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My wife Jacqui (53) 
smiled as she opened 
the book I had just 
given her and read 

the inscription I’d lovingly 
scrawled inside the front 
cover: ‘I would walk further 
than Harold Fry if I thought I 
could save you.’ 

We shared a passion for 
reading and the book was the 
sequel to one of our favourites, 
� e Unlikely Pilgrimage of 
Harold Fry by Rachel Joyce. 

In the book, Harold Fry sets 
off  on a 627-mile pilgrimage 
to visit an old colleague 
who is terminally ill with 
cancer. It was a story that had 
recently taken on a painful 
signifi cance for both of us. 
Jacqui had been diagnosed 
with ovarian cancer and had 
just weeks to live. 

Despite what I had written, 
Jacqui and I both knew that 

my sensible glass-half-empty 
outlook on its head with her 
cool, laidback attitude. 

Over three decades on, her 
star hadn’t faded. A gifted 
teacher, she was adored by 
the children and staff  at 
Greenisland Primary School 
in Carrickfergus where she 
taught for 25 years. Her sunny 
personality was so infectious 
that it had even earned her 
the nickname ‘Mrs Positivity’. 
She doted on the children she 
taught, and especially on our 
own two children, Matthew, 
(25) and Hannah (22). 

On school holidays, I’d take 
time off  from my job as a civil 
servant and whisk Jacqui 
away to recharge her batteries 

after a busy term. We loved to 
travel and spent summers in 
Lanzarote, Tenerife and Italy, 
and enjoyed long weekends 
holidaying around Ireland 
too. We had plans to travel 
much more together when 
we both retired. But sadly, it 
wasn’t to be. 

In January 2014, Jacqui 
returned to her teaching job 
after the Christmas break 
feeling unusually tired and 
run down. Initially, she put it 
down to stress but when she 
found a lump in her abdomen 
one night before bed we 
were both scared it could be 
something more sinister. Two 
months on, in March 2014, 
tests confi rmed our worst 
fears: it was ovarian cancer. 

Hearing those words, 
my whole world seemed to 
drop away from me. But we 
were hopeful, and initially 
Jacqui responded well to 
chemotherapy. 

Six months on, she was well 
enough to travel and we had 
a magical four-day break in 
Knockninny House on the 
shores of Lough Erne in Co 
Fermanagh. � e weather was 
glorious and we spent long, 
lazy days making plans for 
the future and trying to forget 
about stuff y hospitals and 
gruelling rounds of chemo.

By that autumn, Jacqui 
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all the walking in the world 
couldn’t save her now. It 
was Christmas Day 2014, 
and as she read my words, 
she teased me lightly with 
a nudge. “You’re not much 
of a walker.” It was true. 
On the short walks we’d 
enjoyed together on our many 
weekends away, often to the 
beach in Portrush, Co Antrim, 
I’d only ever manage two or 
three miles at the most before 
I was begging Jacqui to turn 
back. “I can’t see you walking 
hundreds of miles!” she joked. 
‘I would if it could save you,’ I 
thought. 

Despite my grief, I couldn’t 
help but smile back at Jacqui. 
She had that eff ect on people. 
A fi rm optimist, her warmth 
could light up any room. 
I’d been smitten since the 
moment I fi rst met her at 
Queen’s University Belfast 
in 1979 where I was studying 
engineering. A bohemian 
English student, she fl ipped 

Dermot and Jacqui

Climbing the 
staircase up the 
side of Cuilcagh 

Mountain (Day 18)
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was doing so well that we 
started planning our next 
trip: a holiday in Lanzarote 
in October 2014. But a week 
before we were due to fl y, 
we got the devastating news 
that the cancer had come 
back, stronger and more 
aggressive than ever. A month 
later, doctors confi rmed that 
the chemo was no longer 
working. “� ere is nothing 
else we can do,” they said. 

