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For Schulze




Against the arduous march of time,

we walk

we run

we dance

we die

from ‘Untitled’ by Robert Crowther, as discovered in the opening cover of Offa’s Dyke
 Path: National Trail Guide, in a box labelled: ‘WALK’




WALK




I

Prestatyn – The beach – Tourist art – Holiday snaps – Stones – Rain – Shit Guinness – Uphill struggles – Spare change – ‘Fail to prepare …’ – Roman helmet – More uphill struggles – The view – The Countryside Code.

It’s a bright morning when they first set off but by the time their train pulls in, the sky has dulled and there are dark clouds over the mountains. Benny checks his phone – already one o’clock. No new messages. He switches it off. He sips from his flask. He watches the station approach and braces himself for its final jolt. Stephen is sleeping opposite, his face against the glass. He doesn’t appear to even feel the jolt. Benny has to shake at his knee to wake him.

They retrieve their packs from the luggage rack and step out onto the platform. There are a few old ladies still departing so Benny leads Stephen over to the benches, out of the way. They hoist the packs onto their shoulders, bind themselves in the various straps – fastening clips, tightening buckles. There’s a slight breeze. It isn’t raining yet, but it will soon, and Benny can’t help but glance at the sky. They’d better hurry down to the beach, he says. They have to start at the beach because they have to collect a stone from there, which does mean walking a mile from the mountains and doubling back, but Benny says it’s worth it. There’s no point in doing something like this unless they’re willing to do it right.

They set off down the road towards the beach. It’s mostly semi-detached houses here, although there are also a couple of shops, fronts cluttered with buckets, spades, half-inflated rubber rings. Further down there’s a children’s play area, a crazy golf course. There aren’t many people about, just the occasional dog walker. Stephen coughs. At one point he spits on the ground. He’s pale. It’s possible he’s hung-over. He often stays up late working on his art and this usually involves alcohol. Benny asks if he’s OK and Stephen nods and they leave the conversation at that for now, concentrate on walking.

The wind is stronger down at the beach, the sky brooding. There’s a hut signposted with a blue plastic ‘i’; two larger buildings with the words ‘CAFÉ’ and ‘AMUSEMENTS’ on the side in huge black letters, as if to be read from out at sea. Waves lick the sand. There’s a thin band of fog on the horizon. Benny says he can’t think of a word to describe this, the view. Stephen says the word is grim.

To the right of the buildings there’s a patch of concrete with a sculpture in the centre. It’s approximately fifteen feet tall and consists of three silver pillars supporting a silver disk, glittering through the grimness. Benny knows it’s a sculpture because of the photos and the brief description in the guidebook. According to the book the sculpture indicates the end of the walk, as most people take the path south to north, but they’re walking north to south, so for them it’s the very beginning. What the sculpture is supposed to be, Benny isn’t entirely sure. According to the guidebook, the locals call it ‘the Polo Mint’. Stephen says it’s a bad sculpture. He describes it as ‘tourist art’.

They let their packs slide. Stephen retrieves his camera and takes photos. Click and wind, click and wind. There’s a sense of irony, he says, that’s very powerful. Benny removes a pre-rolled cigarette from behind his ear, lights it. Stephen asks if he can have a cigarette too and Benny shrugs and gives him the one from behind his other ear and Stephen smokes whilst taking his photos, turning to blow over his shoulder, keep the smoke from drifting into shot. Stephen then tells Benny to come kneel in front of the sculpture for a photo. (Why not a few holiday snaps too?) Click and wind. Stephen flicks away what’s left of his cigarette, gives Benny the camera and kneels in front of the sculpture whilst Benny takes a photo of him. Then they place the camera on a wall and Stephen sets the auto-time function and runs over to kneel beside Benny and the camera clicks a photo all by itself: the two of them together, kneeling in front of the statue, smiling.

They search for stones. The idea is they each pick a stone from the beach then, in a couple of weeks’ time, when they’re at the end of the trail in Chepstow, they throw the stones back into the sea. It’s not just the guidebook that says to do this, Benny’s dad had mentioned it too, back when Benny was first planning the trip. So did Uncle Ian, when Benny phoned to ask about stopping off for a few days at Nan’s old house in Llangollen. It’s starting to rain and neither fancies the trek down to the beach, but there are stones about, scattered on the pavement, and they each find one they deem suitable. Stephen finds a large one, pointed. He says it reminds him of the pumice stone his mum uses on her corns. Benny’s stone is flat, like a coin. A skimmer.

They pocket their stones. Benny picks up their cigarette butts and pockets them too, as there aren’t any bins nearby. The rain’s patter rises to a steady hiss. Benny says they should take shelter, there’s no point being drenched from the off.

They hurry across the car park to the building labelled ‘CAFÉ’, packs slumped in their arms like brides over a threshold.

‘Just listen to that rain, man … what a start …’

‘Rain’s rain, Ste. We’ll just put on our macs. As long as it stops by sunset, we’ll be OK.’

‘Why sunset?’

‘Sunset’s when we set up camp. We don’t want to set up camp in the rain.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because of the tent.’

‘The tent? What’ll happen to the tent?’

‘It’ll get wet.’

Pause.

‘This Guinness, man. Even Cal wouldn’t drink this. It’s like the stuff at the Miners. Toilet water. Watered down toilet water.’

‘Drink it. Contains iron. Keeps you strong.’

