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      Jen Scotney boasts an impressive record as an ultrarunner with podium finishes in the 108-mile Montane Winter Spine Challenger South and the 190-mile Northern Traverse. She is host of the Resilience Rising Podcast, a running coach, writer, Mountain Leader and yoga teacher, which have followed her career as a human rights lawyer. She has appeared in magazine features for Runner’s World, Trail Running and Women’s Running. She has been a guest host on the Wild Ginger Running YouTube channel, and a guest on the Tough Girl Podcast. She crewed for John Kelly’s successful Pennine Way fastest known time as well as for his Wainwrights Round in the Lake District. She grew up in the Peak District and now lives in the Scottish mountains with her husband Marcus and Sherlock the beagle. Running Through the Dark is her first book.
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      For John
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        In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer. And that makes me happy. For it says that no matter how hard the world pushes against me, within me, there’s something stronger – something better, pushing right back.

        ALBERT CAMUS
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      ‘My brother is missing and I think he’s in the canal,’ I texted my friend. It was November 2009 and I was back for one night in my childhood bedroom. My mum was downstairs, my other brother, Paul, had gone to London, and I knew that without further news we would be heading there the next day too. We made that journey, hastily arranging to stay with some of my friends. It hadn’t felt real up to now; we were full of expectation that John would come back to his flat, that this had all been a misunderstanding. But coming out of Camden Town underground station I saw the missing person posters all over the pillars. My brother’s face stared back. Everyone hustled past him, getting on with their day without a second glance. It suddenly felt real. He was missing.

      We had seen that, after the recent cold spell of weather, the forecast was for rain in the next few days. I had grabbed my waterproof walking jacket to bring as my coat. It seemed such a juxtaposition now: people in their work clothes and suits; us in our bright, rustling Gore-Tex jackets. Both my mum and I looked out of place. I felt it.

      We met at my brother’s place of work in Camden, just across from the canal where he had last been seen, to see what they knew. He had flown back from the USA after a poker tournament. He was jet-lagged. He went straight out drinking with his friends, and after they went to another bar in Camden, he left them and was going the short distance back to his flat in Primrose Hill. But he didn’t arrive. And then didn’t arrive at work the next day. Threads were laid out and followed as best we – his family, and his friends and colleagues – could, in the hope they would lead to him. Could he have gone to one of the poker clubs in London, as he sometimes did? Could we trace him on CCTV in Camden? The police had been informed but weren’t too concerned that a thirty-year-old had left his friends and not returned home. There were no suspicious circumstances, they told us. Frustrated, knowing this was so out of character for my brother, we did what we could to try to find him without their help, heading out to the streets and grasping for clues on social media in the desperation we felt with each second sliding by.

      John is only two years older than me, a sibling bond that is taken for granted. The bickering of childhoods spent together welding those ties together without knowing. He is laid-back, he is generous and he should always be here for me, silently dependable. A childhood shared in the idyllic Peak District hills. He had dropped out of university, trying to pursue a career in sports and gambling, chasing a job he was told didn’t exist. But he took the odds, cast the bet and ended up with his dream: working in a betting syndicate, watching and analysing football day in, day out, betting money on it.

      Living in London, and with Saturday being his busiest day watching football, he had given up coming to sit with me at Old Trafford. My partner at the time was using his season ticket. But it was me that had been to all the home matches leading up to our Champions League final in 2008 and was eligible for a ticket for the final against Chelsea in Moscow. I was working for a small salary as an in-house legal aid lawyer in Manchester and simply could not afford the plane ticket to Moscow. I texted John, telling him I would get my ticket and he could have it if he wanted. ‘We can’t have that,’ was the reply. And later that day he had put £1,000 in my bank account to cover my costs to get to Moscow. ‘I’ll see you out there,’ he said, making precarious unofficial plans to get there and buy his ticket outside the ground. I met up with him just before the match in Moscow, still offering him my seat in with the rest of the Manchester United fans, rather than the neutral section he was sitting in, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He was texting me after the game, checking I was getting to the airport OK. ‘I’m flying along in the back of a Skoda,’ he said. ‘I don’t think this car is even a taxi.’ He always seemed to end up unscathed, and it made this search for him now even more surreal.

