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Prologue
There is no good way to begin the story of a man who becomes, for a short and complicated season of his life, the most famous individual in Aberdeenshire and quite possibly the single least useful, so it may as well begin where it actually began, which was a Tuesday, in a shed, over a disagreement about pallets.
The shed belonged to Garioch Haulage and Storage, sat on an industrial estate a mile short of the airport, and was cold in the particular way that only a building made entirely of corrugated steel and disappointment can be cold. Aidan Petrie had worked there for eleven years, the last six of them as assistant management accountant, a title that had been explained to him once at length and that he had never fully understood, beyond the fact that it meant he counted things other people had already counted and found out, roughly forty per cent of the time, that they had counted wrong.
“Two hundred and eleven,” said Gary, from Goods Out, who was holding a clipboard with the particular defensiveness of a man who suspects he is about to lose an argument he does not think he should be having at all.
“Two hundred and six,” Aidan said, not looking up from his own clipboard, which he trusted rather more than he trusted Gary’s, on the reasonable grounds that he had counted the pallets twice and Gary had, by his own admission five minutes earlier, counted them once and then gone for a cigarette and come back and finished from memory.
“It’ll be two hundred and eleven.”
“It’s two hundred and six, Gary.”
“Where’s the other five, then?”
This was, Aidan reflected, an excellent question, and also entirely Gary’s problem to answer rather than his, since Aidan’s job began and ended at the number on the sheet, and anything the number implied about missing pallets, misplaced pallets, or pallets currently and mysteriously touring some other part of Aberdeenshire without paperwork was, by any reasonable division of labour, above his pay grade and beneath his interest. He had been an assistant management accountant for six years and a management accountant for precisely none, on account of the fact that the actual management accountant, a woman named Sheena who had held the post since before Aidan started, showed no sign of retiring, dying, or otherwise vacating the position, and Aidan had long since stopped being disappointed about this and started, instead, being merely resigned, which he had found took up far less energy.
He was forty-three. He had been married, for nine years, to a woman called Karen who worked in NHS payroll and had left him, not unkindly, with the observation that she did not think he was unhappy so much as entirely unconvinced that happiness was a thing that happened to people like them, which had stung rather more than she had probably intended and rather less than it perhaps should have. He had a flat in Bucksburn with a view of a Lidl. He supported a football team with the low-grade, undemanding loyalty of a man who watched most of its matches with the sound off while doing something else. He drove a Vauxhall that had done a hundred and forty thousand miles and gave no indication of planning to stop. He kept, in his flat in Bucksburn, a small and largely unremarkable collection of hobbies that he would, if pressed, have described as interests rather than passions: a shelf of unread history paperbacks bought with good intentions at airport bookshops, a five-a-side football habit he had let lapse two winters back and kept meaning to restart, and a subscription to a streaming service whose entire back catalogue he had, by his own rough estimate, watched perhaps a tenth of. He was not an unhappy man, exactly. He was, if he had ever been asked to put a word to it, which he never had been, a man who had simply never gotten around to finding out what else there might be, on the reasonable assumption that there would always be time later to look.
He had, in short, achieved a life that nobody would ever write a book about, and had he been consulted on the matter, would have said that suited him fine.
It is worth being clear, before anything else happens to him, that Aidan Petrie was not stupid. He held down a job that involved numbers and did not get the numbers wrong. He could name every prime minister of the twentieth century in order, a party trick he had picked up at university and never quite put down. He read the news, had opinions about the news, occasionally shared those opinions in the pub with the specific confidence of a man three pints into a conversation he has not been asked to have. He was, by any reasonable measure, an averagely intelligent man in an averagely comfortable life, and the single most important thing to understand about him, the fact upon which everything that follows entirely depends, is that in forty-three years of turning on taps, flicking switches, making phone calls and driving to the shops, it had never once seriously occurred to him to wonder how any of it worked.
This is not a character flaw. It is, if anything, the most ordinary thing about him. Ask any reasonably intelligent, reasonably comfortable person how a mobile phone gets a signal, or how clean water arrives at a tap, or what actually happens inside a car engine beyond something to do with pistons, and watch the confidence drain out of the answer at roughly the same rate it would have drained out of Aidan’s. The difference, which nobody involved could have predicted and which is the entire subject of this book, is that everybody else who has ever laboured under this particular and nearly universal form of ignorance has had the great good fortune never to be tested on it.