‘It’s bad enough I’ve paid for it, never mind having to drink it.’

‘Think iron.’

Pause.

‘How far today then?’

‘Fifteen miles. Hopefully. If we make it past Bodfari I’ll be happy.’

‘Where’ll we camp?’

‘Here, look, there’s some forest.’

‘Forest?’

‘I always wanted to camp in a forest.’

‘Sounds good, man.’

‘We can light a fire. Cook. I brought flint.’

‘Great photos in a forest. Shadows. Plenty of atmosphere if the light’s right.’

‘How are the pictures of the grimness?’

‘Fantastic, I’m sure.’

‘Can I see them?’

‘Not until we’re home. It’s real film, so you need to wait for development. I don’t buy into the whole digital thing.’

‘Real film?’

‘It’s more organic.’

‘Oh.’

‘The development … it’s an important part of the process. You can feel it, you know? Digital’s so …’

‘What?’

‘Clinical.’

‘Right.’ Pause. ‘Anyway, if we can make it to the forest I’ll be happy.’

Pause.

‘Was your mum OK this morning, Ben? In the car? She seemed quiet.’

‘She’s OK.’

‘She didn’t mind?’

‘What?’

‘Driving us to the station.’

‘No, she didn’t mind.’

‘She still giving those Sunday school classes?’

‘Yep.’

‘Strange to think, isn’t it? That that’s how we first met, in those Sunday school classes …’

‘I guess.’

‘She’d probably get on with my mum. Not that my mum’s religious, per se, but she’s into all that spirituality stuff. Birth stones. Maybe we should set them up.’

‘Set them up?’

‘Yeah. Like, on a friendship date.’

Pause.

‘We’ll have to set off soon, rain or no rain. We’ll just have to put on our macs.’

‘I think I left mine.’

‘What?’

‘My mac. I think I left it in your mum’s car.’

‘You don’t have your rain mac?’

‘I did, but then I left it.’

‘You left your rain mac?’

‘I’ll get another en route. There’ll be camping shops, right? It’s a shame, it was this old yellow raincoat from, like, the nineties. It was so dorky, man. It was amazing.’ Pause. ‘Has she been OK, your mum? You know, the past few months?’

‘She’s OK.’

‘But even, you know …’

‘She’s fine.’

‘It’s weird how things have worked out, with us and our mums. They’re in the same boat now, really. Maybe we really should set them up. I have a—’

‘Wait. Listen.’

Pause.

‘What?’

‘You hear that?’

‘What?’

‘The rain.’

Pause.

‘I can’t hear any rain.’

‘Exactly.’

They step out into the car park. The air is warm now, the clouds dispersing. A sunbeam breaks through, lighting the Polo Mint in a golden, almost heavenly glow. Benny checks his phone: still no signal. Even here, right on the coast. Shouldn’t the signal be stronger here? Aren’t those phone signal towers usually out at sea? No wait, that’s wind turbines. There are a few of those, he notices now, rotating silently through the thin band of fog. Benny looks away. He has some associations with fog that he doesn’t really want to fixate on. He’s glad they’re turning their backs on it, walking away from it.

Stephen has signal. He says his battery’s low because he forgot to charge it last night, but apart from that his phone’s working fine. Benny considers asking to borrow it, see if he can check his messages, but he decides against it. No social media, no contact with the outside world – that’s the whole point, really, isn’t it? To get away from all that. To be out here, in the world, living for a change, rather than scrolling through snapshots of other people’s lives.

They head back uphill towards the station. There are more passers-by now: runners, mums with pushchairs, an old man on a mobility scooter. There are a couple more dog walkers, although Stephen avoids the dogs as best he can, at one point crossing to Benny’s left-hand side when a German shepherd approaches on the right. They soon pass by the station again and continue up the main road through the centre of town. It’s a small town and the buildings are low on the skyline and above them the mountains loom, adorned with patches of grass and forest and rock.

The shops are typical for a rural high street – charity shops, bookies, smaller versions of supermarket chains with ‘local’ or ‘express’ after their names. There aren’t as many homeless as back in the city, but still Stephen spots a couple, slumped outside William Hill, and that’s enough to start him off on one of his tirades about the government, managed decline, the systematic disenfranchisement of the working classes, etc., etc. He soon trails off. It must occur to him that ranting at Benny isn’t going to be of much use. Benny’s long used to blocking out Stephen’s speeches, much in the same way he blocks out the homeless mantra of ‘any spare change’.

They stop at a Tesco Express and Benny nips inside whilst Stephen waits with the packs. Everything is overpriced but he picks up a couple of small bottles of Evian, so they can refill their flasks. Water is a priority. They each have a 2-litre bottle of tap water stowed away but they need the flasks to keep hydrated along the way. A little further up they stop at a newsagent’s. Stephen doesn’t normally smoke but he says he will now because they’re on holiday and this means Benny’ll need more papers. But the newsagent’s doesn’t have papers, only packs of cigarettes or E-cig refills, and the process of rolling is just as addictive as the nicotine, so Benny buys a multi-pack of Mars bars instead. Chocolate = energy. Energy is a priority.

Benny keeps an eye out, but he doesn’t see anywhere that might sell a rain mac. He doesn’t mention it. The clouds have thinned now, the sun is glaring. The streets have that wet pavement smell, a smell Benny always associates with his childhood. His dad had a saying: fail to prepare, prepare to fail,1 although he’d have been the first to admit that fully preparing for a walk like this is almost impossible. British weather is insane, predictable only in its unpredictability.

