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Owen; I’m glad you’re alive




FOREWORD


It is a great privilege to be asked to preface the story of such a personal journey of self-discovery. Ursula Martin’s determination in the face of a diagnosis of ovarian cancer, and subsequent decision to walk many thousands of miles across Wales and tell as many people as she could about the symptoms of ovarian cancer, are incredible. I am in no doubt that Ursula’s journey has helped a huge number of people to learn more about this disease and the work we must do to make sure women have the best chances of survival – every one of the 25,000 women living with ovarian cancer in the UK, and those diagnosed in the future.


Ovarian cancer can be devastating. One woman is diagnosed with ovarian cancer every day in Wales, and all too many die every year from the disease. Target Ovarian Cancer is the UK’s leading ovarian cancer charity. We work to improve early diagnosis, we fund life-saving research and we provide much-needed support to women with ovarian cancer, across all four nations of the UK.


It is for women like Ursula that we exist. Her strength and determination know no bounds, and we are profoundly grateful to be a small part of her story.


Annwen Jones


Chief Executive, Target Ovarian Cancer




PROLOGUE


It started with a sharp pain, deep down in my side. A period pain, except I wasn’t bleeding; I hadn’t had periods for a few months. The recent extreme physical exertion I had put my body through meant it had stopped bleeding to conserve energy. It felt like a period pain except it was in the wrong place: too far to the right, almost at the top of my hip bone.


Late at night in a crumbling house in a small still village, remote in the brown plains of north-east Bulgaria, I lay on my sofa-bed rubbing my right hip and deep into my belly. There was a bulge there. A bubble of sensation slid into the centre of me as I pressed my fingers deeper. I didn’t think this was a sign of something badly wrong, just strange; I had never noticed before that my body did this. I couldn’t lie on my stomach, there was an uncomfortable pressure in there; but still I didn’t realise there was anything really wrong


There was something pushing against my intestines, taking all the space. But I didn’t know it was there. There was no conscious alarm, no clanging alert-signals or heart-fluttering realisation.


I hitchhiked back to the UK for Christmas. Borrowing a pair of Mum’s jeans for a family gathering, I crowed about fitting into a size 12. I was the fittest I’d ever been. I’d just finished a three-month kayak journey, covering 1710 miles through seven European countries. I was bronzed golden-brown with blonde streaks in my curls of river-washed hair, and the technicolour memories had made my eyes blaze bright. As I swung in the motion of constant, economical paddle-movement, the kayaking had changed my body. Hours and hours, day after day I forced the bulbous plastic shell forward against oncoming winds and river conditions. I was full of muscle, my stomach lifted and flattened, my arms and shoulders strong and solid. Even my legs lost fat through daily pushing against the kayak body. I was healthy and beautiful. I was the most confident I had ever been. But there was a pain in my stomach and I didn’t recognise it. I couldn’t sit comfortably in a chair, there was something inside me that stopped me folding, made a bloated unpleasant pressure in my belly.


The family Christmas became New Year’s Eve with friends in Bristol. I mentioned my strangeness to a few people. I feel like I can’t bend, I said, blithely. Go to the doctor, they said, so I did, making an appointment as a temporary patient at the surgery around the corner. I was only passing through.


The doctor raised an eyebrow, said it was probably a large ovarian cyst, and sent me for a scan, to confirm it.


I was referred to a consultant who told me that I needed surgery, and scheduled it for twelve weeks’ time. Then a blood test showed the cyst might actually be a tumour, that there might be a huge tumour inside me. I was bumped up the list, suddenly a priority. They’d used the word tumour and I had to ask, is that cancer? I’d attended the appointment alone, and a rise of tears grew up within me, my face scrunching in sudden emotion as the implications of that word sank in, becoming the clichéd trauma and all that suggested. There was a heaviness in that word, with all its implied suffering, finality and death. The consultant and nurse bent forward, patting a knee each as if choreographed; they’d been waiting for the ramifications to percolate through me.


I found myself waiting, my fluttering free life unexpectedly stilled by blooming uncertainty, waiting for the next appointment, waiting for another blood test, a scan, a pre-op assessment. I was waiting for a definition that never arrived, the name of the thing inside me, whether or not it was going to kill me. My stomach grew and grew. I couldn’t shit, couldn’t bend, couldn’t tighten my clothes. My ovary was pressing against my diaphragm. There was fluid in my lungs. I couldn’t breathe at night. My stomach distended. I felt the growth sloshing as I walked. It loomed silently, motives unreadable, like a jellyfish going about its unfathomable business, sculling slowly through the ocean. I reduced my gait to a gentle shuffle, careful to avoid shaking the bag of matter inside me.


I couldn’t forget this was happening. Pain would cut through my belly, the cyst illuminating from within, a thundercloud flashing in sudden booms of white.


“If it bursts before the op, don’t go to A&E,” said the consultant. “Come straight to ward 78.”


“How will I know if it bursts?” I said.


She looked at me sharply, assessing my naivety. “It will hurt.”


I lay in bed and pressed my fingers against my swollen stomach. Something was growing inside me, the way a baby should. But it wasn’t a child, it was a blank-eyed, brooding, poisonous thing: a growth of malicious and murderous intent, a malignancy. I decided it was an alien baby; I’d been abducted and probed, landing back to earth with a blank memory and a mystery growth that would burst open to reveal a pterodactyl, flapping and cawing before falling to ashes, killed in the bright light of the operating table.


Six weeks after the first doctor’s visit, the operation date arrived. February 14th 2012. I joked about the date with the nurse in false, forced brightness, as I sat waiting for the needle that would put me to sleep. When I woke up, there was only pain and heaviness. I didn’t know where my body was. I saw the ceiling, beige tiles full of holes, and felt a sense of busyness around me, machines beeping and people moving quickly, intently.


The muscles of my stomach began to ripple, then exploded into bursts of pain.


I was nothing but pain. My breathing stopped. My newly opened body was pulsing against its closure, raw edges stitched together moments previously were being pulled apart by involuntary muscle twitches. The wound screamed and I lay paralysed. I was caged by pain. I was the colour red. I was clay inside a fist.


The nurse found me lying there, immobile, my breathing caught at my throat. She looked into me and held me in her gaze. She was a tall, beautiful woman. I was a flat, heavy line of hurt.


The surgeon bent towards me and told me that as well as completely removing the right ovary, they had also scooped out a growth from my left ovary. In this knowledge came a flash of my future: chemotherapy, spreading cancer, no children. Infertility, hormone imbalance. I was a pair of listening eyes attached to a two-dimensional flat plane. I knew that she was telling me this to check my comprehension, to check that I was present.


My body was assessed for signs of internal bleeding, and the nurse rolled me to one side to administer a powerful painkiller. As she eased me down it came again, the paralysing red roar, but this time she was there, at my face, above me. The pain was dragging me inside myself but she told me to look into her eyes. I held onto her eyes; they were beams of light, a rope to cling to that pulled me out of my pain cage. She told me to breathe, I did and the pain receded. I smiled, and she smiled with me, we were together in that moment.


