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Prologue: Forty Minutes
West Bell Street, Dundee. Monday 6 September 2027
Kerry Mathers parked her car in the visitors’ bays at the side of the police headquarters on West Bell Street at nine minutes past ten on a Monday morning in September, and turned the engine off, and sat.
She had not decided to sit. She had decided to come. She had decided it on Saturday night, at the kitchen table in the house in Monifieth, at two in the morning, with a mug of tea and the radio on low and her husband asleep upstairs, and she had decided it again on Sunday, walking the dog along the beach at Barry Buddon in the wind, and she had decided it a third time this morning, in the shower, with the water running hot on the back of her neck. She had got dressed in the clothes she wore for meetings, the navy trousers and the cream blouse and the jacket, and put her make-up on, and told her husband she had a dentist’s appointment, which was the first lie she had told him in nineteen years and which he had believed without looking up from his phone. She had driven into town on the Arbroath Road with the radio off and parked, very carefully, in the bay, between a police van and a white Transit, and turned the engine off.
And now she was sitting.
The building was big and square and grey, six or seven storeys of concrete and glass, with the blue Police Scotland sign over the door and a flagpole with nothing on it. People went in and out. A woman in a uniform with a coffee. Two men in suits with lanyards, laughing. A young man in a tracksuit with a plastic bag who stood outside the door for a long time and then went away. A cleaner. A man with a dog on a lead, a sniffer dog, a spaniel, wagging. Nobody looked at the police van or the white Transit or the woman in the silver Skoda between them.
She held the steering wheel with both hands at ten to two, the way her father had taught her on the old airfield at Errol in 1994.
She had written it down. That was the thing she kept telling herself. She had written it all down on Saturday night at the kitchen table, on four sides of A4 from her daughter’s school pad, in pencil, because she had wanted to be able to rub it out, and had not rubbed any of it out. It was folded in her handbag on the passenger seat. She had thought she might give it to them, the police, whoever she spoke to, and not have to say it. She had read on a website at three in the morning that you could do that, sometimes; that they would take your words in writing to start with. She did not know if it was true.
She did not take it out of the bag.
* * *
At twenty past ten she nearly went. She had her hand on the key. She thought: nobody knows I’m here. She thought: I can drive home and say the dentist was fine and walk the dog and nobody will ever know. She thought: it was thirty-six years ago. She thought: he’s seventy-seven. She had looked him up, on Saturday, for the first time, after she had promised herself for thirty years that she never would. A photograph on the website of a choir in Broughty Ferry: an old man in a dinner jacket at the front of a church with a baton raised and his white hair catching the light from a stained-glass window, smiling. Our musical director since 2013. She had looked at it on her phone in the kitchen. She had not recognised him and then she had.
She took her hand off the key.
At half past ten a woman came out of the building in a black coat with a file under her arm, tall and fair and in a hurry, and stood at the bottom of the steps looking at her phone, and Kerry thought, for no reason, I could tell her. She did not know who the woman was. A lawyer, a social worker, somebody. The woman looked up from her phone and across the car park, for a moment, at nothing, at the cars, at the silver Skoda, and Kerry thought their eyes met through the windscreen, and they did not, the woman was looking at the sky, which was doing something over the Law, and then she went away down West Bell Street towards the court.
Kerry held the wheel.
She thought about her daughter. Fourteen. In third year at Grove. Who had come home on Thursday and said a teacher had kept her back after music to talk about whether she wanted to do the Higher, and had been nice, and Kerry had said that’s good, darling, in a perfectly ordinary voice, and gone upstairs and sat on the edge of the bath with the door locked for twenty-five minutes.
That was all. That was the whole reason. A teacher at Grove, who was a woman, and was nice, and had done nothing at all except keep a fourteen-year-old back after a music lesson to ask about her Higher. And Kerry had sat on the edge of the bath and understood that she could not do it any more. Carry it. Not after thirty-six years. Not one more day. Not with her own daughter in a music room after the bell.
At ten to eleven she took her hands off the steering wheel.
