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Who showed me that adventure has no age limit, 
whose spirit soars with every skylark’s song.
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​Prologue


[image: image]


As I lie awake, in the foggy haze of broken images and unsettled mind, I step into the water, intending to cross. In too far to retreat to safety, I watch in panic as a six-foot tidal wave rolls through, lifting me off my feet and carrying me out to sea. I scream from the depths of my belly, clutching at any threads of reality that might release me. Momentarily, I know I’m in another world, but then I slip back underwater for another grim episode.

This time, the surface of the estuary bed is soft, like sludge. I search with my feet, desperate for the terrain to give me more stability as I wade across. The going is tough and as each heavy step moves me forward and into the deepest section of the river, I find myself barely able to move. The expanse of sea to my right beckons with cruel temptation. Frozen by the hand of fear on my shoulder and the grip of mud around my ankles, I am stuck. It beckons once more, calling to end my torment and to relinquish me to its waters.

Not ready to succumb, in a frenzy, I shake my head, screwing up my face in distorted determination. Afraid of what lies ahead, and unable to sleep, these moments of overthinking boil my imagination into a deadly concoction. I know it’s unhelpful, but I can’t stop myself with all the what-ifs. Relieved it’s time to get up, I clamber into the shower to wash away the repeated horrors of my imaginary adventure. As if my overdramatic river scenarios were not enough, the River Erme refuses to stay hidden for long; it’s been living inside the back of my mind for months. It pervades my dreams. It eats into every part of my brain like a subconscious worm of terror, burrowing its way into my head, creating epic nightmares of cinematic quality. What have you let yourself in for, Wath?

Months before my South West Coast Path adventure had even begun, my waking life felt much the same as my nocturnal one. The anxiety, scarily palpable, had woven itself into my daily thoughts and language. While standing at the staffroom tea trolley, fellow teachers would ask me if my planning for the big walk was going well. With a nod and a smile, I’d always say yes, but somehow the sneaky fear that lurked in the back of my head crept up from behind and tagged itself on the end.

“Everything is going great, but I’m not sure about the river crossing,” I announced to one. “There’s this estuary that I have to wade, knee-deep.” The teacher’s eyes opened wider with interest and a raised expression of concern as I joked, “I’ll probably get washed out to sea.” With my carefully perfected chuckle that lightens the tone of any serious situation, she laughed along with me.

“You’re braver than me,” she said, smiling in awe.

Clutching our mugs of steaming hot tea, we wandered over to our respective corners of the staffroom, and the comfort of our little social groups. That day, I found myself alone. It wasn’t a joke. It was real. True dread. When I talked about it, it compounded further into my mind, where it has now permanently taken up residence. The fear has set down roots, mutated out of control, like an unwanted weed growing aggressively, intimidating and suffocating every other plant within reach.

I understood the reactions I received from staff, so began using this as a tool to gain interest from the students. I peppered my assemblies with fear, excitement, and the possibility of failure – 630 miles, after all, is a very long way, and not recognised in everyday conversations. I planned to take them all on a journey, the rollercoaster of the story arc. Hook them with an unusual beginning, climb through a series of problems, and then throw in a corker ... a potential issue that no one could bear to imagine themselves in. There were plenty of those on the announcement of this adventure to around 1,300 students. Walking 630 miles for starters, because who in their right mind does that? It’s not an average Sunday afternoon stroll.

The drama of climbing the equivalent ascent of Mount Everest, four times. The decision to walk and camp, solo. In there, amid the storytelling, sits the Erme. The estuary that fuelled my nightmares and latched onto my quiet daytime moments. It’s rich with assembly material and I stepped away proud of my talks on stage, often more performance than talk. Delivered like poetry, not fact. The aerial shot of the river was a definite bonus, as it highlighted just how wide this stretch of water was at the mouth. Once again, “Who knows, perhaps the river will wash me out to sea?” I suggested with humour to the audience. Like a passport, that indelible stamp of fear would never disappear. They all thought I was brave, but I was plain terrified. Acknowledge the problem and then make the worst scenario the focus of every conversation about the journey; it’s perhaps the weirdest coping mechanism for managing fear. I may not have realised it back then, but now I see it’s my strategy. Somehow it works.

A few weeks before I left, I had my sketchbook out, playing with some ideas for designing my own Christmas card. The caption: “Christmas came and went, and Wath couldn’t work out why it was taking so long to get around the coast ... She had done as everyone suggested and kept the sea on her right.” It featured me, floating on my side in the water, complete with an enormous rucksack, and a foreground of steeply stepped cliffs.

The idea of being trapped in the water lingered.
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​1. Wells’s Divine Bookshop
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When you have been searching for months for a thing, an idea or even a word, when you are consciously looking it never appears. It’s only in those moments when you least expect anything to happen that it presents itself.

With my fortieth birthday hurtling towards me, I wanted to find a challenge to help me mark this special life event. It was to be my rite of passage into middle age. To not observe it would seem like a wasted opportunity and dismissive of my life so far, so full of its pitfalls and achievements. Knowing it needed to be a challenge was one thing, yet I didn’t know what type of challenge I wanted it to be. I had exhausted all the ideas I could think of. All those adventures I’d once heard about and fancied myself doing. One day.

Scrawled on my bucket list was climbing Kilimanjaro. Definitely one to do, but somehow it didn’t sit right with me for my fortieth. Or I could hike the Inca Trail. Years ago, I had inhaled images of the spectacular Machu Picchu from a magazine. I knew that one day, I’d walk there, to quench my creative thirst for natural, historical and architectural beauty. But as with Kili, although both are grand adventures, it echoed as just another commercial tourist destination. It wasn’t the meaningful trip I had been waiting to uncover.

Perhaps I should have asked my older brother, Chris, for ideas. He has always had a keen sense of adventure. As a teenager, he would regularly jump on a train and travel for hundreds of miles to a place never explored. Along with his friends, they would often catch an overnighter back home again, using the luggage racks as beds.

