

[image: cover]






Also by Beth Lewis

 

The Wolf Road

Bitter Sun





The Origins of Iris

 

 

Beth Lewis

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: HODDERstudio_full_LOGO]


www.hodder-studio.com





First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder Studio

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Beth Lewis 2021

 

The right of Beth Lewis to be identified as the Author of

the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with

the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be

otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that

in which it is published and without a similar condition being

imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance

to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

eBook ISBN  9781529357691

Hardback ISBN  9781529357684 

 

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.hodder.co.uk





For all the many possible yous





Between every two pine trees there is a door leading to a new way of life.

John Muir





Contents

Into the Woods

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

Before

After

After

Before

After

Before

All Caught Up

After Then But Before Now

 

Acknowledgements





Into the Woods

A telescope was the only thing of value I took when I walked out of my life. Aged thirty years and fifty-nine days, I boarded a bus and rode through three states to a small town in the Catskills. I could have driven a car. I could have flown in one of those tiny-engined planes. I could have taken a direct bus route, with four hours’ travel time, instead of the eight-stop, twenty-eight-hour journey I’d chosen. Any other mode of transport would have been quicker, more convenient and much more comfortable than this bus.

But this bus would be the hardest route for Claude, or the police, to track.

I watched grey freeway after grey interstate pass by the window, and two hours into my journey, my brain went through a panic cycle. I regretted every decision I’d ever made.

I should go home. I can still make it back before Claude even realises I am gone.

No way I’m going back. See that smug look on Claude’s face I know so well?

Couldn’t make it a day on your own, Iris, what were you thinking?

Bitch.

But after a few minutes of indignation, the panic started again.

I settled down into my window seat in the mostly empty bus. Midweek, mid-morning, not many long-haul travellers hoboing it on the NYC–Philly line. I had my pick of seats, so I went two from the back, my childhood bus position. A minor but satisfying fuck-you to front-seat Claude.

Beside me, a small daypack filled with essentials – magazines, snacks, a sweater, bus timetables. Below my seat, in the luggage compartment, the telescope, a tent, a sleeping bag, enough freeze-dried meals to stock the International Space Station for a year, and all the brand-new hiking gear I’d bought on my flight from the city. I’d stuffed everything into Claude’s Harvard duffel. She loved that bag. So I took it.

That morning, I’d withdrawn every cent in my account in crisp greens, slid the thin wad into a pouch and wrapped it round my waist. I could have emptied the joint saver and lived like a queen, but I wouldn’t take another penny from her. I tightened the straps on the pouch too much so they’d dig in and I’d remember it was there.

Another hour on the bus. The sound of a radio floated up the aisle. A passenger near the front, no thought to headphones or common courtesy, cranked up the volume as the bus picked up speed. Crackly headlines matched the rhythm of the engine: the president did something stupid, a terrorist incident in Europe, a selfless hero saved a dog stranded on the freeway, a three-point-five earthquake recorded in the Adirondacks, seismologists baffled, and on and on until the headlines began to repeat and the listener switched off the radio.

I was drifting in and out of sickly travel sleep when:

‘Apple?’

I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Nobody talks on buses. Klaxons and wide eyes.

A man across the aisle was offering me a Golden Delicious. He had a bag of them on the seat beside him.

I took it. Smiled my best ‘this is weird but I’m going with it’ smile and held the fruit like it was a grenade. The man nodded, seemed happy to help out a destitute-looking lone female, and went back to his own company. A moment later, a thunderous apple crunch and the man smiled at me again.

I stared at the gift. Can’t roofie an apple, can you? But still, I’d wait for the man to disembark before I ate it.

Trust no one. If I’d learnt anything these last six years, it was that. I wasn’t going to get anywhere in the forest by relying on the kindness and good nature of strangers. I’d seen Deliverance.

