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			‘Listen, listen to the wind in the trees. Tell her I am dreaming of other times.’

			 

			(Susana Solovey, The Ice Dragon)
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			A Photograph

			You are looking at a photograph, a photograph showing the interior of a room. It is an old photograph, almost a hundred years old at the time of writing. It does not have the clear resolution and adjusted lighting you might be used to. This photograph has the quality of a historical artefact, a piece of evidence. Even before you examine it in detail, you will find yourself assuming certain things: whoever took the photograph is most likely dead now, and whatever happened here, happened a long time ago. There is a possibility that the house that contains this room is no longer standing.

			Hold that thought, carry it to its logical conclusion, and you will see how this photograph, indeed any photograph, can function as a time machine. The picture not only proves that this space existed; it can carry you back there. By examining the photograph you inhabit the room and scent its aromas: dust, old newspapers, yesterday’s braised beef. You hear the sounds drifting in from the hallway and from the street outside. You experience the textures of fabrics, the patina of household objects, the faded spring light.

			
			

			You have stepped, however briefly, over the threshold of a different time. Your perception of the world is altered as a result.

			 

			The room you are standing in is known as the parlour. The parlour is a public reception room, a room for entertaining guests, traditionally situated at the front of the house, as is the case with this one. The room has a dingy aspect, an impression you might ascribe partly to the outdated technology that has been utilised in capturing its image, but mostly comes down to the way the room is furnished. Today, a room like this would be painted in pale, neutral colours, the floorboards stripped and varnished, a soft-­minimalist aesthetic designed to take advantage of the natural light spilling in through the Georgian windows.

			At the time the photograph was taken, the fashions tended towards the formal, towards sobriety. Heavy, textured wallpapers in grey or green; small spaces crammed with furniture, shelves stacked with ornaments and family keepsakes. If this room feels familiar to you at all, it is probably because it reminds you of your grandmother’s house: every object dusted and neatly in place, yet the room as a whole still managing to generate an impression of endless Sunday boredom and benign neglect.

			If you are old enough, you will remember boarding houses that looked like this: dilapidated seafront terraces in Brighton, Blackpool or Bridlington, intrusive landladies who unpacked your luggage without being asked. Who – you never said anything at the time, you were only a child – you suspected of poking about among your family’s possessions while you were dragging your feet along the rainy promenade or taking refuge in the pier head café, tea and bread and butter and haddock and chips.

			
			

			At the centre of the room stands a table, and the sturdy build of it, the dark varnish reminds you of a table in your grandmother’s house, the kind that could be expanded with a pull-­out panel to make room for extra guests, folded up against a wall when not in use. That table is living a new life now, as in the bedsitters and shared apartments of young working people thousands of other, similar tables have taken on new roles as writing desks and computer stations, dumping grounds for sports equipment, aquarium stands.

			Sturdy, workmanlike furniture, built to last. A little dull, maybe, but there was a time when you would have been proud to own a table like this, and you can see how the table in the photograph is given pride of place. The one leg that is properly visible gleams with polish. The tabletop is protected with a velvet cloth. Velvet, with a silken fringe, typical for the period, and it is easy to imagine its colour: sage green, or autumn gold, or sable brown.

			There are three chairs. One has a leather seat, held in place with brass studs, and the chair’s straight arms are also leather-­covered. This kind of chair is known as a carver. It would normally have been placed at the head of the table, from where the head of the household – usually a man – would have carved the meat on Sundays. In the photograph, the chair is standing against the wall between an internal door and a large wardrobe, or armoire. To the left of the armoire stands a second chair, with wooden arms and slanted, candytwist arm supports. The chair’s legs are lost in the gloom and cannot be described. To the right of the table and just inside the photograph’s frame you can make out a third chair, perhaps the partner of the second, although not enough of it is visible to be able to confirm this. Both the second chair and this third are upholstered with cushions in what looks like a chintz pattern. They are plump and pretty, these cushions. Like the table and the other furniture they seem well looked after.

			
			

			Positioned between the first two chairs, the bulky, free-­standing armoire has a central, mirrored panel, two carved side panels and a deep drawer beneath. The dark wood of the armoire, like the table leg, is polished to a high shine. The front is slightly bowed, and the top is decorated with a carved pediment. The mirror, similarly polished and free of dust, clearly reflects the table that is standing in front of it.

			To the left of the table you can see what looks like a padded bench, or pew, with turned struts at the back and a pull-­out bed or ottoman behind it, with a quilted cover. To the right of the ottoman is a wash stand with a plant pot in a pottery bowl. On the wall behind, two framed paintings hang from the picture rail. The paintings are of landscapes, possibly Highland landscapes, although it is impossible to say for sure.