      After six days of asking at bars and businesses, and walking the route checking for cameras, we traced CCTV footage showing him leaving the busy Camden Locks bar area and walking towards the canal. This was the shortest route back to his flat. One camera pointing at the start of the canal section, which would have let us know if he went along the canal path, wasn’t working according to the owner of the building. There were no cameras that had recorded him after Camden. There was no other trace of him. I sat on a cold step in Primrose Hill with the flyers in my hand. I had been putting them through letterboxes and knocking on doors to hand to his neighbours. My mum was with me, and I looked up. ‘I can’t believe we are doing this,’ I said. In the dark November night, I pulled myself off the cold stone and carried on. Because what was the other choice? Still no news of my brother.

      With the CCTV showing him walking to the dark canal path on his own in the early hours, and not being seen since, we spoke again to the police. The police had always been open to talking to us, but in their view a thirty-year-old man could just walk away without telling anyone, and it wasn’t a matter for them. We had got a copy of the CCTV and showed the police the footage of him walking towards the towpath; impressed by our detective work, a search of the canal by the police divers was author­ised. We stayed in his work office, which overlooked the canal being searched. We couldn’t face going down to the waterside, though we heard some of my brother’s friends did. I didn’t feel like I had the strength to see the divers emerging with the news. I didn’t even have the strength to see the world carry on as normal around us. We passed the time; my sister had arrived from Barcelona with my nephew Leo, who was only seven months old. Entertaining the baby in the room alleviated the grief in the air. The police liaison officer, who we only found out later was so new to her role that this was her first ever case with a family, sat us in a smaller room and explained that a dead body in the water would tend to sink to the bottom and stay there, instead of being moved along with passing boats in the canal. I shouldn’t need to know this information, I thought, and closed my eyes. But the divers came back later that day with no news of John, confirming that that part of the canal didn’t hold his body. ‘It’s back on!’ his jubilant friend told me, punching the air.

      John travelling into the city instead of staying at his flat was the most likely scenario; there was hope flowing into the room. It was now seven days since we had seen him, and his friends and the police decided to revisit the bars where he had been on the night he disappeared, in the hope it would jog the memory of someone who had been there the week before. They had more flyers, John’s face staring back, and they had found a photo of him wearing the same dark sweatshirt, with a bright pink skull across the front of it, one of countless interesting fashion choices he had made. ‘Trust him to go missing wearing something like that,’ my sister pointed out.

      I didn’t go out that night with them, as I had planned to, but I accompanied my mum, sister and nephew back to the flat of a different friend, who was letting us stay with her. My brother Paul was staying at John’s flat. It was getting late and I was nervous about a press conference that I was due to speak at the next morning, to appeal for information. But I wouldn’t have to do it. I was woken in the early hours by a phone call from Paul. They had found his body. A policeman involved in the appeal at the bars had pushed a canal boat moored just in front of where we last saw him. His body was under the boat and floated up, apparently easier to see in the dark. I sat on the end of the bed, with my mum now awake. ‘They have found his body,’ I said. There’s no other way to tell a mother she has lost her son. I gave Paul the address of my friend’s house and he came round with the police. It was John they had found, still with his passport, so we didn’t have to formally identify him, and still with a large amount of cash. The police officer said John’s trouser fly was open, and so their view was he had stopped to relieve himself at the canal, putting his hand on the roof of a boat, but pushed it out, fallen in and been trapped under the boat. It didn’t make sense that the police divers hadn’t found him under the boat, that it had given us hope only the day before, but none of that really mattered now. We had closure. And no robbery or suspicion that this was anything other than an accident. A slip as he was walking home.