“Five pallets don’t just walk,” Gary said.
“No,” Aidan agreed, “but I’d imagine somebody’s forklift did, with five pallets on it, to somewhere that isn’t in front of us, and I’d further imagine that’s a question for whoever was driving the forklift on Thursday, and not for me, because my job is telling you there’s two hundred and six pallets here, and there is two hundred and six pallets here, and I could stand here till Christmas and there would still be two hundred and six pallets here.”
It was, in retrospect, a perfectly reasonable thing to say, delivered with the mild, put-upon patience of a man who had had some version of this exact conversation perhaps four hundred times in his career and expected to have it four hundred more before he either retired or the shed fell down, whichever came first. He tucked his clipboard under one arm, took his phone out of his coat pocket to note the discrepancy in the group chat that existed for precisely this purpose, and turned to walk to the end of the racking, where the light was better and the signal, such as it was in a shed built from corrugated steel a mile from the airport, was marginally less catastrophic.
Gary would later tell four separate people, with slightly different details each time, that Aidan had simply gone. Not fallen, not fainted, not stepped through a door Gary hadn’t noticed. Gone, in the manner of a man walking from one sentence into a silence with nothing whatsoever in between. Gary would also, on each of these four occasions, be roundly disbelieved, and would eventually stop mentioning it altogether, on the grounds that a man who tells people his colleague vanished in a shed near the airport is a man who does not get asked to fill in for Goods Out lead when Fraser goes on holiday, and Gary wanted very much to be asked to fill in for Fraser.
What is certain, because the paperwork survives, is that at 2.47 p.m. on a Tuesday in late October, Aidan Petrie clocked a discrepancy of five pallets between his own count and Gary’s, made a note of it on his phone, and was never seen in that shed, or in Bucksburn, or anywhere else in the twenty-first century, again.
He arrived somewhere else far worse dressed for the occasion than he had been for the shed, on a cold morning some three hundred years earlier, face down on a midden behind a cottage in the parish of Kirkhowe, in the second harvest year of a famine that history would later call, with the flat understatement of people who had actually lived through it, the Ill Years.
Nobody in Kirkhowe had asked for him. Nobody in Kirkhowe had the faintest idea what to do with him. And Aidan Petrie, assistant management accountant, opened his eyes into a smell he would spend the rest of his life failing to adequately describe to anyone who hadn’t been there, and had, for the first time since he had left school, absolutely no idea what came next.
Interlude
A Statement Given by Gary Thomson, Goods Out, to Garioch Haulage and Storage’s Own Internal Enquiry Following Aidan Petrie’s Disappearance, Recovered Many Years Later by a Journalist Researching Unexplained Vanishings
The following statement was recovered, decades after the fact, from a box of old personnel records sold at a business liquidation, and was reproduced, in slightly condensed form, in a regional newspaper’s feature on unsolved local mysteries. It is included here, out of chronological sequence with the rest of this book’s documents, as the only surviving contemporary account, however unreliable, of the actual moment of Aidan Petrie’s departure from the twenty-first century.
Right, so, we were counting pallets. Me and Aidan. There was a discrepancy, five pallets, and we were having a bit of a barney about it, nothing serious, just the usual back and forth we always had about counts not matching up. He said his number was right and mine was wrong, which, fair enough, it usually was, he was good with numbers, everybody knew that.
He took his phone out to log the discrepancy in the group chat, same as always, and walked off toward the end of the racking where the signal’s better, and I turned back to my own clipboard for maybe two seconds, honestly probably less, and when I looked up he was just gone. Not walked off somewhere, not behind a stack, just gone. I checked the racking, I checked outside, I checked the break room, nothing. His clipboard was on the floor where he’d been standing, count sheet still on it, two hundred and six circled twice.
I know how this sounds. I’ve told this exact story maybe four times now and I’ve stopped telling it because people look at me like I’ve lost the plot, or like I’m covering for something, which, believe me, if I was covering for something I’d have come up with a better story than “he just vanished,” because that’s not a story anybody actually wants to be known for telling. I’ve got a wife and two kids and a mortgage and I do not need to be the guy from the shed who says his colleague disappeared into thin air.
For what it’s worth, and I know it’s not worth much, I liked Aidan. He was fair, he did his job properly, and he never once made me feel small for getting a count wrong, which is more than I can say for some people round here. Wherever he actually went, I hope it worked out better for him than it did for the five missing pallets, because those, at least, eventually turned up round the back of unit 12, exactly where Frank’s forklift had left them the previous Thursday.
