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        Only in silence the word,
      

            
        Only in dark the light,
      

            
        Only in dying life:
      

            
        Bright the hawk’s flight
      

            
        On the empty sky.
      

            —Ursula K. Le Guin, from A Wizard of Earthsea
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3
            Chapter 1

         

         
      December 2018, Knoydart, Scottish Highlands
    

         I’d come to this high, wild and lonely place to escape from my anxiety for a while, but it had followed me here like a dog.

         Ever since entering Knoydart the day before, the menace of a missing bridge had hung over me like a rotten branch, for the old bridge over the River Carnach had been the key to getting through this rugged country by the well-trodden routes. But the bridge was gone. Floods the year before had obliterated it, and now the river surged dark and deep from a source high in the mountains to outflow in Loch Nevis, drawing a line through the ambitions of wanderers in these mountains. So, afraid of a bridgeless river crossing that had killed walkers before, I had scoured my map for alternatives. Precious few leapt out at me. Each would be, in winter at least, as formidable in its own way as the river crossing.

         At Corryhully bothy two nights before, I’d chatted with a hillwalker who had been making forays into Knoydart to pick off a few of the Munros. His surprise when I’d trudged in out of the cold night had been palpable.

         ‘Not many come here in December,’ he’d said an hour or two later, after whisky and firelight had softened the stranger-caution between us, as these things do in bothies. ‘It’s my favourite time of year now,’ he added a moment later. ‘Years ago it was always like this – quiet, like. Now it’s busy here during the summer. I blame the Cape Wrath Trail.’

         I nodded. ‘I’ll be back to do the whole CWT in February. For now I’m just checking out the route through Knoydart, to see how it goes in winter.’ My pause felt uneasy. ‘There’s a bridge missing.’4

         I couldn’t articulate the complex flutter of guilt that came to me then – the knowledge, so recently awakened in me, that my own published writing had contributed to the trail’s popularity since I had first hiked it four years before – and so I said nothing, letting the sting of cowardice feed the new, outdoorsy kind of anxiety I was carrying around with me these days.

         The Cape Wrath Trail is commonly cited as the UK’s wildest and most difficult long-distance hike, extending for around 400 kilometres from Fort William to Cape Wrath, the northwesternmost point of the British mainland. There is no official CWT; many variant routes exist, some more difficult than others. The trail is not waymarked and there is frequently no path underfoot. There are unbridged rivers to cross, bogs to negotiate, big distances to cover between possible resupply locations. This puts the trail a cut above more popular Scottish backpacking routes such as the West Highland Way. Aspirant CWT hikers need to be tough, experienced, and competent navigators over rough ground. Yet, despite all this, the trail has become significantly more popular in recent years, partly thanks to me and a few other outdoor writers. I still didn’t know quite how I felt about this. Writing about the Cape Wrath Trail had helped to launch my own career as an outdoor writer, but I wondered what impact I’d had on a fragile environment – and on the ineffable sense of solitude and remoteness to be found there.

         My pal saw none of this. His eyes had widened when I’d mentioned coming back to do the CWT in February, and he nodded at my mention of the bridge. ‘The Carnach can be a bastard of a crossing when the river’s high. How are you getting around it, then?’

         I told him my plans, and he wished me luck, and the next day I ventured out into the quiet snowless early winter glow of Knoydart.

         For reasons I couldn’t explain then, so much seemed to depend on this – on my plans for a winter Cape Wrath Trail, and therefore on my reconnaissance trip. Something had been building within me for months. Or perhaps draining out of me. There were times when it was easy to tell myself that it wasn’t real: when laughing about something silly with Hannah, when caught up in that godlike flow of writing something meaningful, 5when immersed in nature high on a hill with the humming galaxies of the internet far from my mind. Especially that last one. Time in nature nurtured me – except, increasingly it seemed, when it didn’t.

         Bealach Coire nan Gall. I’d read the place name on my map of Knoydart, but I didn’t know how to pronounce it. There was no path leading over this 733-metre saddle between two mountains, but the contours hadn’t looked too bad, and I’d guessed that I could walk over this col. It would be my way to avoid the missing bridge. Getting to this high point had been a classic Knoydart slog: squelch, splash, squelch for a couple of hours up a steep slope of deer grass and moss, wandering back and forth to avoid rock outcrops on my way. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, there was no snow on the ground. The coppery texture of what sparse vegetation could withstand the deer showed everywhere, leaving me to imagine how different – how much sketchier – this ascent would be under heavy snow, as it could easily be on my next visit in February for the real deal.

