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Chapter One

The City Built on Grey Stone and Stubborn Hope
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The seagulls woke me, same as every morning. Not the gentle cries you hear in films about coastal towns — these were Dundee seagulls, which meant they sounded like someone had insulted their mothers and they intended to do something about it. I lay in bed and listened to them argue with each other above Perth Road while the grey light of an October dawn crept through the bay windows.

Six months. I’d been in Dundee for six months, and the flat still looked like I was passing through.

I sat up and surveyed the evidence. One suitcase, still not fully unpacked, wedged between the wardrobe and the wall. A stack of books on the bedside table — all about Dundee’s industrial architecture, none of them novels. My laptop on the kitchen table, which doubled as my desk, which doubled as my dining table on the rare occasions I ate something that required a plate. The walls were bare except for a calendar from the Heritage Trust, still showing August.

The flat itself was beautiful, in the way that old Dundee tenements are beautiful when you stop worrying about the draughts. High ceilings with ornate cornicing. Bay windows that rattled when the wind came off the Tay. A fireplace that hadn’t worked since the Thatcher years, according to Hamish downstairs. From the front windows I could see Perth Road in both directions — the coffee shops and charity bookshops and student pubs that made up my daily landscape, and beyond them, if I craned my neck, a slice of the river, flat and silver under the enormous Scottish sky.

I made coffee — instant, because the cafetière had been a casualty of the move from Portland and I hadn’t replaced it — and stood at the window in my socks. A bus heaved itself up the hill. Two students walked past with their heads bent against a wind I couldn’t feel from up here but knew was there, because the wind in Dundee was always there. It came off the Firth of Tay like a reminder that the North Sea was just around the corner and it hadn’t forgotten about you.

I drank my coffee and thought about what I always thought about in the morning, which was buildings.

Today it was the Tay Works — a former jute mill on the south side of the city, built by the Gilroy Brothers around 1850, four storeys of grey Angus sandstone with arched windows and a chimney stack that had survived everything the twentieth century could throw at it. The Heritage Trust wanted my assessment by Friday: was the building structurally significant enough to warrant a preservation order, given that a developer had plans to convert it into luxury flats? My job was to make the case either way, with photographs and historical context and the kind of careful architectural prose that made planning committees feel like they were doing something noble when they voted.

I was good at my job. Buildings made sense to me in ways that most things didn’t. They had bones you could read and stories you could trace. They held still while you studied them, which was more than you could say for people.

I rinsed my mug, pulled on my coat — the heavy one, the one I’d bought in Edinburgh on my first weekend in Scotland after realising that my Portland rain jacket was a joke — and headed out.

* * *
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Perth Road in October smelled like wet leaves and diesel and, if you were lucky, something baking. This morning it was bread from the Italian deli four doors down, and the smell hit me as I turned toward the coffee shop and almost made me believe I lived here.

Almost.

The coffee shop was called Tethered, and it occupied the ground floor of a converted jute merchant’s office with exposed stone walls and a tin ceiling. Priya Sharma was behind the counter, as she was every weekday morning, and she had my flat white started before I reached the till.

“Morning, Nora. You look like you slept in your clothes again.”

“I didn’t sleep in my clothes.”

“You’ve got pillow marks on your face and your jumper’s inside out.”

I looked down. She was right about the jumper. I pulled it off, turned it round, and put it back on while Priya watched with the cheerful detachment of someone who had seen me do this before.

“Better?” I said.

“Marginally.” She slid the flat white across the counter. The foam had a leaf pattern in it, because Priya took her art seriously even when the canvas was a paper cup. “Big day?”

“Tay Works assessment. I’m arguing for preservation, which means I need to make a Victorian jute mill sound sexy to a planning committee that wants to greenlight luxury flats.”

“You’ll manage. You’ve got that thing where you talk about brickwork and people start nodding like you’re reading poetry.”

“That’s not a compliment.”

