
[image: Cover for How to be Hopeful]



[image: Penguin Random House]




About the Author

Caitlin Moran is the eldest of eight children, home educated on a council estate in Woverhampton. She published her first novel at 16 and became a columnist at The Times at 18. She has won Columnist of the Year seven times and has also been named Interviewer and Critic of the Year. Her million-selling groundbreaking feminist memoir How to be a Woman was voted one of the Sunday Times ‘Most Important Books of the Twenty-First Century’.

Caitlin’s other books have also been bestsellers and How to Build a Girl was made into a film with Beanie Feldstein and Emma Thompson. Her Channel 4 sitcom Raised by Wolves, co-written with her sister Caroline Moran, won a Rose d’Or for Best Sitcom. Her Who’s Who entry lists her interests as 'cava, eyeliner, hair embiggening, and The Struggle’.

She lives in North London with her husband and two children, and, after following all her own advice, she really is hopeful now.




Also by Caitlin Moran

The Chronicles of Narmo

How to Be a Woman

Moranthology

How to Build a Girl

Moranifesto

How to Be Famous

More Than a Woman

What About Men?




Caitlin Moran



HOW TO BE HOPEFUL

A Year of Living Joyfully

[image: Penguin Random House]




Contents


	Cover

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Part One: Despair

	Chapter One:
 I Feel Fucking Terrible

	Chapter Two:
 It’s Time for My Inspiring, Life-Changing Quest

	Chapter Three:
 How to Cope with a Bad Minute

	Chapter Four:
 I Still Go on a Life-Changing, Noble Quest – But on a Much Smaller and More Realistic Budget

	Chapter Five:
 All You Can Do Is Keep Your Side of the Road Clean

	Chapter Six:
 Take Your Headphones Off, Or: How to Have a Good Hour

	Chapter Seven:
 What News Do We Need?

	Chapter Eight:
 I Make My Garden into Paradise!

	Chapter Nine:
 The Garden, Part Two

	Chapter Ten:
 I Am Grateful!

	Chapter Eleven:
 Don’t Be an Activist

	Chapter Twelve:
 How to Have a Good Algorithm

	Chapter Thirteen:
 How to Have a Good Day





	Part Two: Repair

	Chapter Fourteen:
 Anxiety, Or: Breaking Up with the Best Bad Friend I Ever Had





	Part Three: Thankfulness

	Chapter Fifteen:
 The Zen of Dogs

	Chapter Sixteen:
 How to Love It All





	Acknowledgements

	Copyright






	ii

	i

	iii

	1

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	241

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	iv






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Table of Contents

	Begin Reading






To Katsuro, the man with pink varnish on his nails, a silver dollar in his pocket, and chocolate biscuits in his belly.




Part One



DESPAIR


‘We need to hate the world enough to change it – but love it enough to think it worth changing.’

G.K. Chesterton






CHAPTER ONE

I Feel Fucking Terrible


‘I am not well. I could have built the Pyramids with the effort it takes me to cling onto life, and reason.’

Franz Kafka, who had clearly been on Twitter/X between 2016 and 2025



July 2019

I wouldn’t say that I’m a depressive person. Indeed, I’d say I’m the exact opposite. If there’s a range of sides to look on, I’ll definitely pick the bright one. If asked to describe myself, I will say – and I am being wholly truthful – ‘I am a cheerful person. An optimist! My motto is that I always see the glass as half-full – even if I have to ram my fist in it, to raise the level!’

If there is a statistic about things getting better – a plunge in murder rates! A rise in global democracy! The Uniqlo bumbag range now coming in 11 different colours! – I will be the one repeating it over and over, like a jolly parrot.

I think you would see me as a very positive item.

But, in recent years, I have been struggling – because I am also an anxious person. And, like all anxious people, I am vulnerable to new information – information which suggests my optimism might be … foolish. That I am kidding myself. That I am a dim Pollyanna, in a world of wiser Cassandras.

