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Prologue: The Label
Sunday 7 November 1993
The waste ground had been something once. You could still see where the something had been, because the concrete went on under the grass in long pale rectangles, and because the fence that ran along the top of it was the kind of fence a company puts up when it expects to be there forever. Ravenscraig had stopped the year before. The fence had not been told.
Detective Constable Senga Weir came up the track behind the police surgeon at twenty past eight in the morning, with her hands in her pockets and her notebook already open in her head. It was the kind of November that does not commit to anything. Not raining, not dry. The light had the look of a room where somebody has left one bulb on.
Sergeant Willie Dunsmore was standing at the tape with a clipboard and the particular stillness of a man who has been there since before it was light.
‘Senga.’
‘Willie. Who found her?’
‘Fella walking a dog. Along the fence line there and down. He’s in the car with Lesley, he’s no use to anybody the now, he’s shaking that hard he cannae hold the tea.’ Dunsmore turned the clipboard. ‘You’re second in, after the surgeon. Mind where you put your feet, the track’s all there is. Everything else is mud and it takes a print like it’s been asked to.’
‘Who’s coming?’
‘Everybody,’ said Dunsmore. ‘It’s a lassie.’
Weir signed the book. Her name went on under the surgeon’s, and under a uniformed inspector’s, and under Dunsmore’s, in his square careful hand, with the time he had arrived, which was 06:52. There would be forty names on that page by teatime and every one of them would have to be accounted for, and thirty-five years later Weir would still be able to tell you that hers had been the fifth.
She went in along the track.
Lorna Speirs was lying on her left side, twelve feet off the track in the flattened grass, in a denim jacket and a black skirt and white trainers, with one arm under her and the other reaching out in front of her in a way that had nothing to do with reaching. She was nineteen. Weir did not know that yet. She knew it by ten o’clock, when a man from Craigneuk who had been up all night walking the streets in his slippers was brought into an office in Motherwell and shown a photograph of a denim jacket, and said aye, and then said nothing at all for seven minutes.
The surgeon worked. Weir stood where she was told and wrote what she saw, in the order that she saw it, because that was the only discipline anybody had ever given her that had turned out to be worth anything.
Female. Dark hair, shoulder length. Denim jacket, buttoned. Black skirt. Tights, laddered both legs, could be from the ground. White trainers, both on. Ligature to neck, appears to be a lace.
She looked at the trainers for a long time.
‘Doctor.’
‘Mm.’
‘Her shoes.’
The surgeon glanced down without moving his hands. ‘What about them.’
‘There’s no laces in them. Either of them.’
He looked properly then. The trainers were on her feet, tongues loose, the eyelets empty all the way down both sides, the way a shoe looks in a shop before anybody has been near it.
‘Well,’ he said. ‘One of them’s round her neck.’
‘Aye,’ said Weir. ‘One of them is.’
She wrote it down. Both shoes unlaced. One lace at neck. Second lace not seen at locus. She underlined second because she was thirty-one years old and still believed that underlining a thing in a notebook made a difference to whether anybody read it.
Detective Chief Inspector Tam Lindsay arrived at ten past nine in a car that came up the track further than it should have, and got out of it in a coat that was too good for the ground, and stood at the edge of the flattened grass with his hands behind his back for a full minute without saying anything, which was the only part of the whole day that Weir would later think well of him for.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘What have we got.’
They told him. He listened the way he always listened, with his head slightly turned, filing it. When Weir got to the laces he stopped her.
‘Both of them?’
‘Both, sir. One’s the ligature. The other one’s away.’
‘Away where?’
‘That’s what I’m saying, sir. It’s not here.’
Lindsay looked at the trainers. He had been a police officer for twenty years by then and he had a good head, whatever else was true about him, and Weir watched him take the detail and turn it over and put it somewhere. She was satisfied. She had said it out loud to the SIO on the locus in the first hour, and it was in her notebook, and it would be in the file.
‘Search the line of the fence,’ said Lindsay. ‘And the burn. He’ll have dropped it walking away, they always drop something walking away.’ He turned to go and then turned back. ‘Who is she?’
‘We don’t know yet, sir.’
‘We will by dinnertime,’ said Lindsay. ‘Somebody’s no been in all night.’
They searched the line of the fence, and the burn, and the drainage channel that ran down towards the Carfin road, and the verges either side for four hundred yards, and they went over the same ground again on the Monday with thirty officers and a line and sticks, and they did not find the second lace, because it was in a Golden Virginia tin in a lock-up garage five miles away, and it stayed there for thirty-five years.