I remember one Sunday afternoon, Chris suggested we should go exploring to find the mouth of our local river, the Yeo (pronounced Yo). He was five years older, and I entrusted my enjoyment of the experience to him. I was probably about thirteen. I had a memorable time, for sure, and faced some uncomfortable moments in doing so. Our walk began from the house and passed over a disused railway line, still lined with ballast then, but nowadays maintained as a National Cycle Network route. This brought us into the bushy and sometimes overgrown avenue we used to call The Jungalow, which led to the river. Packed with prickly blackthorn hedgerows, trees and wildlife, in reality it was a high bank built as a flood defence. Either side, deep, Somerset ditches looked thicker than a mousse with the mass of floating green weed resting on the surface. Water like this gave me the heebie-jeebies and I always kept well away from the edge.

You can imagine my dilemma then, when after following the river through miles of fields, we reached the M5 motorway blocking our way. By moving across a couple of fields, we found a smaller tributary of the Yeo and a possible way through. “We have two choices, l’il sis,” Chris said. “We either go over the top, or we go under.” The thought of going back never even entered our heads.

“We can’t go over the motorway, Chris. There’s six lanes of traffic!” This was the early 1980s, and although traffic wasn’t as busy in those days as it is now, it would have still been a dangerous attempt by a pair of teenagers.

“So it’s under then,” he said, looking at me with a grin.

I raised my eyebrows and clenched my teeth with a fractured smile. I didn’t like what I saw. Little Yeo funnelled water that appeared blacker than coal underneath the motorway via a low, narrow concrete tunnel. The rough bank we had followed stopped and in its place was a water pipe, about wide enough for our feet to shimmy along sideways. We clambered around fans of spiky wire, no doubt fixed there to stop kids or animals from teetering along this pipe. But teeter we did ... the full width of the motorway, to the other side. My mouth dried and my heart banged with fear all the way through the tunnel, but the achievement of reaching the end gave me a buzz I’ll not forget.

On reaching the mouth of the river, at the furthest point we could safely get to, we stood looking out to the far side. With the tide out, the river made a good mud bath and feeding ground for the birds. “See those posts?” Chris pointed to a series of raised pillars in the mud. “That’s where the railway used to cross the Yeo.”

“The railway? Really?” This amazed me, as our dad, a railwayman through and through, had never told me about this old stretch of railway before.

“Yep. And that there is the old wharf where they’d bring the coal in from Wales.” He pointed to a dilapidated wooden platform.

“I can’t imagine trains going across here, but I’d love to see photos of it one day.”

“Well, we reached the mouth of the Yeo, Zo. Better get back.” We turned and left. The fragments of history left behind fascinated me. I still carry that awe and wonder for signs of the past in our present day. I also carried the same fear of crossing the water pipe under the motorway, as I had done earlier, but knew I had to do it again in order to get home. The adrenalin was as spiky as the wire fans blocking our way. But it fuelled me and we did it.

It was probably my first adventure memory.
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The adventure to top all adventures simply hadn’t presented itself to me yet. When it did, I realised that it was a trail I already knew about and had wanted to walk for around fifteen years. It’s sad, but when I first heard about the South West Coast Path, all those years before, despite it catching my attention and my imagination, I never thought myself to be capable enough, athletic enough or strong enough to complete it. In short, I wasn’t enough. How common that sense of doubt in one’s ability is, I’ve since discovered.

On an impromptu trip into Wells, Somerset, I wandered into a bookshop with my daughter. The markers of adventure were on my mind as, twenty minutes before, we had visited the Wells Cathedral office to offer sponsorship to an old family friend and former archdeacon of Wells. The Venerable Dick Acworth, then seventy-two, had embarked on a “bus pass pilgrimage”. He planned a journey to each of England’s forty-two cathedrals using his free bus pass over three weeks. In doing so, he would raise money for the Girls’ Chorister Trust at Wells Cathedral. It was the first time I had really considered the imaginative aspects of tailoring an adventure. It held creativity enough to capture the hearts of the public, was bold and unusual enough to be classed as a “challenge”, and yet still manageable for Dick to undertake. His adventure had inspired me.

With that first step into the bookshop, I may have been unconsciously seeking further inspiration for my fortieth-year challenge, but I hadn’t expected to find it directly in front of me as I walked through the doors. It was like a moment of divine intervention. A shaft of light appeared to be shining down upon a single book on the shelf ahead of me. The South West Coast Path Handbook. Wow!

This was the trail I had held so much awe and respect for and yet had no faith in my personal ability to take it on. At 630 miles, the South West Coast Path follows as close to the coast as possible from the shores of Minehead in Somerset, into North Devon, along the northern coastline of Cornwall in all its ruggedness and around the toe of Land’s End. It then turns to travel through the southern areas of Cornwall and the honeypot tourist spots of South Devon, finally slipping into Dorset, taking in the beauty of the Jurassic Coast and finishing at Poole Harbour.

Here it was, in a moment not unlike that of the church scene in The Blues Brothers film. You know, the one where there’s a glorious shaft of miracle-performing light shining through the church window. Jake and Elwood do their crazy dance and somersault down the aisle believing they have received a message from God ... it was just like that. Well, perhaps without the somersaulting bit. Yep, it was a moment of divine intervention. Or maybe it was simply an excellent example of great product placement. Either way, I had found my adventure; or rather, it had found me. At last, after fifteen years of wanting to walk the South West Coast Path, for reasons that perhaps I’ll never know, I now sensed that I was brave enough to try.

With a grin from ear to ear, and filled with an immediate, empowered drive and determination, I skipped to the cashier to pay for the book. As we left, I talked animatedly to my fourteen-year-old daughter, Laura, about how I had always wanted to walk this 630-mile path. I gushed about its notoriety as England’s longest National Trail, how much training I’d need to do, and the kit I would need to buy. Goodness knows what she thought about her mother’s sudden enthusiasm. I suspect my excitement carried her along, or perhaps she found it intensely annoying and just humoured me. Maybe she even ignored me. She was a fourteen-year-old, after all. Who knows what she was thinking?

