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About this Book

When a series of art thefts sweeps across their home region, three people are drawn together in an unfolding mystery that creates new possibilities for each of them. In one tumultuous year, bereaved GP Andrew Carlyle Stuart, work-obsessed academic Michael Gilmour and struggling musician Anne-Marie Maxwell go on a journey of surprise and discovery. Set in the beautiful landscape and changing seasons of South West Scotland, Epiphanies and Robberies is a feel-good story interwoven with bigger questions about sustainability, rural communities, working life, and personal relationships.
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Chapter 1

Rising Water


After months of trial by separation, she’d delivered her verdict. The marriage was over. Spending time together at Christmas for the sake of the children, or in some forlorn hope of reconciliation, had failed monumentally. It was no fun being around a distracted academic who, throughout the holidays, compulsively checked emails, text messages and innumerable social media feeds. It was patronising to be told that some of his scientific collaborators around the world weren’t even celebrating Christmas. He’d been tested for the last time and found wanting. It was work or family. His work had won. There was no one else involved.

***

Michael Gilmour wanders into the lounge of the Lowther Arms in the Nithsdale village of Kirkgate. Heading towards the open fireplace, he peels off his green puffer jacket and stretches his long frame into a battered leather armchair. His coffee ordered, Michael begins to review the events and tensions of the recent holiday period. His wife’s words roll over like stones in a burn, already losing their sharp edges and getting smoother. Scratching at his beard, he must admit, there are some compensations to this whole business.

He can see the girls as often as he wishes and is happy to ferry them around. Yes, the pick-ups and drop-offs can be a bit standoffish. Sometimes tetchy. Money is going to have to stretch further too, just as the cost-of-living crisis is biting.

On the other hand, there’s the seven-thirty a.m. swim to enjoy and sometimes the café breakfast before work. Likewise, the late finishes whenever it suits him. At the flat, books and journals piling high in the sitting room cause no one to complain. Obscure Post-its on the fridge raise no criticism. A notebook by his bed, where he can jot down nocturnal inspirations, provokes no arguments. This has been his way of living since the separation first began last autumn. In many ways, it works for him.

Yet in his gloomier moments, he wonders how it has come to this, when times had once been so optimistic, exciting even.

The move here had begun eight years back in a brief conversation with Esme.

‘I see there’s a job going at the University of Dumfries and Galloway.’

‘Really! Are you serious? I’ve never thought of that as one of your options. Weren’t we hoping to get back to Edinburgh one day?’

‘Well, it’s for a senior lecturer, and they want a hydrologist who does work on peatlands and river catchments. Plenty of opportunities for local research, a rural campus. Maybe it could be for me. For us…?’

A lengthy silence had followed. But one thing led to another. The application forms. The interview. The job offer. Each step gathering momentum.

‘Really, why not?’ asked Michael the day after the head of department had phoned with the good news.

‘But why leave Glasgow?’ she’d countered. ‘Our friends and families are here. I’ve got my work too, you know that, and what about nursery, school, somewhere to live?’

He’d already rehearsed his replies. ‘Ninety minutes away by car, I’m assuming they bring up children there too, and you know very well that being a proofreader and copy editor means you can work pretty much anywhere you like.’

The following Friday, they’d left the girls with his parents, travelled south on the motorway, then spurred off down through the Dalveen Pass and stayed right here in the Lowther Arms. After what turned out to be a surprisingly romantic first evening, it was love at first sight with Dumfriesshire.

Saturday had been crisp and invigorating. Springtime. Wild daffodils in profusion. White painted buildings, sharp in the clear light, the sandstone a gorgeous deep rosy pink. Friendly people wherever they went. A café-bookshop-gallery in the village to rival Byers Road. A newly built ‘through-school’ for ages two to eighteen. A castle up the road and another one down on the Solway coast. In between, the majestic River Nith, rolling green drumlins, ancient beech trees, boglands and the spectacular sight of migratory geese by the thousands, preparing to head north for Svalbard and the Artic breeding season.

By Sunday, some kind of magic was working. A few miles outside the village, a plot of land was for sale with planning permission for an ‘eco-house’. It had plenty of space and open views across to the Galloway Hills in the west. A few mental calculations later and Michael and Esme were already planning their own migration, from Glasgow.

Within a year, established in their new home, they were living the dream in southwest Scotland.

Ironically, thinks Michael, a visit this weekend may not have achieved the same result. The holiday period had seen continuous, heavy rain. People all round the Nith catchment had awakened to rising water and elevated assessments of risk. With the river at higher levels than ever recorded, the consequences were dire.

