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This book is dedicated to my loving adventurer, Peter.


He showed me the way of freedom and randomness.




Oh, mothers


Kiss your children every night


Let the truth be their light


Make them go and let them be


Like my mother did with me.


Oh, fathers


Sing your children a tender song


About the earth where they belong


Sing your love and set them free


Like my father sang to me.


—Miriam Lancewood
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THE WILDERNESS


It is a beautiful winter’s day and I am walking with my bow and arrows on the side of a mountain, in search of a wild goat. I clamber into dense forest, and make my way up through vines and fallen logs. Gradually, the trees become smaller, and the moist, leafy soil gives way to rocky patches. The sun has warmed the dark rock face, and I sit down to admire the world around me. This beautiful valley is our home for the long winter. There is no wind and everything is utterly still. I marvel at the silent grandeur of the majestic peaks covered with untouched white snow. Below me, the river has shaped the landscape according to its own random way. The swift river and the slow forest are growing together in harmony.


Directly above me, I notice more flat rocks to climb on to. Maybe there are goats living underneath that little overhang? They like warm, dry places with good views, and might come back in the late afternoon. I quietly climb a little higher to take a closer look.


Eventually, I arrive at an open spot between some small trees. I don’t see any goats, but I realise that I am now so high up that I can see our little camp down in the narrow valley below. I can even see Peter! He is a tiny figure with a red jumper, almost swallowed up by the great landscape. It was only this morning that I kissed him goodbye, but it feels as though I haven’t seen another human being for ten years.


Peter, look this way! I think excitedly.


As I watch, I see him stand up. Maybe he is looking up at the mountain? I can’t tell for certain, but I jump up and take my jacket off, waving it from left to right to try to get his attention. After a few seconds I see Peter pick up his little mat and wave it slowly in the air in response.


I feel tears well up in my eyes. We are waving at each other, touching each other over a great distance. I am looking at the wilderness and at Peter: the two dearest beings in my heart.
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FREEDOM IS FOR FREE


I was nervous. I could feel my cheeks glowing and I tried to cool them down with the backs of my hands, but to little effect. As I walked slowly towards the door, I rehearsed what I was going to say. My manager, Virginia, had also become my friend over the last year and I didn’t want to disappoint her. I knocked on the door.


‘Come in.’


Virginia was sitting at her desk, busy with papers, computer, schedules and timetables. Her beautiful dark hair fell smoothly behind her shoulders. She was a little plump, and that strengthened her position and softened her character.


‘Take a seat, Miriam. How are you?’ she asked cheerfully, shifting her purple shawl behind her shoulders. ‘What can I do for you?’


I lifted a folder off the chair on the other side of her desk in order to sit down. ‘Good, thank you.’ I took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, Gin,’ I began, ‘but I’d like to resign.’ I waited a second before I continued. ‘I like the school and all, but I am ready for something else.’ Then I smiled, because I had reached the end of the lines I’d practised in my head.


At first Virginia looked slightly amused, then I saw a little surprise in her eyes. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Have you got another job?’ She placed her hand kindly on mine for a moment. Her shawl fell back to the front again.


‘Oh, no,’ I replied. ‘I’d like to live in the wilderness.’


Virginia raised her eyebrows.


‘The bush, nature, way up in the mountains,’ I added.


Her mouth fell open. ‘Really? But … why?’ she asked.


‘Well, it’s just that the wilderness makes me feel alive,’ I offered. Virginia still looked a little perplexed. ‘I would like to try it, to see if I can survive, to see if it transforms my mind and my body,’ I said.


‘I see … but, will you still come out to town sometimes, do you think?’ I could see Virginia trying to make sense of what I was telling her.


‘Well, our plan is to go into the mountains for three months at a time, then we will come out to restock our supplies before returning to find another place in the wilderness,’ I explained. ‘We are going to do this for four seasons—one year.’


‘But how will you shower?’ she asked suddenly.


Shower? I thought. It took me a split-second to digest this unexpected question. ‘Well, I’ll just wash in the river!’ I blurted out.


‘Even in the middle of winter?’ A flash of disbelief crossed Virginia’s face. ‘Oh no, you have to come out once a month! At least when you have your period, surely!’


I couldn’t help myself: I laughed, and shortly afterwards Virginia laughed too. A rush of excitement filled me: this was really happening. I was about to embark on a great adventure.


On a beautiful autumn day in April, the teachers and the students at the school I worked at held a farewell party for me. They had organised a buffet, and afterwards I sang a song for everybody, outside in the courtyard. I was nervous about performing in front of a big group, because my voice had failed me on past occasions, but I was determined to say goodbye properly and with style. I sang a song that I had written myself: ‘Get out for freedom, ’cause there is no key … Remember, freedom is for free.’


Later, when we were inside, I was trying to break up a piece of chocolate cake with a plastic fork totally unsuited to the task when Virginia came over to me.


‘We’ll certainly miss you, Miriam,’ she said.


‘That’s very nice of you to say, Gin.’ I smiled at her.


‘I mean it. But I have to admit living in the wilderness still seems a strange choice to make,’ she said honestly. ‘I mean, you’ve had offers to work as a teacher, become an athlete or even a musician. How come a pretty young woman like you would choose to live in poverty and isolation in the mountains?’ Her big brown eyes looked puzzled.


‘Well—’ I started, glancing down at my cake.


‘I’ve seen those movies about young men who rebel against their parents,’ Virginia went on. ‘Guys who come out of difficult upbringings and escape into the wild. But you have a very good relationship with your family, don’t you?’


I nodded. ‘Oh, very much so! I really couldn’t wish for better parents. I don’t see them often, of course, but we are very close.’


‘And they are OK with the fact that you’ll be running around in the mountains?’ Virginia chuckled.


‘Oh, yes.’ I beamed at her. ‘They’re very encouraging.’


‘Well, that’s why you have so much confidence, then!’ she exclaimed. ‘Your parents obviously gave you the courage to set out on your own.’


I had never thought about it that way, but perhaps Virginia was right.


‘So … you’re not rejected by society,’ she continued, ‘but you still choose to walk away from it. Even though, so to speak, you have a beautiful table laid out for you with an abundance of food, you’re leaving the house—quite literally.’


‘I guess some part of me finds it all meaningless.’ I looked at her apologetically.


Virginia took a thoughtful sip of her soft drink. ‘What do you mean by that?’


‘Working your life away for money or status, fighting your way up the social ladder, buying more things that you don’t really need … All of that.’


‘And freezing in the mountains is a better option?’ Virginia’s eyes sparkled.


‘Maybe not,’ I replied, laughing. ‘But I’ll give it a try!’