“It absolutely is.” She leaned on the counter. Priya was twenty-nine, Dundee-born, with dark eyes that noticed everything and a postgraduate thesis on digital design that she worked on between the morning rush and the lunch rush. She’d told me once that making coffee was her way of staying connected to the city while her brain lived in a computer. I understood the impulse. My version was buildings. “Fiona’s been in already, by the way. Grabbed a coffee and looked like she hadn’t slept much either. She seemed... preoccupied.”

“Preoccupied how?”

Priya shrugged. “She was on her phone when she came in. Speaking low, like she didn’t want anyone to hear. Then she sat in the corner for twenty minutes and stared at her coffee. I’ve never seen Fiona Rattray stare at coffee. That woman drinks coffee like it owes her money.”

I smiled, because it was true. Fiona Rattray, Director of the Dundee Heritage Trust, was the most purposeful person I’d ever met. She didn’t stare at things. She decided about them.

“Maybe she’s got a big meeting,” I said.

“Maybe,” Priya said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

I took my coffee to the window seat I always used — second from the left, facing the street — and opened my laptop. Outside, Perth Road was waking up properly now: the bookshop owner unlocking his door, a woman in a yellow raincoat walking a terrier, two more students, always more students. Dundee had more university students per capita than almost anywhere in Europe, and you could feel it — the city hummed with a particular kind of young energy that kept rubbing up against the older, deeper rhythms of the place. The stone and the jute and the river, versus the tech startups and the V&A and the design school. Old Dundee and new Dundee, arguing like the seagulls, neither winning.

I worked for an hour on the Tay Works report, describing the mason’s marks on the south-facing wall and the unusual iron-frame construction that suggested the Gilroys had been experimenting with techniques ahead of their time. The building was worth saving. Most buildings were, if you asked me, which nobody did except the Heritage Trust, and they only asked because they were paying me to care.

At half nine I packed up and walked to the waterfront.

* * *
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The Dundee Heritage Trust occupied the second floor of a converted warehouse near Discovery Point, with views of the V&A’s angular concrete hull and the river beyond it. I took the long route to get there, down through the West End and along the riverside path, because walking was how I thought and because October mornings in Dundee were worth walking through. The trees along Riverside Drive were turning — gold and copper and a particular shade of rust that only Scottish oaks seemed to manage — and the air smelled of the river: salt, mud, and something mineral, like cold stone. Two swans drifted on the Tay with the self-possession of creatures who knew they had right of way. A jogger passed me, breath streaming, and nodded without breaking stride. Dundonians nodded at you. They didn’t stop and chat with strangers the way people in small towns did, but they acknowledged your existence, which was more than could be said for most cities I’d lived in.

I passed Discovery Point, where Captain Scott’s Antarctic ship sat in its dry dock, looking improbably small for a vessel that had survived the Southern Ocean. The RRS Discovery was Dundee-built, 1901, and the city was proud of it the way you’re proud of a child who did something extraordinary and then came home. Next to it, the V&A rose from the waterfront like something that had arrived from the future and decided to stay. Kengo Kuma’s design was supposed to evoke Scottish cliffs, and on a day like this, with the haar softening its edges, it almost worked. On bright days it looked more like a very expensive origami accident. I liked it either way.

On clear days, you could see across the Firth of Tay to the hills of Fife, green and ancient and completely indifferent to whatever Dundee was doing with its waterfront regeneration. Today was not a clear day. The haar had rolled in overnight and turned the far shore into a grey absence.

Fiona Rattray was in her office with the door half-open, which was her version of “come in but knock first.” I knocked.

“Nora. Good. Come sit down.”

She was behind her desk, which was covered in the organised chaos of someone who knew exactly where everything was despite all evidence to the contrary. Fiona was fifty-eight, silver-haired, with the kind of face that had probably been pretty in her twenties and was now something better: compelling. She wore reading glasses on a chain and used them as a weapon — putting them on when she wanted you to know she was paying attention, taking them off when she wanted you to know she’d stopped.

