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      For Scout,

      for finding me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The dog found her in a ditch. She was wet and cold and shivering. The dog barked then ran away.
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      The Chew Road rises 900 feet from the waters in the valley below to the waters in the sky above.

      Seasons burnish, without complaint, its thin grey surface sometime tarmac sometime gravel sometime dirt. There is no shade. There are no trees. No birds sing.

      The road scratches a line north through peat and rock along the eastern slopes of Chew Valley shadowing the course of bedrock carved by the soft waters of Chew Brook far below. The sun and moon draw their path east to west from blackened gritstone edge to blackened gritstone edge, sliding shadows across a land rarely disturbed by human foot.

      People leave narrow streets, escape the factory floor, the school run, the weekly shop, the valley narrowing as the road climbs, people doggedly venturing farther from home further into earth, happy when darkness falls to be safe in the light that comforts them, strengthened for another day.

      Most come to live, young sinewy men and women enticed by the thrill of a climb, the feel of rough gritstone grinding knuckles raw, reminded at times that gravity makes no allowance for the audacity of youth. Some know nothing of why the valley has held them, a blanket of darkness falling over a confused, twisted form. Others find a resting place, a view of the setting sun, or home.

      The spring equinox wakens coal-blackened rock from a too-long brutal winter, the gritstone blushing with rosettes that bruise through purple and green and brown, lastly bleeding into golden grains of yellow sand and glittering lucid quartz. The waters sparkle amidst emerging soft growth swaying back and forth on a warming breeze.

      A westerly brings summer, nudging the valley into colour, swathes of vibrant green bracken reaching higher than a human, its spread bullying black peat, grey rock and yellow tussocky grass. Daubes of vivid pink heather dab the hillside tremoring at the touch of countless bees sizzing across the fragrant blooms. The land burns often, the sun denying the parched land relief.

      Autumn arrives, the landscape easing its descent into a beige middle age, the peat slick underfoot, hard rain sliding up the valley, dragging the beasts from the months ahead.

      An easterly brings winter raging across the Wilderness, hunkering down between rock and sky. The roiling black clouds heavy with anger tormenting the land as they thunder over the long gritstone edge, the valley rumbling as a romance of black horses pour their harshness into the earth, pounding the ground scattering beasts and tearing at tussocky peat, thin wisps of blackened bracken twirling in their long dark manes, the fury lifting to scour the surface of the road until bones are gnawed.

      In summer, it can be a desperate place. In winter, it is hell.

      

      Crouching in Deadman’s Lay-by, a small scrap of dirt clawed out of the moor halfway along the valley, a popular spot for those seeking release, we stay low, out of the biting wind driving harsh snow into the land and its inhabitants. Grains of ice blast my cheek raw, the cold piercing through flesh to bone forcing me further into my hood, for the wind to howl through my mind laughing. We wait.

      Scout chooses his position well: me, his windbreak; his nose pointing into the disturbance as it blusters past, sampling scents barrelling up the road. This is his world, his chosen environment of harsh ground in harsh weather; Border collies are noted for their ability to thrive in inhospitable extremes. He sits, feet together, glancing occasionally at me, clearing snow from eyes with a flick of his brow, ears twitching as flakes try to establish a base. His work jacket offers some protection from the elements; the real work done by his natural coat and fine downy base layer keeping him warm and dry. He does not show the cold, does not shiver. Humans are not built for extremes.

      Ice forms on the sleeve of my jacket, pockmarked with effervescence in the translucent veil. Rime forms on woody heather and yellow blades of grass. I watch the ice glisten as the winds push its fragility back and forth. The ice does not fracture.

      My radio crackles into life.

      ‘Time for us to go, Scout.’ He nuzzles, a snowflake on the tip of his black nose burns my cheek. Ice has fused the join between his coat and fur. He shakes vigorously, jewels fracturing the air with light as he corkscrews free. Across the valley a raven watches. We step off Chew Road …
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      There had been no warmth that day. A cold knife sliced through me folding my body into the howling wind. When the raging quietened I straightened, slowly, and strained eyes for the path to safety. Watching the spindrift scurry across the moor I felt the hollowness of winter carved from my mind and drew further into my shell.

      Movement caught my eye. A raven – its blackness blazing against the snow – cast its eye across the moor at me. I smiled. We studied each other as the wind packed snow around our feet and until the bird retreated into the shadows. I stared at the empty space unsure of the encounter. Turning towards the black sky, I moved towards the horizon.

      I was tiring from the hours on the hill. My body ached, legs stumbled, feet and poles caught in frozen grass, my mind numbing from effort. The wind pounded my body, never letting up, throwing my balance at every step, the heavy pack slowly leaching out any strength I had. I grumbled at the wind, the words wrenched from my lips and scattered across the moor unheard.

      A narrow rivulet cut my line, the running black water at odds in the frozen landscape. The smoothness of the liquid slipped effortlessly through the ice. Clumps of snow drooped down the thin layer of peat grabbing droplets of water to add to ice.

      The wind dropped. I let my eyes refocus. Stepped across.

      

      The raven studied the creature’s faltering progress, the frailty of it all. The noise the creature made concerned the bird; there was still a thin sheen of daylight, and it feared the noise would bring predators. It sampled the air, feathers riffling, then drew further into the shadows.

      The creature looked lost in the vast whiteness, its head bent to the land, the body leaning on long thin limbs struggling to push forwards. With the wind quieting it looked ahead into the darkening sky and moved. The single step, a blast rattling the mountainside, twisting the creature into rock, snow and a red mist scattering in the storm. The raven watched as the creature’s head sprang forwards face contorted, then dropped, then vanished; the face not knowing its body was free, a vessel of flesh and bone slithering slowly across the snow, a red band smearing its brief journey. It lay for a moment, then rolled, the silent limp mass slumping over the edge of the crag.

