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Prologue: The Statement
Sunday 16 December 2007
The house was in Bowhouse, the second-last in a terrace of six, with a plastic Santa on the step and a wreath on the door that had been bought in the Co-op and still had the price on the back. DC Jackie Forsyth noticed the price because she was standing on the step for nearly a minute before anybody answered, and there was nothing else to look at.
She was twenty-six and had been in CID for seven months. She had been told at eight o’clock that morning, in the incident room at Falkirk, that she was going out with the DS to take a statement from a juvenile, and that she would be there as corroboration and as the woman in the room, and that she was not to say anything unless the girl or the mother looked at her. The DS had told her this himself, in the car park, while he scraped the ice off his windscreen with the edge of a CD case. He had said it the way he said most things, as though he was explaining a reason rather than giving an order, and she had liked him for it, and then been annoyed with herself for liking him, because she had been told in her first week that he was a man who would get on.
He was standing beside her on the step now with his hands in his coat pockets. He was thirty-four, tall, going grey at the sides already, in a dark overcoat that was too good for a detective sergeant’s wages and had probably been a present. He did not ring the bell a second time. He waited.
The door was opened by a woman of about forty in a dressing gown over jeans and a jumper, with a cigarette in one hand and a mobile phone in the other.
‘You’re the police,’ she said.
He told her his name and his rank, and Forsyth’s, and that they were from Central Scotland Police, and that they had come about her phone call. He said it all in one breath, without hurrying, and held up his warrant card while he said it so that she could read it if she wanted to. She did not read it.
‘I phoned on Friday night and naebody came. I phoned again yesterday.’ She looked at them both, and then at the street behind them, as though the neighbours might be counting. ‘You’d better come in. She’s in the kitchen. She’s been up since seven, she’s that feart she’ll say something wrong.’
‘She won’t,’ said the DS. ‘There’s nothing wrong she can say.’
* * *
The kitchen was small and warm and smelled of toast and the cigarette. There was a calendar from a Chinese takeaway on the wall, and a school photograph on the fridge of a girl with a wide fringe and a grin, held on with a magnet shaped like a strawberry. The girl in the photograph was sitting at the kitchen table in a hooded top with the sleeves pulled down over her hands. She was fourteen. She looked younger than that when she stood up, and older when she sat down again.
‘This is Kirsten,’ said Mrs Moodie. ‘Kirsten, this is the polis.’
‘Hiya,’ said Kirsten.
‘Hello, Kirsten,’ said the DS. ‘Can we sit down?’
They sat. Mrs Moodie stood at the sink, and then sat, and then stood again to put the kettle on, and then sat. Forsyth took the chair nearest the door, because the DS had nodded her towards it, and put her notebook on her knee. The DS put a pad of statement forms on the table and a black pen beside it, and lined the pen up with the edge of the pad, and took his coat off and hung it on the back of the chair. He did not take out a notebook of his own.
‘I’m going to explain how this works,’ he said, ‘and then you can ask me anything you want, and then we’ll start. Is that all right?’
‘Aye.’
‘You’re not in any trouble. Nothing you tell me today gets you into trouble. Do you understand that?’
Kirsten glanced at her mother.
‘Even the cider,’ said the DS.
Mrs Moodie made a sound. Kirsten went red to her hair.
‘I’m not interested in the cider,’ he said. ‘I’m interested in what you saw. I’m going to ask you to tell me about Thursday night, from when you went out to when you went home. I’m going to write down what you say. I’m going to write it down in your words, not mine, so if you say like I’ll write like, and if you say a swear word I’ll write the swear word, and your mum will just have to put up with it.’
That got the beginning of a smile.
‘When we’re finished I’ll read it all back to you, every word, and if anything’s wrong you tell me and I’ll change it. Then you sign each page, and your mum signs to say she was here. Constable Forsyth is here to listen, so there’s two of us that heard it. That’s all. It’ll take about an hour. You can stop whenever you like. If you need the toilet, go to the toilet.’
‘Okay.’
‘Anything you want to ask me?’
Kirsten looked at the pad, and at his pen, and then at him.