         It’ll be fine, I told myself as the angle steepened yet again and I visualised this slope cloaked in a soggy, avalanche-prone layer of snow. It had better bloody be. I found myself idly wondering which would be worse – to be swept off my feet by a river in spate, dragged under freezing water by a heavy winter pack, or to be avalanched in a place like this and rolled hundreds of metres downhill to a silent burial until spring. Not much of a choice.

         The climb levelled out and I picked my way across an area of black crags that sprouted from knolls and hillocks. I could hear a raven up there somewhere, croaking at me. I tripped over something hard and looked down to see a finger of old tree root poking out of the peat, its surface encrusted with grey-green lichen. It may have been hundreds or even thousands of years old, a relic of ancient woodlands now long gone, cleared by humans and kept locked deep in the soil by the deer. Ahead of me lay one final, brief climb to the bealach, and then at last I’d get a look at what lay on the other side.

         The north wind blasted me in a sudden fury as I reached the highest point, and I staggered back a step, bracing with my trekking poles. 6Clouds the colour of hammered tin ripped over the mountains to the north. The thread of a river led my eye in that direction, into the heart of Knoydart – this strange, sad and beautiful land that had once been a home to hundreds of people, centuries ago. It was a working landscape still, but a depopulated one. Echoes of Knoydart’s sadness reached me sometimes when I trod its old paths, but at that moment, cheeks raw from the northern blast, I felt nothing but a fierce and primal joy. My instinct had been correct. There was a way through into the inner realm. Steep ground dropped away on the other side of the bealach; it wouldn’t be easy under snow, but it would go. I felt a little like I imagined an eagle might feel when cresting a new ridgeline on a thermal.

         Then, piercing through the moment like a knife, I felt a familiar tidal tug from somewhere deep in my brain stem: the impulse to take a photo on my phone and stick it up on social media. The impulse to validate this feeling of primordial success and make it real. If you climb a mountain but don’t Instagram the view from the summit, have you even climbed it? I wanted the answer to be yes – knew it to be – but, somehow, incredibly, I didn’t always believe it. I let the impulse crash over me, hating it, and ignored the twitch for my phone. There was no signal anyway. Knoydart was a big, glorious blackspot as far as mobile signal was concerned. That’s why I’d come, but although my disconnection was absolute, my solitude as pristine as it could be, I didn’t feel as if I’d broken free from the internet and its insistent, jittery demands on my time and attention after all.
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            Chapter 2

         

         January 2018 (eleven months earlier), Pilgrim Hospital, Lincolnshire

         ‘The Russian doc says it’s an infection in my leg. On top of the lymphoma, of course.’

         Dad’s tone was gentle, quiet, upbeat, as it always was whenever he found himself back on Ward 7a. A grey T-shirt and blue chequered pyjama bottoms hung over his thinning frame. The tube from a cannula curled from his arm to a machine on a stand beside the bed. My dad had never had much meat on him, but now I could see the bones quite clearly – the defined outline of cranium straining through papery, mottled skin beneath a wisp of white hair. It had never grown back quite right since his spell in remission, and I was still getting used to this new version of Ian Roddie, with slightly roguish tufts growing above his ears.

         ‘Another infection,’ Mum said from where she was sitting at the bedside, just in front of me.

         She had not taken off her large green fleece, despite the heat of the ward. The bright lights reflected off her glasses. She was looking intently at Dad and seemed to have forgotten that Hannah and I were sitting just behind her on those blue chairs that ward visitors always had to fight over at this time in the evening.

         ‘Antibiotics again,’ Dad said, and when he looked away from Mum and smiled at me I saw unfathomable emotions in the wells of his eyes – an expression that touched the core of me, although I couldn’t name it.

