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            PROLOGUE: THE SMOKER

            (BIRMINGHAM)

         

         It is a bitter winter’s morning in 2010. Two men, both in their early seventies, are on a bus, somewhere in Birmingham. The windows are steamed up. Outside it is still dark, a brilliant frost shimmering under the tungsten glow of the street lights. One of the men walks along the top deck, the other along the bottom, each handing out forms to the passengers along with little pens, like the ones you get in Argos. They are questionnaires from the bus-operating company, asking: ‘Dear Customer, how many times a week do you travel?’; ‘at what time?’; ‘are you happy with the service?’; ‘what can we do to improve?’ At the bottom of the form there is a box marked ‘other comments’.

         The two men often skim through the responses, though it isn’t part of their remit to do so. Many of the customers seem happy with the bus service, but there are complaints about the prices. In the ‘other comments’ section, some people write that bringing back conductors would make them feel safer, especially at night. These must be older people, the two men reckon, as there haven’t been conductors on Birmingham’s buses since the 1970s. On one form, somebody had scored through the word ‘customer’ and written ‘passenger’, followed by three exclamation marks. Quite a few people write that they’d like to see the buses being run by the council again, that since deregulation in the mid-eighties, things had got steadily worse. There are always a few forms adorned with giant penises and hairy balls, or ‘WBA rule’, or ‘Villa scum’, depending on which route they were following. But they all get filed away in the bags that the two men carry.

         At the terminus, the two old men alight and sit on a low wall, hunched up and freezing, waiting for the next bus. From a distance, the cold, pre-dawn air makes it look as if they are both chain-smoking, with huge plumes emitting from their mouths. One of the men does light a cigarette, his chest rasping and wheezing. He’s been a heavy smoker from the age of twelve and he will be dead from lung cancer within a year. But at that moment he has no idea of the cellular changes going on within his body. He is immortal.

         This is the first time the two men have worked together. They haven’t even exchanged names. They start talking. The non-smoker speaks a little about his family, about his grandchildren. He had retired a decade ago, but he got bored at home, and his pension isn’t enough to survive on, so he picks up shifts working on the buses, handing out forms.

         The smoker says that he couldn’t afford to retire either.

         The non-smoker says the bus work is OK, but it is a bit, well, demeaning, compared with his old career.

         What was that, asks the smoker.

         Copper, the non-smoker says. Spent all of his life in the force. Worked his way up to be an undercover officer. That was exciting work. Dangerous too.

         The smoker asks a lot of questions, offers not too much information about himself. The ex-copper is happy to talk endlessly: he can’t believe his luck, that this stranger seems to find his life so interesting and important, as if he were a famous actor or politician. He hasn’t felt this way in years.

         Emboldened, the ex-copper starts telling a story about a surveillance job he’d been on in the early 1970s. He had been assigned to a team watching a ‘notorious communist troublemaker, a nasty piece of work’. They had taken over a room on the first floor of a pub in Aston, from where they filmed and recorded the comings and goings at the troublemaker’s house opposite, twenty-four hours a day. The man in question had led the building workers’ strike in Birmingham in 1972, stirring up trouble. The strikers said that they were fighting against the building firms’ introduction of casualised labour, or ‘the lump’, as it was called, and wanted to protect the terms and conditions of building workers. But, the ex-copper said, anybody could see that it was just the work of communist agitators, trying to bring down the state.

         Does he remember the name of the pub, the smoker asks.

         The Guild Arms on the Witton Road, the ex-copper replies. The bloke had two young kids; all sorts of people would come and go at all hours. God knows what was going on in that house. But the biggest thing, he said, was that his wife was stunning and yet he was a right ugly bugger. That had annoyed the lads.

         Can you remember his name, the smoker asks.

         I’ll never forget it, the ex-copper says. His name was Pete Carter.

         The smoker throws his butt onto the floor, crushes it under his foot, and turns to the other man, holding out his hand.

         ‘Pete Carter,’ he says. ‘Nice to meet you.’
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            THE MUG

            (WEST MIDLANDS TO LONDON)

         

         Pete Carter was my father. I was one of his two kids. He died on 11 October 2011, aged seventy-three. Pete had left school in West Bromwich aged fifteen in 1953, illiterate, one of six children of alcoholic parents. He trained as a bricklayer and had been politically radicalised on the building sites in the late fifties. He joined the Young Communist League and his political career flourished: in the early seventies, he’d led the Birmingham building workers in their successful strike action against the use of casual labour; he played his part in the miners’ strike of 1984–85, and went on to become the industrial organiser of the Communist Party of Great Britain.

         Pete was not an ‘important’ man, like the usual subjects of national newspaper obituaries. He was neither a general nor a bishop. Yet he’d had enough old friends at the Guardian to agitate for a proper send-off in print. Pete, his friends had argued, was one of the last of a breed of self-educated, working-class, chest-thumping orators; part of a generation who’d fought for the huge changes in social mobility that peaked in the UK in the mid-1970s. Men and women like Pete had campaigned for the Sex Discrimination Act and the decriminalisation of homosexuality. They had fought against US nuclear bombs being sited in the UK, and were in the vanguard of the nascent green movement. Pete was an engaged citizen, belonging to a generation of working-class people who felt that their moment had come and that it would last forever.

         In 1981, Pete had been asked by the TUC to be one of the three main organisers of the People’s March for Jobs. Organising it was to be his greatest achievement. With shades of the 1936 Jarrow Crusade, the People’s March for Jobs saw around three hundred unemployed men and women walk from Liverpool to London in protest against Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government. Elected in May 1979, Thatcher introduced monetarist policies that had, within two years, ripped the heart out of Britain’s traditional manufacturing base and sent unemployment rocketing towards three million.

         I was born in 1964, so was only fifteen when Thatcher came to power, not yet old enough to vote. I was seventeen in 1981 when those marchers set off from Liverpool. Although I had been unemployed myself, and although Pete had asked me to march, I had not been among them. For Pete was effectively dead to me at that time.

         Accompanying that Guardian obituary was a photograph of my father in a donkey jacket, addressing a group of building workers, their feather haircuts making the photo look like a still from Top of the Pops circa 1972. In their hands were placards shouting: ‘We will fight to kill the lump’. In the text, Pete was described as an idealist, with a ‘turbulent’ love life.

         That ‘turbulence’ had ended Pete’s marriage to my mum, Norma, four years before the People’s March. I stayed with her, and went off the rails. Mum had got cancer not long after Pete left, and by 1987 she was dead. Somewhere along the line, my elder sister, Sue, and I told ourselves a story that Pete had killed our mum.

         After the People’s March, Pete left the building sites of the West Midlands and moved to London. The era of the great industrial disputes was coming to an end. The coal miners suffered a bitter defeat in 1984–85 and that was that, really. Thatcher’s government pressed ahead with its anti-trade-union agenda, destroying those former industrial communities.

         Pete took a job with the Communist Party and sided with the intellectual wing. The drive then was about modernising the left, making it relevant in a post-industrial world. It was a drive that would tear the left apart and ultimately lead to Tony Blair. Pete seemed to enjoy his new life, living in a fancy flat in Islington. Many of the old guard thought he was a class traitor.

         After Mum died, I followed Pete to London. I doubtless had fantasies of reconciliation, but they never materialised. Pete was indifferent to me, often callously so. I never fully understood why. Yet I never stopped trying.

         I got a job in advertising. I worked in Cannes and Paris and Milan. I bought a ridiculous cashmere overcoat with comedy shoulder pads that cost me a month’s wages. And every time I went back to Birmingham, to visit friends and relatives, I felt increasingly like a stranger; contemptuous, ashamed even, of its scale, its lack of ambition, its provincialism. I worked hard to lose my Brummie accent. I didn’t know then that there was a heavy price to be paid for leaving; that it might be impossible to find my way home.

         When the Berlin Wall came down, and the Communist Party collapsed, Pete went back on the tools, living a peripatetic life, mostly doing building work on the houses of ex-party colleagues. But the building work was tough. He was always a heavy smoker, and now his drinking started to increase. He ended up in a council flat in south London, where heroin addicts sat shooting up in the stairwells. His bed was a mattress on top of two front doors nailed together. One day I got a phone call from King’s College Hospital. After drinking a bottle of whisky, Pete had fallen asleep with his dinner in the oven and set fire to the flat. He was alive, but had inhaled a lot of smoke.

