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‘Touching, thoughtful and frank – Jenn is a wonderful writer’
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‘Reading The Parallel Path feels like going on a long walk with an old friend: Jenn Ashworth is exceptionally good company. I loved it’
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‘As Jenn Ashworth walks across the country, she learns the strength and precarity of inhabiting a body, and the measures we sometimes take to resist softness. She considers what it means to be from the North, a place which predicates itself on toughness, and how to make space for vulnerability within that’
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‘The Parallel Path is a pilgrimage through one woman’s life of loss and love, and a powerful friendship . . . a masterclass in memoir and place writing’
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PART ONE


Circling Home
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Preambles


Round and Round Lancaster


I bought my boots on the first day of a late-arriving spring.


The man in the shop had measured my feet and ankles in eight different places and got me walking on a machine that recorded how much weight I was putting on each foot. He had me try on six different pairs and pace about the shop until he identified exactly the right brand for my narrow feet and rickety knees. There was a room upstairs to try them on and, nearby, a machine he took them to that fired steam through the leather at the heel and toe to soften and stretch and make tiny adjustments. He knelt in front of me to lace them as I sat up high on a raised chair. There was a right and wrong way to lace up these boots and he asked for my phone and filmed himself as he did it so I’d have it to refer back to later. On a shelf by my elbow were larger than life-sized bony anatomical models of feet and ankles that you were allowed to touch if you wanted to.


‘What kind of walking will you be doing?’ he asked, as he pulled the laces tight. I felt like a child being fitted for school shoes.


‘I’m going to walk across the country,’ I said. ‘All the way. Roads, fells, fields, moors. Bogs. All kinds of walking.’


The man looked at me, his expression unreadable. Did I look like someone capable of walking across the entire country? That’s what I wanted to know. He saved the video and handed my phone back to me.


‘You’ll want good socks,’ was all he said, and brought me a few pairs to look at.


When we went down to the counter and I got out my purse to pay he said I should get an extra pair of laces ‘for emergencies’, and though I suspected he was only trying to extract more money from me, I chose some anyway. He threw them in for free and wished me luck.


 


Back home, Duncan and our son were out in the garden making the most of the first sunny day in a long time. They were mowing the lawn, sorting out the plants, playing with the dog. I’d been out for ages; choosing boots had turned out to be a task that required more effort and precision than I’d anticipated.


‘Are you pleased with them?’ Duncan asked.


I pulled the new boots out of the box and handed them to him. He turned them over in his hands and made admiring noises as he examined them. I was pleased. But all I said was: ‘They were really expensive,’ though I knew he wouldn’t care.


Get the good ones, he’d said that morning, as I set out in the car. Don’t cheap out on yourself.


It was me: I have always struggled with buying a good version of what I need. Now he tried to persuade me to enjoy what I’d bought. ‘They’re nice. They’re really good. Aren’t they?’


He waited as I put them on and humoured me by watching the film that demonstrated the correct way to tie their laces. I walked up and down the half-mown garden, kicking the grass clippings around and repeating what the man in the boot shop had promised me: these boots were so well fitted they wouldn’t even need breaking in.


‘They’re great,’ I said, finally allowing myself to have that little pleasure. Such a small thing, though it wasn’t about the boots, not really. Buying them had turned a wish into a plan. I paced another little circle around the garden, feeling the thrill of a pipe dream becoming real.


 


I’d been talking to Duncan about the idea of a really long walk for months. The desire came from nowhere: it was out of character. During the spring lockdown I’d walked my government-mandated hour like everyone else: traipsing around the park near where I lived, or up and down the canal. The spring of 2020 was tough, but at least the weather was good and walking in circles around the park felt more like leisure than punishment. When the country shut down again that December, I was already in the habit of getting outside to rest my eyes on the distant view of the sea and the western Lakeland fells at the end of each day. So all through the winter of 2020 and early 2021 I carried on walking.


A friend dubbed this dark time ‘the winter of fractions’ as we both tried to work and teach our sons primary school maths. My daughter stayed in her bedroom, toiling through her GCSEs and becoming more despondent by the day. Duncan is a radiographer: he went to the hospital, he worked, he slept. When he was in the house, I locked myself away to talk to my students on Microsoft Teams. Other mothers seemed to handle this time better than I did: they arranged Zoom quizzes and online drinks parties and enjoyed socially distanced carol concerts in the street with their neighbours. I managed none of this. In the evenings, I went out into the city and paced but the darkness came earlier and earlier and the fells on the horizon disappeared into the streetlight-stained dusk. In the dark early mornings, I took the dog out in our morning circle, down the canal towards the hospital and back through the emptied town centre. The streets grew icy, and I looped around the city, looking at unlit Christmas trees in the shop windows. My new walking habit was compulsive, metronomic, habitual: I imagined wearing a groove in the pavements I walked on but the pavements wore their groove into me.