         Sitting beside me, Hannah had rested a hand on my knee and was stroking it absently. I found the gesture soothing, but it didn’t stop my 8thoughts from anxiously flip-flopping as Mum and Dad’s conversation moved to safer topics such as the weather – ‘The nurses have told me there’s a foot of snow on its way’ – to everyone’s favourite topic, the upcoming Roddie wedding – ‘Have you been back to the venue yet? Any thoughts about your flowers?’ This drew a smile, as always, because Hannah is a professional florist who had known precisely what kind of flowers she wanted for years. Probably before I even asked her to marry me. I dropped in comments here and there, but could think of nothing real to say. Suddenly the ticking of the clock on the wall seemed incredibly loud, and all I could see in that room were the wires and the screens and the sensors. The image returned to me, again, of the invisible structure of cables and software and emails, always emails, that in some abstract and awful way functioned as my own life-support system.

         Emails never stopped. Months ago I’d deleted the app from my phone, and that worked for a while, but they were always stacking up in the background out of sight, weren’t they? I could never escape from them. They would always need to be assessed and sorted and replied to and deleted. I knew that I was good at my job, responsive to communication, but sometimes I found it hard to deal with on top of everything else – a tyrannical presence that eroded my boundaries between work and life. The remote worker’s curse? The curse of the millennial freelance creative, or whatever they were calling us now? Even at that moment, when my dad was trying to talk to his family and show in his mild way what living with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma was really like, the weight of all those emails was accumulating in my mind. A relentless task list set for me by distant people who didn’t know about any of this messy horror out here beyond the internet, in the besieged corners of my life I so often failed to prevent being overrun by work.

         We said our goodbyes at leaving time and promised, as we did every day, that we’d see Dad tomorrow. Mum got up from her chair and kissed him on the forehead.

         ‘No dancing,’ she said with a small laugh as she always did.

         Dad reached up, his bare arm brutalised by cannulas and the bruised places where they’d failed to get cannulas in so many times, the fragile skin looking like some kind of battleground, and gripped her arm for a moment as they said goodbye.9 His expression looked mischievous, impish, despite the hollow cheeks and exhaustion. In a strange and tragic way this long illness had brought us all closer together. But I also knew that he was haunted by a terrible fear, one that nobody dared name: that he would not live long enough to be there at our wedding in May.

         As we rose to leave, a young nurse in a white uniform whirled in with her trolley of medicines and gizmos. ‘Evening, Ian!’ she said with a bright smile, after a more subdued smile in our direction. ‘You look wonderful today, Ian.’

         ‘I wish I didn’t feel wonderful,’ Dad said with a chuckle, then looked at me again with that expression I cannot describe.

         On our way across the car park, I felt Hannah’s small, cold hand slip into mine. I turned to her. The lights from the hospital, a vast monolith behind us, made her copper hair glow like a ragged halo, but her eyes were dark. And as I helped Mum back into the car, neither of us saying anything for once, I felt the dreadful compulsion to check for notifications on my phone.

         
            ***

         

         A week later

         That week, I’d felt a desire to go back to Glen Coe so powerful it had scared me a little. The threads of an old life were there – old friends, old adventures, surrounded by the mountains I loved. It had been too long since my last real trip to the hills. I found myself daydreaming about the perfect snowy wild camp I’d enjoy in the Lost Valley, followed by a climb on the steep ice of Bidean nam Bian’s north face, ice axe and crampons biting flawless névé just like in the old days, followed by a long ridge walk and descent back to the Clachaig Inn where a pint of Nessie’s Monster Mash and a plate of haggis would be waiting for me. This plan, which was not really a plan at all but a wish marbled with old memories, would be my escape from the cruelty of cancer for a few days.10

         When I’d told Dad about my planned trip on a visit one night, that expression had illuminated his eyes again – love, I thought, blended with acceptance but also a consuming regret. And that night, at home in bed with Hannah, she held me tightly and I whispered to her, ‘I can’t go. I know he seems basically fine at the moment, but I can’t. Something awful is going to happen if I go to Scotland.’

         She kissed me and said, ‘Aren’t they sending him home? I thought they were fairly happy with the infection.’

         I shook my head but said nothing. Yes, they were sending him home, but I knew what I’d seen in his eyes. We’d been here many times before – this was not the first infection to have stalled treatment. But it felt different this time. He knew.

         Four days later, after a brief final spell at home, Dad was back in hospital again. He’d fallen out of bed in the middle of the night and Mum had found him weak, floppy and confused. The infection was back. After the ambulance had taken him to Ward 7a, we heard the word ‘sepsis’.