They took me to the organised murmur of a hospital ward. People muted by illness, curtailed to quietness. Intimacies conducted in full view, unspeakable acts removed behind curtains, privacy maintained through averted eyes.


Morphine dazed me, gave voices a cathedral-like echo, brought them from the other side of my room to speak at my bedside, awareness advancing and retreating at each blink of my eyelids. There were only pillows of sleep and the catching of shallow breaths that first night, my alarms beeping, bringing the nurse over to check I was alive. My body wasn’t moving, it felt pressed down, muted, made heavy and quiet by a chemical cosh, lungs barely sipping at air. I was marooned in the night, eyes beaming out from my island bed.


They got me out of bed the day after the operation, body consumed by a fire at the centre, an awkward, hunched step to a chair where I sat for an hour, clicking at the morphine button, feeling my guts burn as they flopped against the raw sutures.


The first walks were to the toilet, struggling, stumbling stiff- legged, bowed at the waist with a hand supporting my stomach. I felt that if I let it hold its weight my belly would drop and burst open, spooling and spattering my insides down, out of the bottom of my gown and onto the mopped and trodden hospital floor. I was surrounded by shuffling patients, our reasons for being there bunched clumsily under the umbrella term “women’s problems”. At dinnertime an awkwardness of women would make their way down, carefully, gingerly, to the canteen, to be served an awful meal. We were looming, stumbling ghosts in long pale gowns.


A week after the surgery I was out of hospital and waiting for a diagnosis: shuffling around the house, sleeping, doing jigsaws. I had to keep my mind occupied without straining my body. I passed my birthday with my mum, watching films in a miserable hunch on the sofa, trying not to talk or think about how this was the worst birthday ever.


Time held me in a limbo of pre-diagnosis, cancer not confirmed. A week turned to two, my tumour embottled, the spooky floating potato sent to a specialist for another opinion. I was waiting for the hospital to tell me what they took out of me, waiting and suffering while they decided whether this hostile takeover was a cancer, checking what the growth on my other ovary was, whether cancer had spread, what stage of life limitation this infestation had been caught at.


I wrote postcards to friends; sending them was a way to leave the house. I aimed for the postbox, a scant 100m. Out of the house; turn left, pass three lampposts, cross the road and walk to the other side of the bus-shelter. I kissed the cards as I posted them, sending pieces of myself out into the world, small greetings soaring out beyond my agonised, reduced reach. On my way back I looked up and saw cherry blossom, pink and delicate against the pale blue winter sky. I breathed a fresh breath and remembered that the world was still there outside my personal agony. The season was turning and things were growing. It was only my life in flux, everything else remained the same. I realised how totally inward-looking I was, so focused on my own pain that I’d blocked out other sensory input. It didn’t last long, but for a few seconds I came out of myself, admired the colours and breathed the clear air of coming spring before shuffling back to the house.


I was in shock, unexpectedly vulnerable. My world was based on freedom and vitality, facing the unknown and living with vigour, flitting between different exciting events, hitchhiking, travelling abroad. Now something unexpected had happened and it was awful, beyond the scope of my capabilities. Mentally I closed down. I’d learned to be spontaneous but I couldn’t handle this. I’d deliberately removed from my life all the things I would need to cope with a serious, unexpected illness – regular income, community, home address, proximity to friends and family.


I was a nulled, dulled, traumatised person, miserable and weepy. I didn’t know what was happening, just let it come. It was too huge and frightening to even work out how I felt, I just shut down and existed. It was never OK, I never coped, just lived through it until the trauma lessened.


Eventually the results came, after scans, blood tests, second opinions and weeks of waiting.


“Mucinous adenocarcinoma.”


My right ovary had become a tumour.


“However, the growth we removed from your left ovary was a benign cyst, there’s no evidence of cancer anywhere else in your body; we believe it hasn’t spread.”


No further treatment.


“Come back for a check-up in three months. You’re free to go.”


I was diagnosed with ovarian cancer, stage 1a. I had just turned 32.




TWO YEARS LATER


What do you dream about the night before starting a 3300 mile walk? You don’t, because you barely sleep. There’s a car to scrap, a flat to clean and a rucksack to pack. There are emails to send, a Facebook page to update, press coverage to arrange and donations to solicit. If you did dream, it would be of lists, of frantically scribbling down jobs in a small white notebook, each one an attempt to capture the fear-whipped frenzy of a thought whirlwind on paper, make it tamed and tangible.


Publish website


Add Glyndŵr’s Way


Business card


Mail redirection


Preliminary route plan


Download route maps


Suma – apricots, Bombay mix, dried veg, peanuts, sultanas, muesli


Scan ID


Things to buy – boots, rucksack, sleeping bag, mat, keyboard, socks, hand-warmer, bivvy bag, multi-vits, first aid kit


Phone BT


Phone council


Tax form


Buy one more mid-layer top


Type up press release…


You definitely don’t think, dream or imagine what it’s like to embark on a 3300-mile walk, because that’s impossible. Unimaginable. You don’t dream about tumbling down tired to watch clouds move large on the wind, of 500 sunsets seen from a sleeping bag, about the perfectly-balanced colouring of green fields, blue sky, white clouds, the delicacy of infinitesimal moss forests, the tingling swish of immersing dirty hair and face into the rarely realised treasure of a hot bath.


You don’t dream about the pain of a 3300-mile walk; because you have no idea of how much it will hurt.


The reality of a 3300-mile walk is an idea too big to fully comprehend in its amorphous whole, so it must be broken down into component parts and dealt with that way. I knew that I could do this, I’d done it before. I could walk and camp, I could carry my things on my back, find sleeping spots, live with hardship. I could pack an assortment of clothes, kit and dried food into a thickly-strapped pack and leave. That knowledge was enough.


I was panicking, packing up my life, leaving my new-found home behind, heading out to travel. Was I strong enough, could I do this? I’d arrived in Machynlleth weak from cancer, in need of many things: of a home, of strength, of care and of support, of community. I found it all there, nurtured myself and grew strong again; I was strong enough to leave but it was frightening. I was out there when I fell ill, out there with nothing when I became weaker than I had ever been before. Was I really doing this again? Was I really leaving everything?


I’d gone travelling five years earlier, packing up my belongings in a huge Victorian room near the sea at Aberystwyth, leaving a job in a homeless shelter and becoming a hobo myself. I’d left to release my tightly wound self, let go of plans, expectations, definitions of self, let go of self-imposed restrictions. I wanted to learn to allow myself to just live, to simply exist, learning to cope at the uncertain edge, where safety met danger, where the spice of life lived.