Signed, G. Thomson.
Part One: The Wonders
Interlude
A Description of the Parish of Kirkhowe, Drawn from Alexander Duthie’s 1748 History of the Parish
Duthie’s history, though written more than fifty years after the events of this book and generally unreliable on the particulars of the stranger’s own story, offers a plain and evidently careful description of the parish itself, drawn from records older than his own compilation, and is reproduced here for whatever value it holds as a portrait of the ground this book’s events actually occupy.
Kirkhowe is a sma parish, lying some dozen miles inland frae the sea, its land indifferent for the maist part, better suited tae aits and bere than tae onything finer, and its population, by the maist careful count this history has been able tae establish for the period in question, numbering somewhat under three hunner souls across some forty households, the maist of them tenant farmers haudin their land frae the neighbouring estate of Strathbeggan or frae twa or three smaller proprietors besides.
The parish kirk, a plain structure of harled stone dating, in its present form, frae the previous century, sits near the burn that gies the parish its ain auld name, howe being the common word hereaboots for a hollow or law-lying place, and the manse stands hard by it, baith buildings having, sae far as this history’s ain researches can establish, survived largely unaltered through the whole of the period this account concerns itsel wi.
The parish suffered, in common wi’ the maist of this shire, severely through the dearth of the 1690s, its ain session records, whaur they survive, shawing a mortality considerably above the ordinary run of years, though this history has fund nae record, forbye the sma and uncertain fragment discussed elsewhere in this account, of onything remarkable in the parish’s ain response tae that hardship beyond the ordinary Christian charity ony parish of this kingdom might be expected tae extend its ain poorer members in a difficult season.
It is, in short, an entirely ordinary Aberdeenshire parish, distinguished frae its neighbours by naething this history has been able tae discover, forbye a single, half-remembered tale, told still by the parish’s auldest residents and dismissed by this history’s ain author as the kind of fanciful invention every sma community eventually accretes aboot itsel, of a stranger wha fell frae some ither age intae the parish’s ain midst, and left, when he departit it, a hale lot less than he had promised and, this history is bound tae note, faur mair than onybody at the time had troubled tae properly notice.
Chapter One
Janet Auchterlonie had buried a husband, two bairns and, if she was honest with herself on the matter, most of her patience for surprises, and so when she came out on a raw October morning to empty a pail onto the midden and found a strange man lying face down on top of it, her first reaction was not alarm but irritation, on the grounds that the midden was hers, the mess it made was hers, and she had not given anybody leave to add to it.
Her second reaction, on turning him over with the toe of her boot and finding him breathing, was to fetch her neighbour Muriel Cobb, on the theory that whatever this was, it would go better witnessed by two than by one.
“He’s no from the parish,” Muriel said, which established nothing that the man’s clothing had not already established a great deal more emphatically. He wore no plaid, no bonnet, no boots that either woman recognised as boots, and a garment across his shoulders the like of which neither had seen, soft and close-woven and dyed a shade of grey-green that put Janet in mind of nothing so much as bad weather over the Bervie. He was clean-shaven, which was itself worth remarking on, and clean in a manner that suggested recent washing rather than the general absence of dirt that came from simply not doing very much, and he had, still gripped in one hand, a small flat black object with a face like polished jet that did nothing whatsoever when Muriel poked it, which she did twice, from a safe distance, with a stick.
“Is he deid?” Muriel asked.
“He’s breathing,” Janet said. “Deid men dinna breathe, generally.”
“Could be a fit.”
“Could be drink.”
“On my midden,” Janet said, with the particular flatness of a woman for whom this was, in fact, the point at issue, “he can be whatever he likes once he’s off it.”
Between them they got him into Janet’s outhouse, which held a scythe with no handle, a quantity of peat, and now Aidan Petrie, laid on a heap of old sacking with his head propped against a creel, and there he stayed, entirely insensible, for the better part of a day, while word of him went round the parish of Kirkhowe at the speed word travels round any parish small enough that everybody’s business is, by long and comfortable custom, everybody’s business.
Word of the stranger reached the manse before Aidan himself had so much as opened his eyes, carried there by a boy sent running the moment Muriel judged the matter serious enough to warrant a minister’s attention rather than merely a neighbour’s curiosity, and Mr Corse, a careful man in all things, had spent the better part of the intervening hours doing what a careful man does when faced with a report too strange to credit and too specific to entirely dismiss: he had questioned the boy twice over, established that Janet Auchterlonie was neither given to drink nor known for fanciful invention, and concluded, reluctantly, that whatever lay insensible on her outhouse floor was worth the two-mile walk in the dark to see for himself.
