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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.




DAYS FOURTEEN AND FIFTEEN

The World’s Greatest Moaner

(In the Bag Van)

I woke just after four the next morning. I’d slept with the windows open but during the night the heat had gathered and the room was airless. I drank a bottle of water, refilled it and drank again as I scrolled the BBC website. The heatwave that had been promised all week had arrived: by six a.m. it was 24 degrees Celsius outside and rising. In a WhatsApp group that had started during the lockdown and persisted after it, two of my closest friends began arguing with each other. A friend from Yorkshire, familiar with the moors, reminded me about the fires that can ignite so easily up there, about how remote my twenty-mile route would be, about how hard it would be to carry enough water to make it through the whole day. Setting out this morning, he said, would be foolish and, if the weather got hotter, it could even be dangerous. And it was definitely, definitely going to get hotter. He was right, and these were things I already knew.

My other friend wanted me to achieve what I’d set out to do and knew how sad I would be to stop. She reminded me of what I’d managed on the very long and hot day across the Vale of Mowbray when I’d decided every ten steps during those last seven miles that I was going to give up. She reminded me that I am a person who can take my mind away from pain when I need to. That my desire could carry me through my miles. She was right and these were things I already knew too. The row they were having with each other was exactly the same as the conversation I was having with myself. Different parts of my inner chorus presented their rational points of view and edged their way towards a barney. When parts of me go to bat with each other, taking sides does not help. I got up and went in search of my three-course walker’s breakfast.

 

In the dining room of the hotel, it was already busy. There were lots of other walkers with their phones and tablets out trying to plan alternate routes or looking for places to stay where they might break their day’s hike early. I went through some possibilities: the Lion Inn on Blakey Ridge was only nine miles away. I could take an umbrella from the hotel’s lost property, load up on water and, if I set off right this second, get there before lunch, using the umbrella as shade. Then I could stay there and try to rearrange the rest of my onward journey. I was so desperate that the thought of proceeding through forty miles of combustible heather protected by an umbrella like a sweaty Mary Poppins struck me as a reasonable plan. I phoned the Lion but all the walkers in the hotel had had the same idea and there was no room at the inn. I pictured all of us coast-to-coasters like a trail of ants marching slowly across well-worn paths, clogging up the hotels and pubs, leaving water bottles and wet wipes in the hedges, summoning taxis, getting sunburn, wandering across the moors with heatstroke and delirium. There was no alternative route to take. The North York Moors must be got through, one way or another, and after working with the receptionist at the hotel to patch something together via public transport – impossible as the train services closed down entirely, the rails buckling with the heat – I admitted defeat.

All the parts of me that suspected everything I’d discovered on this walk about surrender and gentleness and gratitude were just nice-sounding excuses for laziness and incompetence reared their heads. Patricia would still be on the Pennine Way, I told myself. She wouldn’t even be considering packing it in, and she’s a medical doctor. These inner voices are ferocious, and they are there to protect me from the way I feel when I fail. Their intention is kind – nobody enjoys failure, do they? – but they set about their work so brutally that I packed up my clothes and carried my bag to reception feeling like I’d been beaten up. I tried to make it easier by remembering what I’d learned on the mountain navigation course: being responsible for yourself is a way of caring for others. If I got into trouble out on the moors, it would mean the expense and drama of an ambulance or a helicopter. Refusing to put myself into unnecessary danger is a service offered to everyone else too. These harsher parts of who I am did not buy the cover story for a second.

Finally, it was all arranged: the van that came every day to pick up everyone’s luggage and deliver it to the next set of hotels and bed and breakfasts would take me as a passenger. I was only twenty-one miles away from my next stop at Egton Bridge, but the driver warned me that he’d be taking a long route, going right up to Saltburn-on-Sea and back again. When I realised that meant I’d get to the east coast a day early, it felt like cheating. I cried, and one of the women who’d got a room at the Lion Inn hugged me. In the dining room, where we stymied walkers milled around, making arrangements, weeping, geeing each other along, a little sign near the bar caught my eye. The World’s Greatest Moaner. The appropriateness of the sardonic Yorkshire wit was somehow comforting. If a person is going to flake out and spend a day gittering about it (the word is a gift from my Scottish mother: it means to complain or whinge at length), she may as well be good at that.