After a brief pause, I added, ‘I remember one particular night when I was about sixteen, I looked out of my window into the dark forest. As I did, I thought about how, once upon a time, our ancestors lived in those great forests, slept on the ground next to their animals. Now we are so reliant on living in houses, surrounded by comforts. What an enormous change.’


‘Mmm, yes.’ Virginia took another sip. ‘So, do you feel humans have lost touch with the earth, then?’


‘Well, don’t you? Reconnecting with Mother Earth sounds a bit new-agey—’ I pointed at the mountains through the window— ‘but out there is a different world, Gin.’


She turned round to look at the faint shapes in the distance.


‘The timeless beauty is just astonishing,’ I said shyly. ‘I want to try living without any barrier between the naked earth and myself. Cooking on fires, drinking pure water, sleeping on the ground … The wilderness might be able to teach us something, if we have time to listen.’ I waited for Virginia’s response to this outlandish statement.


She simply raised her eyebrows and nodded. Then her face lit up. ‘Hey, you’ll also learn all the survival skills for when the pandemic comes and everybody heads for the hills. I’ll come running to you guys, then!’


I laughed, relieved by the change of topic.


Virginia put down her cup, then mimed drawing a bow to shoot an animal. ‘Can you imagine me shooting a goat?’ she cried.


‘Wait until you’re hungry enough!’ I replied, then I heard my colleague Rose calling to me from outside the classroom. I put my plate with the untouched cake down next to Virginia’s cup. As we walked together out to the courtyard, she grabbed my hand. ‘Good luck, darling, I admire your courage. Please look after yourself, won’t you?’


‘Thank you, Gin. I will.’


The school gave me a most practical gift: a merino shirt, top and hat. I said a small speech to thank everybody, then I tried to hug my ten students. Most of them were secondary-school dropouts with behavioural issues, and every one had a problematic background and struggled to be part of society. I had helped them with finding jobs, writing reference letters and attending court cases. These youngsters were growing up in a world that I myself had never known. I had not always found it easy to work with them, especially not the gang-affiliated kids. Some of them didn’t want to hug me, because they were glad to see me go—or perhaps because hugging was not part of gang ‘protocol’.


One of my students was Sam. He was very tall and fat, and liked to get drunk most evenings, but he was a gentle giant. Big Sam did give me a hearty hug; he actually lifted me off the ground, and swirled me round so that my legs flew out behind me. It was such a funny sensation that it gave me the giggles, and even made my gang puppies smile (or snigger—I could never quite tell).


Fifteen-year-old Jimmy from Samoa was one of my favourite students. I remember when I first read his file. He had lived in the United States and had participated in big gang fights, then back in New Zealand he had been in a juvenile prison for theft and violent assaults. Other students had recognised his infamous name and warned me about him, so that I almost trembled when he first knocked on my door. But, by the end of his first day, I couldn’t help but like the small and shy Jimmy. Later that year, I had organised a camping trip for the students and had learned that tough Jimmy was actually terrified of the darkness and ghosts. So, when I left the school, I gave him a little malachite gemstone that my mother had given to me when I was ten years old and was also afraid of ghosts. Jimmy seemed genuinely pleased to have it.


So Jimmy was happy, Virginia was happy, and I was happy. I considered it a good closure. This was the day I had looked forward to all year: the exhilarating moment when I would turn the page over into a new life. As I drove home, I felt euphoric. My heart was bursting with energy, and I smiled all the way. School was out. I had plenty of savings in the bank, I had New Zealand residency, and I had the freedom to live wherever I wanted.


A strong wind gust wobbled my car a little. How I loved that invisible force! As it slid down the mountaintops and into the valley, the wind threw the long blond tussocks into the air and tickled under the outstretched boughs of old trees. It carried seeds and bent the yellow flowers to kiss the ground. It gained strength on its way across the treeless plains, and now it was trying to blow my car off the road.


Our little home, a white wooden cottage surrounded by an ancient stand of native kahikatea trees, was half an hour’s drive from the school. As I neared the house, I saw Peter out harvesting the pumpkins in the big vegetable garden. I waved to him, hooting jubilantly. It seemed fitting to make a lot of noise to celebrate my resignation.


I jumped out of the car and hugged Peter enthusiastically. I looked into his shining blue eyes, and in my best Ed Hillary voice announced, ‘I knocked the bastard off!’


‘Well, aren’t you a good Kiwi now?’ Peter chuckled.


I had met Peter in a restaurant in South India four years earlier. With his eyes full of enthusiasm, he had told me how he had walked on foot across South India in 45-degree-Celsius heat, climbed Himalayan ranges without maps or guides, and caught waves in the ocean at night during a lightning storm …


I had listened open-mouthed. In my years of travel, I had never met such a bright-eyed, intelligent man who had so boldly traded his house and job for a life of adventure. The attraction I felt to him was not only because of his knowledge and wisdom, his zest for an adventurous life, his ability to live simply, or even his strong body; there was an undeniable spark of love between us present right from the beginning. It is a spark that has never gone away. I knew then that I had found a truly remarkable man.


Two years after I met Peter, I had come with him to his home country, New Zealand. Peter and I yearned for natural places; we were always longing for peace, beauty and space. In my eyes, there was no greater beauty than the uninhabited, rough wilderness of New Zealand’s steep and unforgiving mountains, extended forests, great rivers, lakes and wild animals. The mere sight of the mountains always made me feel very happy. The rural areas of the Netherlands that I had grown up in had some space, but no great wilderness. Once upon a time there would have been big forests, swamps and marshes, but now most people lived in cities that had grown together. Between the towns were fertile, green agricultural fields, divided by man-made canals. I had left a very orderly world behind, and I was now longing for something wild.


Peter had told me stories of his time in India during the seventies, when he had walked with sadhus in the Himalayas. I wanted to wander in the mountains and find peace, just like these spiritual holy men. But India has countless villages for food and other necessities, and quite predictable weather patterns; the high mountains here in New Zealand are uninhabited, and, apart from the occasional speargrass root and snowberries, there is very little to eat—besides wild animals. In order to make our move into the wilderness, we were forced to organise our life very carefully.


‘How many cups of tea do you drink a day, sweetie?’ I was sitting at the table with pen, paper and a calculator, working out the details of the supplies we would need to take with us.


Peter furrowed his brow. ‘I don’t know. Maybe six or so?’


‘OK. That makes twelve a day, a hundred and twenty for ten days, two hundred and forty for twenty days … So that’s about three hundred and sixty a month, or a thousand and eighty for three months.’


Since we planned to take a minimum of food with us, we had to calculate every teabag, spoonful of honey, gram of milk powder, flour, yeast, rice and beans to last us the winter. Peter had dried vegetables from our garden in the warm autumn sun. We had buckets in which we would store our food safely in the ground, and I had made a list of the contents of each one. Everything was meticulously organised, just like in the stories I had read about Arctic expeditions.