			On the back of the internal door hangs a child’s dress, with what might be a fur stole, or a scarf in a lighter material wound around the hook. The dress has long sleeves and is dark in colour. In the corner of the room, between the wash stand and the door, stand two tall, white, cylindrical objects. They could be rolls of paper, or of fabric. It is difficult to discern anything further about them.

			The room is crowded with things. You would probably describe it as overcrowded, a room in a house where space is at a premium. The people who live here are not well off. By today’s standards, they would be described as poor. Yet the pride they take in their home is unmistakable.

			
			

			This is a photograph of a crime scene, taken by one of the police officers who are in attendance. The only reason this photograph exists is because one of the people who lives here is about to be charged with murder. If this murder had not occurred, you would not be standing in this space now. The house, the room and its contents would have vanished into history, like millions of others. You would not know it existed, and neither would I.

			
			

		

	
		
			A Journey

			In the summer after the second lockdown, I travel north to spend a week in Aberdeen. It is early July. The evenings are long and white, the nights indigo and barely there, the days slipping by as they do in the north, when the weather is fine, when the light is like the light of another world. My journey is not essential, which is why I am making it. I want to travel on board a train, arrive in a place I have never visited before, check into a chain hotel and order Chinese food from a local takeaway. Explore a network of streets that are new to me. Catch unexpected glimpses of the lives of others. Is this not what writers do?

			I dwell on these matters obsessively, on how absurd it is that stepping on to a train has come to seem like an act of rebellion. I have to keep reminding myself that my desire to go to places and look at things is normal, that it is this shadow-­life we have slipped into that is the absurdity. This is the third summer in a row that I have travelled to the far north of Scotland for no other reason than wanting to go there. Last summer, when I had to change trains at Inverness, the concessions on the station forecourt were all closed and shuttered, and with an hour or so between trains I decided to leave the station and get a coffee. In a branch of Costa not far from the centre I had to give my name, address and mobile number before being allowed to sit down at a table by the window. It was the only indoor table, and there were no other customers.

			
			

			What has disturbed me more than anything through the period of the lockdowns has been the swiftness with which accustomed behaviours, accustomed thought processes have been overwritten. I have observed a palpable eagerness among some people, to obey, to conform, to see normal individual actions, behaviours and thought processes legally circumscribed. I have found this willingness to be controlled both fascinating and terrifying.

			During both these summers of the pandemic, I have been determined to travel outside my home area as soon as possible, as soon as such an activity is once again permitted. The juxtaposition of the word travel with the word permitted suggests its opposite: not just that permission to travel is required, but that to travel without permission has become the exception rather than the rule. The rapidity with which this has not only happened, but become accepted – that is what I find frightening. Not the pragmatic fact of not being allowed to do such and such a thing, but the existential fact that it is possible to have the legal right to do whatever it is rescinded at a moment’s notice and with no rebuttal.

			Most disturbing of all is that no one who is not a fringe theorist, a COVID-­denier or a militant libertarian seems to be interested in talking about this. It is no longer socially acceptable to question the fact that the right to have a cup of tea in someone else’s kitchen has been taken away. One unexpected side benefit of this situation is that there are fewer people on the trains, and because everyone is wearing masks, the threat of having to talk to anyone has been removed. My own mask is made from cotton – green, with white flowers; scant protection against the virus, but a welcome layer of social insulation between myself and other passengers. One of those reappraisals of reality that will later be described as era-­defining. What will we remember of these days of burlesque in ten years’ time?

			
			

			Broughty Ferry, Carnoustie, Arbroath. The brackish waters of the Montrose Basin, oyster catchers and eider ducks flap and float across the gleaming mudflats like drifts of confetti. Ancient places, fishing towns. In winter these hard-­nosed coastal settlements will be Baltic, glittering, knifed by east winds.

			I have half an idea for a novel, something about a Russian émigré writer who comes to Aberdeen to escape the Bolsheviks. Her name is Susana and I can see her quite clearly, stepping out of a taxi outside an imposing granite villa near the university. She will find lodgings in the city, begin work as a teacher. She will live in obscurity, her work known to very few. Only after her death will her experimental saga The Ice Dragon be recognised as a masterpiece, comparable with Andrei Bely’s novel Petersburg or Blok’s long poem The Twelve. Books are wilful, fickle things, though. They change shape when you least expect them to, and almost without my realising, Susana slips from her seat and into the buffet car, drawing sentences about herself like the dense, woollen fabric of her overcoat, brought with her from Russia, where a new war is already being spoken of behind closed doors.