She looked at them. They were shaking. She had not known they were.
She picked up her handbag from the passenger seat and opened it and looked at the four sides of A4 folded inside it, in pencil, and closed it again.
She got out of the car.
* * *
The front desk was a counter behind a glass screen with a woman behind it in a white shirt, about thirty, with a ponytail and a computer and a sign on the glass that said PLEASE WAIT TO BE CALLED, and nobody waiting. Kerry stood in front of it with her handbag held against her chest in both arms.
‘Can I help you?’
She opened her mouth. Nothing came out. She closed it.
The woman behind the glass looked at her. Not impatiently. She looked at her the way, Kerry thought later, she must have looked at a great many people standing at that counter with their mouths open and nothing coming out, and she waited, and did not say can I help you again, and did not look at her computer, and did not look at the clock.
‘I need to report something,’ said Kerry Mathers. ‘That happened a long time ago.’
The woman behind the glass nodded, slowly.
‘All right,’ she said. ‘That’s all right. Come and sit down a minute. I’ll get somebody.’ She stood up. ‘Can I take your name?’
Kerry told her.
‘And what’s it about, Kerry? Just roughly. So I get the right person.’
Kerry looked at the sign on the glass. PLEASE WAIT TO BE CALLED.
‘A teacher,’ she said. ‘At my school. When I was twelve.’
The woman behind the glass did not change her face at all. She wrote something on a pad. She said, ‘Thank you. Sit down there, Kerry. I’ll be two minutes. Do you want a tea?’
Kerry sat down on a plastic chair by the wall, under a poster about a missing man from Lochee, with her handbag on her knees and the four sides of A4 inside it, and said no to the tea, and then yes, and waited.
It was four minutes, not two. Then a door opened at the side of the counter, a heavy door with a keypad, and a man came through it, quite tall, about thirty-seven, with dark hair and a careful face and a heavy navy coat over his arm as if he had been on his way out and had turned round, and he came over to her and did not sit down beside her and did not stand over her; he crouched, on his heels, in front of her plastic chair, so that his face was a little lower than hers, and said, in a soft island voice that she would not have been able to place if he had not told her, later, where it was from:
‘Mrs Mathers. My name is Ruairidh MacRae. I am a detective inspector. I have been told you want to report something that happened a long time ago, at school.’ He paused. ‘I am going to take you upstairs to a room with a window, and get you a tea that is better than that one, and you are going to tell me as much or as little as you want. Today, or another day. And whatever you tell me, I am going to write it down exactly the way you say it.’ He looked at her. ‘Is that all right?’
Kerry looked at him.
‘I’ve written it down,’ she said. ‘Already. On Saturday. In pencil.’ She opened her handbag. ‘I thought I could just give you this.’
MacRae looked at the folded paper in her hand. He did not take it.
‘You can,’ he said. ‘If you want. I will read every word.’ He was quiet for a moment. ‘And then I will ask you if you can say it to me. In your own voice. Not today, if not today. Because one day somebody will ask you to say it in a court, and I would like the first time you say it out loud to be to somebody who believes you are telling the truth about what you remember.’
She looked at him.
‘Do you?’ she said. ‘Believe me?’
He did not answer straight away. He crouched in front of her on the floor of the waiting area of the police headquarters on West Bell Street, under the poster of the missing man from Lochee, and she watched him think about it, and saw that he was going to tell her the truth, and was afraid of what it would be.
‘I believe you have come here to tell me something true,’ said MacRae. ‘I do not know yet what it is. That is the honest answer. I do not know yet.’
Kerry Mathers sat with the four folded sheets in her hand.
Then she put them back in her bag, and stood up, and said, ‘Upstairs, then,’ and he stood up too, and held the heavy door with the keypad open for her, and she went through it, and it closed behind them.
Chapter One: The Statement
He had been in Dundee for five weeks.
