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			Dedication

			For those who became strong out of necessity to survive – don’t forget to live.
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			Prologue

			Paris, Day One

			Extract from the diary of a French lady who was travelling through Paris Charles de Gaulle airport on the same day as Paddy (probably) …

			I imagined the memorable part of my first proper trip to Paris would begin somewhere cinematic. Maybe in a café, with a view of the Eiffel Tower.

			Instead, it began in baggage reclaim with a man shouting at an animal crate.

			French airports are not romantic places. They are fluorescent, echoing and full of people pretending not to look at one another. I was one of the last passengers waiting for my suitcase when I heard a voice rise above the conveyor belt.

			‘Stay there, you git.’

			The accent was unmistakable. English. Northern. Angry.

			I turned to see a red-faced man in his sixties wrestling with what looked to be an extremely large empty animal crate. It had fallen sideways off his luggage trolley and now lay on the floor, belly up like a sad goldfish. There was no animal. Just the gigantic empty crate. Industrial-sized. Possibly designed for a wolf, or maybe a small bear?

			The man glared at it as though it had personally betrayed him.

			‘Get back on,’ he muttered through gritted teeth, hauling it upright. ‘I’ll give you one more chance.’

			I hesitated. In France, we mind our own business. But this felt … escalated. I approached cautiously and asked, in my best English, if he needed help.

			He turned to me at once, calm and polite, as if he hadn’t just threatened an inanimate object.

			‘No, love. Got it.’

			He did not, in fact, have it.

			Thirty seconds after he staggered away, the crate clattered to the floor again. The sound echoed across the empty hall. He swore at it with real feeling this time. I decided it was wiser not to intervene further and collected my suitcase.

			I thought that would be the end of it.

			A short while later, I was waiting for the lift to exit the airport when the doors opened to reveal the same man. He was inside the lift. Alone. The crate was wedged in with him at an angle that suggested violence had already occurred. He appeared to have it in some kind of headlock.

			We made eye contact.

			Neither of us spoke.

			For a few seconds, we simply stared at one another. Then the lift doors closed and he disappeared upward, still locked in combat with the crate.

			I stood there wondering why a solitary Englishman had chosen to fly an empty animal crate the size of a small car to Paris. Perhaps it was a rite of passage. Perhaps it was performance art. Perhaps this was simply what the English did now.

			As the lift doors shut, I noticed something strange. Inside the crate, taped to one corner, was a handwritten label. A name.

			I remember thinking it was odd to name something that wasn’t alive.

			I did not think about it again. Not then.

			Paris was waiting.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Before Everything Else

			If you want a neat origin story, I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place.

			My life doesn’t move in a straight line, but in loops, detours and the occasional spectacular faceplant. Then it has the audacity to expect me to carry on as if that was all perfectly reasonable. Mostly it feels like a series of unexpected side-quests that should have come with trigger warnings. At the end of my first ever therapy session, aged 25, the therapist said, with serious concern, ‘I’m not sure you should be this functional.’

			My dad describes me as a bit feral, which sounds insulting until you realise he says it with a strange sort of pride. Apparently, as a child I was always smiling, always outside, always covered in something I should not have been touching. Mud, worms, grass stains and even mystery substances with no clear backstory.

			I liked being outside because it made sense. There were rules you could see: weather, gravity, cause and effect. Houses were different. Inside, things felt louder and less predictable. I learned early to read the atmosphere of a room, to notice small shifts in tone, to stay slightly alert at all times. Home was not somewhere you fully relaxed. It was somewhere you stayed aware, just in case.

			At school, I learned a different skill: invisibility. If I was noticed, it was rarely for good reasons, so I got very good at shrinking myself down and staying out of the way. Teachers described me as quiet. School reports always said the same thing: could contribute more in class. Technically true, but I was usually busy elsewhere.

			Inside my head, there were entire worlds running in parallel. I was daydreaming long before I had anywhere real to escape to. I could disappear into elaborate internal storylines and still resurface in time to complete a worksheet convincingly enough that no one suspected I had not been listening. I was also deeply afraid of getting into trouble. I never really did get properly into trouble, not because I was perfect but because the idea of authority being disappointed in me made my stomach drop through the floor.

