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Prologue: The Card
Saturday 15 October 1988
The lay-by was on the old road south of Bankfoot, where it ran under the beeches before it joined the A9, and at ten past nine on a Saturday night in October it was the darkest place in Perthshire.
Probationer Constable Alistair Sangster had been a police officer for seven months and three weeks. He was twenty-two. He was from Crieff, and had wanted to be a police officer since he was nine, when a constable had come to his primary school with a dog. He had been posted to Perth and Kinross division in March, and had spent the summer learning that most of the job was paper and the rest was standing in the rain. On the fifteenth of October he was on the back shift, two till midnight, in the panda car, with his tutor constable, a man called Dougie Fleming, who had been in the police for twenty-two years and had views about most things.
They had been sent to the lay-by because a farmer on the road above Bankfoot had phoned to say there was a lorry parked in it with no lights, and two caravans, and that he had seen a man carrying something heavy from the back of the lorry into the trees. The farmer had said it was copper. The farmer did not know it was copper. The farmer thought it was copper because, he said on the phone, it was always copper.
Fleming had taken the call on the radio and said aye, right, and turned the car round.
‘Travellers,’ he said, on the road out of Perth. ‘It’s the time of year. They come down from the tatties up north and stop off on their way to wherever they winter. Every year. You’ll see a lot of them between now and November.’ He changed down for the bend at Luncarty. ‘You’ll card them.’
‘Card them?’
‘There’s a register. In the division. Travelling persons. Every family that comes through, you fill in a card. Names, vehicles, numbers, where they were, when, what they said. It goes in the box in the collator’s office and it stays there.’ He glanced at Sangster in the green light of the dashboard. ‘It’s so we know who’s about. When something goes missing, we know who was here.’
Sangster thought about that.
‘Do we card everybody who comes through?’
Fleming laughed. It was not an unkind laugh.
‘No, son,’ he said. ‘Just them.’
* * *
The lay-by was a long crescent of gravel off the road, with beeches on the other side of it and a burn somewhere behind the beeches that Sangster could hear but not see. The lorry was at the far end, an old green Bedford with a flat back and a tarpaulin roped over whatever was on it, and behind it two caravans, one big and one small, both cream, both with their curtains drawn and a light showing round the edges. A generator was running somewhere. There was a smell of woodsmoke and diesel.
Fleming pulled the panda in behind the second caravan, across the end of the lay-by, and left the headlights on so that they lit up the back of the small caravan and the side of the lorry and the trunks of the nearest beeches. Then he switched the engine off.
‘You do it,’ he said. ‘I’ll watch. Take your torch. Be polite. They’ll be polite back. If they’re not, come and get me.’
Sangster got out.
It was very cold. There had been rain in the afternoon and the gravel was wet, and his boots crunched on it, and the sound seemed enormous. He had the torch in his left hand and his notebook in his right, and his hat on, and the hat felt very tall.
The door of the big caravan opened before he reached it. A man came down the two metal steps and stood at the bottom of them in the light from the panda’s headlights, with the caravan’s own light behind him.
He was about fifty. He was not tall, but he was broad, in a tweed jacket over a jersey and dark trousers and good boots, with a flat cap that he took off when he saw Sangster’s uniform and held in both hands in front of him. His face was brown and lined. He had very clear eyes.
‘Good evening, Constable,’ he said.
‘Good evening, sir.’ Sangster had been taught to say sir to everybody, and he said it, and it seemed to surprise the man very slightly. ‘Is this your vehicle? The lorry?’
‘It is.’
‘Can I have your name, please?’
‘John Gilfillan.’
Sangster wrote it down. He wrote it on the first clean page of his notebook, by the light of the torch, which he held in the crook of his arm against his chest so that it shone on the page.
‘And your address, Mr Gilfillan?’
John Gilfillan looked at him for a moment, with the clear eyes, and then gestured with the cap at the caravan behind him, and the lorry, and the lay-by.
‘This is my address, Constable.’
Sangster felt himself go red, and was glad it was dark.
‘Where have you come from?’
‘The Black Isle. We’ve been at the tatties. Two weeks. We left yesterday.’
‘Where are you going?’