At half past eleven, the productions officer knelt beside the body with a paper bag and a pen.
The ligature came off in one piece, which the pathologist would later be glad about and say so in writing. It was a white shoelace, flat, the kind that comes in a cheap white trainer, grey along its length from the street, with the aglet gone off one end and frayed. It went into the bag. The bag was folded twice and sealed, and the productions officer wrote on the label in ballpoint, pressing hard because the bag gave under the pen.
Weir watched him write it. She could not have said why she watched. There was nothing to watch. A man on his knees in wet grass filling in a box on a form, in a country where thousands of such boxes are filled in every day, most of them for a stolen car stereo or a bag of something or a knife out of a kitchen drawer.
He wrote the crime reference. He wrote the date, 7.11.93. He wrote the locus, in the shorthand they used then, which was a road name and a distance and a direction. Where it said DESCRIPTION OF ARTICLE he wrote, in capitals, because his handwriting was bad and he knew it:
WHITE SHOELACE. LIGATURE. REMOVED FROM NECK OF DECEASED.
Then the number, which was the last thing on the label and the only thing on it that mattered to anybody in the long run: the case number, and the sequence, and a slash between them. It was the twelfth production of that inquiry.
The productions officer stood up, put the bag in a crate, wrote the same number in a ledger with a hard blue cover, and went to see about the trainers.
The lace stayed in that crate for a fortnight, and in a store in Motherwell for nine months, and in the High Court in Glasgow for nine days in September 1994, in a plastic box on a trestle table with a label on it that a jury looked at twice. After the trial it went back into the store, and in 1996 it was pulled out again and sent to Edinburgh for an appeal, and after the appeal was refused it went back a second time, to a store that was half taken down for alterations and had nowhere to put it.
In 2004 a clearance was done of everything that had been held in that store for cases disposed of before 1996, and a great deal of it was destroyed, and it was all properly authorised and properly minuted and nobody did anything wrong. The lace was not in that clearance, because a box with an appeal against it is a box you do not touch, and the note to that effect had been written on the box in 1996 in marker pen by a man called Tommy Aitken who was twenty-eight at the time and would be sixty by the time anybody asked him about it.
So the lace survived. Not because anyone meant it to. Because the man who was wrongly convicted of the murder had appealed, and lost.
Part One: The Rhyme
March 2028
Chapter One: Flag Four Hundred and Twelve
The list came out on a Tuesday, the way it always did, and it was longer than last week’s, the way it always was.
Detective Sergeant Morven Tait had a desk on the second floor at Gartcosh with a view of the car park and, beyond the car park, of a field with a pylon in it. People who had never been to the Scottish Crime Campus imagined it as something out of a trailer: glass, screens, a wall of faces. People who worked there knew it as a large well-lit building in North Lanarkshire in which a great many decent people did careful work at desks, and where the best thing on any given day was usually the soup.
What it did have, which no other building in the country had, was everybody in it at once. Specialist Crime were in it. The forensic service was in it. The Crown had an office in it, with actual prosecutors sitting at actual desks, nine steps from a lift. That was the thing the architects had got right and nobody ever mentioned, because it was not visible. You could carry a question down a corridor instead of putting it in an email, and in Tait’s experience roughly a third of the criminal justice system ran on that fact and always had.
She logged in at ten to eight and opened the list.
It was called, in the programme documentation, the Similarity Register. Nobody called it that. In the corridor it was the list, and on the second floor it was that bloody list, and in the mouth of Detective Superintendent Gil Hendry, twice weekly, it was your list, Morven, which was a piece of grammar Tait had decided not to argue with.
Four hundred and thirty-one new entries, which was a heavy week. She poured the last of the flask into the lid, and started.
Here is what the list was, and the whole of the rest of it followed from this, so it is worth getting right.
When the eight forces were made into one in 2013, their paper did not become one thing. It stayed eight things in one cupboard. Strathclyde had filed one way and Grampian another and Northern a third, and Fife had used a case-numbering system that a man in Kirkcaldy had designed in 1979 and that worked perfectly, provided you were that man. Some of it had been scanned in the nineties, badly. Some of it had been scanned in the twenties, well. A great deal of it had never been scanned at all and sat in boxes in three warehouses, and when somebody needed a 1988 statement they filled in a form and waited nine days and got a photocopy of a photocopy with a thumb in the corner of it.
