needs before her own.

‘No, my name …’ Tansy closed her eyes – ‘Oh, how the gods must be laughing at me today!’ – then opened them again. ‘My real name … Oh, must we?’

Despite herself, Claire laughed. ‘Not if you don’t want to. I think I gave your initial as T, though. Mrs Tansy Howard? But if you changed it by deed poll?’

‘Ah, you see, therein lies the rub. I have not. Not that that’s of any particular concern. They’ll still have trouble finding me. I haven’t been to a doctor since the turn of the century, see. This century, I might add, not the last – however much appearances deceive.’

‘Wait, you haven’t been to a doctor since 2000?’

‘Er. No. Do I sound somewhat sheepish? I rather feel it, given the look on your face.’

‘Oh, no, I didn’t mean— What I mean is, you must have been incredibly lucky or—’ Claire was about to say ‘have the constitution of an ox’, but it seemed inappropriate looking at the tiny bundle of bones huddled under blankets.

‘Well, let’s just say one prefers not to put one’s faith in the institutions. My late husband …’ But here, again, Tansy stopped, wafting a hand again as if to wave the words away. ‘Irrelevant. So late, in fact, one could indeed quip he is dead. But you’re right. I have, I suppose, been terribly fortunate.’

Lucky didn’t seem an appropriate word either, after that. Claire sipped her tea and tried not to grimace. It tasted of the smell of stale Tupperware. ‘I’m sorry about your husband. Have you been alone long?’

‘Oh, one gets used to it,’ said Tansy. ‘He died – apologies if you’re of the “passed” vocab, but die is what he did – a few years ago. I assume you’re married? Haven’t had a chance to meet you, though I know you moved in some days ago. Your rather enormous removal lorry shook the entire house.’

‘I moved here alone,’ said Claire. Now she was the one who sounded blunt. She added quickly, ‘I haven’t had a chance to introduce myself, either. My youngest only went back to college recently. And you know how moving is …’ She could hear her gabble, quickly tucking a blanket around Tansy’s hand, clucking at another that wasn’t loose and didn’t need rearranging. ‘I’m sure they won’t be much longer. Can I get you anything?’

Tansy looked at her with such sharp, bright eyes Claire had a fleeting image of the snip of scissors. ‘What a pair we make,’ she said. ‘And what a way to meet. Though having said that, my mother would be positively spinning. I should be thanking you rather than sticking my snout in … ah, it appears I’ve forgotten not only my manners but your name?’

‘Claire. Claire Bywater.’

‘And what a name it is,’ said Tansy. ‘Makes me think of Debussy’s Clair de Lune, just about the only thing I liked to play on a piano when forced as a child. One of those grisly teachers that hit one’s fingers with a ruler. Thereby ensuring I never went near a piano again as an adult.’

Claire smiled. ‘One of my sons did drums at school. He begged us for a kit, but we bought him’ – we. She still flinched at that – ‘an electronic set with headphones. And it still drove me mad. But at least it wasn’t a recorder or a violin.’

Tansy laughed for the first time, wincing at whatever it made hurt. ‘Children were not to be my lot, as they say. But drum kits and recorders? I can’t help thinking that’s rather like choosing one’s instrument of torture.’

‘Talking of which,’ Claire said. ‘Your real name. It can’t be that bad?’

Tansy fixed her with a fierce look. ‘For an American, perhaps. Or the sort of novel found in airports in the Seventies. Otherwise, must we? Must we? I’m in enough pain as it is. They used to say “let it all hang out” when I was your age. Personally, I’m more of a fan of stuffing it all back in.’

The unmistakeable squeal of a siren made them both jump; both simultaneously sighing out the relief.

The light was almost completely muted by the time Claire got back; the long stretch of garden barely visible now in a collection of shrouds bringing to mind hospital sheets. She did a small shudder that couldn’t place itself between relief at being home again and resentment for being taken out of it in the first place. The shudder had a parent, too, waiting in the wings: the repercussions of nurses assuming she was already part of Tansy’s ongoing care package.

She squinted at the garden, distorting it; an old art trick, a visual cue to distract herself from the sense of guilt. Here and there a plant took on its own form – she could just make out the umbrella-shaped leaves of one, the handspan of another, two more that fell somewhere between tree and shrub, and made her think, oddly, of mafia dons. But mostly it looked like a jungle of ghosts.