We also studied books about edible plants and mushrooms to prepare ourselves for gathering wild food. We counted on finding edible plants, berries and mushrooms, and I planned to learn to hunt wild animals like rabbits and goats, but if I failed to get anything, we wouldn’t starve. I had grown up in a household of anthroposophy—a system established by Rudolf Steiner that uses mainly natural means to optimise physical and mental health—and I had been a vegetarian from birth. It was only when I arrived in New Zealand and learned about the ecological problems with introduced mammals that I saw it was ethically justifiable to shoot wild animals for food. Over the years, Peter and I had met several hunters, and one of them had a bow and arrows. The moment I saw that young man, I had known that I also wanted to learn how to hunt wild animals in the traditional way. So, I had bought a beautiful bow and many expensive arrows, and I had practised diligently every day for an hour in the garden on a fixed target.


We had decided to spend our first season in south Marlborough. We would set up a tent near an old hut called Base Hut that was not visited much during winter, but had four-wheel-drive access. It was Peter’s idea to ask our good friend and neighbour Ricky to give us—along with all of our supplies—a lift to Base Hut in his four-wheel-drive truck. We didn’t plan to live in the hut, but it had a firebox inside that would allow us to cook food on rainy days. This, we felt, was a very good place to start our life in the mountains.


We had bought an annual hut pass, which allowed us to stay in any hut that was maintained by the Department of Conservation (DOC), and we set out on lengthy walking sessions in preparation for our new life, carrying heavy backpacks on ten-day hikes. We walked off track with our bulky burdens, pushing through dense vegetation on rough ridges and impenetrable gullies. We waded through freezing rivers in sandals to train ourselves to endure numb feet. We tried lighting fires in the rain, and we discovered that wool was warmer than synthetic garments. I bought blankets in second-hand shops, and I hand-sewed jackets and trousers to keep us warm in the freezing weather.


Before we could leave, we also had to get rid of all our excess belongings. We had rented a furnished cottage so we had relatively few possessions. Except for one box of books, which we stored with Ricky, we gave everything away—laptops, mobile phones, clothes, shoes, wall hangings, alarm clocks and so on. I discovered it was much easier to accumulate things than to discard all the goods I had grown attached to, but when I looked at our two packs and our twelve buckets of food, I smiled. It was exhilarating to be so free of possessions.


After many weekends of training and reading a wide range of expedition books, I felt absolutely confident that we could survive in our tent near that hut in the wilderness. I couldn’t wait to test my abilities.


On the morning of our departure, a beautiful autumn day in early May, I called my parents.


‘How will we know that you’re still alive?’ my mother asked anxiously.


‘You have to trust it, Mama,’ I replied. ‘We will be so careful, and I will write you long letters. We’ll meet hunters who will post them for me.’


‘Will they do that?’ my mother asked, surprised.


‘Yes. Hunters are very reliable people, and I’ll put stamps on the envelopes so they’ll only need to drop the letters in a postbox.’


My dad offered me a last piece of advice. ‘Good luck with your bow hunting. Don’t get lost!’


Mum sent kisses through the phone. ‘Dag liefke!’


I was suddenly aware that these were the last Dutch words I would hear for a long time. My dear, sweet parents. I felt a lump in my throat. Will everything be all right? I wondered.


‘Mouse is here!’ I heard Peter shout.


I swallowed my tears and ran outside to help lift the heavy buckets and boxes into the back of Ricky’s truck, while Peter fixed all our gear firmly in place with ropes.


Ricky, our neighbour, was an energetic 37-year-old, with the bounce and verve of a teenager. Somehow, he had escaped the seriousness that often seems to come with having to support children who live with an ex-partner. He resembled a young dog, always looking for someone to play with. We had nicknamed him Mouse because he was quick, fast and tireless. He was a very good pig hunter, and to him no obstacle was ever too big. He did everything with great enjoyment.


When he had heard about our plan, he had been as excited as we were. His green eyes twinkled at the prospect of being part of our adventure. As well as taking us into the mountains with his truck, he told us he would also chainsaw a stack of firewood for us. Then we would spend one night together at the Base Hut campsite, as a kind of farewell party, while eating a meal of some of his wild pork.


Peter and I had a very good friendship with Mouse. The only friction was caused when his wife, Debbie, was around. She was a small but tough lady who was also an excellent pig hunter; she always caught the biggest boars. In their garage, one could admire her trophies: a long row of big pig tusks. Her appearance could be described as both beautiful and ugly—it depended on her mood. She was sometimes friendly, but sometimes prickly, tired and grumpy.


When Debbie had said that she wanted to come with Mouse to drop us off into the mountains, I’d had trouble concealing my feeling of disappointment. I had envisioned an evening of laughter and storytelling, but now I worried that if there was a bad atmosphere it might smother our enjoyment.


Mouse was in the driver’s seat and Debbie sat next to him. Peter and I sat in the back with a box full of feijoas between us.


‘You got everything?’ asked Mouse.


Peter looked at me.


‘I think so,’ I said.


‘Well, you’d better be sure, because it’s too late now,’ said Peter nervously.


I glanced over my shoulder at the buckets on the back of the truck. ‘Ja, we’ve got everything.’


‘Ja!’ Mouse laughed as he started up the truck. ‘You got your German organising your expedition, Pete?’


‘I ain’t no German, Mouse!’ I said, also laughing.


‘You sure sound like one!’ Mouse teased.


‘The Dutch are actually just swamp Germans.’ Peter winked at me. ‘They can organise everything—every inch of your life, if you don’t watch it.’


As we drove out of our valley for the last time, I looked out at the willow trees with yellow and red leaves that hugged the stream which ran through the paddocks.


‘Who knows when we will be back here,’ said Peter.


‘Never!’ I whispered, and laughed. I felt so excited.


‘Never’ wasn’t true, of course; in the springtime, we would be on this road again, though not to our old cottage but to Mouse’s house.


Peter’s arm was leaning on the box of feijoas, his hand near my knee. I slotted my left hand into his.


‘Thanks for doing all the packing.’ He smiled at me.


‘My pleasure.’ I squeezed his hand a little.


We drove quietly along the road towards the foothills of the Southern Alps. Out of the window I saw endless rows of grapevines. The fruit had recently been harvested and the stalks looked deserted. The vineyards slowly gave way to paddocks full of sheep. Peter selected two small feijoas, wound down the window and threw them into the grass on the side of the road.


‘One day, we might come back here and find a feijoa tree,’ he said.


After about an hour, we turned off on to a quiet, corrugated gravel road, which we continued along until we saw a sign: FOUR-WHEEL-DRIVE ONLY—PROCEED AT YOUR OWN RISK.


