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			Prologue

			The High Road

			The car was speeding, true, but the driver knew the twisting single-track road through the forest like the back of his hand. Seldom another a vehicle, just blisters in the tarmac, hair-pin bends, and the occasional rattle-tattle cattle grid to make him sit up straight. This January morning, though, there was a thick frost, he and his wife were bickering, and then, out of nowhere, there was a person… walking… not along the verge, but directly ahead of them. The walker didn’t get out of the way. The driver hit the brakes… and hit them again, to no effect, because they’d been cut. And so it was that the car skidded full pelt into the trees and exploded into flames. Whoosh! The blazing vehicle sent a column of thick black smoke, tall and straight into the pristine, windless, sun-up sky. Acrid fumes mingled with the resinous scent of scorched pine needles and the stench of cooking flesh. These sounds and smells frightened the forest animals and made the deer scream.

		

	
		
			

			1

			The Low Road 

			The trip from the West Indies to Scotland is taking an eternity. That’s what it feels like. Bloody forever. Dr Ava Wheatsheaf Dickens (BSc [Honours Zoology], PhD) hates aeroplanes, hates trains, and loathes sitting still. She left Trinidad yesterday afternoon, has barely slept since, and is utterly and completely travel sick. Not the puking up kind of sick, more’s the pity. That would resolve itself with a few heaves. Ava’s suffering from the insidious nausea she experiences every time she ends a lengthy spell in the jungle to re-enter ‘civilisation’. She knows she’ll acclimatise. Nevertheless, it’s a shock to the system.

			The flight was horrendous. The 1970s it may be, and Ava’s generally fearless, but her gut feelings about modern air travel are basic. The thought of being catapulted into the sky to be kept aloft by the intangible forces of lift, thrust, and drag, always fills her with trepidation, which, she reminds herself, is why she’d requested a window seat. She hoped if she could see where she was going she’d feel less helpless. This was a mistake. No sooner was the gut-wrenching take-off complete than the lights of Port of Spain disappeared, swallowed up by the rapidly retreating landscape before she had time to watch them fade. And that had been that; all sight of earth or ocean concealed by a menacing carpet of cotton-wool clouds. Her only clues to progress, jaunty updates from the stewardesses. Underneath their inscrutable regulation-red lipstick and stiff little hats, surely they too were terrified?

			

			Apparently not. ‘We are currently cruising at thirty-five thousand feet, one thousand miles from the coast of Africa and two thousand miles from the coast of America.’ 

			Dangling smack bang over the bloody North Atlantic! Who needed to know that, for God’s sake? Not that Ava believes in God, any more than she believes in the Devil. The Origin of Species, that’s her bible. When it comes to the question of Creation, Charles Darwin answered it eloquently. Her own philosophy, derived from His, is simple: respect all life, keep an open mind, and leave flying to the birds.

			‘The air temperature outside is minus sixty degrees, my name is Penelope, and I’ll be coming down the aisle with the cocktail trolley.’

			All too soon, Ava had smoked her nervous way through her entire stash of rolling tobacco. Not till several long hours later, after three White Russians and a Harvey Wallbanger – ‘don’t bother with the cherry’ – a tiresome headwind – according to the captain, ‘just some mild turbulence’ – and all the complimentary cigarettes Penny was prepared to dish out, did the plummet to London begin. And thanks again to her window seat, Ava had a perfect view of the urban sprawl hurtling up to meet her; a concrete vanguard of new tower blocks waiting, like a monolithic bed of nails, to rip out the plane’s underbelly should the pilot misjudge its descent. Fixing her eyes on the antimacassar in front, hands locked onto her armrests, she’d forced her imaginings elsewhere. 

			The lush green ferns of the rainforest.

			She’d felt the pop of the undercarriage as the landing gear lowered.

			The iridescent feathers of a hummingbird.

			How the fuselage had shaken as the wheels touched down!

			The astonishing emerald wing cases of a jewel beetle.

			Then the monstrous roar of the engines as the aircraft careered along the runway – memories of goat curry – until they finally juddered to a halt. 

			‘On behalf of myself and the rest of the cabin crew, welcome to England. We trust you’ve had a pleasant flight.’

			

			Darwin or no Darwin, Ava had murmured a private little prayer of thanks. 

			A bus took her to Victoria Coach Station, by which time the capital was already getting hot, and to Ava, who’s no longer used to traffic fumes, the fuggy air tasted like burnt coal. She and her hefty rucksack made the sweaty trek to the underground where they fought their way onto a suffocating rush-hour tube. Gripping a ceiling strap, deafened by the squealing rails, she’d stood chest to chest with other passengers as everyone stoically jostled and jiggled and lurched around. Eying the younger commuters, she noted how summer fashions have changed since she was last ‘home’. Then it was all miniskirts and cheesecloth; now, it seemed, denim jeans with flapping flares and shoes with breezeblocks for soles are the rage. Her own outfit – a crumpled linen trouser suit with plenty of pockets, belted at the waist – might not be ‘hip’, but at least she wouldn’t fracture an ankle if she needed to break into a run. Relieved to reach Euston, she’d made a vital pitstop to restock with Embassy and Rizlas, and found a phone box. The call she made to Alastair, to give him her ETA, was succinct, with her feeding two-pence pieces into the slot as fast as she could talk – but still she only just boarded the morning train to Scotland in the nick of time… and she’s been chugging due north ever since. 

			Ava peers at her travel-worn reflection in the grubby window. With features distorted by the thickness of the pane, she resembles one of her maiden aunts. Or her father? She touches her top lip, half expecting to feel his whiskery beard. She has his long nose and his high forehead. Lucky she has Mother’s cheekbones, or she’d have been a lost cause. It’s been a while since Ava made use of a mirror. She sees that her thick curls have gone haywire… and she’s really quite grey around the temples. The first silvery strands appeared in her early forties, to be joined by bushels more in the ensuing decade. When did she last comb her hair? Before she got on the plane. She should probably drag a comb through it now, but she can’t be bothered. Who cares what state she’s in, anyway.

			

			Suddenly, Ava realises she’s being scrutinised. The man opposite, brown-skinned and very dapper, is observing her over the open review section of his Sunday Telegraph. She noticed him board at Stirling, several hours ago, caught a whiff of his cologne as he reached up to place his briefcase and neatly folded overcoat on the string luggage rack. He lowers his paper as if about to speak, but Ava looks away. She’s in no mood for exchanging forced pleasantries with some passing stranger. Besides, as a means of communication, speech is overrated. Early humans expressed themselves with gestures; a lowered brow, a roll of the shoulders peppered with the occasional grunt, conveyed everything we needed to convey. But when a twist of evolutionary fate gave us a voice box that let us articulate sounds other creatures couldn’t, we began to talk, and haven’t shut up since. Of course, people never stopped giving off the nonverbal signals they relied on in the past, they’ve simply lost the habit of reading them. Which is, in Ava’s learned opinion, a waste. 

			She steals a look at the chap opposite. It’s obvious from the way he’s shifted to face her directly, he’s determined to catch her attention. His head-on positioning, ubiquitous throughout kingdom Animalia, means ‘please take notice’, though the way he keeps touching his nose betrays residual wariness, too. These involuntary little mannerisms are vestiges of self-checking gestures Ava’s seen before. ‘Olfactory investigation’. Not just in primates. Dogs, cats, and rats are forever sniffing themselves, especially in situations they’re unsure of, seeking reassurances that their bodies smell right. So, without knowing he’s doing it, this suave man’s primal self is turning to his pretty much useless olfactory senses, asking them if he’s ready to engage a weary looking woman in a banal chinwag about the weather.