The cat was still there, too, slinking a little deeper into shadow as it realized she’d seen it. It was probably hungry: it looked thin and rangy, but that could just be age. Or worms. At least the rising moon was lovely, the dank air laden with the sharp scent of winter earth. She inhaled deep; a memory of her country childhood, her sons as boys: I love you to the moon and back. How it was never quite far enough for them back then.

Another sigh. Christ. Soon she’d have a sigh to suit every sodding occasion. But – positives! – at least with grown-up kids her own days of dealing with worms were well and truly over.

She stared at the moon again, low and lightly amber; massive. So clear, so full, in fact, she fancied she could see every pock of its craters; feel, even, the cool shadows of its seas, taste the white of their dust. It bleached the black right out of the sky, other-worldly, so even the field beyond the garden rippled lake-like and the frost at her feet glinted on every blade of grass.

Hunter’s Moon. The name had struck her at first as twee – the sort of cottage that came with a cutesy ‘Gone Fishing’ sign at best, or a ‘You Be My Honeysuckle and I’ll Be Your Honeybee’ at nauseating worst. And though it might look cute outside – pink in the colour-of-ham Suffolk way – and though it had a reassuringly fat, eighteenth-century chimney and a couple of drunk windows (albeit twenty-first century plastic), it was a teeny-tiny, and very cold, magnolia box. All she could afford, let alone find in a rental shortage. She was grateful to have been so lucky, however far it felt from the Victorian townhouse she’d spent twenty-five years carving into a family home. She shivered, aware of how cold she’d been and for how long, staring hard at the cat.

‘Don’t you have a home to go to?’

She got it now, though, that name, unable to see even the faintest leach of streetlights, just as she remembered as a child. A perfect moonlit night for hunting. Seeing.

What must it have been like hundreds of years ago to stare out and up at such a view – how many people had stood, as she did now, wondering about all the loves and losses, the sorrows, happinesses: all those tiny victories and bitter defeats that thread together to colour a life?
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Wolf Moon – Half Waning

At least Tansy Howard wasn’t dead. Or so it seemed – her house had lights on for the first time in a fortnight. Claire exhaled, relieved. She’d seen the lights early, dawn too loud to ignore: breaking as it had with such winter-bruised beauty. She stood at the French doors marvelling at the billow of purple-pink welts splitting the sky; almost biblical. Rightly or wrongly, if that old woman had died in hospital, it would have felt like some kind of omen.

That sky felt like a soothing gift to the cartel of her waking feelings, sifting a little settle into the dreams that constantly ruffled her nights now. Last night Lucian Freud cleaned her stairs and messed up her recycling. Then a tilting Titanic sex dream that started off wriggle-fuzzy and warm but ended with her clinging to railings high above the sea, cold and naked. Then she was sitting on a sofa that was a raft, a boat, a ferry full of people staring at her nightie. Maybe social media had a hand in that, to be fair. Last night ‘Naked Swims in Norway’ followed her on Instagram – his shots taken only from behind, thankfully, though that didn’t stop her laughing out loud at how they still managed to snitch on just how cold that water was.

Who knew, though, what all these strange, new dreams meant. Thoughts. As hard to reckon with at times, to balance, as money, time – or love.

She was caught by a feathery curl of her breath that matched the mist leaking from the wood at the top of the back field; early morning magic she knew wouldn’t last long. Before she could think herself out of it, she stepped inside, zipped her coat over her pyjamas, and blew at the cobwebs lacing the snow boots she’d had since the kids were little. A long time since she’d walked fields with no bra, let alone this early: childhood, probably.

Beyond the house, the world had turned silver. Tussocky headland crunched under her boots, the only noise she could hear, not even birds, not yet; the verge so uneven she could feel her footsteps reverberate in the untether of her belly, buttocks, breasts. The jiggle of it all made her smile, think again of the bounce of sex; though the only word that came to mind, watching dawn smoke through trees in a way she hadn’t since childhood, was girl.