‘Is it the man that done it?’ she said. ‘In the bookie’s? Is that who you’ve got?’
‘We’ve arrested a man,’ said the DS. ‘I can’t tell you anything about him. And I don’t want you to think about him at all while you’re telling me this. I don’t want you to think about anything you’ve seen on the telly or in the paper or heard from your pals. Just Thursday. Just what you saw with your own eyes. If you didn’t see it, I don’t want it, even if you’re sure it happened. All right?’
‘All right.’
‘Right,’ he said, and wrote the date and the time at the top of the first form, and her name and her date of birth, and the address. Forsyth wrote the time in her own notebook. It was nine minutes past ten.
* * *
It came out the way these things came out, in the wrong order and too fast at first, and he slowed her down without seeming to. He took her back to the start every time she jumped. He asked her what she had had for her tea on Thursday, and she said fish fingers, and he wrote it down, and Forsyth understood after a moment that he was not interested in the fish fingers, but in the clock: the tea had been at half five, because her mum was on a late at Asda, and she had gone out at seven.
She had met two pals, Shannon and Leanne, at the swing park. Leanne’s big sister had got them a bottle of cider from the shop on the corner, which Mrs Moodie heard for the first time and received in a silence that Forsyth thought would last a fortnight. They had walked down to the main road, because it was too cold in the swing park, and they had sat in the bus shelter opposite the precinct, because it had a roof and the light was on, and they had passed the bottle round. They had not been drunk.
‘How much was left in the bottle,’ said the DS, ‘when you went home?’
Kirsten considered this honestly.
‘Half,’ she said. ‘Maybe a wee bit less. Shannon had the most. It was a big bottle but.’
He wrote Half. Maybe a wee bit less. Shannon had the most. It was a big bottle but.
They had been in the shelter, she thought, from about half seven. A couple of buses had come and they had not got on them, and one of the drivers had looked at them. The bookie’s was across the road and along, at the corner of the precinct, with its window lit up and the posters in it, and she could see the door from the shelter if she leaned out. She had not been watching it. There was no reason to watch it.
At about ten o’clock, maybe a bit before, a car had come along from the Bo’ness Road end and gone round the corner into the street at the side of the precinct, the one that went up past the back of the shops. It had stopped just round the corner, where she could still see the front half of it, under the street light.
‘How do you know it stopped?’
‘Because the lights stayed on. The front lights. And it was still going. You could hear it. And you could see the smoke out the back, the exhaust, cause it was that cold.’
‘What colour was it?’
‘Red.’
‘What kind of red?’
She frowned.
‘Like a red car,’ she said. ‘No a dark red. Just red. Like a fire engine but no as shiny.’
‘Do you know what make it was?’
‘No. It wasnae a big car. It was like a normal car. Like a Corsa or something. I don’t know cars. Leanne’s brother would know.’
He wrote it down. Forsyth noticed that he wrote like a Corsa or something. I don’t know cars. and did not write Vauxhall, and she noticed herself noticing, and filed it away.
There had been a man in the driver’s seat. The window had been down, which was weird, she said, because it was freezing. He had been smoking. She had seen the end of the cigarette when he took a draw on it, and his face had gone orange for a second.
‘What could you see of him?’
‘The side of him. He was looking up the way. Up towards the precinct. And then he turned his head and looked at us.’
‘At you?’
‘At the shelter. Cause Leanne was laughing. She’s got a stupid laugh. Like a donkey. He looked over and then he looked away again.’
‘How far away was he?’
She looked round the kitchen as though she might measure it there.
‘Across the road and a bit,’ she said. ‘Like from here to the end of the street. No, no that far. Like from here to the Hendersons’.’
‘Mrs Moodie, how far is the Hendersons’?’
‘Four doors,’ said Mrs Moodie. ‘Number two.’
He wrote it down.
‘What did he look like, Kirsten?’
‘Just a man.’
‘Old? Young?’
‘Old. Like no really old. Like twenty-five. Thirty.’
Forsyth, who was twenty-six, did not move her face.
‘Hair?’
‘Short. Dark, I think. It was hard to tell wi’ the light.’
