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you just might have to 

hard nose the highway
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Preface

 

 

    The initial idea for this book was simply that it be a journal of my travels through Spain and Italy in the anticipation that it would be a time of just letting the dust settle from all the ups and downs of the previous seven years – a time of healing and peace and a time of moving on from the past.

    That was the idea, but such was the very pleasant allure of the Spanish sun that the first time I actually put pen to paper was back in England three months later safely cocooned in ‘Lockdown’.            

    What was intended to be a light-hearted account of sun sea sand and music, now took on a deeper and more pressing timbre, for there was barely enough time to set the scene of the preceding six months before these pages became, not a just a pleasant way to pass the time, but a very necessary lifeline to help me to cope with, and try to make sense of, all the sudden abrupt changes that Corona had brought to our lives.

    As for countless others all over the world, the journey described here, the journey which in many ways has only just begun, is a story of stark opposites – of victories and failures – hopes and fears – strengths and weaknesses – moments of wisdom and clarity and moments of doubt and confusion… a journey of freedoms lost and of freedoms found. 

    Whatever the future holds in store for us – the opportunity that it surely presents to each and every one of us, the opportunity for which there is no sane alternative, is for it to be a time of walking together, a time to recognise and cherish our shared humanity and a time for each one of us to think about how we may find our place in that sharing – yes, even those who would consider themselves to be above it all.

    For me, as for many, it is first and foremost a journey of Faith, a time to bring everything back to the bedrock that is the Love of God – the Love whose reality is becoming, day by day, ever more apparent in our lives, both through its presence and sadly, through its absence. 

 

 

All Saints’ Church

Maiden Bradley

10th May 2020

 

 


Introduction

 

Friday 13th March 2020

 

    The road before me falls away into the darkness – an eerie black darkness full of foreboding yet with an unmistakable hint of adventure… in a moment of not uncharacteristic indulgence, I allow myself to happily ruminate upon the possibility that I might now have the beginnings of my next book.

    It is early in the evening, just 8pm, but the road north from Palamos to the French border is empty, save for the occasional reassuring headlights of a single oncoming car or motorbike.

    In the distance, the lights of a Repsol garage come shining like a beacon through the gloom – but so evidently vain is their reassurance that it seems to make my journey even more lonely and desperate – nevertheless, I decide to stop for provisions and fuel, to see me, at least partly, through the long uncertain night that stretches out ahead of me.

    The smiles of those within, normally so warm and generous, are now apprehensive and reserved. I want to say something, I want to share in this moment of confusion and rising fear – in this mutual awakening of our hearts to the strange possibility that all is not as assured and dependable as we may have wanted to believe – as we may have hoped for – altogether not as permanent or as inviolate after all.

    I want to pause to acknowledge our shared humanity, to share something – anything at all as I wait to pay for my fuel and my Tortilla – my crisps and my Croissant and my Agua con gas… but my four month old Spanish conversation will not permit such daring, and so I say ‘Gracias, adios’ with as much gravitas and fellow feeling as I can muster, as I leave them alone beneath the hollow illuminations of their brittle Fluorescent lighting and the restless uncertainties of their closed and solitary thoughts. 

    A few miles up the road, I feel tempted to casually disregard the warnings of an upcoming speed camera – as if the whole system has already crashed into an irretrievable dystopian turmoil – my overactive sense of melodrama once again relishing its chance for the spotlight.

    The name of a passing village, ‘Ultramort’ (or to wit challenged Brits with a totally misplaced sense of familiarity, ‘Very Dead’) reminds me that only two weeks before, my brother and I had driven this same route in blissful sunlit freedom on our way to the French border town of Ceret, just to see the Cherry blossom there that we had heard so much about.

    My brother had arrived two days before to help me celebrate my birthday in suitable fashion – the sole remaining representative of a family gathering whose ‘joie de vivre’ now lay in tatters before the blatant opportunism and greed of various budget airline’s website cookies and algorithms.

    Only two weeks before, my Spanish sojourn in the sun stretched out effortlessly into the timeless meandering of the next two months… as I left him at Barcelona airport a few days later with the confidant expectation that ‘I would see him in the summer’ – neither of us had any inkling of how quickly and abruptly everything would change.

    My thoughts are rudely interrupted by my Sat Nav and its implacable exhortations to ‘turn left at the next junction’… this is the big one – the one that I don’t want to get wrong – this is where I join the motorway from Girona, the AP-7 – this is where I could so easily find myself heading in the wrong direction for 30 km… 

    … not so this time thankfully – I take my place obediently within the long lines of massive ‘artic’ trucks, all lit up like Christmas Trees – the almost total absence of cars giving the night an ever increasing atmosphere of surrealism and unreality.

    So far, my journey has been quiet, strange for sure, but quiet and uneventful… but as I cross the border and the Spanish AP-7 turns into the French A9, a gale of alarming intensity starts to blow in from the sea so that, for throughout the 70 kms or so from Perpignan to Narbonne, my attention is solely concerned with keeping my Jeep pointing more or less in a forward direction, and not in any way giving into the will of the wilder forces of nature to send me hurtling across the carriageways into the path of numerous speeding juggernauts, no matter how creatively illumined they may be.

    As a result of this terrifying interlude, by the time I reach Narbonne and stop to check my directions – just like John Candy in Trains, Planes and Automobiles – I have to prise my white inanimate knuckles off the steering wheel and wait while they regain their full button pressing faculties once more.

    As it turns out, I get stuck at the Narbonne turn off for what seems like hours. The Sat Nav is determined to send me back down the route from which I have just emerged mercifully unscathed. I’m too wise and hard-bitten now to fall for that old trick again – and so I sit and consult maps and road-signs and stars and the feelings of my gut to come to an informed and reliable decision – as a result of which, I confidently and informedly say ‘sod it’ and follow the Sat Nav anyway.

    To comfort myself in my moment of helpless surrender to all the mysterious wiles and ways of technology, I ponder on the undeniable fact that, if you need to make a midnight dash to freedom, what you need is a vehicle whose reliability and trustworthiness are beyond question or doubt… what you need is a twenty year old Jeep with 100,000 miles on the clock, a full tank of gas, a pair of sunglasses and half a pack of Cheese and Onion crisps. 

    Even before I have concluded my ‘Ode to a Jeep’ and to my unfathomable relief, after just a few kilometres, instead of taking me back to Spain, my Sat Nav tells me to ‘turn right
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