      A trailing foot caught a spike of rock, jerking the body, sinew tore, tendons snapped, the mass slamming into the crag face, the sounds of crushing bones and splattering flesh echoing below. A thick strand of blood and tissue dripped, catching on the rock and snow in daubs and pools, a presence drawn from top to bottom, the body following, to the boulder field below. The pack, torn from limbs, jettisoned into the monochrome emptiness, its contents wheeling through space. Behind, the crag strobed as the earth rose, explosions of white and red blasting into the air with each impact of the creature on rock and snow, the silence bouncing and cartwheeling wildly until the whole sorry mess crumpled to a halt in soft snow.

      The raven watched the creature’s life seep into the gathering cold, then turned from the wind.

      

      Light and cold flood through me, driving me back into the world, not knowing the why or the where of it all, confused, in deep snow. Around, boulders gather like sheep settling in for the night. Below, the distance unknown, a black circular sheet nestled in a white bowl. The lake I was descending to. Perhaps a vague memory of a boot stepping across black running water, from snow to snow, the boot never making it to the second snow. Then blackness.

      

      Light again. A line draws down a cheek, wet, warm and pleasing. I trace the flow with a finger to a hot mushiness; fat red periods drop into the snow, hot blood melting the surface, spreading out through deep red, vermillion, ending in a touch of pink. There’s a deep gouge in my head and a big fold of scalp that’s squeezed between fingers, tissue, blood and hair tangling with grains of rock and ice. I push a finger into the groove, press, press harder testing the depth, sensing the strangeness of a finger inside my head. There is no pain to see.

      There’s a valentine dinner at home. An hour should bring the track by the lake, another hour to the car, then home. When I move the lights go out. There’s the scratchy image of a boot stepping over water. Then the lights are back on, laid in the snow again, face up to the dying day.

      My right side is mangled. The shoulder twisted, chest misshapen, the right foot points the wrong way, a crampon swings freely from the tip of the boot. Movement brings crunching sounds from inside, filling the air with calling, the jagged ends of bone rubbing against one another. I vomit – red, yellow, black, a wrenching pulse screaming out to the coming night, the rancid bile glistening on clothing. My mouth is full of wobbling teeth. My finger pokes again, gingerly, hooking out a slippery mass. Thick gobs of vomit, blood, tissue drip down from bits of teeth, on to raw skin. Thick globules slide off my fingers as I pass the unctuous mess from one hand to the other, trying to keep the flow, mesmerised by the tactile beauty. It’s the broken teeth bedded in the roof of the mouth – not the pain in the chest, the wonky foot, or even the finger-sized hole in the head – which pulls the world into focus.

      I’ve left a route map of my day but have little faith that anyone will notice me missing. Sitting in hope in the tightening cold isn’t an option; I need help. My phone is in my pack.

      I begin to shake; first my legs, then my whole body is in fevered motion. A wave of depression follows, and I begin sobbing uncontrollably, strands of snot, bloody mucus and vomit pour down from my face in vivid braids to pool on the snow. A few moments of this and I’ve warmed up, the sobbing eases and I regain control enough to scan the boulder field for my pack. I spot it, thirty metres below wedged upside down between two rocks. I have no idea how it got there or how I can get to it.

      My left side looks and feels relatively unscathed: a little torn clothing, but no blood and seemingly no broken bones, and the foot points in the correct direction. I reason I can slowly crab my way across the boulders to the pack; it’s the best hope of getting help, I’m not going to be doing much else. Inching over to the nearest rock I smear my way to the top on my left-hand side, using my left hand and foot as rack and pinion to jerk me along. My arm goes numb on the cold surface and my hip argues against the deep chill. I try a controlled descent, inching my body, arm outstretched to break any sudden slide into the abyss. My hand touches the snow, then sinks deeper until it touches something solid and stops. My whole weight is now on my freezing fingertips and deadened arm. Suspended upside down I can’t work out what to do next. I settle on a freestyle attempt, letting my mass take me down. It begins well; inch by inch the gap closes as my fingers turn bright red and begin to buckle under the strain. Gravity takes over, again, and I can’t hold it so let my body cantilever, the bad leg swinging into rock, snow spraying out, the crampon bouncing like hard rain on a tin roof, the pain powering through my body, then I lose focus and the pain is lost in the darkness that engulfs me.

      

      There is light and an odd upside-down world of cold white and grey. My foot is above me. I can see a crampon spike jammed into my clothing, my mouth tastes metallic, pins and needles flash along my arm, my fingers burn. The lunacy of the descent comes back to me. One more push with my good leg and everything collapses on top of me and it’s back to the darkness.

      

      The light is back. I realise I am losing chunks of time; the sky always seems darker after the light is switched back on. I reason I must be drifting in and out of consciousness. That touches my fear.

      Shuffling up against a rock, I concentrate on getting my breathing under control, staring at a wide red stripe running down the boulder, marking my descent into the Eton mess of my landing zone. Finely carved crosses in the snow jump up at me. A raven, springing between boulders, marking a way to my pack. I hope. Am I hallucinating or mad?

      Crabbing my way forwards – grab-pull-push-repeat, five repetitions then rest and count to one hundred, then go again – I make progress. It’s hard work; the downward slopes have me tensing, hampering my breathing. To get a rhythm I pick a soundtrack: ‘Another One Bites the Dust’ by Queen seems appropriate, and I time my movement to the beat. Thump thump thump of the baseline forming the punctuation of my crabbing grab and push, then I’m there, my hand on the pack and a smile on my face, my body resting in triumph, breathing harshly, feeling the sweat chilling skin and bone.