			Animals never made me feel that way. They were straightforward. They did not care if you were quiet or strange or thinking too much. Animals reacted honestly to the world around them. If you were calm, they were calm. If you were an idiot, they let you know. They also responded to consistency and honesty, both of which I could manage. When I was very young, I once insisted I had found an injured baby hedgehog while walking home in the dark. I made my parents wrap it in a towel and bring it inside so it could survive the night. By morning, it had miraculously transformed into a pinecone.

			I was always bringing home strays. Cats that appeared at the back door. Birds that had fallen out of nests. Pigeons that had been hit by something. My parents tolerated this with admirable patience, probably because they realised arguing was pointless once I had emotionally committed to saving a creature that may or may not require saving.

			Horses fascinated me long before I was anywhere near one. I begged for a pony party for my ninth birthday. I was told pony parties were not a real thing. Then I found a flyer in the post office that very clearly said pony parties. That was the end of that discussion. The place itself was less a riding school and more a loosely supervised horse-based social experiment. One woman, 22 horses, nine acres of land, a caravan that looked like it had lost a fight, and an ever-changing cast of dogs, cats, chickens, ducks, rabbits and general chaos. Some of the chickens lived in the caravan. One had a name and was best friends with the German shepherd. The rabbits lived in a shipping container and multiplied enthusiastically.

			At nine years old, I thought this ramshackle barn was the best place on Earth. By ten, I was working there every weekend. I filled builder sacks with haylage (grass that’s been cut, baled and semi-fermented) and dragged them around with my pre-teen muscles. I groomed horses, tacked up, led small children around on ponies and generally did whatever needed doing, all in exchange for one hour of riding. It was absolutely child labour and I was absolutely aware of this fact. I was also delighted. The horses themselves were, generally speaking, unpolished. There was no arena. You learned by being placed on something semi-feral and seeing what happened. One pony, accurately named Spirit, had come from Dartmoor after nine years of freedom and behaved accordingly. For my inaugural ride, the owner wanted me to take Spirit into an open field for the very first time, and she had the genius idea to go with some other horses for a gallop to ‘see how it would go’. It bucked me off. I got back on. It bucked me off again. I got back on.

			There was no health and safety. No careful explanations. No fear-based warnings. Just, right then, up you get. I learned very quickly that falling off did not mean you were incapable. It just meant you had fallen off. You could choose to climb back on, or you could decide you were done. I always climbed back on. And I learned very quickly to stay on as the walk back home was very long if your pony ditched you.

			A few years later, the woman disappeared overnight, loading horses into lorries and vanishing north, somewhere in the furthest corner of the Orkney Islands, possibly pursued by several angry adults who were very out of pocket. It was a dramatic ending, but by then the damage had been done, in the best possible way.

			Horses rewired something in me. They quietened my brain. Riding demanded focus in a way that felt grounding rather than overwhelming. Looking after them gave me routine without rigidity. There were jobs to do: water to check, feet to pick out, order to impose on a world that often felt a bit too loud.

			As I got older, I discovered I was good at science. Once, when I was ten, the deputy head told my parents there was no way I had done well on a science exam because I finished it too quickly. Wrong. I’d smashed it. That was probably my first lesson in a pattern I would encounter many times later in life. Authority figures could be impressively confident and still completely wrong.

			I was not brilliant at everything. My spelling was terrible. People quietly suggested dyslexia without ever formally confirming it, which felt very on-brand for my childhood. I was never quite trouble enough to warrant looking at too closely. But when something interested me, I locked onto it completely. Biology made sense with its systems and evolution, to adapt and overcome, allowing life to survive in the harshest of conditions. People made less sense.

			Then my grandmother died and left me enough money to buy a horse of my own. A real horse. That single change affected everything. The stables stopped being a place I visited and became a place I belonged. Horses stopped being an escape and became my life. I found myself absorbed into a muddy, chaotic community where nobody cared if I was quiet or strange or thinking too much. As long as I showed up and pulled my weight.