A thousand icy eyes winked from every inch of grass, each prick of desiccated teasel. She was completely alone and lost no longer in thinking but unconsciously mixing, blending, melding one colour into another from her first-ever paintbox. Magenta for that blue, some kind of what? – violet? – to coax that pink away from sickly. A definite raw sienna and yellow ochre for the rusted leaves left from last year that made her think of the mixing hollow under the palette; a tin dent where she’d have battled blacks, greys, whites, to capture the chandeliers, frost and cobweb made of cow parsley and hogweed just on the cusp of drip. Impressionist-ish backdrop, yes – with perhaps—

Except what she should be doing was work: painting the first proper layer of Ransome McSnooze, the treacherous tittle-tattler dormouse with his sneaky little snout and radar ears: a friend if you needed to know when beaters were walking the fields, or the eggs hadn’t been collected; an enemy if you didn’t pay for the privilege.

A sudden cacophony of flutter and squawk made her jump, swivel to see the pigeon that caused it; watch as an owl swooped out, low, from the same set of trees, its head a perfect globe between the broad sweep of wingspan. What a painting that would have made.

She watched it fly over the field; a silent ghost melting into the woods beyond.

‘No one my age does that shit,’ Dan said as he crunched at the vat of Cheerios balanced on his knees, pearls of milk clinging to his beard.

She’d forgotten it was still only breakfast time in California for her older son. At least the weed farm Dan worked on kept normal hours, which made contact a lot easier when he went there after university – the reason he and Ben weren’t speaking. She didn’t have a problem with the weed thing herself, but if anyone asked, she did as Ben wished and said Danny was travelling in the States. Which he was, of sorts. To and from work. And at weekends.

‘Too full of needy twats.’

She adjusted her laptop to see him better. ‘Why thanks, Dan.’

‘It is, though, Mum.’ He waved his spoon at her. ‘Social media is designed to be that kind of addictive. All peer pressure and shit – it’s seriously as bad as smoking. People only put their fucking shit on there because they’re attention-seeking sad bastards. Seriously.’

She watched a black, hatchet-beaked bird slice the twilight, remembering a saying: if it’s a rook flying solo, it’s a crow. That stupid list. Why had she got sucked in, and worse, told Dan? It’s a new year! Introduce yourself with five things most people who know you don’t know. A Venn of the inane and downright tragic spanning I can stand on my head and do the splits! to I once shared a bag of chips with Bono. A wormhole of trying not to remember things she knew about herself – and most people didn’t – that ended only in wanting to curl up in a cave with the woodlice, the bat droppings and all the other unsettling scurries of the dark. She’d only FaceTimed to see her son’s face, spend a few moments warming herself with a little bit of love instead. ‘Anyway,’ she said now. ‘Stop swearing so much. It’s not big and it’s not funny.’

‘I don’t. Everyone does. You do. And yeah, it is.’

‘And nor is it – what’s that word Joe used? – bussin’, either.’

‘Please don’t. And fuck that. Anyone who uses bussin’ is totally begging to get bitched about.’

She shook her head. ‘Well, bitching isn’t exactly good practice to get into, either?’

‘So is. Use it or lose it, Mother.’

Lists, in fact, full stop. A life lived by them for two and a half (count them) decades. Daily to-do lists. School and work lists. Lists to remember lists. If she put them all together, they’d unroll like a Book of Kells into a manual of working motherhood. She could illustrate it like those old monks did, except instead of tonsured, hessian sorts she’d dangle women in the margins, clinging to a liana of school bags or stitched into robes of name tags, wearing saucepan hats as they nimbly skipped through the countless emotional gargoyles of family. Then, just as freedom hinted at itself like a snatch of sky at a window, those middle-aged women could just fall off the bottom of the page like the world seemed to expect them to.

She frowned. ‘What about good karma, then?’

‘Still good for the soul.’

‘No, it is not.’

‘Fucking is. Aw. Mum. Bless. Love you, Ma.’

Kids. You watched their limbs grow long and their minds spread wide, and a part of you wanted nothing more than to punch the air; celebrate this unfurling life, so alive, so vital. But it was hard not to feel the other side of that, too: not to feel each wrinkle in your own face, brain, heart; the ache of scars, of the what-will-never-be now.

She turned her attention back to her brush.