         A few days after that, Mum got a call at about ten o’clock in the morning advising us all to come in right away.

         The vigil began. My brother James and his partner Nicole were hurrying down from Scotland. After a while, when a bed became available, the nurses moved Dad from the shared ward to a private room. It had been too intense, clustered around the bedside with the curtains drawn and Dad fighting for breath through the drugs, other patients and other visitors an arm’s length away. Things felt calmer in the subdued light of the private room – the one, I realised, he’d occupied when first hospitalised for cancer back in 2016. They upgraded his drugs and he calmed down, but a little more of the life faded out of him.

         After the tears and confusion, after the questions and halting half-answers, after several of the nurses had asked to come in to hold his hand for a moment and say goodbye, there came the waiting. Hannah was crocheting something out of green wool; Mum was reading a novel; I stared into space.

         The waiting continued. We stayed there that night, Hannah and I dozing on uncomfortable chairs in the visitors’ room while Mum kept 11watch at the bedside. Starlings woke me with their chattering outside the window before dawn. James texted me to say they’d been held up by the snow and wouldn’t arrive for some hours yet. When morning came, Dad was still breathing deeply and peacefully, as if in defiance of the doctor’s euphemistic ‘I’m afraid I should warn you that he is very poorly this time.’

         At about ten o’clock that morning, I found myself alone with my dad for a while. James and Nicole were still an hour or more away, and Hannah had driven Mum back to her house to pick up a change of clothes and a few other things. So I sat at the bedside and watched my dying father. His arms didn’t look as if they belonged to him any more. They had often been swollen during his long illness, but never as swollen as this. Between the bruises, the skin looked dry, yellowing and flaky. Occasionally he shifted or twitched, but his arms never moved – dead weights, as if the spark of his life had already retreated from those extremities.

         After a while, I put on the radio. BBC Radio 3 was playing a morning concert: one of the Mozart symphonies. Dad’s favourite music, and some of mine too. I smiled and turned up the volume. Thin winter sunlight had begun to stream in through the window and suddenly there was a feeling of spring here in this room – perhaps because Mozart, to me, always felt like long May afternoons in the garden at our old house in Caxton, where we’d lived when I was a child, with Dad building something in his shed and one of his Mozart tapes playing on the ancient tape deck he kept there. There would always be the rhythmic ca-coooo-coo-coo of a wood pigeon in the background. The smile bubbled up in me, unstoppable.

         My pocket buzzed with a text message. As I reached for my phone to read it – James was only twenty minutes away now – I realised, startled, that apart from texting James I had not looked at my phone the whole time we’d been at the hospital. I hadn’t felt the compulsion to listlessly scroll through Twitter, or update myself on whatever dystopian headlines were all over the news. The urge hadn’t even been there. And, blissfully, I realised that I had stopped subconsciously tallying up the emails I knew would be waiting for me when I got home too. There was just silence. A poignant, almost nostalgic solitude, just me and my dad. 12To break this moment by losing myself to the no-time of Twitter, even for an instant, would feel like a crime.

         ‘Do you remember—’ I began, then stopped. He couldn’t hear me. Or could he? ‘Do you remember all the stories you used to tell me and James about your old life on the boat in Suffolk? About Yorrel? I was always fascinated by the idea of you living out there on the river by yourself for days at a time, back in the seventies. I always loved the sound of that isolation.’

         As the music played, and as Mozart moved on to Vivaldi, I started telling some of those stories back to him. About winters on the River Deben so fierce that the estuary partially froze. About starlight and sunsets, and the warbling music of a thousand curlews over the marshes – a music that, thanks to climate change and biodiversity loss, was diminished now. I told him about a dawn of such perfect stillness that the vast waters became a mirror, reflecting back the reds and purples of the sky in a way that he would remember for forty years; that most silent and beautiful sunrise on an otherwise unremarkable day in April, distinguished only by the fact that nobody else was on the river to see it. The spectacle was his alone to witness.

