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      On the night she arrived in Fort William, Susie dreamed of weddings.
      

      
      She used to dream about weddings often. Mostly her own wedding in the big, dark Catholic cathedral; the white designer dress
         she’d worn and the single white rose she’d carried instead of a bouquet. She’d had a recurring dream where the thorns dug
         into her hands and she bled until the dress turned red. There was another nightmare, one she’d had when she was first engaged
         but still came from time to time all these years on, about her engagement ring. In this one, the stones came loose from her
         ring and scattered on the floor. She got down on her hands and knees, searching with her fingers for the diamonds and rubies, then trying to shove them
         back into their settings, watching them fall and bounce on the floor again, getting increasingly frantic. It always worried
         her that these dreams might be some kind of portent. She believed in that kind of thing even if Martin dismissed it all and
         found her rather silly.
      

      
      In Fort William, though, she dreamed of a friend’s wedding, a man she knew well called Tom who had married years ago. In the
         dream, it was the same bride and groom but it was in the present day. Susie had on a pink suit with a white carnation for
         a buttonhole. The perfume from the flower struck her powerfully: the smell of weddings. She walked into the church smiling,
         but then the breath was knocked out of her. Tom was standing at the front in a black dinner jacket, looking suitably nervous,
         but the church wasn’t set up the way she was expecting it to be at all. Instead, a funeral was to take place. The coffin lay
         in front of the altar on a trolley with wheels.
      

      
      Tom walked down the aisle the wrong way, towards Susie. He was talking, garbled words coming out of his mouth the way they
         did when he was distressed. His wife had died suddenly, he told her, but that was okay because the priest had been so accommodating, really he had, and managed
         to arrange a funeral instead and wasn’t that good of him? And, really, no, it was all right, because it had to be done, his
         wife needed to be buried if she’d died and it was good of the priest to fit them in this way and at least all their friends
         were here. His cheer was fake and very disturbing, the smile of a horror-movie clown.
      

      
      The scene cut then, the way it only does in dreams or films, and she was in a small room on her own. There was a wooden cabinet
         standing in front of a set of French windows and it was the smell of polished wood that filled her senses now. She opened
         the doors on the front of the cabinet and examined its contents. There were urns inside, filled with ashes and with a small,
         brass plaque on the front of each to say whose remains they were. She had realised she was dreaming some time before this,
         and was looking for significance in the names on the plaques; for someone she knew, perhaps even her own name. None of them
         meant anything to her. Amongst the urns was a bucket. It stood out; it was brightly coloured like the kind you might buy at
         the seaside. She knew immediately that it contained the ashes of a child. She rushed to shut the door but the cabinet was unsteady and it rocked. The bucket had no lid and it tipped
         over, its contents spilling on to the floor. She grabbed at the dust, pulling it up from the floor in a panic, feeling dreadful
         guilt. The ashes flowed through her fingers like sand on a beach and she felt bits of bone, rough against her skin. Then she
         woke up.
      

      
      She was hot with fear and her arms were aching. The alarm clock said it was five past seven but some light already seeped
         in under the curtains, thanks to the recent change back an hour to Greenwich Mean Time. She remembered her wedding day ten
         years earlier had lasted an hour longer for the same reason. She turned and saw Martin, still fast asleep and snoring. His
         blissful peace seemed impossible. She could hardly believe he wasn’t attentive to her terrors, that he hadn’t realised something
         was wrong and woken up to comfort her. How could he sleep right next to someone night after night and not be in touch with
         their soul? She was almost certain she would have woken with a start had the situation been reversed. She got out of bed and
         shrugged on her dressing gown. She walked over to the window and peeked out, careful not to move the curtains too far for fear of letting in too much light and disturbing her husband.
      

      
      She needn’t have worried so much about the light. As usual, Fort William was shrouded in cloud. The rain dripped relentlessly
         on to this cold, damp corner of the world. Even through the mist, though, the view was magnificent. Looking at the spectacular
         curve of ben to loch, the dramatic etchings of long-gone glaciers, it reminded her of their honeymoon, when their marriage
         was new, and she smiled. That was the point of coming here, after all.
      