Bernard Bristlé looked up at her with a raised eyebrow. Funny how a head could flit about so easily in your fifties, as butterfly-hard to focus as being at school; back to being told off for doodling. Pronounced Ber-naard Briss-lay (author’s insistence), he was chief player in Claire’s commission for a revamp of the successful series – and associated merch, if it took off – handled by the small book-packaging company she worked for who did words, artwork, and print-ready copy to supply a far bigger publishing house. Bigger, if not better. It was way below her skillset, but it was guaranteed work.

She liked Bernard, though – she disliked most of her illustrated creatures, any novelty long worn off by now. He had a particular charm that showed itself in the slightly haughty expression and sly eye all good foxes should have. He stood smirking in mustard-coloured breeches, bushy tail bursting out like a firework. She hadn’t been able to resist adding the emerald Regency smoking jacket studded with gold buttons, a purple silk cravat, cheeks pure nineteenth-century facial hair. He had one forepaw raised in a caddish manner, as if he’d just made a suave joke or charmed his way into the chicken house only to be outfoxed again by Mother Clucklock (or Fucklock, as Claire called her), or oiled his way out of Farmer Massey’s fields and dodged that knife-sharp daughter of his, Fergie.

God, the quiet, though.

Hard to admit she even missed the boys’ earbuds, despite the endless repeating herself. The way they’d pull one out like a charging cable, as if gorged on enough voltage from their world to venture briefly into hers. The world where she sat on all the nags, sighs, shrill words – and all the other things her mother did, and she swore she never would. She told her sons she loved them, was proud of them, because these were things her own mother didn’t do enough. Talked sex, offered to buy condoms, said she’d happily talk drugs (two comedy-retches and pantomime laughs respectively); said if they wanted to live in a skip eating roadkill she’d even (eventually) support that: Yeah right, thanks. So you’re saying that’s what you think I’ll become? She’d also accidentally left her vibrator in the bathroom at Christmas, which was also something her own mother didn’t do. But best not dwell on that.

She had never once told them, though, how much she hated them leaving. How much weight she’d lost because she could not get the taste for cooking for or eating by herself.

How to change the habits of decades?

She shook her head. She hadn’t managed to focus all day and now it was almost dark. She caught herself envying the insouciant way Bernard leaned back on a hind paw, all jolly and cheeky, all just bristling with life, and picked up a pencil. Anthrax Kit would not draw himself, however fierce his feline ability to face off Bernard; the only animal in Bank (do not call it Wank) Farm who could. But she still couldn’t settle, wondering whether to focus on Haslet Chubb, the pig, instead. She wanted to get his suit right; strike the balance between porcine-with-standing and the strain of buttons, of greedy pockets big enough for the endless ‘troughy’ bags of peelings he used as food or bribe – tempted as she was to toss in the odd hidden cadaver just to see if anyone noticed. Christ. And ‘wanted’ was a strange word. No wonder her friends worried about her working at home alone so much. But she needed this work: money made mantras of its own. As did a lack of pension.

Positives, Claire. Come on!

This vast, dusking sky. The field, trees, all this nature. For all the brown, sodden tapestry of winter that wasn’t exactly cheering, she was made here, in Suffolk. She didn’t understand why that mattered more than it ever had, just that it did.

She jumped as her phone rang – would she ever get used to this silence? – and saw the familiar icon. Ben.

How did it happen, she asked herself, that she and Ben could still slide into such a familiar pattern.

‘You’re doing yourself an injustice. You’re good at what you do, successful. At some point or other you’re going to have to deal with this fear of success of yours, Claire.’

‘Are you serious? Have you forgotten Crystal Healing for Hedgehogs?’

His heavy sigh. Her petulance. Why? She didn’t want upset or bad feeling. And she definitely did not want to make him say it again: You chose this.

‘No, I haven’t, and yes, I am. Otherwise you’ll end up making it a self-fulfilling prophecy. It’s up to you now to make what you want to happen, well, happen. Just do it. Be confident.’

‘Okay, I get that. I do.’ Don’t say it. ‘I feel a bit like that about you and Dan.’

Silence.