      Behind me there’s a shallow run made by my body; a red stripe winds its way between rocks. The blood shouts. All that blood. I pull a bandage out of the kit. Wrapping it around my head with only one useful hand and arm gives me a boost and I begin to think I might get out of this.

      I keep my eyes closed, please be there. When I feel the yellow light, I see four bars steady, breathe. I enter a warm world of calm voices. I rattle off my injuries. Slow down. Scalp peeled back, hole in my head, shoulder and chest misshapen, pain, foot pointing in the wrong direction, lots of blood, getting cold, losing consciousness. Yes, I’m on my own. I’m on a mountainside near Coniston. It’s getting dark. The voice tells me help is on its way. I whisper ‘OK.’ The voice says it will call me back.

      I feel small and utterly alone, sat staring at the fading land until the cold grips me and I snap back into the present and pull my survival gear out of the pack. The big orange bag doesn’t fare well, crampons slice the thick plastic; somehow, I get it around me to stop the wet snow from seeping any further into clothing. I put all my clothes on, in any order, anything to preserve heat. Tea from my flask helps and I use the little I have to wash down the last piece of fruit cake, the crumb mixing with bits of broken teeth and strands of tissue that I poke free to ease the food’s journey. I worry about my exact location.

      The small yellow square beams at me. It’s the voice wanting to know how I’m doing, and what I have been up to, like we’ve just met down the pub. I go over my actions, wanting the voice to stay with me. It asks for a grid reference. I’m so eager to please I don’t think about any difficulty, dig out my map and compass and perform a resection – a resection for pity’s sake – quickly as the light is fading fast. I plot three bearings then draw the lines to produce the small triangle of a cocked hat on my map. My position is somewhere in there, an eight-figure grid reference. I give these to the voice, but confidence fails me, and I ask the voice to wait while I repeat the whole process, ending up with a smaller hat in the same place. I give the voice a ten-figure grid reference, placing me in a one-metre square, below Raven Tor and above Levers Water. The voice gasps and I can hear a smile. Redemption.

      I worry that rescuers won’t see me so put my head torch on, the band catching the groove in my head, twisting it to one side. Consciousness drifts, half light and half sound. I hold conversations, sleep, wake to Alison asking what time I will be home. I see a family, all in red, walking; they tell me they are walking up to me, and I think this is madness, why would anyone want to be out on a night like this. Everything is dark now. There is no definition, my world squeezed down to a ten-figure-grid-reference square metre of snow and rock and the flickering shadows. I am so tired that all I want to do is rest.

      In the cocoon of my warm world someone is drumming. A bell chimes. An animal circles around me barking into my face, its hot breath pleasing me. A roaring wind pushes me into the earth and out of the darkness into a vast white light that catches swirling snow and holds me in a pool of noise and movement flickering high above. Shadows rage in between the rocks and the snow. The lake has gone. The white bowl too. All that exists is light and sound. I release myself into the light, tears whipping off my face as shapes loom larger out of the black emptiness that holds the light.

      A shadow. I move, trying to get back into the life-giving pool, but a hand stops me, gently presses my arm and a voice says, ‘You’re safe now.’

      

      One week later I’m home, trying to make my foot go over the doorstep so I can get in the house. The nerve connections just aren’t there and, try as I might, I cannot get my leg to lift those few inches. It’s all very unsettling. Over the coming weeks I move from the settee, on hands and knees, upstairs to bed. Each day Alison brings me a plate of sandwiches, a bag of crisps and a Tunnock’s, then leaves for work. The food is gone by mid-morning. Other than urinating I have been unable to make use of the toilet for three weeks. In desperation I resort to using a spoon and dig myself free; the relief is unimaginable, so good that I relive the delicious moment over and over in my mind.

      At night I sleep with a cocktail of painkillers my mind is happy to use. A scratchy reel of light and dark that breaks my sleep gradually coalesces into the snow and rock of the crag face I hurtled down. When I wake, covered in sweat, my traumatised mind trying to grab hold of the sense of it all, there is nothing but confusion. To exorcise this ghost, Alison and I head back in July to walk the route again. When we reach the small brook, I step over it and wait. Nothing comes, my memory remains steadfastly closed to the moments between that step and consciousness at the foot of Raven Tor.

      

      I’ve always seen the importance of giving back. When I assumed I would not be reported missing, I was wrong. I was reported missing at the exact time I was supposed to have returned. The fact that a rescue operation was already in progress was irrelevant. I sent a letter of thanks to the manager at Holly How youth hostel, and his CEO; later that year he received a reward for that night. The nurses and surgeon in the hospital received chocolates and a card of thanks. I sent a donation to the Coniston Mountain Rescue Team who saved me along with a letter of thanks. The treasurer phoned me a few days later to thank me. He told me there were seventeen people and a dog involved on the ground that winter night. That made me feel terrible; I apologised for all the fuss I had created, disturbing people’s night. ‘No, no,’ he said, ‘you were a proper rescue, you had really stuffed yourself, we all had a fantastic time.’ Thank you seemed insignificant.

      They reckon that, after a trauma, people either spend the rest of their life on the settee watching TV or become more extreme in the thing that nearly killed them. Happily, for me, it’s the latter. I explore remote places, tethered by a satellite tracker to give Alison ease of mind. As my body heals, my mind plays catch-up. Self-belief has always been an issue, but my survival has shifted the ground – if the worst nearly happened, there’s nothing to fear. It’s a moment that begins unpicking the knots from decades of conditioning.
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      If I’d had the confidence to say what kind of life I wanted things may have been different. But I didn’t. And it wasn’t.

