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			Dedication

			To A for encouraging me to wander;

			To B for bringing me back

		

		
			Author’s Note

			I have never been a religious soul. My dad is agnostic, and my mum was a lapsed Methodist. As the daughter of a miner, I suppose the idea of a religion that promises salvation for all rather than just the predestined elitist few appealed to Mum, and her family. She once told me that she decided to have me and my brother christened ‘just in case’, and I have vague memories of attending a Sunday school as a toddler – though I have a strong suspicion this was more to do with the free childcare it provided than a desire to have us taught the ‘Word of the Lord’. All I remember was a yellow book with a rainbow on it (research subsequently led me to discover that this is the Good News Bible) and being allowed to eat two slightly soft biscuits in a draughty room with high beige ceilings and a carpet that scratched my legs when I sat on it.

			Later, religion was part of the curriculum, as it is for most children. But I saw it as just that: part of the school timetable in the way that Maths and English were; a required subject to sit through and pass exams in. Of course, we had to say the Lord’s Prayer before lessons, Grace before mealtimes and, in the autumn, someone would bake a particularly fancy bread product (I vividly recall a bale of hay with a little mouse on it) and we would bring in canned food for ‘those in need’ (we didn’t have that much so I was always sent in with kidney beans and chickpeas that Mum seemed to buy once a year and never use). Come winter, we would stick candles into oranges to make Christingles without ever really knowing why. Looking back, I suppose religion was always there, though more of a backdrop to life than a key part of it.

			The dichotomy of religion being a ‘thing’, rather than a subject to learn, hit me hard in my first year of high school, during an RE lesson with the Reverend Cook, and has stuck with me ever since. We had just come from double Biology, during which time I’d learned about evolution and seen skulls and fossils to prove the theory. I was taught how humans, like other creatures, have changed over time to adapt to conditions in their environment. I saw first-hand how whale fins still contain individual finger bones, an evolutionary remnant nodding to the fact that we share the same ancestors. It was a moment when questions I had about where we come from and how we got here clicked into place in my mind. The natural world and myself were genuinely connected. We were the same.

			Dizzy from this revelation I went to my RE lesson. Here the story of Genesis – the creation of the universe by God – was being taught. I was eleven. It all sounded beautiful – the kind of magical story I would pen in my notebook to pass the time – but I was very confused.

			In my innocence I asked the reverend: ‘So where does this all fit in with the evolution of humans?’ Was it, I postulated, that God created the monkeys that then became us over those seven days? Was it that one of those was Adam and the other Eve? That seemed to make the most sense to me, though it still didn’t really add up in my head, and I had many questions.

			I was instantly berated.

			‘I,’ she said indignantly, ‘did not come from any ape. Did you?’

			‘Well yes,’ was my answer, ‘we all did.’

			That was what Miss Jones had literally just told us in Biology, I reminded her. I looked around at my classmates for support, someone to agree that I was in fact speaking the truth, but I was faced with blank stares or bowed heads.

			From that point on, any interest in religion dissipated. It wasn’t God that took it from me, it was Reverend Cook.

			So when, many years later, I was sent on a work assignment to undertake a pilgrimage – perhaps one of the most fervent acts of devotion for many Christians – I never foresaw how much it would change, influence and even save my life. It may have been serendipity that took me to Spain to walk the Camino de Santiago, but it was a need to make sense of the world as a secular soul, to process past traumas, and to overcome loss, that drew me to Britain’s forgotten spiritual trails. Along the way I carried my own beliefs, rather than those prescribed by someone else, and I urge you to do the same in the journey ahead.

		

		
			Pre-amble

			They say the Botafumeiro flies through the air in between the arches of Santiago Cathedral at speeds of over 42 mph. I watched as this huge golden vessel – just a few inches shorter than I am tall, and weighing only a little less than me – swooped above my head expelling the sweet scent of frankincense in plumes of smoke, while the melodious notes of a lone nun singing the ‘Hymn to the Apostle’ punctuated its oscillations.