The programme to end all that had been running for six years, was two years late, and was called Cumulus, because everything was called something. By the spring of 2028 it was nearly done. For the first time since the invention of the filing cabinet, a single question could be asked of all eight forces at once.
So somebody had asked one.
The question, stripped of the seventeen pages of governance wrapped round it, was: find me cases that resemble each other. Not fingerprints, not DNA, not the databases that already did that and had done for thirty years. Language. The actual words that actual officers had typed and written and dictated across five decades, in statements and reports and productions schedules and the long dull paragraphs of a case summary, and what those words had in common across files that nobody had ever put beside each other.
It produced a list. The list was mostly rubbish.
Tait had done the triage for eleven months and she could have told you the shape of the rubbish in her sleep. Two housebreakings four hundred miles apart matched because both loci had a blue door. A 1979 assault in Wick matched a 2011 assault in Dumfries because both reports used the phrase made off in the direction of the harbour, which in a country with a coastline is not a clue, it is a hobby. A whole clot of forty-odd files had come up one week in January because a particular Sheriff Officer’s citation wording had been copied from file to file by generations of clerks, so that the machine had found a family resemblance and what it had actually found was a photocopier.
That was the job: to know the difference between a resemblance and a photocopier.
She worked down the four hundred and thirty-one. A hundred and forty-three were photocopiers of one sort or another. A hundred and ninety-eight were geography, or a common surname, or a form of words that half of Scotland used. Fifty-seven were interesting enough to write two sentences about and pass to a division, where they would join a queue. Twenty-four were already known and already linked, and the machine was very pleased with itself about all twenty-four, which Tait found she resented in a way she could not defend.
Nine she left open.
At twenty-five to twelve Vik Chaudhry came along the row with two coffees and the expression he wore when he had been up late with something.
Vik was twenty-seven, employed by a contractor, not a police officer, and consequently the only person on the floor who could say what he actually thought about anything at any time. He had built most of the retrieval side of Cumulus. He had a lanyard that let him into the building and a data access level that let him into more of Scotland’s memory than any chief constable had ever seen, and the combination of those two facts occasionally kept Tait awake, though not, she would admit later, for the right reason.
‘Four twelve,’ he said, putting the coffee down.
‘Morning to you as well.’
‘Four twelve on this week’s. Have you got to it?’
She had not. She scrolled, a long way, because four hundred and twelve is most of the way down four hundred and thirty-one and she had got as far as three hundred and sixty. Flag 412 sat there with its confidence value in the amber, which meant nothing, because the confidence value was a number the system produced about itself and Tait had learned in month two to cover it with her thumb.
Two files. Case one: Strathclyde, 1993, murder, north Lanarkshire, disposed, conviction. Case two: Tayside, 1997, attempted murder, Angus, undetected.
She read the extracted fragments. There were three, and all three were off typed pages, because typing is all the machine can read. The handwriting in those files, and there were thousands of pages of it, had come out of the scanning as a grey fog of consonants and was invisible to everything.
Item 12 is one of a pair. The second lace is not among the productions and was not recovered at the locus or during the search.
Laces removed from both boots. One used as a ligature to the wrists. The second lace has not been recovered.
And then the third, from a different part of each file, which was the one that made the back of her neck go cold, because it was the only one that could not be explained by two officers describing the same kind of object in the same kind of English.
Mrs Speirs states the telephone rang at approx 0210 hrs. She lifted it. There was no speech. She could hear a road.
Miss Bain’s flatmate states the phone rang late on the Friday. Nobody spoke. She thought she could hear traffic.
Tait sat back.
‘Right,’ she said.
‘I know.’
‘Four twelve.’
‘I know,’ said Vik. ‘I saw it at about one this morning and I have been physically sitting on my hands.’
‘Why?’
‘Because the last time I brought you something at one in the morning it was the photocopier thing and you were not nice to me.’
‘You told me you’d found a serial fraudster operating from 1971 to 2019.’
‘He’d have been very good,’ said Vik.
Tait read the three fragments again. Then she did the thing she always did and went and looked at what the machine had not shown her, which was the metadata round the edges of both cases: dates, times, loci, the shape of each inquiry.
Lorna Speirs. Nineteen. Found on waste ground near the old Ravenscraig fence on the morning of Sunday the seventh of November 1993, having last been seen alive late on the Saturday night.
Kirsty Bain. Twenty-two. Attacked on a path above the beach on the Angus coast on the night of Saturday the ninth of August 1997. Survived.
