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One


When we left the road and stepped onto the moor the wind came on more strongly. As if it had been lying in wait. It had blown the snow into small drifts on the switchback trail, the way leading north then west, taking the lie of the land as we climbed gradually onto the deserted cape. A jagged coastline stretched out behind, a pale valance of surf against the dark cliffs and skerries of Tongue Bay. To the south the ground sloped and gathered in folds of grey snow, rose and dipped and rose again at the last to a hill of turrets and towers, Ben Loyal. Like the relic of some great wall built long ago against the night.


Cattle in their varied livery stood waiting for dusk and watched us pass. In the middle distance a group of deer on the run, for seconds their shapes clear against the snow before they passed into dark. Their silent hoof-beats stolen by the wind. Only the sound of rushing water was company to us that first hour, coming and fading on the breeze. That and the scratch of our pole plants, the tramp of each upward step, consoling and marking time at the beginning of our journey.


Nick was a few yards behind and when I stopped he did likewise. There was something by the track. A torn piece of timber that appeared to have belonged once to a small boat. Some terrible force had rent it from its fixings and carried it here. A few days ago a great storm had crossed northern Scotland and in the community minibus earlier we’d passed ranks of upturned pines, outbuildings open to the sky, phone wires slack and tangled like strange knitting. In the days and weeks to come we would see other reminders, or messages if we would care to read them. The storm had flattened much and it would have flattened our tents.


Nick looked at the wreckage but I’m not sure if he made the connection. In addition to his meticulously packed sac that pulled at his broad shoulders he bore a kind of dead weight, some sense of detachment from the things about. We walked on. Snow covered the ruts of the track and filled the ditch beside it, but we could easily make out its line over the moor and after a while and at nowhere in particular I pulled up and turned to speak to Nick. Growing dark and we needed a sheltered place to spend the next seventeen hours, the extent of a winter’s night in these parts. There was a burn away to our left. It had eaten down into the hillside and I hoped it might hold a terrace large enough for two small tents so we went to look. When we got there the ground sloped and it took a while to get our pitches right, fussing over the guys and sinking our axes for vestibule anchors. High banks shielded us from all but the northwest. Nothing though could be done about a night spate.


A chill damp was around me as soon as I stopped working. At the cusp of a vast entity of ocean it reminded me that coastal cold was worse even than that of the mountains, and the cold of the north coast worst of all. I wriggled into my bag and boiled water and called to Nick when it was done. All but dark. I lay back and closed my eyes and listened to the flapping fly and let the noise of the burn in again. Clearer notes now, a mild clucking within a few deeper sounds, like a shallow pot filling and overflowing. I thought of all the sounds people sleep to, here was something better even than silence. Was the sound of a burn the last sound to reach him, I wondered now as I’d wondered many times? What had called him to that ledge or such a place where frozen runoff made a treachery of each step? A wink of water under the ice that pulsed like newborn life in a membrane, a thing so fragile yet shelled around by the earth and this part so unyielding.


When I awoke and looked out a bright rosy band lay to the southeast. It promised much for our first full day and I said so to Nick.


‘If that’s my alarm call then you’re too late,’ he said. ‘I’ve been awake for a while.’ He looked up at me from his vestibule, a little dishevelled, his hair matted.


‘Doing what?’


‘Listening to the breeze, thinking.’


‘You putting in a little practice for the nights ahead?’


‘What d’you mean by that?’


‘I mean time, we’re going to have plenty. If this thing works out. A small matter that. I’m guessing you’ve a book, something to read?’


He rooted about inside. A palm-sized box with buttons and dials. A thin wire trailed from its side. He held it up.


‘No book, just a listening device. For music. Time away in the hills doesn’t mean I should deprive myself.’


‘You make it sound like a penance. It might have been nice to leave modern life at home for once.’


‘I’ve also a load of lectures to listen to, you know for my Masters.’


‘Conservation and ecology?’


Nick nodded.


‘That does sound like a penance.’


Great silver-edged clouds floated over the sea as we slowly packed, bursts of sun on the snowy Moine. I’d never been to Whiten Head before this journey, had barely heard of it, the north-western tip of the peninsula before it plunges south to Loch Eriboll. The coast hereabouts little-known and rarely seen in detail, for no boat can land safely and few people except shepherds ever skirt the cliffs to peer into the last coves and rocky bays of Scotland. Away from the coast the land climbs quickly to a thousand feet and the brooding Ben Hutig, a familiar landmark to the Norsemen and a warning not to stray too close. Apart from a scattering of crofts and dwellings along Tongue bay the two dozen square miles of peninsula are devoid of humankind, a bare and treeless place roamed over by sheep and the chevroned trails of their keepers.