She could see the line of Ben’s mouth in her mind’s eye, thought of the Bucket of Shit theory she coined towards the end of their marriage: how everyone walks through life with a bucket and how, sometimes, people are all too willing to dump a load from theirs into yours. Your job was simply to decide whether to hand it back or carry it. A revelation of the solitude she’d so longed for right there: no one to mess up your mood with theirs, but likewise, no one to blame for your own bad behaviour. Or check it.

She softened; it was hard for him too. ‘Ben? You haven’t spoken for months now. I’m sure Danny would be—’

His tone was clipped. ‘I only really called because I’ve got some news.’

Typical Ben. How liberating not to feel that if she didn’t coax, persuade, or downright pull the difficult conversation out of him, she’d be blamed later for Not Asking the Right Questions, or Not Caring Enough. But still. News: such a loaded word at this stage of life.

‘Wow. That’s – wow,’ she said a few minutes later, steeling herself to sound positive, talk sensible options for reasonable problems. If only they’d been able to do that at the sunset of their time together. However hard her mind could gallop off with how famously fast men moved on, she knew whatever narrative he wove, how much of Ben simply wanted to run from the end of it himself. All that anger. ‘It’s brilliant. It really, really is.’

And it really, really was: a six-month contract in the States, the chance of moving into consultancy after all his years of management. She was happy for him. She was. So why did she feel somehow – punctured?

‘Thanks,’ said Ben. ‘It means a lot. I wanted to …’

A pause, sad, heavy, filling her mind with the high humidity of the autumn morning the house sale was finally agreed; how they’d celebrated with a glass of fizz in the garden, and it was just too summer-hot for so many dying leaves and mouldering apples.

‘We did all right, you know, C.’

They knew so many of the matryoshka dolls of one another.

‘I suppose what I’m saying is,’ he added, ‘I wouldn’t change a thing. I just wouldn’t.’

A punch to the heart. She hadn’t expected that.

‘And they’re happy, aren’t they – our boys?’

‘Yes,’ she said, swallowing the angles of it all. ‘They are, Ben. They’re happy. And I’m happy for you, too.’

Confidence. It seemed to come so much easier to men than women. She didn’t used to think so once: back when to shout Patriarchy got you dismissed as a feminazi, practically knitting protest banners from all your body hair. There’d been no road map for her generation hitting this age, either. If you couldn’t see it, how to be it?

Oh shit. Shit.

Absorbent paper. Carefully painted brush strokes. Eyes threatening to bleed water.

Enough. She was done walking around like a woman full of holes, a colander to it all. Enough, too, of twenty-somethings with twenty A-stars who couldn’t explain a brief (Try giving it a sort of Thrones meets Beatrix Potter kind of vibe, yeah?). Or working for mates’ rates and/or for free. She’d try work again tomorrow. When her hand might be able to fill paper without some kind of sketched-out primal scream.

No moon as she leaned against the French doors, soothed by the cheap red she’d promised to save for at least one day; the sky sullen, trees a volley of surprised-sounding creaks and tired-sounding groans in a wind raw as bone. A reminder, at least, of how the past was only ever a shapeshifter dancing to the mind’s relentless speaker.

Confidence.

Had she just spent so long fitting her roundness into her life’s neatly squared holes that she’d forgotten what curves felt like? Why, perhaps, she hadn’t seen Bernard’s allegedly ‘dicky’ eye when Mary-Cate, the design manager, mentioned it? She shook her head. Once upon a time she’d have known instinctively that just questioning whether her work was, well, working would have meant it absolutely wasn’t. Regardless of anything all the Mary-Cates of this world might say. Perhaps her own vision had skewed so much over the years she couldn’t even see herself clearly any more.

She could call Stephen, of course: her brother would happily therapize her free of charge; tried most times they spoke, annoyingly. But she had their mother in her head, for some reason, now. One of her better, non-advice life gems:

‘It’s like warts, girl,’ she’d say. ‘You get used to anything eventually.’

She thought of all the fantasies mined over decades – and never more polished than in pandemic – diamonds sparking with the fires of liberation, self-love. A shame Revelling in Nakedness hadn’t accounted for a cottage she had to go outside to warm up from, or a bathroom so tiny its shark-toothed door frequently savaged careless hips. That was the trouble with fantasy. Like philosophy, it so often proved one thing in theory and completely another in practice.

She wanted to make this work. She had to make it work.