      
      She remembered the conversation they’d had the previous evening about taking a trip to the bothy. This was a crofters’ hut
         in the middle of nowhere, a place for walkers and shepherds to put up for the night, that Martin had visited on a holiday
         with his parents when he was young. He said now that he’d tried to persuade her to go there on their first trip to Fort William
         but that she’d been dead against it. She didn’t remember this at all but she didn’t argue about it. She had no idea why he
         was so keen to rough it in a hut, and it wasn’t her usual style, but she was happy to indulge him. It would be an adventure
         and that was what this holiday was about.
      

      
      A loud snort came from the bed, making her start and spin round to look at her husband. He turned on to his side and made
         snuffling noises, then settled down into a deep sleep once again. She watched him as he slept, wondering if she’d be able
         to get a coffee from downstairs. She didn’t want to boil the kettle in the room and wake him. She smiled gently to herself.
         Every marriage had its problems; working through them was the thing. She wished she could remember why she hadn’t wanted to
         go to the hut on their honeymoon but the details completely escaped her. This time, though, when he asked her to take that
         adventure with him, she had said yes. They would walk together in the fresh Highland air and find the bothy. They would burn
         a wood fire, and lie close to each other in the dying light and it would be perfect. It would be like turning back the clock
         and starting everything again.
      

      
      The feeling from the dream washed over her and she shuddered. There had been something about the dream, something different
         but difficult to define. She’d had these kinds of dreams before and they often meant something. But it was just an ordinary
         nightmare, she decided. She watched her husband’s chest rise and fall and felt some comfort in how clear that movement was from under the sheets. Then, like a miracle, he woke up as she watched.
      

      
      ‘Hey baby,’ she said, as he came to. She loved to see him wake in the morning, never tired of this ordinary magic. Previous
         experience had taught her that such things could not be taken for granted.
      

      
      He mumbled something in reply, still under the deep spell of sleep. She walked back over to the bed and lay down there next
         to him. She nuzzled in and they began to kiss. Even after all these years, his kisses left her slightly high sometimes, with
         that heady feeling of loving and being loved. She’d thought this would pass, had been told it would, but this wasn’t her experience.
      

      
      Susie relaxed, placing a hand on his shoulder. They lay there like that, face to face, neither in a rush to move, just seeing
         the day in together.
      

      
      Susie felt conspicuous at breakfast. The room was so quiet that even the clinking of their pots felt like a deep disturbance
         of the peace. This hushed them for a few minutes but then the excitement of being on holiday and planning an adventure together
         broke through and they were chatting animatedly. The day was looking quite bright now and there was a big picture window in the dining room to show it off to its best effect. Susie felt
         happy to be alive and married and here with her husband.
      

      
      Martin’s mouth was still curled upwards from the revelation that there was black pudding on the menu and he looked very satisfied
         with himself as he lifted a forkful. She watched him feed and pushed cereal around in her bowl. She’d only had a few spoonfuls;
         she was never hungry in the morning. Martin poured them both more tea.
      

      
      ‘The waiter here’s good,’ Martin said, through a mouthful of food. ‘I mean, he’s attentive, and over at the table when you
         need him, but you don’t really notice him when you don’t. Exactly the right balance.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Susie said, smiling. It was good to see her husband so content and she was pleased they’d managed to find a decent
         hotel. She sipped her tea, which was a tad too milky, but it didn’t matter. All around the room there was the sound of good
         pots and cutlery. This was certainly a rather better hotel than the one they’d stayed in on their honeymoon. Of course, Martin
         had been just an ordinary class teacher then, and Susie’s job had been at entry level in social work, and their wages hadn’t been that great. They’d both had lots of promotions since. Susie had been able to take her career as seriously as Martin
         did his; it was one of the upsides of not having kids, he often reminded her.
      

      
      With a final scrape of knife against crockery, Martin finished his food, then pushed the plate away. He smiled Susie’s favourite
         crooked smile and wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘So what do you fancy doing today, Sue? Shall we make out for the bothy like
         we talked about?’
      