I’d chosen the forest because my wife would never expect it. I’d asked myself, where is the last place Claude would think to look? Iris hates dirt. That’s what she’d think. Iris doesn’t have a practical bone in her body. Iris can’t take care of herself even with a fully working kitchen and stocked refrigerator. There is no alcohol in the forest, why would Iris go there?

After a few days and no sign of me, she’d report me missing, call my mother and my sister. They’d look for me in motels and hotels, quaint B&Bs, then the houses of my one ex and my one old friend, even in my office, under my desk, wrapped in a nest of shredded paper and coffee filters.

But they would never find me.

As the city tapered away to small towns and longer stretches of countryside, I imagined my family poring over the last few months of my life, my financial records – one credit card, a checking account teetering on red, the joint account that was all Claude and no me. They’d find a recent statement, within it a clue, a golden nugget, something I’d kept from the woman I was meant to love. Here, look, Miss, Mrs, Ms? She spent two hundred bucks on a tent, was she planning a trip? And they’d look confused because, a tent? Iris in a tent? There must be some mistake. I thought of them digging into my life and finding all those secrets you only find after someone dies. Was it the same as death, to abandon life?

To say I was ill prepared, impulsive, idiotic would be accurate. All words beginning with I. Like Iris.

Along with the hiking gear, tent and telescope, I’d brought a stack of notebooks to record all this. The insanity of it, the wonder, the secrets of life and happiness I hoped to find between the spruces. Or I’d starve to death or fall off a mountain and those notebooks would be the only thing left of me. In any case, keeping a journal can be cathartic, healing, blah blah blah. Maybe I’d send them to Claude, to explain everything I’d done and why. She told me everything, after all. Until she didn’t.

I took a notebook from my bag and opened it to a blank page. Anything I wrote would be muddled, broken up into memories of her and me, who I was and who I never wanted to be, the things I’d let her do, the person I’d let myself become. Was that a way to find peace? Was it a way to admit what had happened?

On an empty page, I dug the pen into the fibres and dragged the ink.

 

Claude

 

But the rest of the words wouldn’t come. I couldn’t write them. I couldn’t bring myself to see them there on the page in black and white. Then it would be real. Then it would all have been real.

I closed the book, shoved it in my bag and stared out the window, let the rhythms of the bus rock me to sleep.

 

Twenty-six hours after I left my apartment, I arrived in Albany and changed to a local service. The bus, which should have been decommissioned in the eighties, had hard seats, a misfiring engine, and few riders. An elderly man with a walking stick up front, a woman and her burbling baby in the middle, and in my spot, two from the back, a woman in a red hiking jacket, same brand as mine, hood pulled up, covering her face, slumped and snoring against the window. I took a seat behind the driver and tried to get comfortable.

A few more hours and I’d be at the edge of the forest, at an unmaintained trailhead. The trail petered out after eight or ten miles and the wilderness took over. I’d found it in one of those magazine lists of forgotten tourist attractions.

At this last leg, the reality of my situation finally sank in and I began to shake.

I should go home. God, she’ll be so angry. I should apologise. I should beg for her forgiveness.

Her forgiveness? What about yours?

She should be begging after all she did. You got out of there just in time, for both of you.

The panic eased, the defiance rose again.

I relaxed in my seat. I’d have to convince myself every day, and already I was exhausted.

I stepped off the bus in a small town near Catskill. Barely on the map. I hefted Claude’s duffel onto my back, walked to the trailhead, and stopped at the sight of the trees crowding over the narrow pathway, dripping lichen and broken branches, hiding darkness behind a bright, verdant mask.

The trail was still marked despite years of disuse. A blue and white plaque half-swallowed in a hornbeam, the screws a permanent wound in the bark, easy to miss unless you were looking. In a few more years, the tree would win and all trace of this trail would be gone. The sight of nature taking over, disappearing evidence of human destruction just with sun, water and time, unrooted my legs, unclenched the knot in my stomach. I had plenty of wounds, like nails driven into my bark, still open and stinging, threatening to scar, but, like the trees, I finally had sun, water and the time to heal.