‘Down the road. We winter near Perth. We’ll be there tomorrow or the next day.’
‘Who’s with you?’
‘My wife. My daughter. My son.’
The door of the big caravan was still open behind him, and in the doorway Sangster could see a woman of about the same age in a cardigan, with dark hair going grey, standing with her arms folded, watching. She did not come down. Behind her, further in, there was a younger woman, a girl of twenty or so, sitting at a table with a mug. She looked at Sangster without any expression at all and then looked back down at the mug.
‘And your son?’
‘He’s about.’
‘Where?’
John Gilfillan turned his head very slightly towards the lorry.
‘Danny,’ he said. Not loudly.
A shape came round from the far side of the lorry, from the dark between the lorry and the beeches, and walked into the light of the panda’s headlights, and stopped.
He was nineteen or twenty. He was tall and thin, taller than his father, in a dark donkey jacket with the collar up and jeans and boots, and he had a mop of black hair that fell over his eyes, and he was wiping his hands on a rag. He looked at Sangster. He looked at the torch. He looked at the notebook. And then he looked up at Sangster’s hat, and something happened to his face, and he laughed.
It was not a nasty laugh. It was the laugh of a boy who has seen something funny and cannot help it. It burst out of him and he put the back of his hand to his mouth, and his father said Danny again, more sharply, and he stopped, but his eyes were still laughing above his hand.
Sangster stood in the lay-by in his tall hat with his torch in the crook of his arm, and felt about twelve.
‘There was a report,’ he said, ‘of a man carrying something from the lorry into the trees.’
‘That’ll be me,’ said the boy. He had a light voice, Perthshire and something else under it. ‘I was putting the copper in the burn.’
‘In the burn?’
‘To keep it,’ said the boy, as though explaining something to a child. ‘Off the lorry. So the next polis that comes along doesnae think we’ve stolen it.’ He grinned. ‘Like you.’
‘Danny,’ said John Gilfillan.
‘It’s from the farm,’ said the boy. ‘The tattie farm. Old pipe. The farmer gave it us. He was taking out the old tanks and he said take it, it’s nae use to me. There’s a note.’ He looked at his father. ‘Is there no a note, Da?’
John Gilfillan went up the steps into the caravan and came back with a piece of paper, folded, and gave it to Sangster. Sangster unfolded it and shone the torch on it. It was a page torn from a farm diary, and it said, in blue biro, To whom it may concern, the bearer has my permission to remove old copper pipe from Easter Culbokie, 13.10.88, and a signature, and a phone number.
Sangster read it twice. Then he gave it back.
‘Thank you, Mr Gilfillan.’
‘Is that all, Constable?’
‘I just need to fill in a card,’ said Sangster, and felt himself go red again, though he could not have said why.
* * *
He filled it in on the bonnet of the panda, in the headlights, because there was nowhere else flat to write. Fleming had got out and was leaning against the driver’s door with his arms folded, watching, saying nothing.
The cards were kept in a box on the back seat, a long grey metal box with a hinged lid and a hundred blank cards in it, five inches by eight, printed on one side. Sangster took one out and put it on the bonnet and held it flat with his left hand against the wind that was getting up in the beeches.
TAYSIDE POLICE. PERTH AND KINROSS DIVISION. TRAVELLING PERSONS.
There were boxes. Surname. Forenames. Others in party. Vehicles. Index numbers. Date. Time. Location. Reporting officer. Remarks.
He wrote in capitals, in ballpoint, pressing hard because the card was cold.
GILFILLAN. John. He did not know the father’s date of birth and did not ask. Others in party: wife, dau., son aged 19. He did not know the son’s name. He had heard the father say Danny, and he did not write that down, because it was a nickname and the card wanted forenames, and he had not asked the forename, and he was not going to go back now and ask, with the boy watching him from the side of the lorry with his hands in the pockets of his donkey jacket, laughing at his hat.
Vehicles: Bedford lorry (green, flatbed), 2 caravans. He shone the torch on the back of the lorry and wrote the index number, and walked to the back of each caravan and wrote theirs.
Date: 15.10.88. Time: 2110 hrs. Location: lay-by, old road S. of Bankfoot.
Reporting officer: PC 1187 Sangster.
