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			Praise for Rewilding by Jane Green

			‘We have very different lives on the outside, but such similar inner landscapes, so I found myself crying at many points while I read Rewilding. Jane’s honesty and vulnerability are utterly inspiring and empowering. If you loved Untamed by Glennon Doyle, you will love this too.’

			Jennie Godfrey, author of The List of Suspicious Things

			‘Ten shades of extraordinary, whilst also being relatable on a cellular level. This memoir is a war cry. I inhaled Jane Green’s exhilarating story and was captivated by the colourful and 
fascinating cast of people she met on her journey. But I was most thankful for the mirror she held up, so bravely and unflinchingly, to the working mother who has completely lost sight of who she is. Rewilding is a profound, powerful and emotional read.’

			Rosie Walsh

			‘How refreshing to read such a genuinely honest book. If you have ever looked in the mirror and thought, “Who are you?” or wondered, “What if?”, this is a genuine MUST READ.’

			Gill Sims, author of Why Mummy Drinks

			‘My god this book is going to cause so many divorces, there should be a list of lawyers in the back for ease. It’s SO GOOD.’

			Dawn O’Porter

			‘Brilliant, bold and beautifully told. Utterly compulsive.’

			Louise Boyce, author of Mama Still Got It

			‘I absolutely devoured this beautiful book. There were so many elements of it that I related to on a visceral level. For years, Jane Green has painted the interior lives of captivating women through her novels. I closed the book hoping I could keep just a little of her magic with me. Jane Green’s most compelling heroine yet is herself.’

			Cassidy Gard, author of Cosmic Goodness

			‘A gripping, vulnerable, page-turner of a memoir. This book will also – fair warning – make you want to take the next available flight to Morocco. I’m writing this, in fact, on my flight home from Marrakech. Do with that information what you will.’

			Deborah Copaken, author of Ladyparts

			‘Jane Green makes reinvention feel both daring and doable. Part wake-up call, part field guide, Rewilding is a brave, generous blueprint for changing your life.’

			Christina Baker Kline

			‘I read it in one sitting and am still unsure how Jane Green succeeded in combining such disarming honesty with her unmistakable grace and warmth. Whatever this magic is, it worked on me.’

			Garance Doré

			‘Moving, timely and necessary – every Queenager should read this.’

			Eleanor Mills

			‘Charming, funny, painfully vulnerable and beautifully told.’

			Maria McErlane

			‘Jane Green burns it all down in Rewilding: the illusions, the expectations, the life she thought she had to live. What’s left is something fierce, and brutally honest. This is a book about getting lost and refusing to stay that way.’

			James Frey

			‘Rewilding is at once a deep exhale, a gasp of recognition, of me too. Every woman I know (especially myself) needs this now. Read this book. Then hand it to every woman you love.’

			Michelle Garside, author of Not Awakened

			‘The perfect slice of reinvention magic to inspire us all that the best is yet to come.’

			Rosie Nixon

			‘An absolute gem of a memoir; nourishing, radical and impossible to put down. I can almost hear the collective exhales of women across the world finally feeling free to soften and come home to themselves. A simply stunning read!’

			Helen Marie, author of Choose You

			‘Deeply relatable in ways I couldn’t have imagined. A must-read for anyone who’s ever lost their way or wondered, “Is that all there is?”’

			Paul Burston, author of We Can Be Heroes

			‘A gorgeous, uplifting, unputdownable read, full of hope and heart, Rewilding is about what it means to come back to yourself. Packed with courage and curiosity, it’s a reminder that it’s never too late to choose a life that feels more expansive, more creative and more your own.’

			Lucy Pearson

		

		
			Dedication

			For Carla

		

		
			rewild

			/ˌriːˈwʌɪld/

			verb

			gerund or present participle: rewilding

			restore (an area of land or, perhaps, a woman …)

			to its natural uncultivated state

		

		
			Epigraph

			‘When you’ve danced too long in someone else’s rhythm, the price of continuing is your life.’

			– Clarissa Pinkola Estés, PhD

		

		
			Prologue

			I was fifty-five years old when I couldn’t pretend any more. I had spent decades as a wife, a mother, an author, and had what looked to the outside world like a dream life, a beautiful life, a life that was splashed all over social media, interior design magazines; a life that everyone wanted.

