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7
            ALONE IN THE WOODS

         

         At the age of ten I ran away from home. I don’t remember why. Something had happened to trigger it, perhaps with one of my siblings, perhaps with my parents. I remember feeling certain in that moment the only option I had was to leave.

         I didn’t leave right away. I knew, from the books I had read and my Explorer’s Journal, which I took everywhere with me, that it was important to be prepared. It was important, the journal said, to make a plan for even the shortest adventure. You had to plan, even if you didn’t know where you were going. Especially if you didn’t know where you were going.

         In my room I laid out all the things I would need on top of the bed. The Explorer’s Journal had a useful packing checklist, and there was space within it to add your own items, so you could plan according to the specifics of your trip.

         
            Binoculars.

            Compass.

            Penknife.

            Whistle.

            Magnifying glass.

            Notebook.

            Pencil.

            Spare set of clothes.

            Sleeping bag.

            Scotch tape.

            A length of rope.

            Plastic sheet.

         

         8With the last couple of items, it would be possible to build a tent. Two sticks, some rocks, and the plastic sheet could be transformed into a shelter for the night. Any adventurer worth anything knew that. The plastic sheet was the only item I did not have to hand, so I sneaked downstairs and into the garage, searching out, from among the boxes piled high on metal shelves, the groundsheet from the huge frame tent my parents had bought for a summer trip. We used it on that holiday and never again.

         With the groundsheet added to the pile of things on my bed, I was ready to start packing. My school rucksack was easily big enough, and even with everything stuffed inside, it wasn’t all that heavy. I stood in the middle of my room, the rucksack on my back, looking in the mirror, proud that I was both travelling light and travelling prepared. From the piggybank on the windowsill I emptied out all I owned into a small sandwich bag, and stuffed it down into the depths of my rucksack. From the bathroom I took a full toilet roll, threading it through with one of the straps from my bag. And from the kitchen I took the final banana in the fruit bowl. I was ready.
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         The narrow path that ran beyond our fence at the bottom of the garden offered two options, two routes away from the place I was leaving forever. The first was down towards the main road and on, into the town centre. The second would lead me past the gardens of our estate to a scruffy patch of wasteland between the last of the houses and the start of the forest. It was where the bottle banks stood in a fat line, the 9ground in front of them churned by cars turning in this dead end. But unless you had something with which to feed the open mouths of the bottle banks there was no need to go down there, and I knew that for my mission to be a success I had to get away from the place where people might recognise me. Spotted early, it could all be over before it had even begun. Through the gate at the bottom of the garden I turned right, aiming for the wasteland, the bottle banks and the trees. The forest it was.

         I moved quickly, only slowing my pace once I had crossed the open ground and entered the embrace of the woods. The footpath ran off ahead of me in a straight line, rising and falling with the shape of the land between a mixed forest of trees. Birch and oak, beech and pine. I knew this patch of woodland well; it was one I had visited many times, whether on walks with my parents or on an afternoon outing from the primary school. But I had never been in here on my own, and it only took a few steps along the path before I was afraid.

         I wouldn’t have been able to explain it if someone had asked me at the time, but looking back, it was the accumulated drip-feed of knowledge about the forest and what it contained; the things that could happen beneath the canopy when you were hidden away from the rest of the world. There were songs and rhymes, books and films, whispered stories heard in the playground and half-remembered fairy tales. Alone in the forest, nerves rising from the bottom of my stomach, I was hyper aware of my surroundings. It was the first time I had experienced this, noticing and taking in all that was happening around me. The ants crossing the path in hurrying lines. The sound of my feet, crunching 10shells of fallen beech nuts. The trees, moving high above my head to make a sound of the sea, of waves crashing against the shore. It was the sound of a previous holiday, remembered in the woods, far from the sea.
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         After a few hundred metres I stepped off the path and sat down on the thick, exposed roots of an old tree. I could hear the birds, the gentle song of finches and the drill-hammer of a woodpecker. From where I sat, I could still hear the sounds of our estate through the streets; a lawnmower and a shout from a back garden. Other children playing. I hadn’t walked far and yet, sitting there on the tree, I felt distanced. Removed. As I sat there, the fear began to subside. The longer I sat there, as the forest relaxed around me, the more at ease I became. The ants had never stopped working beneath my feet, but now other living creatures came into view. A red squirrel. The flash of a jay. A dragonfly. In my Explorer’s Journal there was a spotter’s list, but I didn’t want to get it out of my bag in case I disturbed the scene; so I made a mental note of everything I had seen, all those things I had previously missed or scared into hiding.

