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ESCAPE 

              

 

On his eighth birthday - a day spent high among the buzzards in the radiant heat of the hills - Joe's 

childhood came to an end.  

On returning home, and telling his mother what he'd seen that day, his father took his son's new 

binoculars and smashed them on the stone floor, before slowly and deliberately removing his belt 

and beating him like a dog. 

 

 

Forty miles south east of Inverness, Glen Kilmuir was the last of the unspoiled glens. Surrounded by 

the majesty of the Monadhliath mountains, it extended for nearly ten miles with the dark waters of 

the loch lying deep and profound at its eastern end. The cottage beside the loch had neither 

electricity nor telephone in that summer of 1957, and was reached by means of a rough track. Nearly 

five miles in length, it edged its hesitant way through rocky granite outcrops and isolated remnants of 

ancient Caledonian pine forest. Then, cresting one final rise, the track would suddenly plunge, and 

tear its way in one headlong rush to the water's edge.   

 As remote and silent as the glen in which he had been born, Hector Grieve was well known  

for his skilled management of the wild deer under his control. With his young wife and son sharing 

his house by the water's edge, he felt secure in the constancy of his surroundings. 

 By year's end however, with work well under way to build a hydro dam across the end of 

Kilmuir loch - its splendid isolation violently ravaged - things would never be the same again. 

And Hector Grieve's life as he knew it, would be at an end.  
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The dam would eventually stand one hundred and fifty feet above its foundations. Loch side homes 

would be lost under the rising waters.   

          Labourers would be drawn to this wild and remote place. They would work hard, drink 

heavily, and fight fiercely. Many would lose their lives in the construction of the dam, buried where 

they fell.  Countless young women would also arrive, satisfying the men's urges in 'hen-houses,' and 

paid with what little of their money was not spent on whisky. All of these 'displaced persons' seeking 

a new life after the turmoil of war.  

But it wouldn't be long before the first woman, of many, went missing.  

 

  

The Autumn of that year, in Joe's memory at least, was spent entirely in the hills, sometimes alone, 

but most often with his father. He had been promised his grandfather's old binoculars for his 

birthday next week, and though still a child, he could sense the stirrings of responsibility. 

Crouched low and camouflaged in heavy estate tweed, amidst the honey scented heather, both man 

and boy were united in their lust for the kill.  

 Watching the stag on the next rise, and hardly daring to breathe, Joe pushed his face further 

through the tangle of purple heather buds, barely noticing the snap and scratch of last year's growth 

against the sunburn of his face. His father shot him a warning glance, whispering advice: "When on the 

hunt, you become a ghost - disappear into your surroundings." With both their eyes fixed on the wild animal,   

they crawled ever closer.  

 With his sixth sense for danger, the stag jerked his antlered head in their direction. Joe 

flattened his body still further. With the sun high in the sky - and the air so still the whole of the 

landscape seemed to hold its breath - Joe felt truly happy. He wanted things to stay this way forever. 
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 Suddenly, a sharp Crack from his father's rifle severed the air between themselves and the 

stag.  

  Joe recoiled in shock.   

 The stag, as though determined to fight this unseen aggressor, convulsively threw his mass 

into the air. He banked drunkenly sideways, staggering to remain on his legs. With  grinding force, he 

antlered his head into the soft peat below, and his body flipped over with a strange delicacy. His hind 

legs kicked out in one last futile attempt at escape. And then lay still. 

 Swiftly, and with practiced ease, his father slit the beast's throat draining the carcass. Its eyes, 

still bright, stared sightlessly at the sun, and the air filled with the warm, cloying scent of blood.  

Joe, old enough to receive his own binoculars, could not yet bring himself to watch as the newly dead 

stag, was gralloched - a quick incision with a sharp knife, and the heaviness of lungs, stomach and 

entrails lay warm and exposed on the heather. With a bloodied hand, Hector ruffled his son's hair.  

Yes, Joe wanted things to stay this way forever. 

But all innocence would soon be destroyed with the raising of the dam and the violent lash of his 

father's belt. 

 

 

On a rocky outcrop overlooking the glen, Joe delighted in his new binoculars. The eye pieces were 

too large for his face, the shoulder strap too long, but Joe thought they were perfect.  

 He was trying to spot a stag, as his father had done. A tree, two hundred yards distant, 

suddenly sprang into sharp focus when he moved the small wheel, and he experienced a rush of 

excitement. He felt as though he could reach out and touch it. 

 On this, his eighth birthday, the stags were elusive, no doubt startled by the rock blasting at 

the head of loch Kilmuir. Through his binoculars he followed the small line of yellow surveyor's pins 

as they snaked up the glen. Their delicate trail announced the projected level of the new reservoir and   

though he'd never admit as much to his father, Joe felt an exhilaration whenever he saw the 

projected height of the impending shoreline.   A new access road - one hundred feet higher than the 
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original track - had thrust itself across the hillside towards the loch,  along which ponderous 

quarrying equipment crawled, and convoys of squat trucks thundered, carrying cement. On the valley 

floor, groups of men lay charges, ready for detonation.  