 

In the van on the way to Saltburn, the radio broadcast regular news bulletins. Network Rail issued a ‘do not travel’ warning. The local bus services had been cancelled. Someone phoned in to remind everyone to look after their dogs: the pavements would be far too hot for them to walk on and they should be exercised after dark. The UK Health Security Agency issued a Level 4 alert for the first time, and by late morning, the government had declared a national emergency. Some parts of Yorkshire experienced power cuts, and in a moment that felt almost apocalyptic, the Aysgarth Falls in the Yorkshire Dales National Park ran dry. Every pub we drove past had a beer garden full to overflowing, the smell of barbecues filled the air and the sunworshippers celebrated. A lot of the schools let the kids go home early. The atmosphere on the moors, especially for those who lived and worked by the heather and knew how easily it could combust, was doomy and watchful. At home, Duncan was doing laundry, filling the line in our sunny garden with bedsheets that would dry in less than half an hour.

A couple of months later, the Met Office National Climate Information Centre published a report on the heatwave, which they said ‘marked a milestone in UK climate history’. The report placed these strange few days into context: while much of the UK was affected as hot air moved upwards from mainland Europe, the effects were most pronounced in the North of England. The highest temperature recorded that day – 40 degrees Celsius – occurred in Topcliffe, North Yorkshire. But this Northern heatwave was no one-off and instead seemed to be part of a trend: in an area-average graph of the daily maximum temperatures in the North of England, fourteen of the thirty hottest days ever recorded have occurred since 2003 – in the lifetime of my daughter. I sat in the van, scrolling on my phone, watching the temperature rise on the LED display on the dashboard. When we arrived at Saltburn I refused to get out even though there would have been time to go down to the sea’s edge and get my boots wet as the driver did the bag exchange. I took a photograph out of the van window: the sea bright and sparkling, a row of stripy deckchairs, a beach so full you could hardly see the sand. I should message Clive and show him I got to the other side after all, I thought. But not knowing what to say and how to say it, I didn’t.

 

A couple of months before I set out on the Coast to Coast Walk, I had taken another long walk across London as part of the April 2022 Extinction Rebellion action. These walks follow the long tradition of walks as acts of protest and embodied complaint. This tradition includes events as various as the 1932 mass trespass at Kinder Scout in Derbyshire, where co-ordinated groups of walkers protested the enclosure of open countryside by wealthy landowners, to the 1972 Reclaim the Night protest in Leeds, where Yorkshire women organised a city walk after dark to protest against the police’s attempts to curfew them during the ineffectual, hampered-by-misogyny hunt for the Yorkshire Ripper. When walking stops traffic and commerce or puts too many bodies to arrest in places where they should not be, it becomes a complaint that cannot be ignored. This type of complaining is a kind of love, and because it happens in groups – very large groups, sometimes – it creates a community of care. It is also, as Rebecca Solnit points out in her book Wanderlust: A History of Walking, a ‘mutant form of the pilgrimage’ because the complaining, protesting walker uses their walking to both ask for and imagine change.

Back in April we’d met at Hyde Park in our thousands, formed a straggling line twenty abreast, and walked together. I took my place in a shuffling, noisy crowd, just one pair of feet in a snake of people miles long. I was pressed in with other people’s rucksacks and elbows, bumping gently when we moved around corners or waited together, blocking traffic. The slow, stop-start ambling punctuated by sitting on hard pavements felt almost aimless: I didn’t really know where we were going or how we would get there, I only followed awkwardly, almost blindly, submitting to the movement of the crowd. I was here for a reason, and I had a purpose, though as just one person, it didn’t really matter whether I was there or not.