			Mind you, moments earlier she was checking her own appearance. Did he catch her doing it! Now he’s stroking his immaculate moustache; a primitive act of preening, also ubiquitous. For her benefit? Surely not! Ava closes her eyes, shutting down any further attempts at conversation from him, or anyone else, and allows thoughts of her godson, Alastair, to swim to the fore. The only person on the planet for whom she’d make this trip. Not that they’ve been in regular touch. She hasn’t seen him for a few years. How old is he now? Twenty-four? Twenty-five? But she was, at one time, fond of his father. ‘Dashing Duncan Muirhead’, as her mother used to call him. ‘Why he married that Sheila Ferguson girl is anyone’s guess!’

			

			‘Love, Mum. They fell in love. Couldn’t help it.’

			‘Codswallop!’

			Typical of Mother to take Duncan’s whirlwind volte-face personally. Her daughter got cast aside in favour of the beautiful Sheila Ferguson. Ava smiles wryly. Even if Ava had felt bruised, she recovered quickly. She was well practiced at going it alone, and Duncan couldn’t have found a kinder, more loyal partner than Sheila – who was also a far better candidate for domestication than Ava could ever have been. Sheila was the impeccable hostess of many a hunt ball. And it was Sheila, not Duncan, who kept in touch via letters throughout all the years Ava’s been working overseas. Ava was honoured to become godmother to their only son. She grew to rank Sheila among her dearest friends, which greatly irritated Mother. Terrible to think both Sheila and Duncan are gone. Snuffed out, just like that. No wonder Alastair’s struggling to cope.

			Although raised as heir to the Loch Dorcha estate, he never expected to inherit so abruptly or so soon. One moment, a young man with a Master’s in the History of Herbalism, no meaningful responsibilities, and a yearning to backpack across China; the next, laird of fifty thousand acres of remote Scottish mountains and moors, and the eponymous ‘dark loch’. Not to mention Dorcha Hall. Now there’s a crumbling ancestral pile, if ever there was one. Ava’s most recent visit was ages ago and even then the place was going to seed. Duncan was aware of the amount of work it needed, but without the funds to start. His solution: angst-numbing quantities of whisky, self-administered, morning, noon, and night; enough to douse all embers of his ‘dashingness’, leaving behind an angry shell of a man Ava’s mother would never have recognised. Sheila’s strategy was denial. She focused not upon The Hall’s rattling window frames, but the magnificent aspects beyond.

			

			Poor Alastair. Clever and, at the same time, unworldly. Much more of his mother in him than his father. Whereas Duncan would stride through the heather, shotgun under one arm, fishing rod under the other, his son eschews all blood sports. When Ava saw Alastair graduate from The University of Edinburgh he was like a freshly moulted insect yet to harden its skin; full of youthful promise, yet easily squished. Is he still like that? The loss of his parents must’ve been devastating. ‘A freak accident’, that’s what the police called it. Likely a deer jumped out, or a tyre blew… or Duncan simply skidded and lost control. Just one of those things. At least Alastair has his wife, Fiona, by his side, to console him. Ava missed the wedding, and the funerals, so she’s curious to meet her. According to Sheila’s final letter, ‘The girl’s a godsend’, ‘like the daughter I never had’. It’s a blessing Sheila and Duncan saw their son married. But what now?

			She knows the young couple hasn’t a bean. Alastair’s told her as much in the missives he’s dutifully posted now that Sheila can’t. Despite his circumstances, they’re surprisingly heart-warming, full of appreciation for his new wife and his plans to keep the Loch Dorcha estate in the Muirhead line. In the last three months, he’s thrown all they’ve got into turning Dorcha Hall into a hotel; a notion as impractical as it is romantic. ‘My idea, but with Fee at my side, I can do anything.’ When Ava first read of this venture, she assumed Fiona must have experience in that most modern of industries, ‘hospitality’, given Alastair has none. She also supposed Fiona to have completed a sandwich course in Business Studies or, at the very least, adding up. Turns out Ava was wrong on all counts. She’s since learned that Fiona has a Master’s in Earth Sciences, also from Edinburgh, and, Ava fears, an outlook as blindly optimistic as her new husband’s. The fact ‘The Hall’ is failing is unsurprising, and also very sad.

			Daft buggers, Ava sighs to herself. Perhaps she should have tried to dissuade them from such folly? Then again, who’s she to crap on their dream? Hence her flying visit, to provide support, this being of the moral rather than financial variety. She’s no better off than they are. Still, a few weeks’ holiday as a paying guest will add something to their coffers. And she’ll make the most of the northern latitude’s long summer days, by getting in some good hikes.
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			Rest Ye Well

			Twenty-four hours after Ava left her bunkroom at the Simla field centre, Ava’s train scrapes to a halt at its terminus. Inverness. In their brief phone conversation Alastair said he’d ‘send wheels’ to meet her, but neglected to detail what form these ‘wheels’ would take. However, when she spots a mud-green Land Rover parked among a rank of taxis, she makes an educated guess. Sure enough, as she approaches, a familiar character slowly climbs out and opens the front passenger door. It’s Angus Murdoch, Duncan’s old ghillie. A heavy, hairy person with a full beard, huge hands, and the most expressive eyebrows, he greets her with a surly nod. Ava doesn’t take this as unfriendly. Murdoch has always been a man of few words. She knows his character to be as solid as basalt, and his loyalty to the Muirheads, living or dead, is beyond reproach. That’s why Alastair keeps him on at the estate, to hack back hedges and chauffeur godmothers, despite the fact that he has little use for Murdoch’s skills.

			Ava takes her seat and keeps quiet as Murdoch, with gear-crunching inefficiency, makes an eight-point turn to get out of the queue. While she’s literally looking the other way, she notices another vehicle exit the station car park. A Bentley. Claret red. Lots of chrome. The driver is the man from the train. He must live locally; left his car here when he made his outbound trip to Stirling. Passing the taxi rank, he slows down as though looking for someone, but it seems he doesn’t find them, for all at once he turns onto the main street and slides away. 

			

			‘Dr Dickens, back again,’ rumbles Murdoch when they eventually head out of town. ‘You’ll have had a lang ride.’ 

			‘Correct on both counts,’ says Ava.

			This will be the sum-total of their intercourse for the next sixty winding miles as they cross the Highlands from east to west, but Ava doesn’t care. She’s happy to sit in silence for a couple of hours and enjoy the scenery. In the blink of an eye Inverness is left behind and the towns they pass through become sequentially smaller, and fewer and farther between. Flat fields and undulating hills give way to less compromising vistas, as monumental outcrops, carved out by ancient glaciers, rise up all around. A’ Ghàidhealtachd, ‘home of the Gaels’, is as imposing as it’s wild. Above these crags and windswept plateaus, eagles may soar, and though it’s July, Ava fancies she spies hints of snow atop the tips of the tallest Munros. The heather’s in full bloom. Distant silver streams slice the imperial purple fells, and even inside the car, the air smells like honey. Eventually, Ava starts recognising landmarks; a croft here, a sheep fold there, and when they reach Knockinch, she knows the end of her journey is nigh. Until Alastair was dispatched to Gordonstoun, this is where he went to school, as did Duncan before him. Knockinch is big enough to warrant a bus stop with a shelter, a police substation with a blue lantern, and a pub that has a horse trough outside, but it’s too out in the sticks and set in its ways for a supermarket. The Post Office doubles as a general store. By this time, however, all shops have long since shut for the day.