Remarks:
He stopped, with the pen on the card.
‘What do I put?’ he said to Fleming.
Fleming did not unfold his arms.
‘What happened?’
‘They’ve copper from a farm on the Black Isle. There’s a note. They’re going to Perth for the winter. They left the Black Isle yesterday.’
‘Did you check the note?’
‘I read it.’
‘Did you phone the number?’
Sangster looked at him.
‘No,’ said Fleming. ‘Nobody ever does.’ He looked across at the lorry, at the boy standing by it, at the father on the caravan steps with his cap in his hands. ‘Put spoken to re: scrap. Satisfactory. That’s what we put.’
Sangster wrote it. Spoken to re: scrap (copper). Note produced from farmer, E. Culbokie. Family stated left Black Isle 14.10.88, en route Perth area. Satisfactory.
He looked at it for a moment, in the headlights, on the bonnet of the car, in his own capitals. Then he put the card in the grey box with the others and closed the lid.
* * *
He went back across the gravel to say they were done. John Gilfillan was still standing at the foot of the caravan steps with his cap in his hands. The woman had gone in. The boy was leaning against the lorry with his arms folded, the way Fleming was leaning against the panda, and Sangster thought, without quite meaning to, that the boy had noticed that and was doing it on purpose.
‘That’s all, Mr Gilfillan. Thank you for your time.’
‘Thank you, Constable.’ John Gilfillan put his cap back on. ‘Will there be anything else?’
‘No. You’re fine. Safe journey.’
‘We’ll be away in the morning,’ said John Gilfillan. ‘First thing. We’ll not be any bother.’
‘You’re no bother,’ said Sangster, and meant it, and the man looked at him as though that was the strangest thing anybody had said to him in a long time.
Sangster turned to go. Behind him, by the lorry, the boy said something to his father, low, in words Sangster did not catch, and laughed again, softly this time. And then, louder, to Sangster’s back, in his light Perthshire voice:
‘Mind your hat in the wind, Constable.’
Sangster did not turn round. He walked back to the panda with his face burning and got in, and Fleming got in beside him and started the engine and reversed out of the lay-by on to the old road, and the headlights swept across the beeches and the caravans and the lorry and the boy standing beside it with his hands in his pockets and his hair over his eyes, and then they were gone, and there was only the road.
‘He was laughing at me,’ said Sangster, after a mile.
‘Aye,’ said Fleming. ‘He was.’ He changed up. ‘You’ll get used to it.’
* * *
At ten past midnight, a little after the end of the shift, Sangster carried the grey box into the collator’s office at Perth and took out the one card he had filled in that night and filed it, as he had been shown, in the long drawer under G, behind the other Gilfillans, of whom there were eleven, from 1974 to 1987, in eleven different hands.
He did not think about it again for nearly forty-five years.
A hundred and twenty miles north, on the Black Isle, on the road to Culbokie, in a cottage with a light still on in the kitchen, an old woman had been dead for two hours or more, and nobody yet knew.
Chapter One: Forty-Four
Tuesday 26 April 2033
The run came in overnight, the way it always did, and it was the first one since the last of the migration, which meant that nobody knew what it would look like.
The last of the migration had finished on the eighth of April, a Friday, at twenty past four in the afternoon, and nobody had marked it. It had been going on since 2016. It had scanned and indexed ten million pages of eight legacy forces’ paper, one tranche at a time, in an order decided by a committee in 2018 on the basis of what was most likely to be asked for. The last tranche was the stuff nobody had expected to be asked for at all: divisional collators’ indexes, intelligence card systems, local registers that each division had kept in its own way, in its own drawers, for its own reasons, and which had been boxed and shelved in 2013 and never opened since. Northern Constabulary’s had gone through in March. Lothian and Borders’ in early April. Most of the rest were in boxes in Dalmarnock, waiting for a budget.
Vik had told the room on the Monday, at five to five, that the next run would be the first to compare everything else against the last tranche. He had said it in the voice he used for things that might be interesting and might be a disaster.
‘It’s never seen collators’ cards before,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t know what they are. It’s going to think they’re files.’
‘What does that mean?’ said Lammie.