On Oxford Street, we stopped for a while. The usual London noise layered up with the loudspeakers of the stewards who were directing the march, the intermittent sound of police sirens and the walkers around me singing and talking and playing musical instruments. The buildings there are tall, lit up with brightly coloured shopfronts, each window filled with things to buy. The sky had been reduced to a white strip over my head. I was walking with a group of Buddhists from different traditions and during this stop – which was intended to hold up the traffic and draw attention to the protest in the busiest shopping street in the city – we kneeled or crossed our legs or propped ourselves up on folding camping chairs or zafus and either closed our eyes or left them open, depending on our tradition. Walking became sitting, and we waited, holding still in the whirl of the city and the din of the protest.

I sit like this almost every day, and when I do the landscape I find inside is like the bay I walk in at Morecambe: cool and flat and numb, gentle colours flowing into each other, not quite silence, not quite stillness; a soft soup of sand and water, silt and mud. There’s no distinct line between the land and the horizon’s edge, even on clear days. There is space but not emptiness. It is beautiful but not safe. This is home, but it is also an unmappable, haunted kind of place. In her memoir A Flat Place, Noreen Masud describes Morecambe Bay as ‘a dreamy amphibian’ and it is not only because I can see it from my bedroom window and I have walked across its shining mudflats that I feel like it belongs to me, or me to it (or that these two types of belonging are not different things at all and only sentences make them so), but because when I settle into stillness and look inside myself, ‘a dreamy amphibian’ is what I find: something that shimmers, is neither one thing or another, is both there and not there.

 

The day before I’d gone to London for the protest, I’d walked at Bardsea; a coastal village south of Ulverston that overlooks Morecambe Bay from the eastern edge of the Furness peninsula. I was with Duncan. I’d asked for the day out because we’d been having a fractious time, the competing post-lockdown forces of work and children buffeting us both. We took our van and things for making coffee. There are lots of places to park at the sea’s marshy edge, and an interesting walk inland across Birkrigg Common, which is a wide and hilly expanse of moorland and exposed limestone covered in a network of paths that looks out over the bay.

It was one of those bright, cold spring days and we could see a long way. Sometimes the sands shone like water, and it’s always tempting to go out on them. People drown out there or get sucked into the quicksand channels, and if you walk out far enough, you’ll find the skeletons of old tractors and the horses that rode out to rescue the people who drove them. Just a few months before moving home to Preston and while I was pregnant with our daughter, Ben and I had watched the news coverage about the twenty-one cockle pickers who had drowned in the incoming tide on Morecambe Bay, and we never forgot it. Always better to go with a guide. That day, Duncan and I turned away from the sandflats and saltmarsh and went inland, upwards and over the common. I’d promised Duncan that I’d use my new map and compass and take him up to Birkrigg Stone Circle, which is a Bronze Age circle of small standing stones and cobbles that is sometimes called the Druid’s Temple and, placed high up on the common, is the best place to wait and watch the night come in over the water.

I thought I’d be able to find the way easily, because my friend Hilary and I had come together a couple of weeks earlier. We’d parked up at Bardsea and she had guided me along a narrow lane and towards the old Quaker burial ground just past High Sunbrick Farm, which lies on the edge of Birkrigg Common. Hilary has written a book about early Quaker history and studied the travel journals of George Fox, the founder of the Society of Friends. He’d started life as a shoemaker’s apprentice in the Midlands, though after climbing Pendle Hill in Lancashire and receiving a vision, began a wandering ministry in the Northwest of England.

I learned from Hilary that to wander, as Fox did across Westmorland (as it was called then), Lancashire and Yorkshire during the 1650s, became one of the things Quakers did; they were a restless, itinerant group of people. The early Friends criss-crossed the country from the Midlands to the North, then into London, Scotland and Wales. This paradoxical restlessness seemed to be at odds with the Quaker belief in the Indwelling Light; surely there was no need for a pilgrimage to find God if everyone was already intimately accompanied? But George Fox understood the double-sidedness of walking. It could be a kind of embodied complaint about the prevailing religious and social cultures of the time, a way of drawing attention to himself and his message, and also the means by which he experienced dependence, emptied himself out and submitted to where he’d been led. There’s no real paradox in this: a walk can hold most things, not least a protest against human institutions and a submission to a higher leading. Fox had ended up at Lancaster Castle a couple of times too, imprisoned for causing a disturbance.