			No one saw that behind closed doors, I was quietly dying. I was quietly dying in a life I no longer recognised, one that I didn’t have the energy, the strength, the fortitude to change. Even if I had known how.

			Which I did not.

			I had spent decades thinking I had to be as thin, perfect and successful as the women around me in my affluent suburban town just outside New York, which I had moved to twenty-odd years earlier. I thought I had to dress in the same designer clothes as everyone else in order to fit in, to excel. But when the children left, when my life started falling apart, when I withdrew from the world into a quiet, still place that felt like depression but might also have been remembering, I cast my mind back to the bohemian art student I once was.

			I had spent years spinning plates and stories, pretending to be successful long after the wealth was gone. I was the sole breadwinner and had been going to sleep for years with the albatross of financial fear wrapped around my neck, knowing that I couldn’t support our six children – my four and my husband’s two – alone. Not in this town. Not in this life.

			Heaven forbid anyone should know that my husband was not wealthy, that I was financially responsible for everything in our life. Heaven forbid they should know that my last book deal, my last book, was a dud, that we were living off savings that were trickling down to nothing. The fear – perhaps a uniquely American fear – was that if anyone discovered the truth, we might be ostracised, cast out, seen as not good enough. I worried that if I was seen as a failure, I might never get work again.

			Somehow over the years, years in which I had moulded myself to fit into who I thought a successful wife, mother, and bestselling novelist should be, I had lost myself entirely. And when I say myself, I mean my ‘self’, the true essence of what makes me, me.

			I had a vague memory that once upon a time I was big, and loud, and alive. Once upon a time, no one told me I was too much, or not enough.

			My choices had worked for a very long time, but now that my children had flown the nest, now that my career felt like it was on the skids, now that my husband and I seemed to have little in common, I couldn’t pretend any more. I had a quiet sense that underneath the veneer was a woman who didn’t want to keep trying, keep pretending; a woman who might just be okay, if only she could figure out who she was.

			My marriage had become filled with resentment and unkindness. I am equally culpable, but I had become so shut down, I no longer knew who I was.

			I was a butterfly that had pinned herself.

			This is the story of how I unearthed the person I once was.

			Slowly, slowly, I remembered who that young girl was. I realised that I dislike wearing designer clothes for the sake of wearing designer clothes. I feel most myself in flares, feathers and furry Afghan coats, looking like I have stepped straight out of 1968.

			Having spent over two decades trying to fit in, to embody understated elegance, I suddenly found myself drawn to colour, and bigness. I found that I liked wearing things that didn’t make me look like everyone else.

			Of course, it was never about the clothes. It was about how I shrank myself to fit in. When I stopped wearing what everyone else wore, I felt my very being expand. I felt, finally, that I had a right to take up as much space as I needed in the world.

			Gone was the Less is More philosophy I carried all my adult life. More is More, I discovered, as my look started to change, and I started to feel more comfortable in my skin, in my new clothes and – of course – my friendships.

			Above all else, what I started to crave was authenticity and honesty.

			I was so tired though. I was fed up with colluding with the lies, pretending we had moved into a dark, tiny cottage because we were downsizing and were about to travel or build another fabulous home somewhere. I wanted to come clean. About everything. It was suddenly so clear to me that we are only here once, and we only get one shot. Why would you try to be anyone other than who you are?

			Who would you be if you stopped caring what anyone thought about you …

			Recognising our truest selves is not only how we come back to ourselves, but it’s also how we find our true tribe. Not the friends we thought we had to have, who were perhaps more superficial, seasonal, but the friendships that are grounded in meaningful connection.

			As friendships come and go, as we look back over our lives, we begin to realise how many friendships are indeed seasonal, which is not always a bad thing. Those friendships often steer us through specific times in our life and can be precious and necessary. But they don’t have to be with us for the entire journey – and that’s okay.

			But the people we have to befriend first, who we should shower with love and acceptance, are ourselves. For many of us, it has been years since we have done that.