‘Was there anything about him you remember? Anything different?’
‘His ear,’ said Kirsten.
The DS did not look up from the pad, and his pen did not stop, and that was the moment Forsyth started to pay attention properly, though she could not have said why.
‘What about his ear?’
‘The top of it was away.’ She put her own hand up, pulled back her hood, and touched the top of her left ear with two fingers. ‘This one. The top was away, like it had been cut off. Flat. When he turned his head to look at us the light was right on it. It was like, you know when you cut the top off a boiled egg. Like that. Leanne said that guy’s got nae ear and I says shut up, he’ll hear you, and she says how can he hear us, he’s got nae ear, and we were laughing. That’s how I remember it.’
The DS wrote all of it. He wrote like when you cut the top off a boiled egg and how can he hear us, he’s got nae ear. Then he put the pen down, very gently, lined up with the edge of the pad.
‘Kirsten,’ he said. ‘Which ear?’
‘This one.’ She touched it again. ‘The left.’
‘His left or your left?’
She thought about it. Forsyth watched her think about it, a fourteen-year-old in a hooded top at a kitchen table, turning in her chair to face the window as though the car was out there, and turning her head to look back over her shoulder at the cooker.
‘His left,’ she said. ‘He was facing that way, up the road, and the window was down on his side, and when he turned to look at us it was the side nearest us. So it was the side of his head that was nearest the window. That’s his left. Cause he’s driving.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Aye. Cause it was the side with the window.’
‘I’m going to ask you once more,’ said the DS, ‘and I’m not asking because I think you’re wrong. I’m asking because somebody else will ask you one day and I want to know what you’ll say. What was wrong with his ear?’
‘The top of it was away,’ said Kirsten Moodie. ‘His left ear. Like it was cut.’
He picked the pen up and wrote it again, in the same words, and the time beside it.
* * *
The rest took another half hour. She had seen the car’s lights go off just before the sirens. She had not seen anybody get into it or out of it. She had not seen anybody running. She had not seen the car leave; it was just not there any more, the next time she looked, and then there were police cars and an ambulance and a lot of people, and Shannon said they should go home before somebody saw the cider. They had gone home. She had not told her mum on Thursday night because of the cider. She had not told her on Friday either.
‘What made you tell her yesterday?’
‘Cause it was on the news. On Friday night. The man on the news said if anybody was near the precinct on Thursday night to phone. And I couldnae stop thinking about it. And on Saturday I told my mum.’
‘What did the man on the news say? Can you remember?’
‘He said a woman had been stabbed in the bookie’s and she was dead. And he said anybody that saw anything. And there was a number.’
‘Did he say anything about a car?’
‘No.’
‘About a man with an ear?’
‘No.’ She looked at him with sudden suspicion. ‘Naebody said that. I’m no making it up. I seen it.’
‘I know you saw it,’ said the DS. ‘I’m asking so I can write down that he didn’t say it.’
He wrote it down.
When it was finished he read the whole thing back to her, from the date at the top, every word, in a level voice that did not do the accents and did not leave them out. It ran to seven pages. Twice she stopped him. Once she said it was Leanne who said that guy’s got nae ear, not Shannon, and he had written Leanne already, and showed her. Once she said she had not said definitely about the time, she had said about, and he looked at the page and saw that he had written definitely, and struck it through, and wrote about above it, and initialled the change, and made her initial it too.
She signed every page. Mrs Moodie signed the last one, under the words signed in my presence. Forsyth signed as witness. The DS signed and wrote the time. It was eleven forty-one.
* * *
At the door, Mrs Moodie held on to his sleeve for a moment.
‘Will she have to go to court?’
‘I don’t know,’ said the DS. ‘It’s not up to me. It might be.’
‘She’s fourteen.’
‘I know.’
‘She’ll get it in the school. She’ll get called a grass.’
‘If she has to go to court,’ he said, ‘there’ll be people to help her, and she’ll be ready for it, and I’ll make sure somebody tells you in plenty of time. But that’s a long way off, and it might never happen. What she’s done today is the right thing. That’s the only thing she needs to know.’