 


Kinhin is the Zen practice of slow, deliberate walking in circles. I have spent some time practising kinhin in Lancaster cemetery, following a black-robed priest between the stones with my head bowed and ignoring the flashy view out towards Morecambe Bay’s shining sandflats. When you slow walking down like that, balance becomes difficult: what was easy and thoughtless becomes awkward, ungainly and difficult. Like all good spirituality, kinhin is also practical; it provides a break from extended periods of sitting zazen, which tends to give you pins and needles in your feet. At the time, I thought this practice – to walk slowly and to pay attention to motion without destination – was about trying to learn self-control and balance. I thought walking like this was supposed to be a reminder of the human’s two-footed state of rational uprightness – something that separates us from the other animals. I was never very good at it, and would lurch and wobble, sometimes bumping into the walker in front of me as the urge to get it done surfaced in my body.


I tried to bring a patient curiosity about the experience of getting nowhere to the circular lockdown walks I traced around Lancaster that winter. But the walking seemed to cause and not ease a steadily increasing sense of constriction. There’s a scene in The Wicker Man when Sergeant Howie, who has been sent to the remote Scottish island of Summerisle to investigate the disappearance of Rowan Morrison, visits the local school where she is supposed to be. He’s enraged by what he finds there: the children have lessons in elementary witchcraft rather than reading, writing and arithmetic. One pupil lifts the lid of her desk to reveal not books, but a beetle tied to a nail by a thread. Howie watches the beetle in horror as it circles the nail. It scuttles slowly but determinedly, as if walking this way is work, as if it chooses its own route, as if there is a point to this. The girl whose desk it is laughs at his reaction: ‘The little old beetle goes round and round. Always the same way, y’see, until it ends up right up tight to the nail. Poor old thing!’ she explains. That’s what it felt like: my lockdown walking made that invisible thread tethering me to home, to the desk, to the kitchen gradually grow shorter. It was as if I was both inscribing and reducing the edge of my own world, hemming myself in, building a prison by pacing out the perimeter of it.


 


Even in less dramatic times, most of the walks I went on were circular ones. My dog and I would start and end from home or the car. The walk itself was sometimes a break, sometimes a duty, sometimes a treat, but it was always an interruption to the real substance of my life: one spent inside and in company; at home, at work and at the shops. The idea of reversing this and making walking the real thing, and my life indoors a mere interruption to it, started to intrigue me. How long and how far would I need to walk before walking would turn my life upside down and inside out? There was no chance of testing this. I would stretch that government-mandated hour to its absolute limit but home and the computer always lay in wait. Sometimes I set an alarm on my phone and at the half-hour point it would vibrate in my pocket and that string attaching me to the house like an umbilical cord would tighten and twitch and haul me back.


Plenty has been said about the benefits of slow strolling through the city. Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project and Virginia Woolf’s ‘Street Haunting’ both give the reader the ‘flaneur’, the urban idler, the people watcher. Woolf insists that to walk through London is ‘the greatest rest’, because her imaginative contact with others freed her from the lonely prison of self. Benjamin understands his strolling through Paris as a means of subversion. The urban walker’s purposeless meandering resists the oppressions of designed spaces, loitering refuses the busy ritual of the commute and idling enacts a creative ‘no’ to the city’s ceaseless imperative to buy things. Both writers consider city walking a way to shatter ego: there’s something truthful, necessary and humbling about being just one of a crowd. Walking could change the walker and the world. And though I couldn’t take the kind of long walk that would let me turn the way I lived on its head, maybe circling around my home city could create its own kind of change.


But as the French philosopher Frédéric Gros says, ‘This form of strolling presupposes three elements, or the presence of three conditions: city, crowd and capitalism.’ That winter I still had a city to walk through, but lockdown had cleared out the crowds and stilled the shopfront manifestations of its capitalism. I walked through Lancaster town centre in the middle of a Saturday afternoon, and it was quieter than at two in the morning. Ghost town. Crossing a footbridge over the M6 during rush hour presented me with an uncanny view of an emptied motorway: I could have sauntered across it safely. Though I did see more Amazon and supermarket delivery vans than usual, the shut-up shops kept their Christmas decorations in the windows until March and there were no commuters, only empty buses advertising films that had never been released and police cars circling the pedestrianised areas. Woolf may have found her refuge by disappearing into London’s crowded streets, but I found you cannot flaneur properly if they’ve closed the cafés and put police tape over all the benches.


 


Winter passed. Spring returned, as it always does, and I carried on my walking in circles even as I began to know I needed a different way to stretch my legs and ease my mind. A couple of Google searches later and I found it. Alfred Wainwright’s Coast to Coast Walk; not a loop and not an amble through a city but a determined beeline slicing its way through the entire North of England. Wainwright, the Lancashire-born author of the intricately illustrated series of books known collectively as A Pictorial Guide to the Lakeland Fells, devised this walk in the early 1970s. I lay in bed and studied it obsessively, the laptop screen glowing in the dark.


Wainwright’s walk begins at St Bees headland and crosses three national parks – the Lake District, the Yorkshire Dales and the North York Moors – on its way to its final destination, the tiny fishing village of Robin Hood’s Bay in Northeast Yorkshire. The successful coast-to-coaster crosses seven rivers (the Ehen, Derwent, Rothay, Lowther, Eden, Swale and Esk) and completes a range of ascents and descents equivalent to getting up and down Everest. Could I do that? And if I did, would it make me different? The desire started to bloom. Wainwright’s books are small, his cramped handwriting not always easy to read. His tone is superior and sometimes bossy: he always assumes a male reader, someone who needs to convince his wife to let him out into the countryside, who needs advice about how to avoid barbed wire snagging the testicles on an awkward clamber over a fenced-off right of way. I read and reread a book that was not for me, giggling at the thought of doing this. Even imagining the walk felt both silly and joyful – mainly because it was not the sort of thing someone like me (bookish, poor with directions, fond of warmth and home comforts) would do. The possibility of stepping out of character for a time and of being someone other than myself became as tempting as truancy.