Hilary and I had followed a lane between some old farm buildings and reached the burial ground: a field surrounded by dry-stone walls, empty save for a few limestone boulders and some young trees growing between them. There was nothing to see here: the only marker is a later-added plaque reminding us that there were 277 people buried in this place, among them George Fox’s wife, Margaret Fell. The unmarked resting place is a Quaker tradition: they consider all humans to be equal to each other, each one of us a ‘Friend’, and if all a headstone does is mark one person out as different from the other, a dead Quaker has no need for one. The sun was falling, looking like a weak lightbulb shone through a faded blue sheet. Though it was spring, the air was cool and the wind came at us hard across the limestone rise and the full and empty field on Sunbrick Lane.

Our visit to Bardsea had come at the end of a long day; we’d spent most of it on the southern tip of the Furness peninsula, exploring Barrow and chasing the traces of Nella Last, who had lived and written there. Nella was an ordinary woman: not poor (she lived in a 1930s semi-detached house, had a car and a garage and a woman to help her with the cleaning) but not remarkable. Her diaries, begun in 1939 as part of the Mass-Observation project, are thick with detail of everyday life; she describes the cooking, the sewing, the worrying about her sons, one of whom was called up almost as soon as the Second World War began. Hilary had lent me a set of the published, abridged versions of her diaries, and I’d read them during the spring lockdown and found solace in them.

Nella was stuck at home too but her work became a way of attending to the enormity of war. She was not a religious woman and did not ‘find comfort and faith in bombarding god with requests and demands’ but her care work became a way of requesting and demanding both from herself and her community. She was active in the Women’s Voluntary Service and the Red Cross. She was the woman the local doctor relied on to take care of a motherless baby. She led her group of volunteers in their grief after the sudden suicide of a friend who despaired as the war began. She sewed chintz bags to raise money for injured soldiers and their families and she worked out how to make a birthday cake for a husband she felt ambivalent about, using only rationed goods. Her work both drew attention to lack, and enacted the way she thought things should be.

I think it was Nella who’d put the idea of the walk into my head, or, at least, first put into words what I’d felt as I stayed at home and mopped the kitchen floor as the world fell apart. Though described only as a middle-aged housewife she also knew herself to be a wanderer. ‘I used to be nearly wild with longing to be off and away,’ she wrote, remembering her pre-war self. That wildness had never left her; ‘Even now, when wood smoke begins to hang around the chimneys at Spark Bridge or when the thin sweet wind coaxes the primroses out, I have my wild fits.’ Though the war transformed her domestic work, politicised it and brought her into community with other women, she credits the place she’d worked to care for, not the war that had threatened it, with reminding her of her inborn wildness. ‘The sound of a ship’s siren as she moved down Walney Channel has, at times, changed a busy capable housewife into a wild, caged thing who could have set off without a backward glance.’

Hilary and I had gone to Barrow that day in search of her, and eaten our packed lunch parked up in front of her house, which had no blue plaque to say she had lived and worked and written there. Although Nella is one of the most prolific and sensitive writers the Northwest of England has ever produced, the people we asked at the Dock Museum in Barrow had not heard of her. The ordinariness of her work had conferred its own kind of anonymity; proof that even a richly recorded life can easily be forgotten. Despite all that writing, she’d disappeared as easily as the unnamed Quakers in the burial ground above Bardsea.