			For most pilgrims, this moment, after walking Spain’s Camino de Santiago, is the culmination of weeks if not months of hiking and soul searching. It’s a sign that a great voyage to find yourself, your deity, your own way in the world, has finally come to an end. It is markedly a joyous occasion whereby the pilgrim has completed something truly fulfilling, a kind of full stop at the end of a particularly satisfactory sentence.

			And yet, for me, it wasn’t any of those things.

			As I watched the giant gold censer soaring through the air, I felt nauseous. Around me, pilgrims gasped in awe as this spectacle played out, while I remained silent. When it slowed to a pendulous, steady swing and was recaptured by the tiraboleiros (whose job it is to control its journey through the confines of the cathedral), I felt empty and lost. And I couldn’t work out why.

			So I went back. Three times over the course of the next thirty-six hours I was in the city. Each time I tried to pinpoint the hold the Botafumeiro seemed to have over me. When I was not stood gazing at it, I was thinking about it. Wandering around the city, I passed stores festooned with all manner of ‘peregrino’ paraphernalia – from Tarta de Santiago (a special pilgrims’ almond cake with a dusting of icing sugar forming the shape of St James’ cross), to scallop shells (representing the lines of the myriad routes pilgrims take to reach the cathedral) and dried-out gourds (a type of pumpkin that was used by medieval pilgrims to carry water, or sometimes, wine). They all seemed to blur together until they were nothing at all. I could no longer see them. Instead, I pictured that Botafumeiro; its curvaceous gilded chamber hemmed in by chains.
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			I had begun in Sarria, a town on a river of the same name, in the north-west of Spain’s Galicia region. A little over 100 kilometres from the cathedral at Santiago, it is the most common starting point for pilgrims who want to gain a Compostela – the church-issued document that certifies the bearer as having completed the Santiago de Compostela and thereby grants forgiveness for all sins – in as little time as possible.

			For me it was work – I was there as a travel writer, to walk it and write instructive articles for would-be pilgrims. As such, I approached it the same way I would any story I was writing. The first thing I did was research. And it was while doing this that I realised just how many paths there are that make up what is known as ‘The Camino’. It’s not just one thing, it is multiple. It can be started from your own doorstep, literally from anywhere in the world, but then, as you get closer to the final destination – the cathedral said to hold the remains of St James – there are several popular routes. These include the Camino Frances (the French Way, typically started in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port at the foot of the Pyrenees in France); the Camino del Norte (the Northern Way, usually begun from the coastal hub of San Sebastian); the Camino Português (the Portuguese Camino, starting at either Porto or Lisbon for those wanting a longer challenge); the Camino Primitivo (said to be the original Camino, walked by the ‘founder’ of the hike, King Alfonso II, in the ninth century, beginning in the now little-known city of Oviedo that was once the former capital of the region); the Camino Inglés (aka the English Way, a route primarily used in medieval times by pilgrims coming from Britain, Ireland and northern Europe by boat, beginning in Spain from A Coruña or Ferrol); and the Vía de la Plata (an old trading route forged by the Romans, aka the Silver Way, which links the south and the north of Spain via a trail once used to transport precious metals from Seville).

			But which is the official one? That seemed to be much debated across a plethora of forums. Though the Camino de Santiago has been around since the ninth century, when it was one of the top three destinations for pilgrims (the others being Rome and Jerusalem), it is only within the last few decades that it has enjoyed a resurgence in popularity.

			Its origins date back to when Spain’s patron saint (and one of Jesus’ twelve apostles), James (or Sant Iago, hence ‘Santiago’ in Spanish), was beheaded in 44 AD by King Herod for preaching while in Jerusalem. It is said that his followers managed to miraculously repatriate his remains by stone boat and bury them in Spain, where they lay undiscovered for another 769 years. That was until, under Alfonso II’s rule as King of Asturias (the north-western part of the country encompassing Cantabria, Castile Leon and what is known as Galicia) they were found.

			There are several accounts of how the remains were unearthed, but the one I like the best reports that the king followed the lights of the Milky Way after getting a tip-off from a hermit, and found them after toiling on a trail over several days – thus becoming the first ever pilgrim to undertake the Camino.