      
      Susie beamed at him and picked up her cup. The tea was going a little cold, though, so she grimaced and put it straight back
         down. ‘I was wondering about the castle nearby. The one we passed on the way here, you know, the one you took the photo of
         from the road. I think that would make a lovely day out.’ She wasn’t sure why she was stalling except that, now it came down
         to it, something about going to the bothy rested heavy on her heart.
      

      
      ‘Yes, no doubt it would,’ Martin said. He took a sip of tea himself. ‘Cold,’ he said, pulling a face.

      
      ‘Or there are some fabulous short walks around and about.’ Susie picked up her handbag and pulled a leaflet from its folds.
         ‘The one to the waterfall looks divine.’
      

      
      Martin grabbed the leaflet, gave it a perfunctory look over, then dropped it on the table beside his greasy plate. ‘A little
         bit lightweight for my tastes, Sue.’ He grinned at her and his eyes glowed with enthusiasm for his planned trip. It was a
         look that meant she couldn’t refuse him and she began to melt even before he spoke again. ‘We’ve only got a few days in Fort
         William before we head west and who knows if we’ll ever come back here. If we’re going to spend a night sleeping rough then
         it’d seem tonight or tomorrow would be the time to do it.’
      

      
      Every aspect of what he was saying made sense, as ever. Martin was nothing if not logical. Susie wasn’t at all sure what was
         holding her back. She’d felt excited about the trip earlier. But something about his eagerness to go jarred with her. She
         couldn’t explain but she felt his draw to the place was unnatural, creepy even. She had a vague sense of remembering now why
         she’d said no on the honeymoon. That feeling from the dream came back, the fear, and she tried to dismiss it.
      

      
      Martin’s face softened as he smiled at her. ‘Come on, Susie-Sue,’ he said, his old name for her, the one he had used all the
         time when they were first together and she liked because it reminded her of those times. ‘It’ll be fun. We can cosy up together in front of the fire and tell ghost stories; you’d like that. And we can get cosier than we
         have in a while, if you know what I mean.’ Martin winked at her, and Susie couldn’t help but smile at this. They never did
         seem to find enough time to get close in their busy lives and she missed the physical side of their relationship. The idea
         of the two of them curled up warm together against the night really appealed.
      

      
      ‘Do you even know anything about this bothy? Where it is? Whether it’s actually usable? It’s a long time since you were here
         with your parents, honey.’ Susie spoke carefully, with a deliberate cheer in her voice.
      

      
      ‘I know about all that,’ he said. He reached to the floor and picked something up, placing it on the table away from his dirty
         plate. It was a transparent plastic case and inside were printouts of what looked like a website. There was also a map and
         compass. Susie took hold of the package and pulled papers from inside. Martin had certainly done his research and she wondered
         why this would come as a surprise to her after all these years. There was a picture of the bothy, and some information about
         its registration with the Mountain Bothies Association and its state of repair, which was detailed as ‘good’.
      

      
      Susie looked at the printouts and remembered watching her husband sleep, the peace across his brow. She wanted to make the
         man she loved happy. She remembered the way she’d felt that morning, excited about an adventure together and ready to try
         something new. It had been years since she’d done anything she would describe as genuinely exciting.
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to the bothy today.’

      
      Susie had turned the temperature high on the shower so that it steamed up the bathroom. She enjoyed the feeling of her pores
         opening and her bones heating up. She knew the shower was a luxury she could forget now for a couple of days, even though
         they would still be paying for the posh hotel room, so she made the most of it while she could. Her skin was welting red under
         the water. She breathed and ducked under the spray, scrubbing at her face as if it had been covered in mud. Beneath the rush
         of the water, she could hear Martin moving around in the room next door, packing.
      

      
      She continued showering until she felt too hot, like she might faint, and the skin on her fingers had begun wrinkling. She stepped from the bathtub into the cold of the room and wrapped herself up in a soft, warm towel. She thanked
         God again for being able to afford such a lovely hotel. It was madness to be leaving it to stay in a shepherds’ hut in the
         middle of nowhere with no shower or bed and definitely no soft, warmed towels to wrap herself up in. But how wonderful would
         the shower feel after all that roughing it? It was worth the trip out into the mountains just to come back. She dried herself
         slowly and decided that she would imagine how this shower was going to feel when they got back here if she ever felt cold
         or uncomfortable on their adventure.
      