They had sent him in August, in a meeting in an office at Burnett Road with the door shut and a superintendent he had met twice and a woman from Professional Standards who did not take her coat off, and they had been very careful with their words. It was not a punishment. Nothing had been decided. The process would take as long as it took. In the meantime the North MIT would be better without a DS under investigation for withholding material from a murder inquiry, and the public protection unit in Tayside had lost its DI to a promotion in the spring and could not find another, and he was, the superintendent said, looking at the table, an experienced investigator, and careful, and good with people, and it would be, for now, acting rank, in Dundee, in non-recent abuse.
Where they need a DI, Alison Gray had said on the phone afterwards, when he told her. And where you can do less harm. That’s what they mean. I’m only telling you so you know.
He had said he knew.
He had found a flat in Broughty Ferry, a top floor in a grey sandstone building on Gray Street with a window that looked between two other buildings at a slice of the Tay, and a landlady downstairs who brought him a scone on his first Sunday and asked whether he was a minister. He had told her no. She had seemed disappointed. He drove into West Bell Street every morning along the Arbroath Road and sat at a desk on the third floor with a window on the Law, and read files.
They were all old. That was the work. Things that had happened twenty and thirty and forty years before, in children’s homes and churches and football clubs and schools and family kitchens, reported now, because somebody had read something, or seen something, or had a child of their own, or a grandchild, or had sat up one night at two in the morning and decided. He read the files and talked to the women and the men who had made the reports, and to the people they named, who were old now, or dead, and to the places, which were gone, mostly, or changed, or turned into flats. And then he sent what he had to the Fiscal, and the Fiscal decided, and it was nearly always insufficient evidence, because the thing that made non-recent abuse non-recent was that there was nobody else in the room, and never had been, and in Scotland one voice was not enough.
He had learned that in five weeks. He had learned it in the faces of eleven people in the room on the third floor with the window on the Law. He had learned to say, at the start, before anybody told him anything: I will write down everything you tell me exactly. And I have to tell you now that in Scotland the law needs more than one source of evidence for a crime, and in cases like yours, from a long time ago, that is often very hard to find. I am telling you that now so that you are not told it later by somebody else.
He said it to Kerry Mathers at eleven o’clock on Monday the sixth of September, in the room on the third floor, with a mug of tea in front of her that was better than the one from the machine, and she looked at him across the table and said, ‘I know. I read that. On a website. At three in the morning.’ And then, after a moment: ‘I’m still going to tell you.’
‘Yes,’ said MacRae. ‘I know.’
* * *
She told him for two hours and twenty minutes.
He did not interrupt. He had learned that in Glasgow, from Morag Corr, though Corr had not meant to teach it; he had heard what she said to a young woman on a sofa at four in the morning in 2023 read out in a courtroom a year later, and watched what the talking had cost. He did not talk. He wrote. He had a laptop open beside him and he did not use it; he wrote in a pad, by hand, in his small careful writing, everything, in her words, without tidying them, and he let her stop when she stopped, and waited, sometimes for a long time, and did not fill the silence.
She told him about a school. Craigowan High, on the north side of the city, below the Hilltown, a long flat 1960s building in yellow brick with a tower block of flats behind it and a playing field that flooded every winter. She had gone there in August 1989, at eleven, nearly twelve. She told him about the music department, which was a corridor at the back of the building on the ground floor with four practice rooms off it, small rooms with a piano in each and a window too high to see out of, and the music teacher, who was new, who had come the year before, and was kind, and funny, and told the first years they all had better voices than they knew, and started a choir.
She told him she had been in the choir. She told him she had a voice. People had always said so. Her grandmother had said so. The music teacher said so, in her first term, after a choir practice, and asked her if she would like extra lessons, after school, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, in the practice room at the end of the corridor, because a voice like hers should be trained.
She told him about the lessons.
He wrote it down. He wrote exactly what she said, the words she used, and the places where she stopped and started again, and the things she said twice. He did not ask her for more than she gave him. He did not ask her what she meant by any word. He would have to, later, or somebody would. Not today. Today he wrote.