			All the way from Glasgow I have been absorbed in an anthology of Aberdeen murders called Blood and Granite. The book is engrossing without being challenging, a compendium of facts that have become established over time, of details repeated so often their edges have been worn smooth, like shards of glass tumbled in the icy waters of the North Sea. There is a lulling immutability to these accounts of old crimes: this happened, that happened, the thing played out like this. The older the cases are, the more they seem like ghost stories, distant and bloodless, almost comforting, yet with that frisson of the uncanny that makes them live on.

			
			

			The text is illustrated with black-­and-­white photographs, ordinary people immortalised through their misfortune. If the captions from the photographs were removed, it would be impossible to tell the victims from the killers, though it is not the faces that compel me so much as the crime scenes: houses, pubs, side streets, places where nothing happens until it does.

			As the train pulls away from Montrose, I become captivated by a story from 1934, about an eight-­year-­old girl named Helen Priestly who was sent by her mother to buy bread from a local bakery and never returned. Almost at once I begin to wonder if this is the story the Russian émigré latches on to, the story that sits – like an ice dragon – at the heart of her novel.

			Even before I reach the city, I can feel my sense of the narrative shifting and changing, being reshaped within the contours of this real-­life crime. By the end of the day I recognise, with a feeling close to panic, that I am going to write about what happened to Helen Priestly. Even before I begin work I am wondering if the story I am about to start writing is too difficult to tell. I keep asking myself why it nags at me, why it won’t stay in the past where it belongs.

			
			

			 

			I arrive in Aberdeen soon after three. The streets are quieter and emptier than I have been expecting. At first, I put this down to the continuing uncertainties of the COVID situation. But as I walk up Bridge Street and on to Union Street, I begin to get the feeling that there is more to it, not just an interruption to normality but a realignment, an inexorable slide from a previous state of existence towards something other. On Union Street a fitful wind is gusting, scattering litter across the concrete outside a pizza restaurant. Men and women sit cross-­legged on the pavement, chugging Stella and Black Label cider straight from the can. They are not talking much. The sound of heavy drilling spirals upwards from the wasteland of ongoing building works that is Union Street Gardens.

			The air smells dusty, warmed-­over, as if recycled. The whole place seems somehow disconsolate, caught out, and I cannot get past the feeling that I have come too late. The Aberdeen I am searching for is gone, the muscular northern seaport of the years between the wars. The gloom and grit of the old city, its windows blackened by ancient dirt, its sailors packing the grimy alehouses that throng the harbourside. Before the end of paper and textiles and before the oil boom. Before the trams were set on fire and replaced by motor cars. Before the Union Square shopping mall exploded from the station forecourt and swallowed it whole.

			 

			I dump my bag on the built-­in luggage stand. I feel attentive to my surroundings, energised by the sense of freedom I always find in being alone in a place where no one knows me. I take a shower, then order a meal from a takeaway close to the hotel. I cannot stop thinking about the crime scene photographs in Blood and Granite, in particular the one of the front room of a tenement flat at number 61 Urquhart Road, the same house where the Priestly family lived, and from where eight-­year-­old Helen Priestly disappeared. The dark wood furniture, the crowded accumulation of personal possessions reminds me of my grandmother’s house.

			
			

			The photograph of Helen Priestly’s killer, taken from a news report in the Aberdeen Press and Journal, is spotted and blurred by time and from poor reproduction but there is an immediacy to it, still. It is hard to look away from.

			I lay the book aside, put on my mask and go downstairs. Outside, the streets are empty and, except for the gusting wind, the town is quiet. I find the silence unnerving. It is as if the city is wary of self-­exposure, suspicious of outward displays. A hard-­bitten, battened-­down outlier of a place that even now, a week after midsummer, is permanently braced for rain.

			I walk slowly through the squares and wynds in the vicinity of Union Street, looking into the windows of shoe shops and betting shops, various pubs and restaurants, a dodgy-­looking nightclub. The light is pastel-­thin and roseate, faintly eerie. A church clock strikes nine. In the Sainsbury’s Local on Bon Accord Street I pick out a packet of stilton-­flavoured crisps and a bottle of pinot grigio. I stand silently with the other customers at the self-­service checkouts, masks pulled up to our eyes.

			You will write about her then, you have decided? says the Russian woman. She has appeared from out of nowhere, walking beside me up the steps from Flourmill Lane. This city, she says. I will never be in love with it, not ever, but that does not matter. It is the writing about it that matters. Words on the page.