			I did not know then that this place would become more than just home. Or that it would give me the deepest friendships of my life. Or that it would also be where I learned how quickly everything you rely on can change.

			For now, all I knew was I had found something that steadied me, grounded me.

			And I held onto it tightly.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			An Unreasonable Sequence of Events

			Buying my own horse turned a passing obsession into a lifestyle. The horse yard quickly became the closest thing I’d ever had to a proper community. And that was where I met Izzy.

			She arrived without ceremony, as most of the important people do. One minute she was there, giving me a tour of the stables, and the next we were coordinating our horses’ rest days so we never missed a ride together. No trial period, no easing into it. Just an immediate, unquestionable friendship. Izzy was talented and hilarious, with an infectious laugh that filled space and made everything feel lighter just by its presence. She had the kind of warmth that made you feel included without trying.

			I had a friend who I didn’t have to manage myself around. I didn’t rehearse conversations or overthink my laughter. I didn’t monitor every sentence before it left my mouth. I didn’t lie awake afterwards replaying everything I’d said, and deciding I was definitely weird and everyone hated me. I could just exist, and at the time I did not know how precious those years would become.

			We saw each other every day at school and then spent every evening after together because the yard became our world. We talked while mucking out, while tacking up, while standing around doing nothing in particular. The kind of conversations that happen when you’re doing something practical with your hands and your brain is allowed to loosen its grip for once. And when we weren’t at the yard, we were having sleepovers and planning out next season’s competition schedule.

			I messaged her one ordinary morning not long after her 19th birthday with something mundane. Something completely forgettable but something I knew would make her smile. Instead of a reply, several hours later I got the call that she was gone and by that afternoon, everything in my life had split clean in two: a before, and after. Nothing can prepare you for losing someone so young and full of life in a blink of an eye.

			The weeks that followed were hollow and surreal. Her face appeared in newspapers, her story repeated on radio stations. Three people had died in an accident at a waterfall in Vietnam. One of them was Izzy, and one of them was her sister Beth.

			I clung to routine because I didn’t know what else to do. I still had my horse to care for twice a day at the same yard where she was now painfully absent. The place felt quieter. Colder. As if something essential had been lifted out and never replaced.

			Jess, the dependable big sister of our hodgepodge yard family, took over Izzy’s horse and competed him in her memory. I made hundreds of memorial ribbons for people to wear at shows. We all tried to keep busy because stopping meant feeling, and feeling was unbearable.

			Something hardened in me during that time. I learned that things can be taken without warning. That loving something does not protect it. That joy does not guarantee longevity. Those lessons didn’t make me fearful. They made me attentive. And I carried that attentiveness forward into adulthood, along with a brain that has never been interested in doing things the easy way.

			University became both a refuge and a proving ground. Undergrad was unexpectedly fun. I decided early on that I would not repeat my school years as a quiet observer. I walked in with confidence, even when I had to fake it, and to my surprise, it worked. I made friends, I had fun and I found a version of me that felt expansive rather than contracted.

			I studied bioveterinary science at the University of Liverpool, which had all the aspects of animal biology I liked the most; physiology, behaviour, adaptation and evolution of a plethora of species, to name a few. Science suited my brain; I liked mechanisms and systems. I liked being able to follow a question all the way to its logical end. I liked that if you did the work properly, answers appeared. After my degree I chose to do a PhD in veterinary research, not because I was chasing a title, but because I was able to work on a project that was within my exact interest. I enjoyed the independence of it, the challenge, and the fact that it demanded real effort rather than surface-level competence. The PhD taught me how to build order out of chaos. There were no syllabuses or step-by-step instructions. You were dropped into the wild with a project title, and maybe some aims if you were lucky, then told to find your way back with answers.

			I worked in intense bursts, fuelled by interest and pressure. I made lists. I built systems. I taught myself to code because I was handed roughly a thousand pieces of paper and told, in essence, good luck. Three hundred and sixty-odd blood samples, each with several sheets of data attached. Manual data entry is a form of slow death, and I was not prepared to perish that way. I liked that I could rely on myself.