         After that, Pete moved back to the Black Country, onto a narrowboat. He was still drinking heavily and later developed lung cancer. It was on the boat that his body was found. He had fallen over and smashed his head on a metal bin. Perhaps he was weakened by the chemotherapy; perhaps he was drunk. Probably both. By the time I got there from London, the body was gone. Only the bin remained, with my dad’s head imprinted upon it.

         When I’d got the phone call to tell me that Pete was dead, I’d felt nothing. Well, that’s not quite true. I’d felt relief, freedom, a happiness even, as if some long, arduous battle was over; that the thing I’d spent my life trying to get, the thing that had driven me on, was now gone. I rarely thought about Pete in the immediate years after his death. I told myself that there could not be a dad-shaped hole in my life, because there had never been a dad shape in the first place. I told myself that any grieving for Pete must have gone on while he was still alive.

         But then a crushing ennui descended and my ambition evaporated. There really didn’t seem much point to anything any more. Though I carried on with my job at the Guardian, it was with little enthusiasm. Daily, I worked on stories about the increasingly spiteful and racist EU referendum campaign, our divided nation, the savage austerity measures that were attacking the poor, the growing sense of hopelessness among so many working-class people. What the fuck was happening to Britain? What had happened to the Britain that my father had promised me? After a particularly enervating commute one day, I started walking to work. It was eleven miles and I marched determinedly, furiously even.

         In spring 2016, while having a clear-out, I came across a box of Pete’s stuff. When we’d emptied his boat, I had taken that box, although I’d never examined its contents. Inside were papers and photographs and scrapbooks containing newspaper cuttings about industrial disputes from the 1970s. I found love letters from girlfriends and letters to Pete from me and my sister, and carbon copies of letters he’d written to us and to others. I found his old flat cap, and put it on. It was exactly like the one I’d recently bought for myself.

         At the bottom of the box, I came across a commemorative mug from the People’s March for Jobs. It was chipped and the handle was wobbly, but there it was, with the route printed on the side, all the towns and cities that the marchers had stayed in listed. I looked at the date the march had set off: 2 May 1981. In a few weeks’ time, it would be thirty-five years to the day since those men and women had walked 340 miles to try to save their communities and their culture, and thirty-five years since I had turned down Pete’s invitation to join them.

         I called work and booked some time off. Then I bought a one-way train ticket to Liverpool.
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            THE GOOD COMPANIONS

            (LIVERPOOL TO WIDNES)

         

         At 9  a.m. on 2  May  2016 I stood on the steps of St George’s Hall, Liverpool, as those marchers had done exactly thirty-five years earlier. The sky was dark. I was fifty-two years old, with a dodgy left knee and a pain in my right foot from a recent operation to remove a neuroma. I looked down at my feet. If I kept on putting one in front of the other, would I eventually walk into Trafalgar Square?

         I pulled a sheet of A4 paper from my pocket. On it was an image of the original march poster, which I’d found in Pete’s box alongside the chipped mug. The march had gone in a zigzagging fashion, heading for its first night in Widnes, before moving north-east across to Manchester, then south to Birmingham, south-east across to Bedford, and then the final push south to London. Liverpool to London as the crow flies was around 180 miles. This route was nearly double that.

         You could see why Pete and the other organisers had chosen each host town at the end of a walking day: Salford, Stock-port, Stoke-on-Trent, Walsall, Coventry, Luton – they were all part of the industrial heartlands back in 1981, the places beginning to feel the savagery of Margaret Thatcher’s cuts and therefore the places where the march was likely to attract the most support. In the early days of the walk, in the industrial north-west, the walking days were shortish, anywhere between six and eighteen miles, with any number of suitable overnight towns available. After Birmingham, as the march crossed the green heart of Warwickshire and Northamptonshire, the days became longer, up to twenty-five miles, as the industrial centres were fewer and farther between.

         I put the map away and shifted my pack, feeling the straps dig into my shoulders. I took a deep breath. Then I started walking.

         From lampposts hung the scarves and flags of Liverpool Football Club. The week before, the Hillsborough inquest verdict in Warrington had finally vindicated the families of the ninety-six killed at the 1989 FA Cup semi-final, exposing the lies and cover-ups of the police, the media and the right-wing political class, who’d spent over a quarter of a century traducing not only those fans, mostly working class, but also the city of Liverpool and its people.

         That traducement had been nothing new. It had found expression back in 1981, too, when the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Geoffrey Howe, had privately suggested to Margaret Thatcher, after the Toxteth riots in July of that year, that Liverpool should be subject to a ‘managed decline’.

         Four days after the Hillsborough tragedy, Rupert Murdoch’s Sun printed its verdict under the headline ‘The Truth’. The Sun claimed that fans had picked the pockets of victims, urinated on the ‘brave’ cops and beaten up a police officer giving the kiss of life. The narrative had been set: drunken Liverpool fans had caused the disaster and were in effect murderers.

         Liverpool fans and the city generally, already stereotyped as a hive of fecklessness and criminality, found that the accusations had great narrative traction in the wider world. The survivors and their families lived with that burden for the next quarter of a century. That’s what a story can do.

         As I carried on walking out of Liverpool, people scurried past, umbrellas up, or hoods pulled tightly over their heads. It had started raining, gently at first, then a downpour. I dug into my bag, pulled out my waterproof trousers and jacket, and put them on.

         A man asked me for some money. I shook my head, said sorry, I didn’t have any spare change, and felt that flush of shame, making myself feel a little better by looking him in the eye while I spoke to him, as if that recognition, that human connection, was as valuable to somebody going hungry as something to eat. He stood there looking at me, with his hand out, as I walked away.

         In almost every doorway there was a sheet of cardboard, on top of which there was a sleeping bag, usually stained and damp-looking, inside which I could make out a backside, or some shoulders, the person inside scrunched up in a foetal position. Sometimes the nose or tail of a dog poked out too.

         I turned into Duke Street. Before I left Liverpool, there were a few people I wanted to see. I’d written a piece in the Guardian about my walk and had asked anybody who remembered the People’s March to get in touch. Keith Mullin had sent me a picture of himself and three of his mates, all wearing People’s March T-shirts. They had been twenty at the time they joined the march, young unemployed lads from Huyton who loved music and Everton FC.

         In 1986 Keith joined The Farm, who went on to have hits with ‘Groovy Train’ and ‘All Together Now’. In 2012 he joined up with other musicians, including Paul McCartney, Paloma Faith and the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, to form The Justice Collective, to raise money for charities associated with the Hillsborough disaster. They had the Christmas number one that year with a version of The Hollies’ ‘He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother’.

         As well as playing with The Farm, these days Keith worked as a lecturer at the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts (LIPA), the college jointly founded by Paul McCartney in 1996, housed in the Beatle’s old school in Mount Street. I found him there.

         Like mine, Keith’s dad was in the Communist Party of Great Britain. And, like Pete, Keith’s dad was in UCATT, the building workers’ union. It was Keith’s dad who’d suggested he go on the march. We shared a similar background – similar age, an inner-city childhood, both unemployed in May 1981.

         I asked Keith about the high level of homelessness I’d seen on the streets of Liverpool that morning. He told me how much worse it had got recently. For the last two years, he’d taken part in the Big Issue’s Big Sell event, going out on the streets to help sell the magazine. ‘If I’m gonna talk to people about homelessness, I need to get close to it,’ he said.

         There were three types of people you encountered when selling the Big Issue, according to Keith. First, those who came up to you, acknowledged you existed, wanted to give you money, asked how you were. Then there were the ones who were ashamed. They averted their eyes, wouldn’t make eye contact. ‘Their shame is of themselves, because you exist, because they can’t do anything about a society where you exist,’ Keith said. Finally, there were the ‘other type’, the ‘people who would like to expunge you from existence. I’ve had people shout things at me. And I’ve had people walk past who know me, yet looked straight through me as if I’m invisible.’

         Keith told me about the crowds on 2 May 1981, about how they’d gone to Scotland Road to get their kit. ‘You got a jacket, sweatshirt, T-shirt, everything with People’s March for Jobs written on it. And new boots! Who sets off on a walk like that in brand-new boots!’ he laughed.