			Murdoch’s course now runs the length of a wide, green valley floor and, as the sun slips below the horizon, they finally reach the coast. Here, the moody, darkening mountains meet the ocean, palisading the vast tidal inlet that is Loch Dorcha. It’s a sight Ava remembers well. Nevertheless, she catches her breath at the immensity, and the drama, of what’s before her. To either side, terraces sweep upwards as if manifested by the sea itself, so high their jagged pinnacle crests threaten to sever the sky. Lower slopes are mantled by woodland and moors, but the upper fells are exposed, rocky and bare. Stretching before her broods the briny, untamed loch itself. Ten miles long, a mile across, and said to be five hundred feet deep, it looks endless. This evening, its lapping waters are calm. 

			

			At this juncture there are, unless one chooses to drive into the sea, only two ways to go. A right fork immediately leads to the tiny baile of Drumapple then onwards, upwards and round to the estate of Beinn Beithe. To the left, the road disappears into thick, forbidding, Caledonian forest. They turn left. Though they continue to follow the contour of the shoreline, the loch is obscured by trees. Occasional gaps afford split-second vistas, like flickering frames from a silent movie, of the shore, of the water, and the mountains looming ever large. They’re on Muirhead turf now. And as another full mile rolls by, it strikes Ava that every larch and every pine she’s seeing belongs to Alastair. And so does every hidden worm, woodlouse, beetle, ant or fly.

			She’s still contemplating the enormity of this responsibility when, out of the blue, Murdoch stops the car. He doesn’t switch off the engine, but removes his deer stalker and bows his head. It takes Ava a moment to realise why. At the side of the road, part-lit by the Land Rover’s headlights, is a clearing, like a bald patch in the undergrowth. In its centre, a mound of stones; a cairn. This is the crash site. Murdoch makes a curious noise, like a retch, or a cough, or a stifled sob. Ava blows her nose. She can think of many ways that sentient mammals express grief. To the trained ear, these all sound the same.

			On they go, until a cluster of conical spires, made pink by the day’s last rays, shows itself above the tops of the Scots pines. The Land Rover passes through double iron gates – one hanging off its hinges – and crawls up a leafy avenue of overgrown beeches. The drive itself is so pitted with potholes Ava has to brace herself as the car’s chassis rocks from side to side. But such discomforts are short lived, for there, praise Darwin, it is! Dorcha Hall: a lofty sandstone lodge, with towers reminiscent of a fairy-tale castle, no more than a hundred yards from the banks of the deep, dark, enigmatic loch. Lights glow from within, smoke curls from its chimneys, and in the forgiving murk of the gloaming, it looks magical.

			

			As Murdoch arrives at the front steps, Alastair tumbles out to meet them. ‘Welcome, welcome,’ he gushes. ‘Welcome to The Hall Hotel. Murdoch, put away the motor and join us for a drink.’

			‘Thank ye, laddie, but I’m awa te ma bed.’ Turning to Ava, Murdoch nods gravely and doffs his hat. ‘Rest ye well, doctor.’ With that, he leaves.

			Without further ado, Alastair bends forward and kisses Ava on the cheek. 

			‘Enough of that!’ she blusters. ‘Let me look at you!’ She takes in his full six-foot-four-inch height, his mop of caramel hair just like Sheila’s, and his candid smile. Though not handsome in the conventional sense – his slender build and fair complexion suggest ‘misunderstood poet’ rather than ‘prize fighter’ – since boyhood, Alastair has exuded a fey charm that transcends the need for more brutish physical traits. And now she’s struck by what a compelling man he’s become. Sheila commented, more than once, that women are drawn to her son like ‘moths to a flame’, Alastair’s insensibility to his beauty only adding to this magnetism. Still, Ava notes the blue-black bags beneath his sad grey eyes.

			‘Will I do?’ he asks, with a bashful grimace.

			‘Your mother would be proud.’

			‘Well, come on in!’ says Alastair, bundling Ava over the threshold. ‘I’ll fetch Fiona!’

			‘Not if she’s already hit the hay. It was very good of you to wait up—’

			‘Nonsense! I think she’s in the office. We rarely make it to bed before midnight these days, and you’re not the only guest to have arrived since dinner.’

			Alastair disappears into a back room, leaving Ava in The Hall’s capacious panelled lobby; not quite alone, but under the watchful gaze of four stuffed stags’ heads, one of which has lost an antler, making it seem even deader than the rest. It’s a dim, cold space. Last time she was here it was filled with damp dogs and Duncan’s pipe smoke. Tonight, apart from a standoffish oak reception desk, a couple of leather armchairs, and a grandfather clock, it’s empty. The tartan rug, which Sheila was once so pleased with, is well past its prime. So are the wall lamps, also made of antlers. Though mounted in pairs, no two shades match, and a bulb fizzes ominously, threatening to blow at any moment. Ava’s contemplating rolling a cigarette when Alastair reappears with someone on his arm.

			

			‘Ava, this is Fiona Muirhead, my wife! Fee, this is Ava Dickens, my godmother.’

			Fiona reaches forward to accept Ava’s outstretched hand. ‘So lovely of you to come, Ava.’ Her grip is cool; her voice, measured.

			Ava didn’t know what she expected of Fiona, but it wasn’t this. Compared to Alastair, his wife is tiny – she barely reaches Ava’s shoulder; whereas he’s ethereal, she’s surprisingly… what…? Tight. For such a young person, her choice of dress is conservative: a maroon cardigan and sweater that exactly match her neat woollen skirt and, for that matter, the colours of that threadbare rug. Camouflage cryptic enough to satisfy a wattle bark moth. Her lack of makeup is striking. Not that Ava uses any herself, but it’s likely Fiona’s peers slap on the stuff in spades. Her mousy brown hair is swept back in a bun firmly fastened with a tortoiseshell comb. Is Fiona pretty? Ava’s no judge, but it would be hard for anyone to tell since much of her face is obscured by a pair of tortoiseshell-rimmed specs. Hapless tortoises.

			Alastair’s beaming. ‘My favourite women meet at last!’ he says, wrapping an arm around Fiona’s stick-thin waist.

			‘Has Murdoch put the car away, darling?’ asks Fiona.

			‘Parking in the barn, then he’s turning in. What about you Ava? Can I tempt you to a nightcap from the cellar, or a soothing nettle tea?’

			‘Alastair hand-picks his own botanicals,’ interjects Fiona. ‘You should try red clover.’

			‘Brilliant for rebalancing hormones,’ chimes Alastair.

			‘Sounds delicious, but I think I’ll follow Murdoch’s example, and—’

			

			‘Has Alastair offered you something to eat?’

			‘God!’ exclaims Alastair. ‘Sorry, Fee. Totally forgot. Ava,’ he asks duly, ‘are you hungry?’

			‘No,’ lies Ava.

			‘Perfect,’ says Fiona. ‘If you’d like to check in, then Alastair will show you to your room.’

			Ava signs everything that needs signing, as directed by Fiona. Ava reminds herself that, only hours earlier, she was hoping Alastair’s wife had a head for business, so it would be churlish to resent her being quite so business like now.

			Fiona explains that breakfast is at 8 a.m., lunch is at 1 p.m., and dinner is at 7 p.m. ‘I’m afraid there’s only one sitting for each meal, otherwise things get too fraught in the kitchen.’