I hadn’t set foot in the forest since my father died. I’d tried, and I’d turned away from the memories, but this time was different. I wasn’t afraid. There were no giants barring my way. The forest welcomed me because I was ready now and the trees knew. They passed on the message, under rivers and over mountains. Iris is here, they said, she’s come home at last.

The smell of leaves and dirt enveloped me as I stepped into the wilderness. Sounds of civilisation hushed, replaced with the gentle rhythms of nature. The darkness receded to a thick green glow and the ground softened under my feet.

I’d come to the forest to rediscover the part of me I’d left there as a child. The girl I was on those trips with my father to camp and stargaze with no light pollution to dull the majesty. The person I was before he died and took all that wonder with him. The person I was before Claude.

It’s New Age bullshit, really, finding myself, spoken in stretched, languorous vowels, in a private school, magazine-intern accent. Like some yoga retreat and colonic would fix me and my marriage.

The forest, the trees, the stars, the isolation, they might not fix me, but distance, perspective, remembering where I came from, who I was, they would. They had to.

I wanted pure connection to nobody but the earth, the past, the sky. I wanted to find the version of me I knew was in there, somewhere, hiding in the mosses.

The universe certainly has a sense of humour.





Before

My name is Iris, but I look like a Jane. Or a Kate. Or a Maud. The same four-letter structure but none of the exotics. I’m plain. That’s my identifier. Oh her . . . yes, the tall plain one. Her name is Iris?

I was born into a family that desperately wanted children, then as soon as they got them, desperately didn’t. I have an older sister, Helen, who doesn’t fit her name either and started going by her middle name, Veronica, during college, but it never caught on at home. My mother is Josephine, never Jo, always Josie to my father, Mitchell. Mitch. Everyone had another name. Growing up, it felt like nobody in my family was quite who they said they were.

My mother, who wasn’t too enamoured with two-year-old Helen, thought a second child would be more successful. I’m a second child, she had said, and I turned out far better than my older brother. So they had me. And her disappointment and distance grew. She just wasn’t cut out for it, my mother told her friends, a cackle of waspish women from the neighbourhood. Of them all, my mother was the only one who worked, so there was a certain judgemental pity associated with our family. We didn’t have money. We flew economy. Tater Tots were a staple but we weren’t allowed to tell anyone that. My father gambled, my mother shopped, my sister shoplifted, and I rebelled by having no discernible vice. Insufferable, Helen called me, a goody-goody, a square.

Then I realised I was gay as a tennis player, told them at a family dinner while holding the hand of a girl with a tattoo on her neck, and was never called square again.

It’s not like they were terrible. My father, when I was young at least, was a joyful man, a jolly Santa-dress-up type with a soft, well-kept beard. As the years dragged on, the weight of life and responsibilities he never wanted (kids, a mortgage, my mother) weighed him down, pulled on his shoulders and the corners of his mouth, turned his beard grey and prickly.

But I’ll always thank him for bringing wonder into my life.

One night, when I was eight, I couldn’t sleep. It was after midnight, the wind was up, throwing a tree branch against the side of the house. Every gust was a howl, every rattle of the window someone trying to get in, every dull bang of the branch a stranger knocking at the door.

In between bangs, I heard the television. I crept downstairs – a dangerous activity past lights-out – and found my father in his den, watching Carl Sagan.

He spotted me, frowned, and set his beer out of sight. ‘Hey there, Rissy, bad dream?’

Iris. Ris. Rissy. I hated it, except that night when the sound of the pet name from my father’s lips was the comfort I needed.

I nodded. Didn’t want to admit I was scared of the wind. That was babyish and I was eight years old, thank you very much, practically a grown-up.

He waved me over, snuggled me on his lap in the recliner and hiked up the volume on the TV set, though not enough to wake Mother.

‘Ain’t that something?’ he asked, after we’d been watching a few minutes. ‘So much out there we don’t know anything about. All those planets and stars, more than we can ever count.’ He sighed and I wasn’t sure why.