      The next day we returned home without him. To face an emptier life, a huge crater left by his one decision to walk home alone after drinking that night. The ripples would spread out, touching our and his friends’ lives for years to come – decades, maybe generations. But right now, we had a funeral to plan. Another one. Less than six months earlier we had all been sitting round the kitchen table, with John there, planning our dad’s funeral.
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      Planting the seed of running the Pennine Way can be pinpointed to an exact moment in time. It was 14 May 2018, 11 p.m., and I was flagging. The sun had long since set and the temperature was creeping down towards zero. I was on the North York Moors. I had run over 150 miles on forty-five minutes of sleep, and in the last two days, my meals had consisted of nothing more than a couple of bowls of cornflakes and some bars I was carrying. I was alone. And hallucinating. As I wearily trudged along the disused railway line high on the moors, towards the next checkpoint and the hope of hot food six miles away, hundreds of ghostly figures were pouring on to the track in front of me from both sides. Tufts of grass morphed into huge blond-haired heads accompanying me on my seemingly endless journey. My glances to the side would temporarily stop the hallucinations and I would either focus on the music coming through my headphones or talk to the hallucinations. I knew they weren’t real and told them so. And then I focused on the task before me: running the Coast to Coast. I was currently the second woman in the 190‑mile Northern Traverse race and heading to the final checkpoint before the last stretch to Robin Hood’s Bay. I thought about how much harder the journey had been because of the race conditions. There was no support allowed in any form on the route, and I had spent most of the last 155 miles alone, with just my own thoughts and music as company. Which was fine, but it would have been much easier to lift my spirits if I had had fresh legs and been surrounded by friends to see me over the miles. Instead of this forty-mile gap between checkpoints, I was imagin­ing my husband, Marcus, meeting me in a van stocked with all the food and kit I needed on road crossings. I was hungry; the vegan food at the last two checkpoints had been limited, without the calories to get me fifteen miles never mind 150 … I passed the time wondering, if I made the conditions as comfortable as possible, how much faster I could run the Coast to Coast, but nothing in me on that night was pushing me to do that route again in any rush. The paths had become familiar in a way that was pushing me elsewhere, and I knew where it was. My heart at that moment was pulling me to run the Pennine Way.

      A flash, a seed planted and rooted in my mind. I switched my focus back to the track, the hallucinations in front of me, the beam of my head torch guiding me on the cold, solitary night across the moors to the sea. For me the finish of the Coast to Coast race should have been the pinnacle of my few years’ running and I had hoped it would satisfy my need to run long distances. It was long – 190 miles long. It had the most beautiful start and finish on England’s coast. It had a journey of mountains, fells and dales across three of England’s most beautiful national parks. It had the poignancy of retracing the steps that my mum and I had made together on our walk of the route just after the deaths of my dad and John. I had expected tears at the end, tears of joy and a final release of emotion as I had revisited that journey all those years later as the strong and wiser person I had become. And maybe some of this emotion was there as I jogged down the final hill to the finish at Robin Hood’s Bay, but the exhaustion had diluted such intense feelings. The reality was that as I stood with the medal around my neck, I knew my next journey. And it was back home, to my Peak District, to the place where it starts.

      The Pennine Way has been entwined in my life as far back as I can remember. My parents would tell us stories from their walk, which became as familiar to us as any other home comfort: the song sheet they were given by the scouts in Keld, the shepherd they stayed with a few nights later, the person who warned them it was nearly a ‘four-mile walk’ to the train station after they had just walked 268 miles … Their adventures were told over and over again, passed down to me, the next gener­ation. I have my dad’s handwritten diary of their walk. The thought of my parents putting all they needed on their backs and walking for two and a half weeks seemed like such a magical adventure and one I was sure I would do as soon as I was old enough. Which I put at sixteen years old. Because clearly, that’s old when you are still at primary school. But the years rolled by and once I was working, the luxury of taking over two weeks’ leave just seemed impossible, so it was left unwalked. That’s not to say it wasn’t in my life … Again the path crossed mine as I would see the wooden signposts popping up in my life, such as on a camping trip to Hadrian’s Wall after a visit to the children’s prison near there, a weekend in Malham, a walk from Edale while I lived in Manchester; it would be there to nudge me to its presence and whisper the stories of my childhood. Some steps along the route on my own walks were solemn, knowing I was following in the footsteps of my parents and imagining their own journey on this almost sacred ground.