‘Vik.’
‘Mm.’
‘Both Saturdays.’
He leaned over her shoulder, looked, and said a word that was not in the programme documentation.
‘That’s not in your fragments,’ said Tait. ‘You didn’t match on that. Nobody ever wrote Saturday in either file, they wrote the date, and nobody ever put the two dates beside each other, because why would you, one of them’s a closed murder in Lanarkshire and the other one’s an undetected in Angus and there was four years and two forces between them.’
‘Three years and nine months,’ said Vik.
‘How do you know that?’
‘Because I was up at one in the morning.’
Tait put her thumb over the confidence value out of habit, and took it away again, and looked at the two little file summaries sitting side by side on her screen, which was the first time in thirty years that those two documents had been in the same place at the same time.
‘Explain to me,’ she said slowly, ‘exactly what it has done. Not the pitch. Not the governance paper. What has it actually done.’
Vik pulled a chair over and sat on it the wrong way round, which she had asked him not to do.
‘It hasn’t done anything,’ he said. ‘That’s the bit everybody gets wrong, and I’ve stopped correcting them because it takes twenty minutes and they don’t want it. It doesn’t know what a lace is. It doesn’t know what a murder is. It doesn’t think that man did that thing. All it has done, at scale, at three in the morning, across five decades and eight forces, is notice that two things rhyme.’
‘That’s it.’
‘That’s it. It’s a rhyming dictionary for police files. What the rhyme means is entirely your problem.’ He looked at the screen. ‘What does it mean?’
Tait did not answer straight away.
What she was thinking about was the word disposed, sitting in the status field of the 1993 case, in the flat vocabulary of records management, where it does not mean thrown away. It means finished. Dealt with. Concluded to the satisfaction of a court.
‘It means,’ she said, ‘that in 1993 somebody took the laces out of a girl’s shoes, and in 1997 somebody took the laces out of a woman’s boots, and one of those two cases has a man in prison for it.’
‘Since 1993?’
‘Since 1994.’
Vik did the arithmetic, and she watched him do it, and watched his face when he got to the end of it.
‘Thirty-four years,’ he said.
‘Aye,’ said Tait. ‘Go and get us another coffee.’
Chapter Two: What the File Says
The Speirs file had been scanned in 2019 by a contractor working to a target of pages per hour, which is a sensible way to run a scanning project and a terrible way to preserve a murder inquiry.
Eleven hundred and four documents. The optical character recognition had been run at whatever setting was cheapest, so that handwriting came through as a fog of consonants and the typed statements came through clean, which meant that the machine could read what a typist had produced in an office in Motherwell and could not read what a detective constable had written at the locus in the rain. Tait had raised this in a meeting once. It had been noted.
She started at the beginning, because she always did, and because a murder file read out of order will tell you whatever you already believe.
Sunday the seventh of November 1993. The call at 06:31 from a man walking a dog. The uniformed response. The scene log, in Sergeant Dunsmore’s square hand, forty-one names by the end of the day. The surgeon’s note, brief to the point of curtness. The first photographs, which she looked at the way you look at photographs like that, which is quickly, once, properly.
The town in November 1993 was in the file too, if you knew how to read for it. Ravenscraig had been closed sixteen months. The house-to-house books were full of men who gave their occupation as steelworker (redundant), and one who had written nothing since June last year in the box and drawn a line under it. Four hundred officers had been put on that inquiry within a week. Whatever else you wanted to say about 1993, nobody had been stingy with it.
Lorna Speirs was nineteen, lived with her mother in Craigneuk, worked in a chemist’s in Motherwell and had done since she left school. On the Saturday night she had been at her friend Ann-Marie’s flat in Newarthill. She left at about half past eleven to walk home, which was a walk she had done a hundred times, and which took her along the road past the waste ground.
Her mother, Isa Speirs, had waited up, and at some point after two in the morning had gone to bed, and in her statement, taken on the Sunday afternoon by a DC whose name came through the fog as S, something, Weir, she said this:
The phone rang. I thought it would be Lorna saying she was staying at Ann-Marie’s. I lifted it and said hello. There was nobody speaking. I said hello again and I said Lorna is that you. I could hear a road, cars going past. I thought it was somebody in a phone box that had got a wrong number. I hung up. I looked at the clock when I went back up the stair and it was about ten past two.
Tait read that four times.