Here you see the beginning of an extended love affair with long-distance walking, a relationship with the outdoors that would bring about changes and developments across all areas of my life. I could never have imagined the way it would affect my well-being, both physical and mental. And it all began with that first step into a bookshop, and an open mind.

[image: A black and white drawing of a shoe

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Two years passed between that divine bookshop moment to the day I began walking the South West Coast Path. During that time, I planned lots. It was important to figure out how long I would be away as I only had six weeks of summer holiday available. I looked up how long others take to walk the path and then added a week. I called the SWCP Association office to chat with them about my safety concerns and I ordered maps. But the research about the kit I’d need took the longest. I spent a lot of time browsing the shelves and rails in many outdoor shops. As a result, I filled my new rucksack to the brim with a range of gadgets designed to make my backpacking journey easier and my bank balance lighter. My plastic egg box, for two eggs, and a titanium frying pan filled me with eagerness. Of course I’d stop at farmhouses regularly and buy fresh eggs. I bought a little, hexagonal flat-packed steel stove that slotted together, with room for a meths burner, or sticks if I fancied foraging for wood. I even found a lightweight folding seat kit, designed to turn my inflatable mattress into a comfy camp chair. I had all the gear – but no idea, as the saying goes.

Assemblies delivered to students and staff at the school where I’m a teacher meant I couldn’t back out of my challenge. I began fundraising for three causes with a hardy and spirited group of grammar school students. I chose Julia’s House, a children’s hospice charity; Woofability, an assistance dog charity, and our Design and Technology department, as I wanted to start a fundraiser for us to purchase a laser cutter. The chief fundraiser would be the Glitz and Grammar Ball – a glamorous event at a prestigious waterfront hotel with an auction and live band. A massive challenge in itself, with months of organisation and the rallying of willing helpers.

Besides the coordination of the ball and the planning of my challenge hike, regular training walks filled my diary. I set about a new regime of walking the three miles and back to school every day, with longer walks at the weekends and carrying a heavier load each week. Pump, Pilates, spinning and even ballet took my fitness to another level. I was on fire. Somehow, I still made time for my family, though perhaps in hindsight, hardly for friends.

Three months prior to my planned departure, my health took a tumble. My chest hurt, my lungs felt caged by barbed wire, and I coughed until I threw up. Looking at the photograph of me, my partner, Ross, and our daughters at my fortieth birthday meal, the struggle in my eyes is tangible. I’m smiling at the camera, but underneath the façade, I just want to be in bed. Family, school staff and even students suggested I postpone my walk until next year. They almost convinced me, but I could not comprehend the fear of failing before I’d started.

With luck, the hotel allowed a postponement of the Glitz and Grammar Ball until the autumn – the term after I would return from my walk – and this filled me with immense relief. My GP saw me multiple times between April and June. He never quite pinpointed what was wrong with me. I had antibiotics, tests and X-rays. Two weeks before I left, I convinced myself the doctor would advise me to pull the plug on the whole challenge. Instead, I returned from the surgery with an inhaler, instructions to use it when needed, and to listen to my body.

Someone believed in me.
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​2. A Tough Decision
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What a predicament I find myself in. A few weeks ago, my ninety-two-year-old nan had had a second stroke. She had a mild heart attack eighteen months before, so the doctors kept her in the hospital. Although she was frail, the family were not told to expect end-of-life care. But I need to make a choice. Nan has always been a fighter. Do I visit her prior to heading off for seven weeks of walking? Or do I hope beyond all hope that she makes it through to when I return and can tell her all about my adventure? I want to avoid passing my persistent chesty cough on to her. But I don’t know if she will be strong enough to make it through until the end of August.

Nan has such an adventurous spirit and I love this about her. She’s always been one to make the most of her single life. At seventy-five, she embarked on a solo trip to China and climbed a part of the Great Wall. She was in the Land Army during the Second World War and had six children. After my grandfather left the family home, she brought up the four youngest children single-handedly. The eldest, born during the war, arrived prior to her meeting my grandfather. Nan completed her time serving her country as a Land Girl, while an establishment cared for her baby elsewhere. On returning to the home to collect her baby son after the war had ended, to her horror, she discovered an empty building. There was nothing left, no child and no love affair with a Canadian officer. Nothing.

To my knowledge, Nan’s years of bringing up the children were tough, though she drew on her resourcefulness and resilience countless times. There were periods where the four children needed to spend time in foster care. She later lost the battle to keep her home when her husband made her leave with the children so he could put the house up for sale – a shocking situation that wouldn’t be tolerated nowadays. Any work opportunities she found helped her to make ends meet. She always worked hard but spoke fondly of her time trained in silver service and as a loyal housekeeper.

Nan never drove a car, but found her way around on a Honda 50 cc motorbike. Family holidays with the children were few. When they happened, it was not unusual for her to hitchhike with all four kids to reach their holiday destination. Like I said, she’s always had an adventurous spirit and found creative solutions to her problems.

Lorraine, the eldest of Nan’s three daughters, gave birth just shy of twenty years old. She lived away from home for the first five months of her baby daughter’s life. After her relationship unexpectedly ended, not knowing where to turn, she applied to travel to Israel, intending to live on a kibbutz. The idea of a fresh start with her baby in a new, supportive, community-minded environment felt like a positive move. Even with an accepted application, however, Lorraine could not raise enough funds to undertake the journey. With no Plan B, somebody suggested she should consider having her baby adopted. She was so young, and without the provision of adequate social support she couldn’t give her daughter the life she needed. She agreed, knowing she had a year in which to change her mind.