			It cannot be stressed enough just how important this discovery was for him. Already fighting to keep his region strong amid invasions from the south of the country, he was looking for a way to give his residents a firm cultural identity for which to keep fighting, and Alfonso’s making his own the locality where something this precious could be found proved to be something of a marketing masterstroke. Not only did it give his area a claim to fame like those of Italy and the Middle East, but it gave people a reason to visit, bringing with them money and needs for hospitality – water, food, and a safe bed.

			A couple of hundred years later its success had launched the publication of the Codex Calixtinus – essentially the first ever guidebook written to the route – the result of which saw pilgrims journey to the region from all over Europe and further afield. It spawned early souvenirs and even the enviable job of Professional (or Proxy) Pilgrim, who would be employed by the wealthy to walk the route for them, thereby gaining absolution of all sins without having to tread a single step.

			The pilgrimage’s popularity continued right up until the sixteenth century and the Reformation. Martin Luther, a former monk turned Augustinian friar in Germany, argued that pilgrimage was a dereliction of people’s everyday duties and something of an indulgence. He also postulated that being able to gain a certificate of pardon was simply ludicrous. His views gained traction and were cemented and embraced in England when, thanks to good timing, King Henry VIII was keen to divorce his wife so he could marry someone else (an act forbidden by the prevailing religion). In 1538 he decided to break ways with the Catholic Church and ban all pilgrimages – an act that has still not officially been undone. Despite there having been calls over the last decade to remove the prohibition officially, the UK government has declined to get involved in such a potentially ‘triggering’ issue, given the religious connotations. This technically means that every step of making a British pilgrimage today is in some way tantalisingly illicit.

			Banning pilgrimages had a dramatic impact on pilgrim numbers and had a huge impact on business within the previously booming region of Galicia. But, in the mid-1980s, around the time I was born, it all changed.

			A man called Don Elías Valiña Sampedro, a pastor in O Cebreiro, sought to repopularise the Camino – in particular the route that ran alongside where he lived: the Camino Frances. In the nine years before he died, he was instrumental in organising the clearing of pathways that had become obstructed and lost to the undergrowth over the centuries, and set about waymarking the trail with painted arrows, which still survive today.

			One source claims that he jumped into his Citroën GS to start in France with a large can of canary-yellow paint (the only colour he had to hand) and a big brush, and drove the entire route, stopping at key junctions to literally show people the way, telling bystanders that he was ‘planning an invasion’ (a phrase that landed him a night in the local police barracks).

			He wasn’t wrong, though. In 1984, when he started, the number of registered pilgrims who completed the Camino and earned their official Compostela was 423. By 2019 (pre-Covid), that figure had reached 347,578, with nearly 10,000 of them coming from the UK.

			Despite there being multiple options for people to choose to walk, the oldest of the ‘new’ ones was definitely the Camino Frances. I – like readers of the articles I was writing for – didn’t have weeks to dedicate to treading the trail from the mountains of France to the city of Santiago over 772 kilometres away. I needed to do the Camino in the quickest and most time-efficient way possible, which is when I discovered a loophole.

			In 1993 a minimum-distance requirement was brought into force – not without controversy – to ensure that people walking the Camino didn’t literally stumble from their hotel room in Santiago post-breakfast and get absolution for a lifetime of sins. Instead, in another brilliant marketing initiative – certainly for those businesses that happened to fall within the designated distance – it was announced by the regional government of Galicia that as long as the last 100 kilometres was walked and a passport known as a credencial was stamped at various cafés, restaurants, hostels and churches along the way, the bearers could claim they had ‘walked the Camino’ and gain a Compostela from the cathedral office. You needn’t be a mathematician to realise that the new ruling meant you can easily fit this most famous pilgrimage into a week’s holiday – or five days of annual leave.

			And so, I was posted to Sarria, the birthplace of the man who painted all the yellow arrows on the trail, to walk the last 100 kilometres of the Camino. Not for me, but for my readers.
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			Despite holding no belief in the power of gaining a Compostela, I reached Sarria feeling buoyed by the sunshine and relieved to be out of the office. For the past four years I had been working at the helm of a travel magazine and thrown myself into it on every level. I spent so much time trying to prove that I deserved the role that any social life I’d had in the previous three years was left in tatters. I regularly missed friends’ birthdays, weddings and Christmas gatherings, so much so that I stopped being invited. My partner at the time was a photographer and most of the days we spent together we were working. If I wasn’t already on assignment somewhere I was researching and planning to make it happen. I didn’t just do the job, I was the job, and that was fine. Or so I thought.