      
      As she emerged from the en-suite, she saw Martin had unpacked and was now repacking a rucksack. He was throwing items back
         in rather roughly and she knew from his body language that he was frustrated with how long she’d taken in the bathroom and
         keen to get on their way. She hadn’t meant to take so long. It had just felt so nice under the heat and steam. She hurried
         now to get ready. Martin must have noticed this, as his movements seemed to calm. She glanced over to see him packing one
         of his purchases from Fort William. It was a hunting knife. Sharp and vicious, it glinted at her across the room. She didn’t
         really get why they needed it. They didn’t go hunting. Martin had just wanted it, though, another boy’s toy, and she had no real reason to
         object to that.
      

      
      Susie’s hairdryer was at the bottom of the suitcase and she virtually had to unpack the entire bag to find it, but she preferred
         it to the one the hotel supplied. She plugged it in and switched it on. Martin was talking to her but she couldn’t hear his
         voice. She stopped the dryer for a moment.
      

      
      ‘Is that really necessary?’ he said. ‘We should get a move on and set out.’

      
      ‘I can’t go with wet hair,’ she told him. ‘Walking on those hills at the beginning of November? It won’t be much fun at the
         bothy if I’ve got a cold.’
      

      
      He nodded and began to say something but Susie had the dryer on again and couldn’t hear.

      
      Martin had brought a slightly smaller rucksack with them for Susie to carry on treks. When she’d finished drying her hair,
         she packed this second bag with some of the lighter items they needed, the way they’d agreed. Her mobile phone rang. She looked
         at the display and saw that it was work, probably a colleague with a question. ‘I’ll have to take this,’ she told Martin,
         but he didn’t seem to be listening.
      

      
      It was Coral, asking about a client file, and Susie gave her the information. Martin was talking to her as she spoke on the
         phone, something about a torch, but she wasn’t taking it in. If he really wanted her to hear something, he should wait until
         she was off the phone. Susie didn’t make a special effort to work out what he wanted and she discussed a couple of other issues
         with Coral before hanging up. She zipped up the rucksack.
      

      
      Martin was sitting on the bed with his arms crossed on his chest and his coat on. ‘Are we going, then, or are you going to
         find something else to hold us up?’ he said, teasing her.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to be so useless. I just got a bit wrapped up in my shower.’

      
      Martin smiled, and patted her bottom playfully. ‘You’re a nuisance sometimes but you’re worth it,’ he said. ‘Shall we get
         off?’
      

      
      Susie grabbed the smaller rucksack and hoisted it on to her back as an answer.
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      Despite his apparent keenness to get on the road, it had been Martin who had insisted on having lunch before they go. They
         found the nearest café and sat down. They both ordered a big roast dinner. Susie’s appetite was building now and she wanted
         to eat good, hot food while she still could. They had packed a small gas stove and tins but meals would be basic at best for
         the next couple of days. She didn’t mind; it was part of the adventure, but she was still going to make the most of civilisation
         while she could.
      

      
      The meal took longer than they’d expected, and as a result it was nearly two before they set out. The sky was big and grey above them; a massive cloud reached across and over the hills as far as Susie could see. The air was damp
         but it wasn’t raining. ‘Maybe tomorrow would be a better day to go,’ she said, worried about how soon it might get dark.
      

      
      Martin looked out to the horizon, a slight grimace on his face. She could tell he was weighing up the hours they had left
         of the light and how long the walk might take.
      

      
      ‘We’ll be fine,’ he said, after considering this for a moment. With that, he set on his way and Susie followed. She couldn’t
         quite shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right with what they were doing but she tried focusing on the walk, the
         fresh air in her lungs and beauty of the scenery spreading out in all directions.
      