With no baby, life became challenging for Lorraine, resulting in fear-stricken nights and a heavy cloud of depression clutching at her. She was admitted to a local hospital following episodes of dark thoughts, but back in the 1970s poor mental health, particularly for new mothers, remained misunderstood. Postnatal depression was yet to be a recognised diagnosis.

Lorraine’s depression worsened and all the doctors ever seemed to offer were more drugs, which appeared to be the only therapy known to the medical world back then. Counselling never entered the treatment plan. Medicine may have numbed the pain of losing her child but didn’t tackle the deeper psychological trauma; ironic when you consider the drugs exacerbated Lorraine’s low state of mind. At the advice of a friend, she stopped taking them and boldly asked to speak to a psychiatrist. She received the response that if she wanted the couch treatment, she’d have to pay for it. Angered and at a loss for her own future, Lorraine could bear it no more and discharged herself, retrieving her baby with a positive determination to make things work.

On returning to her flat with her baby, now about eight or nine months old, Lorraine received the hardest news yet. After inappropriate advances from her landlord, which she rebuffed, he evicted her, armed with the blunt reason that he would not rent to an unmarried mother. A temporary move to a friend’s place didn’t work out either, so Nan’s life took on another change as Lorraine and I moved back into the family home.

After lengthy months of searching for an alternative solution, including housing, when I was around a year old, Lorraine was counselled by a social worker who suggested that perhaps the best chance of a better life for her baby would be to allow her to be offered for adoption, again. She battled with the decision but eventually, knowing that she had no social provisions to help support baby Zoe, I went into care to be offered for adoption for the second time. The formal verification of my adoption took place in November 1972. Viv and Linda became my new parents and seven-year-old Chris happily gained himself a little sister, now eighteen months old.

As a cheerful child, I settled well into my new life. I always knew I’d like to find out who my biological parents were. Mum and Dad had remained open about my adoption, sharing little snippets here and there. It felt good to hear “I was special because they chose me”. Dad sometimes teased me when we walked past the magistrates’ courts in the local town. “You’ve been in there,” he’d say. Naturally, I thought he meant I’d been up to no good ... until he let on they’d formalised my adoption in this building.

At eighteen years old, it happened. I had a boyfriend whose father had a shock discovery of his adoption following the death of his own father. It nudged me to start the ball rolling. Both his parents guided me with much useful advice. I remember wondering if my biological parents were still alive, what they were like, and how many brothers and sisters I might have.

This part of my story had a happy conclusion, with me tracing my youngest auntie, Jane. We hit it off straight away and marvelled at our many resemblances – even down to the shape of our feet! Jane contacted Lorraine, now living in the United States. After marrying an American in London, she had emigrated with him and a new life began for her, about six years after my birth.

Our first communication took place via a long-distance telephone call. Within a matter of weeks, Lorraine flew over to meet me for an emotional reunion. I loved the introductions to the wider maternal family. After a couple of calls, I was lucky enough to be introduced to my biological father, Lyndon, his wife Terry, and two younger half-siblings, Sara and Neil.

As with Lorraine and Lyndon, the very first meeting with my nan was as if we had always known one another. There was no awkwardness. Nothing to hide and only a need to catch up on the years missed, which we did with enthusiasm. Lorraine continued to travel back to the UK for a month’s visit every summer.

Every six weeks, I would visit with Nan, coinciding with school holidays and half-term breaks. Mary became the grandmother I never had. With my parents, Linda and Viv, there had only been one grandparent alive at the time of my adoption: my maternal grandfather, Jim, with whom I shared the same birthday. I loved Grandad Jim, and his pet name for me, “Snowy”. He died when I was almost five years old, and the joy of sharing experiences with a grandparent while I was growing up was gone.

Nan gave me a second chance, my lost opportunity at being a granddaughter. We wrote cards and letters to one another, and we spoke on the telephone. When I gave birth to Laura, Nan knitted and cross-stitched for us, clearly delighted to become a great-grandmother. Whatever the circumstances of my adoption all those years back, it was a good relationship, just as it was for me with Lorraine and Lyndon.
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This decision isn’t easy, but I have to make a call. I can’t ignore the nasty cough I’ve carried since early April. It wouldn’t be wise to visit Nan in the hospital while there’s a possibility I have an infection. I take the ultimate gamble and decide I’d have to visit her on my return at the end of August.

Decision made, I tuck both inhalers into the top of the rucksack, and grin at myself. Nan would laugh at the size of my pack if I were to visit her right now. In her healthier days, she would have wanted to try it on, although I think she’d have buckled under the weight of this one. I’ll come and see you soon, Nan. Stick with it. You’ll love the stories I’ll have to tell you.
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​3. An Imposter
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This is it. My first introduction to Minehead’s monumental metal sculpture; and depending on your direction of travel, the start or end marker of the trail. Stood in front of this extraordinary work of art, I touch the colossal hands clutching a semi-open map. “God, it’s incredible,” I say to Ross, half-whispering, in awe of its presence. He nods, smiling.

The map bears a cut-through grid, with a view of the sea through its leaves, the folds of curiosity tempting the viewer to step forward. As I succumb to its beckoning, I find myself lost within and yet embraced by the enormity of the work.

“Let’s get some pics,” Ross says, lifting his camera. He takes the obligatory starter photo, with my backdrop of metal map and hands. He’s careful to line up the words “South West Coast Path” impressed on the map, ensuring they are clearly within the frame. Beyond the sculpture, the white pinnacles of Butlin’s holiday park tower into the sky, about half a mile east. The sea and the strand stretch away behind me. To the west, the steep flanks of North Hill overshadow the town. North Hill, standing dominant as a stark warning to all the newbie walkers of what to expect in the coming miles. Oh, that’s me.

“It doesn’t feel real, Ross.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s hard to be excited because until now, I’d not really believed I’d get here. I only ever saw myself in the state of planning the walk. Perhaps I was too scared to imagine any further ahead than that.” Ross nods in sympathy.