      I can’t say running it was a lifelong ambition. It wouldn’t have occurred to me that anyone could run 268 miles in one go, never mind myself. I saw my dad running the 26.2 miles of a road marathon and never questioned whether it was physically possible for a human to run further than that, knowing nothing about the roots of the marathon distance and supposing it was limited only by human endurance. The first time I heard of anyone running it, was as part of the Montane Spine Race when I was crewing Marcus on the Challenger. The full race is all of the Pennine Way, the Challenger is the first 108 miles from Edale to Hawes. Marcus had finished in first place, at the hall in Hawes, with Grant MacDonald coming in second, and then while Marcus was recovering, the Czech runner Pavel Paloncy, from the full Spine Race, came into the hall. I was in awe. This man had not only run 108 miles just behind Marcus and Grant, he was not even halfway through his race. Still another 160 miles to run and he was just calmly sitting with his feet in a bowl of warm water, eating some food and looking decidedly un-superhuman.

      I don’t need motivation from a race or challenge like the Pennine Way to run. Running is such a pleasure for me, and as I move in the changing landscapes it feels a necessity to run, rather than a chore in any way. As I started running again after the Northern Traverse, my mind should have been on my next race, Ut4M in the Alps in August, but I felt my mind drifting to finishing the Pennine Way, visions of me touching the Border Hotel at Kirk Yetholm, of me in the picture I have of my parents standing in that exact spot all those years ago in 1974. And I could feel pure emotion picturing this scene, of standing there, after running the 268 miles, and I could feel the tears of joy welling up, and I knew what my heart was telling me: I knew I wouldn’t be able to walk away without having done it, without running the Pennine Way.

      I think that would have been enough for me to start the planning, the training and everything else that this attempt would take; I wasn’t lacking in motivation for any of that. But what I was lacking were the answers to some of the whys. Why did this path draw me in? Was it just because of my parents, or was it the magic of the landscape, or was there more? And with these questions came a need to delve deeper, as while my family, friends and even husband may not understand the mystical pull this path had on me, I was not alone. I knew others had dedicated so much time to running this path, to setting records, to the point of obsession, and I wanted to know why – What did we share in this sense? What was pulling them? – and then I realised this wouldn’t just be about the 268 miles from Edale to Scotland, this would be about me, my past, the past, as decades of runners followed this journey, and I expected the journey would be longer and deeper than the 268 miles. And the conversations began, quietly at first, as I wasn’t confident to ask such great runners immediately about their feats or their dreams or failed attempts. But as my voice grew louder so did the stories I heard. I spoke to Mike Hartley, Joss Naylor, Brian Harney, Roger Baumeister, Tim Laney, and I devoured Mike Cudahy’s book Wild Trails to Far Horizons. I heard stories of friendships, of dedication, of warmth and pain; the stories echoed some of mine and I tried to collect them, to give them a more solid form than tales passed from mouth to ear, than the finishing times, which give no indication of the dedication and inspiration it took to achieve them. It was time to start my own journey on the Pennine Way.
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      Dad’s death could not have been more different to John’s. There was no shock, just a life and a body fading as cancer took over. A day before he died he was hunched on the side of the bed, his pale body stark against the dark blue carpet. His frail frame was distorted with the visible lumps of cancer. It had started with dizziness a few years before, with a perfectly fit, healthy man unable to stand for long. He collapsed at the gym, and he didn’t let on how long he had been feeling the symptoms at first. He had analysed blood test results himself and knew his red blood cell count could have been due to the blood cancer multiple myeloma. It took the doctors longer to diagnose it, but he was right. Initially, chemotherapy and radiotherapy kept it at bay, and with my mum by his side, he had periods where he could walk in the Peak District, paint and do the things he wanted to. But it could not last, not at that time with treatments limited. There had been the hope of a new drug, but there was also the reality that his quality of life was diminishing with each treatment. In April 2009, I was away walking in the Lake District for a week. My mum told me on the phone that he was not going to have any new treatment. The light went out. I knew what that meant. He had accepted what was coming.

      It never felt right that this had happened to my dad, a man who was so fit and full of life. He had been a fell runner for as long as I could remember, as well as playing football, with occasional road marathons. Although working hard in both his roles as orthodontist and part-time lecturer at the University of Sheffield, when he was with us his sole aim was to make us laugh. John must have inherited his generosity from Dad; they were both selfless in that respect.