‘It means tomorrow’s going to be either very boring or very strange,’ said Vik. ‘And I’ve got a feeling.’
* * *
Tait opened it at ten to eight in room 2.14 with her coat still on.
‘How many?’ said Vik, from the door. He had come in at seven, as he always did now, and gone for coffee, and come back.
‘Nine hundred and forty.’
‘Flags.’
‘Flags.’
He came round behind her chair and looked at the number for a while.
‘That’s a lot for a week,’ he said.
‘It’s the cards.’
‘It’s the cards,’ he agreed, and put a coffee on her desk, and went to his own.
Room 2.14 had five desks in it, one of them against the wrong wall, so that the door opened a third of the way and knocked against its corner with a hollow sound. It had a filing cabinet lying on its side with its drawers stacked on the floor beside it, which facilities had now promised in writing three times to collect. It had a whiteboard and a window on to the car park and the field and the pylon, and under the window a desk that had been built wrong and then rebuilt, where Ruaraidh MacInnes sat with a yellow pad and a fountain pen and a satchel. By the door, three drawing pins: the remit, furred at the corner; paragraph 7.6 of a Statement of Reasons; a robin on a snowy branch.
On the whiteboard, top left, in red, was the number seven, and beside it the word KILBOWIE, and three columns of dates.
The register said two hundred and eleven.
Farquhar came in at eight with four coffees, saw that Vik had already brought coffee, and put hers down on the corner of MacInnes’s desk instead, which was where the spare always went now. Lammie came in at five past, sideways round the door, and did not knock his knee. MacInnes came in at ten past and stopped at the door to look at the remit, as he did every morning, and then sat down.
‘Split it,’ said Tait.
They split it.
* * *
By ten, most of it was what most of it always was.
The collators’ cards had confused the comparisons exactly as Vik had said they would. A collator’s card was a five-by-eight index card on which a divisional intelligence officer, in the days before computers, had written down everything the division knew about a person, a vehicle or an address, a line at a time, as it came in. Seen in company of. Believed associating with. Drives. Frequents. A card for a car thief in Dingwall in 1983 might have forty lines on it, each in a different hand, going back ten years. The system, which had spent seventeen years learning what files looked like, had decided that every card was a short and very disorganised file, and had found resemblances between them and everything.
Farquhar killed three hundred in her first third, in silence. A man in Wick whose card said drives a blue Escort had been matched with every blue Escort in eight forces. A woman in Fort William whose card said frequents the Nevis Bar had been matched with every other card that said frequents. A dog. A ferry timetable that somebody had filed in a card drawer in Ullapool in 1979 by mistake.
‘It’s found the Highlands,’ said Vik, at half past ten, from the middle. ‘It’s found that everybody in the Highlands knows everybody else. It’s very excited.’
‘Bin them,’ said Tait.
‘I’m binning them.’
By eleven there were sixty-one flags standing. By twelve there were forty-four.
Tait read all forty-four, one at a time, the way she always did, with her thumb over the confidence value. She read the first six and put them on the register, because they were what the register was for: closed convictions in which something in one file resembled something in another closely enough for a person to need to read both. A housebreaking in Elgin and a housebreaking in Inverness with the same unusual method at the back door. A fraud in Perth that rhymed with a fraud in Arbroath. Six new entries, two hundred and twelve to two hundred and seventeen. She wrote them in the lever-arch file in her own hand, with the date.
Then she read the seventh, and the eighth, and the ninth, and stopped.
* * *
She went back to the beginning of the thirty-eight that were left and read them again, faster, with her pen in her hand, making a mark against each one.
Then she sat back.
They were all convictions. Every one of them, from all over the north and east of Scotland, between 1971 and 1994: thefts, mostly, and assaults, a housebreaking or two, a reset of stolen property, a breach of the peace outside a pub in Blairgowrie in 1983, a serious assault in Brechin, and one murder, on the Black Isle, in 1988. They came from six of the eight legacy forces, though most of them came from Northern and Tayside and Grampian. And each one of them had been matched by the comparisons with at least four of the others, and with entries in the cards that had gone into the system in March, and the matching words lit in yellow on her screen were the same words, over and over, in thirty-eight files.
Of the travelling fraternity.
Known itinerant.