More and more, my optimism is at war with something specific: the news. And, these days, there is a lot of news. 24/7. On the TV, on my radio, on my phone. On other people’s phones. Last week, I went to our corner shop, and the nice guy who runs it was sitting on the doorstep, casually watching video footage, on his phone, of … beheadings. He greeted me with a cheerful ‘Hello!’ like it was a perfectly normal thing to do. Like everyone, in between price-gunning the crisps, watches someone’s head being chopped off. It’s the most stressful tin of tomatoes I’ve ever bought.

The most recurrent sentence I hear from people, from friends, is: ‘It all feels a lot, right now.’

And they’re correct. It does all feel a lot.

For me, it starts at 7am, with what is basically a chemical speedball.

I put the radio on, to hear the news, because it is a moral duty to stay informed about the world – one cannot eschew the truth! And, who knows!? Perhaps something good has happened, after all!

But, as soon as I turn it on, I receive a series of unfathomable bleaknesses: this has been the hottest year on record. There has been another school shooting. Putin is jailing political rivals. Trump is rolling back rights. The Great Pacific Garbage Patch is now the size of France. In the mountains, the ‘eternal ice’ of glaciers is melting, and sweeping away villages below. The rainforests – oh! I can’t think about the rainforests, and what happens when men get in there, with their machines.

And so while I turn on the radio hoping, like an idiot, for a cheerful start to the day, I get my predictable daily drug dose instead: adrenaline. Cortisol. Noradrenaline. The fight-or-flight chemicals released when you hear sad, wild, bad things. As they kick in, like a donkey-hoof to the chest, I sit bolt upright, and feel like Uma Thurman in Pulp Fiction, when they ram the needle right into her chest.

Three minutes into the day, and my nervous system is already racing. Yet again, I feel like the world got worse while I was asleep.

Still: brief, brisk news headlines are always going to be heavy on the big, bad news – that’s how news works. What I need now is conversation. I need to go somewhere where people are chatting about their lives; posting about small happinesses and victories. Somewhere with sympathy, and jokes, and pictures of breakfasts, and dogs. Something that looks like what life is generally like, away from the headlines. Something normal.

I open my laptop, and head for social media. The place where, ten years ago, I used to have the most fun in the world. Where I regained my faith in humanity again. Where things would be put into perspective.

But of course, in the last decade, social media has changed. Half the people I used to chat to here – the cheerful ones, the optimistic ones – have … gone. Some found it unbearable, some were basically told to leave, and a frighteningly large proportion of them actually became quite, quite mad.

Instead of the old, happy atmosphere – like you’d find in a cafe, or pub – this is now a place with a borderline … subhuman tone. Posts come in one of two flavours: either casual and brutal hate, or visceral and performative outrage. And here, the tone is, constantly: things are declining. Society is under attack. Something bad is coming.

Within five minutes on Twitter, I see: a wolf with its paw caught in a trap. A child with its head blown off. Some weird porn image of a woman with her face covered in vomit. And there are Nazis. Actual Nazis, in the twenty-first century. There is precious little, if any, humanity here now.

None of it makes me feel better at all.

The day goes on. Thanks to having a consumed a massive speedball of misery and anxiety on an empty stomach before 7.30am, I spend most of it feeling … existentially queasy.

All my anxieties have been greatly fuelled – fuelled as if doused with petrol – by the fact that, for the last year, I’ve been deeply perimenopausal. For those who have not yet, or never will, experienced its delights, the perimenopause can be surmised thus: ‘I AM SWEATY, ACHY, AND TIRED, AND THE WHOLE WORLD MAKES ME WANT TO CRY ROUGHLY 15 TIMES A DAY.’

Around 11am I am gifted one of those rich opportunities for sobbing, and break from work for ten minutes to weep quietly, effectively, and efficiently, in the manner of a capable middle-aged woman. When I have literally run out of tears, I decide to go into the garden, for a tea-break – as I know that nature is supposed to give us hope. I have read all the reports, which tell us that even staring at a wall painted green makes hospital patients feel better.