Two years of journeying had begun with baby steps, volunteering on Welsh farms, and branched out into hitchhiking, beach-living and Spanish festivals, doing small jobs here and there to top up my carefully hoarded bank balance. I’d reached a life of freedom and spontaneity, kayaking the length of the Danube before living in Bulgaria for the winter, planning a walk back to Britain. However, with the surprise discovery of the tumour everything had changed. I’d been ripped away from a housesit in Bulgaria, all my belongings left neat and tidy for a two-week UK Christmas holiday that I didn’t return from.


I was 32 years old and I’d come through a small but significant cancer. I had no job, no money, no husband and no children; just a slowly healing abdominal wound, a tearful and traumatised psyche, a group of friends in the Dyfi valley and no real idea of what to do next. Shipwrecked by a sudden storm of illness, a wave of cancer had washed over me and deposited me high up in the Uwchygarreg valley, shaken and discombobulated. The immediate danger had passed and there was only had a small chance of the cancer returning. But it had changed my life: my sense of strength and surety had gone, both in my body’s reliability and of my place in the world. It took months to heal, to find myself again and remember that I was strong and free.


Walking 400 miles down the River Severn and back up the Wye six months after surgery had been part of that return to self. It had been a healing journey, a reminder that although this attack on my life had happened, although I’d been left weakened, I was still myself. I could still shoulder a bag and leave safety, go out and cope in the unknown.


I’d looked at a map and seen that the Severn started a few miles from my house. I could follow it all the way to Bristol, the city of my illness and treatment, the place I had to keep returning to for check-ups – regular scans and blood tests to see that the insidious sneak had not returned. That’s what started the whole thing, going into follow-up treatment, facing a five-year schedule of appointments; I thought, I know, I’ll walk to hospital, that will make an unpleasant and restrictive experience more bearable. From that idea this adventure grew and grew.


I planned a second walk, a public one this time: fundraising for charity. I’d loop down the Severn to Bristol in time for a hospital check-up, but this time I wouldn’t head home. I would go up the Offa’s Dyke Path and around the Wales Coastal Path back to Bristol in time for another appointment six months later.


But this didn’t seem enough to fill the time. I added in the Glyndŵr’s Way, an easy detour connecting at either end to Offa’s Dyke. I’d been inspired by the proximity of the sources of the Severn and Wye and kept seeing pairs of rivers where I could trace my way up from the coast to the source, then walk a couple of miles to another source and down to the sea again somewhere completely different. I kept seeing paths that would slot nicely into my route: from Conwy to Cardiff via the mountainous Cambrian Way, then back to Conwy again via the Coast to Coast Path. Each piece of walking seemed essential: how could I walk Wales without covering the mountains or the coast? It was a surprise when I totted up the total and found that added together all these paths made up a 3300 mile walk.


8 months, two hospital appointments, 3300 miles. Or so I thought.


Now, on 2nd March 2014, two years after my illness, I was on the way to find the source of the Severn for the second time, fixated on a single idea: walking to hospital and telling people about the symptoms of ovarian cancer.


Survival rates for the disease were low. Wales was the only UK nation not to have paid for a national awareness-raising campaign; it also had the lowest UK survival rate (back in 2012): three per cent lower than England after the first year. At the time almost two-thirds of women diagnosed with ovarian cancer were dead within five years. Women were dying from ovarian cancer because they didn’t know they had it until it was far too late to cure, and treatment was palliative rather than curative.


The ovarian cancer charity told me it was a sign of late diagnosis. I could change this by trying to encourage the Welsh government to mount a campaign, but I could also change it on a smaller scale by talking to as many people as possible.


In the aftermath of my serious illness I felt a need to Do Something. Ovarian cancer had claimed me, become my cause. The shock I felt that a tumour could grow inside me without my knowledge, almost guilt that I hadn’t known, hadn’t noticed what was happening to me, turned to a drive to make this experience different for other women. I felt that I could make a journey to tell women in Wales about the symptoms, which fitted in perfectly with my self-centred need to travel.


I had help from Target Ovarian Cancer during my illness, an information pack in the post and a poster in the hospital. I looked at the three ovarian cancer charities and it seemed that Target was a charity that campaigned for increased symptoms awareness at government level. I decided to fundraise for them and they were incredibly supportive throughout my journey.


I visited the Penny Brohn Cancer Care centre twice during my illness; they were an invaluable source of help, advice and support. I attended two of their residential courses for free and it’s where I learned how to begin to cope with a cancer diagnosis. I felt I had to support them in return, to help provide free treatment for those who came after me.


I signed up for Facebook and Twitter during this time (Instagram felt like an app too far). I’d never used these things before, rejecting their inauthenticity, their disconnect from real human interaction. But these websites turned out to be invaluable for communicating my story to people – people who learned more about ovarian cancer from me, people who offered me beds, people who made donations and people who offered constant, uplifting, online support in response to my photos and updates.


If I talked about ovarian cancer on Twitter and Facebook, made a journey that got people’s attention, got my posts shared, got my story into local newspapers and radio, if I scattered as many symptoms-information cards to the winds as I could, then that important info might nestle into the back of the right person’s mind. Perhaps there would come a day when they were looking at themselves critically in the mirror, realising they’d felt bloated and heavy for a long time, or maybe they’d be talking to someone about a recurring pain in their pelvis, and my information, that dog-eared business card they’d found in a café, would form part of the critical mass that led to them making a doctor’s appointment. That was the best I could hope for; this wasn’t a journey which would save the lives of thousands of women, but it might increase the chances that ovarian cancer was caught earlier for the 350 women in Wales diagnosed with it every year.


Adrenaline had me bleary but alert at 6am after just a few scant hours of sleep. I’d named the day months ago and now it was here; it was finally time to pack the last pieces into my rucksack, throw it on and make my way down to Machynlleth where there would – hopefully – be a group of people waiting to wave me off. I was a plump, unpractised woman in a raincoat and woollen hat; the only thing creating their belief in me was the fact that I was stating I would do this walk. I had no idea if I could, mainly because I had no idea what I was actually attempting.


I’d given myself a rough target of ten miles a day for the first few weeks, seeing it as a kind of on-the-job training. If I walked less than ten one day, I’d make it up the next. In my planning I’d imagined ten miles a day for the first month, fifteen miles a day for the next months and that left nineteen point six miles a day if I was going to complete my walk in the time I’d set for it, to fit into the six-month schedule of hospital appointments which had prompted the initial idea. Yes, you read that right. I actually planned this walk by making a list of all the paths I wanted to walk and then dividing that by the number of days between hospital appointments, and then nodding. Yes, I can walk twenty miles a day. What was I thinking?


I’d left no time to train for this monster challenge, focusing instead on working to earn money to live on as I travelled. A year of illness and living on benefits had reduced my savings to zero. I worked as hard as possible as a home carer, always making myself available for shifts and spending weeks at a time in the homes of dementia sufferers.