			‘More sociable, though,’ says Alastair, ‘everyone eating at the same time, but if you don’t want a cooked lunch, just let us know the night before, and we’ll do you a picnic. Some guests even take a packed breakfast if they want to stride out first thing.’

			‘I’m certainly looking forward to lots of long walks.’

			‘Let me write down those times for you,’ says Fiona, ‘so you have them to hand.’

			‘And I’ll find the Magpie,’ says Alastair.

			Fiona throws her husband a sideways look. ‘Please don’t call her that, darling, and don’t go anywhere either. Ring the bell, and Maggie will come to us.’

			‘Gosh, yes! Quite right. Without Fee at the helm, Ava, I’d be aground in no time.’ He hits their brass concierge bell and, sure enough, a girl pops out from what looks like the cupboard under the stairs. Her sturdy frame is squeezed into an ill-fitting uniform: black stockings, white blouse, black skirt, white lace headband; monochrome plumage that quite accounts for her nickname. She has rosy cheeks, a willing grin, and marvellously bird-bright eyes.

			‘Hullo, Ali. What can I get ye?’

			‘That’s “Mr Muirhead” in front of guests,’ answers Fiona. ‘Please take Dr Dickens’s coat to the cloakroom.’

			

			‘And after that you may turn in,’ adds Alastair. ‘Use one of the empty guest rooms. We can’t have you cycling all the way back to Drumapple in the dark.’ 

			‘Right ye are. A doctor, eh?’ breathes Maggie, relieving Ava of her mackintosh. ‘That sounds grand. I’d like te be a doctor, or a dentist. I think I’d be good at that. My sweetheart Jack says I’d make a bonnie nurse. I wouldnae mind the white shoes, nor one o’ those pin watches for my apron, neither. I also think—’

			‘Thank you, Maggie,’ interrupts Fiona. ‘Alastair, Ava just needs her room key.’

			‘I don’t have it.’ He looks blank.

			‘You took it down from its hook a second ago.’

			‘Did I, Fee? Did I really?’ Alastair starts to pat frantically at the many piles of paper littering the front desk; a feverish reaction which, Ava’s suspects, betrays a molten seam of stress simmering just below his squamous epithelial layers. 

			‘Try to stay calm, darling,’ whispers Fiona.

			‘I am calm!’ mutters Alastair.

			There’s an awkward pause. ‘Well,’ says Fiona, ‘we won’t worry about it now. I’ll fetch the spare.’

			‘Dinnae fash yersel!’ Maggie calls cheerily as she flies away. ‘Ali put it in his pocket.’ 

			‘Blow me, so I did! Lucky the Magpie was watching.’ Alastair heaves Ava’s rucksack over his shoulder and, having bid Fiona goodnight, Ava follows him up the creaky staircase, across the galleried landing, and into the guest wing. Six rooms to the left of the corridor, six to the right. ‘Fee’s put you in the Belladonna suite.’

			‘Why?’ Could this choice, like the tea, be for the benefit of her physiology?

			‘Because the plumbing works. Anyway, if you need anything, our room’s downstairs next to the office.’

			‘I’ll be fine,’ says Ava, eying the shabby furnishings. ‘Home from home.’ She expects Alastair to leave, but for a moment he lingers. 

			‘Thanks again, Ava, for coming,’ he says quietly. ‘Just having you here makes things a bit less… you know…’

			

			‘I do.’ Ava would hug him, if she were the hugging kind. ‘And I hope you know how sorry I am about Mum and Dad.’

			He nods. ‘Good night, then,’ he says staunchly, turning away. ‘I look forward to talking in the morning.’

			‘Likewise, dear Alastair. Sleep well.’

			Starving, and chilly, Ava dines on a slice of stale Dundee cake left on her dressing table, ‘Compliments of the Management’. She washes it down with whisky supplied in a miniature bottle alongside the cake. Now that is a thoughtful touch! Too fagged out to roll up a smoke, she flops onto the bed and pulls a blanket over herself. Checking under her pillow for scorpions – old habits die hard – she switches out the light, and lulled towards sleep by rhythmic gurgling from The Hall’s dodgy pipes, she closes her eyes and wonders what the morrow may bring. 

		

	
		
			

			3

			We Meet Again

			Ava dreams about two abandoned bear cubs left to fend for themselves in a large, draughty cave. They’d like to leave, but it’s too late. Winter’s set in and it’s really, really, cold. They’ll have to weather it out, living off their body fat and shrivelled berries, clinging together for warmth. 

			The following day dawns dry and bright. Drawn downstairs by the smell of coffee, Ava follows her nose to the library where, it transpires, breakfast is served. Aside from peeling paintwork, the room is as splendid as she remembers it. One wall is graced by a marble fireplace so cavernous it could house an entire society of troglofauna, as long as it stays unlit. Mahogany shelves line another. Ava’s sad to see that apart from The Illustrated World Atlas and the works of Robert Burns, The Hall’s antiquarian book collection is missing, replaced instead by a smattering of tomes about soil-types and plants. Must be Alastair’s university reading list. Perusing their spines, she spots a bound copy of his Master’s, and alongside it, what looks like another, fatter, thesis. Presumably Fiona’s. His-n-Hers. Adorable. Neither looks well thumbed. A couple of paintings have gone AWOL too, judging by two bright rectangular islands in a sea of otherwise faded wallpaper. Sold to raise funds? Up above, the ornate plaster ceiling remains a lumpy homage to Victorian tastes. Straight ahead, however, is where the finest of all features can be found. Framed by a bay window as tall and wide as the room itself, lies the view. In the foreground, Loch Dorcha, sparkling in the morning sunshine, Drumapple’s white-washed cottages just visible on its distant opposite margin. The backdrop, the timeless mountains, so still and mighty, their facets aglow, they seem unreal.

			

			Outside, tranquil splendour; inside, hustle and bustle from all sides. A compact herd of diners is distributed around a group of tables – some square, some round, some oval – chewing the cud, while Maggie and Alastair, both sporting aprons, trot back and forth, ladling out porridge and dealing out toast. The air is filled with undulant chitter chatter and the dissonant scraping of cutlery on Spode. Seating comprises an eclectic array of chairs. Ava reckons the ones made of yellow pine, with ladder backs and sturdy legs, once belonged in The Hall’s kitchen. Others are less substantial but more ornate, with upholstered seats and twirly, curled spindles. These would look more at home in a bedroom, which is likely from where they were conscripted. The crockery is equally mismatched. More than one floral-patterned tea set appears to be in play – all, Ava suspects, Sheila’s… or possibly Duncan’s mother’s. The same could be true of the linen cloths, hand-embroidered in cross stitch. Whilst these things evidence Alastair and Fiona’s sensible efforts to equip their hotel using what they had to hand, the electric coffee percolator, wheezing and phutting away on a sideboard, must be a recent purchase, along with the stainless-steel teapots, cruet sets and ashtrays. The overall effect of this meld of old and new is that of a charmingly eccentric tearoom, and Ava can’t help smiling. 

			‘Ava!’ hails Alastair, crossing the room in three elastic strides. ‘Come and meet people!’ It occurs to Ava that not everyone likes to be interrupted while eating – a honey badger will rip off a lion’s testicles for less – but this crowd turns out to be magnanimous enough to play ball.

			Mr and Mrs Bernard and Barbara Addington, from Surrey, are more than happy to greet her. Bernard explains that they motor up to Scotland every year, bringing their boys with them. ‘Been coming here myself since before I was in long trousers.’ He also explains the exact routes they like to take, listing A-, B- and C-roads, as well as his favourite humpback bridge. ‘Just splashed out on a new OS Tourist map. Two and a half inches to the mile.’