			I had arrived in Madrid by plane, which had been filled with a bachelor party in full swing. We were placed in a looping holding pattern for a full thirty minutes before landing, occasionally being pushed into a higher altitude by updraughts produced by the encircling mountains, before dropping thirty feet in a split second. Five of the passengers were sick; one was sitting next to me. By the time we made the final approach to the runway I could taste the acidic flavour of fresh vomit on my own tongue.

			After taking the train to Sarria I spent the first evening practically waltzing through the flagstone streets, giddy with excitement at being away. I laughed at some of the garish Camino-themed tourist gifts, remarked on the prices of special Menu del Peregrinos (three courses and wine for under €10), and decided to visit a church for a special Pilgrim Mass.

			The service was entirely in Spanish and I understood nothing, but I did opt to drink some of the offered wine and spent most of the prayers gazing at the domed ceilings, admiring the overly ornate reredos behind the altar, and trying to remember whether the person conducting the service should be called a priest or a vicar.

			The following morning, I decided to take a bus and begin my walk from Samos, to warm up my legs post-travel and bolster my kilometre count from a hundred to at least fourteen above the minimum requirement.

			Samos is home to a huge sixth-century monastery complete with cloisters straight out of Harry Potter’s Hogwarts. It’s run by a welcoming monk who looks every bit the Friar Tuck stereotype, with a big belly and huge, friendly smile. The building is as impressive as it is oppressive. Made of large lightly coloured granite, its façade dominates the entrance garden, and in essence the entire village, and a metal railing comprising large scallop shells denotes its indisputable link to the Camino.

			I entered the building clutching my pilgrim passport, the credencial all Camino walkers must get stamped at regular intervals to prove they’ve walked it, looking fresh-faced and smelling clean. I was wearing a small orange backpack – which immediately singled me out from the other peregrinos who arrived seconds later, bearing huge loads along with the well-worn expressions of people who have been on the road for several weeks. Their faces were tanned, their cheeks rosy and they brought with them the distinct aroma of sweat that no amount of handwashing can ever quite remove. I’d smelt it a few months before when I’d been on assignment in the USA, interviewing ‘thru-hikers’ on the 3,500-kilometre Appalachian Trail. It lingered in every trail town establishment I visited, a distinct mixture of the sharpness of vinegar coupled with the sweetness of old ketchup.

			They looked me up and down and I could tell from their expressions that I had immediately been summed up as a ‘tourist’ rather than a pilgrim. This was the first time I’d been found wanting, though it wouldn’t be the last.

			Some theorists argue that pilgrimage is, in itself, one of the earliest forms of tourism. The premise of a pilgrimage was to visit a place where there is a physical connection to a holy person or event, where old bones or remains are entombed or enshrined, or where a miracle is stated to have happened in a religious text or tradition. As such, the first destination for Christian pilgrims was Jerusalem – the Heavenly City, centre of the Holy Land, and the last link to the physical presence of Jesus Christ, who was buried there before he reportedly rose again.

			One of the earliest records of a pilgrimage to Jerusalem is dated to 170 AD, when the Bishop of Sardis, in Turkey, called Melito, journeyed to the city and effectively went on a sightseeing mission aimed at connecting physical places to those written about in the Bible, thereby cementing its undisputable veracity. After him came the Roman Emperor Constantine, who ordered the building of a church over the burial site of Jesus and prompted other believers to follow in his footsteps. Shortly after him came a woman called Egeria in the fourth century. She is someone very few will have heard of, but she wrote arguably the first travelogue of a pilgrimage – way before the Codex Calixtinus was published – which at one point was even called Itinerarium Egeriae (meaning Travels of Egeria), though it was later changed to Peregrinatio Aetheriae (Pilgrimage of Aetheria).