			Lost in our various roles, putting everyone else first, we forget who we are, why we are here and what our purpose is. We are instead consumed by nurturing, suppressing our own wants and needs to keep others happy – husbands, children, colleagues. In some sense, when we are mothers we have to suppress our needs, but when we do so entirely, as I did, by the time our children leave, we are left rudderless, utterly lost, wondering what’s next.

			But this can also be a time of freedom, of shedding the expectations that we think we have to live up to, and with that freedom comes joy, but only if we come through the loneliness and the pain, the sense that everyone else is living a better life than we are, having a better holiday, bigger homes, perfect children; are somehow doing life better than us.

			This is the time when, if we are brave, we get to rewild ourselves.

			Rewilding requires casting aside what for many of us was a habit formed in childhood, the habit of people-pleasing. When we are always trying to please others, we lose our voices because we are too frightened of anger, or abandonment. We try and speak up, say what we need, but if we are met with defensiveness or anger time and time again, it exhausts us. We lose the will to fight, and instead we withdraw, becoming shadows of who we once were.

			Rewilding is cultivating our most natural state, the state many middle-aged women have forgotten about, pretending to be something we are not, in stepping into roles of who we think we ought to be.

			Rewilding is also giving ourselves space and time to allow that natural state to thrive. It doesn’t have to mean leaving a relationship, nor, certainly, running away somewhere entirely new, but it does mean seeing, and remembering, who you are, to start putting yourself first.

			My journey started on the morning of my fiftieth birthday. I had planned a large sixties Marrakech extravaganza with our friends, under a Moroccan tent in the garden at our beautiful home on the creek, with belly dancers and fortune-tellers.

			That morning I woke up, excited about the party. I stood in the bathroom, gazing at myself in the mirror, and suddenly realised that I had absolutely no idea who I was looking at.

			I was fifty years old, and I had no idea who I was.

			Some might call this a midlife crisis.

			For me, it started right then, as a sense that this can’t be all there is, that once upon a time I was happy, but that happiness now feels nebulous, and far away.

			It’s not a midlife crisis.

			It’s a midlife awakening.

			Even amid great pain, if we listen carefully, we can hear the small, quiet voice inside of us whispering that there is more. That we deserve more. That if we can find ourselves again, the world will once again be ours.

			Few of us realise that if we are brave, and honest, and vulnerable; if we step out of who we think the world wants us to be; if we learn to love all the parts of ourselves, especially the parts that we try to keep hidden, a whole new life awaits.

			I realised in that moment that I needed to get back to who I was, to rediscover that fearless young girl, the boldness and joy that saw me conquer the world when I was younger. I realised that it could be mine for the taking again, that it might be even better this time. With age and maturity, with wisdom and grace, we can – if we choose – summon all our power, intention, magic and strength to seize a joy and a happiness in life that is unparalleled.

			This story is about is how I rewilded myself. Perhaps it’s time for you to learn how you learn to rewild yourself too.

			It started that day I looked at myself in the mirror, on my fiftieth birthday, and heard a small voice inside my head:

			Who would you be if you stopped caring what anyone thought?

		

		
			The Good Years

			I met the man who would become my second husband, the man I thought would be my forever husband, days after my first marriage ended. I had been living in my dream house, a rambling old farmhouse in the middle of the Connecticut countryside, and when my first marriage ended, I realised I needed my support system around me, needed real friends, needed to go back to the town I had first lived in, a place that contained Stacy, Heidi and Dina, my three best friends.

			I answered an ad on Craigslist for a tiny beach cottage in the town. The man who answered the phone laughed when I said my name.

			‘Jane,’ he said. ‘We know each other.’

			I drove the hour and a half to see the cottage, which, with just two bedrooms and one bathroom, was clearly too small for me and my four children, then aged between two and six. But it was filled with light, steps from the beach, with a wall of windows looking on to a large garden.

			My landlord, the man I had met a handful of times over the years through mutual friends, had always struck me as kind. We opened a bottle of wine and strolled to the beach. I remember feeling raw, vulnerable, shaky, but in the face of his kindness, the way he listened, I felt myself unfurl.

			His mother lived next door, as did he, with her, on weekends. He took me to meet her, and as she opened the door, he placed a hand on the small of my back to guide me in. I felt my entire body exhale.