Today the glasses were off. She was looking at something on her phone with an expression I’d never seen on her before. Distracted wasn’t quite right. Troubled.

“Everything all right?” I said.

She looked up, and just like that the expression was gone, replaced by the focused warmth that was Fiona’s professional mode. “Fine. Just some Heritage Trust politics. You know how it is — everyone wants to save Dundee’s history as long as it doesn’t cost them anything or take longer than a committee meeting.” She gestured to the chair across from her desk. “Tell me about the Tay Works.”

I sat down and talked about brickwork and iron frames and the Gilroy Brothers’ ambitions, and Fiona listened the way she always listened — completely, with occasional sharp questions that made me sharpen my own thinking. This was why I liked working for her. Most clients wanted you to confirm what they’d already decided. Fiona wanted the truth about the building, even if the truth was complicated.

“The south wall’s the key argument,” I said. “The mason’s marks are consistent with a workforce that included both local Dundee tradesmen and specialists brought in from Edinburgh. That’s unusual for this period. It suggests the Gilroys were investing in quality that went beyond—”

“Beyond what the jute trade strictly required,” Fiona finished. “They were building something they were proud of. Not just a mill. A statement.” She smiled. “Write that, Nora. The planning committee responds to statements.”

“I’ll have the full assessment by Friday.”

“Good.” She paused, and for a moment the troubled expression flickered back. She picked up her pen, put it down, picked it up again. “Nora, you’ve been going through the mill records at Verdant Works, yes? For the Tay Works background?”

“Last week. They’ve got payroll records going back to the 1840s.”

“Did you come across anything... unusual? References to groups or organisations you didn’t recognise?”

Something in her tone made me careful. “I found some references to a women’s mutual aid society. Nothing I could identify precisely — they seemed to crop up in the margins. Notes about collections, meetings. I assumed it was something like a benevolent fund for the mill workers’ wives.”

Fiona nodded slowly. “Probably was,” she said, but the way she said it — too casual, like someone placing a book face-down on a table to hide the page — told me she knew more than she was sharing. “If you find anything else like that, would you mention it to me?”

“Of course.”

She stood up, signalling that the meeting was over, and walked me to the door. As I was leaving, she said, “I’ve got a meeting tomorrow evening. Rather an important one, actually. I’ve been preparing for it for... well, for longer than I’d like to admit.” She touched the doorframe, a small unconscious gesture. “I may be a bit distracted this week. Don’t take it personally.”

“I never take anything personally,” I said.

She gave me a look that suggested she saw through that particular lie with X-ray precision but was too polite to say so. “Friday for the assessment. Thank you, Nora.”

I walked back along the waterfront with the haar thinning around me and the ghostly shape of the Tay Rail Bridge emerging to the west. The bridge stumps of the original — the one that had collapsed in 1879, killing seventy-five people — were visible at low tide, dark teeth in the grey water. I’d learned about the disaster in my first week, the way you learn about any city’s defining wound: someone mentions it and then everyone mentions it, and you realise it’s a scar the city still touches when it thinks nobody’s looking.

I didn’t think about Fiona’s question. Not then. I was thinking about brickwork.

* * *
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By seven o’clock I was back in the flat with the Tay Works photographs spread across my kitchen table and an M&S ready meal in the microwave. Outside, Perth Road had shifted into its evening mode: the coffee shops closing, the pubs beginning to glow, the students heading out while the retirees headed in. The sky had cleared and the last of the October light was doing something extraordinary to the buildings across the street — picking out the sandstone in shades of gold and amber that would be gone in ten minutes.

I was photographing the light through the window — for reference, I told myself, not because it was beautiful — when someone knocked on my door.

Hamish Cargill stood in the hallway holding a casserole dish with both hands and looking pleased with himself. My downstairs neighbour was sixty-eight, widowed, barrel-chested, and in possession of opinions about everything from Dundee FC’s midfield strategy to the correct way to fold a tea towel. He’d appointed himself as my unofficial guide to the city within my first week, and I’d been too polite to discourage him, which he’d taken as enthusiastic consent.