I gained fat, not muscle. My body was used to sitting in a car; the most effort I expended was getting down to the floor to towel dry elderly feet. But after buying kit and making preparations, I started with a fund of several thousand pounds. It was enough, as long as I was careful. I intended to live on £5 a day, finding dried food that I could carry and eat easily. I decided not to take a stove, trying to reduce weight and dirt in my bag. Couscous became a staple food, something I could rehydrate with cold water. Couscous and various vegetables and, eventually, tinned mackerel. My £5 budget was hard to stick to but I kept it there, the mental limit meaning I overspent up to £10 by sneaking occasional toast or chips in cafés, rather than going as far as spending £15 or £20 on whole meals.


My flat was bare but not bare enough. All the tiny pieces of my life needed to be attended to, tidied up, put somewhere. I’d almost made it. My flat cleaned and arranged, rucksack neat and jammed full, extra supplies stored at my friend Ruth’s. Annie came to pick me up and drive us the four miles down to the clock tower, the monument that sits at the centre of Machynlleth, the gathering point where I’d decided to say goodbye.


“I’ve got this”, I said to Annie when she arrived to collect me, waving a Welsh flag I’d picked out from the back of a drawer. “But I’m not sure where to put it.”


“How about on the end of here,” she said, plucking a length of bamboo from the stack in the still-untidy porch. And that’s how my walking-pole was born, the first of a pair that I’d take the full distance, grinding them down so that they were significantly shorter by the end of the walk.


At the clock tower was a small group of my friends. We hugged and took pictures, not quite sure of what to do. Anna came with her three robust boys, playing chase around the legs of the Victorian monument. Heloise came ready to walk out of town with me, Ruth and Naps came to the edge of the golf course. We led a small procession down the centre of the road, the local news photographer catching people smiling and waving behind me.


It was exciting, not sad; my friends were used to saying goodbye to me.
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THE SEVERN WAY


Route description: The Severn Way traces Britain’s longest river from source to sea. Starting in the wild uplands of Plynlimon it descends to the agricultural valleys of mid-Wales before widening and meandering through the floodplain of Shropshire and down to Worcester where it becomes tidal and huge. It ends under the two vast Severn bridges, where the estuary is almost four miles wide.


Length: 223.9 miles


Total ascent: 3,280m


Maximum height:  605m


Dates: 2 – 23 March 2014


Time taken:  22 days


Nights camping/nights hosted: 4/18


Days off: 1


Average miles per day: 10.67


The route away from Machynlleth towards the source of the Severn at Plynlimon led me up a single-track road, the houses falling away as I rose higher into the hills, ascending the Uwchygarreg valley. Eventually I would pass Talbontdrain, the house I’d been lucky enough to rent a part of: the wonderful place where I’d recovered from illness and then used as a dormitory as I worked all hours in walk preparation. Knowing I wouldn’t see my neighbours again for months I detoured down the rocky track, through the trickling stream and up again to their secluded cottage, where I sat in their steamy kitchen to drink strong coffee.


They came out to walk along with me, my lovely friends – the baby strapped up against James’ belly, Vicky taking photographs. We had a meander further along my path until the road ran out and turned into forestry track which started to climb, winding upwards through cleared plantation. As we said goodbye, hugs for luck, eating final pieces of cake, it started to rain – lightly at first, but as I trudged upwards, along the side of the valley, it became heavier. I had no idea this was coming; in the whirl and kerfuffle of preparation I hadn’t even checked the weather-forecast. I’d taken my waterproof off and, after a while of trying to ignore the rain, decided it would be a better idea to stop and put it back on again.


The rain became heavier still as I stood in the faint shelter given by the thin line of trees at the edge of the beaten-stone track. They were wrongly aligned to keep the rain off me and it beat in, breezing and misting against my legs. I fumbled my rucksack-cover out of its zip pocket, but there was a concertina-like sleeping mat strapped to the back of my pack and the cover wouldn’t stretch over it. I pulled and tugged at the inadequate cover until I’d centred it as best I could; the sides of my bag were still exposed but I decided that was good enough. I also decided not to put my waterproof trousers on. I couldn’t be bothered with the faff of removing boots and balancing myself, the trousers felt clumsy and awkward.


I walked on, still following the forestry track, beaten yellow stone bleeding into rough muddy edges where ripped branches and churned earth marked the passage of huge, heavy machinery. It took another couple of hours to climb up to where the quiet ranks of pine forest met the grasses of Hyddgen. This was the open land that led towards the lump of Plynlimon, an amorphous overgrown hill that just squeezed, tip-toe, into the name of mountain.


I saw the mountain ahead, checked the time and noticed oncoming dark, way sooner than I’d expected. The friends, stop-offs and chats had been wonderful, but cost me time. I’d have to sleep on the mountain, or the moorlands this side of it, rather than in the woods on the other side, as I’d anticipated. This was an exposed and grassy kind of a place: no overhangs or clefts of rock, just wide open expanses of soggy grass and bog, waterlogged, wind rippled. No place to sleep.


Because I’d planned to wild camp, I didn’t have a tent: just a tarpaulin to put underneath me to keep the wetness from soaking upwards and a bivvy bag to wriggle into as a damp-proof outer layer. It wasn’t full preparation for all conditions, more a deliberate/calculated absence of planning. I’d always preferred to be under- rather than over-prepared, to allow for chance to aid as much as hinder. I hated the fussiness of ‘what ifs’, the overburdening of a bag full of objects for ‘just in case’; it felt like using possessions to control fear of the unknown. In my frantic planning I’d tried to err towards the minimum of what I might need, sensing that I’d chop and change along the way, learning my true needs during the journey itself.


I’d learned this eighteen months previously, during my first long walk along the length of a river in Galicia, northern Spain. I’d hugely weighed myself down, leaving the UK with twenty-six kilos of suitcase and rucksack, carrying the gift of a lined army-issue winter overcoat, to use once I reached the colder winters of eastern Europe. How ridiculous to think that I couldn’t buy a coat once I went further east. I’d travelled in this way, slow and over-weighted, for over six months, but once I started walking it became immediately apparent that I was physically incapable of walking long distances under so much strain. I remember finding a large, open-mouthed swing-top bin in the woods, and depositing eight vests, draping them over the edge for someone else to pick up. Why did I think I’d need eight vests?


Here in Wales I wasn’t carrying any vests. I could feel the cold of my rain-soaked clothes as they clung against my skin, only the warmth of my efforts in climbing the stone track kept me from shivering.


Across the open grasses was a flatland where streams meandered, leading over towards where the mountain began to rise. This was where the Rheidol started, the river that ran its swiftest course towards the sea at Aberystwyth. Up there, on the slopes, began the trickling of the Severn and the Wye that I’d decided would be the beginning and end of the entire 3300-mile route. They ran away down the other side of this heap of rock and earth – one going north, the other south, heading out on their meandering routes to the sea, meeting again at the mouth of the Bristol Channel to mingle into the ocean. I’d walk away on one and home on the other, with all the other routes I’d planned in between. But first I needed to sleep somewhere; a storm was on the way and I decided not to chance it. There was one place of shelter – the sheep barns of Hyddgen, the only building in the entire landscape, away to my right.