			Safe, I thought.

			He made me feel safe.

			It took us three months to fall in love, and the first night he kissed me, 4 July 2006, he stayed the night. By the next morning, I knew we would end up together.

			I thought we would stay together for the rest of our lives.

			My husband is extraordinarily kind. He will give you the shirt off his back, dive in to help anyone. He is warm, fun, affectionate, and together we built a wonderful family. It wasn’t always easy – blended families rarely are – but when it was good, it was magical. Six children living at home, the house always filled with their friends and ours. There was an ease and sense of fun, and an open door policy – everyone who knew us knew they could drop in at any time and be welcomed with good food, good wine, good company.

			But there were times – years – when it wasn’t magical; when the blended family was hard, when our marriage almost came apart. I can describe the years of my marriage by the houses we lived in. The summer in the beach cottage was magical, as were the next five years on Yankee Hill Road. The next five, in Bluewater Hill, were filled with pain. Not least because my relationships with the women in my husband’s life – his daughter, his mother, his ex – were difficult and distressing, which drove a wedge between us, eroding the safety I had once felt with him.

			Those years were filled with chaos and drama that I had never experienced before, and I felt unprotected and very much alone. My home had always been my haven, but during those years my home did not feel safe. On any given day I might have a cup of coffee thrown over me by a screaming teenager, hear that my husband’s ex had spent the day in our pool while I was at culinary school in New York. I might bump into my mother-in-law outside my bedroom, showing friends around our house, or find her sitting in my kitchen when I came downstairs, helping herself to breakfast.

			My husband saw nothing wrong with it, told me this was normal, that all these women had a right to our house, which left me feeling not just alone, but also violated.

			My home did not feel like my own, and when I tried to set a boundary, speak up, ask to be asked when other people wanted to come over, let themselves in, I was told I was wrong. I sank into a terrible depression and hid in bed. For years. My children learned to raise themselves when we lived at Bluewater Hill, and although much healing has been done, conversations had, apologies made, I will never get those years back. It is my greatest sorrow.

			After the pain of Bluewater came the joy of Owenoke. A 1930s cottage that had been added to over the years, it sat on the edge of a creek and felt like it was in the middle of the countryside. I had always wanted to live in the country, in peace and privacy, had loved the last year of my previous marriage when we did exactly that, but this husband needed to be close to the action, and told me I would hate the countryside.

			He told me he knew me better than I knew myself, that my lifelong dream of the countryside would not make me happy.

			The house on Owenoke – Creaky Cottage – was the perfect compromise, and the five years there were idyllic. Until Covid hit, and my career changed.

			My husband hadn’t worked full-time since taking a redundancy in 2011 and, in the beginning, this didn’t matter. I was making enough for all of us, and he was a wonderful help with the children. But after some disastrous career moves my income was dwindling. We had made good money on the sale of Bluewater Hill, but that’s what we were living off. He had sold his beach cottage but that money was dwindling too. My sole income was not nearly enough to fund two adults, my four children and his two (who had moved in with us) in a house that was falling apart and needed a fortune spending on it.

			I tried to figure it out on my own, tried to work out how to rebuild a career that seemed to have gone off the boil. I left my beloved agent of twenty years for a new one, who was either going to be a rainmaker, or a huckster.

			A rainmaker they were not.

			That agent didn’t sell my novel in the UK, then didn’t sell the next book either. Suddenly I went from being a huge bestselling novelist – one who could pick up the phone and have the biggest names in publishing take those calls – to one who was irrelevant.

			A fellow bestselling author, whom I considered a friend, was getting great buzz about her new book. I messaged her, asking for an advance reading copy.

			‘I’m sorry, sweetie,’ she wrote. ‘The publishers are being really stingy.’

			I knew what this meant: the fact that she didn’t even offer to send me a PDF from her own laptop meant I no longer mattered; no one cared about Jane Green any more.

			When I moved agents again, I signed a deal that was a fraction of what my last book deal had been. It wasn’t nearly enough to keep us afloat in this house, this life.

			I thought my career was over.

			I felt like a failure.