At the top of the hill they cross a junction and continue up a residential street. There’s no pavement here so they walk on the road and Benny has to keep checking over his shoulder, make sure no cars are approaching from behind. By now his stomach is churning. The Guinness has left a thick, metallic taste. He’s got a slight headache, although that’s nothing new (it seems like he’s had the same slight headache for months). His shoulders are beginning to ache too, as are his calves and hamstrings. So far they’ve only carried the packs short distances – from their bedrooms to the doorway of their houses, or from the doorway of their houses to Benny’s mum’s car, or between the various trains at the various stations at which they’ve changed – and it’s not until now, when they really walk, that they’re forced to comprehend the awesome weight on their shoulders.

Benny glances up at the mountains. His gaze settles back on the laces of his boots.

Less than a mile from the beach and already they can hear each other’s breathing.


‘I just think it’s such a shame, man. To see them on the streets like that, y’know?’

‘I know.’

‘It’s disgusting is what it is.’

‘It’s better than back home, though. There are only a few.’

‘Still, you know. “A few” is a few too many.’

‘I know.’

Pause.

‘Can you feel that?’

‘What?’

‘That ache in the … what is that? The clavicle?’

‘That’s your shoulder, Ste.’

‘Can you feel it though?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘Can’t you? It’s like my arms are going to drop off.’

‘It’s good for you to ache.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Believe it or not, it’s good.’

‘It kills, man.’

‘It’ll make you a stronger person. Overall.’

Pause.

‘Can we break soon?’2

They reach a bend at the top of the hill. There’s a patch of grass ahead. Another sculpture: an enormous Roman helmet about the size of a small car, half buried in the grass. This sculpture isn’t mentioned in the guidebook. Benny prefers it to the previous sculpture because he likes the thought of a giant Roman soldier wandering around the mountains searching for his helmet. He doesn’t mention this because Stephen probably has a strong opinion about it one way or the other and Benny doesn’t want to get into a debate he will neither understand nor care about.

They sit. Benny eats a Mars bar. He offers one to Stephen, who refuses. (He’s vegan.) Benny’s sweating now, the chocolate is sticky in the heat. They each don their sunglasses. Stephen also puts on this green plastic sun visor he’s brought, the kind old ladies or poker dealers wear in films. He says it’s from Oxfam, two pounds, a steal. Almost every item of clothing Stephen owns has been purchased for reasons of irony. Benny’s cargo pants are the type that zip off at the knees, but Stephen’s wearing old school Adidas tracksuit bottoms and so he has to empty his pack to find his shorts – a pair of chequered golf shorts Benny’s sure must have once belonged to an old man – and change right there in the open. Benny tells him it’s something they’ll have to get used to, getting changed outdoors, but he agrees to keep a look out for dog walkers.

Stephen crouches in the bushes behind the half-buried helmet. His default appearance is gaunt and pale but occasionally, in moments of embarrassment such as this, a burning redness blooms from the centre of his cheeks, spreading down his neck and the V of bare white chest his T-shirt fails to cover. Stephen’s T-shirt is the same as he always wears: a white, baggy XXL with the sleeves hacked off, adorned with an iron-on transfer of a black and white photograph. Today’s iron-on transfer is a human skeleton wearing a trilby hat. The transfers are always a variation on this theme, always involving the skeleton. He brought it back from university, one of those anatomical models that stand in the corner of science classes on TV shows. He uses it in all of his artworks. He spends more time with that skeleton than with any living human. Which, it occurs to Benny now, means he should probably know the difference between a shoulder blade and a clavicle.3

Once Stephen’s changed, they take the steps to the right of the helmet, continue along a series of paths and lanes that lead them up the side of the cliff. Further up they arrive at a wooden staircase. Stairs are hard on their thighs; they have to lean forward into a slight squat to offset the weight of the packs. The stairs wind up through the trees to an opening: the cliffside path. There’s an incline to their left and the town, far below, to their right. By this time the sun is blazing. The grass is steaming. Benny and Stephen are panting.

They let their packs slide to the ground and sit on them. They sip from their flasks. Benny eats another Mars bar. Benny used to stay at his nan’s sometimes, as a child, and he’d sleep up in the spare room (his father’s old bedroom), and that’s where his uncle would usually have one of his model railways set up, and this is what the view from the cliffside reminds him of now – a model town complete with felt grass and tiny trees and perfectly constructed miniature houses; a train edging along its track.

The sun glistens over the flat grey bed of the sea.

‘Wow, man. Check out that view.’

‘I know.’

‘Just check – it – out. So glad we decided to do this.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah! Getting out here, in the wilderness. Back to nature.’

‘Good, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, man. Just nice to break the routine. You know, get out of the attic.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And the photos …’

‘Right.’

‘The photos, man. They’re going to be awesome.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘I mean, just look at this view, man. Amazing.’

‘I know.’

‘It was a great plan. It’s an adventure. That’s what it is, an adventure.’

‘I know.’

Stephen takes more photos. Click and wind. Click and wind. He says he’s doing well, he’s getting more shots than he thought he would. Hopefully they’ll find a camera shop along the way and he can pick up some extra film.