			My first serious relationship felt like a walking red-flags final boss. Based on the information I had, he seemed to lie about a lot: who he was, where he went to university, his past. He even seemed to lie about his job.

			The situation escalated quickly into something that frightened me. He already came across to me as aggressive; that’s when the stalking started. It went on for months. At one point it got so bad that I had to involve the police. I also involved Nicola, my fierce, loyal friend from our original yard family. He appeared to be terrified of Nicola. Not everyone has a Nicola. Good fucking luck. There’s more chance she would have cut off both his arms than cut herself out of my life.

			I got out of that relationship. Not without damage, but intact.

			The relationship that followed was quieter, but in some ways more insidious. This man positioned himself as the safe option. The protector. The rescuer. After everything that had come before, that promise mattered more than I wanted to admit. He pursued me relentlessly, with a certainty that felt reassuring rather than alarming. I didn’t think he would leave. Not after trying that hard. Not after presenting himself as stability incarnate.

			Over time, persistence blurred into inevitability, mistaking consistency for security. Then Covid arrived, and we were in each other’s pockets, sealed off from the world while the cracks spread quietly beneath our feet. His family disapproved of me. He never said it outright, no matter how many times I asked, but I could feel it in the hesitations, the evasions, the way certain conversations never quite landed.

			After two years, they gave him an ultimatum and he yielded. He ended it by coming back from a visit to his parents, walking through the door, delivering the truth in a one-minute speech. ‘I was too much’, ‘I was too out-spoken’, too everything it seemed. Then at warp speed the moment my back was turned he disappeared out the door, not to be seen or heard from again for a whole month, till I’d moved out. It is worth noting the impressive level of commitment required to ghost someone you know so well.

			All the while, he told everyone else something different. I was too anxious. I was too headstrong. I was bad at planning. I didn’t like the tube (okay true, but who does!?). An eclectic selection of stories, but by then it didn’t really matter. The damage was already done.

			What surprised me most wasn’t that he chose his parents. It was that he believed their judgement should automatically outrank his own. Blind obedience has never made sense to me. Respect, in my world, is earned. Trust is built. Age alone doesn’t grant moral authority. Watching someone hand over their autonomy so completely felt less like betrayal and more like quiet abdication.

			The part that still makes me laugh, in a bleak sort of way, is the sheer randomness of the excuses. Somewhere out there are several people who genuinely believe I was dumped because I don’t like public transport. Imagine being so principled that you end a relationship over the Northern Line.

			I learned then that being capable can attract people who want to borrow your strength without ever offering their own. I am a problem-solver by nature, a fixer, and it took me too long to realise that not every problem is mine to carry, and not every person wants to be helped so much as held up.

			But nothing could prepare me for what happened shortly after. My brother was born three years after me. I was actually a smidge disappointed when he was born; I’d been convinced my mum was growing a mouse in her tummy and I was going to name him Stumpy. Don’t ask me why. Three-year-olds are weird. We fought like any other siblings growing up but we became much closer as adults, especially as we lived in neighbouring towns while we were studying. If I needed something he was there, and the same the other way around.

			Over the years, something in him changed and he began struggling. His decline was slow at first, then terrifyingly fast. A kind of freefall that happens when the mental health system collapses under someone instead of catching them. My brother believed he was unsafe. He was experiencing psychosis and thought he was being pursued. He asked for help. The police agreed he was unsafe and took him to hospital.

			He was seen by a mental health nurse, but no assessment for psychosis was carried out. No physical examination was done for the injuries he believed he had sustained. If they truly believed he was not suffering from psychosis, then they should have assessed and treated those injuries, but they didn’t. The psychiatrist named in his notes, with a contact number clearly provided, was not contacted. He was described as too articulate, too coherent, too able to explain himself. In other words, not unwell enough to be believed.