 Lying high up on the western shore, Joe imagined himself to be John Wayne.  He was calm 

and brave - in his imagination at least - protecting all those who lived and worked in the glen from 

the threat of warring apaches. The men withdrew and a controlled explosion rent the air. Rock flew 

and crashed. 

 And then he saw her. 

She seemed to materialize out of nowhere, one hundred and fifty yards to his left.  Rising out of the 

peat, she stretched an arm skywards, like a swimmer suddenly breaking the surface of the loch.   

 And then she was gone. 

 Only when she was lost from view did Joe realise she couldn't have come from the ground. She 

must have been hidden from sight in a hollow. Immediately afterwards too, he realised that she 

hadn't been alone. A man, heavy and dark, his back to Joe, had also propelled himself upwards in the 

same impulsive movement, as though the two figures on the moor were united in some barbarous 

dance. The fleeting dart and flick of predatory dragonflies.  

 When out tracking deer with his father, he'd been taught to look closely at details. Joe felt 

somehow as though he'd let his father down in the last few seconds - he should have noticed more. 

But now, with the reverberations of the explosion echoing around the glen, and filling the space 

where these strangers had been, he was surprised at how much detail his eyes had privately recorded 

in that fleeting moment.  

  The man had reached up and put one arm around this woman as though in a tender 

embrace, yet with his other arm he propelled her head violently backwards. The cupped palm of the 

man's hand thrust powerfully under her chin, as she flung an arm heavenwards. And in one final 

shock of remembrance, Joe realised that the woman's breasts had been exposed, and he felt sad and 

ashamed.  
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  All of this he had seen in that explosive burst of movement. He flattened himself still further 

into the low undergrowth, squeezing his binoculars protectively under his body in case the flare of 

the sun on their lenses should betray his position. He'd seen the drinking and the violence of the 

labourers. They wouldn't like being spied upon. The scratch of twigs against his face was now 

painful. The smell of heather nauseating. He waited, hardly daring to breathe. Rock dust settled. 

But no-one moved on the flat expanse of the moor.  

 

 

All of this Joe would report in detail, to his mother. He thought as he entered the house:  Father will, 

after all, be proud of my ability to track on the mountainside.  

  His mother, kneeling on the floor of the kitchen in front of the jet black range, smiled as he 

entered, surprised to see him home so early. Had he met up with his father on the hill?  Was he too, going to 

be home soon? Her bare arms were submerged up to the elbows in a tin bath of boiling water, and her 

face wore a patina of sweat. With a sweep of her arm, she removed tendrils of long hair. In the 

shadows of the room, great carbolic clouds of steam billowed to the low rafters as she scrubbed the 

blood of roe deer from the stiff white collars and wrists of her husband's work shirts. She pulled 

herself to her feet as Joe began his tale, and side-stepping to the edge of the room, she deftly draped 

a cloth over a still warm birthday cake.  

Abruptly, his mother interrupted him.  

 "But why were you looking at her?" she demanded.  

 Joe felt both childishly helpless and embarrassed.  He hadn't expected his mother to be 

angry. He'd expected her to calmly explain - bring his confusion into sharp focus - but instead, she 

was accusing him, of.........of what, exactly?  

The woman on the hill had been naked. And her son, her eight year old son, had been spying on her!  He glanced at 

the floor, knowing that his true and honest version of events, sounded like a lie. 

 "I wasn't looking at her. Not really. She was.....just there." 
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Joe lifted the leather strap of his binoculars over his head. He placed them gently and with great 

reverence on the table, as though handing over incriminating evidence. Outside, the distant rumble 

of blasted rock echoed over the loch.  

 The binoculars stood between mother and son. Her eyes flickered accusingly at them, as 

though two miniature naked women were still reflected on the lenses, threatening to cavort on the 

kitchen table. And then, all at once, her anger and resistance seemed to collapse inwardly, and she 

looked old and tired. Sitting heavily on a wooden chair, her gaze travelled first to the whisky bottle, 

lying three quarters empty on the shelf, then strayed to the window and the blank grey wall of the 

dam towering ever higher less than three hundred yards away. Two more women had gone missing 

in the last month alone. Their bodies had never been found, and no enquiries had been made. 

 Joe, too young to pick up on her unexpressed fears, quietly left the room. He went upstairs to 

await the arrival of his father from the hill.  

 And Lillias, glancing down, saw that she still twisted her husband's bloody and water logged 

shirts in her lap. Released from her grip, they slapped to the floor like flayed skins.  

 

 

 

The gable wall of his bedroom under the eaves, shouldered the worst of the squall as he lay under his 

blankets. 

On the wildest of days - before the building of the hydro dam - the wind seemed to course through 

the glen with unrestrained vigour. Joe had often attempted to lean into its power, his laughter 

whipping away like happy memories. 

 But now, the wind's natural progress was impeded by immense concrete buttresses. They 

bestrode the valley floor, diminishing the house lying in their shadow - and the wind, frustrated in its 

flight, would become volatile, frenziedly changing direction as though deranged. 
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 For hours Joe had lain in bed. Waiting. Listening. Beneath the wailing of the storm, he could 

hear his mother pacing and pacing the kitchen floor. A quietly desperate woman whose life seemed 

to be slipping away in a haze of alcohol and bitterness.  