After regaining the track we could see northeast as far as the Orkney mainland and red sandstone of Hoy, a distant presence the first hours, but far greater was the expanse of sea, a stage-set marked by random pools of light and shadings where squalls fermented, growing from nothing and hurrying past and dying as if they might be just spectral winds for none ever reached us. Where we trod, though, had seen much disturbance, the snow blown into ditches whose depth we judged by rushes breaking the surface. Crossing such drifts we were often to our knees, no easy rhythm, the track long gone. We’d been slowly gaining height but the land trended north and it seemed to want to pull us towards its ring of cliffs now some way below. Here the snow was less and we stopped and for a minute considered whether to drop lower and skirt Whiten Head itself, a longer walk but the going might be easier. We stayed high.


Ben Hutig’s northern arm crested our sightline and we cut up to reach it, twelve hundred feet above the ocean and offering a vantage to prospect a route west to Eriboll on the far side of the peninsula. The wind stronger here and it came at us with a great dose of interior cold. We gazed over to the ancient Moine upland and rising from this the hills of Ben Hope, Meallan Liath, Ben Loyal – bald rock faces, backlit and streaming banners of snow. At our feet the land fell steeply to a frozen loch and we dropped and crossed its outflow and tracked the miles of empty snow and climbed again to a broad moor and another loch, resting here in the lee of a bank for lunch though it was well past noon. All the ice on the loch had wind-jammed at this end and grey slabs lay heaped up like a jerry-built breakwater. Spume from wavetops flew over our heads as we crouched and made soup and supped the scalding brew and said little. In another mile the land began to drop, the snow-cover fading. We gained the coast and found ourselves teetering above a bay cradled by a half round of sheer cliffs, these displaying bands of yellowish strata and terminating in arch and stack. Something reassuring about the symmetry, I thought, as if their geological arrangement matched a page vaguely recalled from a school textbook, an old annotated photo or idealised litho. These things almost a parody. We sat on the sward and let our eyes wander and watched lines of combers break on the shingle far below and I counted the gap between their breaking and the boom reaching us. Sheep tracks ringed the steep turf but barely a sign that people ever came this way.


Nick said a place like this in the south would draw thousands. It would be on postcards and calendars and you’d know it immediately. I said I was thankful the chocolate-box marketeers hadn’t been here, were probably not even aware it existed. A name on the map, nothing more. Nick regarded the scene again. He gestured with both palms, as if weighing the air. You could package it up, he said, and sell it same as everything else. Why not? It’s taken a few million years to reach this state. Open it up. If you want more places protected then get folk in so they can be appreciated and loved. You can love places to death, I said.


A short way from here the sea had taken a huge bite from the land and around the next bend we saw the roof of an old house. I’d been gathering some fallen and rotting posts and strapped rather too many to my sac, crossways and skywards, and could now only walk face down with arms outstretched to act as counter. As if demonstrating some new form of locomotion. The unbalance made the last quarter mile a proper stagger.


The thick walls of the old place curbed somewhat the sound of storm that rose later that evening and ran through the night. Just before dawn I went out to see the loch streaked with white and from a headland came the crack of unseen waves and flurries of spray. Grey clouds smothered all save nearby hills and fresh snow lay to low levels. A waterfall behind the house curled uphill with every gust.


Last night’s fire was but a memory, the cold now invading every receptor, and only by wrapping myself in layers was I content to sit and deal with breakfast. The draw of wind over the roof was such we agreed to prune our earlier aim of crossing the Moine direct and instead would follow the shoreline south to the hamlet of Hope and seek refuge in the woods for the night.


I was packed and ready soon after I’d eaten. Nick still had to sort his kit and began by making small piles on the bench, the table and floor. Slowly he moved items between the piles so that some grew and others shrunk. This went on for a while until he stood back and stared at the assembly with a pinched expression, as if there was a riddle to be solved. And this before he’d even stowed away his first bit of gear. The actual packing was achingly slow and accompanied by moments of quiet cursing. I sat quietly and read my book, fully aware that even the smallest comment could derail everything. I didn’t once check the time, though when Nick finally pulled fast the last strap and stood up ready to go I knew hours had passed. I let him speak first. ‘Sorry about that. Promise I’ll get faster.’