			He was discharged and told to go home. He left confused and frightened, with no clear discharge plan. He called a helpline again because he still felt unsafe and didn’t know what he was supposed to do. They told him to go back to A&E.

			Less than an hour later, he returned. He told them he didn’t understand what had happened. That he was confused. That he still felt unsafe.

			The same person told him to leave. Again.

			He ended up asking for help from at least ten different people. Not one of them helped him. He had not slept for days. He reached a point where he believed this was going to be his life forever and he did not want to live like that.

			I was the one who found him, something no one should ever have to experience.

			I called Nicola, and she dropped everything to drive down from Sheffield. She worked in the ambulance service and, without hesitation, refused to let me identify the body. She did it herself so I wouldn’t have to. That single act of kindness held me together when everything was falling apart.

			Afterwards, I moved through the days as if submerged underwater. My parents were consumed by shock, unable to function, so I took over. I organised the funeral, made the calls, handled the logistics. I helped carry his coffin. I did what needed to be done because there was no other option.

			What stays with me most about my brother isn’t the way he died, but the way he lived. His kindness. His logic. His spontaneity. He loved playing devil’s advocate. He loved a good debate. He could challenge your entire worldview in one sentence and then make you laugh two minutes later. He was impulsive in the best way, the kind of person who decided to do something and then simply did it.

			When I face choices now, whether tiny or enormous, I can still hear him saying what he always used to. ‘Why are you stressing? Just do it. Carpe diem.’

			It was irritatingly good advice. I hated that he was right.

			Time moved on, because it always does, but the questions didn’t. They sat there, heavy and unresolved. The more distance I got from the immediate shock, the clearer it became that what had happened was not an unavoidable tragedy. It was a failure. Several failures, stacked neatly on top of one another and disguised as procedure.

			The inquest itself took years to materialise, then spanned multiple days. I had already been through one before, for Izzy, so I knew how these things worked. I came prepared. I had read everything, thousands of pages of notes, reports, emails, call logs and records pulled from multiple institutions. I knew who had done what, who had failed to do what and exactly when.

			I made sure we had a good lawyer and the right people were in that room. I provided questions. I listened carefully to the answers.

			The mental health nurse who turned my brother away twice had no credible explanation. His answers were evasive, defensive and empty. Fortunately my multiple binders of evidence held fast. He had nothing resembling a justification for failing to call the listed psychiatrist or providing basic medical care. I knew he would not be returning to the courtroom after his questioning ended. So I waited for him. When he came past me on his way out, I left him with something that I hoped he would take to the grave. I cornered him, looked him dead in the eye and, with festering venom, said, ‘His death is on you. I hope you never have a moment’s peace for the rest of your life.’

			It wasn’t justice. It was the only thing left.

			The coroner’s court concluded that the NHS had failed my brother in several areas. They admitted fault and policies were supposedly amended, procedures updated. Assurances made that changes had been implemented to prevent this from happening again. So much time passed between his death and the results of the inquest, the law changed and immediate family are no longer considered relevant parties in the same way. My brother was 22 when he died, and because he had no spouse and no children, the value placed on his life was officially zero pounds.

			The NHS would cover the cost of the funeral. Everything else, apparently, was worth nothing.

			This is not something you get over. It is something you learn to carry. It sharpened my understanding of systems and authority. It taught me that procedure is often used as a shield, not a safeguard. That being articulate, capable and calm can work against you in environments that only recognise distress if it looks the way they expect it to.

			It also cemented something else. I do not blindly follow authority. I do not assume elders, institutions, or professionals are right simply because they are in charge. Experience has taught me that unquestioning deference can be dangerous.

			Between Izzy and my brother, something fundamental changed in me. I stopped assuming time was plentiful. I stopped believing later was a reliable concept. Loss did not make me reckless, it made me deliberate.

			By the time I found myself in Cambridge for my first big adult job, I was already carrying all of this.

			Cambridge was never meant to be forever. I think I knew that the moment I arrived, even if I didn’t yet have the language for it. It was beautiful and historic and full of clever people doing clever things, all cycling purposefully past one another with the faint air of those who believed they were exactly where they were supposed to be. Cambridge had a way of making you feel as though you should always be striving for something bigger.

