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            Praise for Ursula’s previous book

         

         ‘A remarkable story of self-discovery through physical connection with the landscape, & of one woman’s admirable bravery & bravado.’ Mslexia

          

         ‘A wonderful achievement, a remarkable story.’ Connie Fisher

          

         ‘Hilarious tales, often with a sweet but moral undertow.’ Morning Star

          

         ‘A rare combination of an epic tale of an extraordinary adventure and a delicately woven study of the kindness of random strangers. Hugely enjoyable.’ Clare Balding

          

         ‘Ursula Martin’s candid account of her epic adventure tells an inspiring tale of fortitude, determination & generosity that leaves the reader breathless with admiration.’ Kate Humble

          

         ‘A remarkable story both of self-discovery through physical connection with the landscape and of one woman’s admirable bravery and bravado.’ The Bookseller

          

         ‘Brave, fierce, honest and deeply moving… a remarkable, arresting debut.’ Justin Marozzi
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            To all the people I have been unable to name or thank, in addition to the ones who get a mention.

            These steps have been supported by the energy, efforts and good wishes of thousands of people.

            Compassion and community is the only way we’re going to get through this.
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            Journey Roots

         

         I’ve walked 9,000 miles now, in two major journeys.

         During a single decade I spent more than four years on foot.

         ‘Why?’ is usually the first question I get asked. ‘How many pairs of boots?’ and ‘How do you charge your phone?’ often come shortly after that.

         It can feel insulting, as people look me up and down, their faces twisted in incomprehension, gaze running critically over my sweat-stained dishevelment, from the mad wisps escaping my ponytail down to my filthy boots. ‘What are you doing to yourself?’ I read in their eyes. ‘How can this possibly be worth the effort?’

         It’s the hardest question to answer; if someone doesn’t already understand why months spent coaxing your body to walk thousands of miles, completely alone, crossing the wilds on your own strength, would be totally worth it, then how do you find the words to convince them?

         People only see the huge challenge of living for months at a time with all my possessions on my back, post-cancer, raising charity money, walking intense journeys of thousands of miles. They don’t understand how I can be capable of it, how I could even conceive of such a thing.

         My huge journeys didn’t come out of nowhere, they have always been part of a progression. Don’t start with a marathon, start with one small step, take a single action towards a distant goal, you can’t judge how far that movement will take you.

         I don’t enjoy feeling misunderstood – it’s a familiar unpleasantness, my long-held ache of being an odd one out, the weird kid. So when people ask why, it’s easiest to say, ‘Because I felt like it,’ without attempting to shift the buried stone that is their lack of understanding. 2

         I get tired of trying to convince people who don’t understand the reward for all this effort. Of course it’s worth it, it’s the greatest experience I’ve ever had.

         Everyone has dreams, don’t they? To ride a horse across an open plain. To learn the trapeze. ‘What if I was a rally driver?’ we say to ourselves, and then carry on with the washing up. Most people see life in terms of qualifications, career, relationships, children, financial commitments; which wind up being a series of distractions from dreams.

         I’ve always been one for the ‘what if…?’ What if we climbed that derelict crane on the way home from the pub? What if I bought a fire engine in an online auction? What if we glued shut the locks of every shop in town as a protest against capitalism? What if we hung some sheets off the rugby posts and showed a film out on the rec?

         I’m not so good at keeping my nose to the grindstone of a steady job, but I do come up with some brilliant flights of fancy.

         Where most people’s ‘what ifs?’ dissolve back into the bong water of their stoner years, somehow I kept doing mine.

         What if I walked the length of that river in Spain?

         What if I kayaked the length of the Danube?

         What if I walked to hospital?

         These were my adult urges and I followed my nose and did them, allowing myself to become more spontaneous, masochistically testing myself and discovering my strength, showing myself who I was in a way I’d never been able to discover in the eyes of others.

         
             

         

         Kayak east, walk west. That was my original idea, back in 2011.

         I’d been travelling a couple of years by then, bumming around in Spain, working small survival jobs to save money for the next escape. I had kayaked the length of the Danube in a whirlwind of day drinking and beach picnics, experiencing an ill-advised affair with a 3controlling Serb and a near drowning, all as the kilometre markers counted down from 2,500 to 0. Everyone else went home at the river mouth, but the Serb and I continued to kayak south along the Black Sea coast and the journey finished with a mind-bending twenty-two-hour final stretch from Mangalia, Romania down to Varna, Bulgaria. We tied the kayaks behind a friendly yacht to ride the waves as aquatic hitch-hikers, then, from the safety of the boat, watched them submerge into a choppy moonlit sea as we rounded Cape Kaliakra. After hours of fighting to save my belongings from the seabed, I stepped onto the harbourside barefoot, all my shoes lost to the water.

         Once I mustered the guts to send the Serb packing, I found a housesit in a remote Bulgarian village at the end of a back road on the autumnal brown Ludogorie plateau, planning to walk home to Wales the following spring.

         But that walk never happened. I chopped a winter’s worth of wood, hitch-hiked home for a supposedly brief Christmas visit, and then life lurched in a new direction with a diagnosis of ovarian cancer. Sleeping off New Year’s Eve 2012 on a friend’s sofa, I mentioned a strange feeling in my belly, wondering out loud about my sudden inability to bend or sit comfortably. The friend advised a doctor’s visit and, fresh from the athletic peak of months spent outdoors kayaking thousands of kilometres, I thought I’d tick off a quick check-up before disappearing back to more adventures in Eastern Europe. But one GP referral led to another, then scans led to blood tests led to consultants, and six weeks later I underwent major abdominal surgery to remove an ovarian tumour. All my adventures, the travelling, hitch-hiking, kayaking, had meant total freedom to me, and I reeled in the life-limiting aftermath of a sudden cancer diagnosis, major surgery, and the vulnerability of facing a serious illness while staying on a friend’s sofa.

         The only fixed commitment in my life became a sequence of 4hospital check-up appointments, a schedule of blood tests and scans stretching a full five years into the future, longer than I had ever been able to imagine my fragmented life before. The appointments were both security against the return of malignancy and a restrictive net, keeping my hitherto free life oscillating from a fixed point in time and space in a way it hadn’t for years. To recover, I moved to Machynlleth and I walked. It was the simplest, most accessible way to recover my health. Eventually, six months post-diagnosis, I decided to follow the River Severn from the source near my home down to Bristol where I had my hospital appointments. Wild camping as I walked, this 400-mile journey down the Severn and up the Wye made me feel normal again. I still could get out there and challenge myself, even after cancer’s attack on my body and mind. That first walk to hospital led, a year later, to a 3,700 mile walk across Wales, between cancer check-ups, a story told in my first book, One Woman Walks Wales.

         After a whirlwind few years, where my only life plan was to respond to the challenge directly in front of me, I faced a sudden absence of direction as I came to the end of the Welsh journey.

         Walking across Europe felt like the simplest thing to do next. It gave me a fully-formed plan to throw myself into, without my truly stopping to question what I was taking on.

         Quite often, because I’m not always a very happy person and I express that in my writing, people think I have walked all those miles to seek or escape something; it’s a simplistic reduction of such a complex journey. I had a pretty awful time when I was a child. There was violence in my home and then there was neglect, both emotional and physical. I spent most of my childhood being afraid and anxious, or frantically trying to pretend I was fine. I felt isolated from every child around me who seemed to be happy and functional, who didn’t have their own overshadowing horror of a derelict, non-functional 5home life. As I grew up into a traumatised adult, with an internal void where any adequately loved child’s sense of self would be, I had no idea who I was and made painful, bad decisions – of man, of education, of job. I dropped out of school and wound up at age 25 with two A levels gained through evening classes, and low level work experience in social care and office admin.

         I don’t feel it’s the presence of these awful things that drove me to walk thousands of miles, it’s the space they left in my life.

         The artist Andy Goldsworthy goes for a solitary walk most days and makes what he calls ‘interventions’ with the land, creating art from sticks, leaves, stones or ice. He plays with nature, forming shapes from organic materials that are both completely natural and could never exist without him.

         The works that make me pause the longest are when he creates absences, deliberate voids. He will pick long shafts of dry grass that can stand straight, piercing the strong stems with thorns to make a screen that hangs in the air, balanced against the ground, a tree trunk or a low hanging branch, vulnerable to the breeze. The centre of the screen is left deliberately empty; where the pieces end, there forms a circular hole. Negative space. Absence, that is also potential.

         My walking journeys weren’t a long-imagined choice, but as I grew from unresolved childhood trauma into an adulthood that was too messed up to fill successfully with the creation of babies or a career or healthy romantic relationships, the absence of those time-consuming, long-term commitments left a gap where potential shimmered and sparks of my creative imagination could breathe ideas into being.

         This is inevitably a trauma story, because it’s about what drives me as much as what I achieved; but it’s not the story of that trauma, nor is it about how the journey healed me. Not every life gets lived as neatly as that.

         This is just the story of a woman who walked across Europe.
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7
            Journey Beginning

         

         One by one I took the keys off my keyring and handed them to other people. No more house or office. No work, no vehicle, nothing left with me but what I could carry. I bought an apple in the veg shop, hugged the last person I saw with a frantic goodbye, and heaved my rucksack into the boot of my lift from Llanidloes, pulsating with nerves.

         I was off to hitch-hike to Kyiv.

         In 2012, when I kayaked east down the Danube, I had intended to cross the Black Sea to the Crimean Peninsula and explore Ukraine on foot, before cancer and the Welsh walk elbowed that dream aside. By 2018 when I managed to return, Crimea was no longer accessible.

         In 2014, Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych had moved away from political alignment with the EU and re-established closer relations with Russia.

         The Ukrainian people protested violently, Yanukovych was booted out, and in response Russia annexed Crimea, a crucial access point for their navy. After the indigenous inhabitants, the Crimean Tatars, were deported to Uzbekistan, mostly in 1944, and replaced with ethnic Russians, the peninsula was pro-Russian. A stage-managed referendum was hastily arranged, asking for a return to the Russian Federation.

         A month later Donbas joined the dissent. The coal-producing region of eastern Ukraine is heavily industrialised, traditionally Russian-speaking, and with a high proportion of ethnic Russians (almost 40%). Seemingly organic local protests quickly turned into Russian-backed separatist action. Ukraine lost control of parts of its eastern provinces. Tentative ceasefire agreements remained barely respected.8

         This was the Ukraine I was walking into in September 2018, living with a constant threat from the north and suffering four years of fighting in the east. Thousands of lives had been lost, but life continued across the country. I couldn’t enter Ukraine through a disputed border so the planned Crimean route was off the table and instead I started in Kyiv.

         I was planning to walk from one edge of Europe to the other; starting in a country divided over joining the EU and finishing in a country divided over leaving it.
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            Getting There

         

         I have a hundred stories about hitch-hiking: the people who went out of their way for me, the lifts in unusual vehicles, the intimate stories I’ve heard of love, revenge, bereavement. The reaching out of my arm sends a questing thread into the air, waiting to be picked up and entwined with someone else’s for a while, each car an unspooling of the line of someone’s life. The in-between time of driving with a stranger becomes a liminal space that invites honesty, with no defining relationship boundaries and nothing to pass the time except the sharing of stories.