Greenness will cure sadness! Nature will fortify my soul!

But although this is a perfectly nice garden – a classic London rectangle, with a lawn, patio, and three trees – I am increasingly aware of how empty it is. This summer, I have seen a total of just two butterflies – flapping by, looking surprised they even exist at all. And not a single moth, which I find astonishing. I am a child of the eighties – when an open window and a glowing bedside lamp would summon what looked like a Mad Moth Circus, all circling the bulb, and needing to be swatted with a rolled-up copy of Twinkle magazine, while all my siblings and I screamed.

So, no wonder there are no moths now, in the twenty-first century. It was me who killed them! Me! I killed them all!

I have another small, efficient, and guilty hormonal sob.

Over dinner that night, there is a family conversation I’m sure many will find familiar. Teenage children who doubt they’ll be able to leave home, afford a flat, get a job with any kind of security. Who think, on balance, that they won’t have children themselves – ‘Have you seen how much of the world will be flooded by 2100? They’ll all be Kevin Costner, in Waterworld.’

Teenage children who have friends with severe mental ill health; teenage children who – unthinkably – have lost not just one, but multiple peers to suicide. Teenage children who – in a way that is wholly non-dramatic, or self-pitying; just quietly resigned, and realistic – presume ‘things’ will get ‘worse’.

‘If you read history,’ I say – still determined to be optimistic – ‘everything goes in cycles. Yes, this might be an extreme time – politically, environmentally, economically. But the unstable, fraught times are always followed, in the end, by times of progress, peace, and prosperity. You will live to see good times! There will probably be a new Renaissance, or Enlightenment, in your lifetime!’

‘Unless AI destroys the world,’ one says, shrugging.

And – she’s got me there. The people building AI don’t inspire confidence. Elon Musk couldn’t even run a chatboard without his own algorithm radicalising him. What chance has he got in the face of a robot AI Megamind? What chance have we got?

That night, I lie in bed – sweaty, hormonal, sad – running the same debate in my head that I have every night for some time now.

Is it right to be an optimist? A Pollyanna? To believe that everything will be all right, in the end?

Or is the smart thing to be a wise, anxious Cassandra – one who accepts that everything’s fucked?

Which is more helpful? Which would make the world a better place?

And which one will let me get to sleep? Because it’s now 2am, 3am, 4am, and I am desperate for rest, but I cannot sleep at all.

I am an optimist, but I am anxious. And I know I am not alone.

We live in an anxious age. You cannot go a full day without hearing someone say the phrase, ‘This is triggering my anxiety.’ There are T-shirts featuring the slogan ‘My anxiety has anxiety’ and ‘I came, I saw, I had anxiety, I left’. On Etsy, you can buy ‘anxiety breathing necklaces’ – a small gold pipe, on a chain, for you to expensively and luxuriously hyperventilate through.

HR departments now throw ‘anxiety parties’, where everyone can share their work anxieties – a cute idea, unless one of your anxieties is social anxiety, and you can’t go to parties without crying. Then, ‘anxiety parties’ start manufacturing anxiety, rather than solving it.

Between 2008 and 2018, prescriptions for anti-anxiety medications doubled – and then the pandemic happened, and they doubled again.

There is a helpline called Anxiety UK, run by sufferers of anxiety – a concept which, I have to say, makes me anxious. Two anxious people talking to each other on the phone seems like a terrible idea. That’s not a mental health support facility! That’s just me and my sister, discussing Christmas 2001!

Or me and any one of 301 million people on the phone together discussing Christmas 2001 – for that’s the number of people, globally, that the World Health Organization says suffer from anxiety disorders. And that’s going to be waaaay under the real number – off the top of my head, my Cypriot, Pakistani, and Nigerian friends would laugh at the concept of their parents accepting there is something called an ‘anxiety disorder’.