He woke a little after dark, into a smell of peat smoke and wet wool and something under both of those that he would eventually, weeks later, identify as the smell of a life with less soap in it than his own had had, and found himself looking up at two women, a minister, and a boy of about twenty who was holding, of all things, a burning splint of wood, all four of them regarding him with the specific and total attention that a small community reserves for the single most interesting thing to have happened to it in living memory.
“Where’s Gary,” Aidan said, which was not, on reflection, the most useful first sentence available to him, but was the sentence his mouth produced before the rest of him had caught up with the fact that he was no longer in a shed near the airport, was in fact no longer anywhere he recognised, and appeared to be lying on somebody’s floor being looked at by strangers in clothes he associated, at best, with a school trip to a castle.
Nobody answered, on the reasonable grounds that nobody present had the first idea who Gary was, and Aidan, struggling upright against a wave of nausea that felt entirely earned, took in the rest of the room. Stone walls. A fire that was actually a fire, actual flame, actual smoke finding its own way out through a hole in the thatch with the unhurried indifference of smoke that had never once in its existence been asked to consider a building regulation. No electric light of any kind. No sound of traffic, or a fridge, or anything at all with a motor in it. Just the fire, the peat smell, and four people looking at him as though he had personally arranged to be the most remarkable thing any of them had seen that decade.
“Are you a spirit,” said the boy with the splint of wood, in a tone that suggested he rather hoped the answer was yes.
“I’m an accountant,” Aidan said, which felt, at the time, like a considerably more grounding thing to say than it turned out to be, since not one of the four people in the room had the faintest idea what an accountant was, and the boy, whose name was Thomas Bain and who would turn out to matter to this story rather more than anybody present that evening could have guessed, wrote the word down anyway, phonetically, in a small notebook he produced from inside his coat, on the general principle that anything a possible spirit said was worth having a record of.
The minister, a lean, careful man named Andrew Corse who had walked the better part of two miles in the dark on hearing there was a stranger insensible in Janet Auchterlonie’s outhouse, asked him, not unkindly, where he had come from, and Aidan, who had by this point worked out that something had gone very badly and very specifically wrong, gave the only honest answer available to him, which was Dyce, and then, seeing that this meant nothing to anybody, added Aberdeen, which meant slightly more, and then, watching four faces continue to regard him with polite and total incomprehension, tried the year.
“What year is it,” he said. “The now. What year are we in.”
“It is the year of our Lord sixteen hundred and ninety-six,” said Mr Corse, in the tone of a man who was beginning, with some effort, to entertain the possibility that he was dealing with either a madman or something much stranger than a madman, and had not yet decided which prospect troubled him more.
There is a particular kind of silence that follows a piece of information too large to be absorbed in one attempt, and it settled over the outhouse for what felt, to everyone present, like rather longer than it can actually have been. Aidan Petrie, assistant management accountant, forty-three years old, divorced, a season-ticket holder in nothing, a man whose most recent professional concern had been a discrepancy of five pallets, sat on a heap of sacking in a stone building lit by burning peat and did the arithmetic in his head, several times, hoping each time for a different answer, and got the same answer every time.
“Right,” he said, eventually, in the voice of a man deciding, for want of any better strategy, to simply carry on. “Okay. Right.”
“Where is it you’ve come frae,” Muriel asked, “if no Aberdeen.”
He considered, for one wild moment, saying nothing at all, on the theory that whatever he said next was going to sound insane regardless of how he phrased it, and then, being fundamentally the kind of man who answered honest questions honestly, more or less because it had never seriously occurred to him to do otherwise, he told them the truth, or as much of it as he himself currently understood, which was that he was from Aberdeenshire, that he had been in a shed near the airport an hour before, that the year, so far as he had any way of knowing, had been two thousand and twenty-six, and that he had absolutely no idea, none whatsoever, how he had come to be lying on Janet Auchterlonie’s midden three hundred and thirty years before he had set out for work that morning.
Thomas Bain wrote all of this down as fast as his hand would move.
Mr Corse, to his considerable credit, did not immediately declare the man either a lunatic or a demon, both of which options were, in the Aberdeenshire of 1696, entirely live possibilities and both of which carried consequences Aidan would not fully appreciate for some months yet. Instead the minister sat down on an upturned creel, folded his hands, and asked, in the manner of a careful man trying to establish the shape of a problem before deciding what to do about it, what the year two thousand and twenty-six had been like to live in.