A kind of path climbed from the rear of the house that vanished once on the moor and from this small vantage we surveyed the greater length of Loch Eriboll, the sea blistered with waves piling in from the Atlantic, their tips broken with tails of spume and all the skerries and rocks and distant shore were wrapped in skirts of spray. Billowing snow crossed the moors then all grew dark as we became engulfed, spats of white, the hill outlines gone and the visible world narrowed, the gale strong and cold enough to spin our gaze and unsettle our walking so that we measured each step and made adjustments as the wind rose and fell. At a scant shelter afforded by a kind of outcrop we hunkered down with the map. From a hidden defile ahead came gouts of foam. At first we reckoned them from onshore breakers, but in fact they were born of a river, the Allt a t-Srathain, which drains the northern Moine. Dropping to the banks we searched for an easy place to ford but there was none. I ran splashing over a dubious line of submerged boulders and got wet. Nick removed his boots and with great caution guided his feet and yelled as if river crabs were at his toes.


Cnoc nan Gobhar barred our route and rose five hundred feet from the shore, its seaward flanks horribly exposed to the gale, so we pulled from the river and climbed inland in its lee to a col near the summit, and then as we stepped over the crest a prolonged squall hit us. For seconds we reeled away and were almost uplifted. Snow danced and flew wildly. We turned and went crabwise and I could only see ahead by cupping a mittened hand to my forehead in a strange salute. Nick gestured in a kind of semaphore. He wanted to get down, he said, and it was the fastest I’d seen him move for some time as we went straight for the coast, rime now forming on heather and rocks, and we pressed on until finding a windless niche among great boulders. A place for some soup but we had no water and I thought it a waste of gas to melt snow, so we continued until there was a trickle enough for a panful and sat supping it in a hollow among wet snow and dead stalks of last year’s bracken, the wind in the crags above shaped to a tuneless fluting.


Over the next rise the shoreline gathered into another headland but before this a corridor of calmer water, the mouth of the River Hope, a short outflow draining Loch Hope, and here the driving waves broke and died as they reached the shallows. A pair of eagles rode the hills to the south, spiralling shapes against the heavens and on paths divergent until drawn together as if on unseen cords. Nick hadn’t seen them when I asked.


From nowhere a path and we picked down this towards the shore and a stoutly built cottage, then a wood of stunted birch, the ground soft with old leaf-fall, and we came out at a rough track and shell of an old house, still roofed and dark inside like a bunker. We thought about sleeping here, though not seriously and stole along the river to a grove of tall native pines, swaying and creaking in the wind. Here was shelter and good ground, but also windfall. Old and bleached limbs from prior storms. Nick looked at the ground and looked up at the trees.


‘What do you think?’ he said.


‘I think if we camp here there’s a chance we might be woken in the night. Maybe not even woken.’


‘Seems alright to me. I’ve pitched up in many a wood, in many a wind.’


I went to pick up one of the fallen branches but it wouldn’t shift. Time had glued it to the ground. I looked up at the canopy.


‘Some big arms up there. You wouldn’t believe the weight hanging over you. They’re going to come down eventually and if we camp we’d be taking a risk, though a small one, granted. A winter’s night is a long time to be in the firing line. That possibility is enough to take me elsewhere.’


‘The river might flood. Have you seen all this debris?’


‘I don’t expect it to, though. But we know there’s more wind coming.’


So we set our tents amongst bracken in a clearing of small birch, pegs palmed in as the sky blackened and hail fell to whiten the old fronds and rattle the tents. I fumbled with the last guy and dived inside and sat listening to the din.


The north coast road crossed the bridge only a quarter of a mile upstream, and in the hours of lying in my bag reading and eating and talking to Nick I heard maybe three cars. A brief rise and fall of vehicular noise sounding almost alien against the thrash of wind in the canopy and grumbling of river in near spate.


I woke once during the night and amid the clatter of more hail I thought Nick might be right about the flooding. Loch Hope is a large body of water, repository of a great catchment and it could conceivably surge as we slept, no less a risk than a falling branch. I didn’t think I believed in fate or luck, but rather we can weigh what factors count against and what for, and on that we proceed. Though I sometimes wonder if I might be wrong, that my freedom to choose is just another illusion. Are we compelled on paths already written, trapped in some loop of contingency, our choices no more than actions predetermined, each of us like a wind-up toy set loose on a trajectory as fixed as the orbit of planets and stars in the void of space?


I wondered if he’d set out that morning on such a course, no choice at all and no voices or the faintest premonition of what was to befall.