‘My grandfather would say, “That is not a disorder – that is LIFE!”’ an Igbo friend roared.

In 2024, the DVLA added new advice to its website insisting that drivers who suffer from anxiety should fill in a new form, to assess whether or not they are safe to drive.

Given that, during the Second World War, when V2 bombs were falling on our roads, no one thought to check if drivers were feeling fretful or not, this suggests things have … escalated.

Anxiety is a deep unease, that can easily gallop off into outright fear, that essentially boils down to one thought: ‘Things aren’t right. Life – my life; everyone’s life – isn’t right. I feel like things aren’t safe. I feel like things might not get better.’

And it’s not hard to see why so many people feel this way. Let us be brisk – this is not a hopeful age. When I was growing up, the word ‘future’ was, implicitly, positive: in sentences, ‘future’ tended to be used in conjunction with the word ‘bright’. ‘Futuristic’ meant ‘good’. When I sat around with other young people, talking about our future, it would be a cheerful, often drunken cavalcade of plans, improvements, progress.

Often, the plans weren’t even that big – just a slow trot up the career ladder; a house; being able to take a cruise when you were 50. Holidays, security, hope. Gradually becoming a more secure and happier person was the small, noble aim.

But that was okay, because the plans for the world’s future were much bigger. I hate to rerun every documentary montage of the nineties, but it was all Glasnost, the Berlin Wall coming down, rising global wealth, exciting new technology, cheap housing, and very high-quality Ecstasy.

Even if you had a bad day, a bad week – a bad year – you still felt you were going upwards on an escalator, travelling towards the new twenty-first century, which was going to be full of light, love, new music, space travel, and the inevitable spreading of peace. In the future, Nelson Mandela would be released from jail every day.

It was simply assumed that, in the future, we would have learned from our mistakes.

Now, the assumption is that we will be living with them, instead.

‘No one’s inventing good, new futures any more,’ I say to my husband, Pete, that night, in bed. ‘Everyone seems resigned to accepting that things will be dreadful. I can’t bear it. I need us to do something different.’

He looks wary.

‘This isn’t about you starting to go to church, is it? Because … I’m really not sure.’

A few weeks ago, I read a news report on how churchgoing has suddenly risen in the younger generations – with 16 per cent of 18–26-year-olds now regularly attending church. ‘It’s to experience a feeling of community, and hope. A greater cause,’ a vicar explained. ‘These days, people feel very disconnected from each other.’

I had told Pete I thought I might ‘give it a try’: ‘It would be nice to have a weekly ritual,’ I said. ‘The idea of going somewhere and essentially hearing philosophy lectures, on how to be better people, seems essentially sound? And I do like some of the songs. “Lord of the Dance” is a banger.’

Tonight, however, I’m over this.

‘No,’ I say. ‘In the end, I decided the whole “not believing in God” thing really was a dealbreaker, church-wise. But – I want to do something. Something big. I want our lives to be … different.’

‘Keep me updated,’ Pete says, turning over, and getting ready for sleep. ‘Keep me updated if God comes to you in the night. And – ask Him what he’s been up to, the last 20 years.’




CHAPTER TWO

It’s Time for My Inspiring, Life-Changing Quest

A couple of weeks later, and – after a lot of thought – I know what I need to do.

For I am not foolish. I read the newspapers, and magazines. I consume blogs. I buy books. I watch movies. I am a middle-aged woman facing an existential crisis in a world that is rapidly collapsing. I am hyperventilating on the bathroom floor at 3am. I feel doomed. We all know what happens next, in these scenarios.

I’m buying a remote cottage, in Wales, in order to become utterly self-sufficient. I am going back to basics. I am going to ‘find myself’ in the country. I am leaving the terrible, modern world behind – for it seems, by all calculations, doomed – and making a new one.

‘You have two of your own water sources,’ the seller tells me. ‘The stream, and the spring. You can get a lot of firewood out of the coppice. And, halfway across that field?’