         My funny hitching stories make for great party anecdotes: the guy in the Porsche who told me his secrets of war in Iraq and turned out to be an armed robber; the time I thumbed across Germany with a kayak. The deeper emotions of hitch-hiking don’t get mentioned. The unfettered freedom of it, or how it feels to wait. As I stand by the side of a grey road, wild pulses of exhaust air blowing past me, there is a release of tension. I settle into the fact that I can no longer control how long it’s going to take me to get somewhere, or who is going to stop and how far they are going. The worry drops away; all the frenzied preparations to get to the point of beginning are over and now I am simply doing it. I let go of time and expectation, abandon myself to circumstance and allow chance to take the lead. My urgency shrinks. I shrink, becoming a small thing under a wide-open sky, buffeted by the rushing wind of passing cars, standing where a slip road snakes towards connection with the roaring smash of fast motorway traffic.

         The usual unusual hitch-hiking interactions took me from the ferry exit at Hook of Holland, through forty-eight hours thumbing my way to southern Poland. I met a polyamorous Dutch pharmacist, 10a placid man en route to collect his mother’s ashes, and a Polish lorry driver heading to Russia with a load of bootleg whisky. I spent a wild night crossing Germany with Polish Marius, racing home for a treasured weekend with his children.

         He drove nonstop for ten hours until 4am, by which time I had attempted to sleep in every conceivable position on the front seat. Then, when he finally parked up in front of his first delivery address, I was evicted into the back of the van to curl around the plastic wrapped pallets while he stretched across the front seat. Three hours later, he knocked on the side of the van. ‘The factory is opening, time to get up and make the delivery.’ I felt insane with tiredness; he was a force.

         Fifty-five hours after leaving Wales, I stood dazed on the side of a long straight road somewhere in south-east Poland. Along came a battered red VW van with a Ukrainian plate, chugging slowly. The first Ukrainian vehicle I’d seen and, like a magic spell, as I raised my arm it slowed to a stop. A large-framed man with a thick, snuffly moustache levered himself out to heave my pack into the back, where it nestled amongst a surprising number of tyres. This was Vasyl, making his way home for two weeks of downtime after a three-month shift driving lorries across the EU. He shared food with me – bread, sausage, cucumber, tomato – and stopped to pick up another set of tyres in a village along the way. I gladly surrendered to these hours of slow, certain travel rather than risk waiting for a faster car.

         Vasyl worried about taking me across the border.

         ‘Do you have passport? Visa?’

         I assured him there would be no problem. I could get a visa at the border.

         ‘But for me, they will ask questions about why an English person is in the car.’ This felt like a hangover from communist control but I didn’t want to challenge him.11

         ‘Ok, then I will get out when you tell me and cross the border on foot, find another car on the other side.’

         We nodded. It was set.

         Bleary with the broken sleep of three adrenaline-fuelled days on the road, I bundled up my jacket to lean against my cold window as Vasyl smoked incessantly out of the other.

         The glowing yellow moon rose in front of us as the van puttered away and I faded in and out of sleep, heater blaring burning air against my knees. Vasyl rubbed his eyes repeatedly and eventually, close to midnight, pulled over in a dark lay-by, 30km from the border.

         ‘Pausa. I sleep.’

         I couldn’t get out there. The border was too far to walk in the dark and I knew I’d never get another lift at this time of night. ‘Do you want me to get in the back?’

         He made non-committal noises, leaned back to sleep sitting up, then abruptly folded over towards me, slumping his head onto my thigh. As I waited a beat to see if this was sexual, I realised he was already snoring. My surprised hand came down to rest on his shoulder and I leaned to doze against the window, smiling at the unexpected tableau.

         He woke after an hour, stretched and yawned, and we continued towards the border. I tried to keep alert so I could get out at the final Polish village but it passed in a long blink and suddenly we were approaching the bright lights and long traffic queue of the Ukrainian border. I waited for Vasyl to say something as we inched forward, and eventually grabbed the phone we were using for translation.

         ‘Do you want me to get out?’

         ‘You can stay.’

         He’d slept on my knee; there was trust between us now. We looked each other in the eye and nodded.12

         The queue was long and slow-moving, people getting out of their cars to walk and smoke, bright lights in the distance, bus passengers disembarking, and bodies in grey clothing milling around. Passports were handed over, taken away into a Polish building, brought back, the traffic queue passed over the river border to Ukrainian land inch by inch. Vasyl couldn’t turn his van off, the battery wouldn’t charge to restart it, so we idled, even when he stopped to sleep.

         Finally we got out to be inspected at the Ukrainian blacked-out window; my reflection squinted at the deeper shadow of the big, bald man whose sausage fingers were holding my documents. Stamp. It was done – I was in. After so many months of planning and dreaming, I had actually made it to Ukraine.

         We drove ahead along pitch-black roads without streetlights. The roads were immediately worse, the buildings shabbier. I had wanted to stay awake to see the sunrise as we headed east but could feel myself fading back towards sleep and Vasyl obviously felt the same. A faint dawn light tinged the trees dull green as he pulled over in the first town, derelict apartment buildings on either side of the road. I slapped my thigh in invitation and we both laughed as he curled over onto me, nestling his head onto my thigh, the engine purring as we slept.

         The remaining 200 miles into the centre of the country took us a further five hours to drive. Even on the single-lane main highway the tarmac was cracked and pitted, creating a two-tier driving system where faster vehicles swerved in and out around slower cars and the bumpy, potholed road edges. I watched eagerly out of the window. What was this new country? It was the furthest east I’d ever travelled. Poland had been full of new houses, the country transformed in the last fifteen years of EU membership, but here there were much older wooden cabins, sometimes carefully tended, sometimes bushy with trailing greenery. I was surprised to see people 13walking along the road edge where I wouldn’t expect them in the UK, old men shuffling with bundles of plastic bags, or women squatting beside trays of foraged fungus, patiently attempting roadside mushroom sales.

         Vasyl showed me photos of the vehicles he’d rebuilt: bikes, cars and even a glider. He had a passion for boats. ‘My father was captain of a boat in the Danube Delta. I was born on the water.’

         He asked if he could get work as a boat mechanic in the UK, thinking that it was part of the Schengen Agreement, and I told him no. ‘We sit separate on our island and think we are kings.’

         ‘But the king is naked,’ he said through the phone translation, and I shot him a sharp smile of agreement.

         Once we reached Zhytomyr, Vasyl dropped me where the road split, him to turn south for Vinnytsia and me facing north-east for Kyiv, now only 200km away. I offered him a hand to shake, unsure of how a hug would be regarded, and he opened his arms to engulf me. My first Ukrainian interaction.

         He left me at a great spot: the gas station at the beginning of the main highway towards Kyiv. It was a wide-open road, small clouds scudding in the blue sky. There was a huge metal arch crossing all six lanes, carrying the logo of the gas station, and I felt small and serene under this gigantic structure. Since the ferry, I’d slept four or five hours a night: in the back of a van, in a tent on the edge of a service station, and up against a van window with a man on my leg. Dazed and happy, no longer clinging to control, this journey was flowing and, following the whims of the road, I would make it all the way to Kyiv.

         After maybe twenty minutes a jeep pulled in. Shades, baseball cap, takeaway coffee. ‘We can speak English,’ he said. ‘I live in the USA.’ Ivan was back for his annual visit, my age, pockmarked cheeks and blond hair, very money focused, a little abrasive, and talked more than he listened. Here was a man who was fifteen when 14Ukraine left the Soviet Union and, in the economic free-for-all that followed, had learnt to take full part in the race for new riches: land ownership, house building, bragging about paying pocket change to local village drunks for their daily labour.

         As we approached the capital city, the road dipped down and rose up again, allowing an incredible view of a broad avenue stretching a mile ahead, skyscrapers bristling in the distance. Here was Kyiv, the city I’d been aiming towards for so long.

         This kind man took me on a tour of his city. We whirled past Saint Sophia’s Cathedral, the tall motherland statue, looming dark embassies and government buildings, the jeep wheels rattling on ancient cobbles. Ivan drove a loop over the wide, quiet Dnieper river to the suburbs and back again, showing me river beaches and summer amusements. He gestured to a patch of high-rise apartments: ‘Here used to be summer houses. We would come here to drink and swim in the river. Then they sold all, once the land became precious.’ Ivan was constantly throwing out information about who owned what: stories of corruption; the riches pulled out of ex-president Yanukovych’s house when he lost power; arson to gain building plots; stories of his friends growing up, the scrapes, the lucky escapes. He talked about political corruption: Akhmetov, the billionaire businessman with links to organised crime; the ‘Chocolate King’ oligarch, President Poroshenko’s refusal to give up ownership of his businesses, despite promising to do so pre-election.

         Ivan had played his small part in the 2013 revolution of the Euromaidan, as one of thousands gathered in Maidan Square in Kyiv to protest the government reversal of a move towards EU membership.

         It was breathtaking, to be driven around this huge city and treated to a big soup bowl of politics, revolution and corruption stories, swirling around like the river current as we crossed bridges.
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            Ukraine

         

         The hostel was the same as that in any major European city – Wi-Fi on tap, pay extra for a towel, burgers and breakfast pancakes on an English-language menu. A bunch of fellow travellers, uniformly fifteen years younger than me, slumped on sofas staring at their phones, bonding in the smoking area, stumbling into our shared rooms at 4am and shagging in the bunkbeds. I felt very separate from their shenanigans, clumping around in unfashionable walking boots, eyes fixed on a solitary horizon, thinking about maps. I walked the streets a little and hung out in a restaurant near the hostel – Puzata Hata – pointed out by Ivan as doing real Ukrainian food but which turned out to be a chain, school dinner style, where you pull dishes off stainless steel shelves, without navigating a waiter or a menu.

         I wasn’t interested in the city, or any city really. I only wanted to take a few days there to rest and source maps. I was planning a south-westerly route towards the Romanian border and wanted to navigate by map and compass, as I had done in Wales. I’d been able to buy the touristic mountain areas online but needed the rest of the country. Andrew, an English contact working for the British Council, helped me find a map shop to fill in the gaps.

         I had ninety days to walk 400 miles across agricultural central Ukraine before my visa ran out, more than enough time. Ninety days and a completely unforeseeable variety of experiences to fill them. Here was where the unknown started. I was about to slip sideways out of view, into the shadows of the trees.

         
             

         

         I stuck to tarmac for the couple of days it took to reach the edge of the city, walking out to the end of the subway system and using it 16to skip back to my hostel at night while I still had the chance of a cheap bed. This was what it meant to me to walk every step: if I deviated from the route to find a bed or take time off, I’d always return to where I had stopped walking before continuing on. On the last day of Kyiv, I said a final goodbye to Andrew at the Podil metro station, rode the rattling train to the end of the network and faced the final scattered suburbs that blurred into forest.

         Central Kyiv had been a city of flowing fabric, well-tailored dresses and smart suits, but people became noticeably less well dressed as I left my fashionable central district; the click of high heels and billowing long skirts downgraded to thick padded jackets and shuffling trainers.

         The Bentleys and Mercedes had faded from the picture too. Here I passed rotten Ladas and nondescript Peugeots and Renaults – rusting family vehicles.