Evacuated homes, business premises knee deep from the deluge, stranded cars, roads blocked, livestock drowned, rubble and debris everywhere, the clean-up immense and ongoing – a perfectly dystopian setting for his marriage to finally come crashing down, just as a new year begins.

He tries to push these thoughts away, pulls out his laptop and gets to work editing a new research paper on freshwater acidification. Just a few feet to his right, there’s a group of older men enjoying their regular Friday evening drink together. Seasonal greetings out of the way, they are debating the whys and wherefores of the recent flooding and what should be done about it.

Michael keeps hearing snippets and is soon actively eavesdropping on what seems to be a judicious mixture of science and indigenous knowledge. He’s impressed by the quality of a discussion that’s also lightly spiced with the gentle banter of old friends.

***

Sitting across from the fire, and most of the time staring into the flames, is Andrew Carlyle Stuart. His sharply etched face is drained of colour and two purple-black half-moons have taken up residence below his eyes. Thoughtful, yet distracted, he zones in and out of his friends’ flood conversation, nods occasionally but says little and is often disconnected from the varied opinions.

A local GP for decades, Andrew retired late last summer. His farewell to medical practice came just in time for him to support his wife Sarah through the COVID-19 infection that ended her life. His festive season has taken place in a tunnel of grief, with no light at the end. He turns awkwardly in his seat, willing himself back from his despondent thoughts and dreading the months ahead. It’s Epiphany, and like Eliot, he feels it’s the worst time of year.

Beyond him is the dining area, with its muted lighting and soft earthy shades. The revamped Lowther Arms has come up in the world from the run-down fishing hotel it once was. No doubt, it had its own charm back then, but the food is better now, evidenced by two young women at a corner table, clearly enjoying their meal.

***

Anne-Marie Maxwell is with her old friend Caitlin Vijay. They were at school together here in Kirkgate and have stayed in touch over the years, despite their differing origins and subsequent paths. Now in their early thirties, they always have plenty to catch up on. This evening, they’re already into a three-course menu of life experiences, travails and fulfilments. Well, at least those relating to Anne-Marie. As usual on these occasions, Caitlin is the listening ear, underplaying her own achievements as a solicitor, rarely touching on her problems and always relentlessly encouraging Anne-Marie in her efforts to become established as a professional musician and composer.

From the toes of her flower-patterned Dr Martens to the land-girl headband, Anne-Marie looks ready to go onstage. But the main item on her set list this evening is a question. Breakthrough or bust: will 2023 be her year?

‘It was hard going through the lockdowns, Cait. If it wasn’t for my one-to-one tutoring and going online with that, the money would have dried up completely.’

‘But you did get some fantastic gigs with the band last summer, right? I thought you went down a storm at the Eden Festival.’

‘Yeah, that was really the start of the new good times. Then we did a wee tour in the autumn, finishing up at The Barras, with a great Glasgow crowd in that night. You know, I reckon we have some serious material for an album if we could get the needful together for studio time and production.’

‘All that training at the Conservatoire must count for something, eh?’

‘That’s been the upside of the pandemic, the writing. Especially after Sam left and I had the space to do as I wanted. Got loads of stuff worked through in my head then written out, and some of it’s already going down well at gigs. Best thing about COVID that was, seeing the back of Sam.’

‘I don’t remember those words at the time, Anne-Marie,’ Caitlin observes with a twinkly grin. ‘But as my old grannie from the Isle of Lewis used to say, “Tha a h-uile dad gu math a thig gu crìch gu math.”’

‘Beautifully put,’ simpers Anne-Marie, guessing at the meaning. ‘Seriously, Cait, I haven’t mentioned this to anyone else in the band, but I’ve got something else lurking in the back of my mind just now, something much bigger, more experimental. Hard to explain, but I’m excited about it.’

‘OK…’

‘So…this year, a new beginning and all that, I want to push things to the limits. But if it doesn’t happen in 2023, I’ll have to check out on my dreams.’

‘And do what?’

‘I could always go back to uni and train as a teacher. Maybe I should have done that in the first place?’

Caitlin makes a face and dismisses the idea at a stroke. They order some more wine and start talking about favourite teachers from their schooldays.

‘I swear some of the things we heard about them must have been true,’ declares Anne-Marie, to her friend’s mock horror.

By the time the meal is finished, they are cheery and sanguine, as Caitlin reminds Anne-Marie that it’s not time to give up yet.

‘You might just find that 2023 has a few great surprises in store.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Yes, I’ve got a good feeling about it, despite all the terrible things in the world right now. I reckon you and that band of yours could make things happen, big time!’