      
      Needle pricks of moisture burst on to Susie’s skin as she walked. The air was infused with dampness, a stage up from mist.
         Susie lifted a hand up to her hair and found it already wet through again. The chill from the moisture and wind made her cold
         to the bone. Martin was moving fast away from her now. All of a sudden, staying in a cold, damp hut seemed a very bad idea.
         She toyed with a picture of herself heading back to the hotel, leaving him to have the adventure by himself, but this was followed almost immediately by another image: mountain rescue,
         helicopters, a man halfway down a cliff dying from injuries and exposure. The truth was, she just didn’t trust Martin to look
         after himself. She felt it keenly; despite all his bluster she was the stronger one. She could save them both if she needed
         to.
      

      
      ‘Should we perhaps tell someone at the hotel where we’re going?’ she said.

      
      Martin kept striding forward and Susie wasn’t sure whether he’d heard her. All she could hear was the wind in the glen, whistling
         and howling at her like a warning.
      

      
      She repeated her question. ‘Martin, shouldn’t we tell somebody?’ She was sure she’d seen this advice when she’d read about
         hiking in remote places where you could be hours from civilisation, or even mobile phone coverage. Martin’s footsteps made
         dull thuds against the path as he trod onwards, determined to lead them on an adventure.
      

      
      ‘It’s not the bloody Arctic, Sue,’ he said, then upped the pace so that she had to double step to keep up.

      
      The tense feeling Susie had been having let off for a bit, and they made their way along the path side by side. It was firm and well maintained, an easy stroll, and this was
         part of what had lightened her mood. The hills and glens ahead of them looked dark and still, but they were in the future
         and, for now, they both enjoyed the walk. Martin had a swing in his step, but he wasn’t stomping ahead the way he had before.
         Susie felt comfortable walking next to him and had even begun to look forward to being out in the wilds together, remembering
         the way he had described it back at the hotel. It would be like the many good times they’d had together, and those were what
         held her to him.
      

      
      ‘Maggie at work’s having a baby,’ Susie said, making conversation. It was the first thing that came into her head.

      
      Martin let out that laugh he had for these situations, the snort of derision that anyone would be mad enough to ruin their
         lives this way. They had discussed it at length themselves, back when it would have been the next natural step. A baby was
         the end of everything. It would be the ruin of Susie’s body and her career; she would never recover from it. Susie had always
         agreed. Except that for Susie, more and more, this agreement came with a sigh, a sad letting go, resignation. She often wondered what kind of woman she would have become if she had been a mother. She’d asked Martin what he thought about this
         once, whether it ever crossed his mind, but he had looked at her as if she were crazy and said ‘but you’re not’ in a confused
         voice.
      

      
      ‘They’re all at it,’ he said, leaving enough of a gap for Susie to wonder what he was referring to. ‘Reproducing. Like they
         don’t understand what’ll be left to inherit. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy, never mind my own flesh and blood. Always
         the worst, the vainest of people who reproduce, too. One of the flaws in the process of evolution at this advanced stage.’
      

      
      Susie shrugged. She’d heard most of these arguments before. It didn’t stop her, though, sometimes seeing a little child being
         held by its mother and feeling a jerk of pain, deep inside her belly. It didn’t stop her waking up in the middle of the night,
         gasping with fear and the feeling she’d forgotten to do something important. And all of this was strange, because she didn’t
         want a child. Honestly, she didn’t.
      

      
      ‘The weather looks like holding up,’ Martin said.

      
      Susie looked into the distance. The huge, grey cloud still stretched over the glen and she wondered if Martin could see it
         at all. ‘Maybe,’ she said. She changed the subject to something she was more comfortable with. ‘Mary Bradham’s writing a book,’ she told him with a little laugh.
         ‘Mum says it’s about her life and travels, even though she’s never been further than Clapham Junction.’
      

      
      Martin laughed at this idea too. Mary was a friend of Susie’s sister who Martin had always found a bit ridiculous. She drank
         too much and would flirt with anyone that breathed. She’d never managed to hold down a job or a relationship. ‘I don’t know
         what your sister sees in that daft cow.’
      

      
      ‘Martin!’ Mention of Mary always brought out the judgemental side of Martin’s personality. Susie played it like she disapproved
         but it was an open secret between them that she talked about Mary because she enjoyed his reaction.
      