Benny rolls a cigarette. Stephen asks if he can have one too, so Benny hands it over, then rolls himself another, and the two of them light up. Stephen never smokes a full cigarette, not all the way down to the filter. He never inhales either, just lets the smoke linger in his mouth a few seconds, then releases it into the air. Sure enough, after a few puffs he stubs what’s left out on the grass, goes to flick it over the cliffside. Then he notices Benny glaring and apologises, asks what he should do with it. Benny says to just put it in his pocket until they find a bin. There’s a set of rules called the Countryside Code, which they have to obey at all times. One of those rules is to leave no trace of your visit – i.e. no litter. Benny’s brought plenty of plastic bags so there’s no reason they can’t carry their rubbish with them, dispose of it each time they spot a bin along the trail.

They lie back, still taking in the view. Stephen pulls the sun visor down over his face. Benny says not to get too comfortable. They can’t stop for long. They need to make some real progress today to keep on schedule. Benny wants to be rid of the sight of the sea. He won’t be happy until it’s disappeared completely from the horizon.




II

Offa’s Dyke – Signs – Changing views – Fields – Stiles – Sheep shit – Uses for wool – Socks – An overlooked erogenous zone – Greeting fellow walkers – Fear of dogs – Stables – Horseshit – Sunburn – Hangover – A desire for dullness – A refusal to smoke – ‘The Wall’ – Initial walk plans – Cal – Christine – Inviting Stephen – Dirt road – Break – Sweaty back – A test of veganism (failed) – Uncle Ian – Dad’s protestations – Noodle talk – A few more hours before sunset.

The path they’re following is Offa’s Dyke, a man-made ditch that once extended from one side of the Welsh coast to the other. According to the guidebook, the dyke itself dates back to around 750 AD and is named after an Anglo-Saxon king. Its original purpose is unknown, although it roughly follows the English-Welsh border. Most walkers travel south to north, but Benny has decided to go north to south. This is the direction his dad took when he and Uncle Ian walked it all those years ago. Benny’s dad said that, aside from a few key landmarks (i.e. the Clywidian Range and the tower up on Moel Famau), this stretch is by far the most boring part, and so it’s best to get it out of the way first.

They continue along the side of the cliff for a mile before veering off into the fields. There’s a fair amount of hostile vegetation here – brambles, nettles, thorn bushes with branches stretching out over the path – but Benny doesn’t want to have to stop and reattach the zippable bottoms to his trousers, best to just grin and bear it. The grass is long and wet, squelching beneath their feet. Occasionally the path narrows and they’re forced to slow, extra careful with their footing. Stephen keeps slipping in his Nikes, which have zero grip.

There are plenty of signposts: green plastic plaques with acorn symbols and arrows, pointing them in their desired direction. The acorn is the National Trails logo and as long as they look out for it and follow the signs then they’re on the right path. Benny’s dad brought back one of these plaques as a memento the first time he walked this trail. Benny found it in the loft, in the ‘WALK’ box. It seems unlikely his dad would have pried it from the signpost himself (he was a great believer in the Countryside Code). More likely he found it on the ground, deemed it litter, decided picking it up and taking it home was the best course of action. Either way, Benny has it with him, stowed in his pocket. Occasionally he reaches in to squeeze it, for luck.

They don’t really need luck. Nor do they need signposts – Benny was reading the guidebook over breakfast and knows today’s route off by heart. In fact, Benny’s been reading the guidebook every day for the past few months and could probably recount the entire walk, each map and trail, coiled snake-like through the patches of fields and forests, rivers and mountains. In the guidebook white patches indicate fields and green patches forests. There are squiggly brown lines to signify the varying gradient of the terrain. The guidebook is a new edition; his dad bought it at the W H Smith in Liverpool on 19th September last year. Benny knows this because a few weeks ago he discovered the guidebook in the ‘WALK’ box and the receipt was still tucked away in the inside cover.

Stephen has no guidebook. Stephen’s only preparations have been to buy and pack a cheap rucksack, and already he’s managed to lose his rain mac. He doesn’t even know which way south is. In fact, he hasn’t even enquired as to the direction they’re taking, or how Benny’s been able to lead them so effortlessly. Benny can hear him now, his steady pants accompanying the squeak of his trainers.

Benny tries to concentrate on his own footsteps, his own breathing.

‘Amazing, isn’t it, Ben?’ Pant. Pant. Pant.

‘Huh?’

‘The view.’ Pant. Pant. Pant.

‘Yep. Still amazing.’

Pant. Pant. Pant. ‘You can see where we’ve walked from. Look.’

‘Huh?’

Pant. Pant. ‘Down there.’ Pant. Pant. Pant.

‘Yeah.’

‘There’s the station.’ Pant.

‘Yes.’

‘And the beach.’ Pant. Pant.

‘Yep.’

Pant. Pant. Pant. ‘Where do you reckon the café is, man?’ Pant. Pant. ‘The place with the shit Guinness?’

‘I don’t know.’

Pant. Pant. Pant. ‘I think that might be it. That white building down there. Do you reckon that might be it?’

‘I don’t know, Ste.’

Pant. Pant. Pant.

‘I might stop soon.’ Pant. Pant. Pant. ‘Take some photos.’

‘You just took some, didn’t you?’

‘The view’s changed.’ Pant. Pant.

‘I thought you wanted to preserve film?’

‘Fuck it, man. The view’s changed.’ Pant. Pant. Pant.