In this northern river valley it was nine before there was enough light to dismantle our tents by and when a squall came suddenly even that light was gone. So gloomy I almost reached for my torch. I was brushing my teeth when a lady with five dogs approached on the river path and seemed startled when she saw me. I greeted her but there was something cool in her response. Her dogs, mostly Labradors, were nonplussed by the transient residents and the whole crowd passed on and I never saw them again. I guess we probably appeared like itinerant tramps and you might wonder on our business being out all night at this time of year, in such weather. It revived a memory of some years before, when I came across a tent and two Germans huddled over a small campfire by our local river. Wandering souls both, they spoke of their journey and asked which bank might be best upstream and what obstacles human or otherwise might they encounter. Next day only a ring of stones and ashes told of their stay. I kicked the stones into the water and footed wet leaves over their fire site and in a few days couldn’t say for sure even where they’d been.


When ready we turned onto the single track road that ran alongside Loch Hope. The slush covering the surface was free of tyre tracks and a sign ahead read ‘Road Closed’. Showers of wet snow hurried in from the north, the hills across the water lost in fast-moving cloud. Our route from here lay over the Moine and crossed desolate country east and south of Ben Hope. Although I was wary of crossing in these conditions, at least the wind had moderated from yesterday’s heights. Nick said little. I thought there was a lethargy about his movements, as if something was profoundly wrong, but when I asked he said he was fine. My pace took me ahead and I stopped next at a bridge that went over one of the hillside burns. Caught on the ironwork were clods of peat and brash and wigs of old grasses, all of it debris from a spate, and I reckoned we were today twelve feet above the tumbling waters. As we struck up for the moor and gained a vantage we looked further lochside. A whole section of road was missing. Fractured as if by some quake and carried away foundation and all, and in its place raw gravels and stripped brown earth. The road was closed because it was no longer there.


Nick struggled and now conceded he was taking a while getting used to his load. I nodded and said as much about my own, hoping it would spur him on. We crossed a high wooded burn where leafless trees were aged and dying, run through by deer, and then to the open moor, walking by compass and by any feature that broke the sameness, a gully or slope of wind-scour or drift of snow or gum of peat, anything to aim at, and we walked on steadily until finding ourselves at the very heart of the Moine. At the axle whose far orbits were no longer there. Only in the distance could we see the coast and ocean fringe carrying small spotlights of sun.


Squalls from the west telegraphed their approach and coalesced and came at us like walls of dust, the driving snow mixing with ground-drift that all but screened Nick. I waited until he appeared again. The winds passed and twice a band of light came to flood the moor and transform it into a dazzle of blue and white, and when looking around now we could reckon the way ahead. At this height the snow had smoothed the ground into a uniform cloth, a covering we trod both in ignorance and caution as many times we became snared, sinking in so deep our boots came back up with coppery mud bleeding over the snow like a strange dye.


What little progress we made was marked by the slow passing of Ben Hope. Its dark side has brooded like a totem these million years and it came and went in plumes of drift as did the spurs and butts of its satellites. We still seemed to be rising so I checked again the wavering needle of my compass and eyed the terrain. Something wasn’t right. Nick reckoned the Moine was trying to entrap us, that the ghosts of early hunters and travellers who perished in the sinks here were leading us astray and on a trail only to their bones or a leathery cadaver in the peat. Through a brief opening was the snowless plain by the Tongue road, burnt brown with a scatter of pale cottages, so tiny from here, and save for those crofts and their green moats, the interior rose empty and vast, square miles without a single dwelling or anything you could identify as human, just moors and hills and grey skies to frame them.


The land trended east now and we with it on a long slow descent, though staying high in the hope of a more direct line to the track that would take us south through the hills and to a base for the night. A wind-blown shoulder of Ben Loyal appeared and we sited it with compass and walked towards it. A guiding landmark of old for those lost on the moor. At a deepset burn a shower of heavy snow strengthened the gloom and left a lethal slush on the crossing stones. The very real worry of being caught on the moor in the dark had given Nick a burst of energy, and now when I turned he was close behind, his face drawn with tiredness. I said the track was down there and pointed. We found it as darkness fell and a sleety rain came against our backs. I relaxed, but as the way began to climb again our marching grew more weary and in the dark there was nothing for my eyes nor much to think of save the growing burden of the day. I waited for Nick only once, hearing his boots on the ground through the slush, then his breathing. A vague shape ghosted into view.


‘No torch?’ I said.


‘Nah. Can just about make things out. Is it far?’