I splashed into a puddle as I stumbled over the rock bridge leading to the barn, and my feet were instantly soaked. I didn’t understand what I would months later, what months of wet walking would teach me, that without waterproof trousers the rain had run down into my boots and saturated them from the inside out.


Clambering over the puzzle of gates that enclosed the entrance to the barn, I saw an expanse of beaten-shit floor, separated into four pens. I walked down the row, searching for the pen that had the least damp patches, settling for the end one, closest to the mountain. I laid my tarpaulin on the ground and my sleeping-kit out on top of it, carefully trying not to let anything touch the sheep-shit. I searched further down into my bag for fresh clothing and pulled out wet clothes. The rain had leaked around the sides of the raincover into my rucksack. Oh damn, first day out and I was already fucking up. I didn’t want to change my wet clothes for rucksack damp ones, again eschewing the awkward, uncomfortable fumbling. I felt dazed after four hours in the rain and just wanted to lie down. I got into my sleeping-bag and pulled it up around my head, and just lay there, staring. After a while I remembered my handwarmer: powered by lighter fluid, the perfect small heat source. I pulled myself out of my sleeping bag, shuddering in the cold air and fumbled it together, scraping the matches to start it.


I lay in my sleeping-bag, shivering in shock and stared at nothing, too worn out to move, too tense to sleep, listening to the rain rattling against the barn roof. The strong wind blowing water at me for the previous four hours had left me blasted, in stasis. I swapped the handwarmer from place to place, trying to warm my body. I was cold and seemed to be taking an age to warm up. My feet were solid cold, covered in slimy wet socks, damp with the water that had trickled down into my boots, I was too ignorant to take the socks off and let the dry sleeping-bag warm up. It was hard in the triple cocoon of sleeping-bag, liner and bivvy outer layer to get my hands down lower than my waist but I wriggled around, trying to place the handwarmer against every part of me in turn. It was a cold and wakeful night. The wind roared and whirled against the tin roof of the barn, I heard it bashing and blowing all night as I surfaced from my semi-sleep to change the position of my little heat bundle. I never really got any part of myself warm enough to slide into deep sleep, always having to keep moving the heat source round to the parts of me that were numb with cold.


I imagined myself out there, on the side of the wet, grassy mountain, nothing to string a tarp to for shelter against the rain and hail, and I was glad I’d come inside early. Not pressing ahead to camp in the dark later on was the right decision. If I’d carried on and tried to get as far as I could that day I would have been on the side of an exposed mountain in a rainstorm, close to freezing, with no tent. Disaster.


When shit got rough, when I was wet and tired, I made a decision that kept me safe. It was a good thing that I could do this, ill-equipped and unfit as I was. I was able to think clearly under pressure. That was something I’d do over and over again as I kept walking: coming to the end of a day, fuzzy-headed through low blood sugar, grimy, aching, exhausted. All I’d want to do was throw my bag down and stare into space. But I’d force myself to think, to decide what was necessary to keep myself fed, rested and safe – and do it. It’s that skill, more than anything, more than the muscles in my legs, the cash in my bank account and the expensive kit on my back that made walking a total of 3700 miles possible.


It was fresh the following morning as I clambered out of the barn, sore and stiff, blinking at the glinting of the boggy plain ahead, tinged with dew and frosty edges. The sun shone a thin clear blue through a faint mist, and I looked over the shining grasses towards the mountain. It was draped in folds of mist that clung to the top like licks of whipped cream. I paused in wonder for a few breaths of crisp, cold air, and set off to climb it. Plynlimon is less a rocky peak of a mountain and more a lumpy heap of grass-covered water. Because the Rheidol, the Wye and the Severn rise from it, the ground where they gather is running, oozing, with water which collects until it is more than the earth and overflows, pulled by gravity towards the sea.


I crossed a small metal bridge lying next to the track that wound across the open plain and around the reservoir, eventually linking with the road on the other side of this open sheep-walk. Straight ahead of me lay the peak of the mountain, high behind a small lake. But I was going to turn left and climb at a different point further north, towards the source of the Severn.


I trod my way carefully towards the first slope, following a stream that wound around the hill’s base. Bog blanketed the valley, clumps of reeds or long grasses that had to be picked through carefully. Sometimes instead of earth there would be unexpected squelchy water and I would rebalance, using my single walking-pole to probe and find a better footstep.


My boots had been damp when I put them on, and they were soon soaked through, filling with icy water that took a while to heat to body temperature and become comfortable.


The stream took me past a rectangle of tumbled stone, remnants of a small cottage abandoned 120 years ago. Across on the other side of the valley there was another, with a wavering chimney-stack resolute against the destruction of the brutal wind and creeping, dripping rainwater. Hilary, my landlady and friend at Talbontdrain, had met the last woman to live in that house. She’d told me about the child walking eight miles to school on Monday and returning on a Friday, the visiting pedlars. I imagined the lumpy laden carts trundling, dipping and rising over that wild, lovely landscape and thought of the mother in that house, sending her children to school to spend days alone, her husband outside, fighting the weather, struggling to claim land from nature and turn it to other ends, with only grass, moss and changing skies to see from her windows.


I followed the stream onwards, splashing in and out of wet grass and plant clumps, until I came to an incoming stream running down from a fold in the land. It was too big for my clumsy, cumbersome body to jump over, so I hunted up and down like a frustrated dog nosing at the stream, trying to find a way to cross the obstacle. Every time I thought I could see a place to cross, where the stream narrowed invitingly with large rocks placed either side of a small rush of water, I’d walk to it and find a torrent lined with slippery moss. The huge rucksack unbalanced me, made me too scared to take a risk.


After moving fruitlessly up and down for ages, I finally found a crossing-point, heaved my pack over the stream and followed, splashing a gout of ice cold water over my already sodden feet.


From there it was just a long, slow, heave up the hill. I stopped often, utterly lacking in energy. Sometimes it was to stare back the way I’d come, marvelling at the hard-won footsteps, and sometimes it was to admire the lush mixed mosses that bulged out of the wiry green grass. There were starburst fronds, colours from deep green to icy pale lime, sometimes shocking like crusted lichen and sometimes green and fronded in miniature forests. There were craggy pillars of pale green, warped and knobbled, ending in bulbous bright red growths. These soft pillows of moss were beautiful, sometimes so big you could sink up to your knees if you stepped on them.


I wanted to lie down there, forget the cold mist and damp clothes, just to put my face to this tiny forest and sink into the luscious surface, to rest and look up through the moss trees. But I knew that it was only movement keeping me warm. Every time I stopped, my clothes would chill against my body, and it wasn’t too long before I had to lumber up again and continue taking tiny steps against the slope, my calves burning in pain as I crept up the hill, bent against the weight of my pack.