      Dad’s mood was the gravity we danced around: Mum, older brother, and me. At any moment the world could shrink tight, the light punched out as fists landed from all angles, toes found soft spaces under ribs, the maniacal look on that red face, gorged with pleasure, the flecks of white spittle flying from clenched teeth as the rage took control and I’d see the whiteness of the knuckles as they filled the view, then be lost in the explosion of pain, and I knew, I just knew, he didn’t see me. Always on the stairs away from neighbours’ telling ears and eyes, clawing my way up, pulling at threads of carpet fearful I’d tear holes in the pattern, trying not to scream, the tears stinging, legs grabbed and twisted, my head thumping down each step for more beating. And I’d try not to make a sound because that got the beating beaten in more. Mum sat in the room, telly turned high, a chocolate digest­ive to dunk in tea, the Marks and Spencer cup and saucer balanced on the arm of the chair, the antimacassar removed for cleanliness. My older brother in his bedroom, door closed. I’d tell school I got into a fight; getting the look of contempt and disgust I learned to keep the truth of it all deep inside.

      I didn’t like school and was glad to leave, surprising most with reasonable grades. Dad looked at the offers sat at the table in the dining room of the council house we lived in. He feared one day losing his job and home, his own childhood reaching into our lives today. Now, I realise that in his world everything was a risk, everything. He never owed money; we went without. A week in Blackpool each year, all in one bedroom, the smell of fried bread and fatty bacon permeating every corner of the boarding house that was so far away from the sea it could have almost been inland. Wet beds staving off unwanted fumblings; the shame of rubber sheets. Constant rain.

      With tea done, Mum washing the pots, older brother in his bedroom, I stood by the table. A degree in English or the steel mill. The steel mill was my place Dad said, a job for life. That was it. A lifetime passed in a moment. I was sixteen. The steel mill closed nine years later.

      

      I loved the mill. It was dirty and dangerous and had a family that looked after me. The canteen ladies would give me extra bacon, another slice of toast, build me up for a man’s world. Some looked at me with pained eyes, ask if I was my dad’s kid, reach across and give me a peck on the cheek and a squeeze, then push me away, no payment required. The men teased: KJ, one of the labourers, gave me a love bite when they found out I had a girlfriend; the others holding me down, he took his yellow teeth out, washed them in cold tea, then sucked away. They watched over me, kept me out of flying cobbles of red-hot steel streaking through the air, showed me where to stand on the furnace roof so that if it went in, I could jump away from the bubbling molten steel two feet below. Taught me craftsmanship, how to make pipe joints in copper, leather and asbestos, everything neat. How to bend pipes with sand, how to weld hanging upside down by my feet. Took me home for dinner. Took me to the pub. I was part of a community and, for the first time, felt wanted.

      The mill was full of men who weren’t afraid to step forward, looking out for each other. Red was one. A character that stood out for all the wrong reasons, while quietly standing for all the right ones. Famous for never washing, you smelled him before you saw him; he wore the same clothes day in day out, year in year out, drank antiseptic neat from the bottle, always had a cigarette burning. He lived with two prostitutes, hot-bedding the only bed in the house. And he kept an eye on me. When they started to close the mills, Red offered to take my place, said the future, whatever it was, was for the young. It didn’t come to that, but I never forgot his kindness. Years later I’d stand him and the girls a round whenever I caught them in a pub. The girls would ask me if I wanted to head home and I’d blush and make my excuses and they’d give me a peck on the cheek, whisper some ecstasy in my ear while a hand slid down and brought me to life.

      Use giant machines to move hot metal around at speed and someone, evetually, will get hurt. Steel mills were populated by men with bits missing, some visible, most hidden behind burning eyes. The pubs were inhabited by those that held the long waking hours together with alcohol. I’d found a home.

      We’d spend our days drifting between the steel mill and the pub. It once must have seen good days but was now inhabited by men in greasy overalls, arguments, broken furniture, and a floor that was a patchwork of faded oilcloth and grease-stained boards. The pub smelt of stale beer, rotting plaster, and the metallic tang of steel slag. An atmosphere of nervous depression lived at the bottom of every pint. I sat and watched as a regular chatted up the landlady while her husband drank away the meagre profits. I had a sense it wouldn’t last.

      At weekends we’d head into town, everyone in their finery, the men in handmade suits, crisp shirts and polished shoes. The girls striving to be Olivia Newton-John, the big hair with enough hairspray to punch a hole in the atmosphere. We’d begin with a crawl through the pubs, pacing our drinks, timing each arrival for the free food, mini Yorkshire puddings with rabbit gravy, ham sandwiches, tripe and vinegar, bag and chitlins. At closing we’d drift across to one of the clubs, a nod to Harry on the door in his tux, his sweat towel left in the finishing mill. Two a.m. we’d have the last dance, gazing into the eyes of a girl we’d just met, while 10cc spun out, ‘I’m Not in Love’. If the weather was good, we’d walk home, calling at Gordon’s single decker abandoned on waste ground under the railway arches. The windows would be steamed up, the inside full of couples polishing off big plates of fried food, eggs swimming in pools of yellow fat, sausages popping at the first stab, the spray consigning another tie to the bin. Gordon stood where the back seat should have been wheeling several pans across burning hobs. A big tea urn puttered steam into the tightening space. He’d shout out orders holding a plate of food in one hand, a mug of tea in the other and a Park Drive bringing tears to his eyes, a Hogarthian figure of unhygienic magnificence. Hands would grab plates, pass them over heads until they reached whoever could remember their order. A sugar bowl would be needed and eventually appear. All this amid a cacophony of conversation and squeals of gritty laughter; girls talked about boys and boys slid furtive glances. Cigarettes would send up smoke to mix with the steam so you couldn’t tell one from the other in the light that escaped from the nicotine-coated bulbs. On your way out, the floor crackling and crunching as your new shoes slid through the grease, sugar and tab ends, you’d catch a girl’s eye, put her in the memory. Life was simple and good.