***

Around nine-thirty in the evening, groups of the hotel’s early arrivals are paying bills, picking up bags and pulling on coats in readiness to leave. Such departures have a habit of sparking new greetings, conversations and diversions. With Caitlin already out of the door, Anne-Marie nods to Michael, who she vaguely recognises as a lecturer at the university, and then says a good night to Andrew, who of course most people know round here. He’s fastening his overcoat, knotting his scarf and getting ready to go. The three of them leave the lounge, more or less together.

It’s then that Andrew notices an alcove table where two people are at the close of what seems to have been a good dinner. They are immaculately turned out in tweedy country attire, and their collective wardrobe looks to be on its first outing.

A bit over the top even for the would-be toffs who come here for the shooting, thinks Andrew. And why the travel guide on the table at this time of year? A couple drinking whisky and coffee, glancing quickly around the room, looking just slightly conspiratorial, and yet dressed to the nines. What could that be all about?

As he edges through the big swing doors, Andrew ponders his own question. He waves a good night to Michael and Anne-Marie, then steps into the cold damp of the early January night. For some reason, his mind is suddenly feeling a little sharper than it’s done for quite a while.

Walking home clears his head still further. The sky is peppered with stars and the moon is full, lighting his path. As the village disappears over his shoulder, he gets a clear view of Castor and Pollux, the twins of Gemini, forming a curious triangle with the Wolf Moon.

He reaches the old farmhouse, slightly elevated among a stand of beeches. There’s a light on, but it doesn’t give much of a welcome. Their home for nearly thirty years, he and Sarah had bought Townbrae with a big family in mind. But children had not found a way into their lives. Then the practice demanded more and more of their time, and gradually, work filled the parental void.

Still, they’d managed to expand into the space of the rambling house, each with a study, plenty of bedrooms for visitors and a huge dining room for entertaining, which they’d loved to do. Many a time, the house, now so quiet, had echoed with bright conversation, raucous laughter and music of all kinds. Beautiful memories are ingrained into the very fabric of the place, and in his grieving, Andrew is sustained by them.

He goes into the sitting room, kindles the wood-burning stove back to life and pours himself a small malt whisky. He’s already been through the perils of drinking alone late at night and is now more prudent. The light of the flames gutters patterns on the wall. The stove can be curiously good company at the end of the day. A sort of secular compline.

But he’s not yet ready for sleep.

Invigorated by the walk in the night air, Andrew goes back in his mind to the tweedy couple in the Lowther Arms. Something wasn’t right about them. It seems to him they were making a display in order not to be noticed. Isn’t that called hiding in plain sight? he thinks to himself. Surely, he’s read something about this sort of thing, but racking his brain, he can’t for the life of him remember what it was.


Chapter 2

Candlemas


Anne-Marie has become totally absorbed in her new musical score. She’s got the idea of an ambitious homage to Nithsdale: twelve interlinked pieces, each representing a month in the year. She’s already given it a name: Calendarium. It’s being created in real time and scored for saxophone, cello, vibes, violin, percussion, keyboards and analogue Moog synthesiser.

Suddenly desperate to share the idea with Caitlin, she decides to call her.

‘Good evening, my dear, how are things in the soliciting world?’

‘Ach, not so bad, Anne-Marie. Maybe not on the same roller coaster of excitement as yourself. But things are OK.’

‘That was a fine get-together in the Lowther Arms – can’t believe it’s almost a month ago.’

‘I know… But how are you getting on with your mysterious new composition? You were a bit tight-lipped about it that night.’

‘That’s exactly why I’ve called. I just had to share a bit of it with someone. I’ve already written the first section and rehearsed it with the band. Recorded a demo too. So, if you want to come round one night next week, you can have a sneaky wee listen.’

‘You’re on,’ says Caitlin. ‘How about Wednesday? Straight after work. I’ll bring the Prosecco.’

***

Andrew is out on a long early morning walk, the moon still visible in the western sky. He feels especially in need of the exercise, looking pale and a little puffy round the gills. Always keen on the outdoors and keeping fit, now he seems to have put on weight and his down jacket feels just a little tight. A run of three Burns suppers last month can’t have helped.

Today, the route is a bit more strenuous than his usual stroll around the ruins at Morton Castle, a favourite haunt of local dog owners. Too haunting in many ways. He and Sarah had often gone there in the working week. When time was at a premium, a quick walk away from the village was all that they could muster.

Married doctors working together in a rural practice sounds idyllic, but over the years, the workload had increased, and the problems, especially of their ageing patients, seemed more and more intractable. Sometimes the two of them would go up to the castle ruin, just to let off a bit of steam and think things through.

Sarah had always been feistier than him about the health service, more left wing, more fiercely opposed to creeping changes that undermined its founding principles. He was never so political, but there’s no doubt they made a good team.