         This was the spontaneity I was searching for: to walk out of Kyiv without knowing what lay ahead. It was terrifying and exciting but I was here to allow the unknown. This was the core of my journey style; to open myself to possibility, trusting that I had the character and skills to deal with whatever came.

         Finally at the edge of the houses, I turned away from the road into pine forest, beginning a few hundred miles of flat land all the way to the Carpathian Mountains.

         
             

         

         For months I had been declaring I was going to walk across Europe but this was where it became reality.

         I’d brought myself to this point, telling everyone about it, making all the motions of preparation, and now here I was, plunging in, soft pines all around me, standing at a fork in the yellow path of sandy soil, my breath caught in my chest. To move myself forward through the momentary paralysis, I gave myself directions:17

         Check your map, make a compass bearing, and hold it up to the two options.

         Take a deep breath.

         Trust yourself; all your strengths and all your choices.

         And begin.

         
             

         

         This was a wholesome wood, a picnic wood close to town. The trees were widely spaced, light trickling through them to a sandy floor covered in criss-crossing tracks. I could easily follow the compass in the right direction and emerged from the forest into hot, bright sun and immense fields, miles of earth with green shoots of winter wheat emerging, undivided by hedge or fence. Picking around the edges of the turned earth, I found a yellow track that crossed the centre and headed south into a sharp horizon line of dusty sky and ploughed ground. There were no visible boundaries around farmland here; private land ownership was less than 25 years old in Ukraine, and the strict permissions and restrictions of UK land access were absent. Without official footpaths it seemed I could walk where I wanted.

         An hour through fields and I came to pine forest again, another plantation, human-made. To my right, a twisted apple tree nestled amidst the shadowing pines. I stood with the tree for a few breaths, acknowledged it, small and mottled and surviving. I asked the forest to see me as I passed, to be benevolent. This felt like my first days in an unknown land – I needed to feel it, come to learn how I would live with it and travel on it.

         Deep amongst the trees, after a few hours of walking, I came to a clearing where three men crouched around a fire. There was a moment of shock as we stared at each other, then my preservation instincts kicked in and I muttered a greeting, breaking eye contact to look ahead, keeping my stride purposeful. All the warnings about ‘wild, dangerous’ Ukraine, all the worry pressed upon me, all the 18messages I’ve absorbed throughout my life about the dangers of being a woman travelling alone were guiding me in that moment. ‘Don’t talk to strange men, beware of the forest, Ukraine is dangerous, there’s a war happening there.’ The men didn’t call after me, just watched silently as I crossed the edge of the clearing. Once out of their sight, the track split into two. I wanted the village of Koshchiivka but wasn’t sure which path to take. A thought flashed: You could go and ask those men.

         It was completely against what I’m indoctrinated to do. ‘Be hidden, don’t draw attention to yourself, avoid danger, avoid unnecessary interactions.’

         But it felt right. I turned around and walked back to where the three men crouched on the ground, watching me approach.

         It was a birthday celebration. Nikolai was 52, big blue eyes beaming over a scar the width of his cheek, pinpoint suture marks still visible. Viktor and Ruslav had come with him to the forest to grill meat and get gently, irrevocably drunk.

         It took a whirling of arms and many repetitions of words for us to exchange the simplest of facts, but I was invited to sit at a rickety table littered with plastic plates of gherkins and rice salad; cigarette packets, knives and dirty shot glasses scattered like Slavic seasoning. They poured me shots, slid dripping chunks of meat off thick metal skewers, tore bread with grimy fingers, and we took a few toasts.

         Not long after I’d said goodbye, with handshakes all round, a loud roaring rose behind me and I turned to see Nikolai chasing after me on the most incredibly ancient motorbike and sidecar to ask if I wanted a lift. ‘No, I must only walk,’ I managed to explain, and he gently kissed my cheek before leaving.

         
             

         

         On my first night of wild camping I made an extra effort to stay hidden, pushing deep into the centre of a copse of young pine trees 19clustered at field edge, their low branches knitted tightly together with an open space at the heart just big enough for my tent to snuggle into. An ancient Lada chugged past on the nearby track, bouncing and creaking on the rutted surface, with the occupants looking straight ahead, not noticing me. I sat there for a while, relaxing down from the alertness of walking; nobody would see me here, there was nobody here to see me. This was a familiar rhythm, walking all day then creeping and nosing like a small animal to find a place to sleep, before packing up and shouldering my burden the next morning to do it all again. I’d done this for months on end in my own country, I could do it here. As the realisation sank into me, I let out a breath and sagged with relief, feeling safe and happy. This was possible, even comfortable. I could do this.

         The only maps I’d been able to buy in Kyiv were at a 1:250,000 ratio, meaning that each paper centimetre represented a vast 2.5km of ground. They showed no fine details like footpaths, or contour lines, just green blobs for forest and white for agriculture. Fortunately the first 100 miles or so would be dead flat. Black lines marked back roads, which were twin-line grooves in the earth; sometimes well worn by car and sometimes overgrown and branch-covered. The bigger tarmacked roads were potholed and cracked; I hardly saw any cars on them.

         I had never had such a loose connection to my precise location. With minimal clues on the horizon to orientate myself and no phone reception to pinpoint me as a glowing blob on a scrollable map, I had to walk by following my compass bearing, keeping steadfast and fixed ahead.

         This journey was too big for me to pin down in daily targets. I had to stay vague about how far I’d walk each day or where I’d sleep.

         Keeping my targets vague had another motive: it allowed me to fail.20

         In talking about the journey before I left, I’d pulled the figure of two years out of the air, a long enough number to show that this was a serious undertaking. Faster, younger, fitter walkers could probably do it much more quickly, but I had to consider my physicality. I was 38, overweight and had a tendency to be really hard on myself. If I didn’t set strict targets then I couldn’t force myself into injury trying to meet them, or brutally berate myself when I didn’t.

         I’d already walked one journey of thousands of miles and knew that the success of this challenge was rooted in my mental strength, the ability to drive myself forward through pain and exhaustion while balancing the downtime necessary to avoid breaking myself altogether.

         
             

         

         There at the beginning of the journey, I could relax into the idyllic days, before the inevitable pain set in. I was heading from Kyiv to Romania in as much of a straight line as I could manage, sticking to the quieter rural backwaters and avoiding the suburbs and cities with their harsh tarmac underfoot and lack of free sleeping options.

         Walking from village to village, small dots on the map became similar clusters of houses huddled together between miles of forest and field; there were no scattered dwellings built out alone. I found tiny, shabby, wooden cottages with earthen yards where washing flapped, chicken and geese pecked and dogs on short chains would usually feel provoked to bark at me voraciously. Tiny old women stumped along the street, bent bodies wrapped in layers of insulating clothing, headscarves tied tight under their chins. Street fashion here was flower print cotton underneath lumpy knits, wrinkled layers of thick socks, feet in clogs or crocs. They were always interested in me and what I was doing but interactions in those early days were mostly a spatter of conversation from them, gold teeth 21glinting, and me in a nervous sweat, trying desperately to pick out a word I understood.

         
             

         

         On a back road, houses hidden behind battered wooden fences containing flowers and drooping apple trees, there was a well. I dropped the bucket down, marvelling at the smooth unwinding of the metal-bound wooden spindle, waiting for the sploosh when bucket hits water and the sudden heaviness as the water swells into it. I leaned over to see it far down in the depths, a tiny circle of reflection dimmed by my body’s looming, and wound the well-worn crank handle to bring the pail swaying to the sunlight.

         Bending to grasp the swinging bucket gave the sensation of memory – one century old? Two? In a movement that felt part of my generational history, I heaved the bucket onto the stone lip and took a draught of cold, clear water. I plucked a soft red apple from the tree across the road, sat back against the wall and rested for a while, legs stretched out into the dirt, an occasional chicken scratching and bobbing nearby. I slept in an empty field, where the impenetrable, head high corn crop turned to cleared earth, with yellow peas scattered on the ground and a fuzz of cut stalks snapping under my feet. The sun set far away over the flat land, yellow gold filling the clear white sky, and I basked in the warmth until it disappeared, then wrapped up for the cold. I would often leave the outer covering of my tent off, just the inner mesh between me and the darkening sky above, feeling part of the world rather than shut inside a tiny plastic cave. I was toasty all night, and woke to find a thin frost on my sleeping bag. Frozen beads of condensation covered the tent mesh, like crystals on a wedding dress.

         
             

         

         My maps marked each hotel with a big red ‘H’ but they were so sparse outside the cities that I thought there surely must be more. 22To my amazement, when I asked for a hotel in a town of 5,000 people I was told there wasn’t one and had to catch a minibus packed full of silent passengers, rattling twenty minutes south to the nearest ‘H’ for my day off. Lesson learnt.

         
             

         

         My rest breaks, usually one a week, were essential. I’d take off the clothes I’d worn day and night for six days, and put on my other set. Socks were the only clothing I changed daily. I packed three pairs and washed them wherever I could, in springs and streams.

         
             

         

         Kozyatyn was a confusing town where I couldn’t seem to find the centre. Instead, I walked long streets of high-rise apartment blocks, with small cabin shops squirrelled away between them, until I found a market selling socks, phone cases and homegrown veg. There were tables with milk in reused pop bottles. At the quiet end, old women sat behind small amounts of vegetables placed on squares of fabric laid carefully on the ground – a bag of apples, a cup of white beans, a jar of preserved cabbage; augmenting their insufficient pensions with these distressingly inadequate market sales.

         
             

         

         I hadn’t felt dirty, even after a week without a shower, but as I stood in the hotel corridor, wallpaper peeling away from unfinished plasterwork at the door frames, the air thick with hairspray from the salon two doors down, I noticed my greasy hair in the smoke-brown mirror and realised I was absolutely filthy. The water coming from the shower-head stank like a rubbish dump, but thankfully the smell didn’t stick to my skin.

         The step counter remained at three that day as I rested in polyester bedding, gaudy pink-and-green flower print, watching fuzzy music videos on the old TV. Dry the tent, air the sleeping kit, wash my clothes in the sink, darn my leggings, stretch my body and 23prepare myself to go out there and repeat the same again for another week – the same frost, the same autumn colours, shabby villages, wide flat fields, deep quiet forests.

         
            ***

         

         Central Ukraine was passing in a hazy blur of pleasant walking.

         I could walk all day in the quiet of the fields; the close cropped grass, the rustling of dry corn stalks.

         I could lie in my tent at night, safely hidden, listening to a horse and cart clinking and clopping past me, watching the glow of a cigarette pulse on and off.

         Cows were driven past as I was packing up the tent one frosty morning and I felt the wave of heat radiating from their round bellies. One scooped up the too-hard pear I’d discarded the previous night with a quick lick of her giant tongue, barely pausing her stride.

         Walking through the first village of the day, while the mist hung low over the fields, bright sun in waiting, I watched a flurry of chickens and geese fan out from a garden gate as they were gently shooed out onto the road to pick and scratch. Red squirrels ran light along fence tops. A dog pattered along the dirt road, intent on its own mysterious mission.