Earlier, hunting old paints, she’d tripped on a box in the garage, surprised to see it disgorge her little blue autograph book from middle school, a total craze back then, and mostly full of either:

If I had a cabbage, I’d split it into two

The leaves I’d give to others, the heart I’d give to you.

or

Roses are red, violets are blue

School stinks like dogshit and so do you.

She’d hated that headmistress: all fuse wire, cat’s-arse mouth and bony, slapping hand. But she could still see the swoop and curve of the old woman’s beautiful copperplate – red, the only colour pen she used.

Red ink. Yellow paper. Blue book. It never occurred to Claire how primary those colours were. She could see the words now, as if emblazoned, heraldic, right in front of her:

The future lies before you like a sheet of driven snow.

Be careful how you tread it – for every step will show.
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The door knocked. Go away. It knocked again. Claire swallowed her paracetamol and told it firmly to sod off. It knocked again. She closed her eyes, tightened her dressing-gown, and instructed her face to smile, resisting the urge to cough, sidehustle it with a theatrical sniff. Justify her current state.

‘Hai!’ A tanned, blonde woman somewhere in her late forties stood on the step, smiling. ‘Claire? Sorry to disturb— Oh, have I got you out of bed?’

The South African accent threw her. The smart clothes. The keyboard of teeth. ‘No, not at all.’ She was still in pyjamas at ten a.m., yes. And a tad stained by hangover, admittedly. But so what? Here was emancipated joy in the guise of jersey cotton after decades of watching a clock like it might detonate if it caught her in her kitchen after eight a.m. Even so, she held the door across her like a shield.

The woman extended a hand: a glint of diamonds, glossy claret nails. ‘I’m Hope. Hope Becker. Mrs Howard’s niece?’

It took a moment. ‘Oh, you mean Tansy? Yes, I’m Claire, I found her.’ She shook the hand, awaiting the thanks, prepping the Oh, least I could do, blah. Bye then!

‘And thank God,’ said Hope Becker. ‘Or her cleaner would have found her like that as a total stiff. Now that would have killed her.’ She laughed: the clatter of a teaspoon on china.

Claire smiled again. ‘Well. The main thing is she’s okay. Just lucky I was here, I suppose.’ Bye then!

One of Hope’s eyebrows arched so perfectly it made a circumflex over a pale blue eye. ‘Lucky for her, sure. The aunt can be quite the handful. I hope she wasn’t too much of an ordeal?’

‘Not at all. I’m just glad she’s all right now.’ She closed the door another subtle half-inch. Detached rural cottages, she’d learned, heated up quickly, but cooled even quicker. And that kind of cold knew no muzzle for the biting of bones.

‘Oh, very much alive.’ Another clatter-laugh. ‘And kicking if she could.’

‘Well. What are neighbours for if we can’t look out for each other, especially somewhere like this?’ So far so bloody Pollyanna. Now read the eyes, love. Read the eyes.

‘Yah, literally the arse end of nowhere, isn’t it?’

Claire’s whole face, not just her smile, felt rictus now. Evidently not arse-end enough.

‘That’s why I’m here, actually. I’m leaving for Joburg today.’ Hope smiled her dazzling smile. ‘And though the aunt is tough, I worry. I keep telling her to sell that house, get proper professional care, stop being stubborn about it.’ She shrugged. ‘You’ve met her? Hardly Little Red Riding Hood’s granny. I’d worry more about the wolf, to be honest.’

Despite herself, Claire laughed. ‘I can kind of see that.’

‘And it worries me, her in that big old house. A vulnerable little old lady. It worries me a lot.’ She looked earnestly at Claire. ‘What I mean is, people worry me, Claire.’

No shit. You and me both.

Hope put her hands in a prayer position. ‘So, I wondered if I might ask a tiny favour?’

A chill ran through her. I wondered if … You couldn’t just …

‘As in, perhaps you could just, say, keep an eye out?’ Hope fished her phone from her back pocket. ‘Let me know if you happen to see her and she says there are things she can’t find, or you see people snooping about or doing things to the house? I’d like to know.’

The penny dropped. ‘Right.’

Hope wince-shrugged. ‘I’m not saying categorically bad stuff will happen. I’d just appreciate someone trustworthy looking out for her. But do say if it’s too much?’