She told him it had gone on, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, from the spring of 1990, when she was twelve, to the summer of 1991, when she was thirteen, when her family had moved from the north side to a house in Barnhill and she had asked her mother if she could stop the singing lessons because the bus was too long, and her mother had said yes, and she had never sung again. Not in a choir. Not in the car. Not at her own wedding. Not to her own daughter when she was a baby. Her husband thought she could not sing. She had let him think it for nineteen years.
She told him about the words. He used to say a thing, she said. At the end of every lesson. Before she went. He said it every time, the same, the way you say a thing to a dog.
MacRae wrote it down. He wrote down the words she said he had said, exactly, and put them in quotation marks, and underlined them once, because they were the kind of thing that, if anybody else ever came forward, would matter more than anything else she had told him. He did not tell her that. He did not let his face do anything.
She told him that she had never told anybody. Not her mother. Not a friend. Not her husband. Not a doctor. Not a counsellor; she had never had one. She told him that she had thought, for thirty years, that if she never said it, it would not be real, and that she had been wrong about that, because it had been real every day.
She told him about Thursday. Her daughter, in a music room after the bell, with a teacher who was a woman and was nice and had done nothing at all. The edge of the bath. The locked door. Twenty-five minutes.
Then she stopped.
She sat back in her chair and looked at the window, at the Law, which had cloud on the top of it, and MacRae put his pen down.
‘Is there anything else you want to tell me today?’
‘No.’ She did not look at him. ‘That’s it. That’s all of it. That’s all of it there is.’ She was quiet for a moment. ‘Is it enough?’
He had known she would ask. They all asked. He had said the true thing eleven times in five weeks and it had never got easier, and he said it again now.
‘On its own,’ said MacRae, ‘probably not. In law. Not unless there is something else.’ He looked at her. ‘That is not about whether you are telling the truth. It is about what the law needs. One voice is not enough in Scotland. It has not been for three hundred years.’
‘What would be enough?’
He thought about how to say it. He had said it eleven times and never found a way that did not sound like hoping for something terrible.
‘If somebody else had been there,’ he said. ‘Who saw something. Or if you had told somebody at the time, and they remember. Or if there was something written down, somewhere, by somebody.’ He stopped. ‘Or if there was somebody else. Another girl, or boy, at the same school, or another school, who said the same kind of thing about the same man, independently, without knowing you. Then the law can let you corroborate each other.’ He did not look away. ‘I am not saying there is. I am telling you what the law needs. I do not know if there is anybody. I will look.’
Kerry Mathers looked at him across the table.
‘I’ve thought about that,’ she said. ‘Since Saturday. Whether there was anybody else.’ Her voice was quite steady. ‘I don’t know. I never asked. I never looked. I never went on any of the Facebook things. People from school. I couldn’t.’ She stopped. ‘If there’s somebody else, I don’t want it. Do you understand? I don’t want it to be true for anybody else. I’d rather it was only me and nothing happened to him.’
MacRae wrote that down too. Exactly. I’d rather it was only me and nothing happened to him.
* * *
When she had gone, at twenty to two, down in the lift and out through the front door past the woman with the ponytail, who said bye, Kerry, take care, and across the car park to her silver Skoda, MacRae sat on in the room on the third floor with the pad in front of him, nineteen pages, and the mug of tea she had not finished, and the window with the Law in it.
He read it through once, from the beginning, slowly.
Then he went back to his desk and opened the Police Scotland systems and typed the name she had given him, the music teacher’s name, which he had written in capitals on the first page, and found nothing. No record. No intelligence. No previous complaint, anywhere, from anybody. A seventy-seven-year-old man with no entry of any kind on any system the police had ever kept.
That meant nothing. He had learned that in five weeks too. Half the men in the files he had read had no record, because nobody had ever told.
He sat for a while with the empty screen.
Then he opened a search engine, the way Kerry Mathers had at her kitchen table on Saturday night, and typed the name, and Dundee, and choir, and found the photograph: an old man in a dinner jacket at the front of a church with a baton raised and his white hair catching the light from a stained-glass window, smiling. Our musical director since 2013.
