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Sometimes all you can do is climb to the peak of the nearest mountain and scream, at the top of your voice, ‘Devil, Devil, Devil!’ 

That might buy you some more time to run.

[image: ]

This was the first note I read, not long after discovering the cottage he’d been hiding in for nearly a year. Or perhaps not hiding, but certainly hidden.

Dad disappeared shortly after Mum died, shortly after I drove him away. He took her death badly, but not in the usual sense. Dad didn’t believe in the truth of it – he thought she was elsewhere, not gone but discoverable. He thought she was there to be found.

And I found, eventually, this near-derelict abandoned cottage, hidden in the forests and mountains of northern Scotland. Somewhere they used to go before I was born, but somewhere we never went as a family. A special place, but a hidden place even then.

Inside was a sea of writing, spread over every surface. Crude hand-drawn maps and ripped pieces of paper thrown everywhere. A giant jigsaw tipped out of its box.
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She is near, and I can feel it. I have started to seriously explore now. To begin my search. There are layers here, fogs and clouds, sharp blades of light. Somewhere in there she is trapped.

There are endless miles and mountains, and in every weather they change. She may be here but not here, she may move with the light. 

[image: ]

The police said no one owned the cottage, and it isn’t marked on any maps. Deep inside a forest, hours and miles from anyone or anywhere, long since forgotten. 

A squat pile of stones holding a simple roof over one solitary room. An empty fireplace, an old table and chair, a camp bed frame with no sleeping bag, and nothing else apart from all the paper. A smell of stale, still air inside, and heady pine resin outside. Some water had come down the chimney and under the door, but surprisingly little for the extremes of weather that cascade through these mountains. 

Not quite a house, rather a shrine lost in a forest.

To start with, no one was sure where he was. Mum’s funeral came and went, the rush of shared grief and strangers passed. And a few days later he went too, after our heated, burning words. My words. Quietly, coldly, with just a mountaineering bag and some basic outdoor clothing, he left. With a pair each of worn-out hiking boots and running trainers, he left.

I thought he would return within a few hours, maybe a day or two. No note, no calls, nothing but dead silence. When it became clear he had really gone I tried to look, I tried to find help. Bulky policemen sat awkwardly in my parents’ front room, scratching into comically small notepads. They wore belts holding the tools of crime and capture: handcuffs and radios and more. Tools that were meaningless to me.

I assumed he had run to the Lake District, somewhere we had gone often as a family. A place of escape and adventure. Of walking and sunshine and family warmth, of woodsmoke carried on the frozen air. I looked south and he ran north. 

It took me a while to catch up.
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To cover ground once is not enough. To cover ground during day and night, and every weather, is essential.

But someone else is searching too. I must hurry.
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It took almost nine months to find where he had gone. Months of grieving, fractured and doubled, certainty clouded and confused. Through a winter, spring, summer, and back to autumn again. Sifting through their home, with its new weight and sorrow, not knowing what to keep and what to throw away. How do you pack up and move on from a death and a disappearance? When does a silence become permanent, become sure?

I stopped and started, stopped and started. I drove to the Lake District and tracked old holiday homes, walked winding streets, watched the villages and fells swell with warm-weather visitors, then recede again. A great migration, but still nothing.

I tore through their cupboards and drawers, looking for anything that might suggest, that might explain. I turned over and over those final words, that guilt and weakness, the hot anger that pushed him away, pushed him too far. The strength of words, and their failure.

Finally, I came to a beaten cardboard box of old photograph albums, hiding under a pile of dusty curtains in their attic. Something from their early days, perhaps even their honeymoon. Yellowing images of hillsides, of views from peaks, and a pile of battered hillwalkers’ maps, frayed along their folding lines, creases that spoke of rain and drying, of repeated opening and closing in the wet and the wind.

A photograph of Mum, glowing, standing outside a tiny cottage, slightly blurred as she turns to the camera, mid-laugh. She is surrounded by towering pines, stretching far above her. And on one map there was a single, simple dot. A mark to suggest the centre of everything. Somewhere you might run in anger, in pain, to discover and remember, or to pretend that nothing has happened.
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Today I came upon the grand disused hotel, boarded up and rain-beaten. Collapsed and resigned, high on a hill.