They’d known each other through all the years of medical school in Dundee, but their first date wasn’t until the day after graduation. Then they kept the relationship alive through all the training years. By the time they emerged as qualified GPs in 1995, they were already married and desperate to work together in a country practice. The Kirkgate surgery advert in the British Medical Journal could have been written for them. A single-handed doctor was looking for new people to take over. He stayed around for a few weeks after their arrival, then, satisfied with what he saw, retired to bag some Munros.

That was twenty-eight years ago. Since then, they’d built a life here, worked hard for the local community, gone the extra mile for their patients, even run the community hospital for several years. When that was closed by the health board, the writing was on the wall. Both approaching sixty, they made plans to retire in summer 2022.

It was two years into the pandemic when Sarah got COVID. Three times vaccinated, she simply assumed all would be well. Just get over this and it would soon be their turn to hand the reins to someone new.

But it didn’t work out like that. Within two months, Andrew was going every day to talk to Sarah. In the village graveyard.

Now, on the trek up Scaur Glen, he ponders his situation. The pounding river rumbles and turns. Along its banks, thin oaks, birch and alder seem to catch the weak sunshine in readiness for spring. The path rises before him, twisting with the river. Looking down at his boots, he is following the advice he’s given to countless others in his situation: taking one step at a time. But it’s now six months since Sarah died. Maybe this is the moment to look a little further down the track?

Next week could be a case in point. He’s off to the community Hub to get the latest update on proposals for reopening the Kirkgate railway station. It’s been a herculean effort on the part of a diverse collective of activists seeking to restore the local train service, but for once, ‘speaking truth to power’, as some of them might say, seems to be working.

Could he get involved in projects like that? The other day, he’d taken delivery of a load of firewood only to find, to his embarrassment, that he’d forgotten to go to the cash machine. ‘Don’t worry, Doctor,’ said the log man with a smile. ‘Your reputation’s good in the parish!’

The log man had a point. Surely, thinks Andrew, there must be more to life than daily walks, Friday drinks in the Lowther Arms and reading novels late into the night when sleep won’t come.

Overhead, he watches a red kite circle several times without apparent purpose. Then, suddenly relinquishing height and moving swiftly across the Scaur Water, it disappears beyond the trees. Could there perhaps be something for a bereaved retiree just across the metaphorical glen, difficult to pick out, maybe, but there just the same?

***

As February unfolds in Kirkgate, the wider world feels a turbulent place. Around the country, industrial action is pervasive, involving ambulance drivers, nurses, paramedics, railway workers, teachers and countless others. It’s a general strike in everything but name.

The year is less than two months old, but once again, leading politicians are tripping over their principles, from trans issues to tax evasion, to statutory fines. More military hardware is pledged to Ukraine, but its president is struggling to get the fighter jets he requires. A new Russian offensive is expected in the spring, but the future shape of the war is hard to predict. Meanwhile, a massive earthquake in Türkiye and Northern Syria has killed tens of thousands of people, injured and made homeless many more, and laid waste to whole cities.

Michael has been following all this with a mixture of interest, despair and sometimes anger. In coffee breaks with his academic colleagues, the topics recur and spin. They speculate on how things will change when a Labour government is in power in Westminster or when Scotland is an independent country. But no one knows what can be done about wars and earthquakes.

At the university, Michael is an active and vocal member in the group of striking lecturers. There’s a camaraderie among the woolly hats and banners of the picket line that brings together colleagues of otherwise quite different worldviews. But like many others, he’s concerned about the effects of eighteen days of industrial action planned up to the end of March. Bad for the students, egregious amounts of time lost to his research and, of course, bringing a significant reduction in income, which he can ill afford.

On the domestic front, things have rapidly worsened. He and Esme don’t seem able to agree on anything at the moment. She insists that he has more flexibility than her for looking after the girls when their teachers are on strike. He’s only willing to take turn and turnabout. She’s started talking about ‘access’ weekends and is pressing for these to be once a fortnight on an agreed schedule. On ‘his’ weekend, she will drop the girls with him at four p.m. on Friday and pick them up again at four p.m. on Sunday. That’s quite a shock to his system and a further dent in his writing time.

The realities of marital separation and shared parenting are now hitting home. Some of the advantages he’d perceived only a month ago are now looking problematic, and although the girls seem to be taking things in their stride at the moment, who knows if bad feelings between parents may quickly spread to them? He’s picturing marriage counselling sessions or – worse still – family therapy. A few people at work are divorced or separated. They seem content enough. But he has told no one about his own situation, let alone asked for advice on how to manage it.