         He talked about the thousands of people marching with them, past Lime Street. ‘I looked up at the shopping centre, and saw a group of lads I used to know from the football. They had their fists in the air, waving down at us, me and me footy mates, as if to say, “What are youse doing on that march? We didn’t know youse were political.” But they were there to see it, this great spectacle, almost like an act of respect.’

         ‘You weren’t on your own on that march,’ Keith told me. ‘Wherever you were, people would come out and march with you.’ He talked a little about the spirit he’d met, the thousands of people cheering along the way, how he’d grown up politically, step by step. ‘I went on the march a boy and came home a man,’ he said. He told me how proud his family had been of him, especially his father. Keith asked me if I had gone on the march. I hadn’t, I told him.

         ‘Why not?’ he asked.

         ‘It’s complicated,’ I said.

         
            *

         

         And it was complicated. I had worshipped Pete, my dad, who championed the underdog, fought for the rights of working people. In the 1970 general election he had stood as a Communist Party candidate in Wolverhampton South West against the Conservative Enoch Powell. In 1968 Powell had made his infamous Rivers of Blood speech, warning of the consequences of mass immigration. The week before the election, Pete came back to our house in Aston, his face bloodied and swollen, one eye closed and blackened, claiming he had been beaten up by Powell’s thugs. It was shocking, seeing my father like that. But it only made me worship him more.

         ‘Carter was … the greatest working-class orator I have ever seen,’ wrote one of Pete’s obituarists. ‘He could hold mass meetings of hundreds of people spellbound with his speeches, which were often peppered with quotations from Shelley and other poets.’

         In his box, I’d found photographs of Pete speaking to those huge rallies. There was even one of him in the pulpit of a church, right fist clenched, with his thick, black curly hair making him look like Che Guevara.

         My amazing father. And then he left us, and broke my mother, and me and my sister Sue too, and seemed to want little to do with us any more. When I did see him, it was in his new home, with his new middle-class lover and her middle-class children. I started drinking, fighting with the police, fighting with anybody really. Sue left home. I got expelled from school, my mother got cancer. So, yes, it was complicated. And, no, I wasn’t going to go on his stupid fucking march.

         
            *

         

         Just across the road from LIPA was Liverpool’s Anglican cathedral, the architect Giles Gilbert Scott’s masterpiece, a vast, hulking Gothic silhouette that stood on a rise south of the centre of Liverpool and commanded views across the Mersey and the city.

         I walked in. There to greet me was Myles Davies, the current vice-dean of the cathedral. Before setting off, the 1981 marchers had been addressed by the Anglican Bishop of Liverpool, David Sheppard, and other church leaders. Earlier that same year, as unemployment had rocketed, the Church of England had gone from being the Tory Party at prayer to one of the leading voices of dissent. All along the route, the Church had put up the marchers in their halls, fed them, raised money for them.

         In 1981, Myles had been vicar of a small church in Seaforth, on the Mersey, a very poor area. ‘Liverpool was hit very hard by the early years of Margaret Thatcher’s government and at a stage where austerity was getting noticeably worse,’ he told me. ‘A number of projects which had been intended to get people back to work and regenerate the city simply had the plug pulled on them. Those people in places like Seaforth are still rather left behind.’

         We paused by the cathedral’s Memorial Chapel, where the Hillsborough Flame was being looked after during building work at Anfield. ‘The Hillsborough experience is deep in the DNA of Liverpool people,’ Myles said. ‘The Church has had a long and ongoing relationship with the families of the victims.’

         I’d heard a reporter on the BBC News say that, after the verdict a week earlier, the city seemed to be walking a little bit taller. ‘I think it was a turning point for the city,’ Myles said. ‘People had felt their voices hadn’t been heard for so long. For the families it was a moment when a certain amount of peace was restored. Not justice. I think that’s still for the future. But they could finally lay to rest some of the memories and particularly the way their loved ones had been tarnished by what they were accused of being, and of having done. Thirty years is a very long time to grieve.’

         Myles had noticed a huge rise in homelessness on the streets of Liverpool since 2010, but especially in the last year. ‘It’s all over the city. In a way, it had more or less disappeared, but it’s firmly there now. You can’t go into town without seeing that. People with drug or alcohol problems, congregating and not really sure where to go.’

         He talked about the role of the Church in modern Britain, in looking after the most vulnerable. ‘I think it’s been felt there’s been no choice but to do that. When the Archbishop of Canterbury came here last year for the opening of a food bank, he made it clear that this was great and very important work, but that it shouldn’t be needed. It’s wrong and unjust, and we need to be working towards a time when people are being looked after properly. If you are putting a plaster on a wound, you are also proclaiming that the wound needs something more than a plaster.’

         It was time for me to say goodbye. Outside, in the car park, Myles shook my hand and wished me luck.

         ‘Of course, unlike the original march, you are doing this alone,’ he said. ‘It sounds like a pilgrimage.’

         
            *

         

         I headed south-east, walking away from the glitz of modern central Liverpool, with its regenerated waterfront, Liverpool One shopping centre and Baltic Triangle creative quarter. I thought about the campaign to leave the European Union, and about how much Liverpool had benefited from EU money – the city had been the recipient of £2.3 billion of EU funding since 1994, with another £450 million due in the years up to 2020.

         Among the schemes paid for in part or wholly by EU funding had been the new cruise ship terminal, the Echo Arena, the restoration of St George’s Hall, investment in the upkeep of both cathedrals, and £285  million from the European Social Fund going into 1,260 projects to develop the skills of Merseysiders.

         Of Merseyside’s fifteen parliamentary seats, fourteen had been won by Labour at the general election in May 2015; one, South-port, had gone to the Liberal Democrats. Now the country was preparing to vote in a referendum on leaving the EU. The right-wing papers were cranking up the rhetoric about taking back control, about getting our country back. It was difficult to imagine all the EU money that had been spent regenerating Tory-phobic Liverpool coming from a Tory-controlled Westminster.

         Within a mile, I crossed some kind of invisible line. Gone was the optimism and vitality of central Liverpool, replaced by boarded-up pubs and churches, derelict factories, and shops with graffitied metal shutters pulled down. Myles Davies had told me how the shutters had been an enduring legacy of the 1981 Toxteth riots. After shops had been looted, the owners had installed shutters and they’d never been removed.

         Myles had also talked about the regeneration of Liverpool, about the city’s year as European Capital of Culture in 2008 kicking it all off, how tourism and the huge increase in student numbers had transformed the centre. ‘But you don’t have to go far out of the city to find the “other” Liverpool, the left-behinds,’ he’d told me. ‘The prosperity that has come to the city hasn’t permeated those areas at all. Those people feel forgotten.’

         To my left was a small street of two-storey Victorian terraced houses. I walked along it. A few of the houses had grey metal panels covering their windows and doors, with notices pasted on them carrying a telephone number for a security firm.

         Many of the houses had crumbling windowsills and peeling paintwork, but one, about halfway down, was immaculate, freshly painted, with a hanging basket outside the front door full of bright purple and scarlet fuchsias and busy lizzies. Further along, there was an ‘I’m voting Leave’ poster on one of the windows.

         The next street was worse than the first in terms of empty houses, perhaps half being boarded up. I walked further and further into the estate. By now I was walking along streets with no occupied houses at all; no sign that anyone had ever lived there. No bins. No cars. If it wasn’t for the grey metal panels, it could have been a Victorian photograph.

         As I stood on the corner of one deserted street, a yellow coach pulled up and lots of cameras were pressed up against the windows before it drove away again. A black taxi pulled up about a third of the way along the street, and two people with cameras got out of the back and started taking shots. They were middle-aged, American, judging by their accents.

         ‘It’s over there,’ the cabbie said, pointing across the road. The couple crossed, stopped outside one of the boarded-up terraced houses, and started taking pictures. I walked up and asked them what it was they’d come to see.

         ‘Don’t you know?’ the man said. ‘This is Ringo Starr’s childhood home.’

         ‘We love the Beatles,’ said the woman.

         
            *

         

         About five miles east of the centre of Liverpool, I walked down a suburban side street and knocked on a door. It opened and there was Chris Jones, with a smile as broad as the doorframe.