         Leaving the village, I plunged again and again into the fields, plants growing above my head or flat land to the horizon, no views, corn leaves rustling in the breeze, harvester lorries roaring back and forth, turning down a line of uncut sunflowers to where a cloud of dust-marked men at work. As I walked though fields of leafy kale, I would pluck single stems, chewing them into my mouth like a rabbit. Ladybirds flew past, sometimes perching on me, the warm tree, their transparent wings slipping back under the shell like a barely glimpsed petticoat edge.24

         Walking through the fields was totally immersive; just me and the animals, no people or houses for hours at a time.

         I reached a line of trees between two great spreads of brown, ploughed earth, and stopped for lunch, tucked in against the wind as it whirled small tornados of dust across the field. Passing crows angled sharply and I heard the thrumming swish of the wind against their twisting wings. I sat there so still and for so long that eventually a mouse came flickering in and out of the undergrowth nearby.

         
             

         

         Walking through a couple of days of deep forest, dogs came lolloping towards me, a buoyancy of bodies, rippling and swaying. Every head rose up to stare as they saw me, paws poised; they each stopped a moment then turned and pattered into the forest to my left, fluid and completely silent. They were Alsatian-looking. I stood still and peered into the trees but there was nothing to see and no sound; they’d disappeared, quick as blinking. I walked on, imagining it was a hunting pack, waiting for the human to come pacing along behind … but no human ever appeared.

         Later that week I chatted to a woman outside her shop as I munched through a handful of freshly purchased biscuits.

         ‘Be careful of wolves.’

         ‘There are wolves here?’

         ‘Yes, my brother saw a pack of them, twenty-two, running across the road.’

         ‘Are they dangerous to me?’

         ‘No,’ she smiled, arm around her daughter just home from school. ‘Udachi.’ Everyone had been saying this, and now I knew it meant good luck.

         I lay in the tent that night, picturing the wolves running through the forest, the pack scattering and merging, splashing and swaying like a flash flood, snapping up mice like cocktail sausages.25

         I felt like an animal, just like them, blurring into the environment, passing by without trace, living in total concord with my needs, sleeping with the dark and moving with the light.

         This was the adventure I was looking for, walking ahead into the unknown and allowing experiences to come to me, plunging into uncertainty and swimming in it, revelling in such an unbounded experience.

         
             

         

         One day a farmer and his wife passed me on their tractor, her becroced foot dangling perilously close to the wheel, and we had the usual short conversation where I told them I was a tourist and that I was walking. Ten minutes later the man hailed me as I walked past their house. Igor was his name. I sat with him in the yard and mugs of sugary instant coffee were passed out to us as we talked. Then came a plate of cheese. ‘It was made here.’ He gestured to a corner of the yard where, behind a few sheets hanging haphazardly, there seemed to be nothing but piles of plastic boxes. I must have looked incredulous because Igor told me, through the phone translation, of how they wanted a better dairy but there were no government grants or loans to help them build anything.

         Two small children were flitting in and out of the house, staring at me, transfixed by this strange conversation.

         ‘Do you receive any government money at all?’

         ‘None.’

         I struggled to comprehend a farm without government help, where a family must make their own money or they will have nothing. Igor kept fourteen cows and five pigs and lived on the money he made from their milk and meat. Forget the lack of a handwash basin or temperature records; the EHO officer who used to strike such fear into the food businesses of Llanidloes would faint dead away at cheese being made on a trestle table in the corner of an open-fronted concrete 26barn and taken into the main room of the house to mature. It was really good cheese, dry and white and crumbly. Natasha showed me the different stages of the process, the leaven she used, the brine it soaked in. She was plump and glowing with a chubby, round-eyed smile, where Igor was slight, darker and drawn.

         Igor took me to the barn 2 miles away where they kept the cows. On the way I asked him if he was satisfied with life. He highlighted the unfairness of his situation; saying that the ‘deputies’ all have their own farms which take money from the state. They can improve their stock by buying cows from abroad and Igor cannot – blatant unfair competition. Following the dissolution of the collective farms of the USSR, land was returned to the rural people, to either be utilised by them for subsistence farming or leased to large agribusinesses. An immediate moratorium on land sales in 2001, supposedly temporary, prevented Ukrainian land passing into foreign ownership, an emotive issue for a country freshly independent of Soviet control, but also meant that farmers were unable to use land as collateral for loans to improve their businesses.

         ‘In Ukraine, life is hard and there is no choice.’

         No choice. The same thing that Vasyl said to me as we drove into Ukraine in his little red van. ‘You can visit all these countries and I can only drive through them, only allowed to cross the border when I am driving lorries.’

         This is the plain fact of my UK privilege, that I live in a fairyland of disposable consumer goods and leisure time, that I have multiple opportunities to change my circumstances, waving my passport to skip across borders. Igor and Natasha were the same age as me and I felt like a child in comparison. They had everything I didn’t – four children, a house, land, a business, skills at building and creating and maintaining a life. I felt like the fool, prancing and playing with my existence, replete with disposable riches and freedom of leisure time.27

         We talked a lot that night. They invited me to stay with them in their basic home, built by Igor fourteen years ago, unpainted walls with dollops of grey cement squeezing out between concrete blocks. There were three rooms; a kitchen, then a second room with a table and a double bed where Igor and Natasha slept, and the family ate, piling the pyramid of maturing cheeses temporarily in the kitchen and dragging the table to the bed for extra seating. The third room contained four single beds, where I could sleep alongside the children, Valya, 15, Oleg, 12 and Katya, 7. Natasha had been cooking while we visited the cows and brought out a huge plate of meat; ribs and liver and all the joints tumbled together. It was hare, shot by Igor, followed by a mounded plate of mashed potato, then gherkins, mustard, mushrooms and fried dumplings. We drank home-distilled schnapps, and the children had a redcurrant drink, poured from a huge glass jar that still had the fruit floating in there. Everything had been grown, made, hunted, foraged, pickled here on the farm.

         ‘I might have German roots,’ said Igor. ‘My grandmother was taken to Germany as a war prisoner and she gave birth to my father there.’

         Nazi soldiers forcibly moved more than a million Ukrainians to Germany to use as slave labour during WWII, as well as killing over a million Ukrainian Jews. They don’t know where his grandmother was sent or what happened there; the translation was unclear but he told me records were impossible to access in a hidden Soviet system. His grandmother is dead now so they have no way of finding out. Igor’s story forms a small piece of the tumbled history of Ukraine, a country which has been torn and divided over and over, always pulling at its ragged edges to form a semblance of centre.

         I was yawning by 11pm, way past my usual bedtime, a hiker used to sleeping with the sunset. As I went to the bedroom, Igor and 28Natasha whirled outside to do the final chores. ‘I work so that my children might have a better life than me,’ said Igor.

         The next morning Natasha went to do the milking and Igor took the children to school. The car wouldn’t start so they had to push it out of the muddy yard, the children running from the boot to jump in as it rolled forward, obviously a well practised manoeuvre. I packed up, chatting to Valya, who had a day off from college where she studied milk technology, aiming to help her parents. Igor came back as I finished breakfast and invited me to stay for longer but I couldn’t; there was walking to be done and I wasn’t tired yet. I stood up and offered my hand. He shook it and put his other hand on his heart. We smiled.

         
             

         

         I’d left Kyiv in late September and was walking through harvest season, in a bounty of apples and walnuts. Trees bulged with hanging fruit, flinging forth their prayers for future survival. There were people collecting food everywhere I went, preserving jars on sale in every village shop. In towns they rifled through pavement drifts of fallen leaves to pocket hidden walnuts. Mushroom hunters came to the forests, pulling grimy plastic tubs from their car boots. It seemed like every house had rattling stalks of drying corn bundled against the walls, alongside tobacco leaves dangling on nails, corn cobs hanging like yellow tails.

         Gargantuan combine harvesters thundered past me on the roads, ten in a row, ready to chew up hectares of yellow peas. In the smaller fields, near the villages, I saw women sitting in pairs, topping and tailing piles of swede from the black earth. The things people did changed as I walked across the country. This is the fortnight where corn is harvested. This is the fortnight where we burn the stubble. First the pumpkins were piled in corners, bright orange flashes in the yellow-brown yardscapes of chicken-trampled earth. After a 29while, I began to see them being split, hefted open with spades, seeds scooped out for sale and shells discarded for chicken feed, lying on the ground like collapsed balloons.

         
             

         

         I rested for a while at a war memorial, dates for WWII beginning 1941, eating salami and crackers. I sat there for so long I went into a daze, lulled by the wind rustling the trees. It was strong today, maybe rain was coming. There was a cow chained to a stake in the grass and three brown geese drinking from a muddy puddle. I heard a clumping and jingling, and into view came a man driving a horse and cart. The wooden cart was laden with pumpkins, orange, green and yellow, mottled orbs glowing bright in the clear sunny day. The cart dipped as they turned the corner and a pumpkin rolled from the higgledy pile, hollow thuds on the short grass echoing across the silent street, followed by a long, rolling trill as the man stopped the horse. It stood quietly as he heaved the pumpkin up, then climbed on and geed the horse on its slow, patient walk. The ducks waddled back to the puddle in his wake, swaying like the cart.

         
             

         

         The land was starting to ripple, just faintly, and my view became slightly more than a stretch of flat land to the horizon.

         Each tiny village had a shop; this wasn’t a car-based culture where people drive to the supermarket once a week. Car journeys were rare, with most cars being in an advanced state of decay and the ragged roads damaging rather than aiding journeys. Some 50% of the village cars I saw were Ladas; occasionally their distinctly boxy beauty was made fashionable, resprayed and done up, but mostly they were the old faithfuls that had seen decades in the same family. Judging by the noise and smoke some of these vehicles produced as they passed, I don’t think Ukraine has MOTs.

         The village shops were small emporia, shelves piled high with a 30few pieces of everything: bootlaces and gloves near to preserving jars and toothpaste, rubber shoes, washing powder, baking soda, brooms. There was usually a display of loose sweets, and biscuits sold by weight. A bag of dried fish stood on the counter next to the chocolate. Piles of water bottles, sacks of cabbages and onions made a maze on the floor. There weren’t many fruits and vegetables, but I could usually find bananas and oranges. A woman behind the counter waited patiently while I stared at everything, trying to decipher the unusual packaging and Cyrillic lettering. Sometimes they added up using a battered wooden abacus, casually flicking a few beads across to tell me the total, but more often it was an electric calculator.

         People would come and go as I made my culinary detective work. Maybe a man asked for forty fags and a shot of spirits or a boy came in for a single cigarette and left without paying. After miming a little, I could usually get an instant coffee in a plastic cup and a few penn’orth of biscuits to eat outside at a rickety table and chairs under a blotchy, tattered awning.

         
             

         

         The frequency of shops was useful as I was trying to avoid carrying too much weight so would buy small portions of food most days. Instant mashed potato worked well, add salami for protein, then mix in tomato puree, salt, fresh tomato and cucumber and you have a pretty delicious meal. I bought the occasional avocado or tin of tuna. Sachets of porridge were sold individually, so I could pour water straight into the packet and eat with a spoon. I ate a banana every day, satsumas for snacks, plus nuts, halva, whatever came to hand.

         It was a minimal and repetitive diet but hunger helped me keep interested.

         The exertion of walking meant that occasional gut problems hit 31me harder. I would skim the edges of dehydration, sipping enough to keep my mouth from caking dry, gulping two litres the next day, flirting with the headache that came so quickly.