“That’s normal, I expect. I’m here for a couple of weeks. You’ll be fine.” He smiles. “Anyway, you have Piggie to keep you company.” He taps my little companion strapped into the side of my rucksack. “Don’t lose him. He’s one of the family!”

I’m pleased I have Piggie with me. While it might sound childish, he’s a familiar face and a token mascot from home, which I think I’ll find comforting. Laura gave him to me when she was about eight years old. As a stretchy mobile phone cover, he has a weird-looking pocket on his back. Laura didn’t like that, so passed him on to me. Since then, Piggie has travelled to many places with us, including school trips like ice-skating in Central Park, scaling the heights of the Empire State Building in New York, and countryside hikes, and he has even attended art exhibitions, complete with a miniature pig-sized dickie bow. This well-travelled, inanimate toy has somehow taken on a character of his own and, as a family, we’re fond of Piggie.

My heady mix of nerves and excitement about beginning my adventure is overwhelming. I’m relieved Ross is here as my support and confidence boost. “Go there.” He gestures for me to move to the tarmac path. With his camera poised, he looks up at me, fiddles with the lens for a second and then clicks. This photo, the most poignant of all. I’m standing on the white line officially marking the start of the National Trail, with a bold white arrow heading out behind me. This is it. Ross’s camera screen shows a telling image. A veil of trepidation blurs the expression that should shine with excitement.

If I consider that I’ve been waiting to walk this path for fifteen years, why am I not jumping up and down like a jelly bean? The cold hard truth is that I’m petrified. The demons of imposter syndrome are masterfully weaving, knotting and tying their threads of doubt ever tighter. It feels wrong. How can I possibly be standing here? Carrying this heavy pack? Little me, not athletic enough, not strong enough, not fast enough, and no exceptional ability in anything. I’m simply not enough in any capacity. How did I ever think I could do this? Everyone will laugh at me. When I don’t finish, people will sneer, “I’m not surprised. Who did she think she was, anyway?”

This should be the perfect start, marking my dream adventure. With my head playing so many cruel games, all I can do is attempt to pull the blind down on the damaging self-talk, kiss Ross goodbye, turn, take a deep breath, and walk away. I am going to do this. Forward march. With my heart as heavy as my pack, everything pulls at me, attempting to drag me backwards.

Ross is meeting me later, yet I’ve squeezed everything into my rucksack. I’ve decided I need to carry my kit as if I am properly going it alone. Otherwise, I won’t have a fair assessment of how I am managing as time progresses. My chest wheezes with the chugging and popping of an old engine. My legs feel as though they won’t carry me further than a couple of miles. And my head. My head continues to taunt me.

For the first few minutes, it’s an easy tarmac path along the harbour and beside the beach wall where Ross and I cooked up breakfast this morning, using my swanky new ultra lightweight frying pan. Suddenly, one of my rugged non-slip boots glides without warning across an iron manhole cover. I break out a range of interesting shapes, like a cross between a drunken partygoer dancing to “Night Fever”, and Bambi, slip-sliding on ice. Desperate not to perform the splits, I pull myself back up, thankful not to face plant the pavement. Less than five minutes into my journey, and already I feel incapable and vulnerable.

After the fourth time of turning around and waving, Ross finally disappears from my view. I hold my breath as I watch the grey roof and red stripe of my black van ease away into a side road, and, just like that, it’s gone.
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Although I had expected to do this walk solo, at some point Ross said he’d come and support me for a couple of weeks. He’d take it as a holiday from work, drive the campervan and meet me at an agreed spot each evening. It seemed like a great transition for me into the full challenge. We’ve been together for ten years, and he knows me better than anyone. He loves to walk, has an eclectic taste in music, appreciates art and literature, and is passionate about photography. Oh, and he enjoys a pint or two and a cake (or two) ... but not together.

It had been a difficult few months leading to my separation from Laura’s father, and so a mutual friend introduced me and Ross, knowing full well that we had similar interests. In the early days of MSN, we chatted online for many weeks before finally agreeing to meet up. The day came, and we hugged like two old friends reacquainted after years of absence. I felt like I had come home.
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This is it.

Those three words keep resounding in my head. This. Is. It. What was I expecting, and more to the point, whatever was I thinking? One foot in front of the other, step by step by step by step. There’s an open space of green to my left once I’m beyond the fishermen’s car park. Many trees line those steep banks of North Hill above the green. I remember the strip map and, with a quick glance, I spot the closely packed contour lines. I hope I don’t have to climb that. What a baptism of fire that would be.

Like starting school with a brand-new uniform that’s too crisp and lacking in the telltale signs of mud, wear or tear, I flounder like an amateur. Despite my training walks, nothing feels natural. The kit hasn’t grown on me, or more to the point, I haven’t grown into it. The sky is flat, and I ascend at a slow but steady pace, where the path changes from tarmac to something more like a coast path. A few stones and dusty ground edged with tufts of grass and mounds of rock. 

I spy people coming towards me. Shit. This is the first time I’ve experienced walking past others wearing all this garb. They’ll know I’m not a real long-distance walker. Frightened to be revealed for the fraud that I really am, I alter my posture ever so slightly, puff out my chest, and set about with a more purposeful, confident stride. “Morning!” I pretend a jovial tone as I stride past them with a pack on my back the size of a builder’s hod.

“Morning!” They smile at me, but I’m sure I spy intrigued glances towards my Amazonian-looking adventurer’s hat. My large rucksack forces the brim of my hat upwards because it’s stuffed so full. They must have spotted the shape of my knees surrendering to the weight, and they’re bound to have sensed my fear. I’m carrying it all, and that’s a lot to deal with. It’s possible they may have wanted to stop to talk to me, but I don’t wait around to find out. I keep walking, with that intent manner set in my face and body language. When I’m sure they’re out of view, I heave a sigh of relief and I relax a bit. I can’t do this every time someone walks past me. What is going on in my head? Whatever was I thinking? I shouldn’t be here.