‘Close enough to see if it were daylight.’


‘Like one of those toy houses we saw from up there on the moor? That’s a long way.’


‘Okay then, we’re so close we can smell it. Well, almost.’


Nick nosed the air in mock gesture.


‘Only thing I can smell is us.’


The snow lay greyly on the gorse bushes both sides of the track, and only by these forms did I know the way, now left and turning, and down there a dark mass was the unfrozen Loch na Dithreaibh. I caught a rooty smell of old planking and in another minute something grew from the earth, an outline of a gable. Four walls and a roof that claimed one small dry square from the night sleet. I turned back into the night and shouted. Nick was only a few minutes behind and by the time he showed I was inside with my stove out and was heating water. We unwrapped tents to air, tying them to fixings so they hung in great folds and glistened in the candlelight, Nick a little fore of these curtains settled to cook, hunching over and eying what simmered in his pot, so still he looked in deep meditation. I thought if he could sleep that way he would. He blinked and very deliberately took a spoon and began to stir. Later in the warmth of our bags with yet another drink we both felt a little revived and could speak more easily. Nick asked about our route.


‘Most journeys in the Highlands finish at a settlement or the coast and maybe a few on a hilltop if climbing summits is what you’re doing,’ I said, ‘I want to finish where Clive was eventually found, in Knoydart, so when thinking about a route at least I knew our destination.’


‘What was your idea? Though I guess I’ll be finding out soon enough.’


‘I remember reading something about how reindeer in Scandinavia purposely avoid human stuff, be it houses, roads, dams, wind farms or whatever. The health of the herd is reliant on corridors of untamed land along which they can migrate. That’s true of most wild creatures. So I wondered if there were still left in Scotland a line from the north that was just that. Did it exist, could we find it?’


Nick sipped from his mug that was brim-full and steaming.


‘I think we’re going to struggle,’ he said. ‘And anyway, much of the land is only wild in your perception. The old forests and great beasts that once lived in them are gone. Man’s influence is everywhere. Only the ignorant can’t see that. Our sense of the wild is a modern construct and I’ll wager it largely comes from an urban mindset. It’s about appearances, where there are few if any signs of alteration, as if the land had always been this way. That’s pretty naïve.’


‘Maybe, but there are still big tracts out there, albeit reduced to grouse moor or heavily grazed by deer. Places where you don’t see turbines, even from a distance, or a loch troubled by concrete and metal. And I’d like to find the last woods in the west. By putting together previous experiences of these places and what I’ve read and stuff folk have told me I’ve settled on a route of sorts.’


‘One that crosses roads and sometimes use tracks and paths.’


‘Yep, no getting away from that.’


‘Can you show me the line?’


‘On a map?’


‘Of course.’


‘Not really. It’s in my head. Well, sort of. We have to reach our caches, but that aside the route is not fixed like some long distance way, though it helps those at home to know where we are. The caches only mark our road crossings. They give a framework. The detail is up to us.’


‘Like stopping here.’ Nick looked around at the bare interior. ‘That kind of detail I appreciate.’


‘Yeah, this roof is handy, particularly on such a night.’


‘Man-made though. Shouldn’t we be camping?’


‘Humans have always been a part of the wild but I like the thought that we just pass through and leave it to the creatures that make their lives here. They rely on it. Maybe in the future this line and others like it could become a restored corridor of native trees and free-running rivers. Who knows. Perhaps someday reindeer will be using it.’


The window on the north side clattered with an onslaught of hailstones. Our candle trembled.


We spoke of our friend and maybe the real reason why we were there.


‘This walk is for his memory, a kind of homage,’ I said. ‘And I want to do it his way. His time in the hills wasn’t about accumulating daily mileages or climbing particular peaks. He enjoyed nothing more than to wander from place to place. Just poking about old woods or sitting waiting for an otter or wave-watching. He simply loved wild places.’


‘Clive never went on long walks.’


‘No, but he always had the travel bug. Even when living in Inverness he went abroad for his hols, mostly on his own and always backpacking. He was single. Work was his passion but he liked to get away. He passed hundreds of days in the hills, mind, in fact I would say latterly they became a more important part of his life. Sleeping out was his thing. He never owned a tent. And he did sometimes talk of doing a long walk, over a few weeks at least.’


‘So this could have been his?’


‘Yes. I thought about that when planning our general route. Clive loved places where nature was in charge and believe it or not he also loved rough weather. Maybe not a full-on blizzard but certainly a big wind to stir up the sea or rain that turns rivers to torrents. He embraced such conditions. Maybe in the end that was his undoing.’