      My dad’s approach to his cancer was to be as well informed as pos­sible; although he could talk about the new treatments for multiple myeloma, he never spoke about what would happen if they didn’t work. About death. Trying to remain stoic, in the face of what was an erosion of his life as he knew it, supported by my mum. For weeks he would be bedbound on the sofa bed as the bones in his back were no longer able to support him. After corrective treatment for that, he returned to walking, but a few inches shorter. It made him seem so frail, now no longer as tall as me. The only person he seemed to open up to was the local GP, who would visit the house. He would put his briefcase at the side of the bed, sit facing my dad and talk to him keenly. I never had the courage to simply ask my dad how he was. I mean, to go beyond the symptoms he was feeling that day, beyond the strange taste in his mouth, his fatigue … how was he really? I never got to know how he coped in the years before there were no new treatments to keep cancer from spreading. While accommodating the limitations of my dad’s life, it sometimes seemed that the family were acting as if there was nothing wrong.

      I went back home for a weekend at the end of May. My dad sat in his dressing gown across the room. ‘Last night …’ he began, ‘I thought it was the end. I thought I was gone. Can you stay?’ My week of work got cancelled; we told my sister, who was living in Barcelona at the time with her six-week-old baby, Leo, to book her flight back. My brothers were away in Rome for the Champions League final. John booked an earlier flight back. And from those little pockets of Europe we came back, like swallows flying home, and gathered back at the house in the Peak District, where we had grown up, the only childhood house I had known, all those lives lived, shaped. Dad was lying on the bed, his body unrecognisable in parts, in pain. The morphine might have given him release from that, but it also made him paranoid. Rambling, convinced that the syringe driver administering the morphine was trying to kill him, his voice became hoarse as he would talk on and on incoherently. My mum confided that before the syringe driver came, he had asked for his bottle of oral morphine. I would have given it to him, I thought. Anything to stop the pain. This wasn’t how people died in films. That peaceful slipping away. This was the opposite. A raging and uncomfortable fight. I sat by his side on the bed, willing him peace. Stop raging against the dying light, please, Dad. He seemed to relent on the ranting, going through our names. We were all there. In the room. Keeping watch. The next morning he died. Peace had come.

      Informing people and replying to messages kept us busy. I had already planned to move away from Manchester and rent a house in the Peak District with my then partner. That happened too. My dad knew this, and I hope it gave him comfort that I would be back, closer to Mum. But just as I was fitting into my new routine away from Manchester and employment in a law firm, and instead working freelance from home, I was also starting to see the dynamics of a relationship that wasn’t what I wanted. And then the call had come that John was missing.
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      A few weeks after John’s funeral I bought a house with my partner. It was renovated over the rest of the year, and then we moved in. Long hours at my desk, the stress of legal aid cuts, the cost of the house – it was all taking its toll. I needed to move more. I had wanted to be in the Peak District to be back in the hills, but I was barely leaving the house for anything other than work prison visits. I couldn’t spend this much of my life hunched over my desk for seventeen hours each day. I had always wanted a dog, and with a house of my own and no landlord to stop me, I finally could. So I got a beagle puppy, called Sherlock, full of naughtiness but also, I hoped, energy and a need for walks that would get me out twice a day and away from my desk. That time out, those small steps, although I didn’t know it then, would change the course of my future. Running away from grief wasn’t possible, but I was about to discover just how transformative putting one foot in front of the other was to be for my life, and what it would cost me.
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      Sitting on a plastic chair fixed to the floor, my first ever time in prison, I was hoping that the man in front of me didn’t know that. The client in front of me was in his forties, with heavily tattooed arms, scars visible, shaved head, and my job was to take instructions from him, to get all the facts I needed to ask the Parole Board to give him early release. I had planned my questions to have everything I needed. I had left the part about the stabbing towards the end of the questions. I had read a few crime books in the last few years. Violent acts had spewed from the pages, and I had lapped them up with intrigue and awe. What drove people to murder? It seemed exciting. But here I was faced with the real crimes, not ones that had always been on a page, neatly explained for the reader. It wasn’t like the crime books. I started on my list of questions: first, ‘age’. Not my most revealing question since I had his date of birth on the legal aid forms in my file and had used them to book the visit. I thought I would then start with the easy questions on qualifications, GCSEs first, then I had a line for A-levels and then higher education. ‘What GCSE results did you get?’ I asked him nervously, pen poised to make a note of the answer. He looked at me confused. ‘O-levels?’ I said, correcting myself in a fluster.