‘Can you stop here for a sec, babe?’ said Debbie. She was holding a pair of binoculars and leaning out of the window to look at the valleys and ridges on her side.


‘Any sign of pig rooting?’ asked Mouse, as he brought the truck to a halt.


‘Maybe. There’s a gully over there with a bit of pigfern, some bare patches, bit of fresh rooting going on, I’d say.’


I was sitting behind her and quickly wound down my window to show my shared interest in hunting, even though I really had no clue what to look for. I wondered whether I should ask for the binoculars, or if that would be the wrong move. ‘Do wild pigs live at such high elevation?’ I asked.


‘Oh, yeah. They live wherever they get left alone,’ she answered.


‘I’ve seen big boars living by themselves on the mountaintops. Very tough fucking beasts, I tell ya,’ said Mouse, pulling a blue woollen jumper over his shirt.


‘Where do the pigs run when you chase them from the tops?’ I looked at him in the rear-view mirror.


He smiled at me. ‘Nowhere. They’re buggered, ’cause my dogs will get them in no time.’


‘Poor pigs.’ Peter sighed. ‘You ought to leave them alone.’


‘Poor Pete, you’re too soft!’ Mouse laughed. ‘Pete couldn’t hurt a fly,’ he said to Debbie, putting his foot down to get the truck moving again.


Mouse forded the river many times. At one point, we drove through a deep stretch and water nearly came over the bonnet. I had visions of the truck breaking down in the middle of the river, water flowing through the doors and our precious buckets floating away downstream. The more I thought about it the more it seemed a real probability.


‘Don’t look so nervous, Miriam!’ Mouse had seen my face in the rear-view mirror. ‘I’ve got a snorkel on my truck. The water can come up to here.’ He indicated with his hand on his chest.


‘Have you ever actually been that deep under the water?’ I asked disbelievingly.


‘Yeah, that’s when he bloody drowned his truck!’ Debbie laughed.


‘What do you do when that happens?’ I was preparing myself for the worst-case scenario.


‘That’s when you get out and start walking,’ answered Mouse.


We crept past a big slip that had wiped out half of the road, and Mouse was forced to drive over the small bushes on the other side. We looked down at the river below.


‘Reminds me of the Himalayas,’ said Peter. ‘It looks like this, except everything there is on a bigger scale.’


‘One bus goes over the edge there every week,’ I added.


‘A bus every week?’ Mouse yelled over the engine noise. ‘Where do they get all their buses from? They must waste a lot!’


‘India big country, no worries!’ Peter yelled back.


The truck climbed over a big rock with one wheel in the air, and the whole vehicle tilted on a dangerous angle. I looked at the ropes over our buckets and was glad that Peter had tied them securely.


Then we came to a 40-metre-long mud pool. On the right side was a vague track into the bushes that other people had taken to avoid the mud. Debbie tried to point out where to go, but Mouse was too hasty; he drove straight into the mud.


I held my breath when I felt the truck beginning to sink and I stared blankly at the windscreen, listening for a change in the engine sound. The wheels seemed to be losing grip and the back tyres were slipping in the ooze. We were moving precariously slowly, but thankfully we never came to a complete halt and we finally made it to the other side. Debbie spent the next five minutes telling Mouse that she had seen the escape route, but he—as usual—didn’t listen. I was wondering whether to support Debbie or Mouse; in the end I said nothing.


Everybody was relieved when at last we saw Base Hut. It had been built at the foot of a steep, forested hill. There was a grass clearing on one side, and the river on the other. The hut, which was clad with iron sheets and had a corrugated-iron roof, looked a little forlorn and dilapidated. It appeared to have been standing there for a long time by itself.


Mouse was the first to jump out of the truck. ‘We made it!’ he exclaimed. ‘So you might be huddling in this grotty little shack for the next three months while the rain thunders on the roof.’


‘Or maybe you will get snowed in and you won’t be able to open the door,’ added Debbie.


‘Holy fuck! Where will you go for a shit?’ Mouse laughed.


I walked into the hut, my eyes resting on an empty woodshed on my way. When I stood in the doorway, it took a while for my eyes to adjust to the dim interior; there were only two small windows, and they hadn’t been cleaned for a very long time. It was cold and it stank of mice. The walls, which had once been white, had turned brown over the years. On my left were four iron bunks with plastic-coated mattresses. In the middle was a table with three chairs, one of which was broken. On the right was the little firebox, with a few pinecones and newspapers on the floor. There was a small kitchen bench, but no sink or tap. A metal bucket stood next to the sink for collecting water from the river. On the lower bench was a stack of plates. When I lifted the top plate, black mouse droppings scattered on to the ground. Somebody had left an old billy and frying pan, but forgotten to clean them.


‘Jeez, do we have to stay here for the night?’ Debbie gasped, stepping inside behind me.


‘I guess so.’ I felt as uncomfortable as she did. I opened one of the windows to let some fresh air in. ‘Once we get the fire going it will be all right.’ I sounded more optimistic than I felt.


Mouse cut more firewood with his chainsaw in one hour than we could have cut with an axe in a week. He worked as an arborist, and I had seen him hanging from trees, with his knee hooked in a branch, chainsawing with one hand while keeping his balance with the other.


While Peter and Debbie stacked the firewood, I suggested burying the food buckets. Mouse offered to give me a hand. We took our time deciding where the best place would be, but when we finally started digging we discovered that the soil was only five centimetres deep. It was nothing but river stones. Even in the forest, the tree roots made it impossible to dig a hole.


Mouse sat down in the grass and laughed cheerily at our naivety.


‘We’ll just have to hide them,’ I said, sitting down next to him. ‘And cover them with moss and branches.’


I was nervous. If anything happened to our food it could be disastrous. I envisioned all kinds of scenarios. Hunters might see a little bit of white bucket and steal the food. Or their dogs would sniff out the flour. And what about rats? They could chew through the lids in a heartbeat.


‘So, how do you like your new house?’ Mouse asked, as he dragged two of the heavy buckets towards a natural hollow.


‘I think I’d rather sleep in the tent outside than in that dirty hut,’ I said mournfully. ‘Tomorrow we will pitch our tent.’


‘Not many women would choose to live in a tent in the winter.’


‘Not many men would either!’ I laughed and cocked my head in his direction.


‘True,’ he admitted. ‘You are quite unusual, not needing the luxury of a clean, dry house though,’ he said, picking up his buckets.


‘I enjoy a simple life, walking in beauty, cooking on a fire, washing in the river. It makes me feel so alive.’ I opened the palms of my hands. ‘The best things in life are free!’


‘Freedom is for free!’ He smiled at me.


‘Wouldn’t you like to live in the wilderness for some time?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, I like the bush, but I’m more of a people person, really,’ Mouse said. ‘I’d feel too isolated up here in the mountains.’