The landscape changes dramatically as I climb towards Selworthy Beacon. A blanket of purple-pink hues signals the eruption of the summer heather. The bright sunshine yellow of the gorse complements it perfectly. Despite the drab day, the views across the waters of the Bristol Channel are fair, and I can just make out the coastline of Wales. That looks a long way off. I look along the distant path and realise I could probably walk to Wales far quicker than I’ll be able to walk the full length of the South West Coast Path. This is insanity.

I descend from the hill into the small hamlet of Bossington. There’s a guy, probably in his fifties, wearing a mop of shoulder-length blond curly hair, his face decorated with a neat little goatee. He’s sitting in a wheelchair that looks much like a scooter. It’s a pretty cool, Heath Robinson affair with a pair of batteries strapped to the front fork of a motorbike with gaffer tape. The motorbike portion connects to the seat and the big back wheels of a wheelchair. Ingenious! This is a transportation invention at its best. Sat patiently next to this wheelchair’s answer to Chitty Chitty Bang Bang is a dog. It’s shaggy and blond and sports a similar styling in terms of fur as the man, though bearded and not goateed. I am interested in the man’s venture out on this resourceful contraption, and we strike up a conversation. He’s keen to hear about my adventure, too.

Frankie tells me he’s had Achilles’ surgery but still has to take his friend’s dog out for walks as he’s dog-sitting. Nonny looks up at Frankie, his furry brows twitching, knowing full well that his guardian is talking about him. It’s clear they have a great relationship. Frankie is wearing nothing but the smallest suggestion of shorts and the hospital-issue plastic boot on his right foot that sits almost up to his knee. When positioned with the front fork and batteries in front of him, on first glance you’d be forgiven for thinking he was out on a ride from the local naturist camp. His tanned skin shows me a man who is out in all weathers. Even his hair shows signs of surf-blond highlights, caught by the sun ... I’m sure they weren’t streaks of grey.

After I share the story of my intended challenge with Frankie, he reaches into those tiny shorts, somehow extracting a note. “Here you go. Stick this in your sponsorship fund.” He humbly hands me twenty pounds.

“Wow, thanks, Frankie. That’s kind of you. Let me add you to my list.” There’s a sponsorship form in my rucksack for recording any donations. Ask him if you can take his photograph ... But I’ll feel silly ... He might think I’m trying to chat him up ... Ask him ... You’ll regret it if you don’t. In those few seconds of head battles, I muster up the courage to ask Frankie if I can take his photo.

“Of course,” he replies, and for a split second I catch a fleeting expression of shyness as Frankie’s eyes glance downwards. “Well, I’ll be on my way now. Good luck!” With that, this hairy goatee-guy motions to Nonny and sets off across the nearby field footpath on his motorbikeywheelychair. His shaggy hair blows freely in the wind as he takes the stance of a Hell’s Angel on a Harley-Davidson. Nonny lollops alongside his companion, his doggy fur mirroring that of his shaggy human.

Seriously, wow. Frankie will never know just how much impact this has had on me. A fresh spring in my step, I skip along the field paths from Bossington to Porlock Weir, across the footbridges that cross the many drainage ditches. My first on-trip sponsor and it’s only Day One! This guy, with all his life experience behind him, had a belief in me. He believed in me enough to give me twenty quid. If he didn’t think I could reach Poole, then he wouldn’t have donated anything, right? The little voice of destruction begins whispering. Perhaps he felt sorry for you‍— I shut it out. I will not waste this first moment of confidence.

With my spirits soaring, in contrast I wobble and totter my way across the boulders of Porlock beach to a nearby pub. It’s another lift for me as I spot Ross at a beer table out front, enjoying a pint and live music at the pub’s annual music festival. Result.
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​4. Man in the Woods
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It’s difficult waking up for Day Two. I’m tired and my cough is still productive in the mornings. I organise myself in the tiny space of the van and Ross drives me back down the hill to my starting point at Porlock Weir. Almost immediately, the path sets off between two buildings and rises high to follow a road on the hill above Porlock.

Today is all about the woods. That’s how it is. No coast. No sky, no view. Just woods. For eight heavy miles. These woods are part of a large estate, from what I can see on the map. The impressive, enormous thatched tollhouse curves to fit well into its surroundings. An integral archway straddles the road to allow cars, or in a bygone era, carriages to pass through.

A moment sitting here to grab a drink is just what I need to get myself back into a positive mindset for the day. As I take in the tranquil beauty of the cottage, I notice there’s a small lump behind my knee ... then I find another. Horrified, I pick away at the multiple ticks that have made table reservations to feast on me. To avoid a teddy bear’s ticknic, I quickly stand up and brush myself down in readiness to leave again. On another examination of the map, I look up at the dense woods ahead of me. Once I’ve entered this leafy labyrinth, I’m not expecting to see daylight for many hours.

For a while my route follows an ancient, towering brick wall, aged with years of dampness and dressed with the fairy-tale touches of moss and fern. The wall leads me on through a series of short tunnels. How exciting this would be for children! I think back to the wonderful time I visited Stourhead, adorned with its meandering pathways, bridges and grottoes, with Ross and each of our daughters. Laura, and Ross’s daughter, Lara, had enjoyed a fabulous day out. So many opportunities for imaginative play and memory-making.

With the brick tunnels behind me, every few steps the light flickers as it peeps in and out between the thick canopies of leaves above. I’m thankful for the shade, and the effect is enchanting. I marvel at the glorious backlighting of the variegated shades of green along these woody hollows, wishing I could capture it on my camera. It never looks the same, though.