And this, more than the midden, more than the peat smoke, more than the year itself, was the moment the whole of what followed actually began, because Aidan Petrie, given an audience and a question he could genuinely answer, did what any ordinary man from any ordinary comfortable life would do when asked to describe it to people who had never imagined anything like it.
He told them.
He told them about water that came out of a wall through a metal pipe whenever you wanted it, hot or cold, as much as you liked, with nobody carrying a single pail from a well. He told them about a box in every kitchen that kept food cold for weeks at a time, so that milk did not turn and meat did not spoil, not through salt or smoke but through nothing at all that he could immediately name. He told them about rooms lit at the touch of a switch, no candle, no flame, bright as noon at midnight, and about a house heated through entirely without a fire burning in it. He told them, warming to it now, about carriages that moved without a horse, faster than any horse had ever run, and about machines that left the ground altogether and carried people through the air, over oceans, in a single day, to places that would once have taken a lifetime’s journey to reach.
He told them that in his time, nearly everybody could read.
He told them that a person’s life, on average, ran to seventy years or more, and watched Muriel Cobb, who had buried three of her own six children before any of them saw ten, go very still and very quiet at that particular piece of information, in a way that Aidan noticed and did not, at the time, fully understand the weight of.
Muriel, who had said very little through the whole evening, being by nature a woman who watched rather more than she spoke, leaned forward at this with an expression Aidan would come to recognise, over the following weeks, as her particular way of asking a question she considered more important than it might at first sound.
“And in your time,” she said, “wi’ aw thae wonders, dae fowk still lose bairns the way we lose them here?”
“No sae often, no,” Aidan said, understanding suddenly and completely the ground he had wandered onto, and answering as carefully and as honestly as he knew how. “It happens still, mind, it’s no gone away entire. But much less than here. A great deal less.”
Muriel said nothing further, only nodded once, slowly, and looked back into the fire, and Aidan understood, watching her, that of everything he had described that whole long evening, this single plain fact, offered almost as an afterthought, had struck a good deal deeper than any wonder still to come.
He told them about doctors who could look inside a living body without opening it, about diseases cured entirely, about a box no bigger than his palm that let a person speak, instantly, to another person hundreds of miles distant, and, warming further still, about pictures that moved, that showed you, as it happened or near enough to it, events taking place on the far side of the world.
Nobody in that outhouse interrupted him once. Thomas Bain’s hand cramped twice and he kept writing anyway. Mr Corse’s careful stillness had, somewhere in the last twenty minutes, become something closer to wonder, held very tightly in check by a lifetime’s professional habit of not showing wonder in front of a congregation. Janet Auchterlonie, who had come out that morning to empty a pail and had ended the day hosting what was rapidly becoming the most significant event in the recorded history of the parish, found that she had stopped thinking about the state of her midden altogether.
“And how,” said Mr Corse, when Aidan finally ran out of breath, “does the water come to be in the wall?”
“Pipes,” Aidan said, with the easy confidence of a man who had, up to this exact point in the conversation, been entirely correct about everything.
“What manner of pipes?”
“Metal ones.”
“And how are they made?”
Aidan opened his mouth to answer, and found, for the first time in a very long evening, that he had nothing whatsoever to put in it.
Interlude
Mr Andrew Corse’s First Report of the Stranger to the Presbytery, Written the Morning After the Discovery, Preserved Among the Presbytery’s Own Incoming Correspondence
This brief report, the earliest surviving document concerning Aidan Petrie’s arrival, was evidently filed by Corse as a simple matter of proper procedure, a minister being expected to notify his Presbytery of any unusual occurrence within his own bounds, and was received, by all surviving evidence, with considerably less interest at the time than its later significance would suggest it deserved.
Reverend Brethren,
I write to report a small and, I trust, ultimately unremarkable occurrence within my own bounds, being obliged by ordinary custom to notify this Presbytery of any matter touching a stranger of unknown origin come newly within a parish’s care.
A man, giving his name as Aidan Petrie and his origin as a place called Dyce, near Aberdeen, was found yesterday morning insensible upon the midden ground of one Janet Auchterlonie, relict, of this parish, and has since recovered his senses, though giving so strange and confused an account of himself, touching matters he cannot or will not properly explain, that I judge it prudent to notify this body of the circumstance, without as yet forming any settled judgement upon it myself.