Travelling people.
And the other word, the old one, the one the files used most often of all. It sat there in yellow in thirty-one of the thirty-eight, in typescript and in handwriting, in statements and in police reports and in the summaries at the top of files, in the mouths of witnesses and in the pens of officers. A tinker lad. The tinkers were up the road. Of the tinker class. Tinker family, no fixed abode.
She looked at it for a long time.
It was not a feature of the crimes. The thefts were not alike, or the assaults; the places were two hundred miles apart; the years ran from the Heath government to the year the Channel Tunnel opened. There was no method, no signature, no rhyme of the kind the comparisons had been built to find. There was a word. The officers who had written up thirty-eight convictions across twenty-three years and six police forces had all reached for the same word to describe the person in front of them, and the system had noticed, because the system noticed words, and had decided that thirty-eight files with the same unusual word in them must have something in common.
It was the Fife numbering. It was the casualty surgeon in Paisley who had described every injury in the same five words. It was the accused made no reply. It was a feature of the paper, not of the cases. The comparisons found one every week, in one form or another, and the unit had learned to recognise it on sight and kill it, because there was nothing in it but a habit of language, and the register was not for habits of language. If you put thirty-eight cases on the register because the officers had used the same word, you would have to put every case on the register in which the officers had written made no reply.
She put her hand on the mouse.
Thirty-eight flags. Select all. Bin.
* * *
‘Don’t,’ said Vik.
She had not heard him get up. He was standing behind her chair, looking at her screen over her shoulder, at the yellow, at the cursor hovering over the button. He did not have a coffee in his hand and he was not smiling.
‘It’s a cluster,’ said Tait. ‘It’s one word. It’s the casualty surgeon.’
‘I know what it is.’
‘Then why not?’
Vik did not answer at once. He looked at the screen. Behind him, the room had gone quiet. Farquhar’s pen had stopped. Lammie had turned his chair round. Under the window, MacInnes had put down his fountain pen and was sitting very upright with his hands folded on the yellow pad.
‘Because the casualty surgeon was one man,’ said Vik. ‘One man in Paisley with one habit. He wrote consistent with the history given because that’s what he wrote. It was about him. It wasn’t about the people he was looking at.’ He leaned past her and put his finger on the screen, on a yellow word in a 1977 Grampian file, and then on another in a 1986 Tayside file, and another in a 1988 Northern one. ‘This isn’t one man. It’s hundreds. Six forces. Twenty-three years. And it’s not a habit about the job. It’s a word about the person. They all used it. Every single one of them, from Wick to Montrose. It’s the same word because they all thought the same thing.’
‘That’s what I said. It’s a feature of the paper.’
‘No,’ said Vik. ‘It’s a feature of the people who wrote the paper.’ He took his finger off the screen. ‘That’s different. That’s not noise, Morven. That’s the thing.’
Nobody in the room said anything.
Tait took her hand off the mouse.
She looked at the screen for a long time. Thirty-eight files. Thefts, assaults, a breach of the peace in Blairgowrie, a reset in Forfar, a serious assault in Brechin. A murder on the Black Isle in 1988.
‘If I don’t bin them,’ she said slowly, ‘they go on the register. All thirty-eight. Because the system put them together, and point six says that’s a reason to read a file. And then we have to read thirty-eight files about thirty-eight convictions where the only thing they’ve got in common is that the officers who wrote them up didn’t like the people they were writing about.’
‘Yes,’ said Vik.
‘That’s not what the register’s for.’
‘Isn’t it?’
She turned her chair round and looked at him.
He was thirty-two. He had been in room 2.14 since the first day, before it had a name, and he was the only funny person in it, and he had been funny about everything that had ever come off a run, including a horse in Kintyre and a box of Christmas decorations and a man in Kirkcaldy in 1979 who had invented a numbering system. He was not being funny now.
‘What do you think it’s for?’ she said.
‘I think it’s for finding the places where the files say something that isn’t true,’ said Vik. ‘And I think a file that calls a nineteen-year-old a tinker lad on the first page has probably got a few of those in it.’ He looked at the screen again. ‘I don’t know that it has. I’m not saying it has. I’m saying it’s not a casualty surgeon. And if you bin it like it’s a casualty surgeon, then we’ve done the same thing they did. We’ve looked at the word, and decided what the file was about, and stopped reading.’