			My husband tried to buoy me up. ‘Jane, you equate success with money. When you were earning the big bucks you felt successful, but that hasn’t gone away just because you’re no longer earning. You’ve had eighteen New York Times bestsellers and have over ten million books in print. By any metric, you’re successful.’

			I didn’t believe him.

			I felt like an abject failure, one who was struggling to make enough money to keep our heads above water.

			Which I was not able to do.

			Eventually, there was no choice but to sell the house, a house that both of us loved. That decision threw us into our own private depressions.

			The whole house of cards that was our Instagram-friendly picture-perfect life started to crumble, and neither of us had the capacity to navigate our way through the torment. Our values and goals had been the same for many years, but they were no longer aligned. I was so tired of always being the one at fault, the one who was wrong, the one who ‘needed to do the work’.

			And as the only one carrying the financial responsibility I was, apparently, the only one who could save the sinking ship, because I was, as my husband put it, ‘capable of making much more’.

			Except I couldn’t save the sinking ship.

			Twenty years previously, shortly after my husband and I met, the tiny house next to his beach cottage, the one I had rented that first summer, came on the market. I snapped it up, thinking that perhaps we could build a perfect family home on the two plots. We ended up building elsewhere, so that house became my rental investment. My nest egg. I renovated it simply and had kept it rented out for all those years.

			Because all my houses have slightly ridiculous names, I called it the Mouse House – that’s how small a family would have to be to live in it. It was never a house I planned to live in: it was too dark, too small, not the kind of house for a woman with lots of children, a woman who loves nothing more than gathering her kids, their friends, her friends in the kitchen and cooking them the kind of food that makes everyone feel nurtured and warm.

			I was devastated at selling Creaky Cottage. As was my husband. I immediately started looking for other houses and found some perfect ones: old, rambling, filled with character and charm, they were twenty minutes away, in towns that were far less expensive than Westport, towns that were quiet, in the countryside.

			My husband dismissed all of them. He refused to leave the town in which he was raised, instead insisting we move into my rental investment. I tried to explain, over and over, why that would be a terrible idea, how unhappy I would be, but he wouldn’t listen.

			He told me I would hate living in the country; that I would miss my friends, the ease of nearby shops, the beach.

			I know you better than you know yourself.

			The day I moved in to the Mouse House, I felt like a part of me was dying. Sarah and Cat, two close friends, drove over to spend the night, to keep me company, to try and buoy my spirits while my husband stayed in our old home, overseeing the packing. I didn’t have it in me.

			I lived in the Mouse House for two years, and never felt at home. I painted walls, built bookshelves, wallpapered it to within an inch of its life; trying to make it beautiful, trying to turn it into a home I could love.

			It always felt wrong.

			The only place I could breathe was in the garden. I planted hydrangeas and nepeta, dogwood trees and peonies. I created a wide gravel path, and a lovely sitting area under a wisteria-covered pergola. I sat under that pergola for two years, in rain and in shine, trying to convince myself that I was happy.

			Because the house was so tiny, my husband rented space in town for his office. We weren’t arguing as much as we were estranged, ships that pass in the night. The ease and laughter that had seen us through the years, even through the hard times, was gone, replaced by distance and disconnection.

			We were both lost and lonely. I was aware of my own depression, trying to fix it with psychedelic drugs and self-help books. When my husband finally admitted he thought he, too, was depressed, I told him to ‘fix it’. My compassion had gone, replaced by loneliness and resentment.

			When we did argue – the same argument we had been having for years, I invariably ended up apologising. Like so many women of my generation, I was raised to be a people-pleaser, to smooth things over.

			It was neither of our faults. Or perhaps it was both of our faults. We followed the path so many middle-aged couples follow, where instead of communicating, we were too filled with blame to be able to hear each other. If I tried to talk to him about something that would upset me, he would jump on the defensive, hitting back with something I had done to upset him.

			If only he would change, I would think; then we’d be happy.

			I am certain he was thinking much the same thing about me.

			I asked for couple’s therapy. He said we couldn’t afford it.

			Instead of dealing with the ensuing depression, the estrangement, the growing sense that I was trapped in the wrong life, that I was exhausted at feeling constantly criticised, I withdrew, growing quieter, making myself smaller. I opted out of socialising, writing, parties, lunches. I opted out of conversation or any meaningful connection.