‘Well, why don’t you wait till we reach the fields? We can stop for a bit then. The view’ll be the same there. We need to get a few miles under our belt.’

‘But the view’s nice here.’ Pant. Pant. ‘The sun.’ Pant. Pant. ‘The clouds.’ Pant. Pant. ‘Very …’ pant, ‘photogenic.’ Pant. Pant. Pant.

‘We’ll stop when we reach the fields. We’re nearly there now. The view’ll be the same when we reach the fields.’


Half an hour later they reach the fields. The view is not the same. There are now rows of hedges along the cliffside obscuring most of the town. Stephen insists on stopping to take photos anyway. From what Benny can tell these are simply pictures of a clear blue sky.

Benny leans against a tree, sips from his flask. He refuses to unfasten his pack. If he unfastens, he’ll end up sitting and smoking and that will mean taking another break and they can’t have a proper break again until they’re on to the next page of the guidebook. They have to get some serious miles under their belt if they want to get past Bodfari to the woods before sunset.

After a few pictures, Stephen slips off his own pack and sits on it. His T-shirt is now soaked with sweat and the ink of the skeleton picture has started to bleed at the edges. Benny still remembers going to visit Stephen during second year uni, when he’d just acquired the skeleton from that friend of his, the guy with the mullet and that ridiculous golden tracksuit, the one Benny ended up having that argument with after a few too many beers.1 (Garth, that was his name.) The skeleton seemed another wacky in-joke between Stephen and his new friends at the time, all of whom wore the same odd mismatch of clothing and talked in the same London accent and shared Stephen’s new tendency of declaring everything to be ‘problematic’.

Benny could never get on board with those people, could never quite figure out why they dressed the way they did or said the things they did (some of them he couldn’t even figure out what gender they were). When Stephen had said then that he was going to use the skeleton in all future artworks a few of them had laughed – and Benny had assumed he was genuinely joking. He’d never have guessed Stephen would end up bringing the thing back home after uni. He’d never imagined he’d be spending all his time with it; wearing T-shirts adorned with its image, three years on. All Benny can think, each time he sees that skeletal face on Stephen’s T-shirts, is that it must be a nightmare to store.2

It’s already three o’clock by the time they turn their backs on the sea and continue south across the fields. To get from one field to the next they have to use the stiles. Stephen’s never heard of a stile before and so Benny explains it’s essentially a set of wooden steps, either side of a fence, that’ll allow them to climb over. It’s easier to demonstrate when they arrive at one, although the execution is more difficult than it sounds, especially with the packs, especially considering the lack of flexibility in Stephen’s scrawny, strangely hairless legs. It takes Stephen three attempts to get over his first stile. He tells Benny that scaling any sort of fence makes him nervous, has done since school, when Cal told them that story about a year seven mangling his ballsack trying to escape over the back of the science block. Benny says it’s all about confidence. You need a certain self-assurance. Hold on to the belief that your balls will remain intact. And he’s right, as they pass from one field to the next Stephen’s confidence grows. His climbing becomes smoother, almost natural-looking.

No two fields are the same. Each stile leads to variations: the size, the gradient, the position of the path. One field the ground is yellow and balding, the next a thick green lawn, like AstroTurf. Sometimes there is an actual cobbled pathway, others it’s just worn grass or a dirt track. In theory they’re following the dyke, although most of it is now indefinable. The guidebook says at points they will be able to see it – a clear trench in the land – but this won’t be until further along the trail.

The one constant is sheep, everywhere that incessant baaing. Stephen says he’d like a few photos of them too, but Benny says there’ll be plenty of time for that later – if there’s one thing Wales has plenty of, it’s sheep. Of course, sheep = sheep shit; they try to avoid it but it’s everywhere, the grass infested with hard black pellets that cling to the soles of their shoes. The sheep keep their distance. It’s still lambing season and a lot of them are protective mothers with babies.

Benny can’t figure out why Wales needs so many sheep. His mum told him once that they outnumber the people here three-to-one – is there really such a demand for lamb? Then again, maybe it’s not the meat people are interested in, but the wool; they’re always wearing thick woollen jumpers here, he remembers that from the walks he did as a child. His dad had one – dark grey with brown, leather patches on the elbows. Benny tried it on, that night before the funeral, when he was rummaging through his dad’s study. It still smelt how his dad used to, a mixture of cigarette smoke, Right Guard, and earth. It brought about a certain amount of nostalgia, considering how much his dad’s smell had changed near the end, overwhelmed by that toxic blend of chemicals and urine. Benny had only worn the jumper for a matter of minutes that night. He found it too itchy. His neck came out in hives.

Benny tries to think of a single item of clothing he owns that’s made from wool. Now he thinks of it, everything he has is synthetic; in winter he tends to just wear his fleece, or else that grey hoodie Sam bought him that first Christmas they were together. Then he remembers the socks. He’s wearing a new pair of thick walking socks he bought at the camping shop, especially for the trip. He’s pretty sure they’re woollen. Or at least, like, ninety per cent wool. The socks are great – although his feet are hot, as far as he can tell there is no chafing, no blistering, as of yet. He treated himself to two new pairs, the second still stowed away in his pack. He’s saving them for later in the trip.