The church was in Broughty Ferry. MacRae knew it. He walked past it every morning from Gray Street to his car.
He looked at the photograph. An old man with a baton. A choir in red robes behind him, thirty of them, men and women, most of them in their sixties and seventies, mouths open, singing.
He did not know whether Robin Ure had done what Kerry Mathers said. He did not know. That was not modesty and it was not caution. It was true. He had sat across a table from her for two hours and twenty minutes and written down every word and he believed that she believed every word, and he did not know, and he could not know, from one voice, thirty-six years later, in a room with a window on the Law, and nobody could. That was what the law was for. That was why it needed two.
He closed the browser. He wrote on the front of the pad, in his small careful hand, the date and the time and the name, and under it, as he had been taught in his first week at the Tulliallan police college in 2013, by a sergeant from Paisley who had said it was the only thing worth remembering from the whole course: What do I know? What do I think? Keep them apart.
Under know he wrote: K.M. statement, 19 pp. No record for R.U. Choir, Broughty Ferry, since 2013.
Under think he wrote nothing.
He looked at the empty half of the page for a while. Then he put the pad in his drawer and locked it and went home to Gray Street along the Arbroath Road in the evening, past the church in Broughty Ferry, where there was a light on in the hall at the side, and the sound coming out of the open door of a piano, somebody alone at it, going over the same slow phrase again and again, and he did not stop, and he did not look in.
Interlude: Statement of Kerry Mathers
Extract from the police statement of Kerry Mathers, taken by Acting Detective Inspector R. MacRae at Police Scotland, West Bell Street, Dundee, on Monday 6 September 2027, and typed from his handwritten notes the following day. It was read over to her and signed on Wednesday 8 September 2027. The extract is from pages 7 to 9 of 19. Some passages have been omitted.
* * *
… The practice room was the last one on the left at the end of the corridor. It had a piano and two chairs and a music stand and a window up high you couldn’t see out of. There was a radiator under the window that clanked. He always shut the door. He said it was so the sound didn’t carry and disturb the other rooms, but there was never anybody in the other rooms after four o’clock. I knew that because I used to look in them on the way down the corridor.
The lessons were Tuesdays and Thursdays from ten past four to five o’clock. My mum thought they were till half five because I used to walk home the long way round by the Hilltown.
I want to say clearly that I am not able to remember every lesson. There were a lot of them. Over about a year and a half. I remember the first time something happened was in the spring of 1990, before the Easter holidays, because I remember the daffodils in the tub at the front door of the school when I came out. I was twelve.
[Passage omitted.]
At the end of every lesson he would put his hand on my shoulder at the door, before he opened it, and say the same thing. He said: That’s our song now. Nobody else gets to hear it. He said it every time. The same words. Sometimes he would say it in a sort of sing-song way, like it was a joke. Sometimes he said it very quietly. I knew what he meant. I didn’t tell anybody.
I have never sung since 1991. Not once. My husband thinks I can’t sing. I let him think that.
[Passage omitted.]
I stopped the lessons in the summer of 1991 when we moved to Barnhill. I asked my mum if I could stop because the bus would be too long. She said yes. He never said anything to me about stopping. In the corridor after that he would say hello Kerry like normal. I left Craigowan in June 1993 after my Standard Grades.
I did not tell anybody at the time. I did not tell any teacher or my mum or my friends. I have not told anybody since until today.
I do not know if anything happened to anybody else. I have never asked anybody. I have never been on any of the groups for people from the school. I have not looked him up until last Saturday.
I want to say that I know this was a long time ago and that he is an old man now. I am not doing this to hurt him. I am doing it because my daughter is fourteen and I cannot carry it any more.
This statement is true to the best of my knowledge and belief.
Kerry Mathers 8.9.27
* * *
Note on the front of the file, in the hand of A/DI R. MacRae: The words at the door, That’s our song now. Nobody else gets to hear it, are hers, given unprompted, at 11.52 on 6.9.27, before any other complainer had come forward. I record that here so that it is on the file with a date. K.M. states she has never been a member of any former pupils’ group. To be checked.