      
      ‘What? You brought it up!’ He grabbed for Susie’s hand and swung it.

      
      ‘I know, but you really are mean to people sometimes.’ Her voice carried a smile with it, though.

      
      ‘Ordinary women have a lot to live up to with the examples I have to compare them with,’ Martin told her. He was still swinging
         her hand to and fro. She caught his eyes and they both grinned. He knew just the right thing to say sometimes. ‘You should get on and write that book you’ve always talked about,’ he said.
      

      
      Susie hadn’t thought about this for years. It was an old dream, one she’d never been that serious about. She considered it
         now. ‘I think I’d rather live life than waste my time trying to make things up.’
      

      
      ‘Quite right,’ Martin said. ‘Good for you.’

      
      Something bubbled up inside Susie then, a real enthusiasm for what they were doing. ‘We should do more things like this, have
         adventures,’ she said.
      

      
      He turned and grinned at her. ‘Perhaps we should. Let’s start with this one and see how it goes.’

      
      ‘How old were you when you went to this place before?’ she asked him, trying to picture Martin as a child. He was one of those
         people who it was hard to visualise as a kid, the kind who you imagine being born grown up.
      

      
      ‘About nine. Before everything went really pear shaped with my mum and dad.’

      
      Susie squeezed his hand. ‘One of your last good holidays together,’ she suggested, assuming that this was why he wanted to
         relive it.
      

      
      ‘Actually, it was a bit weird. I’ve always wanted to come back to the place and get my head round it, replace my memories there with something happy.’
      

      
      Susie turned to look at him, surprised. It amazed her that she’d been married to him all these years and there were still
         things she didn’t know about his life before she came along. Sometimes she forgot he even had a life before her; the connection
         between them seemed so permanent. ‘So it was where it all went wrong?’ she said.
      

      
      ‘It was complicated, Sue. It was never one thing. But it’s the first time I remember seeing them row.’ He let out a lightly
         amused sound. ‘I suppose that was natural. I mean, there’s just two rooms and so you can’t miss anything, not like the space
         we had at home.’
      

      
      He was making light of it but Susie could tell his stay at the bothy had affected him deeply, and not in a good way. It was
         not like Martin to want to go back to somewhere in these circumstances. He was usually much more logical than that. It all
         made Susie feel a little ill at ease.
      

      
      They walked without talking for a few moments, the sound of their boots scraping the path and competing to be heard against
         loud, ugly bird calls: crows or ravens or similar, Susie wasn’t sure. She studied the path as she walked, focusing on the hard ground ahead of her.
      

      
      ‘Babe, I’m thinking of applying for a headship,’ he said, as if it was the same sort of small talk as the weather, or her
         sister’s slightly insane friend. ‘It might mean a move.’
      

      
      ‘A move of school?’ Susie said.

      
      ‘Well, yes, obviously that,’ he said, as if she’d said something ridiculously evident. ‘But perhaps also a move of location,
         of town. You wouldn’t need to come with me straight away, of course. I’m just giving you a heads up, so to speak.’ He looked
         pleased with himself, at the pun, although it was probably not intended and not especially funny. Susie turned and watched
         his face as he walked. She thought about what he’d said; what a funny time to mention it. Like the way some people start serious
         discussions in a car when you can’t get away.
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ Susie said. ‘I consider myself briefed.’ She didn’t know what she thought about his news yet. There was a time, not
         even that long ago, when she would have been derailed by the idea of living apart from Martin, even on a temporary basis,
         and would have been riled by his lack of consideration towards her life, her career. But none of these emotions came. There was a blank, empty space where these feelings should be.
      

      
      It was raining now, coming down in fat, heavy pellets, not fast but relentless. Susie didn’t think she could get any wetter.
         She walked, and the trail ahead looked darker. The whole event of their hike out into the middle of nowhere was turning damper
         by the minute. The path became muddy and their brand-new walking boots stuck occasionally in the boggiest parts. Susie noticed
         Martin’s breathing had become heavier. She heard her own, too; flowing with the rain over the deserted land. Whose idea was
         it to come to Scotland anyway, in the winter? She couldn’t remember who had suggested the reliving of their first trip here,
         but knew for a fact that spending the original honeymoon here had been Martin’s idea. He had thought they would save money
         that way but this hadn’t turned out to be the case by the time they’d invested in all the walking gear and paid for hotels
         and bed and breakfast last minute, by the night instead of part of a package.
      