			
			

			
			

		

	
		
			City in Limbo 

			The following morning, the wind drops and the heat begins to rise. I walk out along Regent’s Quay into the belt of builders’ yards and storage facilities and fuel depots that have proliferated in what was once the warehouse district, the buffer zone between the docklands and the inner city. Fuel tankers and forklifts roll back and forth across concrete forecourts, warning signals flashing and beeping as they enter and exit the loading bays. From somewhere closer to the water I can hear the dull, repetitive clanging of hammer on steel. Aside from occasional guys with clipboards wearing hi-­viz jackets, there are surprisingly few people about. I feel curiously at ease. I imagine applying for a job at one of the depots, a continuous stream of days spent checking shipping manifests and assigning load numbers, acquiring an intricate, esoteric knowledge of container ports and freight destinations. The prospect attracts me, as the activity of all specialist, practical workplaces attracts me, their low-­key efficiency, their quiet expertise. Repetitive tasks that keep the world functioning but that are rarely understood or appreciated by those not in the trade.

			
			

			I have always found reassurance in repetition, an aid to thought. Old photographs of Aberdeen docks show a diverse, rambunctious ecosystem teeming with life, a maze of lumber yards and cattle sheds, warehouses and sawmills, a complex, symbiotic machinery geared towards the transport of timber and textiles and livestock, including people. The docks are still busy. Ferries leave for Orkney and Shetland throughout the day. Container ships call at Aberdeen regularly to unload their cargoes. Service vessels bound for the rigs are still based here in the harbour. And the old names are everywhere: Hall, Hood, Duthie and Russell, the great shipbuilding dynasties of Aberdeen’s past embedded in its present, in its street names and parks, carved permanently into the granite from which the town was raised.

			And yet I cannot help feeling that there is less of everything now than this city is used to: less noise, less dirt, less profanity, less stink of fish and cow shit, less talk of the sea. Less sense of a place in the scheme of things. Less money.

			I continue along Waterloo Quay, turning left into Church Street and then right into St Clement’s Street. Directly in front of me is the church of East St Clement’s, designed by John Smith, an Aberdeen architect, in 1828. The church has a tall, square clock tower surmounted with pinnacles. The churchyard, home to a number of sturdy, well established trees, is the only visible green space in a landscape of grey.

			I had been hoping to see inside the church, but the door is padlocked and boarded over, sprayed with graffiti. The sight is both sad and unnerving, another reminder of the changes that have taken place here. Later, when I return home, I will stumble upon a collection of vintage maps and plans of Aberdeen that can be freely accessed through the website of the National Library of Scotland. By some strange coincidence, the cache includes a town plan printed by the Edinburgh Geographical Institute in 1934, the same year that Helen Priestly was murdered. The map was provided by the Association for the Advancement of Science to delegates at their annual conference, which that year was taking place in Aberdeen.

			
			

			The map is like a window opening, as revealing as a photograph and somehow more powerful. Names are like spells, words to raise the dead, to conjure the scents and visions of a time that is gone. Labour exchange, fish market, harbour offices, Salvation Army Citadel, barracks, gasworks, police office. Newcastle and Hull steamer wharf, London steamer wharf, Leith, Orkney and Shetland steamer wharf. I imagine walking down to the quayside with my neatly packed suitcase, bound for Chatham. The dockers cursing and the stink of the fish stalls sprawling the length of Commercial Quay and all the gulls, screaming.

			By the middle of the last century, Aberdeen was the largest fishing port in Scotland and, after Hull and Grimsby, the third largest in the whole of the United Kingdom. Dozens of trawlers, thousands of seamen and traders, canners and smokers all dedicating their lives and their livelihoods to the catching and selling of fish, twenty-­four seven.

			Beyond the London steamer wharf, the shipyards. Wood and steel, varnish and resin, paint and oil and pride and leather and canvas. Perpetual motion and vaunting ambition, a future emboldened in the present, enshrined in the past.

			What happens to a thriving city when you cut its heart out? When you tell a man who has worked his whole life here, his father before him and before him his grandfather, that his calluses no longer have value, that he must learn new skills? When you break the hulk of a hundred years of craft into zero-­hours scrap? To be without purpose is to be without worth, to be untethered and cast adrift in the vacuum of time. The Lady came and saw and conquered and then she went, carted off in the back of a Daimler, the Iron rusted to wreckage, the Lady herself now ten years dead. Yet still the nightmare lingers and the stain remains.

			
			

			There are rumblings and rumours of a new aerospace industry in the north, a pioneering home-­grown spaceport together with a thousand subsidiary money-­pots to keep the engines turning. I imagine a woman – let’s call her Lena – whose grandfather was a welder in the Aberdeen shipyards, about to begin work as an engineer at the fledgling shuttle complex. Your granddad never got over it, her mother says, the way they trashed the yards and laid off the men. Lena recalls her grandfather only dimly, a grey figure bent with age, his fleshless fingers quivering as he lighted a cigarette.