I looked at his shining eyes and his mouth that looked like a dolphin’s. The world was always a happy and carefree place with Mouse around.


While Peter cooked a tasty curry with Mouse’s wild pork, the hut slowly warmed up with a crackling fire. Two candles on the table lit up our dinner. We ate with the occasional comment or joke, but I felt a little tense and slightly on my guard with Debbie around. Soon after we had done the dishes, we decided to get into our sleeping bags to keep warm. I quickly selected the least dirty mattress, checking first to see whether the black stains would rub off the plastic coating. Then I crawled into my sleeping bag, and made a pillow out of my jumper. This is the last night my sleeping bag will be clean, I thought.


‘Is everybody warm?’ Peter asked.


‘I’m cooking,’ said Mouse. He always took every sentiment to the extreme.


‘When the fire dies down it will be cold,’ said Debbie.


Nobody knew what to say any more. When it was silent for a while, Debbie said, ‘Goodnight, everybody.’


‘Goodnight,’ I replied.


Every ten minutes, Mouse turned over and his bed squeaked.


‘Stop turning round so often, Ricky,’ Debbie snapped.


Then, to my horror, I heard mice running around. They made a lot of noise with a plastic bag, and Peter got up and put the bag away.


When it was quiet again, I lay there wondering whether the mice would investigate my sleeping bag next. They might run over my face by accident. I felt very uncomfortable and suddenly very hot. I wished I had pitched the tent; I would have felt much more at ease in my own enclosed space.


After some hours of half sleep, I woke up again.


This time there were rats in the ceiling. They couldn’t come inside, but they were running up and down in the otherwise silent night. Mouse switched his headlight on, walked with his clean socks over the dirty wooden floor and grabbed the broom.


‘You’re going to sweep the rats out, are you?’ Peter’s voice piped up.


‘Watch this,’ Mouse whispered. He zigzagged through the room, with his eyes on the ceiling to detect the rats’ positions, then he bashed the head of the broom with deafening force against the ceiling. The result was absolute silence. Mouse bashed the broom another few times for good measure. It was only a thin ceiling and the rats must have been shell-shocked by the sudden noise.


‘See,’ said Mouse triumphantly. ‘It worked.’


The next morning Debbie was packing the truck before we had even finished breakfast.


‘We have to head out quickly in case it starts raining and the river comes up,’ Mouse reasoned, stroking his wife’s back. Maybe it was because of the sleepless night, but Debbie looked rather pale and fragile. When it at last came time to say goodbye, she was already waiting in the truck.


I hugged Mouse’s wiry body. I didn’t want to let him go. I suddenly realised that he might be the last person we would see for a long time.


‘We will miss you,’ I said.


Smiling cheerfully, he told us he was happy for us and promised to pay a visit if the river allowed it. ‘Good luck with the hunting,’ he said to me. ‘Remember: sun on the back, wind in your face!’


I nodded and tried to return his smile.


Then they drove away. Mouse forded the river with much bravado, water splashing up over the bonnet. Just before the corner, he tooted, and we could hear the drone of the engine for another minute or so.


Then the silence arrived.




[image: image] CHAPTER 2 [image: image]


WINTER


Peter turned round and put my arms over his shoulders. ‘Now it’s just us!’ he said, embracing me. I kissed him softly on the forehead.


In the sky above us, a big hawk appeared, gracefully following the path of the river below. When it saw us, it flapped its brown wings wildly to change course, then disappeared over the other side of the mountains—which, to us, was the other side of the world.


I took a deep breath. ‘I feel like we have finally come home.’


Peter nodded. ‘This is the world we were all born into.’


I took his hand and looked out at the valley and forest all around us. ‘Amazing feeling, to be so alone in such an isolated place, isn’t it?’ I said.


‘It is. The nearest house is a good three days’ walk from here. This time of year, most people leave the mountains alone and stay inside until the spring.’


I looked up and saw some clouds drifting over the ranges. They were moving fast; there must have been a lot of wind on the tops.


‘What do you think will happen to us?’ Peter wondered.


I thought for a while before responding. ‘I don’t know. I really can’t picture the future.’


‘Because it’s totally unknowable.’


‘Yes, it’s actually as though we have no future. Just the great timeless void, an infinite mist.’
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Back at the hut, I rekindled the fire and made two cups of tea, which I carried over to Peter, who was sitting on a rock near the river.


‘This is absolutely, amazingly beautiful, isn’t it?’ I looked at the crystal clear water, which cascaded down from the mountains. The big round rocks, worn smooth by the current, shimmered in the sun.


‘Yes, and vast parts of this island are like this, too.’ Peter leaned back on to the rock.


‘I just feel so lucky to be here, to actually live in this beauty.’ I looked at the rocky outcrops on the other side of the river, the dense forest in the distance, and the old trees nearby. When my tea was finished, I made another cup. We had no clock, but I guessed it was probably ten in the morning. I thought of Virginia and Rose, who would be sipping their coffees at the table by the window in the staff room. We were now in such different worlds.


After my initial elation, an uncomfortable feeling was creeping to the surface, a kind of realisation that sent a flash of panic through my body. It was the one thought that clashed with all my fantasies of living peacefully in the wilderness: the What now? thought. What was I going to do next?


I thought of things to do and remembered I hadn’t seen the toilet facilities. The long-drop was built 70 metres from the hut. It was a deep hole with a wooden structure on top; the only thing about it that resembled a modern toilet was the white seat. A soggy roll of paper sat in the corner. I lifted the lid and looked into the hole. The smell was so horrible that I quickly closed the lid.


If I sit on that toilet with the door closed, I’ll be suffocated, I thought.


I felt a little apprehensive. The hut and toilet were worse than I expected, and I forced myself not to think of the months ahead. I jumped into action instead.


The hut desperately needed cleaning, so I collected a bucket of water from the river, found an old towel and started washing the grimy walls, dirty windows and even the stains on the mattresses. We would definitely sleep in the tent, as the hut obviously belonged to the rats and mice, but in bad weather we could at least shelter in a clean hut.


Peter saw me running back and forth with buckets. ‘Why don’t you sit down for a minute?’ he asked. But I had been running around for years and I found it difficult to sit still. I took the dirty frying pan from the shelf and scrubbed it clean with sand from the river, then I did the same with the cutlery and the billy. Next, I searched around for the best place to camp, eventually pitching the tent underneath some trees with a flysheet strung over the top as an extra roof. The tent would be our bedroom, the hut our living room during bad weather; the river was our tap, fridge, shower, dishwasher and washing machine, and the whole valley was our garden. Our home in the wilderness. I started to feel better about the place.