Claire thought of something Stephen always said: how No is a complete sentence. Say it, then. Say it.

She smiled. Easier just to recite her sodding mobile number.

Where did all that – she – go?

Claire looked at the tools of her trade, softly spiky in jam jars and Italian tomato tins on her desk or the floor, punctuation marks to the work folders flanking the walls, and a wave of fatigue rolled over her. She missed her old study, suddenly, fiercely: the absence of magnolia and, more importantly, of a bed – dangerous so near a desk, but outside Joe’s bedroom where to put the boxes of books, photos, candles, oil burners, that once populated her shelves? She particularly, and it was a surprise, this, missed her old, dog-eared paintings, rolled up now in the garage with all the other old-house stuff that didn’t fit. They were, if nothing else, viable proof she’d once – yes – been a promising artist who played with media, colour, form. Bold strokes: ‘bold strides’ as an old tutor said once, adding ‘Passion’.

‘I think it’s our age,’ said Emma on her daily call to check in, reminding Claire she wouldn’t always feel ‘meh’ about everything. ‘I didn’t feel like this in my forties, I just didn’t. And it’s not just my body, it’s me. It’s like being a teenager again, as if it wasn’t bad enough first time around. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about that list. Do you want my five?’

Nothing beat a good girlfriend on yet another wet, grey day. ‘Please.’

Emma grabbed a cushion, settled, her face expanding and shrinking again on Claire’s screen. She wished she could hug her, inhale the woody perfume and freshly washed hair of Emma’s signature smell. At least she never got that urge videocalling a son.

‘Okay. One, I drink far more than anybody knows, even my husband. In fact, especially my husband. Two, I count crisps and wine as two of my five-a-day – potatoes and grapes. Three, I love a bit of porn; classy, mind, no jackhammer-plumbers. Four, I’ve had Botox. Five, and I lie about it. Oh, six – I hate my husband’s sister and call her Little Miss Conniving Cow behind his back. But his brother told me he hates her too, so – seven – I sometimes think I married the wrong brother. Bet no one put that. Feel better yet?’

Claire laughed again and said she did, though despite the blackout blinds, ear plugs, the walking to the toilet with one eye closed and half a hand over the other, ‘I’m still wide awake at stupid o’clock. The only thing left to me now is an actual coffin.’

‘Listen, I saw something today,’ said Emma, ‘that really made me think. And I don’t know who else I could say this to so it doesn’t sound quite so, well, shit. You know I’ve worked for everything I’ve got – no one’s given me a thing, ever. But here I am, lovely new house, both sets of kids finally gone, little bit of cash to spare at last. I should be happy. Except I went to my nearest supermarket today and had a sort of epiphany in the car park.’

‘Was it a Waitrose?’

‘It’s Surrey,’ said Emma. ‘Of course it was a bloody Waitrose.’ Claire smiled at the standing joke that bonded them back in the Baby Aga-saga world of twenty years ago: a shared working-class background, a consequent view of John Lewis as a middle-class answer to the Damascene Road.

‘Anyway, so this brand-new Jag pulls up,’ Emma went on, ‘which was weird because I thought no one was driving until I saw this weeny old dear puttering about, checking her teeth, patting the fake blonde, all that, before she swung her legs out like you just know “a hip” is involved– don’t laugh!’

‘I’m not,’ said Claire. ‘It’s hysteria. That’s our future. Well, not the Jag, obviously.’

‘That’s it. That’s the whole point. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful to be here – God, after all the people we’ve lost by now? – and I’m happy for her if a big new Jag makes her happy. The way she looked at it, locked it, so sort of … lovingly. But that way, that way you could almost feel her thinking I wish I’d had this when I was younger. And I just sat there thinking how much I don’t want to get old. Or not even old. Just not, you know – bobbing along until the fat lady sings?’

It caught Claire off guard. Emma was a radiographer: she did the practical, the pragmatic … rarely, or never, this. She’d never forget Emma once taping a carrier bag to her face to do the school run with norovirus. ‘Em, I think you’ve got a while to wait for that?’

‘But that’s just it, Claire, I want the things I want now. Not stuff – life. Not
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