He points across an idyllic meadow.

‘The underlying geology swaps from granite, to limestone.’

I have always known I would live somewhere where the underlying geology swapped from granite, to limestone! This is all fated!

I am walking around the most idyllic piece of pasture I have ever seen. I am halfway up a hillside in the Brecon Beacons, outside a delightful white cottage that sits in five acres of rocks, bluebells, streams, and rowan trees. Below us, the nearest village looks like something out of The Hobbit.

Behind it, mountains rear up – a solid wall between me and the dreadful, real world I’m about to escape.

I sit down on the doorstep of the cottage, and roll a fag, as I look at the photocopied brochure for this place: Waunfawr Farm, Monmouthshire. A four-bedroom cottage, three outbuildings, five acres, a stream, two springs, and a small patch of woodland.

I will be so happy here. I will turn one of the outhouses into a pottery, so I am self-sufficient in jugs; and in the other, I will build a forge, so I can make my own … rakes. I am having my own Revolution. If the twenty-first century is going to continue to be as ghastly as it is, I am simply going to walk away from it, and make my own breakaway kingdom, instead. With polytunnels, I will be able to grow my own food. We’ll have pigs and chickens for meat, and eggs. Goats, too. Why not? This is the sensible, and only, thing to do. All those preppers, in America? They have the right idea. And what are all the richest people in the world doing? They, too, are buying remote properties, so they can become self-sufficient. So they can sit out any forthcoming Apocalypse. Admittedly, they’re doing it with a much bigger budget than me – Mark Zuckerberg has built a massive $300 million underground bunker, on a 1,400-acre property in Hawaii, and Peter Thiel has bought roughly half of New Zealand – but, still. The principle remains. Do what the world’s most powerful people are doing. They know stuff. They, too, are preparing to run away. They think it’s all doomed. I will, simply, copy them. I am following the money.

‘Would I be able to dig out my own lake? To stock with fish?’

The vendor shrugs.

‘Why not? You just need a digger – then re-route the stream into it, to fill it.’

I have a very strong vision of me digging, then filling, this new lake, over the summer.

And then, on Christmas Day, I will break the Welsh ice with my elbow – and then swim, in a Santa hat, as my Christmas goose roasts back in the cosy cottage.

This is who I will be: a wiry middle-aged lady swimming in an ice-lake on Christmas Day. Divorced from the rest of the twenty-first century entirely.

And taking my family with me, to safety. I’m like a billionaire tech bro – but poorer. I like this vision immensely.

‘The bedrooms are a bit … small,’ one of my children says.

‘And it smells of damp,’ the other points out.

‘But look what you gain!’ I say – a fulsome arm-gesture taking in the fields, the valley, the mountains.

My children look at it all.

‘How long does it take to get back to London from here?’ they ask.

‘You won’t want to go back to London,’ I say, scathingly, ‘once you have tasted paradise here.’

‘Our friends are there?’ the youngest says.

‘They’ll want to come here, instead,’ I say. ‘Everyone will want to come here, once they’ve seen it. And, indeed, that might be a problem. When civilisation falls, we’ll have to be able to defend this place. We’ll all get longbows, and do target practice in the field.’

The kids look at me, alarmed.

‘I’m joking! I’m joking!’ I say.

I’m not really, though. I’ve seen zombie movies. I know we will need to fend off those who will covet our resources, and wish to steal our delightful pigs.

It’s not that I’m a misanthrope. Indeed, the reverse – I’m here to help the world. In these five acres, I will be able to make so much nature flourish – I will be able to restore so many species – that this place will be like the new Garden of Eden. I intend this place to be a refuge for the hawk! The moth! The swift! The weasel! And a very select guest list of humans, with hands-on experience of pig husbandry and crop rotation, who are of specific use to me! I will save them from the misery of the twenty-first century, too!

This, I tell myself, is where I start saving the world. This is where I start saving me.