Kirsten had come out into the hall behind her mother. She had the hood back down over her ears.
‘Is it important?’ she said. ‘What I said? About the car?’
The DS turned on the step and looked at her for a moment. Forsyth, who was already halfway down the path, thought afterwards that it was the only time all morning she had seen him take longer than a second to answer anything.
‘It’s important,’ he said. ‘You told it very well. I’ll make sure it goes where it needs to go.’
* * *
In the car, he did not start the engine at once. He sat with the statement forms on his knee and read them through again, all seven pages, turning each one over carefully, while the windscreen misted and Forsyth looked out of the passenger window at the plastic Santa.
‘What did you think?’ he said, without looking up.
She had not expected to be asked.
‘I thought she was telling the truth, Sarge.’
‘Why?’
She thought about it.
‘Because of the egg,’ she said. ‘And because she got the left and right right, and she worked it out in front of us. And because she didn’t know what was important. She told us about the fish fingers.’
‘And?’
‘And the cider,’ said Forsyth. ‘They’ll say she was drunk.’
‘Half a bottle between three of them over two and a half hours,’ said the DS. ‘Fourteen years old. Freezing. I’d want to know what a doctor says about that before I let anybody tell me she was drunk.’
‘And it’s three days.’
‘It’s three days because of the cider and because her mother’s on a late. It’s not three days because she was making something up.’ He squared the pages on his knee. ‘What else?’
Forsyth said nothing. She knew what else, and so did he.
‘Say it,’ he said. ‘So I know you’ve thought it.’
‘We’ve got him,’ she said. ‘Mair. On the camera, going in on his own. Blood on his trainers. He’s coughed it. He’s got a lawyer and he’s still coughed it. Everybody in that incident room thinks it’s finished.’
‘Aye,’ said the DS. ‘They do.’
He put the statement forms in a brown envelope and wrote the girl’s name on the front, and the date, and his own initials, and put the envelope inside his coat, against his chest, and buttoned the coat over it. Then he started the engine and put the heater on full and sat for a moment longer with his hands on the wheel, waiting for the glass to clear.
‘There’s a man in a red car with the top of his left ear missing,’ he said, to the windscreen. ‘He was parked round the corner from a robbery with his engine running and his lights on, and he put his lights off before the sirens came. I don’t know who he is. Neither does anybody in that incident room. I’m going to write an action to find out, and I’m going to put it in the tray tonight, and somebody is going to do it.’
The windscreen cleared from the bottom up. Bowhouse appeared through it, a row of terraced houses, a plastic Santa, a girl at an upstairs window watching them, who stepped back when Forsyth looked up.
‘Right,’ said the DS, and pulled out.
At Falkirk he went straight upstairs with the envelope inside his coat. Forsyth went to the canteen and had a roll and sausage and wrote up her notebook at a table by the window: 16.12.07. 1009 to 1141 hrs. Statement of K. Moodie (14) noted in my presence at home address, mother present. Witness describes red car, engine running, male driver, top of left ear missing. Statement read over and signed. She underlined left, and then thought that looked like she was making a point, and could not rub it out, because it was pen.
She did not think about it again for twenty-four years.
Chapter One: Entry 183
Tuesday 13 January 2032
The run came in overnight, the way it always did, and it was the first one since before Christmas, which meant that it was twice the size and full of tinsel.
Not literally. Vik said it was literally, on the grounds that eleven of the first forty flags were a single burglary in Kirkintilloch in December 1994 in which the stolen property had included a box of decorations, and the comparisons, which ran over every productions schedule in eight legacy forces at once, had found a box of decorations in ten other files and decided that it meant something.
‘It doesn’t mean something,’ said Vik. ‘It means it was December. It’s found Christmas. Thirty-seven years of policing and it’s found out that every year there’s a December.’
‘Bin them.’
‘I’m binning them. I’m just saying, it’s very proud of itself.’
He binned them.