      On rest days I’d explore the high hills. I liked the solitude of the landscape, its permanence. I took photos and fancied being a photographer, but Dad said I needed to know my place, so I sold my gear and alcohol eased further into the void. I walked and boozed and hung on to resentments, polishing them until the hatred shone bright. The landscape faded into the background and my mind closed to any future. Two years later Dad was dead, ravaged by cancer. A year after, my long-term relationship ended. She said all I was interested in was sex and drink. I’d no template of love to follow so she was probably right, though she omitted to tell me about the new man. We’d just bought a house. I retreated into its walls, living off takeaway food and beer, a mound of copper coins piling up on the kitchen floor my one achievement. There was no heating and no furniture. It was damp and miserable. Sometimes I’d sleep in a park for a few days, just for a change. I wasn’t doing good.

      I got married. Five months later she was holed up in the spare room with a baby. I headed to the pub.

      After the steel mill closed the town descended into denial. Loan sharks moved in, followed by drugs, and begging. There’s a new office block where the pub stood; outside, a line of shiny BMWs on shiny black tarmac, no doubt deep carpets and comfy chairs inside. It will be missing the characters and that sense of belonging. Without the mill we all slowly drifted apart. I heard the lad chatting up the landlady had married her daughter and that Red had died. One Christmas I saw the two girls in a pub. They gave me a sorrowful smile. I put some money behind the bar for them and raised a glass to us all.

      I got a job selling engineering parts and nailed myself to a cross every day. Fearing rejection, I spent my day hiding in lay-bys and drinking, eventually reaching home to another argument. It wasn’t a successful sales technique. I knew the walls were closing in. By my mid-twenties I’d got a family, a mortgage, a barely secure job and a major drink problem. It all came crashing down. I came out of a two-week blackout to find people staring at me and someone with blood on their face. I knew then if I was to have any sort of life, I couldn’t mix me and drink. It wasn’t my friend.

      I managed to find people who were willing to show me a path to a way of living without alcohol and I held on for all I was worth. They were trying to find a life they could fit into. Most had been through several lives; like at the steel mill there were characters that had spent too much time in the dark. I gravitated to those shadows. The one-eyed tattooed armed bank robber (failed), hiding from his former gang. The army major who got hammered on duty, thought the Russians were invading and had to be pulled away from the button. We’d all found our way through the dark, pushed the door open and decided to stay and see what happened. These days, the major raises pigs in Thailand where he’s clocked up over five decades without a drink and says he’s happy. The bank robber disappeared one night. I heard a rumour he was part of the foundations of a London office block. I hope he was still sober.

      I became good at selling. As sobriety grew so did my career and so did the chasm back home. Finally, I called it a day. I walked away with my whole life in two black bin bags. I was forty years old.

      I headed back to the hills, battered by four decades of a life I seemed ill equipped for. I walked and raged against the world. My anchors began to break loose dragging at my confidence. I saw myself unhappy and disembodied from life. Stepping off the corporate treadmill I ground out a living in low-paid jobs, bit my tongue and hoped for something to happen. I sat with friends, talked through the disjointed bits and pieces of a life, trying to see how it all hung together. They listened and I listened; we drank lots of tea.

      One day I met Alison. She was, truth be told, everything that terrified me about a woman: stunningly beautiful, highly intelligent, and inhabited a world of art that I had no experience of. It took me eight weeks to pluck up the courage to ask her on a date. We married three years later.

      Alison gave me space to explore what I wanted from life. Like me, she had a love of mountains, and dogs. Holidays and weekends were filled with time on summits and under stars. I gained mountain skills, had winter adventures, gradually extended my level of knowledge and expertise.
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      Twenty-four of us, nervous strangers, stand in a circle outside a lonely farmhouse in the Pennines, waiting to be interviewed, sifted and selected to train as a member of a mountain rescue team. By the time we are full team members, twelve months later, there will be three of us left standing.

      Joining a Peak District mountain rescue team is a way of paying back for my rescue in the Lake District. Gratitude is something I think is important. Training was a daunting process, all those ropes, advanced first aid, fitness. With the shape of my body, I knew I would never be a crag rat plucking people off a rock face, or a fell runner in a snatch squad flying across the moors to rescue some damsel in distress. I was quite happy being a donkey, carrying gear up to a casualty location, carrying it back down, carrying a casualty on a stretcher, manning the radio. I was good at navigation; finding a location was never an issue, and I liked to set up exercises on the moor at night for others to practise their navigation skills. I slotted into my place and trudged up hills.

      With my background in engineering I managed the team’s buildings, making sure everything was up to scratch, fitting it out to make life easier. I took on the role of social media and press. With the number of call-outs rising, it was important that we raise the money to keep the team operational – pumping out stories of call-outs and training was the easiest way to reach as many people as possible.

      Call-outs are the core of what any team member will do. Members are on call every minute of every day of every year and will attend if they are able to. The days of ringing round for volunteers are long gone, now a text message sends us out of the door to a road head where we are briefed, tasked and deployed. We can be out for a few minutes – false alarms, the casualty found by the public. Or hours, sometimes days, no matter the weather or the terrain. Many call-outs come in the early hours before dawn. Partners wait, unsure whether to raise the alarm for people who have failed to return.

      Training replicates call-outs, refining skills, familiarising with new equipment. They happen once a week for a few hours at night, sometimes a whole night, or day. It isn’t testing, but training, learning what we can do and need to do better.

      The testing of the core skills of crag rescue, search and navigation, required by all team members to stay on the call-out list, happens every year. Crag rescue and navigation seem to be the most feared. My favourite is the navigation test. The team will also add fitness in later years, the age profile of team members continuing to head north.