         As I told those stories back to him, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of loss. Not only would I never hear my dad tell me those tales again himself, but they came from a world that no longer even existed. In the 1970s, to go and spend the night on a boat on the river was to disconnect. My dad could not have been pestered by work demands or the Pavlovian urge to look at social media, to let the world’s voices in for a while, drowning out his own inner voice with a thousand new things to get excited or upset about or form an opinion on. The technology simply didn’t exist. But everyone had a mobile phone now. With a jolt, I realised that even my dad, the ultimate smartphone refusenik, would not have been able to achieve pristine solitude on the river in the present day unless he kept his basic phone switched off, which he no doubt would. Even then, the potential for connection would remain. Perhaps, I thought, along with everything we’ve gained, we’ve also lost something: the ability to be truly, unequivocally alone with our own thoughts on our own terms.13

         I thought back to my own last solitary experience of a wild and beautiful place. In July I’d walked 200 miles through the forests of Norway, and I’d taken my phone and my headphones. Audiobooks and quick hits of validation from posting photos to Instagram had kept me entertained. Most of the trail had bathed in strong 4G signal. I could remember plenty of scenes of natural beauty, but at that moment, compared to the experience my dad had enjoyed decades ago, no doubt intensified by the emotions of this moment and the power of repeated storytelling, my own recollections from Norway seemed distant and faded. Nothing unique or special about them at all. Just a big walk in the woods. Had I even noticed or observed anything? Or had I been so preoccupied that the chance for genuine solitude, and the openness, the attentiveness it might bring, had been lost? What have we done to our experience of being outdoors?

         My dad shifted and made a noise in the back of his throat. I was convinced that he had heard my words. His breathing was easier now. Of all the things he had taught me during his life, perhaps this – something I already half-knew, but had never considered in these terms – was one of the most important. Had I given something back to him in those final hours, painting images of sunsets and stillness in his mind?

         I said a few more things that needed to be said. Vivaldi moved on to Beethoven. James and Nicole burst into the ward; in her face I read relief that their delayed journey hadn’t cost them the chance for a final goodbye, and in his I saw a suppressed pain. James looked thin again and I thought I saw lines spreading from the corners of his eyes. I wondered how he was coping, if the domineering presence of his depression were making itself felt again. Now was not the time. Soon, Mum and Hannah came back. Hannah hugged me fiercely, and in her wordless glance we communicated more than could be said. She had lost her father too. The next bit was going to be hard.

         It was. But we were all there, and I never forgot that final precious hour alone with my dad, telling stories and listening to music – a seminar on the gifts of solitude, faced with the imminent prospect of that final and ultimate solitude.14

         
            ***

         

         I’ve always known that I can’t think properly when my mind is jacked in to the internet, but only in the last few years have I thought to ask why.

         It started when I was studying for my degree in Computing Science at the University of East Anglia, Norwich. I began my studies in 2005, a few years before a double-whammy digital revolution: social media and smartphones. Back then, there were plenty of ways to waste time on the internet, but you had to be sitting in front of a computer to do so. That had changed by the time I graduated in 2008. Facebook, which I’d joined in July 2006 when it was for university students only, opened up to the general public two months later. Mobile phones had become far more sophisticated in a short period of time, and although it would take a while for most people to upgrade to a smartphone, I remember my first sighting of an iPhone in the wild in 2008 and thinking this is the future. For the majority of my degree course, though, the internet was something you accessed from a desktop or laptop. Even in that innocent time, it was like a wrecking ball through my attention span and ability to concentrate.

         Put yourself in my shoes. I was nineteen years old and living away from home for the first time. I’d always found it difficult to make friends, and now I’d left all my old friends behind, forced to start from scratch. I was overweight and introverted and self-conscious. Everyone else seemed to be going out to parties and having fun, but I felt awkward and out of place at the few hall parties I forced myself to attend in those first couple of months at uni. My attempts to fit in were painful. Early on, I’d realised that my preference for classical music wouldn’t make me many friends, so I’d pretended to enjoy rock instead. It didn’t work. Invariably, I found myself stuck at home, browsing hillwalking or writing forums while other students on my floor were going out to the pub.

         Internet forums let me be myself. They provided social validation and the company of like-minded individuals. I didn’t have to pretend to like Van Halen when I was posting on Outdoors Magic or the Forward Motion writing community. On the internet I had a voice and I felt valued.15

         This combination proved deadly. I found it increasingly difficult to get off the internet and get on with my work. Partly that was because I needed my computer for my studies, and when compiling Java code in NetBeans all the distractions of the internet were only a click away. I became a master procrastinator, wasting hours on forums and compulsively hitting the refresh key to see if I’d had any replies. Deadlines would creep up on me; more than once, I found myself pulling all-nighters in the library in order to get my work done.