			

			Acne-struck adolescents Martin and Carl sit in uninterested silence as their mother downs her fork and elaborates upon just how much fun all four of them are having. ‘The distilleries are a must-see, not that I touch more than the occasional drop. Bernard’s the tippler in our house. The woollen mill is a treat—’

			‘Barbara’s the knitter!’ quips her husband.

			Barbara chuckles fondly. ‘Mind you, we’ve never had a family hols we’ve not enjoyed, have we, Bernard?’ 

			Leaving Bernard to unpick his wife’s double negative, Alastair manoeuvres Ava to the next table. Lauri Levi, ‘our American guest’, is an altogether different species.

			‘Well, how do you do? Dressed up for a safari and not an elephant in sight!’ Loud, zipped into a psychedelic yellow-and-red jumpsuit, and reeking of hair spray, she’s an assault to the senses. With warning colouration like hers, if Miss Levi was a tree frog, she’d be poisonous. Ava can only see her upper body, but it’s an extraordinary shape. Her bosom is titanic and improbably pert… her face caked in powder and paint… and those eyelashes! Definitely false. Goodness knows how old she is. Twenty-something? Forty? Ava catches herself peering a tad too closely. Much to Ava’s embarrassment, Lauri Levi catches her too, not that the woman minds one bit.

			‘Yes, it is me!’ she hollers. Her voice is deep, almost masculine. ‘Don’t you worry, honey! I knew I’d get recognised sooner or later. Back home in Baton Rouge, it happens all the goddam time. Cain’t set foot on the sidewalk without some Johnny wantin’ my autograph… and the rest!’ she adds, throwing a saucy wink at Alastair. ‘That’s why I chose this little ol’ bolt hole in the back of beyond for my vacation, where a gal can just be herself.’

			‘Naturally,’ says Ava, baffled.

			‘Say, Ali,’ simpers Lauri, shoulders back, chest out, ‘fancy a game of checkers later? I’ve been feelin’ kinda lonesome in the afternoons.’

			

			As Alastair grapples for an appropriate response, a spiky looking Fiona swoops to his rescue. ‘Ava, I trust you slept well. Aren’t Alastair and I lucky to have a star in our midst? We hope you’ll sing for us one evening, Miss Levi.’

			‘Oh I’ll sing all right, if you take away this godawful oatmeal.’ When it comes to the management, it seems only Fiona gets short shrift.

			‘The porridge isn’t to your liking? Even with a pinch of salt?’

			‘Goddam baby food!’

			‘Sassenach!’ growls Murdoch from his nearby seat.

			‘Good morning, Murdoch,’ says Ava.

			Murdoch reserves judgement, though he does manage a friendly scowl when Maggie slips him an extra slice of Lorne sausage to go with his tattie scones.

			It becomes apparent that Fiona came into the breakfast room with the express purpose of speaking with Lauri Levi. The two women fall into conversation. Something to do with lost earrings and Fiona’s efforts to find them. Alastair moves swiftly on.

			‘Nice to see that Murdoch eats with your guests,’ Ava says to him quietly.

			‘To me, he’s family,’ replies Alastair. ‘I’d have it no other way. You’ve missed our German visitor,’ he continues brightly, stepping past a vacated setting. ‘Mr Baumgarten. An interesting chap. Took off early for a day’s birdwatching, but I’m sure your paths will cross one way or another. And so, without further ado…’ he says, with a last-but-not-least flourish, ‘I present scholar of The Arts and genius at card tricks, Professor Jayaweera Wickremesinghe, otherwise known as Uncle Wick.’

			As they approach the bay window, a man who’d been sitting with his back to the door turns and rises to his feet. Ava gauges him to be about her age, perhaps a touch older, and more-or-less her height, but there ends the common ground. Ava is, as always, clad for the jungle, her gung-ho spirit pinned to her sleeve. The person standing before her, by contrast, oozes decorum. He wouldn’t look out of place in a window display on Savile Row.

			

			‘Dr Dickens,’ he says with a bow. ‘An honour.’

			Everything about him, from his clipped British accent to his two-tone brogues, is polished. Not one loose thread in his three-piece suit. Not a bell missing from the sprig of white heather in his buttonhole. His pomaded hair, as shiny as buffed jet, is styled with a tooled precision that sets off his equally dignified moustache. Though his features are chiselled, his face is kind. His irises are so inky they’re practically black. He is also, unmistakably, and categorically, the man Ava so pointedly ignored on the train. She hopes he hasn’t realised. Throwing caution to the wind, Ava does the thing she avoided doing yesterday: she meets his gaze. The intensity of his expression – enquiring and intelligent – disarms her. She’s not used to being looked straight in the eye, and neither is she accustomed to blushing. Sod it! 

			It’s a relief when introductions are interrupted by a raised voice. ‘You’re tellin’ me you cain’t find ’em!’ shouts Lauri Levi. The whole room pivots to get a better look.

			‘I’ve had a thorough search, Miss Levi,’ says Fiona. ‘I’m afraid they haven’t surfaced in the laundry. Neither have they been handed in at reception, so it’s a bit of a mystery.’

			‘Jeez! What a goddam ball ache!’

			Barbara Addington gasps, her boys snigger, and Murdoch’s eyebrows rise. Watching from the sidelines is Maggie, and her eyes are alight with glee. 

			Fiona looks vexed. ‘May I suggest that, just possibly, you dropped them somewhere? If you’d allow me to have another look in your room, after breakfast—’

			‘I’m done eatin’, lady, so how’s about we go look now?’

			‘Certainly,’ says Fiona. ‘Such small things could easily have been overlooked.’

			‘Small!’ rails Lauri as the two women leave the room. ‘Those are two-carat rocks you’re yabbin’ about!’

			Drama over, the remaining guests’ disappointment is palpable. Maggie stares longingly at the door as if willing them to return and the action reignite.

			

			‘Come along, Maggie,’ rallies Alastair. ‘Back to work.’ Turning to Ava and the professor he continues cheerfully, ‘Good old Miss Levi. Quite the handful, but underneath it all, a heart of gold. Anyway, if you two’ll excuse me, I should get back behind the stove too. More toast, Uncle Wick? And Ava, how about a sorrel omelette, specialty of the house?’

			‘Yum!’

			Wickremesinghe pulls out a chair. ‘Please, join me! I insist.’ 

			Ava accepts. He reaches for a clean cup from a neighbouring table and goes to fill it from the percolator jug. ‘I’m not sure how stewed this is,’ he says on his return, ‘but still drinkable, I hope. Service here moves, shall we say, at its own pace.’

			Ava takes a sip. ‘It’s good to meet you, Professor Wickremesinghe.’ 

			‘Strictly speaking, we meet again.’

			‘I don’t count the train,’ Ava says awkwardly.

			‘Neither do I. I’m referring to Alastair’s christening. We are, if you recall, co-godparents… “Uncle” being an honorary title.’

			‘That was a quarter of a century ago! I’m astonished you recognised me!’

			‘It was twenty-three years, and alas I did not… any more than you recognised me. When I got here last week, our godson told me the date he expected your arrival, so, as I boarded the five-past-four back from Stirling – I had business there over the weekend – it occurred to me you might be on it. Then, I saw the magnifying lens round your neck… that rucksack “stained with the blood of a thousand squashed bugs”, just as Alastair said it would be, and guessed the identity of its owner. Since my car was at the station – I chose not to motor all the way to Stirling and back when I could easily take the train from Inverness – it made sense to offer you a lift to The Hall, but I believe Murdoch beat me to it.’