I know these are the kind of things you think at moments like this.

I stare at the land, soulfully. The land is my mother, now. And I – I am the mother of the land.

I’m buying a farm, halfway up a hill, and working out where to put my goats, because – that is the obvious thing to do.

Because, at this point in your life, you have to go on a quest. A big quest. When everything feels terrible – when you are having some kind of existential crisis; when the world seems cruel – you have to walk over a mountain range, or along a coastal path.

You have to move to a remote island, and swim through kelp seas.

You have to renounce the city, and become reborn under dark skies.

At the very least, you have to buy a tumbledown cottage and, over the course of a year, and through some skirmishes with truculent local workmen, create a garden that salves all your mental anguish.

Ideally, you would do all this and also nurse a hawk, hare, or, at a pinch, charismatic stray dog back to health. I have read dozens of books where this happens, and I can see how effective these strategies are.

There really are no two ways about this: this is how middle-aged white people cope with feeling sad. They do something really dramatic, in a beautiful natural location. They sit on a cliff-top, and hold a pebble. They swim naked. They do yoga. And then, eventually, they write a book about it. So that will all be perfect for me. Because there’s a chance that, if I buy pigs, then write about them, they might be, in some way, tax-deductible. And a tax-deductible pig would be a fine thing indeed.

The sun is starting to set over the valley as I take one last look at what will be – once we have done all the paperwork – our new home. I have genuinely never seen anywhere more beautiful. More safe.

‘Guys!’ I say to my family. ‘Imagine what it will be like when we live here! Imagine if, right now, we never had to leave – that we were staying here forever!’

I turn around. My husband and children are standing together. Their expressions are what I would describe as ‘diplomatically neutral’.

‘Do you think that damp smell means … my records might warp?’ Pete asks, politely.

‘There won’t be room for your records!’ I say, cheerfully. ‘It is a very small house. But – there’s Spotify!’

‘There’s no reception here,’ my youngest says, holding up her useless phone.

‘Even better!’ I say. ‘We will be totally inoculated from all bad news! No social media! No more death threats! Our mental health will be amazing!’

In the next two months, I am hard at work realising my vision of a new, humbler, real-er life, by which I mean I burn through money like it’s kindling. Architectural surveys, land surveys, solicitors’ fees. Planning permissions, land searches, weird things about cesspits and electrical wiring.

Every single professional I engage to look at the house says, ‘It’s very beautiful’ – then sends an email explaining that it’s essentially a damp-riddled money pit that will need to be rebuilt from the ground up, and, if they were me, they would run away from it as fast as their legs would carry them.

I find these emails bracing. I am ready to prove my love for this place. All these so-called ‘professionals’, with their damp meters and petty concerns about the cesspit exploding, don’t understand: this is a coup de foudre. From the minute I saw this place, I knew: it was my unswervable fate to live here. I already have a relationship with this place. I have sat on a pile of limestone rocks, and felt we are as one. I know this is the place I have been travelling towards, all my life. This is where I am going to evolve into my final, and best, self. I need this place.

And, in turn, I will make this place the most beautiful place on Earth. It is a known fact – to me – that I will absolutely be buried here. I have stood under the beech tree where this will happen. I will breathe my last in this place. One day, my bones will become part of its delightful half-limestone, half-granite geology. This, now, is about eternity.

So – given that this is the next 30 years of my life, plus my afterlife – it doesn’t matter, at the beginning, that there are a few hiccups, or stumbles, or quotes for £100,000 to eradicate the damp. Or £40,000 for windows. Or £40,000 for a new roof. Over time, these amounts will seem as nothing. We’ll just borrow more money! That’s what mortgages are for! Economically, surely, it all equals out in the end – because I will be saving money, by being self-sufficient in cabbages, and foraged nuts.

Besides, can you really put a price on the place that is going to, in a very real sense, save your life? No. No, you can’t.

Yes. Yes, you can.