The man appears, upon my own first examination, neither dangerous nor of unsound mind in any ordinary sense, but genuinely and, so far as I can presently determine, honestly confused regarding his own circumstances, and I intend to continue my own careful observation of him in the days ahead, and shall report further to this body should the matter develop into anything this Presbytery would judge worthy of its own more particular attention.
I remain, reverend brethren, your obedient servant in this charge,
Andrew Corse, Minister of Kirkhowe
The Presbytery clerk’s own marginal note on the received letter reads simply: “Noted. No further action required at this time.” A second hand, evidently added a great many months later once the matter had grown well beyond a minister’s routine notification, has underlined this brief notation twice, without further comment, the underlining itself standing as eloquent a commentary as any words the clerk might otherwise have chosen to add.
Chapter Two
“A pump,” Aidan said, recovering himself. “It’s a pump. It draws the water up and pushes it along.”
“And how does a pump work?”
“You turn a handle, or, well, in my time mostly you don’t even do that, there’s a, a motor, an electric motor, and it just runs.”
“What is an electric motor?”
“It’s, right, it’s magnets, mostly. Spinning magnets. Or wires spinning near magnets. One of those.”
“How do you make a magnet?”
There followed a silence of a length and quality that Aidan would come to recognise, over the following weeks, as a specific and recurring feature of these conversations: the silence of a man discovering, in real time and in front of an audience, the exact boundary of everything he knew.
“I don’t actually know that,” he admitted.
“You said the wires spin near the magnet,” Mr Corse said, with the patient, terrible precision of a man who had spent seventeen years extracting confessions from parishioners far more practised at evasion than Aidan Petrie. “How is the wire made?”
“Copper, I think. Drawn out. Into a wire.”
“Drawn out how?”
“I don’t know that either.”
“And the covering on the wire, so it doesnae, what was your word, so it doesnae spark against itself?”
“Insulation,” Aidan said, grateful to at least have the correct noun even as he understood he had nothing whatsoever behind it. “I don’t know how you make that either.”
A magnet is made by stroking a bar of iron in one direction, repeatedly, with a lodestone, which is a thing that occurs in the ground and can be bought. It can also be made by heating iron to a red heat and letting it cool while it lies pointing north, a method William Gilbert had set down in print ninety-six years before this conversation took place. Wire is drawn by pulling annealed metal through a succession of smaller and smaller holes in a steel plate, a trade that had been practised in Europe for three hundred years and was being practised that same week in Aberdeen. Insulation, in a century with no rubber to hand, is silk, wound on tight.
“So,” said Mr Corse, not unkindly, laying the facts out with the flat neutrality of a man totting a column of figures rather than delivering a judgement, “you know that water may be brought into a house through a pipe, driven by a pump, driven in turn by a motor, which requires a magnet and a coil of wire covered in a substance to keep it from sparking, and you can tell me the name of every one of these things, and not one thing about how a single one of them is made.”
“When you say it like that,” Aidan said, “it does sound worse than it felt in my head a minute ago.”
“What of the flying machines,” Mr Corse pressed on, with the same patient relentlessness, having plainly decided, now that he had found the shape of the problem, to establish its full extent before the evening was out. “How does a machine lift itself into the air?”
“There’s a shape to the wings. They catch the air a particular way, and it lifts them.”
“What shape?”
“I couldnae draw it for you exactly. Curved, on the top. There’s a name for the effect, I think, something to do wi’ pressure, but I honestly couldnae explain it properly even if you gave me a week and a good fire to think beside.”
“And the box that speaks to another box, hundreds of miles distant?”
“Radio waves, or something like them. I dinnae ken how you’d make the waves, or catch them again at the other end, or turn them back into a voice once you had. I ken it’s done wi’ electricity somehow, and we’ve already established I ken next to nothing useful aboot electricity.”
Thomas Bain, still writing, looked up long enough to observe, with the guileless directness of the very young, “It sounds like you ken whit things are, and no how they come to be.”
“Aye,” Aidan said, with a kind of dawning, uncomfortable clarity, because it was, when a twenty-year-old boy with a burning splint said it plainly, exactly the truth of the matter, and rather a horrible one to be handed at the end of a day that had already contained more horrible truths than any single day was reasonably built to hold. “Aye, son. That’s exactly what it sounds like.”
Mr Corse, who had the particular patience of a man accustomed to drawing a congregation slowly toward an uncomfortable conclusion rather than simply announcing it, was not quite finished.
“You’ll ken the time, at least,” he said. “A man who kens the shape of the whole future must surely ken how a clock is made.”