			He was kind, the woman remembers, but he was sad. A living shadow. Now Lena sees him walking beside her on her way to work.

			I am standing on the quayside at Footdee, pronounced Fittie and named for St Fittick, the patron saint of gardeners. The village once known as Fishtown, a couple of dozen low-­slung cottages bolted together around the grids of their own backyards. A forgotten enclave, you’d be forgiven for thinking, a broken twig of the city’s great tree, but you would be wrong. Footdee is ancient, Mediaeval, older than the shipyards and older than Union Street, a place with a history that stretches back centuries and still continues. Fishtown, with its hardboiled pub and fish and chip shop, its shiny new four-­star restaurant, its glass-­and-­concrete lighthouse that is more like a spy station, the port’s roving eye, its washing lines strung from open windows, its scrubby patch of greensward is where the city begins.

			
			

			I fall in love with it instantly, as I tend to do with coastal places, especially obscure ones. New Pier Road and York Street, Pilot Square and North Square, the bus stop outside M-­I Swaco on Pocra Quay – I am half-­afraid that if I don’t take note of how I got here I might never find it again. An orange-­bellied tanker on the horizon is an alien visitant, a messenger from another universe. I find myself wondering what this place will look like a century from now.

			According to the Plan of the City of Aberdeen prepared for the Post Office Directory of 1879, the village of Footdee is home to an ironworks, a lifeboat house, the Sandilands Chemical Works, the Aberdeen Rope and Sail Works, and the Footdee Sawmills. Close by lies a goods yard and station, a direct connection with Aberdeen Central and busy with freight. In 1879, Urquhart Road is a simple thoroughfare linking the already populous King Street in the west with the Queen’s Links, along the shoreline, and an area of open fields and woodland known as Broad Hill. King Street, where Helen Priestly will go to school in fifty years’ time, is home to two hospitals: the Epidemic Hospital and the Boys’ Hospital, built on the site of what will one day become the Robert Gordon University.

			On an earlier plan, published by J&W Emslie in 1862, the Footdee Ironworks, the Sandilands Chemical Company and the Rope and Sail Works are all already in operation, but Urquhart Road as such does not yet exist. It is visible on the map as an unnamed pathway, running from the much less built up King Street across open fields to the Links and then on to Broad Hill. There is no Epidemic Hospital, no buildings at all this far out from the city’s centre, just the powder magazine, something called the police dungyard, and the ominously named Gallows Hill.

			
			

			The one constant is East St Clement’s, sacred ground since the 1300s and marked on every map as far back as I can go. The church’s graveyard is the final resting place of the composer and organist David Grant, who helped to compile The Northern Psalter, a celebrated anthology of Scottish hymn tunes published in 1872. A brass plaque set into the church wall honours him as the composer of the hymn tune ‘Crimond’.

			As a child, I remember being fascinated by the names of the hymn tunes we sang in school assembly: ‘Monk’s Gate’, ‘Slane’, ‘Repton’, ‘Old Hundredth’. There was something solemn and portentous about those names, the name ‘Crimond’ most of all, an austere and chilly resonance that seemed at odds with the stoic, consoling beauty of the words and tune. I did not realise at the time that the names, which seemed so mysterious, were often the names of places connected with the composer, in the case of ‘Crimond’ a village in Aberdeenshire to the north of Peterhead.

			Crimond, I discover, was once the home of the tune’s actual composer. Not David Grant, who wrote only the harmonies, but Jessie Seymour Irvine, daughter of the parish minister Alexander Irvine and herself a talented musician. In 2002, four etched glass panels were installed in Crimond church to commemorate Jessie Irvine as the rightful composer of the tune that bears its name. Jessie, who was born near Stonehaven, is buried in Aberdeen, in the churchyard of St Machar’s Cathedral, alongside her father.

			
			

			Were the Priestlys churchgoers? I have no way of knowing, though I feel certain that Helen would have sung Jessie’s hymn as I myself did, if not in church then at school. Walking back through the docks and harbourside towards my hotel, I find myself humming it in time with my footsteps, that familiar and gracious three-­quarter-­time tread.

			Yea, though I walk through death’s dark vale, yet still I fear no ill.

			I like chain hotels because I find them comfortable. I appreciate their cleanliness, their restful neutrality, most of all their anonymity. The certainty that no one will bother me or even particularly notice that I am there. The one thing I dislike about them is the underhum of white noise that tends to permeate their spaces, the whirring of aircon units and bathroom extractor fans, impossible to eradicate or to ignore.