			I started to spend most days alone, walking around our tiny, falling-apart beach cottage that felt so wrong with its oppressive low ceilings; it felt like the entire house was sucking the life force out of me. Every morning I’d walk down the steep, narrow staircase and pause, looking around the tiny dark living room, just enough space for us with perhaps two guests, definitely not enough space for the children to come home, for any of us to enjoy the raucous family gatherings we were used to, and my first thought, every day, was: how did I get stuck in a life I don’t recognise?

			My creativity had gone AWOL – I couldn’t write. I was offered a lifeline, the opportunity to run a podcast network in New York, and jumped at the chance, not least because it brought with it a much-needed injection of cash. We produced three scripted fiction podcasts, one of which became number one on the podcast charts. It was the only thing that made me feel briefly alive.

			My kids had, by this time, moved out and I felt untethered and lost. Because I couldn’t write, because I had no idea how to get myself out of this rut, I retreated inwards.

			My role as a bestselling novelist had been taken from me, as had my role as mother, and now, hostess. I had become a terrible wife – cold, distant, withdrawn. My husband and I barely spoke to each other.

			Our marriage had been both wonderful and painful for many years. Because I chose to focus on the good, I swept the painful years under the carpet, referred to my husband publicly as ‘Beloved’, tried to focus on all that was good, hoping that things would get better, that the painful stuff would magically disappear.

			But the pain was growing. I had no idea who I was any more. I was in a marriage where I no longer felt valued or loved, a marriage where I felt I was always last on his list of priorities. A marriage where I believed my husband loved me, but no longer liked me.

			I couldn’t look at the reasons why. Until the day I ran away. Only then, only once I had removed myself, flown halfway across the world, was I able to see things clearly.

			Only then did I start to realise that there could be another way.

		

		
			Estrangement

			When I first left my husband, running away to Marrakech with a suitcase and a heart filled with disappointment and sadness, I was filled with rage. I was furious with my husband, a man I loved deeply, but a man I had to leave.

			It had been dawning on me that if things didn’t change, I would wake up one day and the switch would be flicked, and once it was off there would be no going back. I knew myself well enough to know how this would play out.

			I have no wish to castigate my now ex-husband. He is a lovely man, who had been, in so many ways, a wonderful father, a good husband: selfless, caring and kind. Until life intervened, until both of us fell into our own dark places, and it felt like all our kindness and care seemed to fly out the window.

			A word about anger. Once our divorce was finalised, something shifted. I realised that if I stayed locked in anger and blame, constantly making everything everybody else’s fault, I would not change, grow or heal. Worse, I would be destined to repeat the same patterns over and over again.

			This keeps you stuck. Rather than blame the other person for their behaviour, healing comes from looking at the part you played, at what you did to create a situation that eventually became untenable.

			Relationships are never about one person’s behaviour, but rather the dance two people do together. We always have a part in the relationships we end up in.

			And bad things happen to good people. Good people behave badly. It is nuanced, and complicated.

			Healthy relationships require so many elements: communication, compromise, the ability to listen, playfulness, laughter – the list goes on. My marriage had been good for many years: dancing in the kitchen with the kids, climbing on our little pontoon boat to watch the sunset over the water at the end of the day, hosting parties in the garden (we hosted some excellent parties). There was a tremendous amount of joy in our marriage for a very long time – until Covid. We lost the rhythm of our lives, layered upon which were financial troubles, fear, depression and the growing realisation that without the children, we might have nothing left in common.

			When we talked about the future and what it would look like, I wanted travel, adventure, Marrakech. I was desperate to escape suburbia and I missed England; I missed the other side of the world. He loved suburbia, loved our town; if he had to leave, he wanted to go to Florida.

			We didn’t enjoy doing the same things, nor seeing the same people.

			When I looked at this man I had loved for eighteen years, I no longer recognized him.

			For years my husband had taught me how to be a better person: softer, gentler. He showed me what it looked like to be a present parent, something I struggled with, not having any role models, too caught up in my career. He made me laugh. He had often been my greatest teacher.