I was gripped by sadness, 
but, as ever, Jacqui stayed 
positive. “I’m so glad we had 
that last break in Fermanagh 
together,” she sighed fondly. 
� e thought of living without 
her zeal was almost too much 
to bear, but Jacqui made me 
promise her that I would 
carry on with my life.

Over Christmas, Jacqui 
deteriorated badly and by 
January 2015 we sat down and 
started the painful process 
of planning her funeral. She 
wanted donations to Cancer 
Research in lieu of fl owers, 
and she wrote down her 
own words to be read out 
at the service. As well as 
reminiscing over her life, 
there were instructions for 
myself, Matthew and Hannah 
to get on with life and be as 
happy as we possibly could. 
Even in her fi nal days, she was 
more concerned for us than 

for herself. � at summed her 
up: she was incredibly selfl ess.  

She passed away on January 
18, 2015, three days after her 
54th birthday. It was just 
me by her side at the end 
- she wanted to spare our 
children those fi nal moments. 
Afterwards, I wanted to crawl 
away into a dark room and 
never come out, but Jacqui’s 
words echoed in my head. 
Live your life. 

In the days and weeks that 
followed, I started thinking 
about ways in which I could 
honour Jacqui’s memory but 
also raise money for Cancer 
Research – a cause that meant 
so much to her. More than 
that, I wanted a reason to get 
out of bed in the morning. 
� en I started thinking 
about Harold Fry and that 
inscription in the book. 

Soon, an idea for a 
sponsored walk began to 
crystalise in my muddled 
brain. When I found out the 
Ulster Way walking route 
was 625 miles – almost the 
same distance that Harold Fry 
had walked – that clinched 
it for me. So I set myself 
the challenge of walking 
the entire Ulster Way, just 
over 1,000 kilometres. 
I immediately started 
fundraising for Cancer 
Research under the tagline 
1000K4J (for Jacqui).

Friends and family initially 
thought I was mad, but when 
they realised I was serious, 
they soon rallied round.

Planning in place, and with 
a minimal amount of training 
completed, I was ready to 

start the walk on June 12, 
2015. An army of supporters 
turned out at my chosen start 
point - the playground of 
Greenisland Primary School, 
which is named in Jacqui’s 
honour. � e walk took 38 
days and over 300 hours of 
walking. It was physically 
gruelling – especially for 
someone like me who had 
only ever done short walks 
before. Just a week in, I had 
to abandon the walk for two 
weeks as I had painful shin 
splints. I was so disheartened 
and worried I’d never be 
able to fi nish. But I was 
determined to carry on for 
Jacqui’s sake. I fi nally fi nished 
on schedule on September 
2, 2015, raising over £16,000 
(€20,176) for Cancer Research 
UK. In the end, I covered 
1,050 kilometres, or 652 
miles -  25 miles further than 
Harold Fry! 

I know that Jacqui would 
be so proud of me. When I 
wrote those words inside 
the book for her, I never 
dreamed where they would 
take me. My walk couldn’t 
save Jacqui but it might help 
someone else in our situation. 
I’m already planning my 
next 1000K challenge this 
summer, this time on the 
Camino trail in Spain. And 
with every step, I’ll have 
Jacqui’s words ringing in my 
ears, ‘You have a life to lead, 
so stop moping and get out 
there and live it.’ WW 

To sponsor Dermot’s Camino 
walk, visit www.justgiving.
com/1000K4J

Getting ready to set o�  from ‘Jacqui’s playground’, 
with the sta�  of Greenisland PS (Day 1)

Dermot with father Artie, brother Michael 
and sister Ann outside Omagh (Day 24)

Dermot and daughter Hannah are welcomed 
back by the pupils of Greenisland Primary 

School (Day 38)

Dunluce Castle, with 
Runkerry Head and the 
Giant’s Causeway in the 

distance (Day 32)

An Ulster Way sign points the route 
towards Agnew’s Hill (Day 37)

A stunning blue sky meets a remarkably 
blue sea at Donaghadee Harbour (Day 4)
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