“Made too much stew,” he announced. “Beef and ale. You’ll want some.”

“Hamish, that’s very kind, but I’ve got—”

“A ready meal. I can hear the microwave from downstairs. That’s no a dinner, that’s a cry for help.” He held the casserole dish higher. “Take it. I’ve got bread and all. A proper loaf from Fisher and Donaldson.”

I took the casserole dish because arguing with Hamish was like arguing with the weather — possible in theory, pointless in practice. “Thank you. Really.”

He didn’t come in. He never did, unless I invited him, which was one of the things I quietly appreciated about him. He respected the half-closed door, even as he pushed stew through it. But he lingered in the hallway, peering past me at the flat.

“Still no put anything on the walls, eh?”

“I’m getting to it.”

“You’ve been getting to it since April.” He said this without judgement, but his eyes — shrewd, kind, the colour of weak tea — saw what he saw. A flat that belonged to someone who hadn’t decided to stay. “Well. Enjoy the stew. It’s better than whatever that microwave’s doing to your soul.”

He headed back downstairs, and I closed the door and stood in my temporary flat with someone else’s stew in my hands, and for a moment I felt the particular loneliness of being surrounded by kindness you can’t quite let in. Portland had been like this too, and Chicago before that, and the brief disastrous year in Savannah. I moved to new cities and I admired them and I let their people feed me and I left before anyone could accuse me of staying. My ex, Daniel, had put it more bluntly during our last argument: You love buildings because they can’t leave you. And you leave everywhere before anywhere can become home.

He wasn’t entirely wrong, which was the worst thing about it.

I ate the stew. It was excellent — rich, dark, the kind of stew that had been simmering all afternoon and knew it was good. I ate it standing at the counter because sitting at the table felt like making a commitment to the meal. Then I went back to the Tay Works photographs and worked until the light was gone and the street outside was dark and the seagulls had finally shut up.

My phone rang at twenty past nine.

I didn’t recognise the number. I almost let it go to voicemail — I was deep in a photograph of the Tay Works roofline, tracing a crack in the parapet that might or might not be structural — but something made me answer.

The voice on the other end was a woman I didn’t recognise — someone from the Heritage Trust board, speaking in the clipped, controlled tone people use when they’re trying not to fall apart. She told me that Fiona Rattray had been found at the bottom of the ravine below Balgay Bridge. She’d fallen — or something. It wasn’t clear yet. The police were there. She was dead.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I know you worked closely with her. We’re contacting everyone on her current projects.”

I said something — thank you, probably, or I’m sorry, or some other insufficient word — and the woman hung up, and I sat on the edge of my bed for a long time after that, holding the phone in my lap, staring at the bare wall across from me.

The flat was very quiet. Somewhere outside, a bus changed gears on the hill. I could hear my own breathing, and the tick of the radiator, and nothing else. The wind pressed against the bay windows and the old glass flexed slightly in its frame, a sound like the building sighing.

Fiona had mentioned a meeting. An important one. She’d been preparing for it for longer than she’d like to admit.

She’d never get to that meeting now.

I looked at the casserole dish on the counter, still half full of Hamish’s stew, and I thought about how she’d touched the doorframe as I was leaving. A small gesture. The kind of thing a person does when they’re anchoring themselves to something solid. I thought about her silver hair and her reading glasses and the way she’d said would you mention it to me? — as if it mattered, as if whatever she’d been looking for in those old mill records was urgent and alive and pressing against the walls of her careful composure.

Balgay Bridge. I’d walked across it once, early in my time here, on a Saturday afternoon exploration of Balgay Park. A stone bridge over a deep ravine, connecting the park to the Western Necropolis — the Victorian cemetery where Dundee’s dead lay under tilted headstones and the shade of enormous trees. It was beautiful and unsettling, the ravine dropping away beneath you into shadow and ferns and the sound of water somewhere far below. I’d looked over the edge and felt that primal pull — not a desire to jump, but the awareness that the drop was there, that the stone under your hands was the only thing between you and it.