Chapter Two: Craigowan
There was nothing there.
MacRae had known there would not be. He had found it on the council’s planning portal on the Tuesday morning, the day after Kerry Mathers came in: an application in 2011 for the demolition of the former Craigowan High School, closed since 2010, and the erection of a hundred and twelve dwellings, mixed tenure, with associated roads and open space. Approved. He had found it on the map. He drove up on the Wednesday afternoon anyway, because that was what you did, you went to the locus, even when the locus was gone, because the ground was still there, and the ground had been there when it happened.
It was a housing estate. Brick and render, two storeys, the houses in short terraces and the flats in blocks of four, built in about 2014 and already weathered, with small front gardens and wheelie bins and a play park in the middle with a climbing frame shaped like a ship. The streets had names that somebody in the council had chosen to remember something: Craigowan Gardens, Chorister Way, Old School Brae. The tower block of flats that Kerry had described behind the school was still there, at the top, grey, fifteen storeys, with washing on the balconies. The playing field that flooded every winter was a field still, at the bottom, with goalposts, and it was flooded. It was September and it had rained for three days and there was a long sheet of brown water across the bottom of it with gulls standing in it.
MacRae parked at the end of Chorister Way and got out and stood in the wind.
He had the old Ordnance Survey map on his phone, from the 1990s, with the school on it, a long flat block with a wing at the back. He stood where the corridor had been, as near as he could work it out, which was in the middle of a road outside a house with a trampoline in the garden and a Dundee United flag in the window. The music department had been along the back, on the ground floor. Four practice rooms. The last one on the left.
The last one on the left was somebody’s kitchen.
He stood in the road with his hands in the pockets of the good coat and looked at it, a kitchen window with a blind half down and a cactus on the sill and a mug with WORLD’S BEST GRANDAD on it, and found that he could not feel anything about it, which surprised him. He had stood in the burnt corridor at Glenskiach and in the garage in Kirkcaldy, once, with Corr, in her case, to see it, and felt the place in his chest. He did not feel this. There was nothing left of it to feel. Thirty-six years and a demolition company and a hundred and twelve dwellings, mixed tenure. If anything had happened here, the ground did not remember it.
A woman came out of the house with the trampoline and looked at him, standing in the road in a heavy navy coat.
‘Can I help you, son?’
‘No,’ said MacRae. ‘Thank you. I was looking for the old school.’
‘Oh, it’s long gone.’ She folded her arms. ‘Craigowan. My man went there. Seventy-eight to eighty-three.’ She looked at the street. ‘They knocked it down in 2012. Terrible state it was in by the end. Asbestos.’ She looked at him again. ‘Were you there? You’re not from here.’
‘No. I am from Lewis.’
‘Lewis.’ She considered that. ‘What are you wanting with Craigowan, then?’
‘Just looking,’ said MacRae.
* * *
The records were partly lost. That was how the woman at the council’s archive on the Thursday put it, in a basement under the City Chambers with grey metal shelving to the ceiling and a dehumidifier going in the corner like a small aeroplane. Partly lost meant that when the school closed in 2010 the pupil files had gone to the new school the pupils went to, and some of those had been scanned and some had not, and some had been destroyed under the retention schedule, and some were in a store in an industrial estate in Kingsway East that had flooded in 2017. And the staff records, the personnel files, had gone to the council’s human resources department, which had been restructured four times since, and some of them were here.
She found the right box in twenty minutes. She was a small grey woman with reading glasses on a cord who had worked in the archive for thirty-one years and did not ask him why he wanted it.
Craigowan High School: staff, 1985 to 1995: personnel (part). And a second box, 1995 to 2010 (part).
He found the name in the first box, in a buff folder, on a typed card from 1988 with a small passport photograph stapled to the corner, black and white: a man of about thirty-eight with a lot of dark hair and a beard and a wide mouth and eyes that were smiling at whoever had taken the picture.