Once it thrived with wealthy patrons looking to walk the land and destroy what they disturbed. To imagine Scotland, to play in pantomime tweed, and drink and shoot and kill.
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Driving to the wilderness was both calm and crazed. A beautiful and manic trip through rolling countryside, feeling the land change as you climb higher, as hills grow to mountains, as nature becomes bigger and fiercer everywhere you look. I was driving towards a dot, towards an old photograph that told me nothing, chasing a desperate hope.

If not there, then where? I had scoured, searched, trailed everywhere else I could think of. I had nothing left to give and nowhere left to go.

It was close to impossible to find. A place to hide, miles and miles from anywhere, completely invisible from both inside and outside the forest, covered by a whispering canopy of evergreen needles. 

I slowly drove along the rough, rutted track, fearing that my car would get stuck. I crawled over the bridged river, along the trail until it faded, disappeared, until I had to pick my way between trees, avoiding stumps and roots, then deeper and deeper, and then I arrived. 

It was the photo from the attic, but with no one to be seen. No smiling, younger Mum, no Dad taking the picture, his back to the sunshine spilling through the trees. The forest was alive again, no longer faded and yellowed.

I found hope, after months of searching, after hours of driving, exhausted, always exhausted. Hope that lasted just long enough to run from the car, burst through the cottage door, expecting to find him sitting there, expecting tears and reunion and apologies, only to be met with paper piled upon paper. Inside me something tore further still.

Walking around, the outside matched the photograph but didn’t. My eyes flitted from the faded colours to the uneven brightness of the wilderness. She looked so happy then, freckled, hair and sunshine almost merging into one, lean and athletic from years of movement, not thin and frail from death’s sudden pull. The cottage looked barely changed, bar a carpet of moss silently creeping over its roof.

I looked around, I listened. No one could find this by accident. Perhaps that was the point.
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At the hotel’s front door, where bags would have been taken and Sirs and Ma’ams swapped for small handfuls of dirty coins, a lone CCTV camera stared. A metal box, fixed, unmoving, with a red eye looking for unwanted arrivals.

And at the other end? Someone watching over, or just an empty dummy with a light to scare away bored teenagers flirting with trouble and fire?

I stared at the light. A laser, pointing, accusing. I stared at the light and felt her trapped somewhere on the other side. Somewhere beyond. Watching and waiting.
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Once I’d finally found it, I sat inside the cottage, silent and stuck. I tried to count the number of pieces of paper and couldn’t. The weight of the hurt was too heavy.

But my guess would be a few thousand sheets and scraps. I counted a little over two hundred pages before it all became too much. Before sinking to the floor, as if weakened by thin air. Standing on the top of Everest, gasping, grasping for breath, while sitting on a cold stone floor in a glen in Scotland.

There was no clear order to the pieces, nothing obviously connecting one to another. No dates or clues. Most were words calmly placed on the page, but still words that were rushing to escape. Some were sketches of mountainsides and peaks. A few were very basic maps, which seemed to link together some of the sketches. All was totally baffling, and perhaps still is.

I stayed, but never slept there. I couldn’t. Too cold, too dark, too much noise roaming the forest outside, whistling through the warped window frames, roaring down the chimney. I stayed and wrote, wrote letters to Dad, wrote for the sake of writing, but always asking questions. Pleading and reaching out. 

That was my grieving, my paper prayers for two lost parents. 

I had no idea what I would find next.
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Today the weather changed. Brightness drowned. The Devil is here now.
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Dawn








1.

This is the start, day one. He must be here, there must be more than all those notes and this confused nonsense about a devil. I will stay for a week, find something, anything, tell the police, help them find him, then move on, bring everything back home. Everything, if not everyone. 

The paper is still spread out, as I am not yet ready to move it. I can’t. I tip-toe around piles, glancing at the pages on top, as I find a way from the door to the chair by the table. The door is thick and wooden, any paint long since darkened to the point of being unrecognisable. At the edges the wood is softening, damp creeping in, rot starting. The walls are thick stone, as rough inside as out, punctured by a small window on each side. At the back, facing the door, is an open fireplace.

There are no signs of food, plates or pans, and no rubbish. The fireplace is clean, with just a faint dusting of white ash that could be from yesterday or a decade ago. Water must have been brought from the nearby river that flows with steady force, a constant rush and rumble behind the trees.

It is tidy and empty, bar the fury of paper.

Where could he be? Where has he moved on to now?
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She called to me today, from behind the wind and rain. I stepped outside and felt her closeness.

Grabbing clothes and shoes, I ran. Noting the wind, the weather, the time, the light – to record later – I ran. 