      
      They passed a small wood to their left. It was letting off a damp, musty smell, the odour of leaves mulching and decaying,
         but not altogether unpleasant. Susie breathed it in deeply and her spirits lifted; now she knew she was in the country, getting fresher air. Ahead she could
         see a steep incline and what looked like the end of the path. Susie turned to Martin, waiting for direction, but he continued
         to tread boldly towards the slope.
      

      
      ‘It’s just a small scramble,’ he said, as if he had read her mind.

      
      ‘A scramble?’

      
      Martin stopped and turned to face her. ‘You’ve done harder than this on strolls around Derbyshire, Sue,’ he said, sounding
         reasonable. ‘Come on.’
      

      
      She took a deep breath and bit her lip. Scrambling was only a step from proper climbing as far as Susie was concerned, and
         for much more serious hikers than herself and Martin. She knew he thought that all of this was fine because he’d done it before
         and come to no harm, mostly on trips when he was a boy. He ignored the fact that those previous times were always as a part
         of groups, with instructors who knew what they were doing, and that he was by no means an expert. She turned to look back
         the way she’d come. She wanted more than anything to head back in that direction. It didn’t bother her that the walk would
         be by herself, along a lonely path. She saw that picture again, though, of Martin in trouble and helicopters winching him from the side of
         a steep hill. She couldn’t leave him to carry on alone and she knew that his determined nature meant he wouldn’t turn back,
         no matter what she decided, not at this stage.
      

      
      Martin had stopped and was watching Susie. As soon as he saw her hitch her rucksack on her back and steel herself to go forward,
         he took it as a signal and was off. He clambered on to the hillside and climbed it like an animal, using his arms to steady
         himself and provide leverage. He moved fast, like a rat over rubbish. Susie followed, keeping up the pace. It wasn’t so bad.
         She knew that she mustn’t look down. The ground was mushy underfoot but not slippery yet and she made good progress.
      

      
      She had almost reached the place where the ground levelled out when she forgot about not looking down and turned to the hillside
         behind her, still clinging to the side of the mountain with arms and legs. At first it wasn’t a problem, and she stood admiring
         the view, which took her breath away in a good way. When she decided to continue forward, though, she found she couldn’t move
         at all. It felt like the mere twitch of a muscle would cause her to fall right off the side of the hill. She reminded herself that it was not sheer cliff. She had scrambled
         up and, if she did fall, which wasn’t exactly likely, she would just roll to the bottom. But she thought about turning over
         and over as she spun down the hill, out of control, the trees and boulders she might hit at speed, and these thoughts paralysed
         her.
      

      
      Her breathing became heavy and she tried to control it in rapid, deep snorts, in and out, to stop from hyperventilating. She
         could see Martin, still making fast progress ahead of her. She dug her hands into the mud of the hillside and told herself
         she would spring off forwards. She pictured herself, continuing up and coming over the top of the steep incline on to the
         ledge that she could see above her. But other pictures invaded, images of falling through air and landing hard on the ground
         below. She shouted, loudly, up the hill. ‘Martin!’ He did not turn and soon disappeared from sight. She shouted again, and
         again. Shouting his name took her mind off her breathing, which returned to normal, but she still couldn’t bring herself to
         lift a hand or foot and move onwards. Instead, she dug her hands deeper into the cold earth as if she needed to cling on.
      

      
      It seemed a long time that she was standing on the hillside, although it could only have been moments. Then Martin appeared
         above her. ‘Come on,’ he said, gently. He reached out a hand. Something about his firm grip quelled the fear inside her. As
         she calmed she realised she had been shaking. Now, stillness rushed through her and she remembered why she loved her husband.
      