Tomorrow, however, he’s putting all this to one side and plans to attend a meeting in the village about the long-hoped-for station reopening. Rumours are going round Kirkgate that an important announcement is to be made. Michael is excited about it. A functioning station would mean easier trips to Glasgow and even the possibility of travelling to work by train. Last week in the baker’s, he bumped into Anne-Marie, the musician who lives on the edge of the village. They chatted for a while. She told him about the meeting and seemed keen for him to go.

***

Caitlin responded well to ‘January’.

Nervous at first, Anne-Marie played the demo to her in full. They sat in complete silence, Prosecco flutes in hand and candles flickering. But the piece didn’t need external stimuli to create its own ambience.

The opening soundscape was a shifting combination of electronics with violin and cello. Evoking feelings of beginning and awakening, here and there Anne-Marie had introduced some shifts of key or tempo that created hints of unsettling turbulence. Then the extended inter-weaving of vibes and soprano sax conjured up bubbling, moving water, gathering momentum, lyrical at first then becoming more urgent and threatening as it built to a crescendo with all instruments playing, when the riser suddenly stopped, cut off without the expected flourish.

Normally quite reserved, Caitlin, looking incongruous in her grey work attire, jumped out of her seat and began to dance some kind of Bharatnātyam, no doubt inherited from her father’s side of the family. This was followed by loud whooping and hugging. Caitlin clearly recognised something different and special from her old school friend. As they kicked back on the sofa and topped up the Prosecco, there was only one question to be asked.

‘What would “February” be like?’

***

With that in mind, a few days later, Anne-Marie has come to Nithsdale Lodge to see its acclaimed display of snowdrops. An old shooting property a mile to the north of Kirkgate, the place had been deteriorating for years until taken over by a new owner a couple of years back. A semi-retired rock guitarist and singer of some fame, he hasn’t lacked the wherewithal to restore the place to its original Edwardian elegance, albeit with modern facilities. It’s not open to the public, of course, but word is that the interior is sumptuously comfortable. The grounds, no doubt heading for some similar transformation in due course, are free for folks to wander at will, so long as they don’t get too close to the lodge.

There’s a small parking area just inside the imposing stone pillars at the entrance. Anne-Marie leaves her ageing hatchback there and sets off along the driveway, following a finger post marked ‘Snowdrop Trail’. As she heads up the gentle climb, admiring the large Douglas firs and mature beeches on either side, the drive sweeps round to the left. It’s then she sees them.

The snowdrops drift and spill down the slope. Beneath trees, growing in the leaf mould, or in swathes of mown grass, they are completely naturalised. She has seen Galanthus many times. Around here, it grows in hedgerows, under garden walls and along the sides of tracks and roads. But never has she encountered something on this scale.

She walks around and carefully picks her way through the snowdrop carpets, dropping to her knees with her phone to take pictures from ground level. But mostly, she just gazes at the splendour of it all, leaning against a tree, her eyes melting into blurs of white and green, until finally the cold seeps in and she turns back towards the car.

For some reason, she hasn’t been here before, but she’s glad about that. Her first exposure has given just the inspiration she needs to think further about ‘February’.

Back at home, she starts to read about snowdrops. She discovers their connection with the Christian festival of Candlemas on the second of the month. It’s the one that marks the first appearance of the infant Jesus in the temple. In the Middle Ages, the white ‘Candlemas bells’, often planted in graveyards, were gathered into bright bunches for church decoration. Deemed unlucky to pick before then, these things were overlaid by something much more ancient. Now Anne-Marie gets excited as she reads that the day in question is in fact the mid-point between the winter solstice and the spring equinox. Known as Imbolc in pre-Christian times, it is the very middle of winter. A time for light, hope, saying goodbye to the darkness and waiting for the harbingers of spring.

Bolstered by this new knowledge and fizzing with musical phrases, Anne-Marie suddenly feels replete with ideas to inform the next sequence of Calendarium.

***

The Village Hub is packed. It’s a beautiful, warm contemporary space created within the Victorian shell of the former primary school. The interior is strong on the use of local timber, repurposed sandstone, exquisite colour schemes and beautiful furnishings. The reclaimed hardwood floors are works of art.

Sitting empty and sad for years, the old school has been rescued by a group of local creatives who’ve taken their ideas from whimsy to reality. These people may look like second-generation hippies, but appearances can deceive. They are cool and savvy. They know how to lobby policy makers, write business cases and craft grant applications. They talk knowledgably about things like design principles, place-making, and co-production.

It’s paid off. Their efforts have resulted in a multi-purpose resource for the whole village. Shared workspaces, places for networking, charity meetings, after-school clubs, music and writing groups. It’s a long list. The collective that made it all happen comprises people who smile a lot and also get things done.