Then she went looking for what the inquiry had done with it, which is the only question worth asking of any detail in any file: not what is it, but what became of it.
What became of it was a line in an action list. Trace calls to Speirs household 0200-0230 hrs 7/11. The action had been raised on the ninth of November. It had been marked completed on the nineteenth, with a result: no trace possible, itemised billing not available for incoming calls at the subscriber end, no subscriber record retained.
In 1993 that was true. Tait knew it was true. She still sat and looked at it for a while.
By then she had the shape of the inquiry, and the shape of the inquiry was a funnel. The first week was enormous and went everywhere. The second week narrowed. On the eleventh of November, a Thursday, a man called David John Pryce was brought in.
He was twenty-one. He lived with his mother in Craigneuk, four streets from the Speirs house. He worked, when he worked, for a man with a van who cleared gardens. He was known to the police in the way that a great many young men in a small town are known to the police, which is to say two matters of breach of the peace and one of them dropped. Several people put him on that road that night, walking, which he did most nights because he did not sleep well and his mother’s house was small.
He was interviewed six times in thirty-one hours.
Tait read all six. The transcripts had been typed up from tape, which meant they existed, which by the standards of 1993 was something. There was no solicitor present at any of them. There was no appropriate adult. In 1993 there did not need to be either, because the case that changed that, and changed it for everyone, was seventeen years in the future, and because the question of whether Davey Pryce needed one had been answered by the officers in the room, on the basis of a conversation, and answered no.
He was not a stupid man. That was what came off the page, and it was worse than if he had been. He was a man who was slow at the exact thing the room required him to be fast at, which was understanding that the person opposite him was not on his side. He agreed with things. He agreed with things to be helpful, and then agreed with the opposite thing twenty minutes later to be helpful again, and every one of those agreements went into the typescript with the same weight.
In the fifth interview, which began at twenty past nine on the evening of the twelfth of November, after a break of eleven minutes, he said that he had done it.
Tait read the fifth interview twice, slowly, and then a third time with a notebook open beside her, and at the end of the third time she wrote one line in the notebook and underlined it, which was a habit she had picked up from somebody she had never met.
He does not know about the laces.
Because that was the thing. In the account he gave in interview five, the account that was read to the jury in September 1994 and that three men on that jury would still remember thirty-three years later, David John Pryce said that he had put his hands round her neck. Asked if he had used anything, he said no. Asked again, he said he did not think so. Asked a third time, he said he might have used her scarf.
Lorna Speirs had not been wearing a scarf.
In interview six, the next morning, the scarf was gone and a shoelace had arrived. The question that produced it was on the page, and the question contained the answer, and in 1993 nobody had thought there was anything wrong with that, because in 1993 a confession was a confession and the corroboration for it was that he had been seen on the road.
He was charged that afternoon.
There was one more piece, and it was the piece that had convicted him, because a jury will forgive a muddled confession and will not forgive this. Frankie Dolan, twenty-six, on remand in the same hall, gave a statement in February 1994 saying that Pryce had told him in the exercise yard that he had taken the lace out of her shoe. Dolan’s own case, a serious assault, was dealt with in June of that year, and he got bail before it and a sentence after it that Tait looked up and then sat back from.
That was the Crown case. A confession in which the accused had to be told what the weapon was, a witness who put him on the road, and a man on remand who wanted something.
The trial ran nine days in September 1994. He was convicted by majority. Life, and the judge recommended the least of it he should serve before anybody was even obliged to think about him again, and put that at eighteen years.
Tait opened the prisoner record, which was a different system, and which she was entitled to look at, and which she would later be extremely glad she had looked at on that particular morning and no earlier.
PRYCE, David John. Date of birth March 1972. Currently held HMP Shotts.
She had known, in the way you know a number before you have done the sum. Seeing it written was different.
He had been refused parole in 2012, 2015, 2017, 2019, 2021, 2023, 2025 and 2027. The reports attached to the refusals were long and polite and said the same thing eight times in eight different sets of words. Mr Pryce continues to deny the index offence. Mr Pryce is unable to demonstrate insight. In the absence of any acknowledgement of responsibility, work to address offending behaviour cannot be undertaken. Risk cannot therefore be assessed as reduced.
There it was, the oldest machine in the building, older than Cumulus by a century and never once called an algorithm. If you did it and you say you did it, you go home. If you did it and you say you did not, you stay. And if you did not do it, you say so, and you say so, and you say so, and you stay, and you stay, and you stay.
Eighteen years, the judge had said.