There are few pleasures like donning an unworn sock, the fibres breaking free to accommodate the naked skin of the foot. So many nerve endings in a foot, it’s such an overlooked erogenous zone. Benny was always pleading with Sam for foot rubs a few years back, when they were in uni, although it was always to no avail. It was usually when the two of them were in bed watching television, and she’d complain that his feet were gnarly and smelt, and anyway there was no comfortable way to do it; even if she were to stay where she was, the position in which Benny’d have to twist himself in order to offer his foot to her, hunched over on his side with his leg doubled over, looked so uncomfortable it made her uncomfortable. She only ever massaged his feet once as far as he can remember. She made him wash them first, then did it properly, kneeling at the foot of the bed with massage-oiled hands. The whole time Benny couldn’t enjoy it. His mind was elsewhere, imagining how good it would feel if her hands were working his dick instead.

‘Fuck’s sake.’

‘What?’

‘Fuckin’ sheep shit, all over my Nikes.’

‘It’s Wales, Ste, what did you expect?’

‘You said a path. I was expecting a path.’

‘Across the whole country?’

‘Well, I didn’t know there’d be so much shit, did I? Jesus, man.’3

Occasionally the trail leads them out onto stretches of road, and they keep an eye out for acorn plaques – their signal to veer off into the fields again. A few of the plaques are attached to actual arrow-shaped signs, but mostly they’re just screwed to stiles or fence posts, a small confirmation that they’re heading in the right direction. Benny has the guidebook tucked in his back pocket. Every so often he checks the map inside. Not because he needs to – just to see the bigger picture, their position in the grand scheme of the walk.

The dyke is supposedly a popular trail, but they don’t spot any other walkers, not until about four o’clock, just as they’re climbing another stile. The approaching walker is tall, lean, bald except for a silver ponytail at the back. He’s fully kitted in raincoat and walking boots, even brandishing a couple of those spiked hiking sticks they use in documentaries to scale Everest.

The walker waits at a distance until Benny and Stephen are over the stile, before approaching. Benny offers a hello, raises his hand slightly in suggestion of a wave. This is something they would do on those walks with his father and Uncle Ian, greet fellow walkers along the trail, although this time the man keeps his head down. He has headphones in, Benny notices as he passes – a distant buzz of classical music. The man climbs the stile, then continues across the field behind them.

Beyond the stables lies a farmhouse, where a woman in a kaftan is ferrying shopping from a Land Rover. Benny offers a ‘hello’ to her too and she smiles back awkwardly, retrieves another handful of bags and disappears up the path. Stephen sighs, shakes his head. Benny’s not sure if this sighing is aimed at him or the woman.

Just then barking sounds from inside the Land Rover. It’s a pitiful bark but Stephen crosses to the other side of the path anyway, speeds to the next stile. Stephen has had a fear of dogs since back when he and Benny first met. Benny still remembers when Ste first came to the house, how jumpy he was around Samson, so much so that Benny’s dad would usually end up taking him out for a walk.

A little further on they arrive at a stables, complete with hay-chomping horses. Benny stops for a piss. There’s horseshit all over the path. Horseshit is much larger than sheep shit, much sloppier too – like mounds of black meatballs, bound with bits of grass and straw. Stephen asks if Benny’s really going to piss right here, out in the open, and Benny says yes, of course, where else? They’re in the countryside now – this is accepted. Stephen asks what about … you know … the other. He’s staring at the horseshit. Benny nods, that too. He has tissues and wet wipes, and a trowel to bury it, if it comes to that. When it comes to that.

Stephen swallows, nods. He’s still eyeing the horseshit. It’s as if he thinks it might make a sudden move towards them.

Benny crosses to the hedge at the side, unzips.

The sun blazes for the rest of the afternoon. There’s no coverage, no patches of shade, no respite from the baking heat. Benny feels the sunburn as a tightening-of-skin, mostly on his forehead and neck, although there is a burning on his forearms too, which he keeps raised, chicken-wing-like, thumbs hooked into the straps of his pack. He should have brought suntan lotion. If he’d remembered he’d have picked some up back at the Tesco in Prestatyn. But he didn’t. And so now they must suffer.

Stephen keeps complaining about how bright it is. Even with his sunglasses and green plastic visor, this sunlight’s too much for him. His sunglasses are the little round type, like John Lennon4 used to wear – each lens the size of a two-pound coin – so it’s likely they’re letting in a fair amount of light. He says he has a headache. He says he’s hung-over. It was wrong of him to drink last night, he knows that now. But he was working on his art, he says. The drinking, it helps. And what’s done is done, right? But still, this – walking in this heat – this is the last thing he needs.

Benny agrees, it isn’t good walking weather. They want clouds, dullness. They don’t want extremes of either hot or cold, sun or rain – just a nice, overcast middle ground. Benny tries to make light of it, says at least it will look nice in the photos.

By this point Stephen’s taking a lot of photos. He’s asking to stop roughly every ten to fifteen minutes. Benny knows this is just an excuse, that Stephen is looking for any justification to remove his backpack, but the truth is there’s no point in de-packing. It doesn’t help. The longer they’re free from the packs the more painful it is when the time comes to put them back on. Plus, Benny has the tent, so his pack is by far the heaviest. If he can manage to keep going, then there’s no reason Stephen shouldn’t be able to.