      ‘No,’ he said. No? ‘I didn’t do any.’ I was still confused but I tried not to show it. My pre-prepared rows for GCSEs, A-levels and degrees were suddenly redundant as I was blindsided. My middle-class background, where going to university was a given, surrounded by people who could recite results from these milestones in life, had led to me not considering any alternatives. I reframed the question for all future visits as ‘How old were you when you left school?’ I only had one client in fourteen years that did an A‑level.

      Working with prisoners, ensuring they could access a fair process of what was rightfully owed to them, whether that was release, conditions, transfers or courses to help them address what had got them into prison, was rewarding. I felt needed, I felt wanted, and in the beginning I felt good at it. I poured my heart and soul into the work, it consumed me, but I had endless energy to give back to it.
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      I didn’t plan on being a lawyer at secondary school; I didn’t know anyone who was a lawyer. In our careers guidance lesson we were encouraged to complete an online survey which would suggest suitable careers based on the responses. I think it put a lot of weight on my answer about liking to be outside in nature, as the only option it gave me was fisherman. I was vegetarian at this time too. I put ‘politician’ on my career plan at sixteen years old, having been involved in local politics, and clearly with ambitions rising in the next two years, my career path when I left school was to be prime minister. ‘I believe Jennifer can achieve this goal,’ said my last form tutor, Mrs Green. I still appreciate the optimism, Mrs Green, but I think that dream has gone now. The advice I received from school was that I didn’t need to do a degree in politics for this goal, which I knew, but was tempted to do one anyway. In the end, having enjoyed doing law as an A-level, I decided to head for Leeds to study that, as it seemed as good a choice as any.

      I decided to go down the route of being a barrister in the second year of my degree. I wanted to stand up in front of judges and be some sort of crossover between my hero from the page, Rumpole of the Bailey, and my TV heroine, Ally McBeal. The career choice was surprising, even for me, as I was painfully shy. I was two years into a degree and had barely spoken a word to anyone on my course, never mind socialising with them. I had friends in Leeds, but all were from my part-time bar jobs, which I did to try to support myself as much as I could through university. Forced to speak to them as I began a new job, they soon became my friends outside of work. I also played for the university football team, enjoying listening to my teammates on the coach laughing with and teasing each other, but never having the courage to join in. Fear making me an outsider. People I worked with, lived with, would get to talk to me, and couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t speak in the company of strangers. But when I had the choice to speak to someone, the fear of saying something wrong, of being laughed at, would be louder than any voice. And I would stay silent.
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      I didn’t use to be so shy, but as I headed to secondary school, with its maze of corridors and classes, a significant change from my tiny primary school where three school years would be in one class together, I started to get bullied. It was only one boy in my class, but as I walked down the hill from the school and waited at the roadside for the bus home, he would come and find me and spit on me. I used to dread leaving school. I would hang back, trying to stay behind him so I wasn’t there to be his target as he walked past the bus stop. It worked, but it was always a gamble as to whether I then made the bus on time. On one occasion I missed it, because I was staying behind him, and had to explain the reasons to my mum, who reported the bullying to the school. He came and confronted me, telling me he knew I had told the school. I said nothing, crumbling inside because I feared this would make it worse. It did stop, but the scars were already made. He targeted me because I stood out – for being clever; he used to call me a swot – and in my mind, I stood out for being tall. For survival I shrunk myself. I made sure no one knew my test results, I avoided speaking in class when I could, and I stopped speaking around strangers. I resented my height and wore baggy clothes – anything to try to blend into the background. The message I gave myself was clear: try to fit in, try to be invisible, and you will be safe. It can be exhausting though, a hypervigilant state of trying to fit in, getting further and further from myself each time. Books were my escape, a world where I could be lost in imagination, taken away to lands beyond the boundaries I felt. Sport was too, to some extent, as I played in most of the school teams, but the shyness of speaking to others, of calling for the ball, of putting myself forwards, always pulled me back. The gap between how I behaved, and how I silenced myself, to how I wanted to be, was widening. It made me feel like there was no way the true me could fit in, that there was something wrong with me, that I wasn’t good enough compared to everyone else, especially those who seemed effortlessly cool, popular and sociable. I carried it all with me, trying to hide it, either through silence or trying to pretend to others that I wasn’t the good swot that they wanted to spit on, that I smoked and drank and took drugs. The weight of it all took me to a person I wasn’t, often in places I didn’t want to be, not realising then that it was going to be a long journey back to who I really was.
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        * * *