Tonight, the Hub is sharing more good news for Kirkgate. A spin-out group has been working on the question of restoring the local railway station. It’s been a long campaign, and this seems to be a big moment. Anne-Marie is sitting with Michael, in the fourth row back. Just in front of them is Andrew, to whom lots of people are helloing and nodding as they take their seats and join the meeting. There’s a good turnout from across the village.

A water glass is tapped. ‘Welcome, everyone,’ says the invited chair for the evening, a well-known Tory councillor, looking slightly uncomfortable in a room packed with local green energy. He coughs to clear his throat and then proceeds, in clipped tones.

‘Everyone here knows that our railway station was closed in 1965.’ Boos from the meeting. ‘Of course, that was before many of us here were even born.’ Ironic laughter. ‘You also know that a team of energetic people has been working to get the station open again.’ Cheers. ‘Let me therefore invite the convenor of the action group to describe the work to date and share with you the latest news.’ Thunderous applause.

At this point, a woman known to the whole village as ‘Lofty’ walks gracefully to the front, looking splendid in a long black velvet coat and heavy boots.

‘Wow, everyone,’ she nods. ‘This is amazing! So many people! Thanks for coming out.’ She pauses, then continues, riffing on the words of the Tory councillor. ‘You might say that restoring the station has been a long journey. There have been plenty unscheduled stops and a few timetable delays.’

‘Nice one, Lofty!’ shouts a woman in the third row.

‘Thanks, Em,’ Lofty replies, then addresses the full gathering. ‘If you follow our Facebook page, you’ll know that we’ve had to deal with a lot of different folks and organisations. The Council, Scottish Government, MSPs, the rail companies. Our little group – Meg, John, Amanda and Finlay – has been incredible. I’m not going to bore you with the details of our case. You’ve heard them already, I’m sure. So let me cut to the chase.’

Now raising her voice to maximum volume, Lofty declares with evident delight, ‘Reopening of the station has been approved by all relevant authorities and is going to happen very soon!’

The meeting rises to its feet. There’s tumultuous cheering, foot stamping and rhythmic clapping. It’s a spontaneous outpouring of positive community sentiment, not always seen at such gatherings. Meg, John, Amanda and Finlay are brought to the front of the room, and together with Lofty, they hold hands in a line and take a deep bow.

The chair allows things to quieten down and then announces the next steps.

‘I’m delighted to say that work has already been completed to render the existing station platforms, north and south, fit for purpose. The first passenger train to stop at Kirkgate since 1965 will be on Wednesday the fifteenth of March, the seventeen twenty-eight from Glasgow, arriving at eighteen fifty. Please be sure to take all belongings with you on alighting,’ he quips, to more groans.

He then goes on.

‘A special event for that evening is now being prepared by the action group. We’ll be celebrating an historic moment in the life of our community. So do make a note in your diaries to be there at Kirkgate station on the fifteenth of next month.’

‘Beware the Ides of March!’ someone calls out from the back of the hall, though the intervention does nothing to dampen the enthusiasm of the meeting. The participants are ecstatic.

As they pour out of the Hub and into the main street of the village, the atmosphere is akin to Hogmanay, the Millennium and this month’s two Scottish rugby wins – all rolled into one. Swept up in the excitement, Andrew, Michael and Anne-Marie fall in step together.

‘Well, I think this calls for a celebration,’ says Andrew. ‘Anyone fancy a drink in the Lowther?’

‘Sounds great,’ says Anne-Marie with immediate enthusiasm.

‘I guess so…er, yes…’ adds Michael, more hesitant and wondering if he can spare the time.

***

Minutes later, they are sitting at a table in the hotel lounge, raising their glasses to the Kirkgate station.

But once they’ve reviewed the excitement of the meeting and shared what the new train service will mean for their day-to-day lives, a longueur begins to fill the space between them. Nor do the non-verbals look promising, not least when Michael starts checking his phone.

Sensing a personal responsibility, Andrew gets a hold of things.

‘So, I know you a little bit, Anne-Marie, but…it’s Michael, isn’t it? Are you living in the village too?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Been in the area for a while, but still new to village life.’

‘And you’re an academic?’

‘Yes, I specialise in hydrology.’

‘OK, so between us, we’ve got medicine, music and water.’

‘Correct,’ says Michael, ‘and in recent weeks, rather a lot of the latter.’

The stilted conversation begins to pick up momentum.

‘So, what’s your take on the flooding, Michael?’ asks Anne-Marie. ‘You’re the expert on this one!’