         
             

         

         A walk like this is a balance of energy versus pain. Small problems easily had big effects. Muscles tense from exertion? I wouldn’t slide into deep sleep. Not enough sleep? I would be tired and achy all day. Not enough to drink? Move immediately from dry mouth to blinding headaches. Not enough to eat? Tired and listless, no motivation. The onset of negative reactions began sooner in this endurance situation, where I was pushing myself towards my limits.

         After four weeks of walking my energy began to dip. I was zonked out in the tent at night, staring into space, mind empty. I had to keep looking after myself even as my body contorted under the strain and my brain dissolved in a mist of exhaustion.

         Days off became important chances to stretch out solidified muscles, from neck to toes, and get restorative nutrition, both difficult to achieve in a cramped tent. Sitting on the bed in my hotel room, I would carefully chop and mix a sequence of salads in my tiny food bowl. Tear apart cooked chicken with my fingers. Stretch. Red cabbage, carrots, onion, mayo, parsley, lemon juice. Stretch. Feta cheese, onion, tomato, cucumber, parsley, lemon juice, avocado. Stretch. Salty crisps. Stretch. Soft juicy fruit, blueberries or strawberries, mixed into sharp yoghurt. Stretch and snooze. Write a blog, and so the day passed.

         People were wonderfully friendly – they would stop, with smiling eyes, and enquire who I possibly could be and what I was doing here. I learnt to understand the questions people were asking. ‘Where are you from?’ ‘Walking?’ ‘Alone?’ ‘Why?’ They’d look me up and down, the brightly coloured clothing, the huge bag, the double walking poles and I’d say the word ‘tourist’ prompting an 32‘ooooh’. ‘Where are you from, Poland or Russia?’ would usually be the next question, and when I replied, ‘Anglia,’ the ‘oooooh’ would turn from understanding to shock. ‘Anglia?’ They could never quite believe it.

         I would stumble out a Ukrainian explanation of my journey and they looked amazed and wished me well. People would often give me food, apples and walnuts or packets of biscuits, or just wish me ‘Udachi’ – ‘good luck’.

         
             

         

         After an encounter outside a village shop, the proprietor rang her English-speaking friend, a teacher, and I was invited home for homemade pickled gherkins, cherry wine and an omelette made with eggs and cream from their animals. I left with yet another bulging bag of fruit and walnuts and an invitation to go and visit the school.

         The following day I was welcomed at the school door with a ceremonial loaf of bread and students chanting a hastily memorised speech, before a tour of the bustling secondary school, all linoleum and single glazed windows.

         In the main hall, I was unexpectedly faced with two hundred waiting children and expected to give a talk about Wales, which I stammered my way through. I was taken for a canteen lunch, where the headmaster sneaked a bottle of cherry liqueur out of his office, pouring us several toasts while the female English teachers exchanged disapproving looks. ‘My teaching job is a hobby,’ said one, ironically. Chronically underpaid, her annual teaching salary only covered her winter fuel bills.

         The most shocking part of the day was not the sparse equipment, low salaries, or tatty classrooms, but the display of war propaganda in the foyer; guns, missiles, photos of dead soldiers lining the walls while children chattered past.33

         The fighting was 500 miles away from this agricultural landscape and, lacking the language to question those I met, existed mostly in the abstract for me.

         I met a soldier; a tall man in dusty camouflage clothing and a peaked cap standing in the centre of the stony road, staring at me with a quizzical smile, the tourist where there weren’t any. We started to walk together and talked a little, as much as I was able. He told me he was fighting in the east and was back in his home village on leave. He stumbled as he walked and I realised this man was deeply drunk. He turned his shoulder and pressed his back against my body, miming his rifle to shoot away from me, telling me he fought to protect other people. His torso leaning against mine, to place his body in the line of fire, made me suddenly tearful. Ukrainian people were dying to protect their ideals, their land, their sense of a country.

         
             

         

         On a different day, at the village’s edge, I came towards a man standing at the end of an avenue of tall trees. He was wheeling a barrow of logs through his front gate but had paused on seeing me. I felt nervous about this unknown silhouette. ‘De voda?’ (‘Where is the water?’) I tried in my best broken Ukrainian and to my surprise he answered in English good enough for a conversation, an incredible rarity in these rural places.

         ‘Come inside. Would you like a coffee?’

         I hesitated a second. He was slow and kindly like a gentle grandad, but I needed to make sure that we wouldn’t be alone in there.

         He said, ‘My wife will make it.’

         Phew, he sensed the reason for my hesitation. His dog was friendly and didn’t bark, a good sign.

         We entered the dim conservatory, lined by lace curtains, filled by 34a long wooden table and benches, where a huge bunch of flowers trickled single petals onto the embroidered tablecloth.

         This was their dacha, the summer house, where they stayed from May to October. Pavel was a computer programmer in the capital, and a retired army officer.

         His wife busied herself making food and Pavel shuttled a series of dishes out to the table: beetroot salad, egg salad, fried onion and greens, salami, fried fish and potatoes, bread, soup, a bunch of tiny delights to choose from. I was taken to wash my hands, with apologies for not having indoor plumbing.

         ‘We have in Kyiv, of course.’

         ‘You are risky girl,’ said Pavel when he learned what I was doing. ‘I am retired army general. I was in Moscow. And now I am called up again in reserve.’

         As he fell silent, I became aware of a deep stirring within him, his hands clasped on the table, eyes lowered to the space between us.

         Once he fought with Russia, now he fights against them. The Russian-backed separatist movement had been attacking in the east of the country for four years now, thousands of people had died, multiple ceasefire agreements never seeming to stick.

         There were so many questions I was too nervous to ask. ‘Do you think that Ukraine can ever be free of Russia? How did it feel to be part of the USSR? Do you feel bereft of international help?’ I wanted to hear so much more: of where he was in 1991 as the USSR dissolved, or in 2013 during the Euromaidan protests.

         But I was bringing up the heartbreak of an unequal war; Ukraine clinging to the eastern territory that was being ripped away from them by a stronger hand, peeling fingers back one by one. To live with almost permanent underdog status, apart from the legendary Cossack era; split between Poland and Russia for many years. The maintenance of a Ukrainian national identity is the sweeping 35together of scattered fragments from underneath centuries of lost autonomy, and is all the more dearly guarded for it. They know what it is to lose, they know what it is to be taken over, and any Russian interference on their land reignites these same old pains.

         My awkwardness trumped any latent journalistic instinct and I felt too shy to probe further.

         A neighbour interrupted, come to call on Pavel’s mother for their afternoon cards session; she had brought a couple of precious pears from her tree and I was given one, a hard knobbly rock to weight my pack as it ripened.

         The two women were jolly and bustling, chattering with the loudness of deaf ears, and the conversation moved away from war and onto hunting – my opportunity lost.

         
             

         

         In Kamianets-Podilskyi I met Tatyana, who hosted me in return for the chance to practise her English. I bunked up on the sofa of the family’s spare room, in an old-fashioned apartment block, exposed pipes in concrete stairwells, flaking paint on cracked walls.

         We mostly talked about economic migration; their young family had gone abroad to work illegally for a few summers, to Portugal for fruit picking and to Norway to work as hospital porters, hoping to come home with enough money for the deposit to buy a newer flat. Inherited from a grandparent, theirs was old-fashioned, badly insulated, and the communal heating bills were too high. But last time they came home, Tatyana with an injured back from heavy lifting at the hospital, the house prices had risen and now they were priced out of the new builds.

         Tatyana, in her mid-30s, remembered times of no food, of making a sack of flour last for weeks with very little else to eat. After suffering years of desperate poverty here, they thought it was preferable to go and work illegally in the EU, but going abroad changed her mind. ‘I 36thought it was better to accept the low status of being illegal hidden workers than to stay poor here, but I broke my body being a slave for rich countries and with nothing to show for it.’ Now they’d turned to creating a life here, in whatever way they could.

         Husband Valera went to fight in Donbas when the war first broke out. ‘They wouldn’t even equip him.’ She mimed holding out a begging hand to show how they went to friends and family collecting funds for his uniform. ‘They don’t want to fight each other anyway. They send text messages across the front lines to warn when there will be an attack.’

         Her husband was tall and quiet. He did sit-ups in the room where I slept and there was a collection of weights in the corner. I got a feeling of him staying primed.

         ‘When I go to work, he will only watch our son as long as nobody finds out. His friends would laugh at him if they knew.’ Tatyana chopped into a white cabbage and began vigorously grating.

         ‘Does he have a job?’

         ‘No, only I do.’

         ‘Does he cook?’

         ‘No, that is my job too.’

         I felt a lot of anger in her, rightly so. She was still struggling to make a good life despite all the ways the world was set against her; high food prices, low wages, lack of freedom to work abroad, toxic masculinity, capitalist monopolies, global inequality, systemic corruption and bribery.

         ‘I can only think about today and tomorrow, not about the future.’

         And so she grated the cabbage, studied English online, dressed up in traditional costumes to guide tourists around the castle in a choice of three languages, home schooled her son and hoped that one day life would get easier.37

         
             

         

         Once I left the town, the land was flat and wide open, no trees, nowhere to hide, so after a day of walking, I decided to bed down in a stand of tobacco plants. The leaves were harvested from the bottom up and taken home to dry, leaving smaller leaves sprouting on top of bare stalks, tiny purple flowers swaying up high, a very alien plant to me. I lay under the leaves, hoping I was sufficiently hidden as tractors roared past on their way home, headlights rippling through the gaps, flickering and flashing. Outside of the brief human interactions, most of my time was spent alone with the land, a deep immersion in solitary walking. Each day spent completely outside passed in a smooth flow from walking to camping to sleeping, a gentle graduation like the sunset.

         Next morning a storm gathered ahead. Where the sky behind was stippled with sun-gilded white cloud over a bright blue morning, ahead of me loomed a dark grey mass, filling the sky. White wisps of rain feathered the air and this bad time was coming inescapably towards me. With nowhere to run to, no shelter to keep me safe, without qualm I knew I would face this wind and rain. I was part of the land, to be equally lashed and wetted.

         
             

         

         As much as I loved the acceptance of the storm, doggedly walking onwards into the rain, I didn’t enjoy the damp aftermath and went to a hotel that night to dry off. The isolation of walking through a country more different to any I’d been before, existing almost entirely in a language I didn’t speak, and with the only internet access to contact home being when I reached hotel rooms, was much harder than I’d anticipated. Out in the natural world I was completely in tune with my surroundings, experiencing constant stimulation, the daily physical grind of walking utterly fulfilling, but when I shut the door on nature and faced the detached human world of anonymous beds in blank hotel rooms, life felt empty in 38comparison. I was surprised to realise I was lonely, something I’d never experienced before despite many years of solitary travelling and living. Lying in bed the next morning, I asked my lover for a photograph, reaching out for connection. I’d spent the two years before I left Wales struggling in a relationship with M, who kept me at arm’s length but wouldn’t let me go. One of the most prickly, emotionally withdrawn, difficult men I’d ever loved. We were supposed to be casual, it was supposed to end when I left, but the texts had kept trickling. That day, though, when I needed support, he rebuffed me, told me I was demanding. It triggered a deep wail of grief within me.

         I felt like I was always battering at the closed doors of emotionally unavailable men, repeating the pattern of parental rejection over and over again, dooming myself to a constant state of unmet need.