Several times Peter offered to help me but, dreading the moment when all the chores were done, I preferred to do everything on my own. I needed to fill up the empty day. Finally, after I had tied a rope between the trees for a washing line, I sat down. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.


What time could it be? I wondered.


The sun was just touching the top of the mountains. It felt as if it was four o’clock, but it could also be three o’clock. The day seemed endless.


This was the one thing all our hiking trips and training had not prepared me for: boredom. Being occupied with walking every day was relatively easy when compared to just … living. If I had been a hiker, I would have shouldered my pack and begun to walk to the next hut. If I had been a hunter or a fisher, I would have declared it a day and walked back to the car. But I could go nowhere.


I joined Peter, who was calmly reading an old newspaper in the sun.


‘I think it’ll be a bit of an adjustment in the beginning, don’t you?’ I sounded far more coherent than I felt.


‘Oh, yes, a major adjustment.’ Peter nodded. ‘The mind needs to calm down. It could take days to ease into the rhythm of this place. Maybe weeks.’


Those first days were indeed a major adjustment, on many levels. Sometimes I felt comfortable and at home; other times I felt insecure about the future. But mostly I felt bored and restless. I no longer had a job, a project or stimulation like social contacts, email, music and all the rest. It felt as though I was going through withdrawal symptoms. My mind was running too fast, my thoughts were all over the place and endless memories flashed by. My head felt chaotic compared to the silence of nature, whose gentle rhythm was much slower than my busy self.


I was glad to be able to talk with Peter about the difficult process of slowing down. He hadn’t ever lived in the wilderness before either, but he did seem to understand the nature of the mind a little better than I did. Even though he appeared tranquil compared to me, he said he knew exactly how I felt; he had not found a million chores to do, but he had read all of the old newspapers and magazines in the hut from cover to cover. His suggestion was that we just go through the boredom and restlessness, and do nothing for a while.


Nothing.


That was the last thing I wanted to do. Nothing meant boredom, the dreaded void, horrible emptiness. Nothing was the unknown.


I had discovered I was afraid of nothing. I would be forced to face this fear in the weeks to come.


On the first morning that we awoke to sunshine, we built a big fire outside the hut. I like fires. Since the age of five, I have been fascinated by two things, both taught to me by my very patient father: building tree huts and lighting fires.


We had brought with us flour, yeast and an old-fashioned camp oven, which is basically a big iron pot with a flat lid. Peter had learned to use camp ovens when, as a 20-year-old, he worked as a cook on cattle stations in the Gulf of Carpentaria in Northern Australia. In order to bake bread in our camp oven, we would need dense wood for our fire; Peter explained to me that if we used soft wood like pine we would end up with ashes and no embers, which would leave our bread uncooked in the middle. It took about two hours for the dense wood we gathered to become red-hot embers.


Peter then kneaded the bread dough, and placed it in the camp oven. When the dough had risen to the lid, he moved the burning logs aside and created a hollow in the heart of the glowing embers. He placed the camp oven in the hollow, then moved coals on top of the flat lid with a little shovel.


After an hour, I anxiously lifted the lid, and together we gazed upon a beautiful golden-brown loaf of bread. We smiled from ear to ear as we ate our first hot slices. It was delicious. It tasted of independence.


A colourful little bellbird with a shiny green back and yellow tummy was singing in a tree nearby. Its ruby-red eyes studied us from different angles.


‘Watch its beak carefully,’ said Peter quietly.


The bird sang with much enthusiasm, but sometimes its beak opened without making any noise.


‘Some of the sounds we can’t hear!’ I whispered.


‘Some of the high notes, yes.’


‘What else in this world are we missing without knowing it?’ I wondered.


‘That’s for us to find out, Miriam,’ Peter said, and the bellbird flew away.


In our first week, a black-and-white billy goat had walked past our camp. I ran after him and bleated ‘meeeh, meeeh, meeeh’ to see if he would call back, but the goat just wandered casually off into the forest. I hadn’t made any attempt to shoot it, because we were still eating Mouse’s pork.


A week later, though, it was time for me to go in search of more meat. While I had practised shooting at a target, I didn’t have much experience with actual hunting. However, I was eager to learn a new skill.


When I thought of the word ‘skill’ it brought back memories of Peter’s brother, Mark, who owned a large sheep station. We had visited him three years earlier, during my first month in New Zealand.


During that visit, Peter, Mark and I had been standing around the kitchen bench, drinking cups of tea and chatting while, with a big hunter’s knife, Mark cut slices of some pork-and-venison salami made from animals he had hunted himself. The two brothers couldn’t have appeared more different. Mark, with his super-short hair, talked, acted and looked like a typical farmer: practical, no nonsense, straight to the point. A bit blunt at times. The way he was standing showed he was as strong as an ox—a force to be reckoned with. With a serious face and laconic tone, he was busy summarising the political state of the world.


‘With over-population and natural resources being increasingly stripped, the pressure will intensify and it’s only a matter of time before some sort of disaster strikes.’ He looked us briefly in the eyes, and nodded. ‘Yes, the entire shaky system will fall down like a bloody house of cards.’ With the tip of his knife he picked up a piece of salami and put it in his mouth.


‘But how?’ I asked.


Both brothers were now looking at me with bemused expressions, as though I was the only one who had never contemplated an apocalypse before.


‘Genetic-engineering disaster,’ said Peter. ‘Or a Third World War.’


‘Climate war. Pandemic,’ Mark added.


‘Stock-market collapse like in 1929.’ Peter shook his head slowly. ‘There could be any number of causes.’


‘Yep,’ said Mark. ‘When the shit hits the fan, money will be worth nothing and everybody will have to fend for themselves.’ He moved the sliced salami across to us.


I was somewhat surprised by Mark’s words. Peter and I had just spent many years travelling in Asia, where the problems of over-population and resource shortages of all kinds are very apparent—but these things were not at all obvious to me here in New Zealand.


‘If law and order break down,’ Mark continued, ‘I know what I’ll do.’ He leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘I’ll blow up the bloody bridges so that no one can get to my property.’ He pointed out of the window, and I looked at the endless green hills and patches of forest that belonged to Mark and his family. ‘With the bridges gone, only people with skills will be allowed on my land.’


Skills, I thought. Skills.


‘I’ve got plenty of guns to defend my family with. Above the door is my three-o-eight, just in case I need it quickly, and I’ve got other guns in my safe.’


‘Enough for a small army!’ Peter laughed.


I envisioned myself, in this imaginary post-apocalyptic future, standing on the edge of the bridgeless river.


‘What skills do you have?’ Mark and his mates would shout from the other side.


‘Physical education teacher,’ I would call back.


‘What?’ the survivalists would cry out at such a useless answer. What survival value would that offer to the community?


‘Physical edu—’


BOOM!


Miriam’s dead.