Carefully holding the speed to chase and the need to remember. 
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I’m not sure how to write this all down, but I feel I must. At the moment nothing has shape. I need words to pin back the terror, to craft and mould it, to make it mine. Simple and placid and understood.

But I don’t have words strong enough to do this, or to do it quickly. This will take some time.

I’ve read many things about grief, most of which feel alien. Poor translations of an unknown language, losing their kindness or connection. Something, however, has stuck firm.

Grief is not a wound, not a laceration to slowly heal, repair, and scar, leaving a white flesh reminder of damage now recovered from. Grief is change, or a symptom of it.

You do not recover from grief and return back to who and what you were before. You emerge new and different, though not necessarily better or improved. At the end you are someone else.
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The light is casting moving shadows, dancing with the wind, rippling across the forest floor, the stone walls, the back of my hand.

Everything can be seen and heard. I can hear her. She is near.
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I am staying in a tiny wooden cabin in an empty campsite on the shore of the nearest loch. An internet booking, a key in a lock-box, no other person to be seen. At this time of year no one wants to be here.

After reporting this lost cottage to the local police, I bought a heavy padlock to lock it, then came back to look again. Not mine to protect, but still I did.

When the police arrived they didn’t seem to care either way, as nothing immediately pointed to where he actually is, or if he’s even still alive. I felt like a nuisance to them, one older, one younger, both equally bored.

The cottage belongs to no one, they said, and is too far away from the popular mountains to ever be a bothy for walkers to shelter in. Then the notes were skimmed through and quickly dismissed as wild ramblings. I could feel their interest being lost to the silence.

They will search the glen, the loch, and have alerted the mountain rescue. They will look for his car but expect to find nothing. They urged me to leave, to go back home, back to somewhere safer.

After they left I sat for a long time inside the cottage, trying to imagine him here, and failing. I drank it all in.

For a long time, there was hope, uneven but blinding hope. The paper, so much paper. It must have taken him months, and there have only been months. He must be alive, he must be here, he must be?

Hope falters. It falters in silence, in questions asked and never answered. In a forest that surrounds and suffocates, that takes the light and keeps it from you. I have a week, nearly a week. I will read the notes, I will search.

The sunset comes, the day retreats. I am staying.
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I must keep studying, to test and move closer to her. 

I need to be rigorous and careful and thorough. 

10.13am. Strong wind, easterly. Light rain. Cool.

[image: ]

Day three. I’m trying to build a routine, a way of understanding how to find him even if I understand nothing else. To wake at the campsite, in no more than a wooden pod where my feet touch one wall and my head another, to wash in the empty shower block, to fill up my water bottles and make sandwiches, to hurry back here and try again.

I can read it all, surely I can. A few hundred pages each day, quickly read. That must be possible. Just until I discover something helpful, to take to the police, to focus their search.

At first, I overlooked the notes at the end of most of the pages. Time, weather, occasionally other observations. No set format as such, but a rough impression of each moment.

After a while these additions came into focus. Patterns emerged. I can feel that Dad was trying to test and repeat, to find out how differences in the light and the weather affected his search for Mum.

He seems to have become obsessed with the idea that as well as being reachable, she was locked away. That at a certain moment he could find her, grab her, pull her back to this world. It’s disorientating and heartbreaking to read. It opens up wounds I’m desperately trying to close, bringing me back to retching out tears, crying so hard my stomach muscles cramp, my jaw seizes.

It’s also inconsistent and muddled. But it feels like he knows this too, that it’s all part of the experiment. Of finding.

What I found shocked me. Nothing could have prepared me for this.
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Trying again. I’ve been out already this morning, over the scree and some of the sharpest slopes, playing games with endless fake summits. It was bright, cool, and breezy, a wind of encouragement and comfort. But then something shifted.

I came back, rested, drank cold tea left from earlier, drank fresh hot tea, and watched the wind change its mind. Something snapped, a whiplash or about-turn, and it blew against itself. The brightness was lost to a deafening darkness. 

This felt like a response, a rebuff, a laughing, scorning wind that knew I’d failed again, on another day, and wanted to mock me for it.

It knew where she was. It knows where she is. Something is playing with me, and senses my weakness and willingness to quit. My flesh and failure. I had to go back out, along the track, remembering that these are not the same hills. Everything has changed.