         Chris had also seen my piece in the paper. He showed me into his living room, and disappeared upstairs. A few minutes later he returned with armfuls of stuff, items that he held up one by one for me to inspect. There was a bottle-green People’s March bomber jacket, with the yellow logo on the back now faded away to almost nothing. There was the march-issue sweatshirt, the T-shirt, and his identity pass, still on a loop of the original string, with a small black-and-white photograph of his twenty-five-year-old self.

         ‘Marcher number 246,’ he said, proudly. He held up his People’s March commemorative mug, like the one I found in Pete’s box. On one side of the mug was the iconic march logo, on the back an inscription that read: ‘Determined never to return to the desperate days of the 1930s, people of courage have taken to the roads of Britain, confident that they can help arouse the conscience of the nation to end the scourge of unemployment. March for jobs! March with dignity! March for Britain!’

         These days, Chris was a senior lecturer at Edge Hill University, teaching nurses who wished to specialise in heart and blood vessel care. Before that he’d spent most of his working life as a nurse. Back in 1981, he’d been a third-year student nurse. His dad, Bill Jones, of UCATT, again, had told him that there was a march going from Liverpool to London to protest against unemployment and that he should go on it.

         ‘You’ve got to remember the context,’ Chris told me. ‘Unemployment had exploded. All of a sudden, the dole office moved to a big sort of hangar-type place that they had to open up as a sort of emergency thing, and hundreds and hundreds of people would be queuing up to go in.’

         Chris had had four weeks’ holiday due him and the march, his dad told him, was looking for a first-aid man.

         ‘So I signed up. I marched it all as well. That was the other thing. I didn’t want people saying to me, “You’re just sitting in that van all day.” So I walked it. The lot.

         ‘Looking back, it was the biggest experience I ever had. Absolutely. A breathtaking experience. Just walking that far, you know, and seeing how your country fits together. It felt like a J. B. Priestley-type thing, where you’re seeing a vision of your own country and in a way you never thought you would.’

         I asked Chris why he felt so strongly about going on the march. He’d been a young man, sure, but he wasn’t unemployed, he’d been on a career path.

         ‘They didn’t have any first-aid support and had no money,’ he said. ‘So it was either me or nottin’.’ Besides, he was seeing first-hand the effects the government’s policies were having on the city and the country, and couldn’t sit idly by.

         ‘You know, in 1981, for older people the 1930s were still in their minds,’ he said. ‘So “No return to the 1930s” was a slogan that still had a certain resonance for a lot of people. Here were all these people who looked poor – because the whole thing was done on a shoestring – marching from the north, again, against unemployment, again. It was not that unusual to see older people at the side of the road crying.’

         Chris talked about the early days of the Thatcher project. ‘It was still a novel idea back then, all this “you’re all on your own, mate”. There was a lot of pushback against it, people were resisting. But people are softened to it now. They’re more or less “Yeah, but what are you going to do?”’

         I asked Chris if he remembered my dad. His face lit up. ‘My family was very active in the Communist Party; my dad died in 2010, and he was a committed socialist to the end. That’s how we knew your dad,’ he said. ‘We all liked him. Lovely warm presence. He stayed at our house on numerous occasions. My mum is very small and vivacious. Your dad called her Twinkly Sally, and it was perfect. I still call her Twinkly Sally to this day – she’s eighty-four now!’

         Chris told me he’d joined the Communist Party as a young man. He asked if I’d ever been a member. No, I told him, I had never been a member of any political party. He looked surprised.

         ‘Anyways,’ he said, ‘the CP was like going to university in a way. At a time when you heard dreadful racist filth spouted on the streets, there you were pulled up on it.’

         Chris laughed, then shook his head. ‘We were all committed to this dreadful idea [communism]. I mean, what were we thinking? As Alexei Sayle wrote, thank God the British people were sensible enough not to listen to us!’ He laughed again.

         Chris had recently joined the Labour Party. He had been to see Jeremy Corbyn speak in Liverpool and had been impressed. ‘I’ve given out my last leaflet. But I wanted to be part of this wave,’ he said. ‘I stood there listening to him and thought, “I can see working-class Liverpool coming back for this.”’

         I asked Chris if he thought something like the People’s March could happen today. No chance, he said, ‘not even against zero-hours contracts. Socialism still made sense back in 1981, because there was a factory there, and an owner there, and if that factory closed and the work went elsewhere, it went more or less next door. But now nobody makes anything here, it’s all gone to China. Organised labour has lost all of its power.’

         Don’t forget, Chris said, that it was not uncommon for people to organise work-ins. ‘The whole premise of a work-in was that these are our jobs and you’re not taking them,’ he said. ‘That’s gone now. The idea of our jobs. Everybody’s used to the idea now of “step out of line for ten seconds and it’s all going to China”.’ This was one of the things he admired about Corbyn. ‘The one side are saying we’ve got to do austerity, the other side that we’ve got to do austerity only not as bad. That’s now the consensus,’ Chris said. ‘With Corbyn, he’s saying that it’s an ideological choice, not an economic necessity. And he’s absolutely right.’

         Had I spoken to Kim Laycock, Chris asked. She had been on the march, too, lived just up the road, they’d stayed in touch. She had an interesting story to tell. He texted her. She texted back. Yes, I could go and see her.

         Chris saw me to the door.

         ‘How come you weren’t on the march?’ he asked me.

         
            *

         

         ‘Come in,’ said Kim.

         Kim lived on the ground floor of a converted Victorian house. Over tea, she told me that in 1978 she’d had a son, Joe. She was twenty years old at the time, and a single parent. She’d scratched around for work, trying to balance the demands of raising a child and earning a living.

         ‘But it was hard,’ she said. ‘It was hard to get a job that would give you enough money to afford childcare. So many of us were forced onto the dole because of it. And the dole was terrible, and we all knew it.’

         After May  1979, with the election of the Thatcher government, everything seemed to get worse, and quickly.

         ‘There were people leaving babies on counters in the dole office. Their money would be stopped every other week, back then just like today, for not looking for a job. But they couldn’t afford the childcare, so if they had a job, they’d be forced to give it up. It was hard for everyone.’

         Kim had grown up in a working-class political family, living in the poor terraced streets of the Dingle. ‘My dad was in the unions and my mum fought tooth and nail for everything, and everybody. So I’d grown up with protest and kindness, helping others out in the community, back then when there were solid communities.’

         Her mother, Olive Laycock Rogers, had died in 2014. She’d been a writer, ‘doing a lot of poetry and prose, quite gutsy political stuff. Very feminist as well, but from a working-class woman’s perspective. She’d gone around working-class areas doing workshops.’

         At home, Kim said, her mum had always encouraged her, telling her she could be whatever she wanted to be.

         At school, she’d told her teachers that she was going to be an architect.

         ‘They said I should aim for a job in the canning factory. When I told Mum, she just said that I must find a way to fight it, that she would back me all the way.’

         In 1981, Kim heard about the People’s March for Jobs.

         ‘I thought, “OK, I’m going to go on that”,’ she told me. Undaunted by the reality of being a single parent with a three-year-old son, she took inspiration from a film she’d seen about a woman who’d travelled across the Siberian tundra on her own in the 1920s. ‘I thought, “If she can do that, no equipment, just a big coat, I can walk to London, because I’ll just get myself a good little pram and da-da-da.”’

         The march organisers thought differently, saying it would be too hard on a baby, and blocked her joining. The march left Liverpool, and Kim wasn’t on it. But her mum had taught her well – she wasn’t going to be beaten.

         ‘I said to the march guys, “Listen, how would it look if the Liverpool Echo found out that you’d stopped an unemployed single mum from going? And why are all these people marching anyway? I know they’re losing jobs and industry’s closing down. But they’re marching for a future. Well, what’s this child? This child is the future, and if we don’t fight now, well he won’t have a future.”’

         So, a week after the march had wound its way out of Liverpool, Kim and her three-year-old son joined up. Within three days, Kim knew she’d been fully accepted when the organisers bought her a brand-new pram to replace the old one with broken wheels that she had turned up with. ‘They said, “That’s not going to last till London. You’re not walking round Liverpool now,”’ she told me, laughing.

         
            *

         

         I left Kim and walked on, through the eastern suburbs of Liverpool, cutting through the vast and immaculate Allerton Cemetery, one of Liverpool’s main burial grounds.