			Yet of late I found myself locked in a relationship where I started to feel much the same as I did when I was a child. I didn’t understand then that a relationship is a mirror – you will always attract what you think you deserve. As a child, and then in the last years of my marriage, I felt diminished, unheard, difficult.

			I am particularly sensitive to anger, having been raised in a household where the adults did not know how to regulate their tempers. Much to my horror, I found myself in a marriage that was filled with anger. Mine was internalised, causing me to be cold, to withdraw, to – if I’m honest – want absolutely nothing to do with my husband.

			We had been forced to sell a house we both loved to the marrow of our bones, because we couldn’t afford it, and fear of the future was killing my creativity. Creativity, by necessity, cannot come from a place of fear. I am lucky in naturally having a mindset that comes from a place of abundance and fearlessness. It’s not that I haven’t hit hard times, had setbacks, dealt with terrifying things, but that I refused to dwell on them, choosing (and it is a choice) to keep moving, to shift my focus from the past, from what is painful; choosing to focus on the good.

			But when you find yourself in a place of financial insecurity, you tend to focus on what you need. Writing, painting – whatever it is that you love – becomes a means to an end. Will this make money? rather than Is this the story I want to tell?

			Creativity demands psychological spaciousness. Your mind needs to be free in order to nurture it, and there is nothing quite like financial fear to kill it. The imagination shrinks to nothing. Fear takes up all the space, leaving no room for risk, dreaming and play, all the things necessary for writing novels.

			My best creations had always come out of love, curiosity, trying to make meaning out of life, coming when there was no pressure to produce. When I was forced to be creative to keep my family afloat, the process became survival, dressed in creative drag.

			My spark had gone. I had a husband who wouldn’t contribute financially in any meaningful way, and whatever creativity I had left had withered on the vine.

			I felt like I was drowning.

			And I was filled with resentment.

			Resentment is an invisible poison. When we are unable to articulate our discontent, or when it is dismissed, we swallow it, hoping it will disappear. We are fine. At least until the next time.

			What we don’t account for is how resentment stays within the body and festers. Those small indignities, dismissals and disappointments build up, eventually growing into something so big, so frightening, that we can start to hate the person we once loved.

			Resentment kills compassion; it stops us from seeing the wholeness of a person, the good in them. Instead, every time we look at them, we see all the ways in which they let us down.

			And it becomes a cycle. Even if we are on our best behaviour, think that we are treating someone kindly, the energy behind that behaviour is what people can read. You can smile as much as you like, be gentle and kind, but if you’re seething inside, your partner will know and will likely withdraw or defend themselves.

			Nothing good comes from resentment. In twelve-step programmes they say carrying resentment is like drinking a bottle of poison and expecting someone else to get sick. But the only person getting sick is us.

			The irony is that we rarely see it coming; we can’t possibly understand the dangers of not speaking up, not learning to communicate well, which is precisely why it’s so corrosive. Much like the experiment with the frog in the pot of boiling water, the water heats so gradually, the frog doesn’t realise it is being boiled to death.

			My husband and I had become the very couple you hear about, the couple who drift along together with little connection, no warmth. We hadn’t laughed together for a long time. When we got in the car and he wanted to talk, I switched off. I had no interest in listening to him, wanting only to stare out the window and stay in my head.

			Our connective tissue had been eroded by resentment. Despite enjoying almost two decades of shared history, a past that had often been filled with laughter, deep chats and intimacy, by the time I left, we couldn’t have been further apart.

			We had argued about money for years, ever since the big cheques stopped coming in. I didn’t want to talk or think about it; the fear of financial failure shut me down, but it also stopped me being able to do the very thing I needed to do. It became impossible to lose myself in my characters, in a story.

			We were at an impasse. I covered my ears when he tried to talk to me about the money I wasn’t earning, leaving him feeling completely alone with his own fear. And when I tried to talk to him about needing him to make money, to contribute to our income, he covered his ears.

			We had become two people who, now that the children had gone, were discovering that without the shared goal of raising our beautiful family, we were actually more like strangers.

		

		
			Alone

			I often wonder if my lot in life is to be slightly alone. As a child, my mother used to refer to me as ‘the cat that walks by herself’.