* * *
It was very quiet in room 2.14.
Tait looked at the remit by the door. Point six. The output of the comparison is not evidence. It is a reason to read a file. She had read it so many times that she could see it with her eyes shut. She had never once thought, until that moment, about what it would mean if the comparison put thirty-eight files in front of her because of a word she did not want to read.
‘I’m not deciding this,’ she said.
‘Who is?’
‘Hendry. And the Crown.’ She turned back to her screen and did not touch the mouse. ‘If it goes on the register it’s thirty-eight referrals to the Crown in one day. That’s not my call. That’s a referral of a cluster, and the remit doesn’t say anything about clusters, and I’m not going to pretend it does.’ She took the lid off her pen. ‘I’ll write it up. All of it. What it is and what it isn’t. And Hendry can take it to Roy, and Roy can decide, and whatever she decides we’ll do.’
‘And if she says bin it?’
‘Then we bin it,’ said Tait. ‘And it’ll be on the minute that we didn’t.’
Vik looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded, once, and went back to his desk, and sat down, and did not put his headphones on.
Lammie, at his desk against the wrong wall, had been looking at his screen the whole time. He had the murder open, the Black Isle, 1988. He had not said anything.
‘Ross,’ said Tait. ‘What?’
He looked up.
‘This one’s different,’ he said. ‘The murder. It’s matched with the others on the word, like they all are. But it’s matched with something else as well. Something in the cards from March.’ He looked at his screen again. ‘It’s not the word. It’s a date.’
Nobody moved.
‘Show me,’ said Tait.
Farquhar took the lid off her pen and wrote the date at the top of a clean page, 26.4.33, and under it, in her small capitals, a number.
38.
Chapter Two: They Rhyme Because the Officers Rhymed
Lammie turned his screen round so that she could see it, and she came round the corner of his desk to look, and the door knocked against the desk behind her.
On the left of the screen was the conviction. HM Advocate against Daniel Gilfillan. Northern Constabulary, 1988. Murder. The High Court at Inverness, March 1989. The file was one of the few in the cluster that had been scanned with its text as well as its pictures, because it was a murder and murders had gone in the first tranche, and the comparisons had read every word of it and lit the ones they thought mattered. The word was lit in yellow on the first page, in the summary, in the second line. Accused is a member of a tinker family of no fixed abode.
On the right was something that was not a file at all. It was a scanned card, in a typeface that Tait had not seen since she was a civilian analyst at Strathclyde in 2010: a printed form with ruled boxes, filled in by hand in blue ink in a neat sloping hand, dated, with a reference number at the top. It had gone into the system in March, with the rest of Northern Constabulary’s divisional registers.
NORTHERN CONSTABULARY. ROSS AND CROMARTY DIVISION. DINGWALL.
MOVEMENT OF TRAVELLING PERSONS.
And below it, a line in the neat blue hand, lit in yellow where it matched the surname in the conviction file and the date in the conviction file’s chronology:
14.10.88. Departed Culbokie berth, heading south. PC 309 Ross.
‘It’s matched the name,’ said Lammie, ‘which it would, because it’s the same name. And the place, which it would. But it’s weighted the date. Because the murder was the fifteenth. And this card says the family left on the fourteenth.’ He looked up at her. ‘Going south.’
Tait looked at the card for a long time.
‘One day before,’ she said.
‘One day before.’
‘It says the family left. It doesn’t say who was in the family. It doesn’t say he went with them.’
‘No,’ said Lammie. ‘It doesn’t.’
‘And it doesn’t say where they went. Heading south. South from the Black Isle is everywhere.’
‘I know.’
She looked at the yellow line a while longer. It was a two-line entry on an index card, filled in by a constable called Ross whom nobody would ever be able to find, about a family whom the Northern Constabulary had watched arrive and watched leave, as it had watched every family like them arrive and leave for, she supposed, as long as there had been a Northern Constabulary. She thought that the comparisons had found it because it was a card with a name and a date on it, and the conviction file had the same name and a date one day later, and the system did not know what either of them meant. It was a rhyme, like every other rhyme. It was a reason to read a file.