Nick was quiet for a minute. Sleet was being driven against the window. He looked over to the noise. ‘Do you think we’re going to get hammered?’ he said.


The long night was troubled by winds that went ratcheting up and fell abruptly and in the lulls I heard waves along the shore and hail periodically lancing the roof. By first light a few more inches of snow had fallen, and when out for water I had to break ice on the river. As I came back with numbed fingers the sky darkened and a squall gathered over the loch like a great drift of loess. The hills disappeared and we breakfasted by torchlight. Hailstones drowned our small-talk, but there wasn’t much to talk about in any case. We needed to reach our first food cache by nightfall, that was all. Nick sprinkled coconut powder and sultanas over his porridge. After packing I made a second brew and spread three map sheets onto the floor, as the day’s route took us across the perimeter of each. For some time I studied the maps, then drifted to reading my book as Nick continued the glacial process of assembling his kit, the collating of piles, the careful placing of each in his sac. The fifth morning he’d done so, but I noticed he showed little familiarity with the routine, as if it was the first time he’d done it.


Outside the day was already advanced. We set out south by west, the first hour bright, the sun lifting the snow to ribbons of brilliance that made us squint, but such light disappeared soon enough and the snow became grey and without depth and the only colour anywhere was a green understory of gorse that colonised the track verge in some profusion. Our way left the flats at the head of the loch and climbed until we looked down onto the river looping sad and scattered relics of birch, as if their seed were barren all these years. On the far side of the valley the land was steep and it broke sometimes into crags or a spur truncated, dark against the snow, and one having the likeness of a human face, etched into a frown.


Scanning the snow ahead, I broke trail and thought hard about my line. I paused at intervals and turned to see if Nick matched my steps, thereby saving himself, if only a little. I knew my stride was a little longer than his so I made adjustments and hoped that would help. When I asked he said my pacing was okay but also said that as he was heavier there was sometimes no advantage in following, so he would make his own trail and for me not to worry. In the days to come I would occasionally fall back and follow him and came to realise his meandering lines of heavy prints carried another message.


I thought of our very first trip together when we’d also walked through snow, but more I recalled how we’d prepared for it. He was new to the hills and in need of proper kit. For Nick the boggling array of options proved a bigger hurdle than the later snow peaks. For each item he weighed my advice and dithered and with each purchase came lingering doubts. Had he made the right choice?


The ripples from a poor equipment choice will fade but when Nick came to see me in Scotland he fell in love with my friend. She moved back to her native Canada, he followed, swapping his teaching job and a steady income for adventure and uncertainty. They married, travelled and trekked in the Yukon, laboured on farms, settling in a small resort high in the Rockies. She managed the campground, Nick wrote a fantasy novel and explored the wilderness, often alone and in winter. The grizzlies were all asleep then, he said. There was solace here but tensions as well and the couple left the mountains, coming eventually back to Scotland. She worked, he couldn’t. For Nick even journeys into the hills had became fraught. He spoke of being unable to leave a bothy once for four days, the walls closing in and the imaginary moat outside filled with fear. Next spring she left and never returned. That was five years ago.


The light was greying and when Nick crunched up beside me he didn’t stop. The river narrowed and lessened until close to the watershed we stepped over it and approached the dark shape of Loch Meadie, the snow here half a foot or more. A bitter wind blowing downcountry now and the hills around shrinking to a grey gauze, then a vanguard of dancing snowflakes, waves driven against our shore. We wanted to stop for soup but there was no shelter, not the least place beyond the wind’s reach. The lying snow had no base and that falling was beginning to drift and in a very short time new deposits lay over old and it was hard to know where to tread.


At around mid-afternoon the light began to go, the loch-side bleaker, a sense hardly softened by the first of a series of small wooded isles. Something to count against the distance. Windbent trees and the failing day. We walked into darkness and could just see the last of the isles telling us the loch hadn’t far to run, but it was a lie.


When fully dark the wind seemed to come at us all the stronger and blew snow across our torch-beams in blinding sparks so we were forced to walk bent as neither of us had any eye protection. No place to stop even if we’d wanted to. Nick was noticeably tiring. We hardly saw the loch now, in fact we purposely avoided it. There was no wisdom in using its shore as a handrail which in any case would be ill-defined and a matter of guesswork this wet season, and even if the shore existed as the map claimed, I reckoned at this nether end it would jag about too much and double the distance remaining.
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