      Team members are unpaid volunteers; bizarrely, we used to have to pay to be in a team. There are no expenses for fuel, vehicles or personal kit. With the lost evenings at home, the cancelled days out, the numerous dinners put in the oven or the dog, the work can put a huge strain on home life. Partners and family are the unsung heroes of mountain rescue, aiding a team member to help strangers in distress.

      

      I’ve navigated for dog handlers on call-outs and find the relationships with their dogs and the work they do fascinating. There are two handlers in my own team who I gravitate to, seeing the intricacies of dog management: handler and dog working together away from the rest of the team, seeking out a casualty purely by scent. It’s a dark art straight out of wizardry, and a role I’m becoming more and more attracted to.

      I spend days being a dogsbody (body), hiding out on moors and mountains in all weathers for search dogs to find me in training exercises. I get to know handlers and other dogsbodies, noting who seems to know what they are doing. I observe which dogs are better at handling terrain and weather.

      The most ubiquitous search dogs are Border collies, perfect for the work, especially if they come from sheep farming stock. Spaniels are favoured by those, it is fair to say, who are super fit or don’t realise they have to be. Labradors and retrievers have their supporters, as do German shepherds, the original search dog that was introduced into British mountain rescue by Hamish MacInnes. I favour a Border collie; I like their nature, their joy on the hill, the character they show. All the good handlers I know have a Border collie.

      Search dogs are trained separately to the team and more frequently, twice a week, and a whole weekend every month somewhere in Britain. As well as training with the team and attending non-dog call-outs it’s a huge personal commitment, so the sponsorship of the team, and more import­antly support from partner and family, are required. After two years as a donkey, my team – and Alison – give me the go ahead and I’m accepted to train to be a search dog handler.

      All I need now is a dog.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2016

          

        

      

    

    
      A dog handler has told me about a farmer in the Lake District who breeds working Border collies, many of whom have found their way into mountain rescue as air-scenting search dogs.

      This brings us speeding across the Pennines, tyres thrumming on tarmac as we pass underneath the Pennine Way and punch out into the grey skies of Lancashire.

      The air in the car is dense, trapping Alison and I between the windscreen and the seats. She chooses words carefully, keeping the conversation light, focusing on the excitement of a puppy coming into our home, being part of our family; her toes feel their way over the eggshells.

      We come from different worlds. Me: corporate, industry, comprehensive, council house. Alison: the arts, public school, exotic places. It’s why our relationship works. But I have so many hang-ups, such a thin skin, that some days Alison is an adult with a man-sized five-year-old. Anything can press my buttons and there’s no consistency, except the days of silent sulks that always follow. At first it had drawn her down: fearing she’d be overwhelmed, she talked to friends, established her own terms for life and stayed. There was good, good that far outweighed the bad. I knew. Knew that I was capable of extreme kindnesses and unbelievable cruelties and knew how Alison saw that weighed on me.

      When I talked about training to be a search dog handler, she’d asked, tentatively choosing her moment, would I be able to hold it all, or would it crush me? She’d used the word ‘endeavour’ – the word chosen long before in that curt letter from the search dog training committee. ‘We wish you every success in your endeavour,’ making it sound like some great adventure of uncertain success. Alison thought the word wise. Someone had walked the path before.

      She’d worried. Knew I didn’t handle people well, had witnessed my volcanic outbursts, and tried to reach me. I’d spat words, lost in my own darkness, white flecks of spittle spattering from snarling lips. Eventually it would pass, the madness I called it, dissipating until quietness settled upon me, and at last, I would be able to tell her what had happened, how some perceived slight had sent me spiralling into the darkest corner of my mind. Maybe it was the fall, the crack on the head. Maybe it was other stuff long ago. The loving would follow, and we would begin again the cycle of our days, forever watchful of the broken eggs. None of this bode well, we both knew that.

      I don’t have a good framework for life. It’s all I have, though I fight against it. In opening up to Alison, I realise I miss the mentors from the steel mill teaching me about life. That’s what I need. I’m so lost in thought that I don’t feel Alison reach out until she squeezes my hand, says all will be well, many have done this, relax and enjoy it. My shoulders drop and the grip on the wheel eases, rounded hills appear, I see and feel me and a dog walking across the tops. We slide off the motorway and head west winding through mountains holding the sky, the roads narrowing.

      The farmhouse stands at a crossroads, the roads lined with oak and birch, a thin verge separating the tarmac from a drainage ditch. The corners of the house are red stone, in between a mix of flint and granite shards mixed with oatmeal mortar. Through the gate, a scree turning circle with a fountain in the centre, beyond, a large blue door under a stained-glass light. We drive in and wait, unsure if this is the right farm or the right entrance. Do people in the countryside use the front door or back? I get out to a cold wind trying not to look like a townie or be afraid of the barking on the other side of the door. Locks turn, the door wrenches open to reveal a flame-haired woman in a blue woolly jumper, jeans and purple wellingtons, the daughter. ‘Entrance is round in the yard.’ I start back to the car in embarrassment, but she calls us through. We pass down a hallway stuffed with paintings, mirrors and bric-a-brac into a large kitchen to face a piece of solid Victorian furniture with wispy sandy hair, a ruddy face and hands so large that I think he is wearing thick work gloves.