‘It goes in with the rest,’ she said. ‘The thirty-eight. It’s a cluster till the Crown says it isn’t. Write it in the note. Don’t do anything else with it.’
‘Is it not different, though?’ said Lammie. ‘Because of the date?’
‘It might be,’ said Tait. ‘So write that in the note too.’
* * *
She wrote the note that afternoon. It took her three hours and four drafts, and Vik read every draft over her shoulder, which she would not have let anybody else do and did not stop him doing.
The trouble was the shape of it. Every referral the unit had ever made had been one case: one register number, one convicted person, one rhyme, one reason to read. Hendry’s template was one side of A4 and it was built for one case. This was thirty-eight cases, and the reason to read all of them was the same reason, and it was not a reason that any of the people who had built the system had ever imagined it would produce.
She tried to write it as thirty-eight referrals and gave up at the fourth, because each one said the same thing in the box headed Matching text: a word. She tried to write it as one referral of a cluster, and the template had no box for that. In the end she wrote it as a memo, two pages, to Hendry, copied to the Crown through MacInnes, and she wrote it the way she would have told it to Hendry at his round table if he had asked her.
The run of the twenty-sixth had produced forty-four flags that survived the first pass. Six of them were ordinary and had gone on the register. Thirty-eight of them had been matched with each other, and with entries in divisional registers of travelling persons that had been indexed for the first time in March 2033, on the basis of words used in the files to describe the convicted person as a Traveller. The words were listed. The forces, the years and the offences were listed. The unit’s first assessment had been that the cluster was a feature of the language of the files and not of the cases, of the kind that the unit identified and discarded in most runs.
Then she wrote the next paragraph, and stopped, and read it, and rewrote it, and showed it to Vik, and he read it and nodded and did not say anything, and she left it as it was.
On reflection the unit does not consider that the cluster can properly be discarded on that basis. A feature of language that recurs across six forces and twenty-three years, and that describes the convicted person rather than the conduct, is not of the same kind as a habit of an individual officer. It may indicate that the officers who investigated and reported these cases approached the persons concerned in a particular way. If so, that is a matter that bears on what the files say, and therefore on what the unit is for.
The unit does not know whether any of the thirty-eight convictions is unsafe. It has no information to suggest that any of them is. It notes that one of them, a murder on the Black Isle in 1988 (HMA v Gilfillan), has additionally been matched with a Northern Constabulary register entry recording that the convicted person’s family left the area, heading south, on the day before the offence.
The unit seeks the Crown’s direction on whether the thirty-eight should be added to the register.
She signed it at five to five and sent it upstairs.
* * *
‘Tell me again,’ said Lammie, at five past.
The others were putting their coats on. Lammie had not moved from his desk.
‘Tell you what?’ said Vik.
‘What you said this morning. About the casualty surgeon. I wrote it down but I don’t think I got it right.’ He looked at his notebook. ‘I’ve got it’s not one man, it’s hundreds. And then I’ve got the word’s about the person not the job. And then I’ve crossed something out.’
Vik looked at him for a moment. Then he took his coat off again and hung it back on his chair and sat down on the edge of Farquhar’s desk, which Farquhar allowed, which she did not allow anybody else.
‘All right,’ he said. ‘The comparisons look for words that are unusual. Words that don’t turn up much. When two files have the same unusual word in them, and the word’s doing the same job in both, the system thinks the files might be about the same thing. A badge on a cord. The top of his ear. Two laces. That’s the rhyme. That’s all it ever is.’
‘I know that bit.’
‘So mostly what it finds is rubbish. And the rubbish comes in two kinds.’ He held up one finger. ‘Kind one. The word’s unusual because one person used it a lot. A casualty surgeon in Paisley. A sheriff in Dumfries who liked egregious. A man in Kirkcaldy who made up a filing system. The files rhyme because the same person wrote them. That’s about the writer. It tells you nothing about the cases.’
‘Right.’
‘Kind two.’ Another finger. ‘The word’s unusual because it’s about something that’s actually rare. A badge on a cord. A missing ear. A man who takes both laces. The files rhyme because the same thing happened. That’s about the cases. That’s what we’re for.’