Wainwright’s walk has always attracted the competitive. Fell runners and army cadets get it done in relay shifts with support teams carrying their kit. In 2021 Damian Hall did it in 39 hours and 18 minutes, beating a record held by ultra-fell runner Mike Hartley since 1991. He’d done it in 39 hours and 36 minutes. While Wainwright himself intended his book more as a set of suggestions than a strict guide, he also endorses this effortful, self-propelled style of walking. No strolling for him: the way a person walks is also a reflection on the way a person lives: ‘One should always have a definite objective. In a walk as in life – it is so much more satisfying to reach a target by personal effort than to wander aimlessly. An objective is an ambition, and life without ambition is . . . well, aimless wandering.’ Reading that, the wild giddiness I felt at the prosect of setting out ebbed away and I closed the book. The mid-life aimless wander my life had become had been seen and disapproved of.


The end of the pandemic and the return to normal life had brought rapid changes to the lives of every member of my family but me. My son moved from primary school to high school and my daughter from high school into sixth form. Duncan changed his job and moved from radiography into CT, involving an adjustment to his working hours and a long period of training. The three of them were leaving the pandemic behind them, finding their new ‘objectives’ and ‘ambitions’ – to take Wainwright’s words – and emerging – not unscathed – into the next part of their lives. It wasn’t like that for me. I stayed where I was to welcome in the next influx of students who were also alive with their own hopeful ambitions; and when I wasn’t working, carried on wandering with my dog around the park, a part of me still locked down inside my own head. Some anxiety had gathered in my body and when I sat in front of a computer I started to fidget, wanted the windows open, wanted to rest my eyes on some point in the distance, some fell or sea view. When I was in a meeting on campus, I wanted everyone to hurry up and stop talking so I could get out, so I could breathe, so I could rest myself in silence.


I had become difficult, I think, to live with. Impatient, irritable, impossible to please. It was hard to work out what the problem was. I was healthy. I enjoyed my work and was lucky to have it. It wasn’t quite depression and not quite anxiety. The fact that I had nothing to complain about but the routine ordinariness of being needed by people who were important to me made it worse. I only knew I had felt like this before, a long time ago, and back then, walking was an instinctive thing my body did when it tried to soothe itself.


 


When my daughter was a few months old and not sleeping, I remember calling her father and asking him to come. He lived nearby and turned up within the half hour. By the time he arrived I had packed a bag and left a credit card with the pin number for it carefully written on a Post-it note on the kitchen table. I told him he’d need to buy formula milk and bottles, and I left. I didn’t have any plan other than to feel the joy of walking away from the house and to find a place to sleep. I was not walking away from the beloved baby but towards a place where I would not be caring for someone else. Most of all I wanted walking’s promises; I think I knew even then that a walker is always between here and there, in the process of leaving and arriving, and so never quite herself. There is freedom in this betweenness, especially for someone learning to become someone else’s solid ground for the first time.


It was early evening: the streetlights were glowing yellow and the possibilities – a hotel, a night-coach, the train station, even an airport – fizzed around in my blood like a hit of some euphoria-causing drug. There was a moment of vertigo as the door closed behind me. But by the time I’d walked to the end of the street a distinct and intense sensation overtook me: a pulling, as if there was some kind of string between my sternum and my child. It didn’t hurt. It was gentle: I was pulled into the place that held me and reminded that I belonged to a street, to a house, to my daughter. That was the first time I felt it: that physical sensation of being tethered to home and to the work of love. I went back, and my daughter’s father made me a cup of tea and told me to go upstairs and sleep while he looked after things.


Now, that baby girl was on the brink of leaving home and there were no children crying in the night; no nappies to change. But the old feeling had returned: a desperate, skin-deep itching to be out and away that, when indulged, brought on the pulling at my head and chest that reminded me of how tethered I was. The competing sensations paralysed me. I became resentful. Taciturn. What had brought all this on now? Life had gone back to normal. Everything I’d wanted during those long months of lockdown – a noisy creative writing workshop, coffee with my friends, browsing in bookshops and being able to pick up and feel the yarn in bricks-and-mortar knitting shops – I now had. Why wasn’t I happy? It would be months before I read about burnout and understood how so many of us had emotionally locked down as a response to the overwhelming demands the pandemic had placed upon us.


A very long walk was a lot to ask for. A lot to want. There were lots of reasons not to go. But all the same, I was going to do it: some wild part of me had already made its decision, and everything that followed was only about the practicalities. In the evenings I looked at wet-weather gear online, eyeing the Lakeland fells from my bedroom window and reading about what a hiker was supposed to do if a fog came down when she was up high, if cows chased her, if she lost her compass or her blisters got infected. I booked a string of nights in B&Bs from one seashore to the other and a train ticket to St Bees. Duncan arranged some annual leave, looked at the tattered trainers I walked the dog in and suggested I stop being so tight-fisted and go and spend some money on some proper walking boots. Don’t cheap out on yourself, he’d said.