The woods are atmospheric and seem impossible. As I continue through the leafy underpass, the trees astonish me. I wonder how any of them have survived their fifty, or one hundred and fifty years of being rooted to the steepest hillside I’ve ever seen. It reminds me of a photograph I once saw of a row of trees being shifted by a tremendous landslide, yet every tree remained upright and filed together like soldiers in rank on parade.

Ahead, a solitary deer lazily grazes between the trees, and only at the last minute my footfall disturbs its meal. It glances up at me, vegetation still hanging from its mouth, just long enough for me to catch a photo before it bounds away.

Culbone is my first proper place of interest. My arm caught by an invisible lasso, I’m drawn deep into its magic. Culbone hides a secret that few would realise existed unless they too ventured into the woods. Inaccessible to most four-wheeled transport and tucked into the depths of a tree-lined valley, the track opens up slightly. Between the gaps, the sparsely planted trees are no longer fighting for their quota of daylight. There are no views across the twinkling water and craggy coastline as of the day before. Instead, a glut of oversized rhododendron bushes and tall, delicate fingers of fern replace the trees. Gunnera patches spread with extravagance. Their tightly packed army of wide, umbrella-like leaves guides me down to Culbone’s legacy: the remote church of St Beuno.

The church’s super-petite, semi-truncated spire catches my attention straight away. The information leaflet states Culbone served a small village parish. It also points out a tiny window at the rear of the church where the priest would administer prayers and communion to individuals from a local leper colony. I wander behind the church to look at the window and wonder what it must have been like. How might it feel to live in the days when distrust of contact with others, for genuine fear of contagion and death, reigned?

The charm of this church and its weathered graveyard captures me. The few time-worn headstones are so old they bear only the flaky remnants of an inscription. Most of these are now indecipherable. Moss, ivy and ancient lichens creep over the stone, conjuring up wild stories of legend and mystery in my head. The early cross guarding the main door is Grade One listed, with the Grade Two listed church purported to be the smallest in England. It’s hard to leave the magic behind, but the spirit and ambience of these surroundings will stay with me for a long time.

I pull myself away from the valley of Culbone, and a cottage with exquisite spiralled-brick chimney stacks almost waves at me. Okay, one last photo ... then I must go. I wonder how I will ever finish the walk in time if I keep stopping to absorb, take photos and enjoy the sights I see around every corner.

This morning fills me with the need to pinch myself to ensure I am indeed walking my dream path. I’ve also come to a realisation. Although I’m following a coast path, it’s not a case of keeping the sea on my right all the way to Poole. I laugh, thinking of all the people who expertly claimed that at least I wouldn’t need a map. “There’s not much chance of you getting lost,” they said. In my naïvety, I had agreed with them. Here I am, however, on the second day of my coast path adventure, realising how wrong they were and how daft I was for believing them.

There are many occasions where I refer to the map and the guidebook, though for reassurance more than actual navigation. With no buddy to discuss route decisions with, it’s all down to me and me alone. The South West Coast Path benefits from small metal tags, known as waymarkers, indicating you’re on a National Trail. It’s reassuring to see the white acorn on a black background, whether on a fence, gate post, tree or wall. It means I’ve not veered off the path. Of course, I want to make sure I stay on the right track, and this fear of making a mistake is ever-present in my head. 

The lofty slopes continue to dominate these dense, almost sinister woods. Unable to control my overactive imagination, strange thoughts grip me as I experience my first moment of genuine fear.

Ahead, I see the estate management has cordoned off an area of trees with red-and-white tape. My storyteller’s mind questions why, though it doesn’t occur to me it’s most likely a proposed cutting-back or tree-felling area. Instead, I continue my silent narrative to imagine a crime scene, a grisly murder perhaps. Who was the victim? Who was the perpetrator? Perhaps they’ve taken refuge within the eight miles sanctuary of these woods. They could remain hidden for an indefinite period of time.

They might still be here.

Beyond the fringes of my visualisation, a prickling rasps up the back of my neck and I sense I’m not alone. In this wood where it had been just me, the trees and my thoughts for miles and hours, I turn and see a man, only a few minutes behind me. As I had caught the deer out at the last minute, I too am experiencing the feeling of being trapped.

I am not sure why I feel so uncomfortable, as there’s nothing suspicious about the man from what I can see, but I don’t want to turn around again and look a second time. That would make me look anxious. I consider my situation. Being enclosed within a wood, miles from open space and not a soul around me, except this guy, unnerves me. That and the indelible effects of my earlier overactive imagination. Like a learner driver, I am still in training on this solo walking malarkey and so, striding onwards, I aim to keep ahead of the man at all costs.

The mission to pick up a pace when you’re carrying an unnaturally heavy weight on your back is no simple task. It’s not long before I reach a placard stating the path is now closed because of a landslide. My heartbeat quickens as the alarm of being lost rushes through me. The added panic about a male stranger who would soon reach me, as I had now slowed down to examine the diversion route, floods me with anxious adrenalin.

After much internal debate about how to handle the situation, I tell myself to slow down and stop racing towards the end of the wood. Underneath eighteen kilograms I am slower than my usual walking pace; slower than any two-legged being I meet on the path, in fact. While ascending one of the many steep hills, I time how long I take to walk a mile. I’m shocked to learn that I spend a good hour walking that one mile alone. Based on this, the whole path will take me months. Options float around my head until I reach the conclusion that I would let the man catch up. I’d say hello and let him pass.

Incredible as it may seem, he is not wielding an axe and turns out to be a normal, friendly man who shows a genuine interest in my adventure. After a few minutes of discussing the diversion and then strolling together, I think my snail’s pace is too much for him. He bids me farewell, and I heave an inner sigh of relief while scolding myself for being so fearful.

Four hours later, I emerge into open space and the welcome expanse of common land, sea and views. Starved by the lack of views in the woods, I am now hungry for coastline, rocks, waves and sky. I hadn’t grasped how much I had missed the sky. I’ve escaped the shadow of the trees and discover that the day is putting on a real summer act. The heat tingling across my skin feels like a luxury denied to me for years.