         I’d stopped talking to my mother just before I left for Kyiv, tired of her lack of contact, her inability to show care towards me or create a loving, supportive relationship.

         It was the first time, in all our years of arguments and hurt, that I’d drawn a line and explicitly not spoken to her. I had deliberately separated myself from my mother and she wasn’t trying to contact me. That day, alone and in need, I felt all the anguish of that gap between us, a deep and powerful helplessness, as if I was a baby struggling for survival, the emotions bigger than my body could encompass.

         The two burdens combined: my historic pain over the lack of loving parents and my sadness about the lack of a loving partner. I felt overwhelmingly weak as I left the hotel to start walking; sobbed and sobbed all day, solitary and grief stricken, trudging by the side of roads as cars swept past, feeling a hollow space in my body as it squeezed out tears.

         As I walked and cried, in the depths of despair, I parsed through 39it, the movement of my body allowing unacknowledged thoughts to bubble up to the surface.

         When my father was diagnosed with terminal cancer, some of my immediate emotional response was grief for the loss of a father I didn’t have, the ideal of a father who loved and cared for me. Facing the death of an inadequate father included losing the hope that I would ever have a better one.

         All my life I’d been struggling with an unsupportive mother but I was always focusing on what she wasn’t, on what I needed her to be. In the same way as my father, during this deliberate pause in communication with her, I realised that part of what I felt was the loss of the archetypal mother, the lack of a nurturing caregiver, of never receiving unconditional love. Once I let go of the belief that she would ever change, I could grieve for what I needed and never got.

         Small moments of peace came by a riverbank as I brought myself into the present moment, remembered that I was there with the trickling water and swaying reeds. But mostly it was a lost day, walking and wailing, stumbling along tracks without seeing them.

         I was deep in the countryside by late afternoon, calmer and quieter, wandering between villages on worn-down strips of dirt through grassy expanses of unfenced fields.

         At a crossroads, a chapel caught my eye, a small shabby wooden building, no more than a shed, with a rusty cross at the corner. The door was held closed with a bent nail and inside, filling the whole end wall with a profusion of pinned pictures, fake flowers, dried leaves, icons, ribbons and thin metal crosses and candlesticks, was a glorious altar – a dusty still life, washing peace over the road junction.

         Creeping inside to take a photograph, I saw a figure coming towards me in the distance and, unsure if I should be in there, 40peeked out to see if he was looking at me, wondering if I’d be chastised. The man beckoned me out, signalling that I should walk with him. Sasha was young, mid 20s, dark attractive eyes and a shaved head.

         His English was pretty bad and we haphazardly stumbled through an explanation of my journey, using fingers wiggling to denote walking. ‘I am carpenter,’ he said, and I wondered what incident had caused the fine straight scar under his right eye. Facial scarring was common in Ukraine; I’d guess at a combination of a lack of access to hospitals in rural areas, higher alcohol usage in the working day, and a macho culture that disregards health and safety procedures.

         He was stuttering and pausing, hampered by his lack of language. ‘You have nice smile.’ He threw up his hands in frustration, and we grinned at how impossible this was.

         I was utterly innocent of the direction this conversation was taking until he pointed to the long grasses. ‘Sex. We have sex.’ I was stunned. He’d beckoned me out of the chapel in a ‘not here’ kind of way, which I’d thought was because I shouldn’t be in the building. Was it really because he thought I was enticing him in for a shag?

         It was tempting. I could kiss the man offering himself to me, we could go into the field and lie down for a short while. I could absorb his desire, let him want me, fill me to a delightful aching.

         An enticing prospect while I was feeling low and alone, but that day had been so completely tortured that I knew this temporary easing would be completely inadequate.

         I took a deep breath, thankful that he was being so gentle, and decided to try and express some of the mental writhing I’d been gnashing over all day.

         ‘I don’t want sex. I want love. I want to love someone and be loved in return.’ I don’t think I’d ever said that out loud before.41

         ‘We can do that.’

         I looked at him quizzically, not even needing to refute this impossible fantasy.

         ‘We write, by phone…’ He tailed off, shrugging. We smiled. This was over, and neatly managed too. He gave me a kiss on the cheek and headed back along the track, obviously having detoured from his route home to pursue this amorous mission.

         I walked off the road, down through the valley and found myself a flat patch of grass to sleep. Almost at the point of darkness, a man came over the low rise of the hill, followed by a single line of sheep, no dog in sight. The intense emotional purge of the day had left me feeling hollow, shell-shocked, and the placid sheep walking in single file felt like a blissful dream. The shepherd was a very relaxed man who didn’t mind my unexpected presence. The permission to sleep in his field didn’t need to be spoken and we chatted briefly before he excused himself to do evening chores.

         The interaction with Sasha had come along at the exact moment for me to talk through my feelings. Refusing his advances let me restore my agency after I’d spent the day feeling rejected and helpless. It was the first time I’d been propositioned in two months. Both he and the calm, comforting shepherd felt like mystical apparitions. The sex and the safe haven – two alternative manifestations of masculinity for me to compare my feelings with.

         In the morning, sitting under a tree eating cold-water oats, I waved to the shepherd as he returned to lead his sheep away; the most well-behaved flock I have ever seen following in a line behind him, up the hill and out of sight.

         Ukraine was a fairytale in many ways: the calm shepherd, the peaceful countryside, the generous villagers, the glowing autumn colours. The simplicity of small-scale rural agriculture manifested growth and harvest in a seasonal ebb and flow. There was a balance 42here; people felt calm, even if poverty and war meant they were not content.

         It had been an idyllic beginning to the walk: flat land, friendly people, and warm, gentle weather, no colder than mild frosts at night. But it was the 2nd of November and I was aiming for the Carpathian Mountains; this lucky break wasn’t going to last forever.

         The looming fear of snowy camping in Romania added a sense of urgency to my steps. I was anticipating winter, anticipating mountains, thinking further ahead than my body could travel. But this challenge was too big to finish before the cold came. Spring was a full four months away, and unless I escaped to a hotel, tucking myself in there with a pile of food and warm blankets like a hibernating bear, there was no avoiding walking through winter.

         
             

         

         Entering the Carpathian foothills, climbing at 1,000m, I came out of the forest and found myself walking crabwise on sheer hillside straight towards a smallholding. The sharp slope down from the forest was too steep to climb above it and I couldn’t waste the energy needed to drop a polite distance below the house when there was so much mountain still to climb. I’d have to walk directly past the front door of this remote cabin, a dark building of weather-aged wooden planks, with a verandah running the length of the front and wet washing hanging in the eaves. Hens pecked in an enclosure on the slope below, fenced in behind high wire to protect against predators.

         There was a woman in front of the house, head down, and I called to her from a respectful distance. She beckoned me over and, after a short conversation about where I was going, asked me if I’d like a coffee. We climbed the wooden steps up into the house, arched chainsaw trails weaving over each plank. A chained dog bellowed from a hidey-hole below, just within reach to nip at me as I 43ascended. The house was built into the steep slope of the hillside, the front elevated on thick wooden legs. The storage underneath was crammed with cardboard boxes and tarpaulin-wrapped bundles, rusty tools hanging on nails, broken buckets and torn plastic, the detritus of farm living. It was dim inside, tiny windows on one side of a room crammed with dark, worn wooden furniture. A sallow silent boy of about seven flitted about, crawling under tables. An older one, about twenty, came in to advise on how to use the phone translation before leaving again. This was a poor house, where the kitchen and the bedroom are the same room, four beds crammed together as a way to hoard warmth in the winter.

         Maria told me she was 42, that she had five sons and one daughter who all lived at home, except for the daughter who had married at 16. She moved slowly and surely as the boy watched me from the floor; first boiling coffee on the wood-stove, then spreading bread with butter, putting a plate of cheap processed cheese and pink meat at my elbow, and finally sitting comfortably close on my other side so we could pass the phone between us, our plump legs pressed together like teenagers on a garden wall talking about boys.

         I told her that I was 38, we smiled at the similar age, and that I had no children and no man. That I was walking across Europe and that it was an adventure. ‘A painful adventure?’ she joked and I laughed.

         ‘Yes! Yes! Painful legs!’

         She asked why no children and because I liked her and wanted to be funny, I pointed to my groin and said the word, ‘Kaput.’

         Technically I can still have children but it’s not simple to explain my medical history to a stranger: that I only have part of a single ovary left inside my body, that at the time of walking it had grown a cyst that was being monitored to check it wasn’t a return of cancer. Then there was the fact that I hadn’t met a man who wanted to give 44me children. I spent the key childbearing years of my early thirties either having cancer, recovering from it or walking thousands of miles, and even if all that hadn’t happened, I’m not actually certain that I want to have children, or that I’m capable of being a decent parent, or even that we should continue populating the earth with so many humans anyway. So I just point at my groin and say, ‘Kaput,’ and even though it’s kind of a lie, it’s enough of the truth that I don’t feel guilty telling it.

         ‘Where is your man?’ I asked. She had the feel of a single mother about her, a self-contained woman, used to living with little.

         ‘He’s out on the hill. He’s a bad man.’ And she flicked her throat like the Russians do, to indicate being drunk.

         ‘Why do Ukrainian men drink so much?’ I was trying to joke but she laughed sadly, told me he’s no good.

         I tuned in to her sadness, the unloved feeling in her body. I looked over at the unusual profusion of bruises on the boy and got a sudden urge to ask,

         ‘Is there violence in this house?’

         ‘Yes, from him.’

         I sat in silence for a while, absorbing the sorrow of this situation, and noticed that she was deleting the record of our conversation from the phone, leaving no replies to be read later. I rubbed her arm to show I understood.

         We talked about what she could do and I asked if she could leave.

         ‘This is my house. My parents both died of cancer and my brother is starving of poverty. I throw him out and he comes back. I go to the police and they do nothing.’ Alcoholism is too common a story here. Violence in the home is not a priority.

         ‘He is jealous.’

         ‘Of you?’

         ‘Yes.’ She tapped the side of her head and flicked her throat again 45to tell me that when someone drinks, the sense leaves their head; that when abuse happens everything becomes twisted, the world inverts, and the person who is supposed to love and protect you becomes the one who does you the greatest harm.

         I wanted to cry but tears would only show my weakness in the face of her problems.

         ‘You are stuck.’

         ‘Yes.’

         We talked for an hour back and forth. I ate her bread and cheese and two small chocolates. She gave me a bag of dried mushrooms and some herbal tea mix, both foraged from the mountain.

         I couldn’t give this woman a safety net; the government should provide one. I couldn’t give her the mental strength to overcome her husband. I couldn’t give her a supportive community, a women’s aid charity, a police force that would take domestic violence seriously, or courts that would pursue prosecutions. All I could do was give her some money; a secret piece of power that her husband didn’t know about. I wanted to make Maria’s life better and in that moment it was the only way I could.

         So I shoved a bundle of hryvnia into her hand, about 25 quid. Enough for twenty pairs of crappy slip-on shoes or ninety loaves of bread. Maybe enough for her to feed seven people for a month.

         As Maria walked me to the top of the pass, we handed the phone between us, talking and reading.