Crossing Bowland with Clive


 


Around this time, I started talking to Clive. Though we were neighbours, we met online first, both of us chatty on social media about art, about writing, about what these things had to do with the places where we live and how we live in them. To carry on the conversation in person we went walking together in Silverdale and hiked through a wood where we just missed the bluebells and could smell the tail end of the wild garlic, the leaves bruised and limp. I was wearing my brand-new boots with the bright blue laces. He admired them and I was pleased about it.


On a bench overlooking Morecambe Bay on a day that reminded me of how ostentatiously vivid that crazy locked-down spring was, Clive told me about a project he was developing which involved working with artists and filmmakers who had something to say about dying. He had read my other books and wondered if I might like to participate. I didn’t answer, but asked about what had inspired his work and we talked about the screenwriter Dennis Potter’s last interview, given just a few months before his death from pancreatic cancer in the summer of 1994. In it he’s both theatrical and mystical, talking about the ‘nowness of everything’ – some sense of presence he’d discovered long before mindfulness became trendy, and which had quelled any fear he might have faced and left him with peace and a determination to finish the script he was working on. Clive told me he had recently left his academic job and would be working on his own art full time now. The reason he’d left, he said, was because he was dying too.


The trees around us were wearing their brand-new leaves, the colours so vivid they looked synthetic. The news was easier to absorb in this place, the two of us held by the cup of Morecambe Bay in its blue and silver Sunday best, the spring in full bloom around us. Death is one of the things that happens in the world, and lots of other things were happening too. I stared at Clive, trying not to make it obvious I was checking him for signs of dying. He seemed pretty hale to me. Clive looked back, clocking what a nosy woman trying to discreetly inspect the state of his mortality looked like.


Clive told me about the type of cancer he had and a little bit about the way it was unfurling through his blood and bones. I thought about his partner and his children. I did already know what it was like to watch someone die: not to care for them, that wasn’t my work, but to be a bystander to the suffering, the anticipatory grief, the shock (and it is still shocking) afterwards. My daughter’s father, who’d once made me a cup of tea and told me to go to sleep when what I really wanted to do was run away, had been slowly devoured by bowel cancer and in dying had left his wife, their two daughters and the daughter we had together. The aftershock of the loss was still being felt across our family. Earlier that month a friend of my daughter’s had ended his own life. I didn’t know this boy, but I’d been thinking about him often. I worried about my own students, had told them what had happened, had asked them to look after each other, to talk to each other, to come and talk to me, if it came to that. Her friend’s death had reminded my daughter (remind is the wrong word: as if any of us ever forgot) about the death of her father: fresh grief triggering older losses. The news wasn’t reporting the daily numbers of people who had died from Covid anymore, but to me, death still felt like it was everywhere.


Clive carried on speaking. He was having treatment that would hold the inevitable at bay, for now. But though he would carry on eating well and letting the doctors look after him, he wasn’t going to get better.


 


Over the following few weeks Clive and I went out walking again. On one of our walks, we hiked thirteen miles right across the Forest of Bowland. It’s not a forest (that’s a legal term indicating that the monarch owns it), it’s old royal hunting ground, and instead of trees, we crossed a large expanse of moorland and peat bog covered in gorse and heather. I brought a big flappy Ordnance Survey map to practise map reading in advance of my ‘big walk’, and though we didn’t get lost (Clive had been walking there for years) I did lose my compass, and this did not feel like a good omen. I fell in a bog and complained about being hungry and Clive told me a little about his experience of diagnosis and treatment: the stem-cell transplant, the stays in hospital, the visits to clinics to get his ‘numbers’; the test results that measure how well his chemotherapy is working.


Sometimes we spoke about what else is incurable but must be lived with: addictive illness, broken hearts, difficulties in childhood – all the things that gathered in my mind during the lockdowns and brought me to the place I was when I met Clive. Conversation was never a problem but even though we always had plenty to say, how I might respond to that initial invitation to be one of Clive’s artists and someone who had something to say about dying and death evaded me. If there was a story to be told about the nowness of ‘being-towards’ death then our walking and talking did not help me figure out what it might be. Instead, I came away with muddy boots, sunburn and the feeling that it was my job to hear that story and not to tell it.


 


I think Clive came to that conclusion too.


‘I’m going to write you letters, if that’s all right?’ he said, some other time.


We were sitting in his little garden, the spring almost over. Soon I’d be setting off. He’d remembered that I liked sweet things and bought chocolate biscuits from Marks and Spencer’s. He remembered my love of the ghost story and showed me a Ouija board a man in an antiques shop had given him, throwing it in with another purchase because they are too unlucky to sell. He let me play with a real crystal ball he had knocking around in his home office. I said writing to me while I was walking would be all right and I’d brought the list of B&Bs with me so he could send the letters in time to arrive just ahead of me each day.