URE, Robin James. DOB 3.2.50. Appointed Teacher of Music, Craigowan HS, 15.8.88. Previously: Teacher of Music, Morgan Academy (1979 to 1988). Qualifications: DRSAMD (Glasgow), 1972. Teaching Certificate (Dundee College of Education), 1973.
And in the second box, a letter from 2001, confirming his transfer, at his own request, to a post as Principal Teacher of Music at another school in the city. And a card for a retirement in 2012, from that school. And nothing else. No complaints. No disciplinary notes. No reports from anybody about anything. A career of thirty-three years in three buff folders and a typed card, and a photograph of a smiling young man with a beard.
He photographed every page. He asked the archivist for a statement about the boxes and their custody, which she gave, at her desk, in twelve minutes, in a clear dry hand.
‘Is he dead?’ she said, when she had signed it.
‘No.’
‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t ask.’ She took her glasses off. ‘You get a lot of people in here, you know. Policemen. Journalists. People looking for their own files. From children’s homes, mostly. Schools sometimes.’ She put the boxes back on the shelf. ‘Half of them never find what they’re looking for. It’s always the half that matters that’s gone.’
* * *
He found the staff the way you found people from thirty years ago in a city: one at a time, from the ones who were easiest to find, asking each of them who else there was.
There had been a head teacher, who was dead. A depute head, who was dead. A principal teacher of guidance, who was ninety and in a home in Carnoustie and did not know what year it was. There had been two other teachers in the music department over the years, part time, peripatetic, who had come in for strings and brass and gone again, and one of them was in Canada and the other in a churchyard in Perth.
And there were two who were alive, and in Dundee, and remembered the music department, and remembered Robin Ure.
The first was a man called Walter Rattray, who had taught English at Craigowan from 1984 to 2003 and was eighty now, living in a bungalow in Downfield with a wife and a dog and a great many books, and who received MacRae in his front room on a Monday morning in October with coffee in a cafetière and the air of a man who has been waiting for somebody to ask him something for a long time.
He remembered Robin. Of course he remembered Robin. Robin had come in 1988 and transformed the place; a music department that had been a cupboard and a broken piano and a man counting the days to his pension had become, in two years, a choir of sixty, and a concert at the Caird Hall every Christmas, and children from the Hilltown who had never sung a note in their lives standing on a stage in white shirts singing Britten. Ceremony of Carols. Walter Rattray had wept at it in 1990. He said so.
He remembered the practice rooms. He remembered the extra lessons. Robin had given them to a great many children, after school, for nothing, because the school had no money and he believed in it. He remembered thinking it was extraordinary, the hours the man put in.
MacRae asked him, carefully, whether he had ever heard any concern about Robin Ure, at the school, from anybody.
Walter Rattray put his coffee down.
‘Sergeant…’
‘Inspector.’
‘Inspector. I’m sorry.’ He looked at the window, at his garden, where the dog was lying on the grass in the thin October sun. ‘You’ll know I can’t answer that without… You’ll know what a question like that does, in a staff room, in 1990. Or now.’ He was quiet for a moment. ‘No. I never heard anything. Not a word. Not in thirteen years. I’d have said so if I had. I’d have… I don’t know what I’d have done. In 1990.’ He looked at MacRae. ‘Is that what this is? Somebody’s said something?’
‘I cannot tell you that, Mr Rattray.’
‘No.’ He picked up his coffee again. His hand was not quite steady. ‘No, of course you can’t.’ He drank. ‘I’ll tell you this. I sang in Robin’s staff choir for twelve years. Tuesdays at lunchtime, in the music room. He was the best musician I ever knew and the kindest colleague. If you’d asked me to name one man in that building I’d trust with my own children, it would have been him.’ He put the cup down. ‘I’m telling you that because it’s true. Not because it’s evidence.’
MacRae wrote it down.