         ‘I got married at 16 and now here I am with a failed life, a bad marriage and nothing to show for it but a bunch of kids. I envy a woman who can live without a man.’

         She showed me photos of her daughter’s wedding, the day her 16-year-old girl married a man of 40. I asked if that was OK and she twisted her face to say ‘not really’.

         ‘Is it a good marriage?’46

         ‘For now, so far.’

         ‘Your experience has made you a cynic.’

         ‘Maybe.’

         ‘Maybe mine has too and that’s why I have no man.’

         We laughed again. I looked at the picture of her daughter’s wedding day; her fresh skin, her slender hips, so many fantasies of what life might become and no experience with which to armour herself.

         Maria waved over a man who was heading downhill carrying a shovel, for him to show me the way to the road. There was no place for an outpouring of emotion but we hugged and kissed. ‘Udachi’ – ‘Good luck,’ I told her, and turned away, knowing that if the terrible loneliness I was experiencing on this journey came alongside the freedom to live the life I wanted, the ability to reach towards my full power and potential, then I still chose it every time.

         
             

         

         I took a day off in Verkhovyna, the final town before the big mountains. The road towards the Carpathians wound slowly into the hills, gradually climbing away from the flat valley town. It followed the river, slopes of pine on either side, before entering a gorge where it became compacted mud, wet and messy where a landslide had raked across the road, twisted roots and rocks leaving a rash of chaos either side of a thin cleared strip for cars to pass.

         A dog had been following me for a while, happily sniffing and pattering along in my flow. He changed here, looking intensely up into the trees, pausing and staring, paying attention, and I wondered about the hidden animals he might sense – bears and boar, squirrels and lynx. We walked upwards, the river smaller now, white water over boulders, twisting and winding with the road into the final village before the mountain, where the dog disappeared.

         I passed the final shop, a shawl-wrapped old woman on a stool 47outside, heaving herself up as a customer approached; I passed the final church, where the final hours of sunshine cut down in visible rays between the mountain peaks to gleam on the gilded domes. Cows paced, nonchalant, along the road, neck bells clanging in their sway. A man, not so friendly, paused his log chopping to sit down and ask me for a cigarette. I told him where I was going and he asked if I was scared to go alone.

         ‘Scared of what?’

         ‘Bears.’ He looked at me with cold eyes.

         ‘Are there bears here?’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘How many?’

         ‘You only need one.’

         It was the end of the afternoon light, sun descending to leave a pale pastel blue that would soon begin darkening.

         As I reached the point where the route turned away from the track and began to climb, for the first time since Kyiv, I had to be precise about my location, and checked the map repeatedly, the contours, the shape of the river as it twisted and turned.

         The track crossed the river and led sharply upwards but first was a flat area where I decided to camp.

         
             

         

         The next morning was clammy with frosty edges and I stared blearily at the misty water, munching on an unpleasantly cold breakfast banana. The track ahead was a wet and muddy climb. I’d heard logging lorries roaring across the river in the dark, headlights raking across my tent.

         The sun was shining again, as it had done for almost my entire time in Ukraine and the mist lifted to leave easy walking in warm sun.

         On the other side of the mountain range was primeval forest in a biosphere reserve, relatively undisturbed for many decades. Here 48the land was more open, patches of cleared fields around log cabins at lower levels, parts of forest chopped for logging; small metal barcodes hammered into the end of each trunk in an attempt to control illegal forest clearance. The logging lorries roared past me at the edge of a plain leading to the steep mountains beyond, returning to their day’s work. Watching these battered vehicles judder ahead, twisted metal edges showing years of hard labour, chunky tyres almost the height of me, thick chains looped and piled on bumpers, rattling and dangling, I felt at the frontier of something. This was where men came to fight with the land, not a tamed place to pluck fruit with bare fingers. A few minutes behind the lorries came a man leading a horse, the aide to the motorised winches on the front of the vehicles.

         Once I’d passed the cleared area, where the men stood and smoked, the track shrank down to a path between trees and I walked into dappled shade and the deep quiet of the pine forest, the earth insulated by a thick layer of dropped needles. In a patch of mud I saw a clearly distinguishable bear print; the wide heel pad and spiked claws at the end of the toes. Maria had told me a bear was nearby as we walked away from her house, and I’d heard something large hurrying away from me a few days earlier, but this was the first proof that was anything more than rustling in the bushes; indisputably, there were bears here and I was walking alone in their territory.

         As I carried on uphill, stepping over bulging tree roots, weaving left and right along the grooves worn by lines of water that trickle off the mountain, I began to talk to myself, making noise to say hello to the bears, to warn them that I was there. My thoughts ran out loud: where my foot was going next, where the nearest water source might be, that there might be none higher up the mountain and I should make sure I was fully hydrated. I was starting to tense into hyper alertness, watching over my shoulder, listening for noises. 49Something scuffled in the trees ahead and I froze, until I saw a red squirrel regarding me from a safe perch. We stared for a moment, equally motionless, until it broke the tableau and scuttled away, jumping between outstretched branches. In its rustle of escape I noticed how silent the forest was and realised that I would hear a bear loud and clear – perhaps I should try to be a little less scared.

         I stopped for breakfast at a small stream, a trickle really, surrounded by moss. Sunlight shone on the water. It was the last stream marked on the map, and at first my mind was full of pictures of disturbing the bear drinking at the stream or coming along the path to find me there. Eventually, however, busy finding a way to wedge my water bottle into the flow, waiting for enough slowly collecting water to soak my porridge, eating my fruit, stretching my calves, sitting in the sunlight to eat, I forgot all about bears and enjoyed the simple sensations of an outdoor breakfast.

         
             

         

         Up on the crest of another river valley, the trees thinned out until I looked down at a vast basin, a waterfall crashing thinly in white, aerated water down the vertical cliff ahead, far away. Hills undulated away to the left, thickly forested. I needed to climb up to the right of the basin, on the edge before it turned vertical. The air felt tangible up here – it had sound. The sparse light, cold and thin where it trickled past the mountain blockade, felt lost in the width of the basin. The vastness of this place manifested in a singing to me, a vibrating of light and air that was simultaneously too high and too low for me to hear anything more than a faint sensation. It was the quietest of roars, the gentlest of booms. This was not a place where humans stay – we only pass through.

         I went to the stream and filled up my tummy with water, definitely the final chance before the peak. It was warm down on the sun-baked grass and I sat for a while, drying the tent from the 50previous night’s frost. The rest of the mountain stretched ahead of me; just a long slow plod to the ridge, stopping often to admire the view (and catch my breath). I was above everything, looking back over rippling foothills to the dark blue faraway horizon of the flatter lands away to the north. I’d been smiling to myself all day as I walked through this beauty, so glad to be here in this wild place.

         I camped up before sunset, about 4.30pm, and sat happy and insulated to watch the sky darken and the ridges of a dozen hills delineate themselves between low valley mists. Getting out of the tent in the full depth of night, I was stunned by the thick profusion of stars, plentiful and bright, hanging so close to me. I even caught the soaring explosive line of a shooting star right in my eyeline. I had never seen them so clearly in the crispness of a cold night and stood entranced, looking from one constellation to another, feeling that I saw them with prehistoric clarity.

         I hadn’t really thought about bears for hours, even though there was scat all over the mountain, bulging with undigested red berries. My subconscious didn’t forget though and I woke at 5am from a nightmare where my whole hometown linked together to defend itself against two giant bears. The tent rattled, startling me in my half-sleep into thinking that something was outside. A breeze had started, making the edges of the frozen fabric crunch and rustle like a plastic bag. It was time to get up. Cold it might be, but I wanted to use all the daylight to get over the highest point and as far as I could towards the other side. There was a gilt edge lining the ridge, showing the beginning of the morning, final stars still glinting in the blackness above.

         The sky began to glow pink as I packed away. I was so happy to be here, experiencing the beauty of the day’s beginning, tinges of light turning the mountain yellow brown. I walked towards the mountain peak, turning to blow a kiss and say thank you to the land 51that held me. There were six rounded peaks to clamber over before I reached Hoverla and I walked for half an hour before seeing the light hit the first one, my breakfast target. The sunrise illuminated the peak in cheerful rosy pink and I cheered, climbing towards the light. The rocks and grass were frost-rimed and I placed my feet carefully, paying attention all the time. Any slip or fall here could be a bad accident, so far away from any people or help. I’d seen just one group of walkers the previous day, six young men bouncing energetically over the wiry tufts that formed the vegetation up here, climbing across the frozen snow patches that nestled in the dips on the northern side, where the sun didn’t hit. I understood the words sama and strashno, which meant they’d asked me the usual questions: ‘Are you alone? Are you scared?’ They’d shaken their heads in amazement when I told them I wasn’t scared.

         Alone and afraid, that’s all people ever seem to think about when faced with the facts of my journey. It doesn’t give much of a confidence boost, when people keep questioning your decisions.

         Why wasn’t I scared? I was starting not to know, when so many people told me I should be. I had everything I needed to survive up there: good equipment, insulation, waterproofing, food, water, first aid kit, the knowledge of what to do in an emergency. I had come to this expertise through practice.

         I have a calm head when I need to think quickly, to assess the risks and take appropriate action. I have honed this skill through testing myself over years in all the hitch-hiking, all the travelling, all the times I’ve thrown myself into uncertainty.

         I have the ability to be alone for long periods of time, happy in my own company. When I go somewhere alone, it’s never as frightening as the anticipation of sitting inside, wondering what might happen on a future adventure. Maybe it’s other people’s problem that they can’t imagine climbing a mountain alone.52

         I did do it, alone and unafraid. I climbed Hoverla, the highest mountain in Ukraine at just over 2,000m. It was 11.30am by the time I reached the peak, steadily breathing in and out in the bright blue air, my early morning excitement replaced by serenity. The top was a surprise – no people but several crosses and monuments adorning the flat summit, Ukrainian flags wrapped wherever possible, names scrawled on every surface, coins jammed into cracks.

         This was the Chornohora Massif, in the centre of a national park. The lower slopes were coated with thick primeval pine forest, ‘home to viable populations of lynx, bears and wolves,’ said the information boards.

         I had planned to descend slowly, camping in the forest that night, but my fear of bears crept and crept until I realised that I didn’t want to camp at all and decided to make a big push down to Hoverla village, far below in the valley bottom where a ‘H’ for hotel glowed on my map.

         The road wound back and forth, looping through the thick forest, and I sped downwards, focused on marching as fast as I could. My feet began to ache and I stopped to stretch them, squatted down for a wee and looked around me at the beautiful trees. Break the spell of forward momentum and there’s the opportunity for appreciation. I’d been trying so hard not to strain myself all the way from Kyiv, and yet here I was rushing down a mountain, scared of bears.

         My subconscious buzzed a bear alarm at every dark log and my shoulders twitched with the urge to turn around, flinching at every rustle. I thought of Pa in Little House in the Big Woods, how he went out hunting one day and on his way home late into the night, saw a bear in a moonlit clearing, reared up on hind legs. He waited and waited for the bear to move but it just stayed there, motionless in 53the stark light and shadow. Eventually he picked up a huge stick and advanced to attack, only to see it was the same dead tree he’d passed that morning, transformed by his fear.

         As the light left the sky I was down by a river, water rushing white and dampness in the air, picking my way through the muddy sludge left by logging lorries.