‘You’re walking away from home,’ Clive said, as he looked through the list, making notes of dates and postcodes. I was, but it wasn’t just that. For me, Wainwright’s walk would be a nearly two-hundred-mile trek both from home (I’d start on the Cumbrian west coast, close to where I live) and at the same time an exploration of home, as I’d slowly cross every terrain the North of England had to offer. The ambivalence of that appealed to me and felt almost like an alibi: I wasn’t running away, not really – I’d be at home in the North the entire time.


Clive was a bit nervous about the letters. There was a risk they wouldn’t arrive early enough for me to pick them up before I moved on each morning. Maybe the owners of the B&Bs would find passing them on to me an imposition. He wondered if I would find them a burden. And maybe his nerves were about something more than that. It is scary, writing into the dark and sending off your words into the world.


‘Write what you like,’ I said, wondering what the distance might allow him to get off his chest. I was vague about what he might expect to get back from me. My taciturnity and inability to be pleased had spread into my writing. I too often found myself too cynical or jaded to say much of anything.


Postcards, I thought. I could send postcards.


I suddenly felt sad, so I made a joke.


‘I’ve decided this is my mid-life crisis. Shirley Valentine in a North Face jacket,’ I said.


Clive was polite enough to laugh. But there was truth hiding in the joke I was trying for. The summer I’d walk across the country I would turn forty and my daughter, eighteen. I was emerging from my children’s childhoods as if from a darkened tunnel, or perhaps into one. My sense of humour, my excitement, my creativity had been almost obliterated by trying to make the lockdowns better for the people I felt responsible for. That task – as huge and impossible as walking across the country – I had failed in utterly and the parts of me that had tried to help were frozen now.


Clive took photographs of the addresses, a list of eastward-tracking postcodes: sixteen of them. What kind of friend, what kind of listener, what kind of pen-pal I would be capable of being for him remained to be seen.










PART TWO


Two Weeks on Wainwright’s Coast to Coast Path
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DAYS ONE AND TWO


Purpose and Pilgrimage


St Bees Head to Ennerdale Bridge (16 miles)


The trainline hugs the west coast through Lancashire and into Cumbria and I let it take me northwards, enjoying familiar glimpses of Silverdale and Grange-over-Sands’ genteel seaside charms. I was excited and impatient as the track curled around the Barrow peninsula. This is when the place names started to get old-fashioned and portentous: Ravenglass, Drigg, Seascale, Sellafield. The sea glittered through the train windows as I left Morecambe Bay and home behind. In the seats opposite, two cyclists returning home to St Bees from a trip to the Isle of Man told me how to find my way to my B&B from the station. Later, when I shouldered my bag to leave the train, they laughed at how much stuff I was carrying.


‘What’s in there?’ they asked.


‘Books.’


‘You won’t want to lug them the whole way across.’


They knew what I was doing without asking: the only reason anyone turns up to St Bees with a rucksack and walking poles is to start the Wainwright walk.


‘I will,’ I said.


I hoped I sounded rude. A bookworm, yes, but a toughened and heroic one. I’d actually arranged for my bag to be shipped between stopping places by a packhorse company, but these guys didn’t need to know that.


 


I went straight to the beach to watch the sea and choose my pebbles because tradition – if a ritual invented by Wainwright in the early 1970s can be called tradition – dictates that the coast-to-coaster gets her boots wet in the Irish Sea at St Bees and picks up a pebble or two to carry across the country with her. Once the walker makes her triumphant arrival at Robin Hood’s Bay, she wets her boots again and drops the pebbles into the North Sea. I lingered, choosing four of the shiniest pebbles I could find: stones that would feel good in the palm of my hand. One for Duncan and each of my kids, generously content to be left behind, and one more for Clive, who’d be coming along with me in some strange way we hadn’t quite worked out yet. The beach was empty, and I sat there for a while, feeling sick with excitement and dizzy with pleasure. I didn’t imagine putting the pebbles back in the water on the other side: the joy I felt at setting out was enough and I let the sun dry my boots as I savoured it. Then I went to find St Bees Priory.


St Bees is named for Bega, a British saint who lived at the same time as the better-known St Hilda of Whitby. Her priory is a late nineteenth-century reconstruction of the twelfth-century Benedictine church that itself occupied the site of St Bega’s even earlier building. It was pretty and empty and smelled like dust and hoovered carpets and I wandered the aisles for a while, rattling my pebbles in my pocket and drinking pineapple juice out of a carton. On a table at the back were a number of books and leaflets on display for the visitor, including St Bega: Cult, Fact and Legend by the historian and theologian John Todd.


Bega was an Irish princess who arrived on the west coast of Cumbria in a curricle having run away from her father, who’d decided she was going to marry a Viking. According to one old hymn, Bega escaped through a set of locked doors – a miracle worthy of Houdini. An angel had protected her during her flit, guided her across the water and given her a bracelet, the ownership of which can be traced through church and parish records through the centuries. Just outside the train station on the road down to the beach there’s a sculpture depicting her standing next to her curricle, her arms held aloft as she either prayed for a sea wind or offered thanks for the one she got.