			‘What else did Alastair tell you?’ she laughs.

			‘That you’re a scientist. What’s your line of research?’

			

			Experience has taught Ava that beyond the closed world of academia, a brief answer to this question is all that’s required. ‘The behaviours of animals in their natural environments,’ she answers succinctly, fully expecting the professor to veer onto another topic. 

			It seems this character isn’t so easily satisfied. ‘You’re an ethologist, yes. I grasped as much from Alastair. I’m curious to know what that entails. Are you interested in the natural behaviours of a particular animal, or of wildlife in general?’

			Though Ava suspects he’s persisting out of politeness rather than real interest, nonetheless she risks a fuller reply. ‘Professor, I’ll make time for any multicellular organism that moves and respires, wherever in the world it lives, if it’ll make time for me. I’ve spent my career observing the tiniest twitch or tic or curl of the lip in so many creatures, in so many places, I’ve lost count. Insects are, however, my forte.’

			There’s a pregnant pause. Is the professor expecting more? Ava chooses not to be drawn.

			‘You work alone, in the bush?’ he eventually asks.

			‘Usually, but I’m never lonely. After all, I have the glorious entirety of the local fauna for company.’

			‘Sounds like you don’t much care for people.’ 

			‘No. I mean, I do. Well… some of them are tolerable. To tell the truth,’ Ava says with a heavy sigh, ‘humans are my least favourite hominid. Of the many millions of species on Earth, Homo sapiens is the only one that strives to separate itself so inimically from its natural environment. We live in fabricated dwellings, hide our bodies under clothes, have sex in the dark, and flush away our excrement. It’s as if we’re ashamed to be alive. Other creatures, our cohabitees on this planet, have no such hang ups. Apologies,’ she adds, seeing Wickremesinghe has downed his cutlery. ‘I’ve put you off your scrambled eggs.’

			‘I’d eaten sufficient anyway. You were saying…’

			‘Other creatures accept their evolutionary lot. They occupy their niches in the hierarchy of whatever habitat they’ve adapted to occupy, interacting with their allies, their enemies, and their food sources as they must. Their behaviours, basic or otherwise, are true to form and perfectly reflect their circumstances. I appreciate such transparency. It’s why I prefer to read the world around me by watching what so-called “wild” animals get up to, rather than relying on the ambiguous actions of my own kind.’

			

			‘“Ambiguous”, as in “two-faced”?’

			‘In some ways, yes. People give off mixed messages. On one level, our reflexes are reliable indicators of mood. If we’re scared, we gulp… if we’re nervous, we sweat; artless reactions we can’t control. On the other, we invest immeasurable amounts of energy modifying how we come across to our fellow man, for the most abstract of ends.’ Scanning the room, Ava spots a taxidermy fox collecting dust on a top shelf. ‘Suppose I see a woman wearing a fur coat, I might surmise a dozen different things about her: She feels the cold. She’s rich enough to afford a costly wardrobe. Maybe she’s married to a wealthy man who likes to buy her expensive things to show off to her. Or to show her off. “See my mate! Aren’t I the best?” Or, perhaps, it’s a fake fur. The lady wants to look rich, successful… desirable and desired… so she herself made a strategic purchase from a stall in Camden Market. Who knows, professor.’ She shrugs. ‘I could be right or wrong on any of these counts. If, however, I see a coyote with the remains of a fox, I know that the coyote was hungry, but now he’s not.’

			Professor Wickremesinghe picks up his linen napkin, dabs the corners of his mouth twice on each side, then carefully folds it before replacing it on the table. He leans back in his chair. ‘Intriguing,’ he says, with a twinkle in his eye. ‘I wonder what you were thinking, doctor, when you snubbed me on the train.’

			Ava takes a glug of cold coffee. ‘Something unfair. As I say, my understanding of hominids… man- and womankind… sometimes falls wide of the mark. Anyway, enough about me. You’re a scholar of The Arts?’

			‘Technically, an art historian. And before you ask,’ he continues, ‘my forte is the relationship between pigment and paper in eighteenth-century British landscapes, particularly in the context of plein-air works. I write, give lectures. I’m based in London but travel when I can; pastimes that aren’t always rewarding in the monetary sense, but they deliver professional satisfaction. And I have other sidelines to keep the wolf, if not the coyote, from the door!’ He chuckles. ‘Precious bounty may come in modest guises, and when it comes to hidden gems, I have “a good eye”.’ He fixes Ava with another appraising stare, and Ava battles to suppress a second blush. ‘We have divergent interests, Dr Dickens. You belong in remote places, whereas I need society. I dislike getting dirty or wet. I hazard, in your profession, mud and moisture come with the territory. Despite our differences, however, we’ve been drawn back to Dorcha by the same powerful force. Duty. In my case to Alastair’s mother, Sheila.’ He continues to stare.

			

			‘How did you know her?’ asks Ava, blinking uncontrollably.

			‘I was at school with her brothers, and the Ferguson family took me under its wing, having me to stay every Christmas rather than letting me face a lonely time left in dorms. It wasn’t practical for me to travel to and from home.’ 

			‘Home?’

			‘Ceylon. Sheila was a sweet girl. Innocent, funny, exquisite in every sense.’ He sighs wistfully. ‘I cared for her deeply. When we’d grown up a bit… or a lot… it was after the war, I hoped…’ He falters. ‘Suffice to say, she met her Duncan Muirhead, fresh and bloody from Burma, with his rack of medals and singularly disarming ways. But our friendship endured. She was generous enough to include me in her life at Loch Dorcha. More Christmases, some Easters, Alastair’s wedding. As it happens, I was here the day she died.’ He falters again. ‘Fêtes and funerals; funerals and fêtes. Anyway, now that Sheila’s gone, I intend to honour her memory by doing all I can for her son. And his wife.’

			‘You know about their cash problems?’

			He nods. ‘Dire. But I can’t say I’m surprised by them. Alastair’s hardly built for the cut-throat world of business. Do you have money, Dr Dickens?’

			

			‘No!’ laughs Ava. ‘Do you?’

			‘Never enough.’ He, too, lets out a laugh, but it’s hollow. ‘Perhaps that’s why the things I’ve desired most in my life have remained out of reach.’ He picks up the silver sugar tongs and turns them over in his hand as if looking for a hallmark. Raising a judgemental eyebrow, he then helps himself to one, two, three, four lumps of sugar, and Ava watches as, with pinkie finger cocked, he slowly stirs them into his cup. Doubting that either his gold tooth – upper-left lateral incisor – or his car came cheap, she’s pretty sure he’s still referring to Sheila.

			‘Financially speaking,’ he continues, ‘I can’t bail them out. Nevertheless, I have commissioned some expert assistance. A chum of mine, George Beckett, is a talented business accountant, till recently entirely London-based, but just made partner in Bloom and Beckett. And fortuitously for the Muirheads, B and B’s head office is in Stirling. Not exactly round the corner, but a darned sight nearer than the Strand is. I gather the move north has been a bit of a culture shock.’

			‘You were in Stirling on Sunday.’

			‘Spent the weekend there. After some wining and dining, and much persuasion on my part, George has been through The Hall’s books and, I’m relieved to report, agreed to meet Alastair and Fiona face-to-face on the Dorcha estate. They’re lucky. If anyone can thrash out a rescue plan for those two, it’s George. Such a tenacious character. Great head for figures.’