Thirty-four, said the record.
Vik came back with the coffee at some point and put it down beside her and went away again without speaking, which was, Tait thought afterwards, the single most tactful thing anyone in that building did all year.
Chapter Three: The Thin File
The Tayside file was a quarter of the size and twice as honest, and Tait had seen that pattern often enough to have a private rule about it. A file that solved nothing tells you everything. A file that solved something tells you how it solved it, and stops.
Three hundred and eighty-one documents. Undetected. Reviewed in 2002, reviewed again in 2011, reviewed a third time in 2019 when the scanning was done, each review producing two pages ending in the same sentence in three different hands: no further investigative opportunities identified at this time.
Kirsty Bain was twenty-two in August 1997 and worked in a bank on the High Street in Arbroath. She shared a flat with a girl called Dee. On the Saturday night she had been at the harbour with friends and left at about twenty past eleven to walk back, and instead of going up through the town she went the long way, along the path above the shore, because it was August and it was still just about light at the edge of the sky and because she had walked it since she was a child.
She was attacked from behind at a point on the path where the whin bushes come close on both sides.
Tait read the statement Kirsty gave in Arbroath Infirmary on the Monday, two days later, when her jaw had been wired and she was writing some of her answers on a pad, and it was one of the clearest statements she had read in eleven years of reading statements.
He came from the right hand side. I did not hear him. He put something round my neck from behind and pulled and I got my fingers under it. I think that is why I am here. He got me on the ground and he was kneeling on my back and he tied my hands and I could feel him doing it. It was thin and it was flat and it cut in. It was not rope. I knew what it was. It was a lace.
I knew because I could feel the wee metal bit at the end of it going across my wrist. I said to the policewoman it was a lace out of a boot and she said how could I know that and I said because I have laces in my own boots.
When he ran off I got on to my knees. My boots were open. Both of them. He had taken the laces out of both my boots and I had not felt him do it. I do not know when he did it. That is the bit I cannot think about.
The couple who found her were a man and his son, coming back up the path at a quarter past midnight from night fishing off the rocks. The son was fourteen. He had run. That was what had made the man shout, and the shout was what had ended it.
One lace was recovered from the path, where it had been cut off her wrists by the ambulance crew and had stayed, and it went into a production bag at 03:40 on the Sunday morning and into the Tayside ledger. The other lace was never found, and the search team had gone over that path and the shore below it for three days.
Then, a page later, in the flatmate’s statement:
The phone went late on the Friday night, the night before. I answered it. Nobody said anything. I could hear traffic. I said who is this and they hung up. Kirsty was in the bath. I told her some idiot had phoned and she said it would be the boys from the harbour.
And attached to that page, in the space at the bottom that officers used for their own remarks, a note initialled by a detective sergeant whose name was given in full further up:
Nothing further on the above. Silent calls are common.
Tait pushed her chair back from the desk about a foot and sat with her arms folded.
Silent calls were common. In 1997 that was true, the way it was true that incoming calls could not be traced in 1993. Everything in both files was true. That was the whole trouble with them. Nobody had lied, nobody had been idle, nobody had failed to write anything down. The 1997 inquiry had run forty officers for a month and twelve for two months after that, and had done house-to-house up half the coast, and had checked every man in the area with anything like a history, and had come to the end of the road in the way that inquiries do, and had said so in writing.
And then, in December of that year, somebody at Tayside had gone back through it with a cold eye, and that was where the file changed character.
The review of December 1997 was nine pages long and it had been written by a detective inspector called Margaret Nimmo. Tait would find out later that Nimmo had died in 2006, at fifty-eight, which was a fact she would carry about with her for some time afterwards for no professional reason at all.
Nimmo had listed the things about the Bain attack that were not like other attacks. She had put them in a numbered list, because she was that kind of officer. There were six. Numbers two and three were the ones that mattered.
2. The removal of BOTH laces. One was used. One was removed and taken away. The second removal has no practical purpose. It is the only act in this attack which is not explained by the attack itself.
3. The silent telephone call to the victim’s home on the preceding evening. Treated at the time as unconnected. I do not treat it as unconnected. It is capable of being an act of preparation or an act of anticipation, and in either case it tells us something about the person.
And then, at the foot of page nine, under the heading NEXT STEPS, item four:
4. I am not satisfied that this is a first offence and I am not satisfied that it will be a last one. The features at 2 and 3 above are distinctive and would be recognised by any officer who had seen them before. I propose to circulate a linkage bulletin to all forces setting out those features in terms, and to invite any force holding a case with either feature to make contact. This to include cases which are not live.