The lockdown time I’d spent with Nella had been one of the few things to comfort me, and Hilary and I had been talking about her a lot as we walked over Birkrigg Common. I’d been a passenger, allowing her to guide me upwards through the paths and narrow farm tracks. I think that’s why, during that second trip up to Bardsea when it had been my turn to be the guide and lead the way, I’d found myself unable to remember the route across the common and I’d got myself and Duncan lost.

There were so many paths through the rough grass, none of which quite seemed to correspond to the green dotted lines on my map. Duncan waited. Across some dips and rises was the Bardsea Monument – an old folly built by the rich families who’d bought and sold the Conishead Priory which had once been a home to monks, then after the dissolution of the 1530s a private house, and since the 1970s, home to a Buddhist community. The monument had once held urns remembering the lives and deaths of the people who’d owned the priory in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and it was visible for miles around. I thought I could use it to take a compass bearing and find our path, but I couldn’t remember what I’d been taught so I had us walking around for a while, frustrated and aimless. The reward I’d promised us – a visit to a walled-in piece of grass remarkable only for what was not there – did not materialise and when we finally did blunder into the circle (the stones it is made of are short and squat, the smallest almost buried in the sheep-nibbled turf) Duncan was less impressed by it than I wanted him to be.

These little disappointments about being lost, being unable to remember, of nobody remembering Nella and her wild ordinariness, were part of what I sat with on the tarmac of Oxford Street a few days later. My patience had run out and a small sadness about what the pandemic had done to my family connected to some bigger hurt I could only feel but did not then understand, and all of it shaded by a noisier layer of guilt at the fact of my self-pity. It was shameful, really, to attend to these petty gripes when I was supposed to be thinking about the effects of climate change in the global south, the collapse of biodiversity, the way the end was coming, coming soon, might not be preventable. I tried to get away from myself, to consider the suffering that would come before the world’s lights finally went out.

I have never really been sure if the care-led activism of refusal and obstruction, of stickering cars and throwing paint at buildings is likely to change anything. Sitting in the street that day, I doubted it. But I hoped that complaint could be a shelter big enough for contrition. I hoped that walking, especially walking together, could make space for the full-and-empty experience of grief and for the mourning of what had been and what will be lost. The encounter with all of this gathered inside me like a tidal bore of brine and sand and I wept a little, with the thwock-thwock of a news helicopter circling overhead, the horns from delayed traffic tearing at the air. Someone on the pavement who wanted to cross the road started shouting at us, and the man sitting next to me was breathing so softly it felt both obtrusive and necessary to listen to the sound of it, to cling to it.

 

The bag van deposited me at Egton Bridge. In the bathroom I sat on the edge of the bath and sent a voice note to Clive. I’d tested the water with a few complaints on my walk across the Vale of Mowbray, but that afternoon, I did something I hadn’t done before – not in years – and told a friend what was wrong with me. It started with the heat, with the failure of the walk, but moved on to all my other sadnesses too, as I tried to tell him what I’d come to understand about why this walk was so important to me. I told him how sad I was about letting him down, about being a bad friend who’d only sent one postcard and hadn’t even managed to finish the walk. I told him about Alice and what I’d done with her picture inside the medicine bottle, and about Patricia in Keld, and the mix of dislike and recognition I’d felt while listening to her. I told him about the woman with the sick daughter I’d met on the moors, about her despair and anger and relief at being away, and about the gnawing, relentless worry I’d felt for my own daughter too – that sense I had of not being able to help, and how angry that had made me. I remember I was crying, and that the plumbing in the bathroom was making gurgling sounds as I tried to talk and made me feel ridiculous. When I was done, I waited on the edge of the bath and worried about committing all of this to a recorded message. It was an old, familiar fear: what if I had just handed someone the means to harm me? Clive replied almost right away: full of warmth and kindness. There was a smile in his voice: not that he was entertained by my sorrows, but only that he’d been pleased, finally, to meet me and see what I’d been carrying.