			‘I congratulate you, professor, on your practical approach,’ says Ava. ‘I can’t offer half so much.’

			‘Apart from the benefit of your experience, doctor. No doubt a rich seam of wise counsel. Let each man play to his strengths! I’ve faith that, together, we’ll save the day. George is vague on arrival dates – sometime in the next few days – but if you’re around, why not sit in on meetings? I’d value your perspective. I’m sure the same goes for everyone else.’

			‘Glad to,’ says Ava. ‘Thank you.’

			At this moment, perfectly composed, Fiona floats towards their table, bringing Ava’s breakfast plate. Whatever unpleasantness just passed between her and Lauri Levi, it’s evidently water off a duck’s back. Or perhaps the earrings were found.

			

			‘Fiona,’ says Wickremesinghe, ‘Dr Dickens has agreed to join our pow-wows with George Beckett. What do you think?’

			‘The more the merrier, Uncle Wick.’
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			Tolerable Hominids

			Despite the sword of Damocles dangling over The Hall’s leaking rooftops, Ava uses the hiatus between her own arrival and the anticipated entrance of the fêted Mr Beckett to get acquainted with other residents. Thanks to the communal dining arrangements, she’s soon on first-name terms with most; exceptions being Murdoch, and the professor. As for Herr Baumgarten, fully supplied with packed food, he’s up and out before breakfast – and since he and Ava have yet to share a supper table, it’s still nods-in-passing only. Barbara and Bernard talk a lot about nothing, but she gathers they’ve been to this area ‘oodles of times’, though, of course, never before stayed here. ‘All very nice, in an olde-worlde way.’ Bernard tinkers with his car engine – ‘Something so satisfying about a socket wrench’ – the boys climb trees, while Barbara tuts about snagged jumpers and grazed knees. Lauri is equally consistent, cheerfully finding fault with everything while at the same time sounding uninterested. Her only other subject matter is Lauri; hard-knock tales of life on stage which sound as exaggerated as her painted features look. Ava, however, prefers Lauri to the Addingtons. When it comes to making conversation, the woman’s spikiness provides useful traction. 

			Though Alastair’s busy, Ava snatches moments with him when she can. The more they talk, the more she’s reminded what a genuine, clever, and thoughtful person he is. He shies away from the topic of money and his lack of it, and Ava doesn’t push it – no harm in waiting till the expert’s on scene to advise – but he’s wonderfully conversant with natural remedies, botanicals, and all things green. Immersed in his happy headspace, the scales of anxiety clamped to his being seem to slough away.

			

			‘Your passion is infectious,’ laughs Ava as he sings the praises of wu wei zi berries.

			‘Herbalism is my second love,’ he says with a smile, ‘my first being Fee. She’s almost as into plants as I am, though she hides her light under a bushel. We may not have ginseng growing in our hedgerows, but we’re both great believers in taking what the land around us provides naturally. I can harvest any amounts of wild dandelions, chickweed, burdock and so on in The Hall’s grounds, all fresh and for free.’

			‘Laudable.’

			Ava tries to engage Fiona in similar conversations – she’d like to get to know her – but the young woman forever has her hands full elsewhere. When it comes to running the business, for all Fiona’s small size, she clearly shoulders the lioness’s share of responsibility. Sometimes, Ava thinks this is by choice; that she prefers to do everything her way, martyring herself in the process, ‘I’ll do it, darling,’ being her motto. But, other times, Ava views her actions in a more generous light. Fiona is, in fact, shielding Alastair from the pressures of their per diem grind. It’s Fiona who informs Murdoch of ‘the blocked drain in Room Four’. It’s Fiona who instructs Maggie to ‘stop lurking in the cloakroom and mop up the puddle in Room Seven.’ ‘Yes, Miss Levi, you did mention the smell.’ It’s Fiona who takes calls on the office telephone, checks in guests… and checks them out again. ‘Do recommend us to your friends.’

			Not that there’s much of a turnover in guests. A party of cyclists comes and goes, as do a couple of hikers, but after spending several nights at The Hall, Ava notes that the residents she met on day one remain in situ, bending the Muirheads’ ears with their gripes. It strikes Ava that whatever a hotelier’s equivalent of a doctor’s ‘bedside manner’ may be, Fiona doesn’t have it. Her near-permanent air of being long-suffering, while understandable, is a chore to behold. Thankfully, this is where Alastair’s good nature saves the day. Regardless of his worries, he has a ready smile. The Hall’s quirks are many – cold bathwater, all meals served late – but Alastair’s efforts to make light of them are beguiling. ‘Sorry about the power cut, folks. Always happens when it’s a full moon… Only joking! Generator’s bust!’ He looks wiped out, but he digs deep, humouring all guests’ whims, just because he’s nice. ‘I’d love to drive you to Inverness, Lauri. I’m sure they sell bourbon there.’ He really likes people, and people really like him. As his godmother, Ava finds this gratifying, and Professor Wickremesinghe is gratified too. Thus aligned, the pair fall into a comfortable routine. 

			

			Every morning, he and Ava breakfast together at ‘their’ table in the library’s great bay window. Over racks of toast and a shared pat of butter, they talk, the loch’s temperamental waters seeming to reflect their volatile discourse. As for challenging her viewpoint, he’s bold; a compliment she returns. On the subject of The Elgin Marbles, they’ll never see eye to eye. Ava contends that the Parthenon is the sculptures’ natural habitat, not the British Museum. Wick counters that their removal from the Ottoman Empire was lawful. ‘They belong in a global collection.’ His scepticism regarding Darwin’s evolutionary theory is heresy. Her dislike of Rubens, ‘philistine’. But Ava relishes such verbal duelling, and there is one philosophical premise – ‘All life is impermanent’ – on which they do agree.

			After a third cup of coffee, they part company. While the professor passes his time reading, or walking in The Hall’s grounds, Ava strays further afield. Duncan always said Dorchan weather brings all seasons in a day, but rain or shine, Ava strides out, not returning till late afternoon. When it’s dry, she climbs high, slogging on and up through twiggy, knee-high clumps of heather, kept company by eerie cries of curlew, and the boundless diorama of peaks and corries and islands out at sea. If the clouds should suddenly descend, rolling down the mountainsides like a soft, thick wave, Ava doesn’t care. Blinking away the droplets that cling to her lashes, she relishes the sense of isolation… and shelter… her nebulous new world brings.

			

			When she awakes to drizzle, she sticks to lower slopes, instead losing herself in the forest. With its canopy of ancient Scots pine, their trunks dead-straight like the soaring columns of a cathedral, it’s a different feast for the senses. Whetted and wetted by rain, here Ava bathes in the earthy scents and euphony of dripping that come from all sides. 

			Each evening, after dinner, she and the professor regroup to sip whisky in The Hall’s orangery. West-facing, with glass roof and walls, it affords unrivalled views of any Dorchan sunset, should there happen to be one. And thanks to its draughtiness – even in summer, Highland nights can be cold – they often have it to themselves. Here they sit, among Alastair’s maze of house plants, blankets over their knees, comparing notes.

			‘This is my favourite time,’ remarks Ava on her fifth evening, as the sky moves through its spectrum of collusions. Tonight, it began amber before melting into a curtain of purples and greens. ‘It makes me less homesick for the rainforest.’

			‘I’m flattered,’ says Wickremesinghe.