      The daughter slips out and we sit with my nerves. The farmer runs through my credentials. What work do I do? My CV is met with ambivalence. Where do we live? A city. Northern. Near a national park. Minutes from it. I keep laying down facts in the hope that more really is more, but I sense my credibility and confidence ebbing during the interview. Do we have dogs now? I sit up, having slumped under the weight of interrogation. Firmer ground now. Two Bedlington Lakeland terriers, I emphasise the Bedlington and overemphasise the Lakeland. Are they working dogs? Fingers stabbing upwards to clench shut around the answer. No, I reply softly. Fingers fold. The ground shifts again, my position edging towards precarious. Perhaps my honesty disarms him as he seems unsure of my suitability. Honest, yes. But a dog handler? I think about Dad. I sit and smile at the unsmiling face. We sit in silence.

      The room fills with frigid air scouring the tiled floor, running round the room to meet the daughter in the doorway. In the palm of her hand a tiny bundle of black, white and tan. Alison gasps. A tricolour, not a black and white. I’d had visions of being out on the hill with a proper collie, like other handlers. The daughter retreats behind the farmer holding the puppy close. The farmer watches me. Another ‘aw’ from Alison. I can feel her wanting to hold the bundle, this pet. What must they be thinking? The daughter whispers soft words to the puppy, steps forward and places the dog in my lap.

      He feels so soft. I gently stroke his paws, the pads bright pink and fleshy, the white socks pristine. He smells of puppy and hay. His nose is black, wet and twitching; deep brown eyes watch me. I whisper hello, place a kiss on the white flash in the centre of his forehead.

      The daughter kneels before us and tickles the dog’s chin. ‘What will you call him?’

      I whisper soft words, his fur tickling my nose, take a long look into his eyes. Then I fall.

      ‘Scout. His name is Scout.’

      

      One p.m. on April 28th and we’re heading south for home, Scout nested in my lap swaddled in a soft shirt steeped in two days of my scent; a new world of smell, colour and sound rush by.

      I’d had no shortage of advice from handlers – what dog to get, how to keep it, how to house train – advice as numerous and as diverse as there are breeds. One piece stuck. In the first six months I must ensure the dog bonds with me and only me.

      I say to Alison, I don’t think it is a good idea she interacts with him, no calling, no feeding and no petting. Her words are broken, pleading. A tear draws a line down her face; I set my face to the road ahead, the journey onwards passing in silence.

      At home we introduce Scout to his new brothers, Bedlington twins. Monty, the stoic of the two, sniffs interest until Olly, who is not happy, not happy at all, pulls him back into line. Scout, eight inches high, stands his ground. Olly growls, I growl, Monty drifts between the growls, Alison attempts to keep everything from spinning outwards.

      I set up a wire crate in the basement, away from the bustle of the house and inquisitive Monty. It is cool and dark, the crate holding layers of soft bedding and toys, blankets over the outside of the cage to cocoon him in warmth and quiet. This will be his sleeping quarters much to the dismay of Alison who had envisaged a more homely family life. On the first night, after placing him in bed I sit close by peeping through the blankets to find Scout sitting upright, wide awake and waiting to see what happens next. After an hour with no sound, I slip away. As I reach the floor above a high-pitched sweeping wail fills the house and runs out into the street. I ignore it, needing to be firm. By 3 a.m. with not a single break the wail morphs into a tortuous scream. I stare at the ceiling while Alison sends out waves of ‘I told you so.’ After a week of banshee nights followed by days of glowering neighbours, I bring the crate into the kitchen, tacitly admit defeat and suggest to Alison that it may help if she shares some of the time with Scout, who, sensing Alison is the real centre of the family, plays the cute little puppy. I’m impressed.

      During the day we play, getting Scout used to basic obedience work. Tiny treats underpin desired behaviour; sitting on command comes easily. Monty and Olly sense an easy win and join in, so I have three pairs of eyes fixed on my hand, tails wagging furiously, and Scout happy to be part of it all. It is tiring for Scout. He sleeps a lot curling up in his crate, a ball of fluff fast asleep in minutes. It gives us all a break to reflect on the challenges of parenthood. By the third week we’re settled into a routine: food, ablutions, play, sleep, and repeat. At night I put him to sleep, and Alison and I sit close by talking softly until a light snore drifts out from the cocoon. We sleep too, Alison happy that she can finally love Scout and her family is whole.

      Our mornings are a whirl of activity – Monty and Olly like spinning tops, toenails chattering around the kitchen floor pressuring me for their breakfast. Scout sits in his crate: feet firmly planted together, head high, back straight, still and watchful. I scoop him out with one hand; he feels warm and fat, his pink tummy spreading through my fingers, his pink tongue licking my hand, its roughness sanding away bits of my scent, my code. He wets his nose to transfer the scent while his eyes hold mine. I smile, press my nose into his coat, draw in that puppy aroma, softly repeat, ‘Scout, Scout.’

      Monty has always had most of the attention; having worked out Scout is staying he’s increased efforts to stay in front, cuddles and treats becoming his prime objectives for the day. Olly sits at the end of the kitchen watching, shooting looks at me.

      I want Scout to have a firm routine. Building a framework to his day will help him settle as well as allowing me to concentrate on his training. Breakfast at 7 a.m. the first link in this daily chain. I feed him in his crate to prevent fights breaking out with Monty and Olly, getting him to sit before placing the food bowl, embedding in his psyche the reward system we will use for training and life. After a few days he gets the message and sits in anticipation when he sees me going to put food in his bowl; he learns quickly, we both do. I learn I can produce desired behaviour.

      After breakfast we go into the garden. For the first two weeks until his inoculation period is complete Scout is confined to home. We work on routine and getting him used to his name and some basic obedience. We’ve had a warm start to spring – the garden is alive with colour and smell, the season of new beginnings drifting through the air, birds chatter and flit about carrying scraps into hedges. Scout sits on the doorstep unsure what to do. His nose twitches constantly as his senses are bombarded, his head moving sharply when a sound pulls his attention.