 

I slept, then caught the early train the next morning to Whitby, then a slow and sweltering bus to Robin Hood’s Bay. There, I skulked about on the beach, sat on the sand, tried to cheer myself up with ice cream, with chocolate, with a bag of chips. I sat in a hotel bar and opened my last letter, which Clive had written before hearing the news of my failure. The envelope was big and padded and there was unearned ceremony in the way I opened it, as if I really had just achieved something.

Clive had sent the last Charles Atlas lesson. Charles praises his student on a job well done so far and urges him towards clean living and regular stretching. He says he’d be very happy to receive before and after photographs, if anyone felt like sending them. And, at the end of their time together, he introduces the idea of the ‘perpetual lesson’, which is intended to move the student on from learning a set of remedial exercises to understanding Atlas’s great unified theory of healthy living. ‘This compelling power of radiant health,’ Atlas claims, ‘is the result of obedience to the simple laws of nature, performed in the spirit of HOPEFULNESS combined with the DIRECTED WILL.’

There was a photograph in the envelope too. It’s a big, black and white copy of the picture Clive asked the waiter to take of the two of us as we had coffee together at Lancaster Castle before I set off on the train to St Bees. Just over a fortnight ago, and another life entirely. Clive, always a dab hand with a box of paints and a scanner, has doctored the image and reduced himself to a headless shadow. This was our ‘before’, and he has turned it into a premature glimpse of his ‘after’. Now, he is asking me in a way less gentle than before to meet him.

It is a horrible picture. I’m grinning and excited to be off, oblivious to the fact that I’m drinking coffee with a shade, a headless spectre, a dead man. This photograph illuminated a painful and unmarked place that Clive and I had never visited before. I thought about the scrap of paper with Clive’s name on that I’d pushed on to the branches of the tree at St Bees. I hadn’t dared make a wish or say a prayer. But now as I looked at the photograph Clive had sent me I realised that if I had been brave enough to dare, my wish would have been for a sudden and magical transformation. In Clive, of course: he’d get better, overnight. And I’d wanted to be different too: in overcoming all obstacles and completing this walk I would surely become some better, sleeker, more generous and happier version of myself. This is one version of prayer: an articulated desire for the ‘simple laws of nature’ to bend a little, for the world to make me and the people that are important to me special exceptions to the way things are. And if I did articulate – in the spirit of HOPEFULNESS – that kind of wish, would it still ‘take’ – seeing as I hadn’t been able to master my DIRECTED WILL and finish the walk?

 

I am not the only walker to ask herself this question. In November 1974, Werner Herzog was told that his friend and mentor, the filmmaker and critic Lotte Eisner, was dying at her home in Paris. He decided on impulse that he would go and see her, arriving on foot from Munich. He wasn’t going to say goodbye nor to comfort her, he was walking to prevent her death. ‘This must not be, not at this time,’ he’d decided – as if Herzog was the best judge and arbiter of such things. He made his protest and his pilgrimage ‘in full faith, believing that she would stay alive if I came on foot’. I wonder about what Herzog placed his faith in. Himself, mainly, and the power of his will, expressed through a walk of over five hundred miles through the ice and snow. ‘We would not permit her death,’ he vowed, imperiously.

He wrote an eerie, short account of his journey and published it a few years later as Of Walking in Ice. In ice – not on it. This is a story of endurance, not precarity. Because I already knew that Eisner had lived, I’d imagined a triumphant arrival. Herzog would kick open the doors of the sickroom with his worn-in boots and declare he had finished his hike and thus found a cure for mortality. Lotte could be a good girl and get up from her sickbed and walk now. But the man who arrived in Paris is not the man who set off from Munich. He went to see his Madame Eisner quietly and did not tell her how he’d arrived there. He’s not proud of his walking injuries but embarrassed by them, and has to be guided by his unwell friend to put his tired and aching legs up on her armchair. Herzog is no hero, but a man in tatters. His walking has helped him to remember his vulnerability, and Eisner, no longer in need of saving, recognises it too; ‘she knew that I was someone on foot and therefore unprotected’.