“There’s a spring,” Aidan said, with the diminishing confidence of a man who could already feel the ground tilting beneath the sentence before he finished it. “Wound up tight, and it unwinds slow, and a set of wee wheels, gears, turn at a steady rate because of it, and that’s what moves the hands.”
“How steady a rate?”
“Steady enough that naebody thinks aboot it. It just is.”
“And how does a spring of metal come to unwind at a steady rate, and no a hasty one, or a slow one that quickens as it tires?”
“There’s a part,” Aidan said, reaching, with the particular desperation of a man who could recall the word without the faintest notion of the thing it named, “a wee mechanism, back and forth, back and forth, that, that regulates it. I want to say escapement. I honestly couldnae tell you how it works, only that it’s the bit that means a good clock loses maybe a minute a week instead of running wild.”
The part is called an escapement, and Aidan had the word exactly right. It is a toothed wheel and a pivoted arm, and the arm lets the wheel past one tooth at a time, and the rate at which it does so is set by a pendulum. The arrangement he was reaching for had been in general use for some forty years. There was one of them in the steeple at Aberdeen, keeping the burgh’s time to within a minute or so a week, and Mr Corse had stood beneath it in the rain on four separate occasions that year.
“So we’ve a clock now, alongside the pump and the flying machine,” Mr Corse said, with the same flat, patient neutrality as before, “kept honest by a part whose name you can produce and whose working you cannae, which I begin to suspect, Mr Petrie, is going to prove the general shape of every wonder you describe to me, world without end.”
“Aye,” Aidan admitted, “I’m starting to suspect the very same thing myself, and I’m no enjoying the discovery.”
He did not sleep well that night, on Janet Auchterlonie’s floor, under a blanket that smelled powerfully of the sheep it had recently belonged to, and this was not solely on account of the sleeping arrangements. He lay awake doing an inventory of his own head, the way he might once have done an inventory of a warehouse, and found the results dispiriting in a manner he had not anticipated, because he had gone into the inventory expecting to find that he knew, roughly, how the modern world worked, in the vague, general, confident way a person believes they understand a thing they have simply never had cause to examine, and had come out the other side of it discovering that the knowledge, wherever it had ever actually lived, was not in fact stored anywhere in his own head at all. It had been stored, all his life, in other people. In engineers he had never met, in factories he had never visited, in a vast, distributed, invisible competence that he had been drawing on constantly, every single day, without once being required to understand a fragment of it, the way a man draws water from a tap without once wondering what happens on the other side of the wall.
He had, he realised, spent forty-three years as a passenger in his own civilisation.
It was not a comfortable thought to have on a stranger’s floor, in the dark, three hundred and thirty years from the only life he had ever known, and he did not manage to make it any more comfortable before exhaustion finally overtook him somewhere near dawn.
By the time he woke, the parish already knew rather more about him than he had told it.
Word in Kirkhowe travelled the way it travels anywhere small enough that a stranger is, by definition, news: fast, inaccurately, and with considerable embellishment at every stage of transmission. By the time the story had done a single circuit of the parish, from Janet’s outhouse to the smithy to the kirkyard to the mill and back again, it had already acquired several details Aidan had never supplied, chief among them a general and confident belief that the stranger could make fire without flint, cure the pox with a touch, and had arrived not on a midden but out of a clear sky, in a manner several accounts had already begun describing as a light.
Mr Corse, to his lasting credit, spent a good part of that second morning attempting, with limited success, to correct the wilder of these claims, on the sound theoretical grounds that a stranger believed capable of curing the pox with a touch was a stranger who was shortly going to have every sick child in three parishes brought to his door, and a stranger believed to have descended out of a clear sky in a light was a stranger who was, depending entirely on which way the parish’s collective nerve happened to break, either about to be worshipped or about to be burned, and Mr Corse, a sensible man who had buried enough of his own parishioners to know how quickly a frightened community could tip from one of those postures into the other, wanted very much to prevent either.
“You must be careful what you say to them,” he told Aidan, over a breakfast of oatmeal that Aidan found himself, to his own considerable surprise, deeply grateful for, hunger apparently having no particular respect for the gravity of a man’s circumstances. “They will hear a marvel in whatever you say, whether you intend one or no. A man who tells them water runs from a wall is, to them, no different from a man who tells them he can walk on it.”
“I never said anything about walking on water.”
“No,” Mr Corse agreed, “but you’ll notice that hasnae stopped somebody, somewhere between here and the mill, from adding it in.”