This is the first mistake everyone makes in mountains. This is why people die. You must show fear and respect, obey the gods that grant you entrance and decide whether you get to leave or not. That’s the second mistake – assuming that leaving is assured, even if you quit partway. You have to show your fear. It isn’t enough just to feel it. You have to display your respect or you will be punished, as I am again and again.

The rough track crests, rising and twisting, merging to forest floor and then to mountain. Feeling the wind throwing fat raindrops, sharpened to ice needles. Ignoring and breathing and rising up further and further.

The loose stones take over and everything slows. Step and slide. Move, breathe, move. Looking up I can remember being here just a few hours ago, though it all looks different now – glinting, sparkling rock disappeared to grey death. And now hard rain, changing again, polishing black to mountain silver.

Not up this time, to the high ridge, but along the other path and a little further down. To a hollow of huddled trees, scratched and battered by wild roaming deer. The bark riven by new antlers scraping away their soft outer flesh, shedding and marking territory. Dried velvet hangs, frayed against saplings that are now bare and unprotected. 

And everything stops. Frozen. No wind. Nothing.

This is the closest I have come, but to what I do not dare to think. Nothing stirs. I stand and look around, slowly.

The sky erupts. Lights up. Lightning scratches down, landing back near the cottage, and thunder fills the air. It is not sound. It is the gods shaking with fury. Fear would have been staying back. Respect would have been waiting until tomorrow, not pouncing and returning on the same day. Their patience is limited and my desperation is not.

Clouds mass overhead, playground bullies acting for others. Calling and shouting, talking of knives and lessons and telling. 

The sky explodes again. Lightning, thunder, darkness. 

Breathe. Keep breathing to keep calm. To recover, to hold oxygen, to be ready to run again. 

And then another flash of lightning. A brief glimpse, giving the world shape and depth for a moment. 

The outline of a creature, standing upon the hilltop, a very short distance away, looking down on the hollow and the trees and me. Shapeless, shimmering. As if seen through burning heat, or made of it.

The Devil, lit in brilliant light, and then a blackout.

Breathe, breathe, breathe. Hold on and listen in the still and the silence. Listen for clue or footstep or loose rocks tumbling down the hillside. But nothing. Panic holding and rising. And still nothing.

Lightning strikes again. It has gone. 

I am sitting now, but never chose to sit. I am trapped in place, not safe but steadying, waiting for my moment to escape as the light slowly fades in, as the darkness moves on to another hill, another glen, other terrors.

It feels like dawn, but is afternoon already. And I run, I run, I run. I run over rock and root, slide down scree. I throw myself off this mountain and curse gravity every step of the way. I fall, slide, scrape, bleed, recover a little, and run, faster and faster and faster.

I reach the cabin and collapse and know that I have woken the gods, I have found the Devil, I have begun to find her.

9.27am. Bright. 12.11pm. Dark.
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I understand the depth of his despair. They were everything to each other, and her death was quick and brutal and totally bereft of dignity. Her body failed and she had nowhere to go.

We watched instant decay arrive with no warning, and in a matter of weeks she disappeared. A recurring pain, some odd symptoms doctors were never quite able to pinpoint. Pathetically quiet signals of our own personal hurricane.

But his response to the despair, and these endless, infuriating notes are too much. Gods and devils and pointless, childish madness. Why a devil? He had no faith, no religious guilt hanging over him. It’s such an odd reference for someone who didn’t believe.

I keep hoping that I’ll find something sensible, a clue, another location he may have moved to, but it’s just not here. He is here, but there is so little of him. He is disappearing too.

I try not to think of him inside this old, dark cottage, wildly putting his thoughts down on paper. His panic, his anger, the swirling confusion. But I try not to think of him out there either.

He was alone, his mind spiralling and inventing, building layers of imagination to hide everything that had really happened. I am torn to pieces by this.

I am trying to find him, in the pages and the mountains, to hold him and console him, to say sorry. I am looking, for his sake and mine. But I can see nothing of the scale of it. I still can’t see the peak. I had thought I could do this, overcome this, discover something for the police, then grab him and leave. I thought it could be simple, but it can’t.

Mum died, we grieved, we fought, he ran. I’m left archiving a paper trail of his mental collapse, searching for clues that might not be here, or might be waiting on the very next page.

[image: ]

Today was dull. I woke early, to check, to start again, to retrace steps. 

But it’s all gone and different. 

7.12am. Cloud, dull, grey.
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I must try to find this hollow, this imagined place of the devil, even if the very thought is sickening. I want to look away, but maybe there’s a clue I can find? Could he even be there, waiting, returned?