			My life there wasn’t the glossy postcard version. It was quieter than that. Simpler. And, at times, lonelier. I took a room as a lodger in a family house not too far from my new place of work. The family were genuinely lovely. The house was busy. Children played, chatted, burst into song without warning. The little girl was sweet, full of music and energy, exactly how a child should be.

			The everyday noise of family life sent my thoughts skittering in every direction. Normally, that wasn’t an issue because I was rarely home. But after I fractured my back and suddenly found myself indoors far more than I wanted to be, even the smallest sounds felt magnified. Footsteps. Kitchen clatter. A little voice practising the same song on repeat next door.

			It wasn’t wrong, and it wasn’t anyone’s fault. But it was exhausting. A constant low-level hum I couldn’t escape, reminding me that I wasn’t in my own space and my mind was craving the kind of quiet only the horses ever seemed to give me.

			The horses were my favourite part of every day, the one place where my head slowed down enough for me to feel grounded. In the early hours, the yard was peaceful, the air crisp, the sky still soft and colourless, and the only sounds were hooves shifting on bedding, the creak of stable doors and the occasional snort from a horse who wanted breakfast five minutes ago. The smell of hay, mud and horses never bothered me. It was the scent of home.

			After the morning routine, I’d get changed and rush to work, with the occasional strand of half-dried hay clinging to my hair. I liked my job as a scientist in a stem cell biotech well enough, but work was another place where I didn’t quite fit. Office small talk has never been my strength. The same conversations repeated themselves week after week until I could barely tell one ‘How was your weekend?’ from the next.

			Once work was done, I went straight back to the horses. Being at the yard made the world feel quieter, easier to decompress. By the time I did get home, it was usually close to half past eight. I’d cook something quick, eat in my room, watch TV and collapse into bed. Rinse and repeat. Not a bad life. Just not a thrilling one.

			Inside my head, there was always something happening. Usually several somethings. Music. Half-written conversations. Forgotten memories. Sudden urges to reorganise my entire life. A rotating carousel of potential projects I absolutely did not have time for. My brain rarely travelled in straight lines. It preferred scenic routes with no speed limits and frequent detours.

			The planning part of my brain, however, was an entirely different creature. If something important was happening, I created a military-level timetable. I calculated backwards from the moment I needed to leave the house, breaking every step into exact minutes.

			Wake up at 6.30. Brush teeth by 6.34. Put socks on at 6.37. Get in the car at 6.52.

			It sounds ridiculous unless you also have a brain with time blindness that delights in distraction like a squirrel in a September forest, sabotaging you at the worst possible moment.

			Even with the horses and the routines, even with all the internal noise, a subtle itch beneath my skin started to surface. A tug reminding me there had to be more than the daily cycle I was in. I went on little holidays, long weekends and quick getaways when I could, but there was still something missing. I felt the need for more. More heat. More humidity. More wildlife and warm ocean.

			One evening, after another long day, I sat in the armchair in my room. The house was quiet. The fake grass looked particularly unenthusiastic. And I felt that unmistakable pull in my chest again. It had been far too long since I’d been on a proper adventure. One that changed things. One that reminded me I existed outside the routines I’d built to keep myself safe.

			So I pulled out my phone, opened a new note, and typed the words: Places I Need to See.

			Costa Rica went straight to the top. Tropical heat, wildlife, jungles, warm oceans. Everything my restless heart craved. Peru followed not far behind, though at that point I had no idea how important it would become.

			And that, though I didn’t realise it at the time, was where the next part of my story began.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Canada, Cousin Adam and The Plan

			I opened the phone again under my duvet and the words were already there: Places I Need To See. I stared at the list for a while and felt that familiar sense of wanting to move, even if I didn’t yet know the direction.

			So I did what I always did when an idea started to itch. I messaged Adam.