         I have no idea how long I sat there. To my ten-year-old self it felt like hours. The whole afternoon, at least. Perhaps even the whole day. In reality, I doubt it was that long. I’m not even sure my parents noticed I was gone. At dusk I stood up from where I had been sitting. I suppose I still had a choice at that moment. I could take the path further into the forest, to search for a place to build my makeshift tent. It would be easy, I could see as I looked around, to find the sticks and the stones 11to make it work. But I didn’t have anything to eat. The banana was long gone. My packing list was incomplete.

         I looked the other way. Back down the path, towards the wasteland and the rear gardens of our estate. Back towards home. It didn’t take me long to decide. I went home. I was ten years old.
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         My adventure was short, but I never forgot that afternoon, even if I could no longer remember what it was that had caused me to head off in the first place. By the time I returned to our garden and the house, carefully replacing the groundsheet in the garage and my money in the piggybank, something had changed. I had lost my fear of the forest.

         I returned to the thick roots of that old tree many times in the years that followed. I would go alone, with a book, or with my music fed through headphones so as not to disturb the other creatures around me. I went there with friends, to build dens and, much later, to drink warm cans of beer or fizzy, sticky alcoholic fruit drinks. I went there with my parents and then, after my father died, my mother. After she passed away, I went there once more, walking out after the funeral and the wake held in a house that I knew I would never return to.
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         I haven’t been back. Not to the house or to the woods. And yet, in my mind I return to the forest often, awake and dreaming. I return and sit there for a while, resting on those thick roots of my old tree, and just listen.12
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            STORIES

         

         The first tales of the forest that I learned came from my father. He would tell us the stories at bedtime, the tops of the trees visible across the garden from the bedroom window, but he preferred to tell them on location. It was one of his favourite things, I think, to take us out from the house on a weekend for a walk in the woods, using the stories of the forest as a means to distract us, so that we would forget our grumblings about aching feet or the television programmes that were going unwatched as we walked.

         I don’t know if he invented these stories, if he had heard or read them someplace else, or if it was a mixture of both. One thing that was consistent was his insistence that what he spoke was the truth, however fantastical the stories might seem. The world, he would say, has not always been like it is now. It hasn’t always worked in the way that it does now, and it won’t work this way forever. Anything is possible, in the past or in the future.
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         His favourite characters, who he returned to time and again, were a tribe of short, fat creatures who had once called the forests around our town home, back when most people travelled overland by foot or, if they could afford it, by horse. These mischievous dwarves seemed to exist only to annoy 14passing travellers, by turning, for example, a puddle into ice at the height of summer so that someone would slip and fall, or by pinching a hole in a farmer’s sack, so that by the time he reached the market one town over all the apples had escaped and rolled into the undergrowth by the edge of the track.

         The dwarves, my father said, had magical powers that allowed them to set traps for vagabonds, moving the path on those who were lost so that it led, not out of the forest, but deeper in towards a swampy dead end. Most of their antics were playful and ultimately harmless, unless you happened to get stuck in the swamp or relied on the sales of your apples at the market to make a living, but one day their fun and games came to an abrupt end when our father told us the story of what finally happened to them.

         Not far from our school, a cobblestone road led out from the town towards the next village over. It was lined with pollarded oaks, creating an avenue between the fields. This had once all been forest, my father said, and the road was laid to allow carriages to make the journey through the trees. Of course, carriages provided plenty of opportunities for the dwarves to get up to even more mischief, by startling the horses or loosening the nuts that held the wheels in place. But one day they rerouted the road once more, leading a passing druid down into the swamp. Perhaps they hadn’t realised this was a man of magic, but he was certainly unimpressed with his robes getting dirtied by the muddy waters, and he cast a spell on the dwarves that left them frozen, for all time, as the oaks that lined the roadway. He froze them there, my father said, as a warning to all others of their kind not to get up to any similar tricks, and indeed, that appeared to be the end of those.15

         I remember standing in front of the oaks, running my hands over the rough bark as I tried to work out if the nobbles and knots were the features of the poor, frozen dwarves, thinking that the punishment seemed excessive compared to the crime. Even as a child, as my father finished the story, I couldn’t help but think that the druid was guilty of a massive and ludicrous overreaction to what was, ultimately, just a bit of cheekiness on the part of the dwarves. The oaks, my father said, stood as a reminder of times we couldn’t remember, and there were many such links to the past in the forest.
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         One day we got in the car and drove a few miles south to where a forest trail led between huge boulders, glacial erratics transported from the far, frozen north many thousands of years before. They had been carried by enormous, continent-crossing glaciers, only to be left behind when the ice began to melt. That was, at least, what our teachers told us when they took us on a field trip into the forest. But my father had other ideas.
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