         I did make friends at UEA eventually, and by the second year I was living a normal student lifestyle, complete with regular trips to the pub, drunken escapades and the occasional house party. I’d found a tribe of people who didn’t care that I preferred Beethoven to Snow Patrol and who appreciated my various quirks. I’d discovered girls too. Although I had started to spend less time online, by this point damaging patterns of behaviour had become firmly established; when faced with a task that required intense concentration, I was unable to resist wasting time on the internet. All my friends were on Facebook by this point. Facebook took previous methods of procrastination and dialled them up to 100, supercharged with new features such as notifications, ‘pokes’, games, groups and apps. Flicking over to the Facebook tab became a reflexive impulse.

         When I eventually upgraded to a smartphone in 2010, Facebook was the first app I installed. I met my future wife Hannah on the UKClimbing forum in the same year, and our relationship blossomed largely thanks to Facebook. In the years after this, I became ever more dependent on social media. In 2014 I started working as a freelance writer and editor, and social media was how I found clients and readers. I’d become more enmeshed with the internet than ever before. And, more than ever before, I found my ability to concentrate on the work that mattered – even, at times, my ability to think – fundamentally compromised. By 2012 I found it difficult to sit down with a good book without reflexively reaching for my phone every ten minutes. I wondered what the hell was wrong with me.

         For years, I assumed that my own lack of willpower was to blame, that this was my fault. It took me a long time to learn that this wasn’t entirely 16accurate – that subtle forces beyond my control or knowledge had been manipulating me. The fragmentation of attention had become big business, and people had no idea.

         In Utopia is Creepy, Nicholas Carr writes that ‘Distraction is the permanent end state of the perfected consumer, not least because distraction is a state that is eminently programmable.’1 The first book I read by this author, The Shallows: How the internet is changing the way we think, read and remember, was a wake-up call; it reveals how people read in a fundamentally different way online, and presents evidence that the time we spend on the internet may be harming our ability to read and think deeply. I read about how social platforms are designed to be addictive, to make people anxious and upset, to deepen social divisions, because that makes more money for advertisers. In his no-holds-barred treatise against social media called Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now, Jaron Lanier explains how it works:

         
            Customized feeds become optimized to “engage” each user, often with emotionally potent cues, leading to addiction. People don’t realize how they are being manipulated. The default purpose of manipulation is to get people more and more glued in, and to get them to spend more and more time in the system.2

         

         As I read more widely, things started to make sense. For me, those ‘emotionally potent cues’ related at first to social belonging and banishing loneliness, but nobody is immune; human beings are social animals, and we all crave validation. That’s why it’s incredibly difficult not to look when you see the red notification badge light up in your Facebook app. You want to know what people are saying about you. When a post gets a lot of likes, you feel good – and when it doesn’t, you feel ignored, a rollercoaster of emotions that contributes to the addictive nature of social media. The brain chemical at work here is dopamine, sometimes known as the pleasure chemical. Notifications are a bit like a slot machine, and 17the humble ‘like’ button – now present on every social platform – has been shown to be incredibly addictive.3 

         For the first time, I started to understand how I had been manipulated into spending so much of my time scrolling and liking and sharing. I didn’t resent the genuine interactions with family, friends and colleagues, but I did resent all the other stuff: the compulsive checking, the fake news, the flame wars, the trolls, the inability to concentrate on anything, the growing feeling of numbness after I’d spent too long on the internet. The time speeding up and slipping away. It was precious time subtracted from my life – and what did I have to show for it? I also soon realised that there was a gulf between awareness of the problem and actually changing my own behaviour. I experimented with deleting apps from my phone, taking half-hearted breaks from social media, trying to go back to a basic dumbphone for a while. I even stopped using Facebook permanently. Nothing seemed to work. When I left Facebook, I found myself spending more time on Twitter. Same drug, different packaging.