			Adam was technically my cousin, but functionally he was a chaotic combination of big brother, best friend, co-conspirator and occasional emotional support. Annoyingly, he lived several thousand miles away in Toronto, but we exchanged voice notes like we lived two streets apart. In short, he was the kind of person who made the world feel bigger just by existing in it. He loved travel, loved adventure and, crucially, did not require six business days’ notice to do something spontaneous. In my world, that scores you top points.

			We bonded properly after my brother died. We’d never met in person before then, but grief strips out small talk fast, and I ended up flying out to Canada to avoid another hollow Christmas at home. His brain was a swirl of impulse, anxiety and half-formed ideas; mine was loud, restless, constantly trying to make sense of everything. He liked to tell me I was the ‘brains of the operation’, usually to excuse the wildly impulsive thing he’d just done. I remember one night, in particular, sitting in a dim bar, drinks softening the edges of the conversation.

			We were having a heart to heart about our bucket-list adventures. ‘There are so many places I want to visit,’ Adam had said. ‘But I never have anyone to go with.’

			I laughed. ‘Well, I’ll go. I’m always up for an adventure. Just tell me when.’

			It wasn’t a grand pact, but it stuck. Over the next couple of years, we kept choosing adventures. Beaver tails at Niagara Falls. Consuming our body weight in cheese on the French Riviera. Wild camping in the Canadian wilderness. Sledging in the British countryside. Road-tripping through America. Nothing grand or elaborate, no pressure, just fun.

			Now, months later, back in Cambridge, that spark of adventure had somewhere to land, especially after I found a message from a few months back.

			Me: Do you wanna do South America this year?

			Adam: Next year.

			This time I screenshot it and sent it straight back to him.

			‘It’s almost next year …’

			He replied immediately. Of course he did.

			‘True …’

			‘We’ve got big birthdays this year,’ I continued. ‘Time for a big adventure. I need to see a sloth. Also, you need a more adventurous adventure. Less bougie, more jungle. Snakes and all.’

			I could imagine the eye roll as he typed back. ‘Oh yeah, because you know how much I love snakes.’

			‘So where are we going then?’

			And just like that, the list stopped being a list and became a plan. I told him about the sloth sanctuary, about Costa Rica being my non-negotiable. I wanted jungle and rainstorms and animals and warm water and something that felt completely different from my life in Cambridge. I was tired of routines and feeling like all the days bled into each other.

			He listened. Or at least, he sent enough ‘mmhmm’ voice notes and sarcastic comments that I knew I had his attention.

			Then he said, ‘Okay. If Costa Rica is your non-negotiable, I want a non-negotiable too.’

			‘Go on then,’ I said. ‘Pick somewhere good.’

			There was a small silence, the kind that usually meant he was actually thinking.

			‘Peru.’

			‘Why Peru?’

			‘I don’t know. I just always wanted to see it. The mountains, the history, the food … and Machu Picchu feels like one of those places you’re supposed to see once in your life.’

			Costa Rica for me. Peru for him. Two pins in a map, and the start of a plan.

			He was the instigator of the multiple countries. His original plan involved four, somehow fitted into the same number of days we eventually spent in three. Years of exclusively travelling around Europe had given him a wildly optimistic idea of how easy it was to hop between places.

			‘It’s doable,’ he said, with confidence entirely unsupported by geography.

			I spent a good while talking him down. Three was the compromise. Colombia took the longest to decide, mostly because he couldn’t. In the end, I chose it for us, which he accepted with visible relief.

			‘Okay,’ I said finally. ‘We do three.’

			‘Three,’ he repeated slowly. ‘You’re locking in?’

			He knew that once an idea got lodged in my head, it rarely stayed hypothetical for long.

			That night, instead of watching Netflix, I fell down the rabbit hole of travel research. I opened my laptop and started what would become the master, all-knowing travel system: a shared Notion page where we could both drop ideas, links, screenshots and plans. It began as a brain dump. Then, over hours and weeks of painstaking curation, it evolved from organised chaos into a well-oiled, slick, multi-database beast with autolinking systems, featuring to-do lists, packing items, flights, travel requirements, accommodation, activities. I made sections, headings, subheadings. A colour-coding system that made perfect sense to me but would look like advanced statistical analysis to everyone else.