 Then his father's boots crunched on gravel. A door banged shut. Joe waited for the sharp 

click as his father released the bolt on his rifle. The clatter of cartridges back into their box. The 

heavy clunk as the butt of his rifle struck the base of the wooden gun cabinet. The rattle of its door 

as his father checked its firmness. Noises, that normally made Joe feel safe. 

 None came. 

 Instead, Joe heard his parents' voices raised in anger. A crash as something hit the stone 

floor. And, a short while later, the heavy tread of his father's boots on the wooden stairs, and the 

unbuckling of his belt. 

 

 

Hector Grieve left early the next morning. The day was already hot. Suffocating clouds of rock dust 

besieged the drills of the early shift workers. 

 Lillias silently entered the shade of her son's room. Joe was not yet properly awake. She lay the letter 

beside him on the pillow. Placing a slice of birthday cake on his bedside table, she gently kissed his 

head, then soundlessly closed the door.   

 And, wearing Hector's heavy tweed coat - despite the morning heat -  she walked down to 

the water's edge, filling deep pockets with jagged rock debris. Without pause, she waded into the dark 

waters. It shelved deeply close to the shore, and within seconds she was gone.  

 

                                                                    * * *  

 

Despite never having returned in almost fifty seven years, Joe thought constantly of Glen Kilmuir. 

Distorted memories disturbed his sleep, the images never varying. In the landscape of his dreams the 

sun was invariably obscured as great surges of angry storm clouds amassed on the high ridges, and 
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roiled down the mountainside to the reservoir below. Here, a stag floundered in wave after breaking 

wave, his weakening limbs still yet trying to herd his group of hinds away from danger; his veined 

eyes rolling wide in panic as his head plunged beneath the surface for one last time. And sixty feet 

below, in the cold, dark depths of the loch, the drowned building of his childhood home stood 

sentinel, silently awaiting its arrival.  

 Some of Joe's recurrent dreams were yet more dreadful.  In the worst of them, the heavy 

carcass of the stag would sink to the floor of the loch as usual, but in its dark descent its features 

would change to those of a young women long since missing. Her long hair would writhe in the 

current, her eyes and mouth open imploringly. And then, with her arms flung desperately upwards, a 

lamprey eel - great swarms of which were said to haunt the dark waters of Kilmuir loch - would twist 

itself like a shackle around her ankles, dragging her down, until she too was drowned. 

 Joe would wake in his storm tossed bed, cold with sweat.  

 He knew he had no choice but to return to the place of his childhood. Revisit his eight year 

old self, who first viewed the brutality of the world through the refraction of  binocular lenses. 

 Return as an adult, in order to make sense of it all.     

 

 

Despite the years, the dam was much as he'd remembered.  The sharp lines of its construction had 

gently weathered, and the bone white of its cement was now despoiled by black lichen, but he was 

impressed once again by its immensity. He leaned against the iron railing separating the top of the 

dam from the still waters below.  

 The men who had lost their lives in the building of it, were all but forgotten now. 

And those women who had gone missing from the camp all those years ago, well, they had almost 

been forgotten from the day of their disappearance..... 

    As he drove up the A9 towards Kilmuir, he was taken aback at the new army of electricity 

pylons, at least sixty metres high, that marched their indomitable way northwards. 
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The dam at Kilmuir had once seemed just as incongruous, yet now merged into the landscape as 

though it belonged. 

 Yet, its sudden arrival in 1957, brought tumultuous tragedy to his parents' lives. Both would 

ultimately be destroyed. And Joe too, very nearly.  

 Weighed down with loss and guilt, it took him years after the death of his mother - whose 

body was never recovered - to even speak of his father. The man he'd seen on the hill that day. The 

man who'd tracked and pursued those poor women. Victims with no place to run. No place to hide.  

And as he'd remembered that small line of yellow surveyor's pins, he'd realised that their bodies no 

doubt lay, not just in shallow graves, but also now beneath sixty feet of water. The last resting place 

too, of his mother. 

 Oh, how she must have suffered.  

As she washed the blood from his father's shirts - the walls of the concrete dam growing ever higher 

around her - she must have felt imprisoned by her secret knowledge.  

The man she had married was a hunter of women.    

A stalker.  

It wasn't a term used in 1957, but Joe shuddered at how appropriate it seemed. When you're on the hunt, 

you become a ghost - disappear into your surroundings.  

And aged just eight years old, Joe would heed his father's advice.  

 

The gralloching knife he left beside his father's body in the cellar. Never to be discovered. The house 

was burned to the ground before flooding began. It was assumed that Hector Grieve had left 

Kilmuir following his wife's suicide. 

  

Finally, back where it all began, Joe Grieve had managed to escape his past.  

 His father had taught him well. 

 There was, after all, nothing more dangerous than a stag which had gone rogue. 

 It had to be destroyed. 
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