I too was unprotected when I opened Clive’s last letter, undone by my own bad weather. The truthful horror of that photograph was almost too much to bear and the image made a wound in me. This is what happens when you make a friend who is dying. Or when you make a friend. Or when you care about anything at all. How do we dare? There was a letter in Clive’s last package too, though it took me a while before I was fit to read it.

‘I do feel out of joint knowing I won’t exist in the long term,’ he writes, and I know that photograph of us at my journey’s beginning was one way of him imagining what it would be like to have his friends walk on without him. He thinks about what being-towards his death means he must now start grieving. First, his family and the way the threads of their lives will unspool without him: ‘the twists and changes in the lives of those I love the most: that is my living disappointment’. There is pain in this, though he knows he will ‘live on for a little while, a figment of a life flickering in my children’s minds, my partner’s mind’. He also writes about the way the doctors look at him – those professionals who despite their respect and courtesy have left him cold, ‘a piece of infected meat’. He wonders what it will be to ‘pass in front of a writer’ and imagines how I – not doctor, not family – might attend to this strange conversation we have been having. What will I make of this ‘failing flesh and blood person’? This is another kind of afterwardness: Clive imagines himself as ‘a fading ghost on the internet and maybe in the margins of your mind too, on a sheaf of paper, an experience of finite living’.

 

On one of our trips out Clive and I went back to Morecambe and had tea in a café on the old stone jetty. The café started life as a lighthouse keeper’s cottage but for most of the 1960s and ’70s it had been run as a tiny zoo, stuffed with depressed, cage-rattling and masturbating primates. There was a parrot you could feed with apple slices for sale on the way in, a sun bear that lived in a cage too small for it to turn around, and a slouching porcupine that never saw daylight. Things were different then – that’s what people who remember the little zoo say. The monkey would piss on you as you walked past its cage and one day BooBoo the sun bear escaped. Local legend has it that he was heading swiftly down the jetty in the direction of the seafront arcades and ice cream parlours when the vet and the police caught up with him and shot him.

Clive had been walking me around the West End of his childhood, showing me the place that used to be a barber, the shop where his mother would pick up their bread and milk, telling me stories about the old friends he knew who used to live here. We’d eaten teacakes at the café the zoo had become and I’d been telling him, again, how worried I was about my daughter. I’d walked this promenade many times before, right the way along from the great white boat of the famous Midland Hotel, past the Eric Morecambe statue where he eternally poses on one leg, grinning in all weathers, as far as the Old Pier Bookshop, a place famous for both its unexpected taxidermy (misshapen squirrels peep at you from between the shelves) and an owner who can locate anything. But I’d never seen the Time and Tide Bell before, and after our coffee, Clive took me to see it and we stopped to listen for a while.

The bell is affixed to the seaward edge of the stone jetty, positioned so the motion of the incoming tide rings it. It was designed by the musician and sculptor Marcus Vergette, and his attention to space, to shape, to sound is clear. The finely tuned harmonic sound is haunting and persistent. The bell asks the listener to consider the vulnerability of an already precarious coastal community to climate change and to listen for the connectedness of human life to the rhythms of the sea. Clive and I had listened to the tide coming in, counting each wave as it gently dinged the bell’s clapper and set the chime going softly over the water. There’s an information board close by that explains the project and displays a graph demonstrating the rise in sea temperatures in the area since the 1990s. This bell shows me a bit of what Thoreau might have meant when in his journal, he talked about ‘opening my mouth to the wind’. This is not passivity, exactly, but a practice of standing ‘unprotected’, an instrument entirely available to the world. I’ve come back to this place many times since, especially when I need to spend some time nursing my fear, to remind myself that some days, the song happens when you let the world move you, and that when I am too small or fearful to shelter everything, the world – ailing though it is – is still big enough. One day all of this will be underwater, the bell says, and this is how we dare.