Tait read this to include cases which are not live three times.
She went to the document index to find the bulletin.
It was there. Document 341. Dated March 1998, three months after the review, which was about right for anything that had to go through a deputy chief constable’s office in 1998. LINKAGE BULLETIN, ALL FORCES. And beside it, in the status column, in the flat grey type the scanning contractor’s system used for anything it had been given as a reference rather than as a page:
[not scanned: original held, paper]
She sat looking at that for a while.
The bulletin had gone out. Margaret Nimmo, who had been dead for twenty-two years, had written down in 1997 the exact two features that Cumulus had noticed at one o’clock in the morning thirty years later, and had put them in an envelope and sent them to every force in Scotland, including one that already had a man in prison.
The Tayside file recorded that it had been sent. It did not, and could not, record what anybody had done with it.
Tait picked up her phone and rang the archive at Dalmarnock and was told, pleasantly, that the paper holdings for the 1993 Strathclyde inquiry ran to fourteen boxes, that a request for boxes required a crime reference and a reason, that the reason had to come from an inspector or above, and that the current turnaround was nine days.
‘Nine days,’ said Tait.
‘Nine working days,’ said the woman at Dalmarnock, who had heard the tone before. ‘Have you got an inspector?’
‘I’ll get one,’ said Tait.
Chapter Four: The Discipline
There were four hundred and thirty other flags, and Tait worked them, because the fastest way to lose a thing like flag 412 was to be the woman who had stopped doing her job over it.
This was the discipline, and she had made it up herself in her first month and written it on a card and stuck the card inside the cupboard above her desk where nobody else would see it, because a detective sergeant who tapes mottoes to her monitor gets a reputation.
It notices. It does not know. Kill it or work it, do not carry it.
Flag 388 was a photocopier. Two fire-raisings, Inverness 1984 and Kilmarnock 2009, joined at the hip by four identical sentences, which on inspection turned out to be four sentences of standard fire service wording about the seat of a fire that had been in use nationally for forty years. Killed it. Two lines.
Flag 401 was geography and a common name. A Donnelly in Coatbridge and a Donnelly in Croy, unrelated in every sense including the genetic one. Killed it.
Flag 396 took her most of Wednesday and was the kind of thing that made the whole programme worth its money. A 1988 indecency conviction in Fife and a 2003 report in Central, never linked because the 1988 case had been recorded under a section of an Act that no longer existed and had therefore never been migrated into any of the categories anybody searched on. The man was dead. It mattered anyway, because there were two other names in the 1988 file who were not dead, and Tait wrote the two sentences and sent it to the division that would have to do something about it, and felt the particular grim satisfaction of the job, which is not triumph and is nearer to sweeping.
Nine flags left open at the end of the week, including 412.
On the Thursday she went and found Detective Inspector Alan Meikle, who ran the analysis function on the second floor, had eight months to go, and had reached the stage of a career where he had stopped pretending that any of it was simple.
‘Boxes,’ he said.
‘Fourteen of them. The paper holdings on a 1993 murder, Strathclyde.’
‘Which is closed.’
‘Which is closed.’
Meikle took his glasses off and cleaned them on his tie, which was what he did instead of swearing.
‘Tell me.’
She told him. She had rehearsed it down to four minutes and she used all four, and she did it without adjectives, which she had learned was the only way to make anybody in a building like that listen to anything. The three fragments. The Saturdays. Nimmo’s review. The bulletin that had gone to all forces in March 1998 and was not scanned.
Meikle put his glasses back on.
‘What do you want the boxes for?’
‘To see if the bulletin’s in them.’
‘That’s half of it.’
‘To see if the bulletin’s in them,’ said Tait, ‘and to see what’s written on it.’
He looked at her for a moment. Outside the window a gull was walking about on the roof of the forensic building with the air of a man who had paid for the whole campus.
‘You understand what you’re asking me to sign,’ he said.
‘It’s a box request, sir.’
‘It’s a box request that puts my name on the first page of something.’ Meikle turned his chair to face her properly. ‘Morven. I’m going to say this once and then I’m going to sign it, so don’t take it as a no. There’s a man serving life for that murder. He was convicted in front of a jury, he appealed, he lost. Every single thing that follows from you opening those boxes lands on somebody. If you’re right, it lands on him, and it lands on his family, and it lands on that lassie’s mother if she’s alive, and it lands on every officer whose name is on that file, half of whom are dead and the other half of whom are seventy. And it lands on the force, in public, in a way the force has been landed on before and did not enjoy.’