      
      They reached the top together. Once Susie was there, she couldn’t understand why she’d felt so scared. Martin headed straight
         onwards, hardly pausing for breath. He didn’t say a word about her panic and even smiled at her, a gently encouraging gesture.
         He held out a hand again and she took it. His grip felt warm and strong. Susie was glad, but she couldn’t help worrying that
         he might find her a bit pathetic for panicking like that. More than anything, she wanted him to respect her, think her strong
         and capable and not silly like Mary Bradham.
      

      
      The walk was more or less flat from there on, and there was no more scrambling. After a while, Susie let go of Martin’s hand,
         not because she didn’t feel like holding it, but it was easier to go at her own pace. Being attached was not the best method
         for walking.
      

      
      They made their way up and down slight hills and over land that was springy, verging on boggy. Martin said that there was a track just a little further along, and checked
         the map and compass a couple of times on the way. Susie’s spirits began to lift at this point and she was feeling good. Although
         they were no longer physically touching, she felt closer to Martin than she had in ages.
      

      
      When the sun went down it was sudden, and the Highlands went very dark around them. It was as if a curtain had fallen over
         the hills. Even when their night vision kicked in, the dark around them was consuming. They hadn’t even made the loch path
         yet.
      

      
      Ahead of them a black hill loomed. They stopped a moment. ‘Should we go back?’ Susie said.

      
      Martin appeared to consider this. ‘We couldn’t do the scramble down in this light,’ he said, at last.

      
      ‘No, we couldn’t,’ Susie owned. All of the good feeling drained through her toes and into the ground.

      
      Martin pulled a torch from his pocket and switched it on. ‘You brought the spare one like I said, right?’

      
      ‘The spare what?’ Susie said.

      
      The whole of Martin drooped with the disappointment. He breathed deep then said, ‘You brought the spare torch?’

      
      Susie thought about this, then pulled her rucksack from her back. She vaguely remembered a conversation, but the memory was
         as misty as the day. She dug in the bag and hoped, but she was feeling cold all over. After rummaging for a few minutes to
         the sound of Martin’s deep, stressed breathing, she finally gave up. ‘I don’t have it,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how I managed
         to forget it.’
      

      
      ‘Neither do I,’ Martin said. He turned from her and began walking fast. He was muttering to himself.

      
      Picking up her pace to catch him, Susie felt a bit annoyed. If he’d thought the torch was so important he should have packed
         it himself or, at the very least, made sure it got packed. The trip had been his idea, as had going for lunch, and she had
         mentioned that it was a little late to set out after that. She had said it might get dark and he had dismissed her opinion.
         They weren’t in this mess just because they only had one torch. She found she was double-stepping to keep up with Martin but
         it made her feel good to walk fast. She overtook him, and walked faster.
      

      
      As usual, Susie’s anger lasted all of five minutes. She wondered if that was one of her problems, that she couldn’t stay mad,
         couldn’t hold that kind of negativity inside herself long enough to do anything about it. Her sense of empathy was too strong and she found it far too easy to see
         the other point of view. After all, that was usually the point of view of the man she loved.
      

      
      She turned around to look for him then. He was nowhere in sight.
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      The rain was still dripping like a tap and blusters of wind sent it sharp into Susie’s face. Her jacket swelled and buffeted
         as she walked. She dug her hands deep into her pockets and moved, one foot then the next. She was alone, exposed on the hillside
         in the middle of winter and in the dark, the most dangerous situation she’d been in for years. She couldn’t feel the danger,
         though. Even when she considered she had no torch or map, no idea of the way home or on to the bothy, it still felt as easy
         as waiting a few hours for sunrise. She had food in her rucksack, although Martin had the stove, and she had a sleeping bag
         rolled up and attached to the bottom. She only had one bottle of water because Martin’s research had told them there was a stream near the bothy. That
         was okay; she wouldn’t die of thirst overnight. She didn’t even feel hungry. In fact, a slight nausea settled over her at
         the thought of food. She figured this was a sign that she was stressed, even if she didn’t know it.
      

      
      The cold against her wet skin and clothes was beginning to grind her down. She walked fast. She moved in wheel spikes, away
         and back from the place she’d found herself alone. She called out her husband’s name – ‘Martin!’ – and then, a little louder
         – ‘Martin?’ When he didn’t
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