Once the slope levelled out, I searched for landmarks in the mist. It’s a pretty featureless place up there, just shaggy grass and occasional soggy-edged pools. There were crags of peat curl-topped like waves, shaped into smooth curves at the base: sheep-chosen resting places where they can lie contented, sheltered from the wind.


A fence ran the length of the mountain, and the source of the Severn was on the other side of it. The official start of this huge river is marked by a wooden post, sticking up high in a sea of water and peat, brown water pooling in sticky mud, bottomless pools that are best avoided, lest you sink all the way down to the heart of the mountain. A trail of flagstones leads to it from the other side of my own approach, a safe path laid by humans. The mighty Severn, longest river in Britain, starts where crags and lumps of peat and mud crack and divide into islands, water trickling between them. It ends 220 miles away in the unstoppable four-mile-wide burst of the estuary. Not in a roar but a quiet hum, a near-silent force.


I took a few pics in celebration, grinning, rotund and sweating in black waterproofs, wreathed in a woollen headband, and set off downhill, trotting easily on the stone path down into the Hafren Forest. I came down through the pine trees to where the path joined a broader track running alongside the Severn. No longer a tumbling rushing stream, it had grown into a young river, too broad to jump across now. In the trees next to the path was a well-trodden area of flat ground, claimed from the forest before it made the earth impassable with soggy ruts and fallen branches. There was a small shelter there in the edge of the trees: just a branch leant up against a tree, others placed crosswise to form a skeleton shelter. When I’d walked the Severn two and a half years before, I’d slept in there on my first night, wriggling down into the length of the enclosed space, finding a way to shape my body around the lumps and rises of the root-riven ground. It had taken me almost a day longer to reach it this time and, discounting the rain and delayed start the previous day, I doubted my fitness.


Passing the waterfalls, I came down into an area of deep forest where the water lay thickly in the moss-choked grooves between pine trees. There was a wide boardwalk running by the river, slippery with creeping greenery, tinged with damp growth. It felt vaguely Germanic, a very wholesome way to come and enjoy the river, an organised viewing, wilderness tamed and made easy to access.


As I turned into the car park I saw people, dog-walkers. They were the first I’d seen in over twenty-four hours and I was shocked by the idea of interaction, almost recoiling from it. It had been an intense and solitary fight to get my lumpen and laden self over that mountain, and I’d forgotten there were other people on the planet. I smiled and spoke to them, the strangeness of human contact disappearing within seconds as I asked how to get to Llanidloes, the first town on the river.


My friend Heloise lived nearby and had offered to come and pick me up from the town, but I didn’t want to stay with her that first time. I wasn’t used to accepting help; I organised myself, looked after myself and shied away from any offer that suggested that what I could provide for myself was lacking. It wasn’t a conscious rejection, I hadn’t realised that was what I was doing. I instinctively brushed Heloise off, breezily telling her I’d probably be fine, would be past Llanidloes by the second day, no need for her help. As an afterthought, sensing that my rejection required softening, I added that I’d call her if I needed anything.


But, as I came down out of the Hafren Forest and onto the road I realised it would be stupid not to call Heloise. It was 4pm and there were seven more miles of hard painful tarmac before Llanidloes, another three hours of walking at my tired trudging speed. What was I doing? Why camp out so close to Llani when there was a friend’s bed waiting nearby? I was wet, my spare clothes were wet and I’d spent a day and a half walking over a mountain. What was I trying to prove? Once I became so debilitated it seemed like a simple decision. I had no phone signal, so stopped at the first house I came to, knocking and asking to use the phone.


Heloise swooped, buzzing along the lane in her little red Punto and whisking me away from a damp night in the woods to her cluttered and comfortable rented house where I would be safe and looked after. She quickly organised cocktails, filling food, a bath and clean clothes. I just had to sit while she fluttered and cared for me, my clothes drying nicely on the airer and belongings scattered over every surface. I didn’t know then that this would become a familiar routine. I hadn’t imagined that this was how the journey was going to be.


The soaking wet boots had rubbed against my heel leaving a small, thumbnail sized blister, as well as others on my toes. I decided to tape my toes and put a blister-plaster on my heel, pulling it proudly from my first-aid kit. I’d never used one before, or even travelled with a first-aid kit. I felt very proud and well prepared.


I could walk another day of the route and come back to Heloise again; she’d ferry me back to yesterday’s pick-up point and come back to collect me in the evening. I walked down the tarmac road into Llanidloes and out again the other side, stopping in a pub to have a strangely intimate conversation with the barmaid about female power and self-actualisation.


Coming out of a series of muddy, tiring fields that climbed up and out of a valley a few miles out of Llanidloes, I came to a crossroads where I could call Heloise and await a pick-up. No phone signal, though, so I walked to a nearby house and called from their landline, sat on a low grit-bin at the side of the road until I was cold, and watched the winding corner of the road for a while, waiting for her car to come into view, a tired and grateful walker.


Back at the house, the routine of cocktails and kit-washing well established, she gave me a bowl of water to soak my feet. We chatted as I drank a huge mojito, Heloise carefully squeezing the fresh lime, mixing it with rum and sugar. The plaster started to peel away from my heel and I unthinkingly bent down and pulled it further. Disaster. It seemed to have pulled the skin away entirely. I didn’t just have a small blister anymore; the whole of my heel was raw. I had fundamentally misunderstood the way blister-plasters worked; where the plaster had bonded to my skin I’d just pulled it away, tripling the size of the skinless area. My thumbnail-sized blister had become an oval about two inches long.


Heloise phoned ahead to Newtown, running through her list of contacts to find someone I could stay with the following night. I accepted her help, not really knowing what else to do, not really able to process the idea that after only twenty miles of this huge journey I was hobbling and in need of aid. She would drop me back at the crossroads, then meet me later that night with my bag and introduce me to her friend Karen. All I had to do was walk fourteen miles in the meantime.


I looked ahead from the lonely crossroads. The path dipped down into a valley, going past a couple of small farmhouses and curving up to the right and around the hillside. I had to walk that. I had to get miles done that day, had to get to the next bed waiting for me, to the end of the section I’d set for myself, to Bristol in three weeks’ time. It was too soon to stop. I’d set out to walk 3300 miles; how could I stop after twenty? It simply wasn’t an option.


There was nothing to do but set off, agonising pain shooting through the raw skin at the back of my heel. The urge to limp was so strong, I had to force my steps into a stride, push my legs to walk in an ordinary, casual gait. After a couple of steps the agony would lessen and I could continue to walk normally, the pain reduced to a manageable background buzz.


“Come on, Ursula, it’s just skin. It’s not serious pain, of course I can walk like this, of course I can get to Newtown.”