			That day I meandered along the Spanish country trails, collecting notes on this holy footpath as Egeria once did in Jerusalem. I watched cattle grazing nonchalantly, unconcerned by this lone walker on their land, and was greeted by an old couple still working on their acre with hand-pushed tools despite appearing well into their seventies. They stopped toiling as I passed and the man doffed his cap, revealing a balding head covered by wisps of black hair that flew free in the afternoon breeze. He uttered the words I had been waiting to hear since I arrived: ‘Buen Camino’ (have a good walk) – the typical greeting and parting utterance offered to pilgrims on The Way.

			I forced a smile. After my run-in with the ‘real’ pilgrims that morning, I felt as though I was deceiving them. I felt like a cheat.

			All the way back to Sarria my mind toyed with that word – cheat – tossing it around whenever my thoughts focused on something more agreeable. I heard the call of a cuckoo and stopped to listen closer, only to have the word ‘cheat’ echo in my head amid the silence. When I spied a cluster of wild poppies punctuating a field of green and stopped to take a photograph, it bounced back again, reverberating between my temples.

			I’d come here as a traveller, never thinking I was a ‘pilgrim’, but now I was definitely disturbed not to be one, or to be called one when, in my head, I didn’t deserve the moniker.

			My inner critic continued to taunt me in the days that followed, shouting at me as I crossed the bridge into Portomarin on a particularly long and hot day, my foot already swimming in sticky serum as a blister formed and then popped into my sock. It provoked me again as I admired the Iron Age ruins at Castromaior and a group of ten fresh hikers cheerily called ‘Buen Camino’ at me while I drank my water; and it tormented me further when I reached Palas de Rei and sat down in a bar to enjoy a cold beer.

			Next to me in the restaurant, pilgrims laughed about the number of people like me on the trail. They shared bold and gutsy stories of their experiences hiking over the Pyrenees, of hard-won victories securing a bed in popular albergues in dire weather, and of the satisfaction they were sure they would feel having ‘really’ walked the Camino once they reached Santiago.
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			Back on my own tourist trail, and attempting to silence my inner ‘cheat’, I threw myself into full journalist mode. I interviewed pilgrims at every turn, asking them how far they’d walked and why they were making the journey. The first few I spoke to had come from Sarria, and were doing it for the challenge, or purely as a walking holiday. But slowly I became more adept at distinguishing the 100-kilometre pilgrims from those who had been on the trail for weeks. It is often in the way they walk – effortlessly, faster, with no signs of blisters, the signifier of a body beaten into submission.

			All those ‘long haulers’ I spoke to – without exception – were going through a major life change. Deaths, divorces, medical diagnoses or failure to get a job or a place in college. One woman had just lost everything in a house fire and felt that the only way to take the emotional first step back into what her new life would be was to take a physical step into the unknown, with some unknowns. She had started walking the Camino solo, but now had a group of friends around her from all over the world. The Camino had given these people time to adjust to a new situation, and space to ask themselves questions about what they wanted to do next.

			Outside the tiny enclave of A Rúa, on the second-to-last day on the trail, around 25 kilometres from Santiago, I met a father and daughter at a small trailside café. He was in his late sixties, a similar age to my own dad at the time, and she was in her thirties. They had decided to walk The Way together after he retired and his partner, her mother, had sadly died. Their affection for each other was obvious, with a near-silent respect demonstrated by a slow, agreeing nod, or the brush of a forearm when one of them was recounting a particularly tough section of their journey from St Jean in France.

			I sat and listened to their tales, and thought of my own father. In the years since we‘d lost my mum to cancer in 2001, our relationship had become distant and somewhat strained. My career had sapped my focus, and his other, newer relationships had seemed to push ours to the periphery. The idea that I could ever persuade him to spend time with me like this felt implausibly remote.

			Feeling myself beginning to choke up, I made an inane joke about taking it easy in retirement and hastily got back on the trail. As the chestnut trees rose up around me, I attempted to squash my feelings into the size of a nut and swallow them away. A trickle of water splashed off the foliage and onto my face, before being joined by more raindrops. The heavens had decided to open, and I ran the last kilometre of the day to escape the torrent of whatever was coming.
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			The final section of the Camino saw the mood of my fellow walkers shift. As the woodland paths gave way to more tarmac roads, people seemed quicker to take out their phones, playing music loudly and abandoning quiet reverence for loud exclamations of whatever emotion was passing at the time.