         The rain had stopped, and I sat down on a bench close to Cilla Black’s grave to remove my waterproof trousers and my heavy Gore-Tex boots. I hadn’t done much long-distance walking, but I’d taken advice from a colleague who had. He had told me how important it was to take my shoes and socks off at regular intervals to stretch my feet and give them some air. I removed my socks and wiggled my bare toes.

         It felt wonderful to have fresh air on my feet, if slightly disrespectful of Cilla, lying just across the way. After a brief pause, I put my socks back on and swapped my heavy boots for my lighter walking shoes. Puddles still dotted the walkways in the cemetery but the sun was drying them out. I stood up, pulled on my pack, tightened the shoulder straps and started walking again. The weight was always a shock at first, but my body and legs soon got used to the load and found the right pace and rhythm. My lighter shoes felt wonderful compared with the boots.

         I headed east, out of the cemetery on its far side, and then along a busy dual carriageway before ducking back into residential streets, this time not terraced houses but smart Edwardian semis. The meandering nature of my walk felt good. What joy to just duck this way and that, following a rough course, not really knowing what I would find around the next corner. People were out in their front gardens, tending to flower beds or washing their cars. I wondered what they were making of a middle-aged man with a giant backpack marching along their quiet residential street.

         I was soon out of the residential areas and onto a dual carriageway, cars and lorries flying past at seventy miles an hour. The world had opened up, a sweeping mackerel sky over that flat, expansive landscape of the north-west.

         
            *

         

         A road sign said left to Manchester and Southport, straight on to Runcorn and Widnes. The pavement disappeared. Ahead was just a narrow grass verge and hedgerows. I carried on, walking carefully on the uneven ground now, bracing myself as articulated lorries thundered past, their wake making me stumble as they passed inches from me. I continued for a few hundred yards but it felt too dangerous. This pattern would become familiar to me over the next month, trying to traverse on foot a country whose main roads were often not designed with pedestrians in mind.

         I turned around and walked back to the last junction. The road that ran off it was so much better, quieter, with a pavement, flanked by fields of young wheat. Occasionally, I passed grand gates with a crest, and private driveways leading to houses in the distance. I stopped at a gate in a field to rest, took off my pack, gulped down some water.

         Before long I was out of the countryside and back into a town, first walking through an industrial estate of warehouses and small units and a recycling plant, then terraced houses flanking the road. I passed a ‘Welcome to Widnes’ sign and I thought to myself, ‘I’ve just walked from Liverpool to Widnes.’

         Along the main shopping street, I stopped to sit on a bench and removed my shoes and socks once more. A group of young lads on BMX bikes held their noses as they rode past, crying, ‘Your feet stink, mate,’ in a distinctly Scouse drawl.

         It was 7 p.m. I’d walked fourteen miles in total, with a heavy pack. It was the furthest I’d walked in one go for as long as I could remember. I hadn’t done any training for this, figuring that the original marchers probably hadn’t done much either, and had been powered by tea, fags and beer. But then most of them had been young.

         After I’d finished massaging my feet, I put my socks back on – made of a ‘smart’ wool which, using technology from space travel, regulates the temperature of the feet and prevents soreness. That’s what the blurb said anyway. I wasn’t sure of the science, but I had bought them in a Liverpool outdoors shop the day before setting off, after watching an in-store video in which gorgeous young men and women were trekking in the Annapurna or some such place, clearly having triumphed over the elements owing to their choice of sock, and, if the looks on their gorgeous faces were anything to go by, just about to go back to their tents and have unbelievable sex. My feet were very sore. I felt as if I must not have been wearing them correctly. I was also pretty sure that, whatever else may or may not happen in Widnes that evening, unbelievable sex probably wasn’t on the cards.

         Ten minutes later I was standing in the reception of the Widnes Travelodge handing over £50 to the woman behind the counter.

         ‘Is your car in the car park?’ she asked.

         ‘No,’ I said, and took a little pause for dramatic effect. ‘I have no car. I have walked from Liverpool.’ I put a lot of emphasis on the ‘walked’.

         I stood there, waiting for the wide eyes and wonder. She carried on typing into the computer and then handed me my room card. I thought she must not have heard me. ‘It’s quite a long way,’ I said, ‘when you’re walking.’

         ‘What is?’ she said.

         ‘Liverpool,’ I said.

         ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I usually drive. Great shopping there.’

         There was a pause. Then I picked up my card and went to my room.
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            THE DESIRE PATH

            (WIDNES TO WARRINGTON)

         

         I lay in bed for a while, stiff from the previous day’s walking, before getting up and making a coffee. I sat on the end of the bed and drank, free of distraction. Hotel coffees always taste delicious to me – in terms of bang for your buck, far nicer than a shop-bought coffee, even though in terms of flavour they’re obviously not. Maybe there’s something in the fact that you had to make it that enhances the whole experience; do we value something much more when some of our own industry has gone into creating it?

         In America, just after the Second World War, the makers of Betty Crocker cake mix thought they were onto a sure-fire winner when they invented a mix that was effectively a complete cake in a box. When US housewives failed to respond to this, the puzzled marketing people turned to the ideas of Edward Bernays, Sigmund Freud’s nephew, who had been a pioneering force in the advertising industry using his uncle’s theories about what drove people’s deepest desires.

         The housewives, they deduced, felt guilty serving up a cake to which they’d contributed so little; so guilty, in fact, that they wouldn’t buy it. The recipe was changed to require the addition of an egg, and the cake mix flew off the shelves. On one level, this might be an insight into how vulnerable we are to the manipulations of the advertising industry. But could it also carry an optimistic message? Perhaps another way to look at it is that we are collaborative, co-operative animals, at our best when working together.

         I packed my rucksack, finished my coffee and went down to reception. The same woman from the night before was behind the desk.

         ‘Have you worked all night?’ I asked.

         ‘No,’ she said, she’d been home. But she was working double shifts, needed the money.

         ‘Where are you off to today?’ she asked me.

         ‘Warrington,’ I said. ‘I am walking there.’

         ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Shops aren’t as good as Liverpool’s.’

         
            *

         

         Looking for breakfast, I headed out of the motel in the direction of Widnes Shopping Park. Negotiating the busy roads that stood between me and my destination was easier said than done with my heavy pack; the message that my brain sent to my legs, in terms of exactly what speed was needed to nip between the cars, didn’t quite get through. It was like trying to accelerate with the handbrake on.

         I walked through the car park and onto Widnes’s pedestrianised old high street, relieved to be away from the cars.

         There was a man selling the Big Issue. I thought of Keith Mullin, made eye contact, said hello, asked him where he was from, but he didn’t seem to speak any English at all. I gave him £2, but I didn’t take a copy. Keith hadn’t told me what that felt like, when people gave money but didn’t take the magazine. Was it a good thing, having money in your pocket and still having the copy to sell? Or did the seller feel patronised; was receiving money without giving something in return then effectively like begging, which the whole Big Issue thing was set up to avoid?

         Widnes’s old high street was busy. There were plenty of nail bars and beauty salons and hairdressers, most with a nod to some idea about American glamour – US Nails, Head to Toe US-Style Nail Bar, Star Nails. There were bookmakers and payday loan shops. And there was a travel agency, across two shop units, one of them taken up with a coffee shop called The Departure Lounge which, I could see through the large window, was doing a good trade. I walked in and a middle-aged man at the foremost desk asked me if there was anything he could help me with.

         ‘I’m just having a look,’ I said. And then, apropos of nothing, ‘How do you manage to compete with the internet?’

         He crossed his arms, sat up a little straighter, tilted his head to the left and looked me in the eyes.

         ‘We have better buying power, actually,’ he said, stressing the word ‘actually’, and then fell silent. I thought the conversation was over. But then he continued. ‘People like the one-to-one, the personal service. I’ve just sold Malta at £199. Why would you do that on the internet?’

         When he said the word ‘internet’, he’d tucked his chin into his neck and made a face like he’d sucked on a piece of fermented fruit. He pointed towards the coffee shop. ‘The internet can’t give you that, can it?’ he said. ‘People come and have a chat with us about their holidays, then go and have a coffee and a bit of cake and have a think about it.’ I followed his finger. The tables were all full. People were engrossed in conversation.

         ‘I guess not,’ I said.

         
            *

         

         At the end of the high street I found a cafe. On a side table were copies of the newspapers. The Daily Mail had the headline ‘Nice work if you can get it! Exposed: Ex-ministers and civil servants whose work in public sector opens doors to lucrative private jobs’.