Tait had opened the run at ten to eight with her coat still on, the way she always did, and by half past nine they had the shape of it. Six hundred and twelve flags across two weeks of comparisons. Most of them were what most of them always were. The surname Docherty, in combination with the word close, which in Glasgow described half the population and the doorway they lived up. A sheriff in Paisley who had for twenty years ended every judgement he wrote with the same Latin tag, so that the system had built a family out of his retirement. The Fife numbering. There was always the Fife numbering. Somewhere in Kirkcaldy in 1979 a man had invented a way of recording case references that the comparisons had never once learned to leave alone, and every run threw up the same crop of relatives that were not relatives, and every run they killed them on sight.
Jo Farquhar took the first third, as she always did, because she was fastest at the first pass and did not mind being bored. Vik took the middle, where the system did its strangest things. Ross Lammie, who had been in the unit for sixteen months and still read every flag as though it might be the one, took the last third. Tait took everything that survived, and the last word on anything that went on the register.
That was the job. People outside room 2.14 still did not believe it, and Tait had stopped trying to make them.
* * *
Room 2.14 was the same room it had been for two and a half years, with four desks in it now instead of three, which was one more than it had been designed for. Lammie’s desk was against the wrong wall, because there was nowhere else to put it, so that the door opened two-thirds of the way and knocked against its corner with a hollow sound. Lammie had come in at five past eight that morning, round the door sideways with a coffee in each hand, and knocked his knee on the corner of his own desk, and said nothing about it, because he no longer did.
There were four filing cabinets, a whiteboard, and a window on to the car park and the field and the pylon. By the door the remit was pinned with a drawing pin, furred at the corner where people brushed past it. Below it, with a second drawing pin, was paragraph 7.6 of the Commission’s Statement of Reasons in a case that the unit no longer talked about, because talking about it was what the newspapers did. Nobody had ever admitted putting it there.
On the whiteboard, top left, in red, was the number seven, and beside it the word KILBOWIE, and beside that two columns of dates in two hands. Farquhar had added one on the second working day of the year. It was the same answer, and she had written the date anyway.
The register was a lever-arch file on the corner of Tait’s desk and a spreadsheet on the shared drive. Both of them said a hundred and seventy-eight.
A hundred and seventy-eight closed convictions, in eight legacy forces, in which something in one file resembled something in another file closely enough for a person to need to read both. That was all the register was. It was not a list of the wrongly convicted, and it was not a list of the guilty who had got away with something else. It was a list of reasons to read files. Of the hundred and seventy-eight, thirty-one were live. Eleven had been read to the end and closed with the words nothing found, which was point seven of the remit and the one that nobody outside the room believed they meant. One had been closed with a single word, found, in pencil, which nobody had yet decided was a precedent or a mistake.
‘A rugby club,’ said Lammie, at about ten.
Tait looked up.
‘In Hawick. Two assaults outside it, 1991 and 2004. Both victims had ear injuries.’ He looked at his screen with the faint apologetic air he had when the system was being stupid on his watch. ‘It’s cauliflower ears. They were both front row. It’s matched them on the ear.’
‘Bin it.’
‘Binning it.’ He made a note on his pad, in the small careful capitals he used for everything, and then crossed it out, which was what he did with notes once they were done. ‘There’s more ears.’
‘How many more?’
‘Six. There’s a dentist in Oban. And a man that got bit by a horse.’
‘Show me the horse,’ said Vik, from his desk, without turning round.
‘It’s a horse in Kintyre, in 1988. It bit a man’s ear and he reported it as an assault, because he thought his neighbour had set it on him.’
‘Had he?’
‘It doesn’t say.’
‘I want to know if he had,’ said Vik, ‘and I want to know at a level of detail that nobody is ever going to pay me for.’
‘Bin it,’ said Tait.
They binned the horse.
* * *
By eleven there were thirty-four flags left standing out of six hundred and twelve. Farquhar had killed four hundred on her own, in silence, with a coffee going cold at her elbow. By twelve there were nineteen. Tait read all nineteen and put eight of them on the register, which took it to a hundred and eighty-six, and wrote each new number in the lever-arch file in her own hand, with the date, because that was how it was done.
She was writing the sixth when Vik pushed his chair back from his desk and stayed there, with his hands on the edge of it and his arms straight, looking at his screen.