			‘Don’t be. It’s the parlour palms.’

			Each swallows another mouthful of malt, savouring its peaty aroma as they exhale.

			‘How was today’s trek?’ he asks.

			‘Uncomfortable. I dressed for cool weather, but then we had that five-degree hike in temperature – Celsius, I should qualify, rather than Fahrenheit – and I ended up shedding layers.’

			‘You carry a thermometer?’

			‘That would hardly be very practical, would it! No. I merely observed the local population of Omocestus viridulus, or the male ones anyway, and drew my conclusions accordingly.’ 

			‘Not a species I’m au fait with.’

			‘Common green grasshopper. Granted, you’re more likely to hear them than see them, though they don’t stridulate until they’re properly warmed up.’

			‘From the Latin, “stridulus”?’

			

			‘Meaning “shrill”. It refers to the high-pitched vibroacoustic signals that certain arthropods, and a very few chordates, create when they rub together sclerotised body parts.’

			‘And, in English?’

			‘Some animals can scrape one crunchy bit of themselves against another crunchy bit to produce noises. In the green grasshopper’s case, he’s got a row of pegs on the inside of his hindleg which he drags over a modified vein in his forewing. Each peg-strike makes an audible tick, and because he rubs so fast, these ticks blur into a long, continuous chirrup: ticker-ticker-ticker-ticker-ticker. Bit like the sound of a free-wheeling bike.’

			‘I don’t understand how any of this enabled you to tell how hot it was.’

			‘Omocestus needs conditions to be right before he can get going. If it’s chilly and overcast… nothing doing; but on a fine day, out he comes to soak up the rays and wait, quietly, until the ambient temperature rises enough for him to hit the throttle. Like many orthopterans, he’s picky about when that is. Thresholds vary, but on the whole, common green grasshoppers start sunning themselves when it’s around fifteen degrees, and unbridled stridulation kicks in at twenty. When I set off this morning, I spotted plenty of silent basking males. By midday, I was treated to a full-blown symphony.’

			‘The wonders of modern science!’ 

			‘Amos Dolbear published his seminal work, “The Cricket as a Thermometer”, in the 1890s. He postulated that if you simply count the number of times a snowy tree cricket chirps in one minute, subtract forty, divide by four, and then add fifty, that gives you the air temperature in Fahrenheit. For the sake of convenience, I prefer to work in SI units, so I’d reformulate by adding thirty to my counts per minute and dividing by seven.’ Ava sighs. ‘What a fascinating man he must have been. Sadly, there’s no such formula for Omocestus, hence my relative imprecision.’

			‘Another research opportunity, ripe for the picking,’ Wick says with a smile, stroking his moustache like he did on the train.

			‘D’you know, ounce for ounce, grasshoppers are among the loudest creatures on the planet? Bladder grasshoppers in particular. Darwin admired them, but the first time I heard one, I thought someone was being murdered. Sounded like shrieking. Guess how far their calls can travel.’

			

			‘A hundred yards.’

			‘Further.’

			‘One hundred and fifty yards.’

			‘You’re being conservative. Imagine it’s nighttime, when thermal conditions are most permissive. You can safely assume the layer of air closest to the ground will be cooler than the layers above, causing sound energy to be refracted downwards, reducing the rate of attenuation.’

			‘Thank you. Helpful. I’ll say two hundred yards, then.’

			‘Way off! Two thousand and seventy-seven yards, which is over a mile.’

			‘I’ve never seen a bladder grasshopper.’

			‘Have you been to Africa?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then you won’t have done.’

			‘It’s nice to have something to look forward to.’

			Ava narrows her eyes. ‘Are you laughing at me?’

			‘Far from it. In my experience, people show their truest colours when they’re talking about what excites them. Without aroused passions, there’d be no great art.’ He turns to face her. ‘The other day, when you said the behaviour of insects is your professional forte, I was interested in hearing more, but you chose not to elaborate. I’ve been wondering why not.’

			‘Because I’m a “boffin” aren’t I? That much was established. To most people, a boffin of what hardly matters. You must find the same when you’re asked what you do. One gamely begins to answer, only to be met with glazed eyes and stifled yawns.’

			‘True. But personally speaking, I love fine detail,’ says Wickremesinghe, topping up their glasses. ‘Therein lies God and the devil.’

			‘Tell me, professor, what did you read today?’

			‘Funnily enough, I dipped into Fiona’s thesis. Heavy going, but important to make the effort. I thought if I showed an interest in her interests, she might relax a bit… be more forthcoming generally. I don’t quite know what to make of her.’

			

			‘As hard reads go, Fiona’s a tough one. Ethologically speaking, the behavioural dynamic between her and her husband is inconsistent, and the dominance hierarchy… it’s very ambiguous…’

			‘In other words?’

			‘Can’t tell who’s boss. How did she and Alastair meet?’ 

			‘At university. I understood from Sheila that they were, for a while, simply “mates”. Alastair had a local girlfriend, Peigi Hooley, a lass he’d been seeing on and off for years. A couple of summers ago, though, Alastair invited some buddies, including Fiona, to Dorcha. They camped in the grounds, went on hikes. Alastair and Peigi both hung out with them, then Fiona went abroad, to somewhere with even more mountains than here, to rack up relevant field experience for her Master’s. Alastair and Fiona must have missed each other more than they expected, because she was barely back in Scotland before they were hot-footing it to the Registrar’s.’ 

			‘I gathered it happened quickly.’

			‘So quickly, I felt bad for Peigi. Perhaps she and Alastair weren’t that serious about each other, and the timing was certainly off for them – when Fiona reappeared at Dorcha, Peigi was in Glasgow, trying to get established – but even so, one minute a couple, the next…’

			‘Get established?’

			‘Peigi’s a wonderful photographer – has a studio in Drumapple – and she did make a name for herself in “the big city”, but her absence cost her Alastair. Our godson has many strengths, but till he married Fiona, he lacked direction. I think she’s a tad older than he is, far more focused, and when she set her cap at him – which she did – he was smart enough to catch it. In the blink of an eye, his head was turned.’

			‘Fiona’s not the archetypal siren.’

			‘It would be ungentlemanly of me to comment,’ says the professor. ‘But it helped that Sheila actively encouraged the match. Fiona was often here, another woman around the place… a shoulder for Sheila to cry on, I suppose, when Duncan was being… Duncan. I know Sheila felt Fiona was an asset to Dorcha and, more than that, she wanted Alastair to have a partner he could “rely on absolutely”. Fiona fit the bill.’

			

			‘You say you attended the wedding.’

			‘Last August. In fact, a year ago next month,’ says Wickremesinghe. ‘Apart from myself, and Duncan and Sheila as witnesses, there was Angus Murdoch as best man. Maggie Kettleness, our waitress, was flower girl. None of Fiona’s family made it. She has one sibling, I think. Not sure if it’s a brother or sister. Either way, Alastair says they’re not close. No idea what her parents do, but by all accounts they’re delighted with the union too.’ 

			‘I wondered if it was a shotgun wedding.’

			‘Between you and me, Dr Dickens, everyone did. I think the bride and groom themselves had, shall we say, concerns that they should hurry up and make things official.’

			‘Must have been a false alarm, though,’ says Ava. ‘No baby.’

			‘More’s the pity. If Fiona had been pregnant, Sheila would’ve at least known she’d be a grandmother.’ The professor’s voice drifts away.

			‘What a dreadful start to married life! Tied the knot, then less than six months later… such tragedy.
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