         I took a local paper, and found a table. The headline on the front page read ‘Unemployment falls to record levels’. The number of people signing on in the borough had dropped by 23  per  cent in the last year, and now only 2  per  cent of the population was actively seeking work. A spokesperson from the Department for Work and Pensions was quoted as saying the numbers were a vindication of the government’s policies and that the recovery was being driven by ‘a huge growth in logistics’, with a special mention for Lidl’s major distribution centre, just across the Mersey in Runcorn.

         A young woman brought my coffee and my breakfast. Around me, I could hear people chatting away, and everybody seemed to have a Scouse accent. I was about a dozen miles east of Liverpool. I wondered when accents would change as I walked through England. If you got on a train or an aeroplane, it was one of the first things you noticed on arrival, that people talked differently to those in the place you’d departed from. But what happened when you moved at three miles an hour? Would it be gradual, impossible to notice the subtle change? Or stark, from one major town to the next, as if by an act of collective will people decide: ‘Here, we speak like this’?

         I finished my breakfast and headed back outside. The sky was cloudless, the temperature around eighteen degrees. At the corner of an alleyway, there was a young woman playing a guitar. She was singing Ben E. King’s ‘Stand By Me’, rather well. I stood listening, and when she had finished and was retuning her guitar for the next song, I went up and put a pound in the guitar case at her feet.

         She thanked me and looked at the big rucksack on my back. For the first time it occurred to me that, especially in towns and cities, people seeing me walking around with a large pack might assume that I was homeless.

         ‘On the road?’ she asked me.

         ‘I’m not homeless,’ I said. As if to prove my point, I dug into my pocket and pulled out another pound coin, which I put into her guitar case. Looking back, this probably didn’t prove to her that I wasn’t homeless at all, just that I was a bit weird.

         ‘Can I ask you some questions?’ I said. ‘I’m walking through England, trying to get a flavour of the country in 2016.’

         ‘Sure,’ she replied.

         ‘How old are you?’

         ‘Seventeen.’

         ‘And if you could vote in the EU referendum next month, how would you vote?’

         ‘Probably out. Sounds like a stupid answer, but we should have a go out.’

         That threw me a bit. I had bought into the idea that the vote would be split between young and old, with the young all about Remain, for togetherness and internationalism, and older people supporting the Leave campaign, for regained sovereignty and a stop to mass immigration. Those were the battle lines being portrayed by the media.

         Before I could think what to ask her next, she launched into ‘Good Riddance’ by Green Day, which more sensitive souls than me might have taken personally. At the end of the song I put another quid in her guitar case.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You like that one? Dads tend to.’

         ‘I’m not a dad,’ I said.

         ‘Oh,’ she replied.

         She was at LIPA, in Liverpool, she told me, a ninety-minute commute each day on the bus from her parents’ house. She was studying acting, wanted eventually to do musical theatre.

         Would she stay in Widnes afterwards?

         ‘Nah,’ she replied. ‘Not much going on here. Probably move to London.’

         She told me the songs that bring in the most money, that she could make £60–£70 in a couple of hours, but that there had been a lot more people busking in the streets of Widnes recently, so making decent money had got a lot harder.

         I said good luck, and walked away. The girl struck up ‘Homeward Bound’. A nice touch, I thought. Not only because I was homeward bound, kind of, but because I knew that Paul Simon had been inspired to write the song while sitting at Widnes railway station during a tour of England in the mid-1960s. With a ticket to his destination (London) and lovesick for a woman he’d recently met, the lyrics had come to him. There was, periodically, a plaque commemorating this at Widnes station – periodically, because it kept getting nicked, apparently. Simon once told an interviewer: ‘If you’d ever seen Widnes, then you’d know why I was keen to get back to London as quickly as possible.’ Which seemed a bit harsh.

         I walked back through the alleyway, into the mayhem of the car park of Widnes Shopping Park, where some cars were circling, looking for a space, and some were stationary, their hazard lights on, that code for ‘I am here, waiting for a spot to become free’, hoping everybody else would understand and honour the code. On the far side, I noticed a gap in the hedge, through which ran a dirt path that had been trampled through the lavender and the low shrubs. This ‘desire path’ would have saved anybody who took it the trouble of walking about thirty metres to the end of the hedge, where the official path went. The human need to cut corners in this manner is not necessarily down to laziness, but rather a need to defy, often unconsciously, the planners who dictate our built environment. The planners say, ‘You will walk this way. We know best.’ People say, ‘I will walk whichever way I please, thank you very much.’ Our paths are among the oldest imprints of man on the earth.

         Pete’s desire was always to be moving, free of constraints, to leave my mum, leave us. Back then, I couldn’t stop that, couldn’t make him stay. He was making his own desire path through life, his needs much stronger and wilder than the pull of home. As we forge our desire paths, flowers get trampled, hedges get destroyed. My younger self couldn’t see it, or accept it, but there is something rather wonderful and hopeful about it all that speaks of human defiance and resilience; people going where they go, despite the damage they cause. There was probably a lot more of Pete in me than I was willing to admit.

         I took the desire path and walked across the car park of another large shopping centre, the warehouse units selling nest-building paraphernalia: homeware, DIY materials, garden supplies. Behind it, the streets got quieter, with modern red-brick office blocks surrounded by wire fences, and then came light industrial units and breakers’ yards, where shipping containers were stacked up, rusting away, and weeds grew up the spiked metal railings and though cracks in the pavements. There were crumbling buildings there, half standing, overgrown with buddleia, and roads going nowhere, with traffic roundabouts built for some future that hadn’t yet arrived. The air of desolation hung heavy.

         I was looking for the St Helens Canal. My experience the day before had taught me that this whole expedition would be a lot more pleasant, and less likely to lead to my death, if I avoided main roads as much as possible.

         I’d seen that the canal linked Widnes to Warrington, arrow-straight, a part of the Trans Pennine Trail. Some concrete blocks had been laid across the road. I slipped over them and a few minutes later I was on the towpath of the canal, which ran alongside the broad expanse of the River Mersey. To the west I could see the supports in place for a new bridge across the river, to be called the Mersey Gateway, and beyond that the glorious sweeping arch of the Runcorn Bridge, similar in design to the Sydney Harbour Bridge. When it was built in 1961 it had the third-longest steel-arch span in the world.

         In the distance I could see the giant cooling towers of the Fiddler’s Ferry power station, looming over the estuarine landscape. On the far bank of the canal, in the reed beds, a swan sat on a nest, its partner patrolling the canal in front of it, surging in short, alarming bursts towards the coots and the Canada geese and the mallards, feathers raised. I looked out over the salt marshes of the Mersey, alive with wading birds. A large telecommunications mast had been decorated with steel petals at the top so that it looked like a giant dandelion.

         It felt magnificent to be away from the traffic and the noise. In the course of a normal day in the city, I’m not sure we fully appreciate just how stressful our proximity to traffic can be. A German study recently found a correlation between traffic noise exposure and the risk of heart disease due to the psychological and physiological stress on the body. It activates the sympathetic nervous system that controls the ‘fight or flight’ response, raising blood pressure and heart rate. Over time, this can damage the cardiovascular system. I didn’t need scientists to tell me that. Just a few minutes walking along that silent corridor and I felt as if I was floating.

         The towpath was deserted, so I started singing to myself, loudly. And as the last song I had heard was ‘Homeward Bound’, and as I was still in Widnes, that’s what I sang.

         
            *

         

         A kestrel hovered, fluttering delicately, and then dived towards a reed bed on the edge of the salt marsh. A female jogger came past me, accompanied by a young boy on a bicycle, his helmet slightly too big for him so that it kept falling down across his eyes. The woman said hello.

         I passed a lock that led from the canal to the River Mersey. Moored nearby were houseboats, just like Pete’s. I’d bought one of my own just after his death – a death I’d convinced myself had had no impact on me, and yet there I was, living on a boat. It was a hundred-year-old converted Dutch barge, which I’d bought in east London and taken up the Thames to its new mooring, on an island in the river linked to the mainland by a footbridge.