      

      Once I had decided during my undergraduate degree to head to the Bar to be a barrister, I put my energy fully into it, leaping in with both feet, arranging work experience across the country, a job in a law centre, getting extra qualifications. The fear of failing forced me into action, striving to be perfect in the hope of avoiding any disaster. I did the Bar Vocational Course, my final academic, postgraduate course, in Manchester. In the first week, we were tasked with giving a talk about any subject to only a handful of our classmates. It became petrifying, standing at the lectern with six pairs of eyes looking at me. To try to keep myself relaxed, I decided to talk about Texas Hold’em poker, how it was played and some of the key players, thinking the less serious the topic, the more relaxed I would be. I watched the others before me, mostly speaking with shaking voices, avoiding eye contact and looking just as nervous as I felt. I did my talk. Not perfect but done. After that it got easier – easier to speak to people, to look them in the eye, to start to let them see me; as vulnerable as that felt, I began to practise being seen.

      In 2005, I went to the Inner Temple in London to be ‘called to the Bar’ in our graduation ceremony, with my mum and dad. My dad had been diagnosed with multiple myeloma the year before, but the treatment was working. He could come to London, see me finish university and make some awful dad jokes to the judges about benches and football matches that they didn’t understand, never mind find funny. I took a photo of Mum and Dad as we sat and had lunch at Covent Garden, a photo I still have in a frame in my house – a snapshot of them looking healthy and happy, a day of celebration. The future unknown, but unafraid.
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        * * *

      

      Prisoner human rights weren’t studied at university. I had selected the subject of judicial review to study at university, a mechanism for challenging the decisions of public bodies, but the feedback was that I was the only person who wanted to take this topic and so I had to choose something else. I chose employment law instead. I knew from studying prisons during my law degree at university that I wanted to head in this direction. As I navigated through my postgraduate years and was eventually called to the Bar, I felt the pull. My highest marks in the course had been in Chancery law, but dealing with people’s money didn’t interest me, dealing with people did. Why did people end up in prison? Were we all one bad decision away from being there ourselves? I knew I had been fortunate to have a comfortable upbringing, two parents that loved me, a house that was a sanctuary and the resources to do well at school. I wanted to use that to help those less fortunate, to try to make things more even, to make life a fair fight. As my classmates mostly went off to their corporate worlds, I headed to London to work in prisoner rights.

      Once I started working in prison law I devoured the cases, the laws, the prison service instructions and orders, working out the framework in which to put my clients’ cases. But then there’s the part of this job that they don’t teach you at university. I knew the law inside out; it was easy to read the prison service documents, the acts that make the law. But can you sit with someone who is suicidal? Can you provide the trust for someone to talk about their trauma and offending within the confines of an hour-long visit? How do you hold the space for people to be vulnerable when they are so used to the brutality of prison? I found skills I didn’t know I had, compassion I had never needed before and the sense of purpose with which I had first gone into law.

      I started to represent younger men and women – it seemed a calling – and before I knew it, I had become a specialist in children in prison, navigating their way through life sentences, gathering up support plans as they were released into the world. I was proficient in the law, and in the systems, and rarely was asked a question I didn’t have the answer to. What set the cases apart were the people, the way they had found themselves in prison; pulling out the events, the relationships, the circumstances that had brought us to these moments of sitting on plastic chairs in prison facing a mountain of paperwork and reports. Some cases would make me flinch on first reading; hearing details of throats being sliced in particular was something I never got used to. But over the years I barely registered the accounts of violence, sexual abuse, dark fantasies or childhood neglect. Lawyers would get together and share dark-humoured jokes about the job – gallows humour, although I didn’t see it like that. I thought it was a sign of how well we coped, rather than just a way we tried to cope.