			Originally from Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories, ‘The Cat That Walked by Himself’ is the tale of how animals came to live with humans. While the dog, horse and cow allow themselves to be domesticated, the cat remains aloof and independent. By being both clever and cunning, the cat negotiates warmth and food on his own terms with the woman of the house, never surrendering his freedom. The story ends with the cat still walking by himself, part of the human world, but bound by no one’s rules but his own.

			It was a wise assessment by my mother. I am indeed something of a cat that walks by herself, and have come to not only accept it but embrace it. I love people and adore my friends (and, naturally, my children) above all else, but also treasure my independence.

			Even when surrounded by people, I need a space to retreat to. In every house I have ever owned, even when overrun by children, I have carved out a room of my own. Ostensibly an office, it’s where I have always retreated to recharge. Having my own space gives me an escape room, stops me from becoming overwhelmed, shouty, frustrated.

			The safest place of all has always been bed. That’s my true sanctuary, the place I feel safest, and cosiest. In bed, propped up against dozens of pillows, laptop open, phone by my side, a cat or three curled up next to me; a book (or four) with bookmarks sticking out, stacked on the bedside table.

			I welcomed the children coming in, sitting on the sofa at the end of the bed, filling me in on their lives. I welcomed my husband, who brought breakfast sandwiches to me in bed every day, then sat on the sofa on the other side of the room, eating his own.

			I felt tucked up, and safe.

			Bed was such a refuge, particularly when navigating the hard years of my marriage. It is possible that I spent over half my marriage in bed, choosing to hide in bed rather than try to make sense of the world.

			I have suffered from bouts of depression since I was diagnosed at twenty-one. Along the way there have also been diagnoses of various autoimmune disorders thanks to a case of Lyme disease that in 2011 became chronic, having been misdiagnosed for years. Bed felt safe, cosy and comfortable. Even when I wasn’t ill I would regularly spend days at a time in bed. Although at the time I wouldn’t have said I was depressed, I can’t help but see the correlation between marriage = bed, and single = living. And I now see that it must have been enormously difficult for my husband (not to mention my children) to have a wife who was usually tucked up in bed.

			We slept with a pillow wall between us. Initially it was two pillows, to block the light from his iPad. He liked to fall asleep watching a show; I like darkness. One night, I returned from the bathroom to find he had piled every pillow he could find into a giant wall between us, as a joke. I collapsed with laughter, and we slept that night either side of the wall. And built it every night thereafter.

			Our bedroom in the tiny beach cottage was so poky, I couldn’t stay in bed. I needed a cosy alternative, but there was none inside the house, so I lived on the all-weather rattan sofa in our garden, putting up a pergola and adding plastic to the roof of it, on top of the bamboo sheeting, planting wisteria to grow up the wood, so I could stay out there even when it rained.

			I drank coffee there all morning, and switched to tequila and joints at five.

			Covid had made me more isolated and reclusive than ever before, and the writer in me, despite loving people, was being drawn towards loneliness and isolation.

			With a best girlfriend, I stop feeling lonely. When a woman – and it has always been a woman – can meet me emotionally and embrace all of those emotions fully, I never feel alone.

			I believe there are men capable of meeting women emotionally. I have met a few in my time but haven’t dated any of them. My emotional resting place has always come in the form of my friendships with women. I have always had a best friend, even if that best friend changes.

			I had best friends, but they lived in London and were busy with their lives. We would catch up every few months, or if I was over in London. I had a couple of women who remain my closest friends, but one was in New York and I rarely saw her, the other a couple of towns away, busy building her fashion business.

			And I had had a wingwoman, a woman I had considered my closest for the past five years, a woman who lived in the next town. She was someone who took away all the loneliness and fear, but we had a terrible falling out during Covid. It was the first time in my life I had been ghosted by someone I loved, the first time I was forced to deal with the accompanying grief.

			The final years of my marriage were filled with my processing the grief of losing that friend, someone who had brought me huge amounts of solace, laughter and emotional connection for a few years. And now she was gone.

			There are punctuations to my loneliness. Jenna is a writer I met on a panel at a book event over ten years ago. I often think that women recognise each other when we are meant to be part of the same
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