But Benny doesn’t mention any of this. He refuses to smoke. He hopes this sends a clear enough message, him not smoking – his way of not endorsing these little breaks. It’s a kindness, throwing Stephen in at the deep end. The aches and pains, the overall feeling of exhaustion, it used to get to Benny too, on those walks with his dad and Uncle Ian. Benny’s dad would always ignore any pleas to slow down and, although Uncle Ian would usually relent and hoist Benny up onto his shoulders where he could bob along above, there came a point when Benny was too big for his uncle to carry, when he had no choice but to power on, break through that wall of pain. And Benny found that, after a while, he could. His dad was right. It’s just about sticking at it, allowing your body to numb to the experience.

Originally Benny had thought it would be him and his dad taking this trip together. That had been how he’d first pictured it, those winter nights he’d lain awake, researching the dyke. He imagined it to be just like the old days, him and his father together in the Welsh countryside, only this time both as grown men, both fit enough to handle the physical toll of such a long-distance trail. It soon became obvious such a thing wouldn’t be possible. His father’s health declined rapidly at the start of the year. Mostly this manifested in an uptake of the same grim routines, i.e. more trips to the clinic, more pills to dispense, more coughing and sleeplessness and a lack of appetite, all forced upon an increasingly emaciated body. The idea that his treatment plan could allow for a couple of weeks’ hiking in Wales became more laughable with each passing day. Benny was forced to consider other options.

Cal would have made a good choice of walking companion. Cal was an old friend of Benny’s from after-school rugby, although he’d started hanging out with Benny and Stephen a lot during sixth form. That was when they first started drinking in the Miners together – back then it was the only pub in town that would turn a blind eye to the fact they were underage. The three of them had drifted apart after school, what with Stephen down in London, and Benny and Cal with their girlfriends, but once Stephen was back they began to see each other again, and in some ways it felt like they were still teenagers, spending their Friday nights binging on cheap Guinness and discussing Cal’s relationship problems.

Cal lived with his girlfriend, Christine. There was a lot of drama between the two of them. It was the usual stuff; she smoked too much, drank too much, she snuck money from his wallet to fund her nights out. Christine was unemployed and kept missing her meetings at the job centre and getting herself sanctioned. Sometimes she cheated on Cal, or else Cal got caught cheating on her, and then there’d be the fallout from that – the screaming matches, the Facebook statuses, the ceremonial destruction of each other’s belongings. Cal had always gone for the dramatic types – bad girls, he called them. Back in school his relationships would last a matter of weeks, but Christine was the exception. She and Cal were together for a couple of years and during that time she had proved that there was a correlation between the amount of time spent with him and the amount of drama that would ensue.

Cal worked in a warehouse for an online retail company. They were long shifts and his home life was chaotic and the only time he ever broke the unrelenting routine were those nights at the pub with Benny and Stephen. Often he’d get drunk. Often he’d say he was going to walk out on Christine, quit his job, go off travelling to South America or something, and leave all this behind. Then he’d disappear to the bar for a while and once he arrived back they’d find out he’d been chatting up girls, usually old flames from his schooldays (quite a few of them still drank in the Miners). Somehow Christine would find out and the cycle would continue, on and on, breaking up and making up, sex and violence in a continuous loop. Until that night in February, that is, when Cal and Christine had the big fight, the one that took a nastier turn than the others; the one from which the fallout had been too great, the consequences too severe for them all to carry on as usual.

Benny hasn’t spoken to Cal at all since then.5 It was a mutual thing – Cal stopped showing up for their Friday night drinks, and Benny didn’t bother calling to check up on him. They left it at that. By then Benny had abandoned the idea of doing the walk. It was a couple of months later, when they were planning his dad’s funeral, that he’d got the idea to do the thing on his own. That would be even better, he thought. A lone walk. A pilgrimage in his father’s honour. He could scatter some of the ashes. Plus, it was a chance for him to get away from everyone. He could think things over, get some perspective.

Stephen wasn’t ever a part of any of these plans. Not until a few weeks ago when Benny had mentioned it outside the Miners, pint of Guinness in one hand and penis in the other, pissing into the hedge at the back of the car park. They’d just come to the end of one of their drinking sessions and were about to nip over to the chippy before the walk home when Benny had decided to relieve himself, and it was in that moment, when he’d found himself feeling oddly sentimental, that, without thinking, he’d ended up inviting Stephen along on the walk. He regretted it immediately.6 Stephen seemed excited though, said the trip sounded amazing. He could take photographs, landscape shots for his portfolio. They could have a laugh, like the old days.

As the afternoon of that first day’s walk wears on, Benny can’t help but think of Cal. He imagines what it would be like if Cal were here instead of Stephen. Would Cal be this exhausted just a few hours in? Would Cal have forgotten his raincoat?

Would Cal be so pale and sweaty and slow?7


They come out onto a dirt road. They follow it for the next half an hour and it leads them up past fields and farms, over cattle grids and up into hills of fern bushes. The sun is getting low now. Stephen’s sweating like crazy. His face is beaded with it – his fringe damp, curling from the elastic band of his sun visor. His panting has a rattle to it, as if there’s something solid lodged in his throat.

Benny spots a tree ahead at the side of the road and suggests they could rest there. Stephen doesn’t answer but it’s obvious from his squeaking inhalations that he agrees.

‘Come on, Ste. Here. There we go. Just here.’

Pant. Pant. Pant. Pant.

Stephen gasps as the weight slips from his shoulders, collapses on the grass. Benny sits beside him. His own back is wet now and there’s a dark patch on his pack and when he presses into the sponge, sweat dribbles out. He wipes his finger on his trousers, rolls a cigarette.