The first email is disastrous.

The second is catastrophic.

I have a new rule for protecting my mental health. I will not read any emails that might make me feel anxious, or depressed. It’s too dangerous to let things that are negative take up space in your head. You have to protect yourself!

This is why I pay my teenage daughter £2 to read them, instead.

Right now, she’s staring at my laptop. I can’t work out what the exact expression on her face is, but I have to say – it doesn’t scream ‘fair sailing’.

‘Wow,’ she says, in the end.

‘Have you read both? Are they bad?’

She pauses.

‘On a scale of one to ten, how are they?’ I ask. ‘Is it five? Are we around a five? Five or six is doable. Six is fine.’

‘Mum,’ she says, finally. ‘I think – I think you just have to read them.’

The first is an email from our mortgage broker, explaining that the new amount we are looking to borrow, in order to do up the house, will be impossible – as it exceeds any possible resale price we would ever get. No bank or building society will touch it.

Amazingly, the second email is even worse. A big work project, that I’ve spent three years on, has fallen through – right at the last minute.

A huge amount of future cash has just disappeared.

In this new financial state, there is no way I can afford to buy a tumbledown cottage in Wales, and make my own lake. It’s literally impossible. It’s the work of a mad woman to do anything other than give up, instantly. Sometimes, you just have to be real. You have to let a dream die.

I spend the next month being impossible, and mad. I will not let the dream die. I look at all kinds of remortgages, and re-remortgages, and loans. I make desperate offers for any kind of paid work that might help.

‘I need to go on my life-changing adventure,’ I wail, as I genuinely consider how much I’d get paid to be a surrogate mother in America. ‘This is what happens at this time in your life!’

I ring every family member, to see if they’ve ever thought of jacking in their current jobs, retraining as a stonemason, or plumber – and then coming to work for free, for me, somewhere very isolated, and damp, where I will be very critical of their work.

‘If you had completely lost your mind, would you want me to tell you?’ Caz asks, during one phone call, where I’m trying to convince her that I think she should take a break from being a writer, because she has – or at least could have, should we explore it – ‘a natural affinity’ with plastering.

‘Imagine reinventing yourself at 35, as Lady Plasterer!’ I had urged, at 11am. ‘This could be an amazing journey for you! Relearning the skills of our forefathers.’

‘Remember – I’ve researched our family tree,’ Caz reminds me. ‘The skills of our forefathers were “being oppressed by the upper classes” and/or “dying of alcoholism in a ditch at 32”. We have no lineage of practical skills.’

One brother is up for it – agreeing to live on site, project managing the whole thing, and doing odd bits of carpentry as and when needed – until realising, much later in the phone call, that he had slightly misunderstood the terms of my request.

‘So, this is for, like, more than one day?’ he says, tentatively.

Finally, I exhaust every possibility. It doesn’t matter how many times I tap at the calculator with all my fingers and toes crossed, muttering ‘White rabbit, white rabbit’ for luck: the numbers still don’t work. I just can’t afford it. I do not have the money to buy this house. I cannot run away from the Apocalypse.

Indeed, currently, I don’t have the money to buy a new sofa: the one in the front room is being held up, in the middle, by a pile of bricks.

I send the email, formally withdrawing my offer on the Welsh house.

The replies are, understandably, quite peevish. Not that I read the replies. I hand my daughter another £2, and sit on the other side of the room, humming.

‘They’re quite testy,’ she confirms, as I put my fingers in my ears, and sing, ‘Lalalala!’ ‘Apparently, the whole chain has now collapsed.’

‘LALALALA!’ I sing, louder.

‘Two families are going to have to rent temporary accommodation, while they look for new homes,’ she continues.

My ‘LALALAs’ reach a truly foghorn-like pitch. I can’t bear how much I’ve fucked everyone up. I can’t bear how much I’ve fucked me up. As is becoming a recurrent event, I start crying, silently. I cry a lot, at the moment. Several times a day. I feel soggy, and damp. Saturated with fogs, and weeping.