St Bees felt like an auspicious place to begin because this was a village that had a proven track record in both offering hospitality to the stranger and knowing when to leave a woman alone. And best of all, Bega’s most well-known miracle featured a walk. Once ensconced in the village as an anchoress Bega set up the priory, which was endowed with lands by a local baron. It became the tradition for this priory – as was common for many villages and parishes during the medieval period – to perform an annual ‘perambulation’ known as the ‘beating of the bounds’. This involved the monks ceremonially walking around the perimeter of the priory’s land. The ritual was religious and solemn, dedicating the land for the use of the religious community that lived and worked it, but, like kinhin, it also had a practical element: these walks reminded everyone about who owned what and an annual check of the priory’s boundaries prevented rural neighbours making sneaky encroachments. At the time of one of these perambulations the monks of St Bega’s were embroiled in a land dispute and feared a miscarriage of justice. The dispute was solved by an act of God: after one of the walks a sudden snowfall marked out the route their walk had traced, secured them the use of the land and became the runaway Irish princess’s first miracle.


 


I set off early the next morning, a grey windy day, the sea so whipped up that the soft and sparkling turquoise of the evening before was now the colour of cardboard. The route is one long trek east so to start by following the edge of St Bees Head north feels like a waste of miles. You go for a few miles past an old lighthouse and along a path that hugs the crumbling edge of the red sandstone cliff and hardly anyone skips this part because usually the views out to sea are worth it. On my first day the Isle of Man hid out there somewhere behind a fuzz of grey and blue and the wind forced overgrown brambles against my legs. The black and white seabirds nesting on the cliff edges either side of Fleswick Bay – a deep gash between the north and south heads – were tossed around in the air like they were bits of newspaper.


Before too long, Whitehaven came into view. From where I stood on the headland, the grand buildings – reminders of the money made from the coal-pits around St Bees and Cumbria’s involvement in the trade of enslaved people – were reduced to pale outlines, the business of the old port town still silent and far away. The sheer glee I felt at the fact I was actually doing this sent me quickly away and eastwards along the edge of a disused quarry. I took a good look at the faded navy mistiness of the sea, wishing it goodbye, and from there I hiked towards some unlovely parts of West Cumbria.


This is the part of the county excluded from the money that accrues in the Lake District National Park and it shows. The dull weather that day didn’t help but even Wainwright remarks that the residents here are too busy earning their own livings to worry about making a special welcome for the walking tourist. I’d get to the expensive, flashier Cumbria of William and Dorothy Wordsworth later in the week, but for now there was the distant view of the Whitehaven Chemical Works and, after a while, the tiny, terraced houses of Moor Row on the way to Cleator. I tramped down cracked pavements in a bit of drizzle, my walking poles dangling from my rucksack as I passed the peeling front doors and grubby net curtains in the cheek-by-jowl terraced houses that were exactly like the type of house I grew up in in Preston. The path took me down the side of a cricket pitch and a sewage treatment plant.


St Leonard’s church in Cleator promises a welcome to walkers and, this being the last settlement before the climb up Dent Hill, I decided to inspect it. I’d see plenty of churches along the way over the next two-and-a-bit weeks, and, deciding that my walk would at least acknowledge the idea of pilgrimage, if not exactly being one, stopped to take a look at what St Leonard’s had to offer. It was raining a little. I discovered that the church doors were bolted shut and there was nothing to see but a pair of plastic crates and a dry metal dog bowl in the porch.


Cleator was once a thriving mining village that fell on hard times with the closure of the mines and has never recovered from them. Wainwright calls this bit of Cumbria ‘a sad area already badly scarred by the rubbish dumps of abandoned iron ore mines and smelting works, spoil heaps and derelict railways’. A path down the side of a children’s playground has been named ‘Wainwright’s Passage’. The ignominy and mild inuendo of it made me laugh and I imagined the Cleator powers-that-be indulging in a bit of petty revenge by naming this specifically unlovely track after him after all he said about the state of the West Cumbrian industrial belt. Nobody invited him, after all. I said hello to a couple of women out walking their dogs and felt conspicuous and ridiculous in my walking kit. It was painfully obvious what I was up to; a walking cliché, to the extent that as I got on to the main road a man unloading his supermarket shop from the back of his car nodded at me and cried out, ‘Only a hundred and ninety miles to go, love, have a can of pop!’ and I nodded back, pretending I saw the funny side.


 


No pilgrimage is an aimless wander, even if they’re done as slowly as shuffling along stony ground on hands and knees would suggest. Historically that purpose was often – though not always – to do with the recovery from illness. Along the way, the pilgrim would be relying on a network of monastic ‘hospitals’, demonstrating the deep connection between healing and hospitality: our holiest places are those that offer refuge for those ailing in body and spirit.


These days, the pilgrimage’s old association with healing – both spiritual and physical – has evolved. Now these walks are more often money-raising ventures for cash-strapped charities. Cancer Research UK runs Lake District Challenge hikes around Windermere, and Macmillan Cancer Support urges its supporters to sign up for the sponsored Mighty Hike on the Ullswater Way. The local hospice in Lancaster runs regular Moonlight Walks where you can walk all night from the hospice gardens to the sea’s edge at Morecambe and finish by watching the sun come up from the old stone jetty. The last time I did the famous Cross Bay Walk, crossing the flats of Morecambe Bay safely conveyed by Cedric, the Queen’s Guide, I didn’t just do it, I put a post on my Facebook page and asked people to donate money to the local theatre’s schools’ programme. When I started planning my Coast to Coast, lots of people asked me not what I was doing it for, but who, expecting to be presented with a sponsorship form, as if every moment of solitude needed an alibi to justify it. No, I was not walking for bowel nor breast nor testicle nor blood: I walked only to please myself, or for no good cause at all.