It was OK, just about. I walked through green fields, alongside pine copses, around small farmhouses, eventually coming high up alongside the Severn valley and dropping down to meet the river again as it looped wide and lazy through the flat flood-plain, the trace of the glacier carved wide and clear. I rested a while at the foot of a huge oak tree, curved and gnarly, roots flowing outwards to allow me a seat, eventually, hours later, stumping numbly into Newtown, feet like swollen stones in my boots.


That night at Karen’s the pain was sharp and strong. I tried to make conversation with this friendly and interesting new person, but I couldn’t focus away from the pain in my foot. Worry about the next few days kept stealing my attention, making me drift into silent thought. I rested on the sofa for a while, trying to chat or watch TV, but when I got up again I couldn’t put any weight on it. My knee buckled and I had to catch myself on the chair and table edge. The skin was drying, trying to heal and I just broke the wound open again with every new movement.


The blister was huge and egg-shaped, taking up most of my heel. Excruciating pain shot through it the next morning as I tried to walk. It was an effort to straighten up, to avoid limping. I had to force myself to think of my posture, think of the weight on my back.


I marched forward, muttering orders to myself, forcing myself to stiffen my back and continue walking smoothly through the first few agonising steps as the raw skin pressed against the back of my boot, and pain screamed an urgent message to stop. If I could get into a regular pace then the pain lessened. If I curled my body against the pain, guarded the impact on that boot by limping, it would strain the rest of my body, which was already aching too much to take extra impact.


Not far out of Newtown the path turned to follow the Montgomery Canal, an arm of the UK canal network, reaching out into Wales as far as it could before the hills became too numerous. It was a relief for me; eleven miles of a wide flat path gave me a wonderful chance to build up a steady pace, no changes of terrain or angle to force the raw skin against my boot in a shriek of pain and jerky hobbling. The canal was beautiful: underwater plants waving in glassy serenity, cows treading the opposite edge, dipping in to curl their tongues through the water. Small bridges, individually numbered, squatted low over the water, their bricks beautifully aged and flaking. I ducked under their curves, thinking of the horses, tethered to ever tug and plod their way to and from the big towns. The canal was impassable now, full of years of silt and plant-leavings.


Out of Newtown I could call on Laura. She’d picked me up the previous summer as I hitchhiked to Bristol.


“I’m on my way to hospital: ovarian cancer,” I’d said proudly.


“I’m having treatment for breast cancer,” she’d replied calmly.


I looked at the hat holding close to her bare head and breathed in. We piqued an interest in each other. She’d invited me home for tea and to share cancer stories: not in a flood of warmth or an outpouring of traumatic detail but in comfortable common knowledge, the bond already made, sharing only serving to cement it. It felt important to spend time with this woman who’d picked me up from the side of the road.


Her house turned out to be a sprawling ramshackle hall, pillars at the door and a high-ceilinged kitchen. She had six children, two adopted, plus years of fostering under her belt. Calm, surety and a sense of purpose were the cornerstones of this very strong woman, allowing her to provide a place where others could develop the same qualities. Laura approached her cancer with the same calmness and organisation, arranging childcare for the week of her chemo cycle when exhaustion took over.


“I just lie on the sofa and knit” she said, as if it wasn’t too much trouble at all, light filtering dimly into the large room filled with sagging, comfortable sofas, an almost adult boy banging through in the background, saying hello.


I fitted quietly into the mix of teenagers filling her table, fostered, adopted and birthed, talking over each other, comparing selfies. An extra body to feed and house for one night was no bother here.


We walked a short way along the canal together to say goodbye, ending with talking about the false heroics of being a cancer survivor. I’m alive because of luck and doctors: the random way the tumour grew and because other people removed it and took care of me. I didn’t fight cancer, I endured it and it knocked me sideways during the process. I wasn’t brave, I was terrified and that made me a miserable, whining patient, prone to self-pity, petty anger and tears. Maybe that’s not how it was for Laura; it’s certainly not what I saw in her experience. We shared a rejection of the labelling, the tropes of being a brave warrior, battling cancer. My illness was a traumatic ordeal, but being labelled as a heroine and survivor was something it was hard to avoid, especially as my story became a public one through my own attempts to raise funds and symptoms awareness.


Shrewsbury came, and the welcome relief of my Auntie Susie with her warm hugs and loud laughs. She came out to get me when I came within a day’s walk of the town, whisking me forward for a day to be fussed over. I could finally soak away the blister-plaster and show off my heel to appropriate shock and shrieks, revealing an egg-sized patch of fresh pink skin, frilled by thin scabs and tender to the slightest breath of air. I could sit on the sofa and read magazines, be brought cake and tea, cream for my heel, eventually sliding down into an afternoon nap, covered over by a soft, white, furry blanket.


I went to the boot shop and returned the pair I’d bought in haste. They were too small and leaking. I was fitted for a replacement pair, full leather to the ankles. Walking up and down a small, rubber-covered lump that was supposed to represent hill gradients, I tried to guess whether my toes were pressing against the front of the boots. These would do, I thought, grasping at straws again.


A day later, Susie and I went back out again and walked into Shrewsbury together, retracing the route I’d been spirited over by car, entering the town and walking underneath the huge bridges. I saw my first boats in Shrewsbury; the river would begin to be navigable below its huge weir.


I’d travelled from Wales to England and the differences began almost at the border. There were small thatched cottages and the villages became less stark, less dour, the difference of a richer country showing in small ways; a house could be kept for longer, a settlement allowed to grow naturally, rather than terraced houses clustered around some industrial edifice. The path between Wales and England had led away down a back road, and I’d come to a timbered house, worn and kinked with the weight of age, an arch leading through to a stable block and courtyard beyond. Crooked painted lettering above the door showed a date centuries ago. It was just a house on a back road – nothing special, no museum, no marker point, just one of many ancient dwelling places throughout this land. Suddenly I felt gossamer-thin ghosts, the weight of the history of England layered down upon me. Our present lives are built on so many that have gone before, mark upon mark of our history of living on the same land.


On the day I walked away from Shrewsbury I finished at Atcham. There I came across a pub that immediately made me feel uncomfortable. Too glossy and too many business clients giving me the side-eye: a place for meetings and important lunches, everyone driving there, not walking. I felt as if I would break things with the huge bag I carried on my back, lumber through the pub strange and wild, knocking over glasses and bumping against chairs. It was an unpleasant feeling and I walked quickly away from the posh pub and its judgemental customers, living within tightly bound strictures, too moneyed to allow space for my transience, nothing to define me except what I carried on my back.


Up the straight busy road and down a side turning, I saw a triangle of woodland on the map, just a small copse but it was more than enough to provide shelter for the night, dampen down the noise of traffic, and provide camouflage enough for any passing dog-walkers not to notice me. I found a gap in the barbed wire and slipped through, treading softly into the centre of the young wood. Small birch trees provided a soft carpet of copper leaves for my bed. I lay down, feeling happy and safe. This was my adventure, this was what I was setting out to do. At its core, my journey was to walk and to sleep, nothing more complex than that. The leafless fingers of the trees waved softly above me, and I felt at peace with the simplicity of my surroundings, snug and safe in my sleeping bag, well insulated against the March night.