 

I put Clive’s letters back in the envelope. The bar in Robin Hood’s Bay was full of walkers who had done what I could not do and found a way, through hope and will, to brave the heat. They were rowdy and cheerful. I was jealous. A man by the bar swayed on his stool. At first, I’d taken him to be very drunk, but he was actually suffering from heatstroke; the manager begged him to go to the hospital and rolled his eyes when he refused. Every time he toppled a cheer went around the bar. He was delirious with success, swapping war stories and pooling money for a drinks kitty with a pair who had just arrived by taxi.

Walkers’ bars are often like this: the carpets a shocking state, the floors muddy and the chat ribald, the stink of the living something to acclimatise to. Through the window I could see yet more hikers coming in off the cliff path from Whitby. They passed around mobile phones and took turns posing for their photographs outside, pints held aloft, the blooming headland and bright water stretched out behind them like a gaudy boast. The steep road down through the village to the beach was clogged with tourists, the late-afternoon sand full of kids building sandcastles and dogs chasing after balls, everyone enjoying the strange offering of this deadly summer.

 

The next day Duncan brought our son and my dog and drove out to meet me on the east coast. Home rushed in through the door of the little apartment we’d rented for the weekend barking and laughing and carrying too many bags of shopping from the Co-op around the comer. I’d missed them, was glad to see them. This was the longest we’d been apart from each other in many years, and I was alert to any little difference. My son, when we went out for a bag of chips, told me I was walking too fast: I’d forgotten how to amble, how to saunter, and was striding along as if the promenade was a fell. He’d picked up a suntan during the heatwave and bounced around, delighted by the end of school and the start of the long holiday. I looked different too: my hair streaked by the sun, my legs stronger, and my feet in dire need of some plasters and antiseptic cream. I woke early each morning, ravenously hungry, my body demanding big meals because it didn’t yet know I wasn’t hiking the days away anymore. Everything seemed so noisy, and I was out of the habit of joining in: I had to keep reminding myself to talk, to ask questions, to pay attention when someone was speaking.

We spent the weekend in Whitby eating ice cream, visiting the Dracula Experience and taking a boat trip. I’d treated every place I’d stopped over the past couple of weeks as if it existed for my comfort alone, with little interest in anything other than how quickly I could get food and how powerful the shower was. I hadn’t been resting or recuperating in Grasmere or Reeth or Great Broughton, I merely refuelled. In Whitby, there was time to linger a while and play the tourist, no need to worry about what a late night would do to my ability to walk twenty miles the next day. We indulged all our childish pleasures. I fed coins into the penny arcade machines and we went to all the little shops on the seafront, browsing vampire-themed souvenirs and looking at an exhibition that explained where Whitby jet came from. We bought rock and ate it wandering around the harbour looking for seals. We stood under the big whalebone arch on West Cliff and asked a passer-by to take a photograph of the three of us together in front of the statue of Captain Cook. We got in the car and headed up the coast to Robin Hood’s Bay. I became reluctant then and had to be reminded about the nice second-hand bookshop that had old knitting patterns and maps for sale. The beach would be quieter there, and we could look for fossils. I let myself be convinced but I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back down to the water. Better, really, to forget all about it and just enjoy a weekend in Whitby.

At the top of the steep hill that leads down to the beach there is a gift shop that sells badges and certificates to successful coast-to-coasters and a pub where hikers can sign their name in the finishers’ book. Duncan was of the same mind as Clive: I had finished the walk. He took me to the gift shop and I followed, sulkily.

‘Go on, go and choose a badge to sew on your bag. I’ll buy it for you,’ he said.

When I am in a fit like this I do usually allow myself to be cajoled, to be taken in hand, to be teased and firmly nudged out of my nonsense. But this time I would not budge. I wouldn’t even have my photograph taken in front of the famous end-of-the-walk sign in front of Wainwright’s Bar, which is something all coast-to-coasters do. I was not one of them and did not deserve it.

The drive back to Lancaster on Sunday evening took less than three hours. The place names that had become familiar during my slow walk from village to village slid past the passenger side window too quickly to read as the car headed home.
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