			I, on the other hand, had already begun to retreat inside myself. I had stopped interviewing pilgrims. I didn’t want to be part of their world. Before I knew it, I had made it to Monte do Gozo (the Hill of Joy), the place where pilgrims would rapturously glimpse their final destination. But my climb was devoid of enjoyment.

			I left the trail to find the statues of two pilgrims pointing in the direction of the city, fashioned by Galician sculptor José Acuña in 1993. As they stand a five-minute walk off the main pathway, very few peregrinos see these figures, but this is the only spot from which you can truly get that first look at the cathedral.

			As I reached it the rain arrived once more. I looked out to see the grey shapes of the spires – encased in scaffolding for structural repairs. Even my ‘joyous’, view was obscured. I took off my boot; another blister had formed. I tried to pop it with the pen from my notebook. After several attempts, my skin finally relented and the serum oozed out. I winced, but was strangely relieved that I could feel something, even if it was a stinging pain.

			My final steps into the city were once more accompanied by the word ‘cheat’ pulsating in my head. Every footstep I took, even with the discomfort of the burst blister, felt like a lie.

			As I neared my final goal more tourists emerged, pounding the pavement. We wore identical scallop shells, which bounced with each footstep. An early symbol of a ‘true pilgrim’, they can now be bought from one of the souvenir stalls in Sarria. We were headed not to the cathedral and the claimed final resting place of St James but rather to the Pilgrims’ Office to get our Compostelas.

			My fellow tourists and I now outnumbered the true peregrinos and I hated myself for being one of them. I had the right clothes, the right ‘look’, the right expression on my face, even authentic injuries. And soon I held the actual Compostela, written in Latin, in my hand. But this wasn’t real. I wasn’t real.
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			My last attempt to decipher why the Botafumeiro made me feel the way it did came on the morning I caught the train back to Madrid. I woke early and went back to the cathedral. Although the swinging of the censer is only for special occasions (or, as I would later discover, a reward for a large donation), when I arrived – along with a fresh batch of pilgrims – it was already in full swing.

			Back in the early days of pilgrimage to Santiago, it’s believed that they burned the incense to purify the air of the cathedral, air that would have been fairly rancid as more and more dirty peregrinos crammed inside. Now, as we all watched the arc of this ornate vessel, packed with so many expectations and a promise to make things better, I realised its great contradiction. It was at once moving at great speed yet stuck, trapped in the confines of the cathedral. A beautiful place to be, but anywhere can be a prison if you find you cannot get out.

			I was that Botafumeiro. I was the vessel carrying so many expectations and hopes inside me, trying my best to put on the best show every time, to not let anyone down – from my lost mother, to my employer, my partner and my readers – travelling through life fast and excitedly, yet all the while I was doing it I was confined to a space I’d created, one with no place else left to go. One where others were controlling what happened next, and could bring it all to a halt with the simple tug of a rope over which I had no control.

			Something had to change.

			I left the cathedral looking back only once. As I did, my eyes fixed on the rooftop. Up there, with a saint’s-eye view down onto the Plaza de Platerías, is the simple stone trough beneath the bronze Cruz dos Farrapos – the cross of the rags. It’s here that medieval pilgrims are said to have burned their clothes, symbolically ending their old life so they could begin a new one.

			I didn’t realise it as I left Santiago, but not long after I returned home I was going to start a fire of my own.

		

		
			ONE

			The Old Way

			It is spring again – May. A full year has passed since I walked the Camino in Spain and now I find myself, once more, on another, unexpected, spiritual trail in the heartland of Kent, a county in England where my own father was born many years ago.

			It’s not yet dawn, but I am wide awake, lying on a pile of stacked prayer cushions, swaddled in my sleeping bag, in front of an altar that’s emblazoned with the words ‘Grant us thy peace’. Above me a gold cross stands tall, flanked by two unlit candles, and a vaulted ceiling disappears into the darkness of an early morning not yet touched by the light of the sun.