‘Are there people on other planets?’ I asked, my head pressed against his chest.

‘I’m ninety-nine per cent sure of it. Because if there isn’t anyone out there but us, and this planet is all there is, then that’s the loneliest thing I can imagine. I don’t feel lonely when I look up at the stars, do you?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I feel part of something big, something old. I’d give my right leg to be up in those stars, see another planet, walk on another world. Wouldn’t that be something, Rissy-pie?’

I nodded into his chest. That would be something all right.

‘Sometimes,’ my father said, and his voice sounded strange, far away almost, ‘I wonder if on one of those planets there’s another me and another you and we’re living different lives. We’ve got a different house. Maybe we live in the woods and I’m a park ranger and you’re a wild thing, swinging in the trees.’ He squeezed me tight. ‘Maybe that me up there made a different choice. What would our lives be if we turned left instead of right? Or didn’t get married to the first person who asked, or just tried that little bit harder?’

‘Maybe I don’t have to go to school on the other planet.’

He laughed softly. ‘Maybe not.’

He held me close and let out another long, gentle sigh. A sad sound I’d never heard from my father before. We stared at the TV, at the thin man in a blue turtleneck sweater talking about the size of the universe and all it contained. I stopped hearing the wind, the banging branch, heard only my father’s heartbeat and Carl Sagan’s voice. We fell asleep together, and in the morning, my father hustled me upstairs before my mother woke to find us.

For my birthday that year he bought me a telescope with a note signed from him and Carl (faked, but at nine, I thought my dad was best friends with the man from the TV).

I hope this shows you other worlds, the note said.

That’s when my obsession with the stars began, and it carried on, simmering in the background, until it became both help and hindrance, until my failure to make it the focus of my life grew into reckless regret and settling for the wrong thing. As the years passed, I began to make some of my father’s mistakes, setting me on a course that would see us share a similar fate. The first step on that path was Claude.

 

I was twenty-four and green as lime the first time I laid eyes on Claude. I was too tall, too thin. A breeze would sway me. I’d graduated in the top half of my class, though nearer the middle than I liked to admit. Dream job? NASA. I was under no illusions about my scientific aptitude (my mother: ‘You’re a dreamer, Iris, not a doer’), but I knew how to talk about space, the stars, the cosmos, the possibilities, to translate some of science to lay-speak, even inspire a bit of awe.

Turns out nobody would pay me for that.

Someone, however, would pay me to enter lines of invoice data for a materials company that supplied NASA.

I was NASA-adjacent, despite being in an office block in the outskirts of NYC instead of Space HQ in Washington or Kennedy in Florida. Good enough, I thought, fresh out of the classroom. I had an income when dozens of my classmates had to move back in with their parents between unpaid internships and spiralling debt. A year of data entry, then I’ll move closer to my dream. Head down to Washington, get one of those NASA baseball caps.

A year turned to two, then I was offered a better-paid version of the same job for a company producing pipe insulation for the space shuttle.

A shimmy closer and a hell of a raise. A twenty-something win.

I was out in the Village for some farewell drinks with colleagues in an upmarket steel-and-wood bar, all natural materials and charred panelling and bartenders with moustaches in tweedy waistcoats and linen shirts, when I saw her.

She sat alone at the bar, legs crossed, foot kicking the metal siding to the beat of the music. It was the rhythmic knock, the petty irritation of it, that drew me. I whipped around, scowling and tutting, louder than I thought because I was five shots deep with three more on the table.

The woman raised an eyebrow at me, and if I could have died in that moment, I would have. She wasn’t effortlessly stylish or strikingly beautiful or supremely confident or stop-me-in-my-tracks-I-must-meet-her magnetic. She was a slice of all four. My opposite. The North Pole to my South. Long, rich brown hair to my mousy shoulder-length. Rosy, clear skin to my washed-out white. Dresses and heels to my fitted Ts and flats. I got the impression, months later, on our first date, that it was mostly a front. A shiny mahogany veneer over the scarred, pitted, worn wooden heart of her.