         Hoverla village was a long thin settlement following the riverbank; a single line of houses either side of the road. The land changed once we were out of the national park: fields opened up, misty in the river air, with wooden fences. I could have camped there but after hours of fast walking I was caught up in my own momentum, and unable to change focus, fixed on the comfort of a hotel bed. In the village streets I met a woman getting out of a car and stopped to ask her where the hotel was, but she gave a deeply disappointing response.

         ‘There’s no hotel here.’

         My least favourite wild camping situation: standing in the middle of a settlement on a cold, dark evening with nowhere to sleep.

         Blurred by exhaustion after a swift 18 miles down the mountain, I couldn’t think clearly and turned to the first open patch of land I found, setting the tent up in the icy dark. I collapsed into a brief, exhausted unconsciousness but when I woke it was still only 9pm and I could hear people walking nearby, the rake of vehicle lights passing the fence. Camping like this in the village centre made me nervous. I didn’t want to be seen at night.

         As I sat alert, I heard a woman’s voice near the tent. I steeled myself and poked my head out to talk to the dark silhouette above me. ‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t find the hotel.’

         The woman gestured down at my tent, saying the word ‘cold’.

         ‘Yeah, it’s cold.’ I nodded.

         She was short with a rounded pot belly, messy cropped hair and 54missing teeth. As she gestured again I realised she was inviting me inside.

         So inside we went, uprooting the tent and dragging it up to the house while a dog barked in the background. We hurried into the warm room, a kitchen, living room and bedroom all-in-one, with carpets hanging on the wall for insulation. At the front of the house were two more unheated bedrooms. The stove was a squat piece of brickwork built out of the wall, with a few doors at the front and a large metal cooking plate with several saucepans on it, some crusted with an unidentifiable brown mush. The woman bustled while I sat dazed at the table; she built up the fire, pushed some saucepans further back, brought others to the front, set about changing the bed clothes. She scattered some leftovers on the floor in front of the stove for the cat, a solemn grey tom.

         It was really difficult for us to communicate until the teenage daughter arrived with a smartphone; tapping at it with glitter-painted nails, so different to the older woman’s work-worn hands. I resigned myself to being the unknown weirdo for the night. I mean, I definitely was that anyway, just for pitching a tent in their village on a frosty November evening, but now I was the weirdo who was incapable of clear conversation. The woman served me holubtsi – rice and slivers of meat wrapped in neat cabbage leaf rolls with some crusty fried crackling. She ladled lumpy kefir from a bucket, tangy and delicious.

         When I asked her name, she didn’t understand and looked for her daughter, who was out of the room, but I pointed to myself and said, ‘Ja Ursula,’ then pointed at her.

         ‘Luda,’ she said, and we finally smiled at each other.

         
             

         

         The next morning Luda was up at 6am, bringing another bucket of brown mash out from the storeroom to ladle into the crusty pan, 55adding a dollop of kefir and a glug of water to loosen it, telling me it was pig food. She peeled potatoes and set them on to cook before tying a scarf over her head and putting on a housecoat in order to head outside. I peeked out to see a valley white with frost, woodsmoke rising from chimneys and the sunrise throwing pink light onto the forested hills. While Luda was gone, I did my stretches; the TV mumbled adverts and the potatoes bubbled.

         Luda brought a bucket of milk into the house, frothy and warm. She offered me a mug and poured it through a strainer. The milk was utterly delicious, thick with cream, as if I was drinking hot chocolate, the first time I’d ever tasted it fresh from the cow. The cat meowed and wound itself against Luda’s ankles, waiting for its own portion to be poured into a tiny Tupperware at the base of the stove.

         The potatoes were for soup and Luda went into the storeroom, coming back with a bowlful of salted red cabbage. She gave me a pinch to taste then rinsed the rest of it, taking water from a bucket that sat with a mug on the lid, and pouring the wastewater into a second bucket. Everything so neat and contained, as it had to be when living without a sink.

         ‘You are very kind,’ I typed into the phone. Luda smiled in acknowledgement, and another piece of the barrier between us broke down. She brought out a bottle of clear liquid and asked me if I wanted some. ‘Domashno,’ (homemade) she said. We worked out together that she fermented sugar, water and yeast before distilling it, the cheapest way to make quick alcohol. Everything was homemade, the sour cream we spooned into the soup, her potatoes, her sauerkraut, her meat. All her work was here in the home, the pigs, the cows, the vegetable growing. Her son worked in forestry, she said with a trace of pride. I asked about her husband and Luda told me he worked abroad in Russia, coming home for a few weeks 56every six months. We made a face at each other: this was sad but so normal that it was barely worth acknowledging. The tragedy of people leaving their families to work abroad was the lesser of two evils when starvation was the other option.

         We drank three shots of vodka together. People quite often gave me alcohol in threes. I think there’s one shot for welcome, two for being together and the third for being friends. I joked that I needed to walk in a straight line, not a wiggly one, using my hands to emphasise. It was 7.30am.

         Finally I left, full of breakfast soup and warmed by booze, giving Luda a quick hug, my heart light and happy at my unexpected night indoors and the generosity of a stranger.

         
             

         

         Only 10 miles more, along the valley bottom before I reached Rakhiv, where I was going to take a week’s rest. All these weeks had led to pain – tight hips and glutes that couldn’t swing freely, aching lower back and shoulders, solid calf muscles; the gradual creeping tension of muscles that never quite had time to relax before another day strapped to a rucksack. Climbing Hoverla and the 18-mile race to the bottom had added extra strain, pushing me into injury territory. Sharp pain shot into my feet, the final place for the stress to rest when my body couldn’t disperse the tension upwards. I imagined my hostel there ahead of me, the food I would buy, the protein I would eat, the daily showers, the daily yoga. Just 10 miles more of long straight road, mostly one village bleeding into another, houses scattered high up on the hillsides. Logging lorries came and went, cars passed me, horses with rackety carts on fat tyres, people on single gear bicycles. I walked and smiled and said hello, ‘Dobryi den. Dobryi den.’

         My head was swimming with all I’d experienced (and the trio of shots before 8am): the mountain, the bears, the frost, the views, Luda. It was time to pause and rest my body. It was time to stop.57

         Rackiv was almost at the border, just 12 miles north of Romania. I’d planned a longer break here; a time to let my body calm down and relax a bit more than it could in a single day off, plus the chance to receive a support package from home with replacement kit I needed for the change of seasons. This one would contain a thicker sleeping bag to cope with the Romanian winter ahead, as well as a fresh bundle of maps.

         I went into a hostel and met other travellers for the first time since Kyiv two months previously. It was really fun to meet people my age who were out in the world, with the freedom to choose enjoyment over responsibility. Relaxing into their lightness felt immediately familiar. There was Gosha, the beautiful Polish girl who talked to all the babushkas selling their produce by the bridge and took us to meet her new friends; sarcastic Josh and lively Beth, the Canadian/Australian couple on a world tour, maintaining their fledgling YouTube channel and stressing over the statistics.

         That first morning I walked out of the hostel and purchased a selection of offerings at the first food place I saw, which turned out to be a variety of three deep-fried dough parcels; one containing mashed potato, one mince and the trio rounded off with green cabbage, an oily carbohydrate cacophony that I struggled to finish, even after a week of mountain rations. It began a luxurious week of leisurely hostel time, playing cards with my fellow travellers, mending clothes, washing my tent to try and remove the must of damp earth and leaves. I went for small walks, stretched every day and found myself getting truly, groggily tired for the first time in almost three months.

         
             

         

         I made a mistake the night before I left Ukraine. I’d walked on the road all the way down from Rakhiv and camped where it turned west and began to run alongside a river. I thought I’d found an 58ordinary secluded camping spot but a few hours later, once I was tucked up against the freezing dark, a strong light shone onto my tent and a dog started to bark ferociously. Peeping out of the bottom of the door, trying not to move the tent fabric, I saw the dark silhouettes of two men standing in the near distance, one holding the barking dog, the other training a torch on my flimsy shelter. My heart burst into a flurry of beats, a prickly adrenaline rush flooding me. Something is happening. What to do? Cower inside the tent until they come to me? A moment’s consideration. No.

         I gathered myself, grabbed my knife and stalked towards the silhouettes, demanding to know what he wanted. ‘Sta hochesh?’

         They didn’t answer.

         One man stood apart, holding the dog lead just taut enough so it couldn’t get at me. The steam of its hot barking plumed into the torchlight, which was angled low to highlight the edges of a masked face under a peaked cap and the black metal sheen of a rifle. I tucked my knife in against my leg, hoping they hadn’t seen it.

         ‘Pasport.’

         The man explained calmly, with no noticeable change in tone, that he was a border guard. His authority showed in his lack of irritation; no need for alarm, especially not when faced with a plump, homely woman with furry pink bed socks bulging from her unlaced boots.

         The bright lights across the river were the beginning of Romania, I realised, where the borderline falls down from the mountains to run along the river. I held the knife flat against my leg as I went back to rummage in the tent. I was a fool to bring it out with me. I’d learnt years ago while hitch-hiking that my greatest defence against danger was my brain, not any paltry weapons I might inadequately arm myself with.

         They checked the passport and dismissed me; I was not a threat 59and that was the way I liked it. I wanted to be a nobody during this journey, both to authorities and to predatory men; non-sexual, non-threatening, not worth noticing.

         The next day, after a sleepless night where patrols returned every two hours, shining torches over my tent in lazy animosity, it didn’t take long before I was walking alongside razor wire strung in coils along the river edge. At first I thought the patrols were to stop people crossing, then I realised it was more likely to be against smuggling, tobacco in particular. Tobacco companies in Ukraine manufacture way more cigarettes than their country can consume, and figures I found online showed that in 2008 almost a quarter of the 130 billion cigarettes produced were illegally exported. Big business for smugglers.

         ‘People are richer in Chernivtsi Oblast,’ someone had said further north. ‘The houses are like palaces because they are all smuggling.’ It was true, the houses lining the road on my final day of walking were gigantic, multi-storey concrete mansions compared to the rest of the country.

         This was where the system changed, I realised. I’d arrived at the European Union – just on the other side of that river was the great organisation that stretched more than 2,000 miles to the Atlantic Ocean. More than just a change of country, I was crossing a border into freedom of movement, freedom to work, access to funds, access to help, a collaborative system.

         Here was this joining together of countries for a common good, to increase standards throughout their membership, to improve living conditions in poorer countries, to allow access to cross-border work and education. This club that Britain had voted to leave.

         The Brexit decision had happened two summers previously, while I was serving pizza at Glastonbury Festival, commiserating with shocked festival goers as they woke up with more than a 60hangover to realise that the world outside the bouncy, colourful festival dream-world had changed unexpectedly. The illusion of a festival where you can forget about the outside world for a while and plunge headlong into a hedonistic fancy-dress wonderland had abruptly been shattered by the chill fact that people had only gone and voted leave.

         The subsequent two years had seen much political bluster and no decisions, sleepwalking towards the deadline. Entering the EU, I would experience, with sadness, what Britain had voted to separate from.

         Unpolished Ukraine had been full of tough people who spend much of their lives surviving, embodying the grit of a life with rough edges. I didn’t think I’d see much like it again as I walked onwards.
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