         There were twelve boats on the island, lived in by a mixture of dreamers and artists, musicians, therapists, and even a retired Navy man – the go-to person for all of us when we needed help with knots and repairs. We had barbecues and parties to mark the islanders’ birthdays and anniversaries. We bought a communal chainsaw and had days where we’d all turn out to chop up the fallen wood on the island to feed our log burners. When someone was sick, we’d organise cooking rotas to make sure they were eating properly. Doors were left unlocked. It could take an age to get off the island in the mornings, as there was always somebody to stop and chat to. For a brief while, I was happy there. It was the closest I’d ever come in a big city to finding a human-scale ‘village’ to live in.

         The only problem was the landlord, a property developer who’d picked up the island for a song and raised the mooring fees by an eye-watering amount each year, because he could. When your home is a ninety-foot-long, sixteen-foot-wide slab of steel, and moorings on the river are as rare as hen’s teeth, you are not in a strong position to complain.

         My fees went up from £8,000 a year when I arrived to £12,500 a year three years later, plus increases in the annual service charge. It all seemed so arbitrary, leaving everybody feeling precarious and exposed. The landlord imposed these increases without explanation and with, it seemed to me, some relish. New edicts came thick and fast: log burners, our main source of heating, were banned; he would fire off circular emails, complaining that some of the boats weren’t clean enough, often threatening eviction if his will wasn’t bowed to; he threatened to ban barbecues, music, pets, flowers in pots on the walkways.

         Because we were ‘offshore’, our boats weren’t liable for council tax and therefore we had no protection from the local authority. It was ironic that the very thing that had attracted all of those dreamers and idealists – the idea of living in a community – had delivered them straight into the hands of someone so ruthless.

         The way people coped with the helplessness was fascinating. Some put their boats on the market, desperate to be away. But the landlord sent an email around saying that anybody selling up had to go through his appointed broker or else they could not sell the boat on the mooring (effectively making the boat worthless). Those who couldn’t or didn’t want to move – with kids at local schools, jobs nearby, unable to afford the prohibitive prices for property onshore – fell into two camps. Some went down the appeasement route, trying to keep onside with the landlord; bargaining, submissive. For others, myself included, that anger and impotency was channelled into violent fantasies; anger allied with impotency is a dangerous and toxic mix.

         In my mind, I think he became the embodiment of so much else that was going on in London, and the country at large: the rolling back of protections and security for ordinary people. Unlike in 1981, when there was a sense that protest could still be effective, now there was a sense of inevitability about this loss of security; that it was as inevitable as the tides coming in twice a day and lifting my boat off the mud in west London.

         I became quite ill with it all. I put my boat on the market. During the period I was trying to sell, terrified that any transgression on my part would see the boat and me evicted, I felt perhaps the most precarious I have ever felt in my life. All of which wasn’t helped by the talk of redundancies at work. But there was something else, too: that somehow the primal anger I felt towards that landlord – a male figure of absolute power, showing cold indifference, with no duty of care – was tied in with my feelings towards Pete.

         An acte manqué is a subconsciously deliberate mistake, an acted-out parapraxis. So show a French audience a drama where somebody driving to an appointment she didn’t want to keep crashes into a tree, and they would probably understand. I wondered sometimes whether my subconscious had delivered me into the hands of that landlord – whether the death of Pete, with his indifference, and my life led trying to correct that, had left me needing a surrogate. No wonder that at times I wanted to kill that landlord.

         
            *

         

         It was in this period of insecurity that I’d first walked those eleven miles to work. I’d crossed the footbridge, turned right and headed towards central London. I was in control again and it felt magnificent.

         At Hammersmith, I joined the hundreds of people waiting at the lights to cross the road, and got swept along with them until they disappeared into the tube station and I peeled off left along Hammersmith Road. I walked up Kensington High Street, north-east across Hyde Park to Marble Arch, and across that island onto Oxford Street. By that time I had been on the road for two hours, and had covered seven or so miles, my endorphins flowing; I had felt really connected to this city, myself.

         As I walked along Oxford Street, I looked at the hordes of strangers and, whereas I would usually feel a desire to escape to a quieter backstreet, I felt something akin to communion.

         I started making up stories about the people walking towards me. There was a woman rummaging through a bin, with stained clothing and odd shoes on her feet. I imagined her to be an eccentric paediatrician, fresh from Great Ormond Street Hospital, where only this morning, on the operating table, she’d saved the life of a baby with a hole in his heart. Behind her, a man in a sharp suit was screaming into his phone. I turned him into a pilot for the UN World Food Programme, on his way to a meeting to raise funds, trying to organise an aid drop for people starving in some far-off country. No wonder he was so animated.

         It was a miracle to me how I could change my world by this simple process, how projecting goodness onto people transformed everything. I gave my boat landlord a backstory too, one that helped explain the greed and the spite, and consequently I felt more compassionate towards him. But when I thought about Pete, about his own upbringing, his fears, I was unable to continue the game. Back then, it was too soon, the wounds too deep, for me to be so generous.

         I would finally walk up York Way, through some revolving doors, up an escalator, along a corridor and then sit down at my desk. My colleagues asked what the hell had happened, because my eyes were on fire.

         ‘I have just walked to work,’ I said.

         ‘But you live in Brentford!’ my boss said. ‘That’s … I don’t even know where that is. How far is that?’

         ‘Around eleven miles,’ I said.

         I did it every single workday for the next three months. Religiously.

         
            *

         

         At Sankey Bridges, I got off the canal and turned right onto the Old Liverpool Road. The return of the traffic made me feel under siege again. I stopped in a shop to buy a banana. The Asian man behind the counter looked at my rucksack. By now I was convinced that people thought I was homeless; that unless they were conducting their own version of my Oxford Street experiment, that’s what they would see.

         ‘I’ve just walked from Widnes,’ I told him.

         ‘That’s a long way,’ he said, and his accent was distinctly Mancunian, as was that of the woman standing next to me buying some scratchcards.

         ‘There’s a bus, you know!’ she said, and laughed. I now knew where the Scouse accent ended and the Mancunian one began: somewhere along the St Helens Canal between Widnes and Warrington.

         I passed a church, the windows all boarded up, the grounds waist-high with weeds. On the opposite side of the road was a giant hand car wash. I’d noticed a few of these on my walk so far. They made sense in modern Britain: why invest in expensive machinery when there is an abundance of cheap labour available?

         Soon I was in central Warrington, passing the council offices and lovely town hall, built in the Palladian style in 1750 as a private house, and declared by Nikolaus Pevsner to be the ‘finest house of its date in South Lancashire’.

         It was still early, so I was confident I could find somewhere to stay. But the first three places I tried were all full (or perhaps they thought I was a tramp). The third suggested I try a place down by Warrington Bank Quay railway station, and so I walked back across Bank Park, and got another chance to see Warrington’s lovely town hall, though I was less delighted by its charms than the first two times I’d passed it, lugging, as I was, my house on my back.

         Down by the railway station, loomed over by the giant Unilever chemical factory, belching yellow smoke into the otherwise cloudless sky, was a hotel: an old-fashioned-looking place that had probably once been the hotel serving passengers from the railway station. They had a room, and I was soon in it, looking at myself in the mirror. My face was bright red and my scalp tender from the sun. I liked that, the feeling that the walk was leaving its mark on me. It was leaving its mark on my feet, too. A blister had appeared on the heel of each foot, and my toes looked red and angry.

         I showered and headed out into town, seeking first a cotton sun hat, which I found on a market stall, and then some plasters for my blisters and some sun cream, which I found in the big central shopping centre, Golden Square.

         From there, I went in search of the offices of the Warrington Guardian. I had a theory that local newspaper offices would be good sources of information for me as I progressed through the country. Who knows an area better than local reporters?

         A young woman, reporter’s notebook in her hand, ushered me into a small office leading off the reception. I started my spiel by saying I was following the route of a march against unemployment that had come through Warrington in 1981. ‘That’s probably before you were born,’ I said, and I think that was the first time I had ever uttered those words. But instead of feeling decrepit, I felt good, like an elder.

         She summoned a photographer, and we went into the car park, where I was asked to walk up and down, staring moodily ahead past the camera, looking like a man walking through England in the footsteps of his father.

         When we had finished, I asked her what I had intended to ask at the start, before I had become the story: whether there were any interesting people in Warrington I could talk to. Yes, she said, there was a local historian who was a mine of information and would be delighted to chat. Then there was a local councillor. What he didn’t know about Warrington wasn’t worth knowing. She scribbled two mobile phone numbers down.