She held my eyes for what felt like forever. My cheeks turned red.

Then she turned away and kicked the bar harder.

My friend Ellis pulled me back into the conversation, forced a drink into my hand, and the woman faded from my immediate thoughts but never left them. I found myself searching for her for the rest of the evening, catching glimpses, seeing her raise a hand to order another drink, stand to double-kiss a man who joined her. I felt a jealous stab when she touched the man’s arm, laughing, a stomach-drop when I couldn’t find her, then a bright surge when she returned from the restroom.

Ellis nudged my shoulder. ‘You should speak to her.’

‘Don’t know what you mean,’ I think I said. At this point the evening was a fuzz of tequila and beer.

He handed me two shots. ‘Go up there and say, “What’s up, beautiful, wanna get wasted?” and give her these.’

I laughed at the slur in his words, and even in my three-sheets state, I had enough self-awareness to know this was a terrible idea.

I would do what I always did. Laugh it off. Watch from afar. Let her leave. Pine over her for weeks. Go out, see another woman, repeat all steps, and eventually die alone. The Iris way, which was why, except for some fumblings in college, a few terrible one-nighters, I was in a Gobi-sized dry spell.

I looked again, and a sharp, cold spike ran me through. Her spot at the bar was empty. I watched the bartender clear away the two empty glasses and sweep up a few folded notes in one smooth movement. Gone. Just like that.

I’m going to die alone.

Movement at the door caught my eye. There she was, shrugging on her jacket. The man, a step ahead, opened the door for her.

She turned. Saw me staring. Stared back.

I tried to do something, anything, move, speak, run over, ask for her number, her name, shove the man – boyfriend? Husband? – out the way, but I didn’t. Then she was out the door and gone from my life before she’d even entered it.

This feeling was not new to me, and yet there was something about this woman I couldn’t articulate, like she’d shot out a hook and caught me.

I went back to my table with a pitcher of beer and tried to forget about her, but quickly found I couldn’t. There was a connection. A gravity. Passing asteroids drawn together on a collision course.

And what a collision it was.





After

Balsam fir. Sugar maple. Trembling aspen. Northern red oak. My father taught me to name the trees. Along with the stars, the woods lit up his heart and gave him peace. He wasn’t a happy man, always looking for a way out, a different life. For a while, he tried to convince my mother to move to a cabin upstate, live off the land. The following year, he wanted to pack up and move across the country to Napa, California, to make wine. The summer after that, he put down an offer on a ranch in Montana but didn’t tell anyone about his idea to raise horses. He was outbid on the land and my mother didn’t hide her relief or her anger at him for being so reckless in the first place. That broke his heart.

For my father, it was anything but the suburbs. The homogenous, identikit life. The Saturday lawn mow, wave to Bill across the street, same conversations. How about them Giants? Where you headed on vacation this summer?

He soothed himself with trips to nature. He was a junkie, and the woods, the beach, the mountains were his fix. They became mine too, for a while, until he died when I was sixteen.

It was my fault. If only I’d gone with him that day, if I’d not been so selfish, he would still be alive. From then on, I couldn’t stand the emptiness of nature without him. When Claude suggested a vacation to the Rockies, I baulked, told her I hated the mountains, the forest, dirt of all kinds. The wilderness became hostile to me, a place of memories I’d locked away and an environment I couldn’t navigate without my father’s guiding hands. Only the stars gave comfort. He told me once the night sky was full of ghosts, old distant light from dead stars, visible to us for thousands of years but no less beautiful for the death of their source.

He was one of them. A dead star. But I still saw his light.

Walking did this to me. Made me reflect and reminisce. Like a trance. For the first time in years, I felt a spark of my old self. The Iris my father knew.