Stephen asks how far they’ve come. Benny checks the guidebook. A mile is the equivalent to two inches of page. Benny approximates using his fingers: they’ve walked five miles. Stephen asks how much further till they reach Bodfari. Benny approximates again: another six miles. There’s a smaller town between them and Bodfari, called Rhuallt. Benny says if they make it to Rhuallt he’ll be happy. It’s OK for them to slack a little on their first day. Benny booked a few extra days off work, just in case. Or else, they could only stay for one night at his uncle’s. It’s not a problem.

Benny checks his phone. No messages. No signal either, although at least his battery’s holding up (95%). He retrieves another Mars bar, the packet hot and limp in his hand. He tears the plastic open and squeezes half into his mouth. He asks if Stephen’s sure he wouldn’t like the other half and Stephen stares at it for a few seconds and then nods submissively, takes the packet from him. Benny asks if he’d like a cigarette too and Stephen swallows some Mars bar and nods again, and so Benny rolls another.

They sip from their flasks. Benny thought the flasks were a good idea because they’re lightweight and clip onto the sides of the packs for easy access, but they’re made of aluminium and have absorbed the heat from the sun, and so now the water inside is hot. They drink it anyway. They smoke and sip and admire the view. The sea’s still visible at the edge of the fields, spanning out into the distance.

‘So, your uncle …’

‘Ian.’

‘When do we get to his?’

‘Sunday. Maybe Monday.’

‘And we can stop there?’

‘For a day or two, yeah. I haven’t seen him for years. We might want to play it by ear.’

‘He wasn’t at the funeral?’

‘No.’

‘Really?’

‘I think I would have noticed.’

‘Right.’ Pause. ‘Sorry. Just surprised is all.’

‘And my mum doesn’t know we’re staying with him, so no photos please.’

‘Right.’ Pause. ‘He used to go walking, right? With your dad?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And you went with them?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘You ever walk here? This route, I mean. The Offald—’

‘Offa’s Dyke. No, when I’d go it was just daytrips. Sometimes we’d camp, but usually it was just for one night.’

‘But they did this walk, right?’

‘Yeah, once.’

Pause.

‘Strange to think, isn’t it? They will have walked this exact same path.’

‘Yep.’

‘They could have sat in this exact spot.’

‘Mmhmm.’

Pause.

‘What about your mum? She never go with you?’

‘She wasn’t really into it.’

‘She’s not Welsh, is she?’

‘You don’t have to be Welsh to go walking, Ste.’

‘No, I know. I mean … because your dad, he had the accent, but your mum …’

‘He moved to England when he met my mum.’

‘Right.’ Pause. ‘And your uncle, he stayed?’

‘Well, he didn’t marry my mum, did he?’

‘No, but I mean he’s still in Clang … what is it?’

‘Llangollen.’

‘Right.’

‘He’s still at my nan’s old house, yeah. He never left that house. He loves it there in Llangollen. He likes trains and they’re big on trains there. They have their own steam train in the town. Or something. I don’t know, it’s all very nerdy. He’ll probably show us.’

‘Right.’

‘But my dad loved it here. The countryside, I mean. These hills and fields … this country was his life. He wanted Wales to be independent. He was very politically active, in his day.’

‘I remember.’

‘Hmm?’

‘Back in school. He was always ranting in class. Slagging off the government.’

‘Right, yeah.’

‘We used to try and bate him in English. Get your dad to go off on one about politics. Meant we didn’t have to do any work.’

‘Yeah, I remember.’

‘Must have been funny for you, that.’

‘Not funny, so much. Just embarrassing.’

‘Wasn’t he protesting outside the job centre at one point too?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I remember seeing the pictures on Facebook. Was it first year uni, during the election?’

‘I believe so, Ste, yeah.’

Pause.

‘You heard from Sam recently?’

‘No.’

‘Does she know? You know, about your dad?’

‘No idea.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, she knew he was ill, obviously.’

‘Yeah but, you know …’

‘No idea, Ste.’

‘I was surprised she wasn’t there. At the funeral.’

‘I couldn’t deal with her too. I already had Mum and Amy to contend with. It would have been too much.’

‘It might have helped, having her with you.’

‘It’s complicated.’

‘Right.’ Pause. ‘Sorry.’ Pause. ‘I’m not trying to pry. It’s just … you’ve been different the past few months.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You’ve been quiet. Even quieter than usual, I mean.’

‘I’m fine, honestly.’

‘All that stuff with Cal, and then your dad …’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Right.’

‘I mean, I’m not happy, obviously. But I’m OK.’

‘You’re OK.’

‘It’s all OK.’

‘Right.’

Pause.

‘Anyway, tonight will be good. We’ll camp in Rhuallt, make a fire, cook up a feast. It’ll be good.’

‘Yeah, man. That’s the spirit. What’s on the menu?’

‘Noodles.’

‘Mmmm. What flavour?’

‘Whatever you desire. We have them all. Beef, chicken, curried chicken.’

‘They vegan?’

‘Yep.’

‘You sure?’

‘Don’t worry, I checked. They’ve got the little green V. They’re twenty-five pence a packet, Ste, you don’t get meat for that price. It’s just flavoured dust, like on crisps.’

‘Cool.’

Pause.

‘Come on, let’s keep moving. I reckon we’ve got a few more hours before sunset.’ 
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