      Monty and Olly are rooting around in the flower borders, identifying last night’s visitors. Scout watches. I watch Scout. I tell him to go and pee. He looks at me, the gaze steady. I can’t expect him to instantly understand commands, so I pick him up and take him into the yard, then walk into the garden calling him as I go, my eyes on him, his eyes on me, his body rock still. I crouch down, nearer his eye level, keeping my voice light and inviting. Up he gets and totters forward, the little legs pumping away, the pudgy behind swaying side to side. Everything is ungainly and haphazard, but I am filled with joy as he reaches me and praise him profusely, ruffling his hair, my voice slipping into baby talk. Monty, hearing all the attention, sidles over for his share. Olly sits way off, hackles raised. When Monty realises there are no treats, he wanders off to explore more of the garden. Scout watches him and glances at me. He wants to play with the other two, but he’s not sure how. He looks at me, so I lead him in, making clucking noises until he follows, his attention drawn to what Monty and Olly are doing, but staying close to me; the thread that ties us short, his dependence on me total.

      Scout pecks the air, his nose tracing the molecules of scent drifting around us. I try to smell what he is smelling: flowers, soil, stone; somewhere bacon is being cooked. There’s a sweet, sticky smell wafting over the town from the doughnut factory, floating images of oozing jam and sticky fingers. Scout takes an interest where Olly has left a calling card, so I guess sugar-coated confectionary isn’t his thing.

      Monty is amongst the flowers devouring blades of grass and giving Scout sideways glances. Olly is at his regular spot, sniffing where the hedgehog lives. The two have never met, so the scent fascinates him. It’s also where our resident frog lives, layers and layers of scent oblivious to my nose but an extensive library to a dog. Olly takes his time to catalogue the scent, spending minutes at each scent pool, sharp breath drawing in the chemical base then stepping back to analyse and ponder, his head cocked to one side testing a hypothesis. Scout watches, his tiny nostrils flaring, his eyes firmly on Olly. Perhaps this is his first step in becoming an air-scenting search and rescue dog?

      He meanders through the garden taking a wandering track that delivers him to Olly’s scent pool, sticks his nose in here and there, then ambles over to Monty who turns and gives him a thorough inspection. Scout rolls over, feet in the air in submission; Monty pins him and begins to play, the sound of mewing drifting out of the lilies. A yelp stops everything; Olly, watching in agitation as his brother makes his displeasure known. Monty retreats into the flowerbed planting a calling card on the edge of the path. Scout goes over, tests the scent then adds his own details. The thread that binds me and Scout has lengthened. At ten weeks old, Scout is psychologically smart enough and sure enough for any opportunity, thinking through situations as they happen without any input from me.

      It has been a good morning. I can see how Scout already works with scent. It must be an explosion of scent after all his time on the farm and it’s interesting that the scents he smells are not interfered with by the human confections of doughnuts and bacon. It’s clear he knows how to find a scent pool, and what to do with it.

      I call his name and all three turn to look. It’s just a sound now with no connection to a dog. I try again; this time only Scout turns, but still does not move. I hold out a treat and call; Monty and Olly bound over. Scout follows, his stubby legs and puppy fat tripping itself looking like he’s trying to jump and run at the same time. He halts at the step out of the garden; I encourage him on, keeping Monty and Olly at bay with my hand. Finally, Scout tumbles off the step, his body crumpling into a heap of soft loveliness, then scrambles upright, gets his bearings and trots over for his reward. I keep saying his name, imprinting on his mind who he is. Olly growls and I tell him to stop. He sulks. As Scout crunches down on the treat I tell him how clever he is, what a good boy he is. His eyes stay fixed on mine. I give him another treat to increase the pleasure value of the reward and slip a treat to Monty and Olly for being so understanding. ‘We can do this,’ I tell Scout.

      

      Before acceptance on to the search dog training programme, handler and dog must demonstrate the ability to command and perform a set standard of obedience: walk to heel on and off the lead; perform a recall (return on command); perform a down stop on command; and perform a down stay for ten minutes including five minutes out of sight of the handler.

      Following a successful completion of the above, the dog must undertake a field stock test with sheep to the following standard: the dog is recalled through the flock to the handler; the dog to retrieve a toy placed in the centre of the flock; and the dog to remain in a down stay while the flock is repeatedly run past at close range.

      If at any time during the test the dog chases sheep the assessment is terminated and recorded as a fail.

      On successful completion of these assessments the dog team can progress to the search dog training programme.

      

      Three members from Peak District mountain rescue teams, including me, along with our dogs, begin obedience training today. I name us the First, Second and Third Man. Myself and the Second Man arrived last night. As yet, there is no sign of the Third Man.

      The village hall noticeboard is papered with maps, hills and woodland outlined in thick red crayon. Below each, a list of names: dogs left, humans right. Above each listing are the classifications for each training area, stages one, two and three, and operational. At the bottom of the board is Obedience Class, no map just the word ‘FIELD’ in capitals. Scout is on this list, his first mention in orders. I read it over and over, silently forming his name. Op­posite Scout, my name under the heading ‘Handler.’ Capital H.

      In a short time, in a field, in a village in Yorkshire we begin our journey. The responsibility, excitement and trepidation layer through me, my mind tumbling through each then cycling back again. I must tell Scout I will not let him down.

      He has slept all night in the van, his first time. His crate swaddled in blankets to form a cosy environment, a soft toy in the corner, a van window cracked for fresh air. I guess he can hear the comings and goings, dogs barking good morning to the world as they head for ablutions. Lifting him out of his bed, his paw pads bright and pink reaching out, his coat warm, soft and silky, the smell of sleepy puppy lifting from his body, I stick my nose into all this happiness and murmur my allegiance to him, restate my promise, my eyes closing as the ache washes over me.
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