‘I know.’
‘You don’t, but you’re about to.’ He pulled the form over. ‘And here’s the bit that nobody says out loud, because I’m going in November and I can. Finding a new murderer, this place will carry you shoulder high. Unfinding an old one, naebody thanks you for it, no ever, no once, and I’ve watched two men try. And you’ve got the two of them in the one case, so.’ He clicked the pen. ‘Aye. Well.’
He signed it.
‘Nine working days,’ he said. ‘Do your list.’
* * *
She got home to Dennistoun at ten to seven. Calum was in the kitchen with the radio on and the back door open because he had been sanding something in the close all afternoon and the smell was still on him, sweet and dry, and there was a curl of pine on the shoulder of his jumper.
‘You’ve a face on you,’ he said.
‘I’ve had a Tuesday that’s lasted three days.’
‘It’s Thursday.’
‘Aye.’
He did not ask. That was the arrangement, and they had made it early and kept it, and it was one of the two or three things that Tait would have said out loud were good about her life. He asked about people. He never asked about cases. When she wanted to bring a case home she brought it, and when she did not, the door stayed shut, and neither of them made a performance out of which it was going to be.
She brought it as far as the doorway and no further.
‘Do you ever think,’ she said, ‘about how much of everything is just filing?’
‘Every day of my life,’ said Calum. ‘I’m a joiner.’
* * *
On the Saturday she drove to Wishaw.
Her mother had been in the flat on Kirk Road for forty-one years and was going to have to come out of it, and everybody knew that, and nobody had said it yet. Rena Tait was seventy-four. She had been a school auxiliary for twenty-six years and she could still name every child in a photograph of a class from 1991 and could not reliably name the day of the week.
That was the thing that Tait had not been ready for, and nobody ever is. It was not that her mother’s memory had gone. It was that it had gone backwards, and set hard, and what was left standing was all the old stuff, immaculate, in colour, while the last fortnight ran through her hands like water. She could tell you what her own mother had been wearing at a funeral in 1968. She could not tell you whether her daughter had been on the Tuesday.
They had their tea. They did the crossword that Rena could still do most of. At about four o’clock, with the light going and the fire on, and for no reason at all, Tait said:
‘Mum. Do you mind, years ago, a lassie that was killed out the Carfin road? On the waste ground by the Craig.’
Her mother did not even pause.
‘That was the Speirs lassie,’ she said. ‘Lorna. Isa Speirs’s girl, out of Craigneuk. She worked in the chemist’s on the Main Street, the one that’s a bookie’s now. Awful. Awful. Nineteen. They had her funeral out of St Aidan’s and you couldnae get up the street for folk.’
Tait sat very still.
‘Do you mind them catching somebody?’
‘They got the laddie,’ said Rena. She was looking at the fire. ‘The Pryce laddie. His mother used to bring him into the school to collect his wee cousin, the wee red-headed girl, I cannae mind her name the now. He was a big soft thing. He carried the boxes for us at the Christmas fair, every year, and never asked for a thing.’ A pause. ‘They said he done it.’
‘Did folk believe it?’
Her mother thought about that for a while, the way she did not think about anything from the last five years.
‘Some did,’ she said. ‘Everybody wanted it by, hen. It was a terrible winter, that. The Craig was shut and there was nothing, and folk were feart to let their lassies out, and when they got him it stopped. That’s what I mind. It stopped.’ She looked round. ‘Are you no wanting a biscuit with that?’
Tait drove back along the M8 in the dark with the radio off.
Everybody wanted it by. That was it. That was the whole of it, stated in a front room in Wishaw by a woman who could not have told you what month it was, and it was a better account of the Speirs inquiry than the four hundred pages of policy book she had read that week.
An inquiry is not only an inquiry. It is a thing a town needs to stop. And somebody in November 1993 had been carrying four hundred officers, and a chief constable, and a press pack, and a whole gutted county that was frightened, and had been handed a soft big lad who agreed with things.
She was at Harthill before she admitted the other part of it to herself, which was that she had now said the name Pryce out loud to her mother, and that she had done it because she already knew she was not going to be able to stop.
On the Monday she asked Detective Superintendent Hendry’s staff officer for twenty minutes.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Second Source. Thank you for reading.
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