 


In the years between his diagnosis and his death, my daughter’s father, Ben, started running marathons wearing shorts with a pair of plastic arse cheeks stuck to the back of them. His aim was to combat some of the stigma around bowel cancer’s early symptoms, a stigma that prevents early diagnosis in thousands of patients every year, and also to raise money for cancer research charities. I think he wanted to get better too and I wondered if he hoped the running would help with that: there were special diets and muscle-building regimes and he’d sometimes talk to me about red blood cells and sugar and muscle mass.


Round the outskirts of our hometown, Preston in central Lancashire, there’s a twenty-one-mile path and cycle track called the Guild Wheel. It’s called a wheel because its various ‘spokes’ connect the route to the National Cycle Network, but it’s hard not to see the traces of another one of those circular walks. Ben used it to train for his marathons and ran in the early mornings alone or with friends from his running club. He’d post pictures of sunrises over Preston marina or the tram bridge over the River Ribble on his Facebook page. This was his perambulation; right around his hometown on a circle that took in the suburbs and green spaces and always returned him home. Ben spoke carefully about all of this to his children: this attention to his health was about extending his life, not curing his illness. But the possibility of outrunning his cancer if only he tried hard enough was always there. Someone had to win the lottery, after all.


As he was dying Ben ran dozens of marathons and half marathons and raised hundreds of thousands of pounds. This generated so many opportunities to talk about his experience of diagnosis and illness, perhaps sending people with troubling symptoms to their GPs early enough to make a difference. His running saved lives and improved his own. But if these trips around the Guild Wheel were also a way of making a wish, the universe said no: he got sicker and sicker, then he died. The day after his death one of his friends set up an online petition asking for a section of the Guild Wheel to be named after him, and a year after that the mayor unveiled a red plaque: the Ben Ashworth Way. His children all had their photographs taken in front of it during the official unveiling, the little kids squinting at the camera in their summer clothes, my girl a bit bigger, torn between her pre-teen shyness and urge not to be left out, hiding behind shades and a big hat. This all came with me as I brought my own ailing heart out on my walk: the parts of grief that make you cynical, that make you hard, that make you doubt that anything can help.


 


Inside St Bees Priory there’d been a space to the left of the main arch and altar and in that space a table with a prayer tree on it. Alongside was a tray full of little pens (like the type you used to get in Argos, before they went digital) and scraps of paper. The idea was to write up your prayer and push it on to one of the branches. Had other walkers used the start of their walk to ask for miracles or offered to dedicate their efforts to the memory of Bega or for the benefit of someone else? Most people had asked for peace in Ukraine. I thought about Clive. We’d met the morning I caught the train and had coffee in Lancaster Castle. We’d taken some going-away pictures and he’d brought me a present: the compass I thought I’d lost when we went out walking in the Forest of Bowland together. He’d gone back out, retraced our steps and found it lying in the long grass where I’d dropped it. The generosity of this was startling and I’d worn the compass around my neck on the train and as I wandered through the priory too; a regular little Girl Guide; Clive’s scout.


I eyed the prayer tree again. The medieval pilgrim might be walking for the good of his master’s soul as well as his own: it was possible to pay someone to go on pilgrimage for you, and these proxy pilgrims would take the journey and dedicate the merit of their efforts to their sponsor. Clive is too sane to want me to ask for a miracle for him and if prayer worked like that nobody would ever die of anything, would they? Clive is well loved: decades with a partner, children, a lifetime full of friends and colleagues. He is not a man who is short of people who’d want to pray for him, if that was his thing. All the same, the proxiness of the walk started to feel important to me. I’d taken photographs of the sculptures of sleeping children that Josefina de Vasconcellos had donated to the priory to create a garden of remembrance for babies because I imagined it was the kind of thing he might have wanted to see if he’d been hanging about in St Bees instead of me. I’d tried to film the patterns the wild wind blew through the long grass, making it look like a green ocean during a storm, and texted the pictures and film to him. He was going to write to me, and I was going to be eyes and ears for him. And that felt important.


So, feeling embarrassed and silly but doing it anyway, I’d written Clive’s name on a scrap of paper and pushed it on to one of the tree’s branches. I had refused to ask for a miracle cure or a remission of his suffering or for anything else because I already knew that asking for these things – asking in the most nakedly extravagant, generous, hopeful way that you could, like Ben had – did not work. I could not ask for anything. The only thing I could write was my friend’s name.


 


The shop on the main road in Cleator is famous for its baked goods. According to some, the meat and potato pies create early-morning queues and have inspired fist fights in the street but all I wanted was a can of Coke.


‘You’re making good time, love,’ the woman behind the counter said.


I nodded, and she smiled warmly – managing to show some genuine interest in one of hundreds of strangers she’d meet that summer, most of them hurrying their way through her much-derided hometown to get to the grander spectacle of the national park. She thought I’d walked very quickly up the headland: I didn’t tell her I’d set off two hours before I really needed to because I was dreading falling into step with another hiker who’d want to make small talk with me for the full sixteen miles.