			I sent Adam the updates. Within ten minutes, he was in the document, adding polite, sensible little bullet points while I was writing notes like ‘FIND A TREEHOUSE TO SLEEP IN’ and ‘WHAT IF WE DID ZIP-LINING’ and ‘WOULD I DIE IF I SWAM HERE, Y/N’.

			He messaged me. ‘Are you actively trying to kill us on this trip? Why are all your “accommodation” options sleeping outside in the middle of the jungle?!’

			I replied, ‘It’s all part of the experience. Have I ever steered you wrong before? You’ve just never been on an adventure with me outside of Europe & North America. This is a whole new world of adventure travel. Get ready! You’re gonna love it.’

			‘Yeah, yeah, I trust you, I trust you.’

			There was a comfort in the planning. In picturing us both out there somewhere that wasn’t here. In imagining myself waking up to the sound of birds I had never heard before, air that smelt completely different, light that landed on my skin in a new way. I felt like breathing more deeply than I had in a long time.

			Eventually, the planning reached the point where something unavoidable like actually booking the trip loomed on the horizon.

			‘I’ve found flights,’ I told him one evening, my laptop glowing hot against my legs. ‘Multiple options. We can meet in Canada, then head to Costa Rica or route via somewhere else, but either way, we need to commit.’

			We picked dates. We double-checked time zones and layovers and the approximate likelihood of us collapsing from jet lag. We calculated how long we could both be away from work and normal life. It felt like we were gently carving out a pocket of time just for adventuring, separate from grief and duties and responsibility.

			It was real now. Not just a list on my phone. Not just a conversation in a bar in Toronto. Not just a shared document full of ideas and animal bingo wishes. Flights were booked, dates were chosen, money had been spent. Future Us was officially going to Costa Rica, Colombia and Peru.

			A message popped up from Adam. ‘Well. I guess we’re doing this.’

			I grinned at the screen like an idiot. ‘We are.’

			‘Just so you know,’ he added a moment later, ‘if we die, I’m blaming you.’

			‘If we die,’ I replied, ‘I promise to take full responsibility from beyond the grave.’

			There was a pause. Then, because this was Adam, the messages kept coming.

			‘208 days till we go. I counted today. Would you be up for sandboarding in Peru? This trip is going to be awesome.’

		

		
			Chapter 4

			Before the Fall

			In the weeks that followed, the planning intensified. Accommodation searches, debates over whether we could afford the cool treehouse or if we should behave like responsible adults, lengthy discussions about how many pairs of shoes counted as sensible. I fine-tuned the itinerary for Costa Rica, slotting in sloth sanctuary days, jungle tours and carefully protected stretches of time when we were allowed to do nothing except exist and look at things.

			We also had a serious conversation about whether it was acceptable to bring a hair dryer and straighteners into the jungle. This was for Adam, not me. I explained, patiently, that the rainforest does not care about hair. The humidity will win. He argued that civilisation had standards. Eventually, a compromise was reached: the straighteners would stay at home and the hair dryer would come with us.

			Peru was trickier. There were too many options and not enough days. We went back and forth on routes and tours and whether either of us was truly prepared for the concept of stairs at high altitude.

			‘Worst-case scenario,’ I told him, ‘we crawl.’

			‘I am not crawling up a mountain,’ he said.

			‘That is quitter talk.’

			Somewhere in all the teasing and spreadsheets and ridiculous voice notes, a deeper feeling was taking root. This trip was not just a holiday. It was a line in the sand. A choice to keep planning adventures, and not succumb to the mundane life.

			The morning after we booked our South American adventure, my

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
MIRELLE RADLEY

PADDY
ro» PERU

The incredible true story of one

plucky dog who crossed the world

to find his forever home

RRRRRR





OEBPS/Images/MAP.jpg
.

hst X y
!Cartagena, Colombia, - e
A .

Costa Rical






OEBPS/Images/Cover.png
MIRELLE RADLEY

PADDY