Despite that initial welcome of the landscape, the area surrounding Countisbury Common soon demands great care. The path narrows and descends the steep cliffs, and fear grips me once again. That uninvited rush of adrenalin running through my legs while attempting to negotiate the narrow path is not welcome. The weight of my bag contributes to the feeling of unsteadiness on my feet, and my shoulders burn under the load. I try not to look at the severity of the cliff as it shelves away, down to the water.

My phone buzzes in my hip belt pocket. I find a spot where I feel safer to stop and check it: 

Having a pint at The Rising Sun pub. It’s right on the path. See you when you get here.

It’s from Ross, and I’m happy to know that I’ll soon be reaching Lynmouth. I’m feeling overwhelmed and out of my depth with some of these high paths. I hope I’ll get used to that. If I can’t, I’m not sure what I’ll do. I guess I’ll have to just get on with it.

Inside my head I give a little cheer to see a familiar figure sitting on a bench with his back to the white wall of the historic thatched pub. The Rising Sun is such a blessing after today’s struggle, so I stop for a cooling lemonade and lime. Ross has been waiting a short time and I’m happier knowing that at least he’s struck up a conversation with nearby punters, also holidaymakers in the town. It’s much harder for me to not feel guilty when I think he’s been on his own all day. In some ways, it’s an added pressure, which is the opposite of what I thought it would be, the comfort and security of familiarity.

While chatting with Ross and his new drinking companions, I fill them in on the features of today’s walk. The beauty, the woods, the church, and the fear. I announce that despite walking for nearly nine hours today, my day is not yet done. “I need to walk to Lynton – just under another mile to the top of the cliff railway.” The couple lay down valid arguments about why I should call it a day here at Lynmouth. Ross, however, understands.

And so, with a plan, I say goodbye once again and leave for  another forty-five minutes of walking. Ross, in the meantime, drives into Lynton and walks down to meet me at the foot of the cliff railway. Together we walk the steep zigzag path. We stop at each of its two little bridges that cross the railway, joining the higher town of Lynton with Lynmouth, to admire the town, sea and hills beyond.

Destination for tonight’s dinner and entertainment? An old spit and sawdusty-type pub advertising an open-mic night. We enjoy traditional pub grub, having a few drinks and laughing lots. It’s good to relax again, but it’s not long before the landlord hears about my challenge. “Do you play an instrument?” he asks me.

“Not really, only a harmonica. Badly.”

“If you pipe a few notes on a harmonica, I’ll send a hat around. How about that?”

“Ummm, okay then!” I reply, a little nervous but already feeling braver than I would have yesterday. A chap sitting at the front playing a guitar offers to stay put for support and to add some background chords if I need it. A few sucks and blows later on a borrowed harmonica, I painfully squeeze out a couple of tunes from my limited repertoire. With my heart still banging like a broken washing machine, I race back to my seat, having kept my part of the bargain. The landlord brings over the hat of change and I’m delighted to discover that my racket has somehow generated nearly ten pounds’ worth of coins. I write the pub name on my sponsor form and hand over the change to Ross to take home. Carrying so many coins will only add to the already hefty pack I’m lugging around with me.

It’s been an eventful day. By 9.30 p.m. I am a hundred per cent ready to head back to the van to work on some much-needed sleep. We leave the pub, and walking hand in hand, I feel a pang of guilt again for Ross. This is his holiday. Is he enjoying it? He’s been walking, exploring, and taking photos, and there have been some good pub discoveries, which of course always means a pint of the local brew. “Are you having fun, Ross?” And in the way I have come to expect from him, my man of few words, he just smiles gently, and nods.
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​5. An Old Face
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Ordained into the ways of long-distance walking over the first couple of days, I better understand how I need to start my day. I could use reminders of the importance of following intuition and when not to let my imagination run away with me. Expectations of the path are clearer now, improved by more regular checks of my map. I’ve taken to carrying it draped over my rucksack hip belt, like some kind of holster worn by Indiana Jones or Lara Croft. Of course, all this is fine, until the weather unleashes its best performance yet.

Lynton has held me back for just a little longer than perhaps it should have done, for a multitude of reasons. I am feeling tired after two days of walking with more weight in my pack than I had carried on any training walks. It’s taking its toll. Also, I’m sure I will walk myself fit, but this cough hasn’t helped. When in full swing, it’s louder than a foghorn and I’m sure I’ve already scared off a few seagulls.

Sleeping in my basic campervan hasn’t been the most restful either. There’s a part of me that is really looking forward to setting off, fully solo, as trying to get organised and away early from the van is hard and, well ... disorganised. There is a mixture of sleepy-headedness, faffing, and a repeated daily reluctance to leave the familiarity of my van and Ross. He’s also not the most organised of individuals, so having a routine is near impossible. This said, I’m so appreciative that he’s taken the time to come with me for the first two weeks, to ease me into being totally solo. 

Then there’s the weather. Today, the sky is launching rods that bear no resemblance to the pretty, well-formed raindrop of my childhood storybooks. These are more akin to the rains of biblical stories. Rather than take off onto a sodden and seriously windy coast path, Ross and I retreat to a small café in Lynton.

For those who, like me, always forget which is Lynton and which is Lynmouth, I have found the perfect way to remember. Lyn-mouth sits at the mouth of the River Lyn, at the point where it escapes out to sea. Lyn-ton is Up-Town and therefore high above the river. Fed up with forgetting which is which (like all the time), at last this is something that works.

We’ve chosen a window table inside the café. Hot chocolate, coffee and toasted teacakes beckon, so we succumb as the weather continues its tiresome onslaught. I spend a few moments reflecting on the previous day’s walking from Porlock Weir to Lynton by skimming through the photographs on my camera. It helps me to remember the experiences and the views. Already I see that it’s so easy to forget from one day to the next, which considering I’m only on Day Three
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