My daughter looks at me. I think it’s fair to say the look is ‘pitying’.

‘Well – I guess it’s all over,’ she says, coming over, and hugging me. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I know you really wanted it. But – I guess it just wasn’t meant to be.’

She kisses me, tenderly, on the forehead.

I then hear her going into the next room. ‘OH MY GOD AMAZING NEWS!’ she shouts, on the phone to her friend. ‘THANK GOD – MUM’S DREAMS JUST DIED! WE’RE STAYING HERE!’

I pretend I can’t hear her. I am having some very important Secret Thoughts. Beliefs, really.

I wipe my face, and go and load the dishwasher, so I can continue to enjoy my Secret Beliefs in private. Really run with them.

Because of the kind of books I read when I was a teenager, there is a sizeable part of me that thinks that this isn’t over, at all.

My Secret Belief – treasured, way down in my heart – is that, in the next few weeks, I will get an email with some news that will surprise everyone else – but be quietly expected by me.

The vendor will write – with a new, revelatory tone – that they have realised something quite important: that they should just give me the cottage.

For free.

‘It’s clear that you loved every big rock and dot of moss,’ they will write. ‘That the place is in the very bones of you. You love this place like we love it. You get it. Some places – and some people! – are special. The farm is that special place – and you are its special person. And so – we want to gift it to you. We want you to be its guardian. We think the land wants us to do this. Please – take it for free. It just feels – right.’

I continue to run with this adorable belief for another two months. Another two months of being absolutely deluded.

But, as autumn turns into winter, and this magical, impossible email does not – inevitably – appear, even I, finally, reconcile myself to the truth.

I am not going to be given a farmhouse for free.

I am not a special person.

I am not going on a quest.

I am not going to hide from the Apocalypse.

I am not going to turn into someone else.

I am just me. And I am here. And whatever awful thing is going to happen to the world, is going to happen to me, too. There is no exit plan.

And that is the end of that.

That winter was hard. Very hard. There is probably a word in German that describes one’s state just after a big dream has died. Something like a ‘dream hangover’ or ‘dead future comedown’.

A delightful Narnia in your head – wherein you have been imagining the rest of your life – has essentially burned down, and is now just charred tree-spindle, and ash. Instinctively, many times a day, you forget it’s been burned down – you knock on the wardrobe door, and expect to see snow, and fauns. But instead, it’s just covered in police incident tape, and full of weeping beavers.

It’s uncomfortable – to keep living in a place you’ve been preparing yourself to leave.

For the last six months, every part of my house that is old, substandard, or shit has been ignored – because I was leaving! None of it was going to be my problem any more!

Now, of course, all these things are staring me in the face. We have mice, and rats, and false widow spiders living on the ceiling of our kitchen. The cupboard doors are falling off; the stripped-pine floorboards have wind whistling through them; the paint is peeling off the front of the house. Passersby use the front garden like a bin – it’s full of empty coffee cups, and dead vapes. These are all my problems again. I’ve just reinherited them.

And, oh! How I hate London! I had imagined this winter in a frosty wonderland, halfway up a Welsh hill. Drinking coffee on the doorstep in the morning, as the mist rises in the valley, and listening to a fully philharmonic dawn chorus. Living somewhere lavish with butterflies, moths, finches, and kestrels, but simpler in every other way.

Instead, all I have is my patio in North London: rotting decking and the occasional pigeon. There is no dawn chorus here – just three birds, sounding reedy, and lonesome, trying to greet the city sun. One of them has taken to mimicking the sound of a car alarm. It’s the most depressing thing I can think of: a bird, pretending to be a car.

‘I guess this is it,’ I think, dragging myself out of bed, already tired and aching, and brushing my teeth while I stare out at the still, silent, empty garden, in the city I am now trapped in. ‘I guess this is my life, then. Until, finally, civilisation falls
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