* * *
The second was a woman called Sheila Gourlay, who had taught home economics at Craigowan from 1979 to 2008 and was seventy-seven, a widow, in a flat in the West End with a view of the Tay, and she did not offer him coffee. She sat in an armchair by the window with her hands folded and listened to him explain that he was making enquiries about the music department in the 1990s, and when he asked her, carefully, the same question he had asked Walter Rattray, she did not put anything down, because she was not holding anything.
‘Yes,’ she said.
MacRae waited.
‘1996,’ said Sheila Gourlay. ‘Or 1995. The spring. A girl came to me. Second year. I had her for home economics. She was a quiet girl, very quiet, and she stayed behind one day after the class and she said she didn’t want to go to her singing lesson any more, and she didn’t want to say why, and could I tell Mr Ure for her.’ She looked at the window. ‘And I said, well, you’ll need to tell him yourself, dear, or tell your guidance teacher. And she said she couldn’t. And then she said…’ She stopped.
‘Take your time.’
‘I don’t need time. I’ve had thirty years.’ Her voice did not change. ‘She said, he says things at the door. That’s all. He says things at the door. And she wouldn’t say what. And I went to the depute. That afternoon. And I told him. Exactly what she’d said.’ She looked at MacRae. ‘And the depute said he’d look into it. And I never heard another word. And the girl stopped going to the lessons. And she left at the end of fourth year. And I never asked again.’ She unfolded her hands. ‘I’ve thought about it every time I’ve seen his name in the paper. The concerts. The choir in the Ferry. Every time.’
‘Do you remember the girl’s name?’
‘No.’ Sheila Gourlay closed her eyes. ‘God help me, no. I’ve tried. I had six hundred children a year. She was quiet and she had fair hair and she was in second year in 1995 or 1996. That’s all.’ She opened her eyes. ‘And the depute’s dead. And there’ll be no paper. There never was any paper, with things like that. Not then.’
MacRae wrote it down. Every word. He says things at the door.
He did not let his face do anything. He thought of a typed note on the front of a file on the third floor at West Bell Street, in his own hand, with a date and a time. The words at the door.
He asked her whether she had ever told anybody else. She said no. Not in thirty years. Not her husband. Nobody.
He asked her whether she had ever been a member of any online group for former staff or pupils of the school. She looked at him as if he had asked whether she had ever been to the moon.
‘I don’t do the Facebook,’ said Sheila Gourlay. ‘My granddaughter does it for me. For the photographs.’
* * *
He drove back to West Bell Street in the dusk at half past five with the wipers going and the Tay black on his left, and sat at his desk on the third floor and typed up both statements, and then sat with the cursor blinking at the end of the second.
He says things at the door.
One voice from 1990, about the door. One memory from 1996, of another voice, unnamed, about the door. No paper. A dead depute. A man of eighty in Downfield who would have trusted him with his own children.
He opened his pad, the one from Kerry Mathers’s statement, and turned to the front, to the page that said What do I know? What do I think?
Under know he added: S.G.: 1995 or 96, unnamed girl, S2: ‘he says things at the door.’ Reported to depute (dec’d). No paper. D.R.: never heard anything; would have trusted him with his own children.
Under think he still wrote nothing.
He did not know it then, and would not know it until a woman called Donna Kidd sat down across from him in the same room in March and told him how she had heard that the police were asking about Craigowan, but Walter Rattray, on the Monday night after MacRae’s visit, unable to sleep, had phoned a former colleague, a retired PE teacher in Arbroath, to ask whether she had ever heard anything about Robin Ure, in confidence, Margaret, in complete confidence, and the retired PE teacher had said no, never, and on the Wednesday had mentioned it, in complete confidence, to her daughter, who had been at Craigowan from 1992 to 1998, and who was a member of a Facebook group called Craigowan High Former Pupils, and who did not post anything in it, because she had been told it was in confidence.
But she messaged one person. A friend from school. Privately. On the Thursday night.
Police were asking about Mr Ure. The music teacher. Don’t say anything.
The friend’s name was Donna Kidd.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Binary. Thank you for reading.
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