My imagination then went straight to a great cannibal feast—since nothing would be allowed to go to waste in those future days, of course.


If an apocalypse ever comes my way, I had reasoned then and there, I should probably make sure I have some survival skills … just in case. And anyway, even if nothing happens at all, at least I will have enjoyed the process.


I had therefore decided I wanted to learn how to hunt like our ancient ancestors did. As a child, I had made bows and arrows with my father, out of the bamboo in the garden, and Robin Hood had been my hero. Hunting seemed to suit me nicely, I thought, so about a year before our move into the wild I had bought a traditional recurve bow. My beautiful bow has no sights, and the aiming has to be done intuitively—‘intuitive shooting’, they call it, which sounded just right.


So, when we had finished all of Mouse’s pork and it came time for me to set out in search of more meat, I took my bow, put my knife in its sheath and headed confidently off along a path into the forest. I imagined this must have been what it was like for early Native American hunters, striding through the wild landscape, bow and arrows slung over their shoulders. Here I was, hunting in the wilderness of New Zealand. What a fantastic, epic adventure!


I followed the track up the mountain, listening out for any sound and careful to be silent. I thought I heard goats bleating in the distance, but when I got closer discovered it was only the voice of the river. I hid behind trees, sat still, sniffed everywhere and looked for any goat droppings or tracks in the dirt. But the whole world was motionless—even the birds were silent. I stared at the forest on my left but I didn’t dare venture too far off the path for fear of getting lost. I suddenly felt uneasy in this impressive expanse of forest, where nothing was quite familiar.


I spotted a big boulder in a grassy clearing. Mouse had told me that goats liked open clearings, so I crept over and hid behind the rock. I put an arrow in my bow, in preparation for a fine shot. I slowly lifted my head, half expecting to see a goat standing there, waiting for me, at my desired 20-metre distance. But no. Nothing. Not even a complacent rabbit or a lost hare.


I bleated in a last, desperate attempt to trick a goat into the clearing. ‘Meeeh! Meeeh!’


The only answer was silence and a fading sun.


Disappointed, I turned and walked quickly back to our camp. I was suddenly fearful of the encroaching darkness.


‘How far did you go?’ Peter asked when I returned. ‘What did you see?’ He was excited to hear about my first hunting attempt.


‘Um, not so far actually.’ I felt a little ashamed. ‘I didn’t see anything,’ I mumbled.


‘Oh, well, you can only try,’ Peter said encouragingly. ‘There is plenty more time to learn to hunt.’


The clear days were so warm that we were able to sit out in the sun wearing only a T-shirt, but as soon as the sun disappeared behind the mountains the cold air descended upon us. Our tent was beneath evergreen trees, and their branches kept us warm during the long nights, when the valley was invaded by frost and the first morning light revealed white crystals in the grass.


We went for many beautiful walks on those clear days. Peter often led the way, walking a little distance ahead of me. I felt very safe in the wild with Peter. On my own I would have been afraid of losing the way, but with him around I had no such fear. He had a good sense of direction, and even if we did get lost he would know what to do. He walked elegantly; I never saw him placing his feet casually or roughly. He disliked following a trail, and would instead walk right through the forest to rocky creeks and canyons, leading us to lofty viewpoints, enchanting green meadows and secret little caves. One time, he spotted a big old pine and we climbed into its branches and sat four metres above the ground, at the same level as the birds, and looked out over the entire valley.


‘This looks a bit like Scandinavia,’ I said, pointing to the pines in the valley.


‘Or perhaps Canada,’ he said, finding a comfortable place to sit. ‘Those trees are firs, pines and macrocarpas. From the 1850s, they tried to farm this area, burning all the dry ridges with fire, but they couldn’t burn the moist gullies.’ He pointed to a stand of beautiful old native beech trees that had survived. ‘Because of all the burning, the valley eroded so much that they decided to sow pine seeds out of a fixed-wing plane.’


‘How do you know that?’ I asked, scratching some nice-smelling gum off the tree.


‘I met an old guy last year who selected the seeds for the operation when he was young.’


‘But why were they concerned about whether this was eroding or not?’


‘Because without vegetation the area was prone to flash-flooding. The whole lower river valley filled up with rocks from these mountains here and all the farmland flooded regularly.’


I looked at the beautiful contours of the big pines. Some of them were as slim as a pencil; others had long side branches or were the shape of a cone.


‘It’s good for us—we won’t get overrun with trampers. New Zealanders these days don’t really like to see introduced trees.’ Peter laughed.


‘Even though their forefathers planted these trees themselves?’


‘Yeah, the ideology has changed. People would rather go to pristine native forest.’ He smiled. ‘There is only one rule with ideologies and that is the fact that they change all the time.’


Peter was leaning back against the trunk of the tree, his legs folded and curled round the branch. His long, wavy hair fell behind his shoulders; in the sun it looked golden, and in the shadow silver. He always has an aura of stillness when he is in nature. He dislikes haste and hurry, and tries to enjoy every moment of the day. Now, his blue eyes gazed over the landscape, taking in the detailed beauty. His big ears were sticking out through his hair; he tries to hide them, but I like his elf ears. He can hear so many things, often over great distances—sometimes he can even hear my thoughts.


After some weeks of exploration, we decided to move deeper into the mountains to South Hut, which we had never been to and were curious to see. We set out on a sunny day, with all our belongings and two weeks’ worth of food. I always hiked in sandals. In the past I had worn boots, but my wide feet always suffered from painful blisters. My light sandals prevented this, and also had the advantage of drying out quickly after the numerous river crossings—which was useful now, as our route took us along a broad riverbed and over big boulders.


I looked at the rushing river for a moment, dreading taking the first step into the ice-cold water. The water was bone-achingly cold and made me shiver instantly, and the torrent pulled at my legs. I started to feel very nervous about my clothes, which were wrapped in only a few plastic bags that would not remain watertight if I was swept away by the river. What’s more, if I fell in, we didn’t have a car to go back to—Peter would have to pitch the tent and put me in my sleeping bag to prevent hypothermia.


‘Use your walking stick as a pivot!’ yelled Peter over the noise of the river.


The rushing water was confusing—I couldn’t see the bottom properly—and the current was throwing me off balance.


‘This way!’ Just as I was about to plunge into a deep channel, Peter pointed with his stick to a shallower point. I slowly waded out of the river, my sandals filled with small gravel.


‘Aren’t you cold?’ I shouted.


‘Freezing!’ Peter called back. ‘Keep on walking!’


But I had to stop and empty the pebbles out of my sandals first. I wobbled dangerously on one leg underneath my heavy backpack, while Peter slowly walked into the forest.