      I had travelled up to the North East to see one of my more high-profile clients. I had instructed an independent psychologist to assess his risk, and I had given her a lift to visit him with me in prison. Before her independent practice, she had been in the prison service, delivering the Sex Offender Treatment Programme in prisons. ‘It was when I wasn’t shocked by an offence any more, that I knew I needed help,’ she said and talked about getting some supervision, some assistance, the support to hold herself in the rooms full of offence accounts. I didn’t reply. I had a flashback to the years – more than ten years – dealing with these cases, thinking the fact that I wasn’t shocked was a good thing, because I didn’t react to the thousands of words telling me about the offences and backgrounds, the murders and rapes, and everything else I was taking in; it didn’t affect me. I started to question how healthy this life was. The crime books I had consumed over the years had seemed fun, almost a voyeuristic peering into a world so far removed from the green Derbyshire village I had played in as a child. But in doing this work I stopped reading crime books; I often went to bed at 11 p.m. with a parole dossier on my lap, reading 600 pages before I went to sleep, feeding me reports of trauma and violence. Did it seep into my flesh? My cells? Or did it wash over me, without leaving any trace, no footprints of the sufferings contained within the pages?

      There were light moments too. Seeing the children I had represented, when they were handed a life sentence at fourteen years old, progress, change and transform into an adult. I have hugged them in tears as we knew the release decision was coming, I have laughed and joked seeing a genuinely warm side to the person the tabloid press would have you call a monster and decry to be hanged, and I have seen families reunited after years apart. There is love and warmth, even in the draughty, dirty cells in prisons. I once conducted an interview with a client, down in the depths of the closed supervision centre of HMP Wakefield, with Charles Bronson singing ‘YMCA’ to me for over half an hour through the bars on a window from his laps in the exercise yard.

      The highlight of my career was a case in the Supreme Court though. It was about the Parole Board policy change, which stopped a presumption that life-sentenced prisoners would have an oral hearing to decide their fate. Without it being said aloud, this was simply a cost issue. The explosion of life-sentenced prisoners, thanks to new indeterminate sentences by ill-thought-out legislation, had resulted in an overburdened Parole Board. Without sufficient funding they had chosen to try to significantly reduce the number of face-to-face hearings in prisons, without which a prisoner had no chance of progression or release. I challenged this policy, on the basis that my case was prejudged on the papers without the prisoner having a fair chance to present his case and challenge the evidence. We lost in the lower courts, but joined other cases in the subsequent appeals, culminating in a hearing in the Supreme Court. The journey there had been fraught, getting funding and bundles in place, so the hearing beginning, with me being able to watch the QCs in action, and in front of judges such as Lady Hale, as she was then, was a joy. It reminded me of everything I loved about the profession, the calm yet persuasive advocacy helping these clients, and knowing the significance a successful judgement would mean for prisoners everywhere. However, during that week I felt the collision between my professional life moving forwards and my private life keeping me tugged back into the past. The written representations to the Parole Board, that had started this whole case, were not up to my usual standard. About half the length, they had been rushed, being written on a day my brother was missing and knowing something was wrong. I had rushed through my work at my desk, with my mind worrying and wondering if I should go to London. ‘Do you mind me mentioning that?’ the QC had said.

      ‘No, of course not,’ I said, thinking that if this was going to be the only piece of my work that Lady Hale was to see, I would like that ex­planation as to why it wasn’t up to my usual standard.

      I was staying in London for the few days the case was being heard at the court, in the same flat, with the same friend, where I had stayed when my brother’s body was found. But instead of going straight back there after the first day of court, I had another journey to make, to a secure unit, where my brother’s flatmate had been detained under the Mental Health Act. The ripples of my brother’s death were still moving out through the people that had known him, especially those who had been close to him and with him on the night he died, before he walked towards home without them. I went into the secure unit and spoke to him, listened and then retreated to the freedom of the streets of London. I would do the same years later, walking with another of my brother’s friends who was trapped in a life of alcoholism, losing his job which had been working on the desk next to my brother, his life in London, losing his wife at times. My brother’s death wasn’t the only reason, I could see that, but it was part of it, flowing out through the years. I felt grateful I was still OK and I hadn’t broken in those ways; I was surviving. We won the Supreme Court case. It would be referred to in all Parole Board decisions for prisoners for years to come. Hopefully the ripples of that case would be a force for positive, giving prisoners a helping hand to get out of prison years before they could have if we hadn’t won. A chance of freedom.
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