Aidan considered this, and found it a genuinely useful and rather alarming point, the first of a great many pieces of practical advice Mr Corse would offer him over the following months, most of which Aidan would fail, in one way or another, to properly heed.
“What should I tell them, then?”
“The truth, so far as it goes,” Mr Corse said, “because a lie discovered is worse than any truth, however strange. But you’d do well to remember that a truth strange enough sounds like a lie regardless, and a man cannot always control which of the two he’s believed to be telling.”
It was, Aidan would reflect much later, close to the wisest single sentence anybody said to him in the whole of that year, and he did not, on the morning he heard it, appreciate it nearly as much as it deserved.
By midday, a small and growing gathering had assembled outside Janet Auchterlonie’s cottage, drawn by a version of events that had, by this point, expanded to include the walking on water, the curing of the pox, and, from one particularly enthusiastic source near the smithy, a claim that the stranger could turn base metal into gold, which nobody present had any way of testing and which several of the more desperate among them were, in the second harvest year of a famine already grinding the parish thin, entirely prepared to believe on faith alone.
Mr Corse, watching the crowd’s mood shift from curiosity toward something more urgent and considerably harder to manage, took Aidan aside before he could properly answer any of the shouted questions still coming from the back of the growing gathering.
“You’ll no answer another word the day,” he said, quietly but firmly. “No aboot cures, no aboot the harvest, no aboot onything they’re like to mistake for a promise rather than a passing observation. Gie them time tae settle, and gie yoursel time tae learn whit you’re actually dealing wi’ here, afore you say another single thing you cannae afterward take back.”
“They’ll no like being sent away wi’ naething.”
“They’ll like it a great deal less,” Mr Corse said, “tae be promised something you cannae deliver, and you’d do well to mind, Mr Petrie, that a promise broken in a hard year is remembered a great deal longer and a great deal less kindly than a promise never made at all.”
It was advice Aidan would find, over the following months, easier to receive than to consistently follow, but he took it that particular afternoon, and stood in the doorway of a stranger’s cottage, in borrowed boots two sizes too large, and looked out at perhaps thirty faces, hollowed by a hunger he had never once in his own life come close to experiencing, all of them turned toward him with an expression he had never in his life had directed at him before and would spend a great deal of the following months trying, without success, to feel entirely comfortable receiving.
It was hope. And it would, before the year was out, prove to be a much more dangerous thing to be handed than he currently understood.
Interlude
A Letter from Marion Bain, Thomas’s Younger Sister, to a Cousin in Peterhead, Written in the First Excited Week of the Stranger’s Arrival
Marion Bain, by her brother’s own account the clever one of the family, kept up a lively correspondence with a cousin in Peterhead through her girlhood, a portion of which survives among later family papers. The following letter was written within days of Aidan’s first appearance in the parish.
Cousin,
You will no believe whit has happened here, and I can scarce believe it mysel, though I hae it frae Thomas’s ain mouth and he’s no a laddie given tae wild invention, whitever else he may be given tae.
A man has fallen intae the parish frae the future, three hunner year hence by his ain account, and Thomas has appointed himself the man’s ain scribe, following him aboot wi’ his notebook like a dog that’s fund a particularly interesting scent, and talking of naething else at oor ain table forbye pumps and licht that comes wi’oot a caunle and machines that flee through the air like birds.
I’ll confess tae you, cousin, that I’m no entirely sure whit tae mak of it, nor whit tae mak of Thomas’s ain excitement aboot it, he being, as you’ll mind frae oor last visit, no generally a laddie prone tae excitement of ony kind, having aye been the quiet, careful ane amang us, and I find mysel hoping, though I couldnae rightly tell you why the hope feels sae urgent tae me already, that whitever this stranger brings wi’ him disnae end up costing my ain brither mair than the wonder of it’s worth.
Write back and tell me whit they’re saying of it in Peterhead, for I’ll wager the tale’s already travelled that far, and I’m curious whether it’s grown ony taller in the travelling, same as every ither tale aboot this business seems tae dae.
Your cousin, Marion
A later note, added to the letter by an unknown hand, possibly Marion’s own in old age, records simply: “I did not know, writing this, how right I was to worry, nor how little my worrying would end up being able to change.”
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Least Useful Man in Scotland. Thank you for reading.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents

		Prologue

		Interlude

		Part One: The Wonders

		Interlude

		Chapter One

		Interlude

		Chapter Two

		Interlude

		Thank You For Reading



List of Pages

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		11

		12

		13

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		35

		36

		37





OEBPS/cover.jpg
The

Least Useful Man
in Scotland 4

A Completely Unauthoritative
Guide to the Future

4 L) Y . :_‘> el

RAYMOND STONE
_—%—_