Heading out from the cottage, it’s a hard walk up a long, rough slope. I can feel the trees fading behind me, the horizon stretching out further and further as I climb.

This feels wrong. I am full of his words and fears, of his unhappiness and my own. But I must go on.

Reaching the edge of the hollow, I slide down rolling scree to the bottom. At its base it’s a little bigger than the cottage and could easily be overlooked. A few old ragged trees desperately reach for the sky, warped by the wind even with the protection from the severe slopes on each side. It is darker and colder here.

There is nothing to see. I can picture everything he wrote about, can see how he would have been craning his neck to look up to the lip, that point where the earth seems to suddenly collapse.

There is no Dad or devil. I want to burn the whole world to the ground.

I can’t come back here again. It’s too much.
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I followed yesterday exactly, the afternoon of fire and darkness, but there was nothing. 

The Devil has moved on. I must too.

4.32pm. Dry.
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2.

I am here chasing Dad, but overlooking Mum. I am reading of his seeking, following him following her, but in this I know I am starting to forget her.

This feels uncomfortable and wrong, but it is easy to be swept away by the grief that is nearer, brighter, even just simply louder and more confusing. What takes your attention, takes it away from you.

What happened to her is awful, but understood. There were the hissing, bleeping hospital machines. There were hazed days and nights, merging to one, sudden yet lasting forever. There was a cremation, in an angular concrete building set in soft woodland, light flooding through skylights. A faint memory of being there before, much younger, to mourn someone I have now forgotten, someone else I have misplaced.

I may be in the mountains, but I’m still sitting on a hard wooden pew as the hymns fade, the reluctant voices and half-caught throats rising in cautious song. She would have hated this, I thought. Actually, she would have laughed hard, if she were able. That expectation, that assumption she still went to church. A service for those around her but not for her.

At this point my memories of Mum are stuck somewhere. I can get no further back than the crematorium, the folded cardboard orders of service, with a front cover photograph I knew she wouldn’t have picked and am still not sure who did. There remains a gap, a gap I cannot bridge, so I don’t.

It is morning, day four. I drive back to the hidden cottage and look away. I listen to the rain falling on the roof and look away.
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Coldly moving on, trying to forget, looking for the easiest way up the mountain that keeps away from the hollow, from those memories, from the burning. 

Finding that every direction takes you nearer to what you are trying to avoid.

9.41am. Clouding.
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We left after the strange procession of handshakes and condolences, of being on display, mourners passing by, as if for our approval. To be seen and noted, to be an official part of the day. A crowd lingered, held together loosely, slowly losing its shape. Too slowly.

I remember the hurt and the overwhelm, the well-wishing that kept coming and coming, the feeling of suffocating in others’ kindnesses. I remember wanting to step away, needing to, but any face you looked away from brought you to another. And another. To caring and love, but in a moment when you needed silence.

And in that moment the woodland was alive, rich with birdsong, ringing clear on a cold, bright day, the crematorium chimney lightly smoking far above our heads. I wanted nothing more than to listen to the bird calls, to walk in those woods and be lost, to connect back to Mum and her love of nature and identifying hidden creatures by their sounds alone. I strained to hear their clashing, overlapping melodies in the background, strong and shifting, but distant. They lay behind the low conversations that hummed across the bare, flat grass.

Dad and I held each other, frozen together, unsure who was the adult and who was the child, unsure where we could go from there. The birds sang, knowing nothing of this.

[image: ]

Forgetting, forgetting, forgetting. I am hiding from the Devil. 

It is real and happening now. I must move. To be ahead, to stay ahead, to catch up.

To the mountain, to find something in myself. Poring over maps, contour lines and suggestions, a flattened world waiting for me, waiting for me to find her.

There is so much mountain to check, rock by rock by rock.

2.01pm. Wind rising.
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I’m only managing a few dozen pages each day. They hurt to read and each piece of paper feels slower, heavier than the last. The cottage is dark inside, with tiny windows and trees blocking any sunshine that might help, might ease the strain.

I try to read the notes from a distance, to let go of any expectation that a page needs to follow a page, that sentences need to be finished, that anything can be clean and neat and simple, but it is impossibly hard to do this. Whatever you try, you are pulled back. Wherever you lean and look, there is a gravity, holding you, tugging you, expecting more of you.

Perhaps the pieces are no more than that. Perhaps there are no stories that conveniently link one
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