The wind picked up outside, rattling the bay windows, and Dundee settled into the dark around me like a city holding its breath.
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Chapter Two

Never Cross the Bridge at Night
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I couldn’t sleep. The wind kept up all night, and every time I closed my eyes I saw the bridge — the stone railing, the drop, the ferns far below in shadow. At six in the morning I gave up, made instant coffee, and sat in the bay window watching Perth Road lighten from black to grey. The haar was back, thicker than yesterday, pressing against the windows like something trying to get in.

By eight o’clock I was walking up Balgay Hill.

I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t have a reason, exactly, beyond the one that had pulled me out of bed and across the city in the cold October fog: I needed to see the bridge. I needed to look at it the way I looked at buildings — carefully, structurally, with the part of my brain that understood how things were put together and how they came apart. It was the only way I knew how to process what had happened. When Daniel and I had split up, I’d spent three days documenting a condemned warehouse in Southeast Portland instead of crying. When my mother had called to tell me my father was in hospital, I’d driven to the nearest church — not to pray, but to photograph the masonry. Buildings were where I went when the world stopped making sense.

The walk from Perth Road took twenty minutes. I cut through the West End, past the dark windows of Dundee Contemporary Arts, up the steep residential streets where the stone tenements gave way to semi-detached houses with autumn gardens. A cat watched me from a garden wall with the composed indifference of an animal that has never once been surprised. The streets were quiet — it was early, and the fog discouraged casual walking.

Balgay Park in the haar was a different world. The broad-leafed trees — beech, oak, sycamore — rose out of the fog like pillars in a ruined cathedral, their October gold muted to amber. The paths were slick with fallen leaves. I could hear a crow somewhere above me but couldn’t see it. The park smelled of wet earth and decomposing leaves and something sharp and green, like the mist itself had a botanical source. Somewhere to the east, through the trees, Mills Observatory sat on the hilltop — the small domed building gifted to Dundee in 1935, one of the city’s quiet treasures. I’d meant to visit it for months and never had. On a clear day, you could see the Tay from the upper paths, the bridges, the hills of Fife. Today, the fog had reduced the world to twenty feet in any direction, and I walked in a pocket of visibility that moved with me like a small, personal clearing.

The bridge appeared suddenly, as things do in fog — one moment there was nothing, the next there it was, its stone arch spanning the ravine between the park and the Western Necropolis. Police tape blocked both ends
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Minutes of the Monthly Neeting — Tuesday, 4th January, 1955
Held at Mills Observatory, Balgay ill

Present: M. Balfour (Chair), E. Cargill, J. Tmes, . Rattray, A.

Drumond, P. Henderson Apologies: . MacPherson

1. Minutes of the previous meeting were read and approved.

2. The Chair reported that the winter solstice observance was
carried out without incident. Attendance was satisfactory.
The bridge was found to be in good order.

3. Treasurer’s report: funds sufficient for the coming quarter.
The discretionary account  maintained for assistance to
fanilies in difficulty - stands at £43 7s. Four disbursenent
made in Decenber, details recorded separately per protocol.

4. Mrs. Innes reported on three families in the Ferry requirin
attention. Two matters resolved; one ongoing. Details
recorded jone ongoing.

5. The question of the seventy-fifth anniversary was raised.
After discussion, it was agreed that the forn of observance
would remain unchanged. Miss Cargill proposed that a written
account be prepared for the archive, The Chair noted that
certain matters are better preserved in nemory than in
writing. Motion not carried.

6. New members: one candidate proposed by Mrs. Henderson.
Background satisfactory. Foral introduction at the February
neeting.

7. Any other business: Mrs. Rattray raised the matter of a
fanily known to the Society whose circunstances have receitly
changed. The Chair confirned the Society's obligations
in this regard remain in effect regardless of changed

circumstances.
8. Next meeting: First Tuesday of February, Mills /

Observatory, 7pa. /
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