			Mercifully the room I am staying in is free of such torments, though my ability to sleep, unreliable at the best of times, is still compromised by the simple fact of being in an alien environment. I turn the radio down to a murmur. Someone is talking about ecological depletion, about insect die-­off, and suddenly I find myself thinking of the spider that appeared in my office towards the end of January, circumnavigating the ceiling, walking a tightrope up by the picture rail above my desk. I called her Louise. A winter spider, spectral and grey, she was up there for days. I felt an affinity between us, an unspoken mutual knowledge that was somehow sustaining. I have always been interested in spiders, their actual selves and their mythical selves, Arachne, protector of weavers and spinner of snares, wilful and contrary transformer of thoughts into words.

			About a week after first noticing her, I entered my office to find Louise tumbled, dead, against the skirting board, her limbs folded into her body, brittle as dried charcoal. I felt sad and for some reason guilty for not knowing her time on this planet was almost done.

			
			

			I feel different from the writer I believed I was becoming. Writing now feels much closer to how it did in the beginning, when I first began dreaming up stories at the age of six. Self-­defining, as if only by putting words on paper did I truly exist. I did not call myself a writer, I simply wrote.

			What I feel now is the same precariousness and blind compulsion, the stubborn insistence on forging a path that might lead nowhere. Having scarcely a clue about what I am doing but having no choice.

			It is four in the morning. Curled on my side on the too-­firm hotel mattress, I begin naming crime novels for each letter of the alphabet: American Tabloid, The Black Tower, Catharsis, Devil in a Blue Dress. Floating uneasily in a greyish penumbra that resembles unconsciousness but lacks the restful oblivion of the genuine article, I begin to repeat letters, misplace others, forgo the order of the alphabet altogether. Perhaps this is why most people count sheep instead – it’s that much less complicated. When sleep finally comes, there is an odd quality to it, an underlying scent of the uncanny, the feeling of eerie displacement that comes over you when, searching for the lavatory in a strange house, you wander into somebody’s bedroom by mistake.

			I am afraid that my body is undergoing a radical change. Metamorphosing into that of a winter spider, an ageless, charcoal-­grey creature with hooded eyes.

			I wake up still thinking about what happened in that overcrowded tenement house on Urquhart Road. I tell myself that my interest in the crime is normal, no different from my interest in the provenance of the hymn tune ‘Crimond’, or any other aspect of the city’s history. That I should be free to explore my growing compulsion to write about the case, to have opinions about both perpetrator and victim, to theorise about alternative outcomes or explanations.

			
			

			At the same time, I know there is something disingenuous about the claim, that even if everyone involved in the case is now dead, the facts of what happened are still private property, the remnants of a personal trauma that can never be assimilated or understood by an outsider.

			If I intend to blunder in, to trespass and to steal, I should at least acknowledge the intrusion for what it is.

			I have no right to this story, but I am going to tell it anyway. That is the kind of writer I am now. That is what writers do.

			
			

		

	
		
			Lunch Break

			The children come out of school at twelve o’clock.

			The school is King Street Public School, Aberdeen, a two-­storey granite edifice, built to last. Like so many Victorian municipal structures it is an elegant building, an emblem of stability and aspir­ation. King Street School was built in 1881, in accordance with guidelines laid down by the Public Health Act of 1872. The Act requires the provision of running water and adequate sanitary facilities to all new high-­density housing and civic buildings, and its effect is revolutionary. Many of the children who first attend King Street School come from poor backgrounds. Most only have access to outside toilets and shared bathroom facilities. The Public Health Act is intended to change that, and in addition to the stipulations in respect of sanitation, school attendance itself is now compulsory. All over the country, new schools like King Street are beginning to offer the children of working-­class families not only the chance of a decent education, but a raised expectation about what life in an evolving Western democracy ought to be like.

			King Street School is located at 338 King Street, on the eastern side of the road, close to the junction with Urquhart Road. The building is set back from the street with the school yard, as is traditional, lying in front. The school has been designed to cater for eight hundred and forty pupils – infants, juniors, and seniors. The school will continue in its present purpose for a hundred years.

			
			

			As the twentieth century turns the corner into the twenty-­first, the school will find itself being repurposed, becoming the medical department of the newly inaugurated Robert Gordon University. In the November of 2001, Historic Scotland will award the building a Category C listing, reference LB48284. The protection afforded by this listing extends to the gateposts, railings and gates, which are all original. The gateposts are constructed from granite, the same as the building. The railings and gates are made of wrought iron, painted black.

			At midday on Friday 20th April 1934, eight-­year-­old Helen Priestly passes through those school gates for the final time. The bell has just rung for the end of morning lessons, and Helen is going home for her dinner, the same as always. She leaves by the back entrance, taking the short cut down Boddie Place on to Urquhart Road. Her home, a first-­floor tenement flat situated at number 61 Urquhart Road, is less than two hundred yards away.