         In his book Digital Minimalism, computer scientist Cal Newport explains how the invention of the smartphone created a new attack vector for social media to banish whatever solitude once existed in our lives:

         
            The smartphone provided a new technique to banish these remaining slivers of solitude: the quick glance. At the slightest hint of boredom, you can now surreptitiously glance at any number of apps or mobile-adapted websites that have been optimized to provide you an immediate and satisfying dose of input from other minds.4

         

         Genuine solitude, I realised, had long been absent from my life. With multitudes of real-life friends, old colleagues I no longer really spoke to, and online acquaintances constantly there in an always-on ambient presence on the other side of various screens, I was never actually alone. 18I would tweet a thought before taking the time to reflect on it, and then it would be gone, a bird fluttering out into cyberspace. What was that doing to me? 

         By early 2018, work had grown busy and complicated, and the quantity of email I received every day had spiralled out of control. The stress caused by my dad’s long illness and death compounded everything else, adding to the overwhelm I felt. Before, my reaction to too much time online had felt like a buzzing, grey emptiness; now it felt more like red panic, and yet I was so hopelessly entangled that I still couldn’t look away. When I opened my email account, I felt crushed, stupefied, burnt out. When I logged in to Twitter, I saw dystopian headlines and political division, and yet Twitter was where I found new clients, found readers for my work, made genuine connections. I wrote in my diary that I was heading towards a nervous breakdown. Something had to change.

         I would fantasise about stepping away from the internet entirely. I read about ‘Walden Zones’: offline cabins or retreats where internet access was impossible and people could achieve zen-like focus alone with their own thoughts. I remembered the writing shed I’d once had at the bottom of the garden at my parents’ house in Suffolk. In those days, before uni, I could rattle off 3,000 words of awful prose an hour with no internet to distract me. Such productivity was unimaginable fifteen years later, when I’d struggle with a blank text document for half a day, anxiously watching emails pinging into my inbox and notifications racking up in a Twitter window in the background. Even when I managed to escape to my happy place in the mountains, social media followed me there, ruining any chance of genuine solitary reflection or observation in nature.

         ‘The tragedy is that the stroll, the camping trip, and the face-to-face chat are now themselves suffused with digital ephemera,’ writes Nicholas Carr. ‘Even if we agreed to turn off our gadgets for a spell, they remain ghostly presences.’5

         I felt those ghostly presences constantly. I had felt them during my dad’s illness, and I felt them when offline in the mountains. Was the internet to blame for this change in me, or was it the destruction of solitude 19that the internet – and my smartphone – had facilitated? Had I just grown up but failed to adapt to my responsibilities? Was my anxiety caused by some other factor altogether? I had no way of telling, and I realised that I needed to get a new perspective on the problem. My disorganised attempts at getting to the bottom of it had all failed. I needed a scorched-earth solution. 

         
            ***

         

         September 2018

         I’d come up with the idea a couple of months before, but didn’t find the right time to discuss it with Hannah until we were on our honeymoon in the Scottish Highlands.

         ‘So you’ll be completely out of contact?’ she said from a little way ahead along the path. She reached up to move a rowan branch out of her way; it splashed her with droplets. ‘For an entire month?’

         Our honeymoon had been special. We’d got married back in May after almost eight years as a couple. My dad had lived to see us get engaged, but, heartbreakingly, he hadn’t lived to see the wedding – in fact, during his last week he’d told us about his dreams of being late to the ceremony, of stopped clocks and locked doors. We’d both had a year of highs and lows. When it came time to plan our Scottish honeymoon, we looked for one thing above all else: peace and quiet. I’d brought no work of any kind with me, looked at no emails and spent a bare minimum of time on social media, just posting a handful of photos for family and friends. Our time and our attention would be for each other, we’d decided – and the strategy had worked. The depth of my relaxation on this trip served to highlight how anxious and on edge I’d been for so long.

         But I was looking ahead, and in early 2019 I wanted to break out of the old cycle and do something entirely new. I’d outlined my plan to her as we walked through the silent pines and autumn colours of Anagach Woods near Grantown-on-Spey.

         ‘You want to hike the Cape Wrath Trail again,’ my wife was saying to me, 20and this time she turned so that I could see her smile. ‘In winter this time. With no internet at all.’

         ‘Well summarised.’ I stepped over a fallen branch thick with lichen. The silence in this wood felt textured, expectant, observant.

         ‘Why?’ She drew the word out with a chuckle, and I heard her unspoken subtext: you always whinge about the weather when you go backpacking in winter, and isn’t your recent obsession with being offline just another phase? Or maybe I was hearing my own insecurities in her voice.