I walked into the woods with the vaguest idea of where I was headed. This section of the nine-hundred-kilometre-long trail, abandoned a decade ago in favour of pumping funds into the more photogenic and accessible Appalachian, wound through the Catskill Mountains and forests, up to the Finger Lakes, then south-west to the Allegheny National Forest in Pennsylvania. The article I’d read devoted all of two short paragraphs to the shame of forgetting such a beautiful hike. It spoke of campgrounds long since demolished or stripped of value, and hiker huts sprinkled every thirty kilometres or so.

I had it in my head to go to one of those huts, make it my own. I’d live my father’s dream. Escape the city. Escape Claude. Forget Iris, become Jane.

That first day off the bus, I was still in blissful ignorance that this would be easy. That this was a clever plan of mine to simultaneously rid myself of Claude, be closer to my father and solve all my problems.

In truth, and I’m not too big to admit it, this whole adventure was an extreme overreaction to a marriage turned rotten.

I walked for about five hours along the ghost of a trail, still visible if you knew where to look – the occasional intact waymarker, painted post, rusted plaque. I stopped sometimes to sip at my water bottle and eat a handful of peanuts, to take a breath and calm the doubts.

As I got deeper into the forest, further from civilisation, I felt it. What my father had talked about when I was a kid. The deep sense of rightness and peace that came from the hush between trees. Sunlight struggled through the canopy, throwing shifting spotlights on the forest floor. Brittle brown leaves cracked under my boots, birdsong filled the air, endless and joyful and everywhere. Spindly aspen trunks strobed the landscape like a living barcode. Ferns brushed my bare legs. If warmth and calm had a smell, it would be the forest in summer.

The first hut I found was a ruin. The roof collapsed and rotten, the walls disintegrated to soft splinters, the stink of animal mess and decay. Nothing left to even camp beneath for the night. But that was okay, I told myself, there would be another one. A better one. Besides, I still had daylight. I would be fine.

Just fine.

So I kept walking, but no hut appeared between the trees. The sun was slipping, and night edged closer as I came to a relatively flat spot, thick with leaf litter and mosses. The trees made a tight horseshoe clearing, fringed with ferns and high bracken, a natural shelter from the wind. As good a place as any to camp.

I went about clearing fallen branches and the bigger rocks, then pulled out my tent. I’d never put up a tent. Never even packed a backpack. My father always made camp while I played as a kid.

Cross-legged on the ground, I read the instructions twice.

Lay flysheet down. Peg out groundsheet. Assemble tension poles. Insert into pole sleeves.

I sat in the middle of a mess of pegs, fluorescent ropes and reams of bright nylon with no clue what I was doing.

Claude’s voice purred in my head. Oh darling, really? This is your big plan?

Fuck her and her underestimation of me. Cue montage music and Rocky punching the bag.

I put up the stupid tent.

But I didn’t have a mallet and the ground was hard. I ended up hammering in pegs with a rock. Bent two. Broke one. The tent sagged on one side, but I didn’t care, because I’d done it.

Well into darkness, three-dollar head torch lighting my way, I slung my gear into the tent, unrolled the sleeping bag and climbed in. I ate the bus apple, the rest of the peanuts, too tired to mess about with the stove and astrofood, then zipped the sleeping bag up to my chin.

Day one. Probably lost. Barely made camp before dark. Not the best start, Jane.

Claude’s tittering laugh flitted through my head and I felt the red heat of shame fill my cheeks. She was laughing at me, like she always did, for not being strong enough.

 

The sun rose on the first day of my new life at 4.58 a.m. exactly, and I hadn’t slept a wink.

I saw the sun creep grey light up the side of my tent and almost wept with exhaustion. After thirty hours on buses, five hours of hiking, a dozen new aches in my side and back from the hard ground, I was on the edge of giving up, heading back to my apartment and grovelling to Claude, forgiving her everything, begging her to forgive me.

They say everything becomes clear in the cold light of day. I sat outside my tent, elbows on my knees, and took stock.

In my panic and desperation to leave, I’d grabbed everything in the apartment I could think of before heading to the outdoor store. I just needed to get out before she got home that evening, and well . . . I pulled over my bag, emptied it and laid everything out in front of me.