         ‘We’ll run your story in the paper tomorrow,’ she said.

         I walked up the main street a little while before stopping at the River of Life, a memorial to the victims of an IRA bomb in Warrington in 1993. It had exploded on 20 March, at 12.25 p.m., in Bridge Street, where I was now standing. Three-year-old Johnathan Ball had been out shopping with his babysitter to buy a Mother’s Day card. He died instantly as the bomb blew apart the metal bin it had been left in. Tim Parry, twelve years old, was gravely injured in the blast and died five days later. The memorial carried the two boys’ pictures, in a composite that showed them seemingly sitting side by side, smiling for the camera, like two brothers, although they were strangers. Warrington would always be associated with that carnage, an indelible mark, joining the matrix of indelible marks that took in Enniskillen, Dunblane, Lockerbie, Hungerford, Whitehaven …

         I took out my phone and called the historian. A recorded voice at the other end told me that the number was not recognised. I tried again, looking carefully at the number the woman at the paper had written down, in case I had misdialled. But no. Same voice. I hung up and tried the local councillor. It rang a few times before a man’s voice barked, ‘Who’s this?!’

         ‘Hello,’ I said. ‘I was given your number by the local newspaper.’

         ‘WHO. IS. THIS?!’ he yelled.

         ‘Erm … I am walking to London and, erm … I am in Warrington, and the paper thought you might be a good person to …’

         ‘Fuck off,’ he said, and hung up.

         I wandered on, past a pub called The Looking Glass, and then doubled back, finding myself close to Golden Square shopping centre again, in the Old Market Place, thinking to myself what a sheer joy it was just wandering aimlessly around a strange town, trying to find out what its story was, what story it told about itself.

         There was a long table and benches in granite, with brass plates fixed to the table. At one end of the table were sculptures of the Mad Hatter, the March Hare, Alice and the Dormouse, slumped asleep on the table, the other places left free for Warringtonians to sit a while. A plaque told how the sculpture was erected in 1984, in honour of Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, Lewis Carroll, born in a parsonage in the village of Daresbury, just down the road. So, this was one of the stories that Warrington told itself. Places need stories.

         
            *

         

         One of the stories told about our little island in the Thames where my boat was moored is that it was a location for the 1951 movie The African Queen. The production was based at nearby Isleworth Studios, and they allegedly took Humphrey Bogart and Katharine Hepburn down to the river to pick up some shots in the little creek that ran between our island and the next one.

         If you look closely, the story has it, in the background of many of the shots in the film are trees and shrubs that don’t grow in Africa, interspersed with plants that do, borrowed by the production crew from Kew Gardens just across the Thames. The rose-ringed parakeets that have now colonised huge swathes of London are rumoured to be descendants of birds that escaped during the filming of The African Queen. When I lived on the boat, I loved telling the story of The African Queen. And people seemed to love hearing it. It didn’t really matter whether it was true or not.

         After I sold my boat, I moved to Brighton. Just down the road from the flat I rented was a plaque commemorating Lewis Carroll’s many visits to Brighton to visit his sister. In the communal private gardens of Sussex Square there is a tunnel linking them to the beach. It is claimed that Carroll used that tunnel as inspiration for the hole through which Alice fell into Wonderland, yet investigation suggests Carroll didn’t visit Brighton until 1874, nine years after Alice in Wonderland was published. Everybody knows this, but the story of the tunnel persists, perhaps because people want the story more than the truth.

         Brighton was founded on the whimsy of young royals – first Prince Henry, Duke of Cumberland, and then his nephew George, Prince of Wales, who later became George IV – who came to ‘take the water’ on the advice of a Dr Russell from the nearby county town of Lewes and enjoy liaisons with their mistresses away from the prying eyes of the court in London.

         Even today, Brighton still flags up its permissive, liberal credentials, shaped by its founding story. So, if a city’s founding story is coal, or steel, or shipbuilding, what happens when that industry is stripped out? What story does a place tell itself then?

         
            *

         

         I walked through Palmyra Square, a lovely open green space surrounded by handsome, solid red-brick Georgian buildings. Just over the road was Warrington’s Museum and Art Gallery, in a building it shared with the town’s central library. The latter was established in 1848 as the UK’s first publicly funded library. It was now under threat of closure, the local authority looking to find savings to balance the books against the backdrop of central government cuts.

         On the main staircase of the museum was an oil painting of George Formby; the ukulele-playing star had lived in nearby Stockton Heath and was buried next to his father in Warrington Cemetery. There was a list of notables with local links: Joseph Priestley, Lewis Carroll, Pete Postlethwaite. In a glass case was a bust of a Buddhist monk, said to carry a curse as every museum staff member who had ever touched it had soon after been involved in a dreadful accident. There was a large botany section, arranged around a lovely ornate iron balcony, below which were the fossils and the geology section. It was a gorgeous little museum.

         I walked into the museum’s industrial heritage section. Warrington had been known as ‘The Town of Many Industries’, growing rich in the Industrial Revolution through copper-smelting, shipbuilding, tanning and the cutting of heavy cloth known as fustian – industries all long gone.

         There was a cabinet dedicated to the iron clipper ship RMS Tayleur, built in Warrington, which sank on her maiden voyage in 1854, just outside Dublin Bay, on her way to Australia. It had been thick with fog and the compasses had not been working because of the iron hull. In high seas, the ship hit rocks off Lambay Island and, of the 650 people aboard, only 280 survived. She was operated by the White Star Line, the same company that, fifty-eight years later, would suffer another, more famous loss on a maiden voyage. No wonder the Tayleur tragedy became known as Warrington’s Titanic.

         I walked back to my hotel room. Tomorrow I would be walking to Salford, seventeen miles away – an unnerving thought. My pack was weighing me down. My thighs were sore, my calves tight. I hoped that my blisters would not get worse.

         I went down to the bar and sat on a tall stool. The only other customer was a man sitting four stools away from me, in his fifties, maybe, with greying black curly hair and spectacles. I thought about the People’s March for Jobs, about what they might have been up to when they arrived in Warrington thirty-five years ago. Keith, Kim and Chris had told me about the nights they had on the road, the drinking, the music, the speeches, the warm welcomes from councils.

         ‘You couldn’t put your hand in your pocket if you went into a bar wearing your march T-shirt,’ Chris had said. ‘Everybody wanted to buy you a drink.’

         I raised my hand towards the barman. ‘Pint of lager, please,’ I said.

         The man four empty stools from me ordered a pint as well. I thought I detected a foreign accent.

         ‘You’re not from round here?’ I said.

         No, no, he wasn’t, he said, he lived in Canada, in Manitoba.

         ‘Here on business?’

         There was a pause.

         ‘Holiday,’ he said.

         The man picked up his pint and sipped it, and after putting it back on the bar, stared ahead. It looked as if our conversation was over. But I was curious. Warrington seemed an odd place to spend your holidays.

         ‘Canada, eh?’ I said. ‘Been there a few times. Nice place. Never been to Manitoba, though.’

         ‘Nothing special,’ he said.

         Another long pause.

         ‘Holiday, eh? In Warrington,’ I said. ‘Long way to come.’

         The man took another sip of his pint, slowly, then put it back on the bar, all at half speed. I imagined it was how everyone drank in Manitoba. He half turned to me, not quite making eye contact.

         ‘I come here every year,’ he said, quietly, as if telling me a shameful secret. ‘My parents emigrated to Canada from Warrington when I was young. I just like being back in the old place.’ He turned and stared ahead again.

         Where was the ‘old place’ for me, I wondered? I was born in Ruislip, Middlesex, on the living-room carpet of a house my parents had been visiting. Not much of a founding story, really. We were always on the move. I went to nursery school in London, then schools in Aston, Perry Barr and Sparkhill in Birmingham, colleges in Solihull and Walsall, and then, since my mum had died, and her house had been sold, I’d been pretty much constantly on the move. By my reckoning, I had lived in nearly forty different houses in my life.

         On my many foreign travels I’d come across a Spanish word, querencia, which can be translated in a few ways – it is the place you return to but also the longing for home, not so far removed from the nostalgia which, in Ancient Greek myth, drove Odysseus back to Ithaca from the Trojan War, almost demented with homesickness.

         ‘Feels like home, that’s all,’ the man from Manitoba said, a few moments later, without turning his head.
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