         ‘I think I’ll be able to answer that when I’ve done it. I just know that I have to.’

         ‘OK,’ she said, and this time I heard acceptance.

         We stopped to admire a red squirrel, leaping from branch to branch in the pines high above. At our own level, a spray of flame-coloured birch leaves caught the light. This forest, diverse and dynamic and full of relatively intact ecosystems, made me feel alive in a way that most don’t. Although only a few hundred years old, Anagach Woods felt ancient – a taste of the older, wilder woods we had almost entirely lost, vanished beneath the plough and the grouse moors and the stalking estates. Here the forest floor was no deadening carpet of pine needles but a vivid maze of heather, blaeberry, juniper and birch scrub. Lichens and mosses draped from the trees. Birds twittered out of sight. Places such as this gave me hope, and it felt right that this was the place where I explained to my wife why I wanted to leave her for a month and go in search of some ultimate ideal of solitude, of wildness. This sanctuary gave my idea all the context it needed.

         ‘Promise me something,’ Hannah said as we got going again. ‘I know you want to be disconnected, but I don’t want you to be totally out of contact for a month.’

         I’d considered this. Much as I sometimes fantasised about the monk-like isolation of my dad aboard Yorrel, I doubted I could withstand a month of being totally cut off from my loved ones with no contact at all. Although Hannah might have reluctantly agreed if I’d said I needed to do so, she would hate it, worry constantly about me – and not without good reason. Much could go wrong, and catastrophically so, on a winter 21CWT. My mum would flat-out refuse. In fact, the very idea could be a major blow to her mental health. She had suffered from bouts of depression since Dad died, and I wanted to make this as easy for her as possible – it was already going to be hard enough.

         Besides, a total disconnection would be jarringly artificial, even in the vast signal blackspots of the Scottish Highlands. This was always going to be artificial to some degree, of course. That couldn’t be avoided. In a way it was almost the point. Hiking the Cape Wrath Trail in winter was going to be tough in itself, though, with countless potential dangers, and I wasn’t going to risk my life for this project.

         ‘I’ll keep using my phone for calls and texts,’ I said, ‘and I’ve been in touch with a company that makes satellite trackers. The magazine’s been negotiating with them, actually. They’re going to sponsor whatever I write about the trip in The Great Outdoors, and I’ll take one of their satellite communicators along with me. That means I’ll be able to check in every day even if there’s no phone signal.’

         Her shoulders relaxed. ‘That sounds better.’ She turned and looked back to me with a sarcastic expression, but playful rather than unkind. ‘You’re really going to leave me to deal with all the crap at home by myself for a month, aren’t you?’

         Multiple family deaths, my mum’s depression, her grandma’s terminal illness, the ongoing process of trying to sell her grandad’s house in Sheffield, and the birth of our niece Ada had all led to the last year or so feeling crammed with big stuff to think about and manage. I did feel a little guilty at checking out for a while, but Hannah had her mum on hand to help, and – honestly – I needed this. It was not going to be a holiday, but a trial by ice, perhaps, to find out who I was now. To find out what was wrong and how I could fix it.

         We walked back through the woods in companionable silence, engaged in nature’s marvels and the rare, perfect pleasure of time just for us, no work or family demands intruding. More squirrels capered in the swaying pine boughs above. Hannah squeezed my hand as we watched them. She had always loved red squirrels, because their fur is the same colour as her hair – autumnal bracken, sunlight on copper. It had been 22my favourite colour long before I’d met her, and to me it had always whispered of time spent alone in a forest glade, silent and attuned, letting myself dissolve. There’s love in that too.

         Perhaps what I was truly seeking was not some idealised solitude, but another kind of love that could only be felt by a deep and uncompromising immersion in the natural world. As I looked at Hannah, something I couldn’t do without a special kind of aching wonder, I knew that she already understood this about me – she had always known what I needed to feel whole. Perhaps this quest was the one I’d known all my life, every time I felt the urge to vanish into the mountains for another taste of that greater journey. There were other forces acting on me, I realised then – older, more vital, more insistent – than the jittery urge to check my phone.

         Much later, lying in bed and listening to the rain patter on the windows, I felt a sense of hope building in me, stronger than I’d felt in a long time.
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