‘I wish I was,’ comes the modest reply. ‘But I do think some points are quite clear.’

‘OK.’

‘First, there’s the question of climate change.’ As is common, he puts an emphasis on the second word. ‘That’s undeniable, and it’s the source of these increasingly erratic and disruptive weather patterns that we’re getting. Hotter summers. Milder, wetter, winters. Storms and gales. All causing major problems, including a danger to life.’

‘I really started to understand that during COP Twenty-Six,’ says Anne-Marie. ‘Even went up to Glasgow for a few days to hang out with folks and go on the big march.’

‘I was there too,’ smiles Michael, ‘though I can’t say I spotted you in the throng!’

‘Oh dear,’ confesses Andrew. ‘I only followed it on the news. But if we are agreed that climate change is happening, I’m assuming none of us is sceptical about that, and we accept that we have to get to net zero by whatever year it is…’

‘Twenty forty-five,’ says Michael.

‘…then what can be done in the meantime about things like the flooding?’

At this point, Anne-Marie straightens her back and, tapping hands on knees, asks, ‘Well, before we get to that, who fancies another drink?’

‘Actually,’ says Andrew quite spontaneously, ‘I haven’t eaten tonight. Does anyone feel like staying for a bit of food?’

Looking slightly doubtful, the other two flick a glance to each other. But then Michael surprises himself by saying, ‘What a great idea!’ followed by, ‘Then I can tell you properly about my second point – flood mitigation.’

Hold me back, thinks Anne-Marie as she goes off in search of menus.

***

To everyone’s surprise, the meal is a success. All three opt for fish and chips and chuckle with delight as the battered haddock, baskets of hand-cut frites and pots of mushy peas are placed before them.

Michael takes a few mouthfuls of the hot comforting food, sips at his beer and then resumes his narrative. He gives a brief outline of the River Nith from source to sea, along with its associated catchment area. Yes, flooding has been a problem in the past, but now it’s getting worse. Farmland is still being protected by earth bunds along the Nith banks. This means in places, the river becomes more like a drain, causing problems downstream. Plus, the bunds sometimes burst or overflow, creating a danger to livestock and ruining crops. In short, the flood plain is not being allowed to do the work for which it is intended.

It’s all about something Michael calls ‘ecosystem services’.

‘This isn’t a new stopover on the M74,’ he says, a joke doubtless used with his students. ‘It refers to the many and varied benefits provided to humans by the natural environment when it’s not degraded.’

Anne-Marie and Andrew are attentive, so Michael presses on.

‘There are problems further upstream too, in the tributaries. Clear felling of timber, draining of peat bogs, the installation of wind farm roads – any of these can cause rainwater to run off the hill at speed, contributing to flash flooding and poor water quality downstream. There’s a need to slow down the runoff, rewet the peatlands and plant varieties of trees that will absorb moisture, capture carbon and reduce acidification of the water. It’s all interlinked.’

Michael not only knows what he’s talking about, but he can tell the story without scientific jargon, digressions and obscure detail.

Andrew, himself a scientist at heart, is hugely impressed. He wants to know who, other than Michael, is studying this, what is being done to act on the findings, and crucially how landowners, farmers and communities are responding.

Anne-Marie, by contrast, quietly muses on the creative potential of it all. She sees that her hymn to Nithsdale needs many dimensions. It’s going to require some rational elements, musical figures that depict scientific enquiry, the tussle between different forms of knowledge and the need for change. Later months will need to take on a new edge to capture this. She’s thinking formal and structural.

Over a post-meal coffee, the conversation briefly turns more personal.

Anne-Marie shares her career worries. The band has got a few dates in the diary, but that won’t pay the rent. She’s wondered about sub-letting her small cottage and taking in a lodger. But with so many house shares in her back catalogue, she’s not keen to go there again if she can avoid it. At the moment, it’s private teaching for violin and singing that’s keeping her afloat. A few of her pupils did well in the Dumfries and Galloway Schools Burns competition last week, so that might bring in a bit more business.

Michael explains that since he and Esme separated, he’s been living in a flat above the hardware shop. He’s never short of a screwdriver or some fuse wire, but it is a bit cramped, and he’d prefer a place with somewhere to sit outside. Since COVID, everyone is more aware of the need for this, but such accommodation isn’t easy to come by. There’s more and more demand for decent rented property at an affordable price, and he feels awkward pushing out people whose needs are greater than his own.

Nudged by the relaxed atmosphere and the slightly confessional turn in the conversation, Andrew, to his own surprise, embarks on some of his story.

‘You’ll perhaps know that my wife Sarah died last year, just as we were both about to retire. I’ve been in a bit of a dwam ever since. For years, I’ve told bereaved people in the surgery that there are stages to grief, and everyone has to pass through them to get out the other end.’