			Urquhart Road lies a mile or so north of the city centre, a long, humpbacked thoroughfare, a gentle up-­and-­down curve like the bent top rung of a ladder, linking King Street in the west with Links Road to the east. Links Road leads to the Esplanade, and to Aberdeen beach. In 1934, no one would question whether it is safe for Helen to be walking home alone. The street is a common space, a place for ball games and for loitering, a valuable and necessary extension of the family home. How else would a mother keep her sanity, cooped up in a tiny tenement with all the weans underfoot? On fine days she chases them out. On wet days they run out anyway, returning home hours later with sodden overcoats, their knees grazed and begrimed with street dirt, their boots and socks and pinafores streaked with mud.

			
			

			This is a close-­knit neighbourhood; everyone knows everyone else, at least by sight. At midday the street is busy with workers going home on their lunch break or heading back to work, delivery drivers and message handlers, women returning from visiting relatives or from the market. Urquhart Road is a long, grey corridor of four-­storey tenements, a daunting expanse of granite, working families squashed together like pickled herrings in their narrow flats. It is not a slum, but it is not a prosperous area either. It is not as busy or as well provisioned as nearby King Street, but in 1934 Urquhart Road still boasts a shop on every corner. Butcher, fishmonger, greengrocer, baker, grocery and tobacconist, ironmonger and hardware store, each a hub of community gossip and local intelligence.

			You can take a walk along Urquhart Road using Google Streetview. King Street, where the school is, has become the A956. Towards the eastern end of Urquhart Road, beyond the junction with Park Road, the granite tenements have been torn down, replaced by dismal-­looking blocks of post-­war flats. The blocks have been designed in what might loosely be described as tenement style, though in reality the flats are ugly and clumpish, more reminiscent of prison buildings or army barracks. To the west of Park Road and all the way to King Street the original architecture of Urquhart Road remains wholly intact. Few of the shops from Helen’s time survive, though the shapes of windows and architraves and frontages offer a clearly readable map of where they once operated. On the corner opposite number 61, once known to Mrs Priestly and her neighbours as Webster’s Corner, is a red pillar box. Webster’s grocery store is gone, converted to a private dwelling, but the pillar box outside is still there and still in use.

			
			

			The sky above is a searing blue, the windows of all the houses are flung open. Number 61 lies on the north side of the road, the penultimate house in a block about halfway along. In 1934, eight families live there, two on each floor. The building is divided by a communal hallway, known as the close. To the left side of the close going ground floor to third you have the Topps, the Josses, the Mitchells and the Gordons. To the right and once again in ascending order you have the Donalds, the Priestlys, the Coulls and the Hunts. A door to the rear of the lobby leads to the washroom, eight brick-­built coal sheds, and a shared drying green, the same as you might expect to see at the back of any Scottish tenement, even today. Towards the rear of the lobby you will also find the lavatory, shared by the occupants of the two ground-­floor flats. Opposite the lavatory is the stair alcove, with a cupboard under. The cupboard is used by Mrs Donald for storing potatoes, and is usually kept locked.

			At the time the image was captured for Streetview, an estate agent’s signboard in a downstairs window indicates that the ground floor flat to the right of the close – what was once the Donalds’ flat – is up for sale. These original Victorian tenements have scrubbed up well. The area is popular with students and with young professionals looking for reasonably priced accommodation within reach of the city centre and the university. A listing on a popular property website shows a one-­bedroom flat on Urquhart Road going for offers in excess of £57,000. The flat has new wooden flooring throughout as well as a recently fitted bathroom and kitchen. Similar properties in the area have recently sold for as much as £100,000.

			
			

			On the opposite side of the road and across the intersection with Roslin Street you will see a Premier convenience store. If you navigate back down the street in the opposite direction you will notice something peculiar: the shop is no longer a Premier, but a Costcutter. The sky has turned grey, and the windows of the houses are all closed. You will understand that what you are seeing is simply a cross-­hatching of an earlier image capture with a later one, and that you are probably not the first to stumble upon this anomaly. The effect is curious, all the same, as if the confluence of Roslin Street and Urquhart Road were some sort of time-­slip.

			 

			We have an accurate record of most of what happened that afternoon because of the trial transcript, but let’s set the formalities aside for the moment and imagine the scene as it might appear at the beginning of a new true crime drama on TV. The action opens upon Helen Priestly, a slight, mousy-­haired young girl in a navy overcoat and knitted beret, running out of the school gates and making her way along the crowded pavement of an inner city thoroughfare. She is smiling cheerfully. She waves to someone she knows, makes a face at a boy on a bicycle, who loudly rings his bell as he speeds past. There are plenty of other children around, chattering and joshing, all of them on their way home for the midday meal.