The path left the valley floor behind and climbed steeply into the mountains. Permanent frost was already visible in the shadowy parts of the valley abandoned by the sun, but the climb was so strenuous that I quickly warmed up again. Eventually, the trees opened out to a view over the valley. On the other side of the gorge was a vertical rock face. Wind funnelled in between the crevices, making the trees above the river sway softly.


It was a beautiful, gentle sight. The dance of the treetops.


‘This beauty and purity will transform the mind, don’t you think?’ said Peter. His eyes were full of wonder. ‘All the great religions have one basic message. Christ, Buddha, Muhammad, Lao-tzu—they all speak about the transformation of the mind.’


I nodded, looking out at the powerful river, which had cut so effortlessly through the hard rocks. ‘Whatever it might mean, this pure and wild place should change our consciousness.’


The last half an hour of the climb was exhaustingly steep. It was amazing to finally see the small white hut sitting in the colossal landscape. Before we could reach the hut, however, we had to cross a wet, slippery swamp. I sank up to my knees in the black mud.


‘Why did they build the hut here?’ I sighed in frustration, sloshing through the freezing bog.


Inside, the hut was damp. Sunlight had not reached it for weeks. But there was an open fire and firewood in the shed. The interior looked light and clean, thanks to three windows.


‘Hey, no sign of mice! And what a nice hut, with all this light,’ I exclaimed merrily as I started to unpack our bags.


‘Should we sleep in the hut, rather than the tent?’ I asked. ‘How many visitors will come in the next month, do you think?’


‘Well, last year four people came in June, and six in July.’ Peter was flicking through the hut book. ‘Listen to this entry from a hunter who came last winter: I found two ruptured tins of peas in this hut. They froze solid overnight!’


We exchanged an astonished look.


‘Here’s another from July last year,’ Peter continued. ‘This is the coldest hut I’ve ever stayed in—measured minus seven inside the hut. Welcome to Siberia!’


I looked out of the window at the pines scattered among the alpine beech forest.


‘Oh god, here’s another bit of news.’ Peter kept reading the entries. ‘This is written by a possum trapper who spent a few days here in June last year. The fucking fireplace ain’t working—DOC concreted the fire bed. Without a draw to keep the fire going, it smokes like a bastard!’


‘What does that mean?’ I stared at the open hearth.


‘In the old days there would have been boulders on the floor of the fireplace to allow the fire to suck the air from the outside. But, with the concrete plugging the gaps between the boulders, there’s no air for the fire to burn properly. We’ll try it out, but we might have to open the window to get a draught.’


When Peter lit the fire we discovered that the angry possum trapper had been right: the hut filled up with vast quantities of smoke. We sat in our smoke-hole until our eyes were stinging and watering and Peter was forced to open the window. The freezing draught rekindled the fire, and the air in the hut cleared up within seconds.


‘How are we going to keep warm?’ I worried that maybe we weren’t equipped for the icy temperatures that might hit us in the coming months—this was only the beginning of winter, after all.


‘We’ll just have to build bigger fires,’ said Peter. ‘The good thing with an open fire is that you can put big logs on it. But the winter rain will come soon, so we’d better get the woodshed filled right up.’
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Urged on by the imminent wet weather, we anxiously set out on firewood missions. Once the wood was saturated, it wouldn’t dry out again until spring. I decided to collect the washed-up logs on the riverbed that had been dried out by the wind. To get to the river, I had to go down a slippery slope covered with clumps of speargrass. This severe, spiky grass is common in the New Zealand high country, and we’d had enough experience with it to know that it can inflict serious injury if you aren’t careful. The root of the speargrass is edible, but we had never dared go near enough to any plant to try it.


When I found a suitable log on the riverbed, I lifted it on to my shoulder. On my way back to the hut, I spotted another log. Recalling the weight-training sessions I’d done as a teenager when I was a competitive pole-vaulter, I judged that I would be able to carry a second log and, after a few attempts, I managed to position one log on each shoulder. This might have been bordering on extremism, but I started to feel a great excitement in my heart. Our life had become a proper expedition! I slowly shuffled back up the hill between the speargrass clumps, through the forest, across the creek and at last back to the hut, where I dropped the logs on the ground and collapsed theatrically.


Peter stood in the door of the hut with his mouth hanging open. ‘One log is heavy enough, but two logs is insane,’ he exclaimed. ‘Soon you’ll be cutting off one breast to shoot your bow better!’


I laughed, then jumped back to my feet and lifted Peter 20 centimetres up in the air, in order to further demonstrate my strength.


Peter grinned. ‘OK then, watch this, Miss Amazon,’ he said as I returned him to the ground.


Taking the axe in both hands, he positioned himself in front of one of the logs. With his feet set apart, he lifted the axe behind his head. His knees came forward, his hips followed, his chest was round like a drawn bow and, with a brilliant whip-like movement, he swung the axe right into the heart of the log.


‘I can do that.’ I reached impatiently for the axe’s handle.


‘No, no, you’ve only seen half the act.’


Peter reset his position. He looked at the log, took a deep breath and once again made his whole body move like a whip. Transferring all his strength to the axe head, he hit the log in exactly the same place so that a crack appeared.


‘Wow, that is incredible! Let me try,’ I said, and Peter handed the heavy axe to me.


Imitating Peter’s serious expression, I positioned myself in front of the log. I moved my body like a whip and hit the log. The axe landed five centimetres from Peter’s split, and it just bounced off the log.


‘You see,’ Peter said, when I had hit the log in 10 different places. ‘It’s not as easy as it looks.’


Carrying the logs had left streaks of mud on my neck and I felt warm enough to have a wash in the cold river. I carried my blue enamel cup, yellow Sunlight soap and a little red towel to the riverbed. The bright colours looked nice among the grey stones.


I undressed and stood naked at the edge of the roaring river, the cold breeze caressing my skin. I splashed water over my body then washed myself with the soap as quickly as possible. I towelled off and immediately put my clothes back on. Once I was warm again, I wet my hair with cups of water and soaped my head.


I bent forward, looking at the forest upside down, and put my head into the fast-flowing river. The freezing-cold water gave me an immediate headache. The earth disappeared, my long hair flowed downstream, and for five seconds I directly experienced the heart of the river. It was exhilarating. It made me feel cleaner than all of the hot showers of my life put together.


Our days in South Hut were very cold, and the nights were freezing. The fire made a small difference, but we didn’t have enough wood to keep it going all night. Peter always likes to have a cup of water next to his bed at night, but this was pointless because it turned to ice during the frosty nights. It was so bitterly cold that we could see big plumes of our breath inside the hut at all times.


One late afternoon we were waiting for the rice and beans to cook, while the rain drummed on the corrugated-iron roof. The freezing draught from the open window chased what little heat there was out of the room. I had put on all of my jumpers and jackets and wrapped my woollen blanket round me. Peter sat in front of the fire.
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