Three uneven changes of clothes. Half of them unsuitable for the environment.

Not enough underwear.

Three pairs of socks. One with polar bears stitched into the toes.

Two one-litre water bottles – one almost empty.

A road map of the Catskills I picked up at the Albany bus depot.

Money pouch.

New boots.

Notebooks. An assortment of pens grabbed from a drawer.

One pack of tissues.

Watch. One of Claude’s. All rose gold and diamond chips. Not waterproof.

Tiny single-burner gas stove with a spare bottle. Still in its box.

One pot.

A multi tool I’d mistaken for useful but was in fact just a folding fork, spoon, blunt knife, and toothpick.

Emergency whistle, because it was at the till and the cashier said it deterred bears.

The whole freeze-dried, pre-packaged food shelf from the outdoor store, swept into my cart in one dramatic gesture and later shoved into my bag at the bus depot.

Extra batteries for my torch? No.

Bug spray? Of course not, and the mosquitoes knew it.

First aid kit? Shut up.

Compass?

But I did have a telescope.

I looked at everything I had, spilled out onto the ground like I’d upended a trash can. Most of it just as useful. What was I doing out here? Where was I going?

‘I can’t do this.’

The bright bloom of rage and defiance that had carried me to this point had wilted to a drooping bud.

‘I can’t do this!’ I shouted, but the forest wasn’t listening. It smothered my negativity in moss and fern and projected nothing back to me.

I shook my head, sighing, then felt the smile. Tickling the edges of my mouth. Then I was laughing. Laughing hard at the sheer absurdity of what I’d got myself into.

Why would anyone walk away from their life to a situation so far removed from their everyday?

Heartbreak. Loss. Fear.

If I hadn’t made that rash, dangerous decision to leave, I would have withered to nothing. I would have died, like my father. Unhappy and beaten down flat.

‘Besides,’ I said to the trees like they were old friends, ‘can you imagine Claude’s face if I stumbled back home after two days lost in the woods?’

‘Iris, sweetheart,’ I said in her voice, ‘why did you think you could do that? You hate the woods!’ Oh do I, Claude? Do I really?

I looked around at the trees, then at my mishmash of gear and unsuitable clothing and pile of cardboard food, and groaned.

‘Yes. Maybe I do.’

Then Claude would tilt her head to one side, shake it sadly and hold out her arms for me to collapse into like a child. And I would, because I always did. I got upset, she held me, told me without ever actually saying it, to stop trying so hard. I shuddered and shook away the image.

I shoved everything back into my pack, wrapped the telescope in a T-shirt, took down the tent, swilled a glug of water around my fuzzy teeth and finished off another bag of nuts.

I pushed my tired legs until the muscles warmed, tenderised, found their deep, true strength. Then every step was easier. The heat of the day got up, prickled my skin in uneven dapples, irregular clearings of full-blast light into dark green shadows and cool air. I lost the trail twice, had to backtrack, but it didn’t deter me. I hadn’t been alone or in control in six years. I’d started to believe I couldn’t be, but I’d survived my first day and night with nobody else, no phone, no email, no constant news stream, nobody on the other end of a text message in the middle of the night.

I was alone. At least twenty kilometres from anyone else.

The trees stared back at me, silent sentinels.

I kept walking, watching the sky turn from blue to overcast grey, concentrating on each step and the way the straps of the duffel and daypack cut into my shoulders, the burn in my thighs, and the rocks I had to avoid, and the dry creeks I had to scramble down and up again and the trickle of water left in my first bottle. If I concentrated on all those things, I wouldn’t have time to panic or regret or feel how bone-deep tired I was or remember that night in the bar I first saw Claude or the next time I ran into her and fell head over heels or the first kiss or our first night together or the six years of firsts and seconds and hundredths. And now here I was, running away, cursing her name, painting her a monster in my own mind because it was easier than missing her.
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