			The action switches to the Priestlys’ kitchen, where Agnes Priestly is busy preparing lunch. There is a pot of vegetables on the stove, a beef casserole in the oven. The Priestlys are not well off, but they do not go hungry. A muffled banging sound can be heard, coming through from the lobby. There are some workmen around the back, carrying out roof repairs. The slaters do not actually arrive until around two o’clock, but the director has brought them in earlier to set the scene.

			
			

			The kitchen door flies open and there is Helen. She is jabbering away, telling her mother the run of her morning, lessons and teachers and minor misdemeanours, games of tag that escalate into playground wars. Wash your hands, love, Agnes tells her, only half listening. She’s concentrating on the vegetables, which are almost done. As she starts to dish up the stew her husband John arrives, washes his hands at the sink and sits down to eat. He forks meat and potatoes into his mouth while reading the paper, spread out beside him on the plain deal table. He tells Agnes that he might be late for supper. The job’s taking an age, he says, and he needs to go to the shop to replenish his supplies. John Priestly is a painter and decorator, a fact we might already have picked up on from the flecks of dried emulsion on his trousers and shirt. The pub he’s doing up, the Saltoun Arms, is still in business today, still good for a bar meal and a game of darts, though according to Tripadvisor the place is apt to turn a wee bit rowdy of a Friday night.

			Once Helen has finished eating, Agnes asks her if she’ll take this broken aluminium teapot – the lid’s come loose, see? – and put it in the odds and ends box out the front of Lyon’s the butcher’s. Then after that would she go next door to Auntie Nannie’s and see if there’s any messages she wants taking. Auntie Nannie is Mrs Helen Robertson, who lives with her husband and two grown-­up children at number 9 Roslin Street. The Robertsons own and run the sweetshop at number 25.

			
			

			Helen runs down the stairs and out on to the street. She drops the broken teapot into the butcher’s box and then dashes around the corner to the Robertsons. The Robertsons and the Priestlys are close. Mrs Robertson is Helen Priestly’s godmother, and she and her daughter Ella are very attached to her. Bright as a button and cheeky as a monkey, that’s wee Helen. Our Ella’s that fond of her, she spoils her rotten. Always treating the lass is our Ella, just like today she’s treating her to a new tam, and would you look at the pretty wee girlie in her smart blue bonnet, a real little heartbreaker and so grown up, so ladylike. How’s about a spray of that nice French scent?

			Ella Robertson, twenty-­one, scatters the perfume over the collar of Helen’s school dress. The scent is so powerful and so long-­lasting the police pathologist will note its presence on Helen’s clothing ten days later. Meanwhile, Helen is taking her leave of the Robertsons and dancing home. Agnes briefly admires her in her new blue tammy before sending her out again, asking if she’ll nip to the Co-­op for a loaf of bread. Just a plain half-­loaf will do, she says, that’s fourpence. Make sure they write it in the book and don’t forget the message bag. She gives Helen a shilling then turns to make a start on the washing-­up.

			The Northern Co-­operative Bakery is on the corner of Hunter Place, just a hundred yards away. The errand should take less than ten minutes – plenty of time for Helen to buy the bread and still be back at school in time for the bell.

			Helen goes and she is happy to go. She has been to buy bread for her mother a thousand times before. And this is where the narrative thread begins to draw tighter. We follow Helen as she leaves the house, almost bumping into a neighbour on her way out – we will learn later that this is Mr Hunt from upstairs, returning to work. She skips down the road, humming to herself, part of a French nursery rhyme taught to her by Ella Robertson. There are lots of people about, and yet the way the camera zooms in on Helen’s face makes us feel uneasy. A small group of men are smoking and chatting by the post box on Webster’s Corner. Two women stand together, laughing, on the pavement outside the greengrocer’s.

			
			

			As Helen goes into the bakery, a bell rings. An older girl is at the counter, buying some yeast. Helen asks one of the serving women for a fourpenny half loaf. The woman wraps the bread in white paper. She writes down the Priestlys’ Co-­op number in the receipt book, then tears off the top copy and gives it to Helen. Helen puts the bread into the bag then leaves the shop, clutching the receipt in her right hand. Outside, on the pavement, she hesitates for a moment and then turns for home. We watch her until she disappears, becoming lost in the general activity of the busy street.

			It is an ordinary Friday. The Priestlys are an ordinary family. The weather is chilly but dry, at least until the evening, when the sky will grow overcast and the rain will fall in torrents. It is a little after half-­past one. Helen is supposed to be back at school by five to two, but she will never get there.

			In less than an hour, eight-­year-­old Helen Priestly will be dead.
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