Lammie wrote it down.
‘This morning I thought it was kind one,’ said Tait, from her desk, with her coat on. ‘Lots of officers, same word. A habit.’
‘And it’s not,’ said Vik. ‘It’s not kind one and it’s not kind two. It’s a third kind that nobody built the thing to find.’ He looked at Lammie. ‘The word’s not unusual because one man used it. Hundreds of men used it. And it’s not unusual because something rare happened. Thirty-eight different things happened. It’s unusual because of who it was said about. Every one of these files has the same word in it because every officer who wrote them looked at the person in front of him and saw the same thing, and wrote it down, and it was the first thing he wrote down. Before the offence. Before the evidence. On the first page.’
He was quiet for a moment.
‘They rhyme because the officers rhymed,’ he said. ‘That’s all. The cases don’t rhyme. The officers do. And the system’s found the officers, because the officers are what’s in the paper.’
Lammie looked at what he had written for a long time.
‘Is that a bad thing?’ he said. ‘For the cases?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Vik. ‘Maybe not. Maybe every one of the thirty-eight did exactly what they were convicted of, and the officers who wrote tinker on the first page were right about everything else. That’s possible. That’s probably true of most of them.’ He stood up off the edge of Farquhar’s desk. ‘But if you’d been told on the first page that the accused was one of the tinkers, and you were a jury in Inverness in 1989, I’d like to know how hard you’d have listened to his family saying he was a hundred miles away.’
He put his coat back on.
‘So somebody needs to read it,’ he said. ‘That’s all I’m saying. I’m going home.’
* * *
Farquhar had not said anything all day.
She stayed after the others had gone, which she did sometimes, and Tait stayed too, because she always did. At twenty past five Farquhar came across the room with her pad and put it on the corner of Tait’s desk, face up, and stood beside it.
On the pad, in her small capitals, she had written the thirty-eight file references in a column, with the force and the year against each. Against nine of them, the Grampian ones, she had made a small mark.
‘Mine,’ she said.
Tait looked at her.
‘Grampian,’ said Farquhar. ‘The north-east. Peterhead. Fraserburgh. Turriff. Aberdeen.’ She put her finger on the first of the marked ones, a theft at Fraserburgh in 1979. ‘I ken the families. Not these ones. Families like them. We had them at the school. They came for the berries in the summer and the tatties in October, and then they went.’ She was quiet. ‘Folk said things. At the school. In the town. My granny said things.’
It was the longest speech Tait had ever heard her make that was not about an index.
‘Do you want off it?’ said Tait. ‘The cluster. If it goes on.’
‘No.’ Farquhar picked up the pad. ‘I want on it.’
She went back to her desk and put her coat on and stood for a moment with her hand on the back of her chair.
‘Vik’s right,’ she said. ‘They wrote the word first.’
Farquhar went out sideways round the door.
* * *
Hendry came down at a quarter to six.
He did not as a rule come down in the evening, and the door of 2.14 knocked against the corner of Lammie’s empty desk, and he put his hand flat on the corner of it, as though steadying it, and left it there.
He had her memo in his other hand, printed, folded once.
‘You were going to bin it,’ he said.
‘Yes, sir.’
‘And Chaudhry stopped you.’
‘Yes, sir.’
He looked at the memo for a moment.
‘Say it,’ he said. ‘So I know.’
She told him what Vik had said. The casualty surgeon, and the badge on a cord, and the third kind that nobody had built the thing to find. She did it in prose, as he would have, and without numbers. When she got to they rhyme because the officers rhymed she stopped, because it was Vik’s sentence and not hers.
Hendry stood with his hand on the corner of the desk for a long time.
‘I’ll take it to Elaine in the morning,’ he said. ‘She’ll want to see you. And Chaudhry.’ He looked at the whiteboard, at the red seven, and at the three columns of dates. ‘I’ll tell you how I know she won’t bin it.’
‘Sir?’
‘Because she’s never once thrown away a piece of paper because she didn’t like what was on the first page of it,’ said Hendry. ‘Not once, in all the time I’ve known her.’
He took his hand off the desk and went.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Habit and Repute. Thank you for reading.
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