‘I’ve heard of that,’ says Anne-Marie.

‘It’s baloney, of course. Grief is a gaping hole. You can’t fill it. You don’t want to fill it. But gradually, I’m realising I have to do something with it. After the flooding, there must have been a lot of sorrow for people who lost their possessions, saw their homes ruined. But then the waters recede, there are things to do, cleaning up, restoring what you had, even at its worst, having to move somewhere else. With the gaping hole, where do you begin?’

Michael and Anne-Marie shuffle in their seats, caught off guard by Andrew’s disclosure, which is unprecedented for him too. Yet the silence that develops is not uncomfortable. For at least a minute, nobody speaks. The background hum of the Lowther Arms hovers gently around them, but inside their heads, there is only quietness.

***

Andrew continues, now on a different tack. He’s been close enough to the wind for one night.

‘Do you mind if I change the subject completely?’

There are nods in response and a friendly raising of eyebrows.

‘The other morning, just before the first minister’s resignation announcement, I came across one of those memory things on Facebook. It was about something that had happened years back. Do any of you remember the Henry Moore sculpture theft?’

Anne-Marie and Michael look blank, not sure at all where this might be heading.

‘It caused something of a stir at the time. At least, among lovers of modernist art. A piece called Standing Figure was taken from an open-air sculpture park at Glenkiln, up in the hills not far from here. It had been on display there for over fifty years before it disappeared one night in October 2013.’

‘Oh, yeah…that’s ringing a bell now.’ Anne-Marie nods. ‘It happened when I was at the Conservatoire. I don’t think it stirred up the locals much, though. Not many of them had ever been up to Glenkiln. But after it was nicked, didn’t the owners take away most of the other sculptures as well? Closing the stable door, I guess.’

‘That’s right. There were five other works by Moore, Rodin and Epstein that were brought into safekeeping. The Glenkiln theft came on the back of a number of other Henry Moores’ that had been stolen down south around the same time. There was speculation they’d been melted down for the metal. With one exception, none of the sculptures were seen again.’

‘That’s quite something,’ says a bemused Michael. ‘But why are you mentioning it now, Andrew?’

‘So, I decided to dig a bit deeper into the art theft world, and of course, rather more interesting and certainly better known was the robbery at Drumlanrig Castle that happened even longer ago.’

‘Oh, I can just about recall that one!’ Anne-Marie is getting drawn into the story. ‘I was in Primary Seven at the time, and we had the local bobby come to talk to us about it.’

‘I can vaguely remember that too,’ Michael interjects. ‘Wasn’t it a Leonardo da Vinci painting that got stolen?’

‘Indeed it was, and the date was the twenty-seventh of August 2003. The whole thing looked a bit amateurish at the time. Two guys in funny hats walked into the castle one morning at opening time, lifted the painting from its place in a hallway and were then swiftly driven away by an accomplice. It was daylight robbery in the extreme.’

‘But the painting was recovered, right?’ asks Michael, dredging back through his memory.

‘It was, albeit in odd circumstances. The Leonardo, which rejoiced in the name of Madonna and the Yarnwinder, was said to be worth thirty-seven million. I remember being reliably told at the time by the village barber that it had been stolen to order for a South American drug baron. But when, in fact, it was recovered about four years later, it was a gang from Lancashire that was behind it all.’

The sheer improbability of the story has them laughing. But then Andrew intervenes again, now more serious.

‘What do you think I might be driving at here? Have you noticed anything about the two crimes?’

‘They were committed exactly ten years apart,’ says Michael, quick as a contestant on University Challenge.

Andrew waits for effect, his raised eyebrows urging them on to the salient point.

Then, ‘Oh, no, wait a minute, it’s 2023. The last robbery was ten years ago and the first one ten years before that!’ Anne-Marie is getting into the spirit of this like someone in a game of charades.

‘That’s it precisely,’ says Andrew. ‘I know you might think this sounds like the deranged thoughts of a washed-out doctor, and you could be right.’

He pauses there. Michael and Anne-Marie don’t know where to look.

‘But who knows?’ Andrews continues. ‘Could history be about to repeat itself?’

***

To faux protests from the other two, Andrew picks up the tab and they make ready to leave the Lowther Arms, their unusual evening coming to a close. Outside, something very strange is happening above them. The night sky is layered in moving bands of blues, greens and purples. Intense, almost digital colours drift and merge, like ink drops in a tank of water. The three of them gaze upwards, amazed. It’s a portentous moment. The Aurora Borealis has arrived in Nithsdale.
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