She knew the posture. She had seen it in March 2028, over a bad coffee, in a different room, and she had seen it in April 2030 when the system had found a badge on a cord in two files that nobody had ever put side by side. It meant he had found something and did not yet know whether he was pleased.
‘What?’
‘Hang on.’
He went back to the screen, and scrolled, and went still again. Then he took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes and put his glasses back on.
‘There’s an ear,’ he said.
‘There’s been seven ears.’
‘This is a different ear.’ He turned round. ‘This ear’s been on the output before. I binned it.’
Nobody said anything. Farquhar’s pen stopped.
‘When?’
‘Twenty thirty. Summer. It was in a cluster with the rugby club and the horse, and two others I can’t remember. An ear-injury cluster. I binned the whole lot as one thing.’ He turned back to the screen and read from it. ‘Somebody else binned it in 2029, before that. Before you were in, Ross. In the first month. It’s got two binned marks against it, and one of them’s mine.’
‘What’s different now?’
‘The Edinburgh end,’ said Vik. ‘Lothian and Borders. It’s an unresolved homicide from 2009, and in 2029 and 2030 the file it was matching on was the case summary. A summary. Male, possible ear injury. That’s what was in the index. That’s why it went in with the horse. And in November last year somebody in the Edinburgh review team did a periodic review on it, the way they do every few years, and they rescanned the original witness statements, properly this time, with the text. And now the comparison’s not matching a summary. It’s matching what the witness actually said.’
He read it off the screen.
‘The top of his ear was aff.’
The room was very quiet. Somewhere outside, along the corridor, a printer started up and stopped.
‘And the other end?’ said Tait.
‘Central Scotland. Closed, by conviction. Murder, 2007. Grangemouth.’ He scrolled. ‘It’s not a statement. It’s a message form. One of the incident room ones, the forms they typed the phone calls on. Here.’ He read it out, in the flat voice he used for things he was reading rather than saying. ‘Caller Mrs S. Moodie states daughter aged fourteen was at bus shelter opposite precinct on Thursday 13.12.07 at approx 2200 hrs and observed male in red car parked in side street, engine running. Male had top of left ear missing. Caller requests police attend.’
He stopped.
‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘Two lines. And there’s an M number, M318, and a reference to an action, and that’s all the text there is on our side. The rest of that file’s scanned as pictures. Statements, actions, the lot. Nobody ever ran the words off them. The system can only see the message.’
‘Which conviction?’
‘Mair. Stephen Mair. The Grangemouth bookie’s.’
‘Bin it,’ said Farquhar.
Everybody looked at her. She did not look up. She was holding her pen above her pad, with the lid off, and her face was entirely neutral.
‘That’s not a bin,’ said Lammie, after a moment, in a puzzled voice.
‘No,’ said Farquhar. ‘It’s not. I’m saying it first. So somebody’s said it.’
Tait understood her before the others did. Farquhar had come from six years in the analytical unit at Aberdeen, and before that from Fraserburgh, and she was thirty-two and spoke as though every word she used was being charged to her personally. She did not say things without a reason. She had said it because somebody was going to have to say it, in this room or the next one, and it was better that it was said here, by somebody who did not mean it, so that they would all know what it sounded like.
‘Say why,’ said Tait.
‘Mair’s guilty,’ said Farquhar. ‘Everybody knows. He coughed.’
* * *
Tait got up and went round behind Vik’s chair and read it for herself.
The comparison put the two documents side by side on the screen, with the matching phrases lit, which was the only concession it had ever made to the people who had to use it. On the left, the Central Scotland message form. On the right, the Lothian and Borders statement, two pages of it, in the cramped typeface of a 2009 incident room, from a woman called Agnes Cowan who had lived above the shop next door. The top of his ear was aff was lit in yellow. So was the top of his left ear missing. There was a number at the bottom of the screen that told you how confident the system was, and Tait put her thumb over it, out of habit, and read the two documents as though the number was not there.