All the fuss and effort of the first week released a little, the adrenaline buzz of walking and hum of online comments. When I camped alone I found calm, released from the effort of movement or the stimulation of having to talk to anyone at all. After a while of lying and listening to the wind sway the branches, all the chatter of thoughts disappeared. The scrolling lists of things I needed to do to make this walk a success, to inform as many people as I could about the symptoms of ovarian cancer – it all melted away.


As the day came and gentle light glowed around me, a light rain began to fall, just enough to make me hustle to pack away. A light mark on the ground where my body had been was the only trace of my sleeping-spot. A hidden night, invisible in public. I ducked out into the world again, cars passing, morning dog-walkers, continuing on the path.


At the point when I set out to walk 3300 miles I’d lived in Wales for almost sixteen years, moving between three different towns – more than long enough to have a diverse network of friends, many of whom were offering me places to stay when I reached their area, enough connections that I’d have someone to visit at least every couple of weeks, mainly when my routes took me back into mid-Wales.


I can’t remember how long it was before the first message came, but it was surprisingly soon. Someone – a complete stranger, not even a friend of a friend, but someone who had received news of my journey through the myriad sharings of the internet – had reached out in return and invited me into their home. Hi, when you get to x, you can come and stay with me. The list grew and grew, I started to make a map, mark a star for each offer, so I could see when they came close. It meant more than just a bed; it meant a shower, washing my clothes, a safe place to close my eyes. I wouldn’t say I was a mistrustful person but, during the planning and anticipation of this journey, it had just never occurred to me that so many people would offer me places to stay.


I did plenty of wild camping on this journey, sleeping in field corners, showering in leisure-centres and washing my socks in bathroom sinks, but I never went more than a week without a bed, usually having to camp for no more than two or three nights in a row. Many of my hosts were just strangers who’d decided to help me out, who found me through a variety of means: internet or radio or word of mouth or chance encounter. Whether inspired by the story of ovarian cancer or my travelling alone, they all reached out to aid me and it changed the nature of my journey completely.


At Ironbridge, where the folding of the land, a changing in the thickness of the stone, sent the Severn River turning south, I bought a pork pie in celebration. I’d walked 100 miles! When calculated in steps and effort this number was huge. A 100-mile walk, a massive effort, worth an “oooh” and a “well done”. But it shrank down to nothing when I realised it was a thirty-third of what I’d set out to do. A thirty-third, a fraction barely worth mentioning. What was a thirty-third of an apple, one pip?


The weight of my walk settled down on me, and I felt sad and helpless as I walked over the bridge and down towards a pub where I would meet my next host. I struggled to make conversation with this woman I didn’t know, only having admired her paintings on the internet: wanting only to sleep and rest, restore myself for the next day.


The way I’d been able to set out on a journey of this size was by not thinking about it; organising the whole thing at once was too enormous to comprehend so I faced little pieces of it, acted as if I was setting out on a long walk. If I was walking, what would I need? Well, I’d need a rucksack and a pair of boots. And so it began. Making the journey theoretical, reducing the terrifying task to small jobs meant I lined up a list of them that could be tackled in turn. The walk manifested invisibly in the background without my ever having to face up to the implications of the whole of it.


Now I had to do the same again with the route itself. I’m not sure it’s possible to comprehend a journey of 3300 miles on foot. How can you imagine the size of your tracks, each step pressing against the ground, seeing a hill in the far distance and, hours later, standing on top of it, turning round and looking the way you’ve come, seeing your imaginary trace across the land, so many beads of sweat and heavy breaths? One day is hard to see, maybe ten or fifteen miles, but 3300? Huge, too huge. So I’d walk to Bristol, I thought to myself, focus on that and let the rest come later, when it needed to.


When I came close to Stourport I knew I was going to see Gaz and Steph again. I met them in September 2012, the first time I followed the River Severn to a hospital appointment in Bristol. They lived near a boatyard by Stourport, outside the entrance, on the river itself is a huge, rusting ferry. Something you can imagine as a steam powered craft on the Mississippi River, the kind that Huckleberry Finn found floating and abandoned.


Back then, at the end of one too-long day, I’d walked to Bewdley but had nowhere to sleep, walked a bit further, Stourport and the boatyard got in the way, still nowhere I could sleep. Past a lock and to a steep, dank wood: seventeen miles on the road by this point, rucksack cutting into my shoulders and feet like stones in my boots. I was ready to give up, but one last push and I came to a flat, grassy meadow with a weeping willow in the centre. Perfect. Just one problem: there was a caravan in the corner and it looked like there was someone inside it. Unusually, I decided to make myself known, risking the shouting and banishment to ask if I could sleep in the field. I was just too tired to go any further.


Wonderfully, as I approached the open door, a lovely friendly lion-head popped out of the doorway, golden-brown hair pushed back from a wide, calm face… Gaz.


“Hello, can I sleep in this field?”


“Of course you can, mate. Do you want a beer?”


We made a fire and drank cans of strong cheap lager, talking about silly things like feeding swans blackberries, making animal friendships. He was impressed with my story, in the way that cancer can sometimes be a magic word, and during the evening he went to fetch Steph from the first boat down on the river. I remember a light shining out of her face as she talked about being a nurse, and how enthusiastic she was about what I was doing. She gave me a little bag of food the next morning and a card that said I was a special person.


I spent the night in the caravan in the end, on the sofa while Gaz took the bed, telling each other bedtime stories and giggling ourselves to sleep. Gaz was saving up money to travel to South America, filling a van up with tatty goods for a car boot.


I’d loved that night and sent them a few postcards from further down the way, telling them where I’d got to downriver, keeping our connection open for a while longer.


The second time I met them was in August 2013. I’d decided to kayak to hospital this time, so I borrowed the kit and got a friend to lug me to the Severn, pushing me off where it became navigable at Pool Quay, near Welshpool. I didn’t have their phone numbers but I wanted to stop by and say hello. I couldn’t find a decent space to pull up by Gaz’s grassy meadow so I floated on a bit towards Steph’s canal boat and, shyly, looked to see if there was anyone in. There was, she was in the kitchen.


“Do you remember me?” I said, feeling proud to be coming to say hello in a kayak.


Yes, yes, of course she did, and she invited me in for a cup of tea and a bacon sandwich. Steph is like me, she’ll get philosophical at the drop of a hat so we went off on great rambles for a few hours, talking about the world and getting to know each other a bit more. I met her husband and learned about how she’d cared for him during his serious illnesses. Gaz wasn’t in the meadow any more, he’d moved his caravan back to the boatyard. We tried calling him but he was working that day. So off I went, with a hug from Steph, a phone number and another little parcel of food.
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