			Amid the many rows of pews I hear the gentle snores of the pilgrims with whom I have shared this journey for the last three days. Everything is quiet and still. But I am restless, plagued by uncomfortable memories.

			Suddenly the silence is shattered by fits of laughter. Four women emerge through the church vestibule, naked, wrapped only in towels. With no showers on the trail, it had been suggested to them the previous evening that they could bathe in the early-morning dew as pilgrims would have done in the past. Seeing the sun slowly rising between stones in the graveyard outside has apparently been impossible for them to resist.

			They are trying to whisper, but are so overcome with exhilaration that they’re almost shouting.

			‘I filmed it,’ says one, between chortles, ‘but I don’t have to post it anywhere.’

			‘Oh I don’t care,’ says another. ‘It was just such a beautiful moment I don’t mind who sees it.’

			‘Agreed,’ chimes another and they all burst into further fits of laughter.

			I can’t define what I feel hearing this. In the past I might have been concerned they would later regret their actions. But perhaps that censorious instinct was a hangover from previous relationships. The men I’d known would never have allowed me to do something like that, through a look, a squeeze of my wrist, or a slight tilt of the head that implied there would be consequences.

			I close my eyes and turn away. These women are not like me.
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			The room was spinning. I’d drunk more than I should. By design rather than mistake.

			I knew that when we arrived back at our room there would be an expectation for certain things to happen. It was his birthday after all. And so I had drunk the wine as though it were water.

			Dutifully I prepared myself for the inevitable; he was my boyfriend, after all. I looked over to the yellowing blinds in the hotel-room window; they were coated in a thick film of dust and sagged to one side awkwardly. A single tug would probably see them completely fall apart.

			Then, it started.

			I went through the motions, did what I was meant to do. Forced a smile, then pressed him to my chest so that he couldn’t see my face, nor I his.

			I didn’t want it. Yet I was letting it happen to me.

			I trained my eyes on the chink of light slicing into the room through a gap in the broken blinds and tried to imagine myself outside the window, a passer-by on the pavement, unaware of what was happening inside.

			Then the pain came.

			I couldn’t bear it. So I said so. Once. Twice. But nothing was changing, in fact it was becoming more intense. A sharpness tore through me.

			I pleaded to make it stop, I tried to push him away, but I wasn’t strong enough.

			My whole body withdrew, stopped fighting, allowed it to continue, because then at least I knew it would be over quicker.

			‘What’s wrong with you?’ he asked as he pulled away.

			I hadn’t noticed but tears were streaming down my face. I was embarrassed. And hurriedly wiped them away.

			‘I can’t believe you tried to make me a rapist,’ he said, before adding, under his breath, ‘and on my birthday too.’

			[image: Paragraph break image]

			My romantic relationships have always been torrid. One of my earliest, in particular, had felt like a challenge from the start. Everyone was against it, rooting for it not to work. My dad even boasted: ‘I won’t say “I told you so” when this all goes wrong.’

			And so I became stubborn, determined to silence the naysayers and the doubters. Our love was fuelled by passion and turbulence. At the start it was exciting – the arguments felt electric. And, even a few months in, when he hit me and a visible bruise meant I had to change my hairstyle to hide my face, I made excuses for his behaviour. He blamed me and so did I – it was because of the things I’d said, things I’d done. When it happened again I was ashamed to tell anyone – I never thought being a victim of domestic abuse could happen to a strong woman like me. So I told myself I could take it – all of it – and on some level I reasoned that if I did then it meant someone else didn’t have to.

			I couldn’t let anyone see past the gilded version of our love. Being the only one who knew about the violence meant it was a secret that I controlled, and in a perverse way I allowed myself to feel strong and potent. I vowed I would take it with me to the grave.

			As time moved on and people no longer ventured opinions, the secret became less of a hidden amulet and more of a weighted burden. To make it work I had given up friends, having been convinced they were out to sabotage us. I stopped going out to avoid the inevitable arguments afterwards. I gave up socialising. I stopped drinking, having been told by my partner that it made me
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