The Leith statement was about a man coming out of a pawnbroker’s on Great Junction Street at about half past five on a Saturday afternoon in April 2009, walking fast with his head down and something under his jacket. Mrs Cowan had seen him from her window. She had seen him from above and from the side. She had seen that he was in his late twenties or early thirties, with short dark hair, and that the top of his ear was aff, the left yin I think, it was like it had been cut flat. She had not seen his face properly. She had not thought anything of it until she heard the ambulance. The pawnbroker was a man called Harry Christie, who was seventy-one, and who had been found behind his own counter by his daughter at six o’clock. He had died nine days later.
The Grangemouth message was about a woman called Dawn Lockhart, who had been stabbed behind the counter of a bookmaker’s at closing time on a Thursday in December 2007, sixteen months before. And about a man in a red car, with his engine running, and the top of his left ear missing, parked round the corner.
Two lines on one side. Two pages on the other. Sixteen months, two cities, two legacy forces that had stopped existing in 2013 and had never, as far as Tait knew, said a word to each other about either case in the four years they had both been looking at them.
‘It’s a different phrase,’ said Lammie, behind her. He had come round to look as well. ‘One’s aff and one’s missing.’
‘It knows that,’ said Vik. ‘It’s not stupid. It’s just thick.’
‘What’s the difference?’
‘Stupid’s when you get it wrong,’ said Vik. ‘Thick’s when you get it right for the wrong reason, and you can’t explain yourself.’ He pointed at the yellow. ‘It doesn’t know what an ear is. It knows that top, ear, left, flat, cut turn up together very rarely in eight forces’ worth of paper, and when they do it’s mostly rugby. And it knows that both of these are a man near a shop at closing time where somebody got hurt. That’s all it knows. That’s the rhyme.’
‘It’s a reason to read a file,’ said Tait.
‘It’s a reason to read two files,’ said Vik, ‘one of which is a closed murder with a confession on it, and one of which belongs to Edinburgh, and Edinburgh doesn’t like us.’
‘Edinburgh doesn’t know us.’
‘That’s what I mean.’
* * *
She went back to her desk and sat down and looked at the register for a while without writing in it.
It was not the first time a flag had landed on a conviction that everybody in Scotland believed in. It was very nearly the only kind there was. The unit had learned, more slowly than it should have, that a flag on a closed conviction was not an accusation against the conviction. It was usually nothing at all. Sometimes it was a second offence by the same man that nobody had linked. Once, in Nairn, it had been both. Once it had been something worse than either, and the papers had never let them forget it.
Mair was neither of those things yet. Mair was a two-line message on a form that somebody in Falkirk had typed on a Saturday in December 2007, about a girl at a bus stop, and a man in a car.
‘What happened to the action?’ said Lammie.
‘Which action?’
‘Vik said it references an action. If there was a message, there’d be an action raised. That’s how the incident room works. Message in, somebody reads it, somebody raises an action, somebody goes and does it, the result comes back. If there was a message about a man in a car, there’d be an action to trace the car.’
‘There would,’ said Tait.
‘So what happened to it?’
‘I don’t know. It’s in the bit we can’t see. It’s in the pictures.’
‘Can we see the pictures?’
‘Not without reading the file,’ said Tait. ‘And we don’t read a file without it going on the register, and it doesn’t go on the register without me deciding it does. And then it goes to the Crown before anybody reads anything.’
Lammie nodded, and wrote that down, and then looked at what he had written as though he might cross it out, and did not.
Tait picked up her pen.
It was a reason to read a file. That was all it was, and it was all it would be until somebody had read it. She was aware, writing the number, that she was writing it on a Tuesday in January with the coffee cold and the car park white with frost beyond the window, and that she had felt like this twice before, and that both times she had been right, and that being right had cost her a written warning the first time and very nearly the unit the second.
She wrote 183 in the lever-arch file, and the date, and Mair, S. (Central, 2007), with Christie, H. (L&B, 2009, unresolved). Ear.
Then she wrote it into the spreadsheet, and the spreadsheet said a hundred and eighty-six, and nobody in the room said anything about it at all.
Farquhar took the lid off her pen, wrote the date on the top corner of the printout Vik had made, and put it face down on the corner of Tait’s desk.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Disclosure. Thank you for reading.
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