Hikers on the walking forums often commented on how friendly everyone on this walk was: even those who opted to do it alone would be reassured they were certain to find companions as they went along. This expectation of friendliness was sometimes couched in more generalised discussions about what a walker from elsewhere could expect from the North – when we weren’t being sulky and dour we were all so chatty up here. The men who’d spoken to me the day before at St Bees might have been surprised by my surliness: I was out of step with my friendly fellow walkers, prickling at even the prospect of being greeted by others. It wasn’t shyness, not exactly. And it wasn’t misanthropy either: I know most people are friendly enough most of the time. Instead, my reluctance had something to do with my burnout. Sooner or later, I thought, someone would want me to help them read the map or listen to their problems or laugh at their jokes or be impressed by their wayfinding skills. If they wanted to help me – whether I needed it or not – I’d have to be grateful and that felt like work too. Contact with others had reduced itself to a series of transactions that left me feeling out of pocket and I had no idea what to do about it other than avoid it.


Still, I liked this woman. She didn’t tell me to enjoy every moment or to embrace the view or to stay safe. She didn’t ask me who or what I was doing the walk for. She just sold me my can of Coke.


‘Are you off up Dent now?’ she asked. Dent – the hill she was referring to – was the first proper ascent of the walk and marked the gateway to the Lake District National Park. I nodded, and she handed me my change and said, with what I hoped was not the characteristic understatement of the North, ‘It’s not that bad.’


But before the possible badness of Dent, there was Black How Farm, the last farmhouse before the fells. The fell road runs around the back of the sixteenth-century farmhouse, all low roofs and little windows, and took me past some ornate iron gates (rusted shut) and a skip filled with rolls of barbed wire and the skeletons of a few old motorbikes. From there, it was a steady and fairly boring trek up a gravelly plantation path through the woods. It was still early afternoon, but the densely planted pine trees cut out most of the light and the ground beneath them was dark with dropped needles and huge shiny black slugs. This was not a beautiful place but I was happy. The signage was patchy and unofficial: arrows were spray painted on trees or on the plastic lids of feed buckets nailed to fences, but still, I didn’t get lost because the uphill route was obvious and the woman in the Cleator shop was right: it wasn’t that bad. When I got tired I stopped and lay on my back in the wet grass eating my sandwiches, drinking my Coke and letting the rain hit my face.


Up top (summit is too strong a word for the top of Dent Fell, a mere 352 metres above sea level) the ground was boggy and, because the weather had come in, the promised view back to the sea I’d just left and eastwards to the Lakeland fells I’d be crossing over the next days was indistinct. Sellafield’s chimneys were just about visible. This was disappointing: I’d had my phone in the pocket of my leggings all day wanting to capture that last proper sighting of the Irish Sea. I didn’t wait long, and managed to avoid the worst of the bogs, though the descent was steep, and once the ground hardened up I made parts of it on my backside, sliding and bumping down rough and muddy grass and arriving, eventually, at Nannycatch Beck. This tiny chattering brook is famous only because it marks the coast-to-coaster’s entry into the Lake District National Park. The word ‘nannycatch’ means – among other things – a mischievous sprite or fairy but I saw nothing but a few chewing sheep and a profusion of wildflowers as I strolled on tired legs through a pretty valley on the final easy stretch into Ennerdale Bridge.

OEBPS/OPF/clip0003.png





OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png
NEWCASTLE-UPON-TYNE

\ nowrTs  Dubams

PENNINES
\

St Bees
LAKE
DISTRICT

DALES






OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Parallel Path



  



  



			Cover



			Praise



			About the Author



			Also by Jenn Ashworth



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			The North Country



			PART ONE: Circling Home



			Preambles



			Crossing Bowland with Clive



			PART TWO: Two Weeks on Wainwright’s Coast to Coast Path



			DAYS ONE and TWO: Purpose and Pilgrimage



			DAY THREE: Alone at Last



			DAY FOUR: Friends in High Places



			DAY FIVE: Walking and Mourning



			DAY SIX: A Spare Macaroon



			DAY SEVEN: A Girl from the North Country



			DAY EIGHT: Brown, Blue, Black



			DAY NINE: On Walking Well



			DAY TEN: To Accompany a River



			DAY ELEVEN: The Green and the Grey: A Difficulty in Staying Upright



			DAY TWELVE: A Marathon with the Almost-Dead



			DAY THIRTEEN: Every Home a Hospital



			DAYS FOURTEEN and FIFTEEN: The World’s Greatest Moaner



			PART THREE: An Autumn Weekend on the North York Moors



			The Return



			Muscling Through



			PART FOUR: Salford Neuro Ward via the Preston Guild Wheel



			Walking Widdershins



			Tethered, Again



			Acknowledgements



			Notes and References



			Enjoyed The Parallel Path?



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/clip0002.png





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
JENN ASEHWORIH

'Like going on a long walk with an old friend...| loved it'
MARK HADDON

‘Whatever Jenn Ashworth turns her hand to, I'm there to read it’
BENJAMIN MYERS

THE
PARAL

PAJH






OEBPS/OPF/hmfile_hash_43ab11cb.png





